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Chapter 1

Elyas rode hard through the dark of night, the rush of air bitter cold against his skin as his mount moved at a steady gallop. The surrounding land was dark beneath a black moon, but the way remained clear of foes. He traversed grassy rolling fields, the ground soft from recent rains and muffling his horse’s hooves. His gut was clenched tight with fear, for not only had his unit suffered a devastating loss that night from treachery, but the entire city of Ammon Nor had fallen to the enemy. He hadn’t witnessed the city’s fall firsthand, yet the pounding of thousands of feet as Nebaran soldiers poured out of the city to fall upon the demoralized and already decimated garrison camp left no doubt. His comrades and the citizens of Ammon Nor desperately needed the might of the king’s army to march in and crush the invaders before they could fully secure their position.

When he wasn’t worrying about the battle behind him, he thought of Taren. He’d last seen his cousin the day prior and fervently hoped he’d been able to escape the city before it fell.

At first, when Elyas heard the ring of steel on steel and screams of the dying, he thought his exhaustion and fearful imagination were causing him to relive the desperate fighting he’d left some miles back. But then he crested a low rise and was shocked to find a scene eerily similar to the one he’d left behind at Ammon Nor. A battle was raging, the fighting obscured by the same unnatural fog that had allowed assassins to fall upon his unsuspecting garrison. The entire Ketanian army’s encampment was now under assault.

To the northern side of the battle, the fog appeared to be weakening, shredding apart and dissipating. Ranks of armored men were regrouping, having formed a solid cordon to protect the royal pavilion. Perhaps the king had mages driving away the dreadful mist, yet if so, they were only partially successful, for the southern portion of the camp was thickly blanketed. Shadowy figures moved within, fighting and dying. Orange glows of firelight blazed like will o’ wisps within the fog.

Elyas’s heart sank at the sight. I must deliver this missive, yet I fear no aid will be forthcoming. It is all they can do to defend themselves from slaughter.

And a slaughter it was—butchered men had fallen by the scores that he could see, and he didn’t doubt there were many hundreds or thousands more that he couldn’t, concealed by mist and darkness amid the chaotic frenzy of fighting. Save for the line of steel around the king and his officers, the Nebarans were efficiently cutting through the ragged blocks of Ketanian defenders, harrying and scattering the soldiers.

A sudden burst of fire or spark of lightning in the dark indicated mages among the army’s ranks, but they looked to be few in number and were met with answering exchanges of offensive magic. Ketanian commanders were organizing their men for a consolidated push, but Elyas didn’t know if that would be enough. Depending on how great the Nebaran numbers were, the king’s army might be forced to retreat, but he hoped they would be able to regroup later and push back the invaders. Yet if they faced only a small force of assassins, such as at Ammon Nor, then perhaps they could still defeat the attackers.

He had slowed his winded horse while observing the fighting, letting the poor animal rest a few precious moments. He surveyed the battlefield, at least as much as was visible and not shrouded in fog, seeking a safe path to try to skirt the combat and deliver his missive to the officers.

That was when he first saw the demoness.

His breath caught in his chest when he laid eyes upon her. She was quite tall, and her flaring pitch-colored wings seemed to further heighten her stature. Ebon armor fit her like a second skin. She formed the tip of the enemy’s spear, laying about herself with a wicked longsword sparking with infernal energy, carving a swath of destruction through the ragged clumps of Ketanian defenders. Men turned and fled before her as though she were Shaol himself come to visit his destruction upon them. He realized the whispered rumors he’d heard at the garrison had been true. The Nebarans had fiends of the Abyss among their ranks, and they were being used to devastating effect.

Elyas couldn’t tear his eyes away from the fiend’s terrible majesty. The few men with the stones to stand before her were swiftly cut down. Fearful though she was in battle, she also had a wicked allure, equally beguiling and terrifying.

With some difficulty, he regathered his wits, grasping the pommel of his sword so hard it dug painfully into the palm of his hand. Focus, fool! Complete the task at hand.

He turned his attention back to the rear of the muddled army. Colonel Krige and the garrison were relying on him to deliver the missive. Regardless of the current situation, he still had his duty to perform.

Elyas spurred the tired horse back to a reluctant canter, circling to the northwest to try to skirt past the fighting. A blast of cold wind chilled his face as he hunched low over the horse’s neck. His hands were numb on the reins, and he fumbled to draw his father’s old longsword to fend off any assailants.

Cries and shouts rang out from nearby as faceless figures struggled in the nearby darkness, tendrils of mist curling around them and silhouetted occasionally by the glow of embers in campfires burned low. A shadow lunged from the dark toward Elyas, a hand reaching for his horse’s reins. He struck out reflexively with his blade and hacked the hand free of its wrist. A shrill cry was lost behind him as his flagging steed gamely plunged onward.

A quarrel whistled past Elyas’s head. Shouts rose up, then the shadows came to life as a trio of Nebarans rushed him, swords and axes in hand. They were unarmored, dressed in black clothes, their skin smeared dark with soot. Even their steel was blackened to cut any reflection. Elyas kicked out, striking one attacker’s shoulder and knocking him down. Another swung a sword, but his blade was quicker, laying open the soldier’s throat. He looked for the axeman but couldn’t see him.

Movement flashed in his peripheral vision to his left. Before he could react, the blade of a battle-axe cleaved into his horse’s foreleg. The animal collapsed, falling forward with a pained scream, and Elyas was briefly weightless. His stomach lurched, seeming to cram into his throat. The ground spun toward his face, and he tried to tuck his head down and hoped to Anhur he wouldn’t break his neck.

The cold ground slammed his mailed back like a hammer blow, blasting the breath from his lungs. His helm came loose when his head impacted the ground. He lay there stunned, light and shadows swirling around him in the darkness. Somewhere, his horse was screaming in pain. Or it might have been a person. He didn’t know.

A dark form loomed over him, a brute of a man, bloodied axe in hand. A soot-stained face leered down at Elyas, teeth bared. The killer languidly raised the axe overhead, eyes locked on Elyas’s. He tried to raise his sword in defense, but his hand was empty. The sword was gone. All he could see was his killer standing over him, axe poised to drop and split his head open.

With a sudden thwack, an arrow sprouted in the axeman’s chest. His eyes went wide, almost comically, jaw jutting out as he growled and glared around in search of the archer who had wounded him. A moment later, another arrow appeared a handbreadth to the left of the first. The man staggered back.

Armor-clad men appeared in Elyas’s view, shouting, their swords plunging into the Nebaran axeman’s body. He growled a curse, managing to bury his axe in one of the Ketanians’ helms before he was brought down beneath their stabbing blades.

“Are you all right, friend?” A soldier peered down at Elyas, face spattered with blood. He was about ten or fifteen years older than Elyas, clearly a veteran, and wore a blue-and-white surcoat with a red falcon on it.

“Aye… the wind… knocked out of me is all… I think.” He tried to get up, but his back ached, and his legs were wobbly. 

The man clasped his wrist and hauled him to his feet. Elyas tottered a moment and regained his balance.

“Are reinforcements en route from Ammon Nor?” an archer asked, a dark-haired woman with a recurve bow. “We saw you riding like a madman, Nebaran scum swarming like wasps over a smashed nest to bring you down.”

Elyas shook his head, and the others visibly deflated at the news. “Our situation is no better—worse, even. I must deliver this missive… to the king. Or Lord Lanthas.” He was relieved to find the satchel still strapped to his chest.

“Come on,” the first soldier said. “We’ve reestablished a foothold for the moment. We’ll escort you there to deliver your message—then perhaps a cup of mulled wine.”

“Aye. That would be nice.” Elyas looked around and was relieved to find his sword a few paces away. He returned it to his scabbard.

The dark-haired archer knelt by Elyas’s maimed horse and plunged a dagger into the animal’s neck, putting it out of its misery. She muttered a few words, stroking the horse’s muzzle before rising again, her face hard.

A score or so of friendly soldiers still fought on nearby, sending the Nebarans retreating with arrows and swords. Elyas craned his neck, searching for the demoness leading the enemy. He saw her then, fearlessly standing perhaps fifty paces away among her troops, who were falling back in the face of the solidifying resistance as the tide finally shifted. The much greater numbers of Ketanian troops were beginning to advance, and the smaller force was melting away back into the fog and darkness.

A shiver ran down his spine when his eyes momentarily met the fiend’s over the battlefield. Hers glinted, reflecting the light of the campfires like tiny mirrors. Her cold, beautiful face looked disdainfully on all around her as if they were naught more than insects to be eradicated. He suspected she was only falling back with her troops out of a tactical practicality, not from any fear or disorder.

“Come on, man! Let us deliver your message.” A hand grabbed at his arm, pulling him, and he stumbled ahead, breaking gazes with the demoness.

“Who… that woman.” Elyas swallowed hard. Had she smiled at that last instant? That fall must’ve addled my damned brains. He glanced over his shoulder again, but she was gone amidst the fighting.

“The demon bitch?” asked the soldier hustling him along. “Aye, she’s leading those whoresons. They’ve sold their souls to Shaol, ’twould appear.”

A trio of additional soldiers fell in around him, shields raised, and guided him toward the line of soldiers near the pavilion where officers stood cursing and barking orders.

“I’ll not stand for this outrage! These bloody yellowbellies, murdering men in the night. We shall meet them on the field and crush these demon worshippers. Sol will bless our blades and smite them down!” An older man wearing a golden crown sat upon the back of a snow-white stallion, resplendent in a suit of heavy silver plate armor.

“We’ve finally driven them back, Your Majesty,” a senior officer said. “Once the mages get the rest of this damnable fog cleared out, we can see how grievous the losses are.”

“Thank Sol for that, at least,” King Clement Atreus muttered.

Elyas briefly wondered how the king could even fight in all that heavy armor. It looked as though it would restrict movement so much as to be nearly worthless unless it carried an enchantment. But he figured it was more for show than any actual combat.

“Lord Lanthas!” called the man escorting Elyas. “A courier from Ammon Nor!”

Another older man, on the upper side of middle age and perhaps of an age with the king, turned to regard them. He wore a fine suit of armor that was more practical than his liege’s and had actually seen battle, from the looks of it. His white hair was cropped short, and his blue eyes were as sharp as a hawk’s. Whereas the king was all bluster and fury, Lord Lanthas was steady calm.

“Are reinforcements on the way?” the lord asked hopefully. After a moment, his face turned grim at Elyas’s expression. “I thought not. Our enemies are too savvy to allow for that.” He accepted the scroll tube Elyas handed over. After reading the missive briefly, he cursed. “No help will be forthcoming. They are in dire straits themselves. I take it the same method of attack? Magical fog concealing assassins.”

“Aye, milord,” Elyas said. “And Ammon Nor fallen from the look of it before Colonel Krige dispatched me here.”

Lord Lanthas grimaced and blew out a slow breath. “Damn. The king won’t appreciate more ill tidings this night, yet I commend you on your bravery.” He nodded at Elyas then turned to the soldier accompanying him. “Glin, see this man gets a meal and warms up by a fire. From the enemy’s blood on him, he’s had a long night as well and deserves a moment of rest.”

“Aye, milord. Come on.”

The warrior, Glin, guided Elyas away from the knot of lords and officers. Beyond them, a number of wounded were being taken to one of the command pavilions, where an older cleric was directing them.

Elyas saw Lord Lanthas turn to deliver his ill tidings to the king and the other officers. The king’s reaction was lost as he was led away past a couple tents and to a warm bonfire.

He eagerly held out his numb hands, relishing the heat. A moment later, he was handed a mug of mulled wine followed shortly after by a bowl of hot porridge. Once his belly was satiated and warmed by the hot meal and wine, he had time to speculate on what had occurred.

How is this possible? How has the enemy crossed the Black Channel?

Ammon Nor was the sole ford within days for the deep, swift-flowing river. The enemy host should not have been able to position itself so far to the east of the garrison to fall upon the unsuspecting army of the king, yet here they were—and in significant force.

The night might have proven a disaster, but at least he’d survived for the time being, for which he sent up a quick prayer of thanks to Anhur.




***




Nesnys hated to withdraw from the battle, yet she knew her attack had served its purpose brilliantly. Ammon Nor had fallen, the garrison there decimated, and the king’s army had suffered substantial losses and had the fear of Shaol driven into it. She had already sent word to Scaixal to have her entire force massed at Ammon Nor, save for a token number to hold the city, to immediately march on the location of the king’s encampment to prevent them from regrouping. By the time dawn broke, instead of the reprieve the Ketanians desperately sought, they would instead face nearly twenty thousand swords ready to end them.

The thousand men of Colonel Cornix’s Hundred Scorpions had been reduced to barely a third their number, but by her estimates, for every man she had lost, the enemy had lost five in turn. Those were the types of odds she liked, especially when her army had the greater numbers to begin with. Cornix and his men had pulled back to the low hills to the south, in position to keep watch until the rest of her army arrived in a few hours’ time.

Circling high overhead, she watched as the Ketanian mages dispelled the last of the mist and the soldiers secured the perimeter.

“On the morrow, we’ll crush those dogs and make them rue the day they ever set foot on Ketanian soil!” the mortal king shouted.

Nesnys smirked at the king’s bluster as he tried to rally his demoralized men. “Oh, you’ll be the one ruing the day you stepped out of your castle, soft fool.” She circled past the officers and over a large bonfire.

One of the men sitting at the fire glanced up as if sensing her presence, yet she knew he couldn’t see her in the darkness at her altitude. She recognized the young courier she’d seen racing to deliver his missive—the grim news that Ammon Nor had fallen and the garrison was smashed. Ill tidings were a powerful force to further weaken already shaky morale, and she smiled to herself as she flew back south.

Thus far, the night had been a splendid success. The only factor that hadn’t gone according to plan was the bizarre loss of contact with Bliezahr. The demon wasn’t answering her psionic summons. Instead, she merely sensed a cloud of pain and rage and confusion.

She took a moment to ponder that. Nothing in Ammon Nor should’ve been able to defeat such a powerful fiend. But then she remembered the scene left behind in Ryedale and the dramatic end of her inquisitor, Tellast.

Perhaps my young sculptor has revealed himself once more. That thought brought another smile to her face as she went to check on the progress of her main army.























Chapter 2

After stepping through the portal in the cave beneath the ruins of Ammon Nor, Taren appeared in a small circular chamber lit only by the bluish glow emanating from the portal. His three companions, Mira, Creel, and Ferret, were illuminated by the glow behind him, their shadows looming huge in the space. After a moment, the portal dwindled and evanesced, its magic fading away to glowing wisps before leaving them in darkness.

Taren’s eyes adjusted after a few moments, and he realized the blackness wasn’t absolute. The gloom was faintly lit by a softly glowing orange crystal embedded in the wall at knee height. The walls themselves were of roughly hewn stone. The air was stale and heavy, smelling faintly of mildew and what he thought might be rusted metal. All was silent save the sound of their quiet breathing and water dripping somewhere in the distance.

Creel moved forward to investigate a passageway leading from the portal chamber, hand on the hilt of his sword. A straight, dark corridor extended into the distance, lit every ten or so paces by another orange crystal.

Taren approached the nearest phosphorescent crystal and touched it. Cool to the touch, it radiated faint magic, although he got the impression its magic was decaying.

“What is this place?” Ferret asked, her voice echoing and sounding tight with apprehension.

Creel paused in the corridor to examine some runic inscription on the wall and shrugged. “Only the gods know.”

The runes seemed somehow familiar to Taren, but he could neither decipher them nor recall where he’d seen such glyphs. He wondered if he had seen them in the book Gradnik had left for him after his death.

Seeing nothing else of interest, Creel beckoned them forward, taking the lead as they passed down the narrow corridor. Great metal pipes lined one wall, and from one of those, water leaked out through a rusted spot, dripping into an ankle-deep puddle filling the hallway.

They slogged through the puddle in silence. After about fifty paces, the corridor abruptly opened up to an immense chamber, much like the great hall of a castle, its reaches lost in darkness. Only the steady illumination of the crystals provided a sense of its vastness, for they continued in a straight line before fading out of sight in the far distance. The blackness was relieved by islands of the orangish light at regular intervals. The floor was perfectly smooth stone, almost like polished marble Taren imagined suitable to adorn a palace, yet it was a dull gray with no sheen to it, similar to the onyx cube they’d entered in the ruins on the surface.

As Taren was caught up in gawking around the huge room, his boot caught the edge of a rusted scrap of metal debris on the floor. The metal clattered stridently against the stone and echoed loudly. The group froze at the clamor, hardly daring to breathe. Eventually, the reverberation faded, and that eerie, nearly palpable silence pressed down on them once more.

Taren looked more closely at the metal scrap and found it belonged to a pile of assorted pieces, dented and rusting. Some ancient armor? He noted what looked like strange gears and springs among the armor pieces. Near the scraps of armor was a skeletal corpse dressed in the rotting remains of what might have once been a robe.

“There’s a body here,” Taren said. “Looks to be long dead.”

Creel nudged the skeleton with his boot, whereupon the robe disintegrated to dust, and the brittle leg bone detached from the hip joint. “Aye, long dead indeed. Centuries, perhaps. Some ancient battle fought here?” He crouched down and studied a piece of metal resembling a breastplate. “And what are all these other metal bits?” He picked up one of the rusty gears and examined it.

“And where are the remains of whoever wore that armor?” Mira asked.

The group exchanged apprehensive glances, unnerved by the bizarre place. They walked a bit farther and stopped at a jumble of metal pipes and beams, rusted through and collapsed onto the floor. With his eyes, Taren followed the length of one beam, still attached somewhere above, but he was unable to pierce the darkness and see what it attached to.

Creel evidently could make it out, however. “Looks like some kind of network of catwalks spanning the hall. This portion of it collapsed.” He frowned as he peered into the blackness.

“Should we light a torch?” Ferret asked.

Creel shook his head. “Not yet. Wouldn’t be prudent to announce our presence if anyone or anything yet inhabits this place, fortress or whatever it is. Although they’d probably have already heard us by now.”

They continued onward, occasionally finding more robed skeletons and piles of shattered metal armor. Taren tried to piece together a picture of what had happened. His best guess was that a group of mages had battled some type of magical constructs, evidenced by the lack of any corpses with the armor. He’d heard of such things before—suits of armor given a pale semblance of life by spells animating them to act as guardians.

“Look over here.” Mira stood at the juncture with a corridor leading to the left, the only deviation from the main hall since the tunnel they’d taken from the portal chamber. “Can anyone decipher these runes?” She pointed at cryptic writing with yellow-and-black lines.

Must be something of importance, judging from the markings. Taren touched the runes on the wall, which were painted rather than carved, some yellow flakes of paint peeling away. Down the short hallway was another room, lit by more of the orange crystals, although the room reflected light strangely, as though the walls were metallic.

He was about to enter the chamber to investigate further when a sound reached his ears, causing him to start.

Clank… scrape… clank… scrape.

Whatever made the sound was growing closer, approaching from the vast darkness of the main hall.

The party grouped together uneasily, peering into the darkness ahead of them. Creel drew his sword, the steel rasping loudly as it cleared the scabbard. Ferret clutched a dagger in hand. Taren found himself unable to swallow a knot in his throat, his mouth suddenly dry. Only Mira seemed unaffected, standing calmly beside him, a stolid, comforting presence with staff in hand.

Clank… scrape… clank… scrape.

“Where are the artificers? What are our directives?” The hollow voice boomed from the darkness, its words strangely enunciated.

The sounds of the creature’s approach continued until a humanoid figure shambled into the dim pool of light cast by the next crystal along the wall, ten paces away. Twin points of red light, glowing in the darkness like backlit jewels, resolved themselves into eyes as the figure moved jerkily with a clamor of clanks and whirs. The orange light of the mounted crystal gleamed dully on a complete suit of plate armor like the ruined ones they had seen. Iron-shod boots scraped heavily on the floor as it approached, its left leg stiff from a bad joint, causing it to move with a limp.

“Approach no closer,” Creel growled. He held Final Strike out before him. “Who or what are you?”

“We are the factotum.” The armored figure tottered to a halt five paces away, staring at Creel a moment before its head swiveled to Taren, then on to Mira and Ferret with a sharp, precise motion that generated a rasping sound, its metal parts in dire need of oil. “Where are the artificers? What are our directives?”

The companions exchanged confused glances. 

“Who are these artificers?” Creel asked.

“The Order of Artificers are the masters, the builders who serve the overseer.” The construct stood still, regarding them a long moment.

“What is this place?” Taren asked.

“You stand in the Hall of the Artificers.” After a loud clicking sounded, the construct jerkily raised a hand to encompass the hall. “All stands ready. We await our directives.”

Ferret spoke up. “What are factotum?” 

“Factotum are automatons created to serve the artificers. What are our directives?”

“How long have you awaited your directives?” Taren asked.

A screech followed by a whirring noise issued from the automaton. After it ticked for several moments, it spoke again. “Last directive was issued one thousand nine hundred eighty-eight years, fifty-three days, thirteen hours, and ten minutes ago.”

“What was the last directive?” Creel asked.

“Defend the Hall of the Artificers against all intruders.” The red eyes burned in the gloom as it regarded them. “Authenticating artificer identities.” The automaton began clicking ominously. “State the countersign, masters. You have ten seconds to comply. Nine… eight… seven…” With each count it ticked ominously, like some nefarious timepiece.

“What is it asking for?” Ferret’s eyes were round and fearful.

“It wants some proof that we are these artificers,” Mira replied.

“As an artificer, I command you to stand down,” Creel said.

“Three… two… one…” The automaton clanked and shuddered violently as if it would fall apart, then it raised both arms. “Authentication failed. Intruders detected. Eliminating intruders.” It surged forward in a burst of jerky speed, arms flailing at them.

Creel struck it on the forearm with his sword, which made a loud ringing reverberation but had little effect. He dodged a swipe of its fist. Mira balanced on her right leg and kicked with her left, foot catching the automaton at the hip. The construct staggered a couple steps before it regained its balance then came at them again. It didn’t speak. The only noise it made was the eerie machine sounds from its body. The construct punched and grabbed at them with articulated hands, but it was in disrepair, and its motions were likely slower and more stuttering than they would have been ordinarily.

Mira attempted to knock its legs out from under it, but the automaton resisted her leg sweep, likely due to its ponderous weight, which set the floor vibrating with each step. It stomped down at her, but she drew her leg back just in time. Creel struck another blow against its back, but his sword seemed to have little effect. The automaton responded with a backhand swing, which caught Creel’s shoulder, knocking him to the ground, sword clattering. It reached for Ferret, its arm lashing out as forcefully as a piston, but the girl dodged away, the hem of her cloak slipping through its fingers. With an abrupt pivot, it punched at Taren, its fist likely to have caved his head in had Mira not snatched his cloak and yanked him backward to a safe distance, sending him sprawling.

The automaton advanced on Taren, intending to follow up its attack. Mira crouched over him protectively. The construct’s feet drummed the floor as it came at them in a lumbering charge. Taren tried to scramble away. Mira stood motionless in a slight crouch as it approached rapidly, then she uncoiled into a spinning kick. Her blow struck the construct’s breastplate. It reeled backward from the power of her kick, gears grinding furiously until it stabilized itself. It was poised to resume its charge again, when suddenly the tip of a sword burst from its midsection.

Creel twisted his blade and yanked it out. A metallic snap sounded, then metal bits spilled from its belly like entrails. A severed spring swung loosely while a large cog bounced and rolled away across the floor. A grinding screech issued, and the machine seemed to freeze in place a moment. Its fingers opened and closed spastically as if it would throttle the life from them with its final bit of energy.

“Go down, you clunky bastard.” Creel stepped up behind it and drove Final Strike through its backplate. 

Metal shrieked, and its breastplate dented outward. More cogs and gears broke loose. Something screeched and snapped as Creel withdrew his sword, and the automaton broke apart at the waist. It hit the ground with a thunderous clamor then finally lay still in the midst of its broken pieces, the echoes fading away in the vast hall. The glow of its eyes faded like swiftly cooling embers and extinguished.

“Anything within a mile would’ve heard us with all that damn racket.” Creel peered into the gloom as though awaiting a charge of more of the automatons. He glanced over at Ferret. “You all right, lass?”

“Aye. Just a bit unnerved by the strangeness of it all.” She kicked a metal cog away.

Mira extended a hand and helped Taren to his feet. She stood over the automaton’s torso thoughtfully. “Was this a sentient creature?”

“Of limited intellect, perhaps. I would think similar to a golem or other construct that can carry out basic commands but cannot think for itself.” Taren wished he could spend some time to take the creature apart and examine it further, trying to decipher how it worked, but he knew they needed to be moving on. Whatever the purpose of this Hall of the Artificers was, poking around haphazardly could prove dangerous.

Creel sheathed his sword when no further threat appeared. “If nothing else reveals itself, once we get the measure of this place, it might be wise to rest for a time.”

Taren nodded. Although he had lost all sense of time since having entered the cube in the ruins, they’d been on the move since the previous night. After a harrowing escape from Ammon Nor followed by only a few hours of rest, they’d been pursued by Nebaran troops through the ruins that morning, followed by the battle at the bridge. A few hours to rest and recuperate would do them well.




















Chapter 3

The morning brought no relief.

Elyas had aided the other soldiers where he could throughout the night, gathering bodies and transporting wounded to the field hospital, yet the survivors were too few, sadly. The death toll of those murdered in the night was staggering. A few hundred more had perished during battle, but at least the latter had had a chance to defend themselves. All told, thousands had been slain during the night, perhaps as many as a third of the army’s number, judging from early estimates. And the tragic death toll wasn’t the end of their misfortune. Supply wagons had been put to the torch, tents and equipment burned and destroyed, and many horses either slain or scattered from their paddock.

Even after all their misfortune, the gods were unsparing in their ill favor toward King Clement’s forces. Before the battered army could fashion a pyre for their slain men and retrieve horses and gather salvageable equipment, a frantic scout returned, the first of a dozen that had been sent into the surrounding areas to gain intelligence on the enemy’s movements.

The scout was bleeding from a quarrel in his thigh and was clearly distraught, his horse blowing and foam covering its flanks. From the scout’s grave expression, Elyas could tell the news was about to be another blow to their already fragile morale. He walked over within earshot to try to hear the report.

“Let him through,” Lord Lanthas snapped to the milling soldiers blocking the scout’s way. He, the king, and several knights and officers all closed on the scout.

“Your Majesty! My lords!” The scout’s voice was ragged with fear or tension. “The enemy is on the march from the direction of Ammon Nor. They’ll be arriving within the hour.”

An explosion of conversation erupted, concern and curses in equal measure as a dozen voices talked over each other, followed by a flurry of shouted questions.

King Clement raised his hand, and the tumult subsided. “What are their numbers?”

The scout blanched. “Your Majesty, I, well… all of them, I believe.”

“What?” The king looked stunned, and his commanders exchanged despairing glances. “How is this so?”

“There are too many to count, Majesty. They were marching swiftly, a column ten abreast and stretching into the distance. Easily many thousands, by my guess.”

“By the gods,” Clement said, his face paling. “Have we confirmed this with the other scouts?”

The commanders shook their heads and answered in the negative. 

“He is the first man to return,” one officer offered.

Elyas could feel confusion and fear rising in the men around him. He couldn’t help but think of how his own father had been commander of a mercenary company.

This news is poorly received. The men’s fragile morale just took another big hit—I wager Father would’ve had this conversation in private and then put on a brave face for the army’s sake. Tough to regain morale once it’s snuffed out.

“I was nearly brought down myself, Your Majesty,” the scout was saying into the tense silence. “The hills and fields are crawling with the remaining force of assassins from the night past. Was a near thing that I escaped, but some of my fellow scouts weren’t so fortunate.”

The king looked as though he were no longer listening. “We cannot stand against their full might… certainly not in such condition as we are.”

“We must fall back and regroup,” one of the commanders said.

“No, we’ll hold them here and make them pay,” said a young man, one of the king’s sons, with red-brown hair and dressed in fine armor. “Father, give the order. I’ll rally the men. If we retreat, they’ll have free rein to ravage the countryside.”

Lanthas was shaking his head. “Sire, if we don’t fall back, we’ll be destroyed. The men are weary and disheartened after last night. Better that we fall back and make a stand at a time, and on ground, of our choosing.”

Another young man spoke up from near the king. “Father, I agree with Lord Lanthas. Allow me the honor of commanding the rearguard.”

Elyas couldn’t get a clear look at the other prince through the crowd, but he noted the man had his brother’s same red-brown hair and a thin shadow of a beard.

After a momentary huddled conference, King Clement looked at Lord Lanthas wearily. “Make it so, Loren,” he said with a heavy sigh, the order appearing to cost him dearly. He brought his sons in close and hugged both tightly.

Lanthas bowed to his king then stepped forward to take charge, stepping in front of the king and princes. “Men, listen up—we must break camp at once! Get those wounded into wagons and transported first, along with our remaining supply wagons. We’ll withdraw along the road to Llantry and fall back to the fields of Varrackot and test their appetite for pursuit. Perhaps they see us bloodied and think us easy prey to be brought down with a single swift strike, but I vow that will not happen this day! We shall regroup and meet them with steel if they’ve the courage to face us in a straight-on battle and not like murdering cowards in the dark of night.”

Men murmured in agreement at the lord’s conviction. A few even cheered his words. Elyas admired Lanthas for taking charge of a dire situation and giving the men some small sliver of hope.

“I need two hundred brave men to form a rearguard to buy us precious time,” Lanthas continued. “Prince Dorian will have command of that force. Sergeant Glin, you will report to him—get him the men he needs to succeed, archers and infantrymen both. Horses for all if enough can be recovered, for you’ll need speed. And someone tend to this man before he falls from the saddle.” The last was directed at the wounded scout.

Elyas stepped forward to volunteer to join Prince Dorian and Sergeant Glin. The sergeant was obviously one of Lord Lanthas’s trusted men, for they had an easy camaraderie, clearly used to working together. The veteran was steady and competent, and his men had saved Elyas the prior night, so he wanted to return the favor and buy his liege and the remaining army time to retreat and regroup. He knew naught of the prince’s reputation, but volunteering to lead the rearguard had taken some stones, and he couldn’t help but respect him for that.

At Glin’s bidding, Elyas joined others in lining up to gather needed equipment from the quartermaster. After waiting a few minutes, he followed some of the other men’s leads and collected the gear he needed from the fallen: a longbow and quiver of arrows, a shield, and a helm to replace the one he’d lost the past night when he’d fallen from his horse. He didn’t have time to search for long, and the helm he ended up with was slightly too large, but it would have to do.

A few minutes later, someone pressed a set of reins into his hand, and he was climbing into the saddle on a spirited bay mare. He joined the scores of men gathering near Glin, recognizing several of the sergeant’s soldiers from the past night, including the raven-haired female archer and a tall dark-skinned man with a battle-axe. Once the two hundred were gathered, the sergeant looked them over and gave them a nod, then at his command, they spurred their horses toward the southern edge of the camp.

Ahead, the flat ground turned to a series of gentle hills and valleys, and out there somewhere lurked the concealed remnants of the Nebaran attackers from the past night.

To the north, the first wagons were moving up a road, bearing wounded and supplies. The encampment resembled a riled-up anthill, with some men scurrying around hastily gathering what equipment and supplies they could, while others were attempting to round up horses that had gotten loose from the paddock.

When Prince Dorian rode up with a pair of knights and a handful of men-at-arms, Glin went to consult with him. The prince was wearing unadorned armor and a full helm that concealed his face, likely to avoid painting himself as a valuable potential hostage. He could’ve been a hedge knight from the look of him, yet he garnered the respect of those near him.

The prince rode closer to the gathered group and raised a hand for silence. The nervous murmuring of those around Elyas ceased.

“Take heart, men, for today is a new day. The horrors of the past night are banished with the dawn. This is a day in which Sol will bless our sword arms. We shall be the shield that staves off ruin for the sake of kingdom and countrymen, parents and siblings, wives and children. Join me with courage in your hearts, and make these bastards pay for every pace of ground they think to steal!”

Elyas joined the others in raising his sword in the air and roaring a cry of approval. The prince’s words were simple yet well spoken, and they hit home. All knew this mission was deadly and likely suicidal, yet each had volunteered willingly. Elyas thought of Taren’s vow to hone his magic into a weapon to fight back and felt a rush of emotion. This now is my path, Cousin. If it leads to ruin today, then the gods willing, I’ll take as many of them down with me as I can.

After Prince Dorian spoke quietly to Glin and his knights a moment longer, Glin turned toward the gathered men. He pointed toward the gentle slope before them. “We’ll take position atop that rise and surprise the advancing army by raining arrows down on them from up high. Leave your horses down here at the base. We’ll hit them hard then fall back to the north of camp and keep harrying them as long as it takes.”

They fell in behind Dorian and Glin, two hundred men, with a few women among them, spreading out as they neared the rise south of camp, beyond which open fields led all the way to Ammon Nor.

Elyas dismounted, patting his horse reassuringly on the neck, then climbed the rise in a loose line with the others. Before reaching the crest, they dropped low and crawled the rest of the way into position. As soon as he could see the land ahead, he gasped involuntarily. The scout had been correct. A long ribbon of troops stretched to the horizon, the nearest less than a mile distant, undulating like a great worm across the rolling hills and smooth pastures.

“By the gods,” the raven-haired archer muttered from nearby. She caught Elyas’s glance and gave him a grim smile. “Anhur should favor us—’twill be hard to miss so many of them.”

“Taking Ammon Nor must have posed as much trouble as kicking apart an anthill,” added the tall, dark-skinned warrior on the other side of the woman.

Elyas nodded agreement. The grass was covered with dew, and within a short time lying on the cold ground, he was shivering from his wet breeches. Luckily, his gambeson was thick enough to not soak through.

The female archer—Kavia, he learned her name was—loosed an arrow with a bright orange fletching, marking the distance. The arrow flew in a looping arc and lodged into the ground a couple hundred paces away. He marveled at her strength, for it was no easy feat for a woman to draw such a heavy recurve bow and fire it with deadly accuracy as she had the prior night, but she made it look easy.

Looking around, he saw everyone was in position, bows in hand, lying prone in the tall grass to surprise the foe. Their numbers seemed pitifully few against such odds, and they sorely needed every advantage they could get. He strung his longbow and held an arrow loosely to the string, waiting until the enemy was within range and trying to keep his nerves calm.

The column grew closer, and he could finally make out features of individual troops. The Nebarans moved at a rapid march, intent on catching the Ketanians unprepared, seemingly not having bothered to deploy scouts. Elyas gave a morose smile, for at least the bastards’ plans to fall upon their wounded prey would be foiled—for a short time, at least. A quick glance over his shoulder showed the encampment abandoned, the last of the infantrymen just passing out of sight to the north, many heads craning nervously to check the rearguard’s position.

The Nebaran column neared Kavia’s marker, the bright fletchings just barely visible at that distance.

“Loose at will!” Glin cried when the first rank passed the marker.

They did so, rising up and loosing their first volley of arrows in a deadly rain upon the head of the formation. Elyas let fly an arrow that arced down into their midst, then quickly fired a second and a third, not waiting to see what he’d hit. Kavia’s bow hummed as she loosed three arrows for every one Elyas managed to shoot, putting three or four more into the air before the first had even struck. The Nebarans’ first few ranks were decimated in a hailstorm of arrows, but the column swiftly recovered, the rows tightening up and men locking shields with those around them. A few score had fallen in seconds, but the rearguard’s volleys became less effective, only occasionally finding a chink in shields or armor.

“Save your arrows!” Glin ordered. “Wait for a shot.”

The Nebarans had bunched together in a shield wall as the long column ground to a halt. At some unheard command, the wall split apart, and crossbowmen stepped into the gaps at the forefront to loose a volley of their own. Elyas ducked as quarrels filled the air. Someone cried out to his left, and more grunts and screams of pain came from up and down the line. Kavia brought down three crossbowmen before the shield wall closed back up.

A growing thunder of hooves announced a unit of cavalry riding hard up the eastward flank of the main column. Elyas counted a hundred or so at a glance, riding with lances and long spears to break their ragged line. As the cavalry passed, the Nebaran infantry broke into a charge on their heels.

Elyas brought down one of the riders with an arrow to the chest. A dozen or two fell rapidly, men and animals crashing to the ground in a flurry of twisted and broken limbs. But the majority continued to charge, nearly upon them, the ground trembling at their approach. He drew his sword and gripped his shield to meet their charge.

“Pikes!” Dorian called.

A third of the rearguard swapped their bows for long pikes to meet the cavalry charge, planting the butts of their weapons in the ground. As the pikemen were setting their weapons, a final volley of crossbow bolts dropped a number of them.

Elyas readied himself to face the cavalry charge when a burst of fire suddenly erupted a few paces to his left among the pikemen, scattering men who screamed as their hair and clothes burned. He looked around, bewildered, until he glanced up to find a winged creature hovering in the air about thirty paces overhead. A globe of green fire surrounded one of the creature’s hands, then it lobbed another fireball down into their midst.

“Demon!” he called out, but he needn’t have bothered, for all along the lines, men were crying out in terror.

Kavia loosed an arrow at the creature, but it nimbly dipped down like some great bat, and her arrow flew harmlessly past.

Before more archers could target the aerial threat, the wave of the thundering cavalry rolled over them. Men and horses screamed as lances and pikes met flesh, both human and equine. Elyas lunged forward as a nearby pikeman fell with a spear tip in his throat. He stabbed the horseman through the ribs then looked for his next target. An instinctive reaction saved him from the thrust of a lance as he turned just in time to deflect it on his shield. He batted the lance aside to try to close on the rider, but the Nebaran toppled off the back of his horse with an arrow through the eye.

Kavia’s next shot felled another rider just beyond that one.

“Fall back!” Glin shouted. “Rally at the north end of camp!” He raised his shield to catch a thrown spear aimed at Kavia.

Elyas saw at a glance that they were overrun. The cavalry were laying about themselves, swords and spears and hooves lashing out. The rearguard’s line was shattered, and the charging infantry was nearly upon them. Dorian and his two knights were anchoring the line to the left, while a knot of fighters around Elyas and Glin held the right side. Despite their best efforts, the center of the line was swiftly collapsing.

Then the entire rearguard was falling back. Elyas and Berut, the dark-skinned warrior, met half a dozen of the leading infantrymen with steel, giving the others time to get away. Elyas took down two men in quick succession, as did Berut with his axe. A sword thudded off Elyas’s shield, another slashing across his mail shirt. Berut took down one of Elyas’s attackers, only to get a cut to his arm from the last man. Elyas lunged and slid his sword through the man’s back the same moment as Berut’s axe split his helm.

“Fall back!” Dorian beckoned them to follow as he ran past with one of the knights. 

The second knight had fallen, a spear jutting through his chest.

A dozen attackers were hard on their heels as Elyas and Berut followed the prince, racing down the slope toward their horses. Ahead, the other defenders were mounted up, the bulk of them galloping north. Elyas saw his bay prancing nervously and redoubled his speed. Glin and Kavia waited on horseback with a handful of others, the sergeant frantically waving them on. The archer’s arm was a blur, and arrows streaked past Elyas and Berut, thudding into their pursuers.

Elyas vaulted into the saddle and turned his horse, expecting to have to fight his way clear, but his jaw dropped when he noted the number of arrow-riddled corpses strewn along the hillside. Kavia had downed another ten or so men, leaving only a handful remaining, who were wisely crouching behind their shields, hesitant to face the deadly barrage. The archer had several more full quivers strapped to her saddle.

“Ride!” Glin put the heels to his horse, following Dorian and his knight.

A couple score of infantrymen crested the rise, and the men taking cover regained their courage at the reinforcements. The nearest swordsman lunged at Elyas’s mount, but he kicked the man in the face, then his bay was charging after the others. Elyas ducked low in the saddle, following his comrades as Nebaran quarrels rained down around them, horsemen pursuing hard on their heels.




















Chapter 4

Ferret couldn’t sleep. The bizarre underground facility they found themselves in, dark and mysterious, its purpose lost to history, unnerved her greatly. Her skin crawled at the sensation—the cause of it, she couldn’t say, only that she felt a sense of pervasive dread, as if some malevolent being was observing them, waiting for its chance to spring to life and attack. She figured she was merely spooked by the memory of the encounter with the deadly yet somehow pitiable automaton, eternally waiting to perform whatever cryptic directives its ancient masters had devised for it. Or perhaps the atmosphere of dereliction about the hall was simply troubling her as it slowly succumbed to rust and ruin, overcome by the ravages of time.

Despite Taren’s assurance that he could sense nothing living that could harm them there, Creel had still thought it prudent to post a guard in case more automatons challenged them.

Following the attack by the factotum, they had continued exploring the great hall, as she thought of the gigantic room, but nothing else had stirred. Nor did they see any obvious means to escape the dreadful place. Their cursory search had ended at a large door that rose up like a portcullis, which was frozen in place, barring their path. At first, she was grateful when Creel had suggested they make camp, tired as she was, but then she’d been unable to sleep, first during Creel’s watch then Mira’s.

Ferret glanced over from her bedroll and saw Mira, a silent shadow sitting upright, legs crossed and palms resting on her thighs as she kept vigil a short distance away from the slumbering Creel and Taren. Ferret felt a brief moment of envy that the two men were able to sleep.

Something groaned softly in the distant darkness, a metallic sigh just on the verge of hearing, and Ferret sat up. She stared into the softly lit gloom, listening intently, heart thudding in her chest from the sound.

This damned place is like a tomb… Ghosts of these artificers who once worked their dark arts here. She shivered.

“This structure must be settling from all the weight of these ironworks,” Mira said softly.

“Aye. Gives me the shivers… No way I can sleep in this bloody place.” Ferret threw her blanket aside and stretched. “Is it my turn to take watch yet?”

“About another hour, I would think.”

Ferret frowned, for she was wide awake and saw no point in lying back down. She knew, as Taren had said, by their own search that nothing was lurking out there to bring them harm, hence she was angry at herself for her own unfounded fears. As she debated whether to curl back up in her bedroll, an idea came to mind.

“I’m going to look around a bit. Hopefully, I can discover a way out of here. I’ll be back soon to relieve you.” She stood, buckled on her sword belt, and donned her cloak. She walked quietly past Creel and Taren, both of whom seemed to be sleeping fitfully. Taren muttered something in his sleep and rolled over while Creel’s hand twitched in the throes of some ill dream, as if he were clutching at the hilt of his sword.

“Be careful, and don’t stray too far.” Mira watched with her typical serene expression as Ferret left their makeshift camp against the cavernous room’s wall, positioned where they’d have warning if any more automatons attacked them.

Ferret envied the monk’s perpetual calm in the face of all the trying circumstances they had encountered. Once, she herself had been excited by the prospect of adventure, but after seeing friends killed and wounded, being chased and constantly fearful, she was quickly lowering her opinion of adventure.

The soft illumination provided by the row of orange crystals throughout the complex lit her way as she backtracked the direction they’d come. She wondered how the crystals retained whatever magic they held after all the long centuries the place had been abandoned.

Within a couple minutes, she came upon the broken remains of the factotum that had attacked them earlier strewn across the floor. Gears and cogs and rods and parts she didn’t have a name for lay where they had spilled from the construct’s innards once Creel had finally destroyed it. The eyes, which had glowed like fire opals held up to the sun, were now dull and inert, its humanlike face a frozen mask in its destruction.

Is it truly dead? I guess something that has no life doesn’t die. Perhaps it is merely dormant, awaiting one of its ancient masters to come along and repair it. Will its iron fingers seize my foot if I step too close?

Ferret shuddered at the thought, giving the remains a wide berth, and made a protective sign for good measure. The memory of the construct’s jerky, humanlike movements as it flailed at them, seeking to bludgeon them to death, silent save for the clanks and whirs of its machinery, terrified her still.

Despite her initial fears, nothing molested her from the darkness of the derelict facility, and she allowed herself to relax slightly. She neared her objective—the passageway with all the runes around it that Taren had taken an interest in prior to them being attacked. She hoped the corridor led to an exit, a way out she could lead them to straightaway in the morn so that they wouldn’t have to spend another hour inside.

When we reach Llantry, I’m finished with the life of adventure. I’ll work an honest trade for once, though I don’t have many skills. I could probably manage as a barmaid. How tough can it be?

She missed Enna, the kindly barmaid she’d come to think of as a friend, and the nearest person to an older sister she’d ever had. Hurriedly, she shoved those thoughts aside for fear she’d break down with the memory of Enna’s gruesome death fresh in her mind. Let Dak and Taren continue this madness—they’re cut out to be heroes. Me… I’m a nobody and good for very little. 

She stopped before the short hallway she sought. A square opening twice her height led into another chamber, one recessed into the floor a foot or two. The chamber seemed to be a metal cube, illuminated softly by more of the orange crystals, one on each wall at knee height. Cryptic patterns of black and yellow were painted on the walls at different intervals, along with more runes she couldn’t understand. In the center of the room, a metal spike protruded from the floor, chest high and studded with strange-looking knobs and concentric rings around it.

Gingerly, Ferret entered the chamber, walking softly on the balls of her feet, alert for any traps or ambush by more of the automatons. All remained still as she stepped down to the recessed floor. Off to her right was a filthy window covered in a thick layer of dust and grime. She peered through it but could see nothing in the darkness beyond. No doors or any distinctive features were evident other than the metal spike in the center of the chamber.

“Another dead end.” Her voice echoed harshly within the chamber in spite of her undertone, and she froze. The sound faded, and a long moment later, she let out her breath and approached the spike to examine it more closely. I had hoped to find another of the portals leading out of this wretched place. Mayhap this thing is a lever to open a hidden door.

A metal shaft wrapped with concentric rings pointed upward at an angle, with an opening in the cylinder about as big around as her arm. She pushed and pulled at the spike, but nothing happened. Within the hole, something glimmered, reflecting her face dimly as she peered inside. Her features rippled and distorted over the facets of a massive gem, perhaps the size of her fist.

A diamond? Her breath hitched in her chest as she studied it. Aye, looks to be. And bigger than any I’ve ever seen—this could earn me a bloody fortune! I could surely live comfortably for many years on that. And the diamond appeared to be within reach.

Ferret rolled back a sleeve and hesitantly stuck her fingers inside the aperture, holding her breath. When nothing happened, she slowly thrust her arm inside. Unable to see what she was doing, she gently felt around the smooth cylinder until her fingertips brushed across the sharp facets of the diamond.

A flash of light made her freeze. The gem illuminated, growing brighter until it cast brilliant rays around her arm. She squinted against the sudden radiance and averted her eyes, fingers groping across the diamond’s surface, seeking to get a grip on it. The gem was warm to the touch. She pushed her arm farther into the tube until her elbow was wedged in the opening. Her fingers slid around the sides of the gem, just about to get a grip to pluck it free…

“Organic matter detected in transfiguration chamber,” a metallic voice boomed, nearly making her shriek in fright.

Ferret instinctively tried to pull away, but her arm was caught. The diamond turned hot in her hand, singeing her fingertips. Then she did cry out, struggling to free herself. The shaft’s metal lip dug into the flesh of her forearm just below her elbow, trapping her arm in place.

“Activating transmutation sequence.” The metallic voice cut off with an abrupt squeal.

A deep, basso rumble reverberated through the floor and walls, the vibrations seeming to jitter Ferret’s bones. She looked around in panic. The dirty window in the cube’s wall was illuminated from within by orange, red, and green lights. The murky silhouette of an automaton stood inside, its fire opal eyes glowing. It shambled nearer the glass and reached out, grasping a brass lever and throwing it downward with a metallic shriek. A rumbling clank sounded deep within the walls, and the room suddenly thrummed with power, making Ferret’s teeth chatter and the hair on the back of her neck stand up. A thunderous boom sounded from nearby.

“Let go, damn you!” With a desperate heave, she finally wrenched her arm free, tearing off a layer of skin in the process. She stumbled back from the spike in the floor and then bolted for the exit.

The entry to the cube was blocked. A metal door had apparently dropped or slid into place, with only a small window at eye level.

Ferret shoved and pounded on the thick door, but she might as well have been trying to force aside a mountain. She screamed, hoping someone would come to free her, but knew it was useless. Even if her friends had known what was happening, they had camped several hundred paces away. Finding her would take them a few minutes.

The room thrummed more intensely, and the orange crystals flared brilliantly then flashed in sequence. The diamond within the spike blazed as bright as the sun, eyeball-searing light pouring from the opening. Even after averting her eyes, afterimages from the brightness marred her vision.

Panicked, she drew her short sword and slammed the pommel against the thick window in the door. Again and again, she hammered the thick glass, but it resisted her desperate attempts to break it.

“Transmutation commencing.”

Ferret turned slowly, nearly suffocating from the dread of what was about to occur. From vented openings in the walls she hadn’t noticed earlier, dark particles were filtering into the room, like dirt being poured from large sacks. But the particles floated in the air, becoming agitated and swirling around the beam of light until a black vortex was churning within the room. The mass made a horrible whirring, buzzing sound as it seethed, like a voracious swarm of insects.

Even though she pressed herself as tightly against the door as she could, the maelstrom grew until it could no longer be avoided. She watched in horrified fascination as the particles expanded outward from the vortex, pelting her clothes and striking her exposed cheek, feeling like stinging grains of sand. She raised her sword to futilely try to ward off the strange force.

A tortured scream ripped from her throat as the concentration of thousands of sharp grains scoured across her bare hand and arm, tearing and biting, embedding themselves in the bloody scrape on her arm. Bit by bit, the maelstrom stripped her flesh away, and she thought of a time when she’d been attacked as a child by hundreds of agitated ants from an anthill she’d disturbed, only this was a hundred times worse.

In moments, she was totally enveloped. She closed her eyes against the attack, flailing wildly. Chin, nose, lips, cheeks, and forehead were being devoured as if by infinitesimal insects. Her rising shrieks of agony and terror were choked off as the black sand poured down her throat, up her nose, into her ears.

“Ferret!” A pounding reached her ears in the moment before her eardrums were ruptured. Her eyelids were gnawed away, and she turned, reeling away, briefly catching a glimpse of Creel’s horrified face through the window before her sight was taken from her. She lost all sense of direction, spiraling into a deep pit of agony.

All that remained was the sensation of her body being peeled away. And finally, even that was gone.




***




Creel hammered furiously at the door, but it was no use. He couldn’t see any latch or bar by which to open it. He slammed the window with his fist, the bones in his hand fracturing from the force of his blows, but he barely felt it, easing up only when his view was obscured by smears of his own blood.

“Ferret!” The cry tore from his throat. The girl had collapsed to the ground, enveloped by the swarming mass.

“Stand aside.” Taren and Mira had come up behind him.

Creel reluctantly stepped back, and Taren’s face took on a look of intense focus. His rust-colored eyes blazed like stoked coals. He held out his hands, and the vaultlike door suddenly warped and buckled then was torn from its hinges. The mass of darkness inside the room continued swirling, sounding like the buzzing cacophony of a locust swarm. Ferret’s slight form was buried on the floor in a blanket of what appeared to be black sand.

“Careful—”

Creel ignored Taren’s warning, plunging through the breach and into the swirling vortex. A thousand sharp pains struck him in unison, the particles biting his flesh and seeking to peel it away. His skin flared and sparked strangely from the contact, but he barely paid it any heed, instead focusing on the swarming mass covering Ferret. He closed his eyes against the assault, thrusting his hands into the mound of sand, grasping the girl and pulling her into his arms. Grit blasted into his mouth, scratching at his throat and windpipe, and filled his nostrils. He coughed, nearly retching, but managed to straighten up. He stumbled blindly, nearly falling, shocked by how heavy Ferret seemed. Either this perverse maelstrom was seriously draining his strength, or the waifish girl had somehow quadrupled in weight. He recovered his balance and clutched her to his chest. Feeling as if he were dragging a ship’s anchor, blinded and choking, he staggered back through the door.

The tornado of stinging particles subsided when he stepped past the threshold. Taren and Mira watched wide-eyed, the former with a protective arm raised to bar Mira’s passage.

Creel lurched past them, heading for the great hall and leaving a trail of black sand all the way back to the cube. As soon as he exited the room, the sand attacking him had become inert. The exposed skin on his arms was red and raw as if a few layers had been stripped off. Compared to what he’d suffered in that brief moment, Ferret’s prolonged exposure had proven devastating. The sand still clung to her body, which was deformed and rigid in his arms as if he was bearing a skeleton. Beneath the layer of black sand were unnatural edges of bare bones, gray and distorted.

Oh gods, it stripped her to a skeleton!

He fell to his knees in the main hall while Taren and Mira crowded around. Gently, he laid Ferret on the ground. He couldn’t grasp how her skeletal form could be so abnormally heavy after having suffered such tremendous damage. The sand clung to her persistently even though he tried to wipe it away. Wherever he touched was hard bone, the girl’s flesh removed. She lay silent and motionless.

Creel glanced at Taren. “Is she—” He couldn’t finish his question. His raspy words choked off as he coughed violently from the grit he’d ingested.

The young mage’s face showed puzzlement. “Her life still lingers, but not for long. It grows weak. I’ll see if there’s anything I can do.” From his tone, he didn’t sound at all optimistic. He placed his hands on Ferret’s head, which in the gloom looked to be naught more than a mottled gray-and-black skull. Taren closed his eyes, and his face tightened in concentration.

Creel sensed magic flow from the mage into Ferret. For several interminable moments, Taren remained like that, and Creel could only watch silently, anxious to help but knowing naught could be done. His stomach heaved, and he turned away, retching violently and expelling a mass of phlegm and black sand. He coughed and spat until his breathing normalized and the pain in his throat faded.

After several moments, the black sand particles covering Ferret abruptly fell away as if repelled by Taren’s magic, pouring to the ground with a dry hissing. Taren released Ferret and slumped back, clearly exhausted. Mira caught his arm, steadying him.

Creel could barely process what he was seeing before him. Ferret had been transformed into something alien—not a skeleton, but no longer human either. Her body was an iron-gray mass without hair or flesh or muscle, burnished a dull bronze color in places. She had been transformed entirely to metal, hence her substantial mass, and the nearest thing he could compare it to was that she was clad in a suit of armor plates. Her skull was smooth, the features of her countenance softened as that of a statue worn by time and the elements. He couldn’t help but think she was wearing a mask as he himself once had to hide his own features. Her neck was a series of interlocking metal vertebrae. Large rounded joints protruded from the armor at her shoulders, her arms were rods sheathed in smooth plates, and her fingers were finely machined jointed cylinders. Gears and springs and pistons were grouped in her abdomen, just visible beneath the plates covering her.

As near as he could determine, she had been mutated into an automaton similar to the construct they’d destroyed, only smaller, perhaps due to her small size.

“Anyone know what in the bloody Abyss that room is and what it did to her?” Creel glanced over his shoulder at the cursed chamber, noting it had gone silent once more. The vortex of sand had disappeared, save for the amount he had tracked outside the chamber.

“I think that is where those factotum were constructed,” Taren said tiredly. “Some fusion of magical and mechanical processes I don’t understand.”

“Poor lass… So she’s lost, then. Is there any chance for her?” Creel knew not to get his hopes up, but he couldn’t accept the fact that she was gone so suddenly. If she had been struck down in combat from an arrow to the heart or a sword through the guts, he could’ve accepted that fact. But the utterly bizarre manner in which she had been felled seemed unreal.

Taren scrubbed at his face. “I’m just not sure… This is well beyond my ken. I was able to prevent that sand from totally consuming her. It was like an acid eating away at her living flesh, all the while transmuting it to metal. And yet a tiny spark of life remains in here.” He ran his fingers gently across the smooth dome of Ferret’s head, where once her boyish mop of hair had been. “I managed to shield whatever is left of her inside, away from the effects of that dust, but it is doubtful she will ever waken or be able to live in such a form.” He sighed. “I’m sorry… I did what I could.”

“It’s my fault. I shouldn’t have let her leave the camp.” Mira looked devastated.

“It’s nobody’s fault,” Creel said, more harshly than intended. “Don’t blame yourselves. Blame these Nebaran bastards for forcing this life on us if you have to blame anyone. If they hadn’t attacked, Ferret would still be back home in Ammon Nor. Gods… why’d you have to be such a fool, lass?” He squeezed Ferret’s metal hand in his own, noting it was strangely warm to the touch, like iron lying in the sun. “I warned you one of these days your curiosity was liable to get you killed.” He had to fight down a lump in his throat as he leaned over and placed an ear to her lips, listening for breath, but she was deathly silent. Nor could he hear any heartbeat or any sounds at all within the strange metal body.

They sat there awkwardly for a long time until Creel finally got to his feet. “Might as well pack up and continue searching. Mayhap we can find some way to aid Ferret. If not, the least we can do is give her a decent burial back on the surface and away from this wretched place. I’ll carry her once we find a way out of here.”

The others nodded in silent agreement, all lost within their own sorrowful thoughts.

Creel tried to push down his thoughts and memories of Ferret and stow them away in a small cell in his mind, beside all the other friends he’d lost over his long years. Despite his attempts, he couldn’t help but think of her fierce spirit, her loyalty and staunch courage—but most of all her serious brown eyes, much too old for such a young lass, her childhood having been stolen from her years earlier by a hard life on her own. He found he’d enjoyed her company more than he cared to admit. Just in the past day, he’d even dared hope he could aid her in finding a new life once they made it to Llantry.

Such is not to be, now. Why do you gods take a young, promising lass like her before her time? Are the victims of war not enough?

He wiped angrily at his eyes and turned away, determined to find a way out of this damnable place. If he could do nothing for her, then he’d do his damnedest to make someone pay.




















Chapter 5

Dusk was falling when Elyas and the others of the rearguard were themselves ambushed. He didn’t know how they’d been outmaneuvered, only that they had narrowly escaped a group of pursuing cavalry a short time earlier by leading them on a chase through a small stretch of woods. He suspected the winged demon that had attacked them earlier was relaying their position, for he’d glimpsed it occasionally throughout the course of the day.

The rearguard’s original two hundred men had been whittled down to less than forty following a series of desperate engagements throughout the day. They would attack their foes with volleys of arrows then briefly skirmish with their pursuers before fleeing once more. They’d attacked each flank of the Nebaran column, but every subsequent assault grew less effective, with their foe expecting attack. On the final occasion, the rearguard was fallen upon almost immediately by a group of cavalry soldiers. Only by fleeing into the woods in the deepening dusk had they been able to get away.

“Brave work, men,” Dorian told them. “Let’s ride north and rejoin the main army, where I imagine they’ve reached the fields of Varrackot and set a defense. You all have earned a night’s rest and a commendation.”

Elyas was weary and sore from a day in the saddle and a number of small wounds, none of them serious, fortunately. Not a man or woman among them hadn’t received at least minor injuries. Prince Dorian’s words were welcome as Elyas knew they all could use a warm meal and several hours of sleep, if only they were so fortunate. However, Anhur’s favor must have been with them, for their plan had succeeded, albeit after suffering heavy, though not unexpected, losses. The Nebaran army was effectively slowed due to their tactics, although Elyas suspected the fact that the king’s forces having avoided their surprise attack was a main factor in their delayed pursuit.

Just as the weary group was clearing the woods, a group of attackers fell upon them with crossbows and swords. Prince Dorian, riding at the head of their column, gave a strangled shout of alarm, and Elyas looked up just in time to see a crossbow quarrel ricochet off the prince’s breastplate. Dorian drew his sword, but too late, for a swung axe connected with his helm with a loud metallic crunch, sending the prince tumbling from his saddle. From Elyas’s brief glimpse, he thought it might’ve been the flat of the blade, yet the prince was out of commission all the same.

An instant later, they were all battling for their lives. A man behind Elyas went down with a quarrel in his neck. Dark-clothed figures materialized all around them, rising up from behind bushes and dropping down from the boughs of nearby trees. Kavia, riding just ahead of him, cried out as she was dragged from her saddle. Elyas spurred his horse forward and cleaved open her attacker’s head.

A bolt lodged in his horse’s flank, and the bay reared, spilling Elyas from the saddle. He managed to get his feet mostly under himself although he still lost his balance and hit the ground. Two foes came at him, swords stabbing down. Glin turned his mount and struck one of the men down, burying his sword in the man’s back. Elyas managed to get his shield up and block the other’s stab. He kicked out, striking the man’s knee, and he collapsed with a cry. Elyas was upon him immediately, catching his foe in the temple with the rim of his shield. After a couple more shield slams, the Nebaran’s caved-in skull was leaking bloody gray chunks onto the ground.

Screams and whinnies of panicked horses, thudding hooves and ringing steel formed the chaos around him as indistinct figures fought and crashed around in the twilight while Elyas sought to get his bearings.

Berut bellowed as he exchanged blows with an attacker. Another Nebaran appeared from behind and ran Berut’s horse through the belly. The tall man tumbled from his saddle onto his first opponent. He lay still a moment, then his foe rolled him off, a foot of steel in Berut’s gut. The Nebaran rose, withdrew his sword, and stabbed him through the chest. Sensing movement, he turned just as Elyas’s blade hacked into the side of his neck.

“Rally on me, men!” Glin shouted from somewhere ahead.

Elyas stumbled and nearly fell over a corpse as he tried to locate the sergeant. Ahead of him, a trio of fighters were locked in a fierce contest, one spinning and slashing with a long punching dagger, a buckler on the opposite forearm. He recognized Kavia, bleeding from a gash on her forehead, which had sheeted her face with blood. She deflected a blow off her buckler and slashed her attacker on the forearm. The man cursed and dropped his sword, then she punched her dagger through his chest. The second man lunged to strike her back, but Elyas shouldered into him, throwing him down. Kavia dove on her fallen attacker and rolled away, leaving the man clutching the underside of his jaw, where blood was pouring out. He gurgled and went still.

Kavia nodded her thanks, and together they went to look for Glin and any other survivors. A heavy knot of fighting remained ahead of them.

Elyas noticed movement about thirty paces ahead in the open field. The air seemed to warp and shift, then two or three dozen Nebarans appeared, well-armed infantrymen and crossbowmen.

The winged fiend sprang into the air with powerful beats of its leathery wings. Its fist began to glow, and a moment later, a green fireball sizzled down ahead. Bodies flew, silhouetted against the fire. The crossbowmen unloaded on the besieged group of Ketanians, and the score or so fighting ahead were reduced by nearly half.

“This is hopeless—we must get out of here.” Kavia lunged and backstabbed a Nebaran whose back was turned, a number of the foe surrounding Glin and several other Ketanians.

Elyas followed the archer’s lead, and they swiftly cut down a small group of Nebaran ambushers although he could see the new arrivals moving toward them in formation, the crossbowmen reloading.

“This way!” Vallen, one of the fighters from their party, was mounted and held the reins of three other horses. “We can outrun them.”

“Glin!” Kavia called.

“Here,” came the reply.

A moment later, Glin and a handful of men joined them, two of the fighters still mounted. Elyas shoved a dead man from the saddle of another horse and mounted up while the others took the free mounts Vallen offered them.

The sergeant had a pained expression as he noted how few of them remained. “Berut?”

Elyas shook his head. “I saw him cut down.”

“One moment—be right back.” Kavia ran off into the descending darkness. A minute later, she reappeared on her own mount, bow in hand, sending a stream of arrows toward the group of fresh Nebarans who were moving to cut off their path. Her quarrels were nearly depleted, even with the others having previously donated their remaining arrows during the course of the day. She loosed a couple shafts after the fiend also, but a sphere of amber light flared to life around it, and the arrows splintered apart.

“What about the prince?” someone asked.

Glin shook his head, face grave. “Dead or soon to be. He was just ahead of me and took a solid blow to the head. Before I could blink, the bastards were on us. Even if we could still reach him, the gambit would cost the rest of us our lives. A good man—may Sol watch over him. But now, we must ride.”

As if emphasizing his point, another sickly-green gout of fire sizzled down into the cover of the trees. Someone screamed then was quickly silenced.

The way was momentarily clear, and the descending darkness worked in their favor. None of the magically transported Nebarans were mounted, although quarrels occasionally flew in the Ketanians’ direction. The seven remaining members of the rearguard put their heels to their mounts, surging away into the concealing night and riding hard for the fields of Varrackot, where they hoped they would find some measure of safety.




















Chapter 6

Mira wriggled through the tight gap and into the next room. She was uncomfortably aware of the massive weight of the thick iron door poised a hairsbreadth above her chest, knowing it could crush her like an insect if it dropped.

The door was as broad as a barn and fashioned of thick iron, set on a track to rise and lower like a portcullis. Over the centuries, it had become stuck, rusted in place. A control lever had been broken off and didn’t look as if it could be bypassed.

So Mira had volunteered to crawl through the inches-high gap and further explore the Hall of the Artificers. At first, she was uneasy about leaving Taren behind, but they’d seen no other sign of any functioning automatons since the one they had fought upon their arrival, nor any other apparent threats.

Whatever had afflicted Ferret seemed to be restricted to that one chamber. Creel had chanced reentering the room, hoping to discover if the process was reversible, but had discovered nothing other than a strange metal spike jutting out of the center of the floor. Instead of risking repeating the transformation process by fiddling with the spike, they decided to try to gain a better understanding of the facility and the magical process that had transformed her. Better to explore further and find some clue to decipher the chamber’s mysterious functions.

The stuck door stymied their further exploration of the facility, and Mira was the only one who could fit through the narrow gap beneath the gate. Taren and Creel hadn’t been happy about the idea but had relented, knowing they needed to find a way out.

With a quick kip-up, she sprang to her feet. A torch guttered fitfully a few feet away, lying where Creel had tossed it under the door. She retrieved the torch and held it aloft.

The section of the hall in which she found herself was in worse disrepair than the previous portion. The orange crystals had ceased glowing altogether, and scorch marks from either fire or a magical battle scarred the walls and floor. The remains of destroyed automatons were numerous, some of them melted to slag by the intense fires. Skeletal corpses were also plentiful, many of them warriors yet ensconced in their battered, rusted armor.

“Mira, what do you see?” Taren called.

“Corpses and signs of battle, more intense in this section. I’m going to explore further.”

The cavernous hall narrowed gradually until her torchlight reached walls to either side and even the rough stone ceiling. The air was stale and smelled faintly of mildew and decay. She walked among the slain, marveling at the tremendous destruction that had occurred there. Dozens of sets of remains, both human and mechanical, lay strewn about. Water leaking through the stone ceiling dripped and pooled in several places. She reached an area where the fighting had been particularly intense. Scorched and rotted remnants of furniture clogged the mouth of a hallway, likely a breached barricade where she imagined the artificers had made a desperate final stand against the invaders. Beyond that point, she found more skeletons, these wearing drab brown uniforms of unusual design, fashioned with many pockets and pouches.

These must have been the artificers themselves.

The rooms here were clearly living quarters. The scent of mildew and rot was thick in the heavy air. Water had leaked through the ceiling in several rooms, forming puddles, and wooden debris was furry with mold. Rusted iron cots still stood though the mattresses had long since rotted away. She looked briefly into roughly two dozen rooms, most of which seemed to have slept several people, judging by the cots, although a few of the rooms were better furnished and contained only one cot, likely for the superiors.

Save the corpses—artificers, warriors, and mages, judging by the garb—she found nothing of interest. The automatons had been the last line of defense before the attackers breached the living quarters and a slaughter ensued. Whatever treasures the place might once have held had long since been looted by the invaders.

A common room was adjacent to the living quarters, containing a long table broken in twain, with a warrior’s corpse lying across the wreckage. The room contained a hearth apparently serving as a kitchen and dining space. A tight vent extended upward above the hearth into the rock ceiling to funnel smoke out.

Mira returned to the main hall once more. Opposite the living quarters, a tunnel led to another vast cavern. Inside were enormous cast-iron cauldrons holding raw materials: iron ore, copper, ordinary chunks of stone, the shiny black sheen of oil in one particular vat, and other minerals she couldn’t name. Mining carts were lined up neatly along the right-hand wall. Tracks in the floor led into the darkness out of range of her torchlight.

These raw materials must have fueled their operation here, whatever that might have been.

She advanced until her light reached the far end of the cavern, where stood another lift-type gate like the one she had crawled beneath. The mechanism to operate it appeared to have been intentionally destroyed. She looked around for a moment then shrugged, unable to see any way to circumvent the gate.

Branching off from the storeroom was a darkened forge. A great furnace lay cold, surrounded by anvils, workbenches, tanks, and barrels. Orderly racks of hammers, tongs, and other tools lined the walls. A soot-stained leather apron lay atop a workbench as if its owner had cast it aside moments before.

Mira returned to her two companions. Taren in particular seemed relieved, which warmed her heart. She briefly related what she had discovered.

“I’d wager there’s another portal or exit beyond that closed gate,” Creel said. “In order to haul all of that ore and stone in there, they’d make it as convenient as possible.”

“And that would mean there may be another way to reach said portal without traipsing through the warehouse,” Taren added.

“It was this way.” Mira pointed to the left of the gate and walked in that direction.

They spread out, searching for concealed entranceways. Creel found a storage locker containing tools—hammers, wrenches, and other unusual implements Mira couldn’t identify. Another held coiled lengths of chain. Covered bins and barrels held mechanical parts: rods, bolts, cogs, springs and other bits of unknown nature.

“Over here,” Taren called. He was examining a wall panel with the yellow-and-black runic markings on it. Closer inspection revealed it was a tightly fitted door.

“Perhaps it takes your ring,” Mira suggested after they studied it for several minutes without finding any means of opening it save a hexagonal indentation at the right side.

Taren held up his magical ring, the same that had opened the stone cube and activated the portal. When he moved it over the depression, the band transformed, folding neatly into a hexagonal key. He pressed it into the slot, and the door clicked loudly and swung open with a squeak of hinges in need of oil.

Beyond the door was a narrow corridor that led to a warren of rooms that appeared to be laboratories and workspaces. The orange crystals illuminated tables and chairs and cabinets filling the spaces, in various stages of collapse. Parchments were spread out on tables, many curled at the edges, and bookshelves were filled with scrolls and tomes. A thick layer of dust and grime coated everything. Parchments and books disintegrated when handled, to Taren’s obvious disappointment.

“What about over here?” Creel asked after they had poked around for several minutes. He stood beside a door similar to the entry door, and it had a placard beside it with more of the runic script.

This door also opened with Taren’s ring, in the same manner as the previous one. The door’s seal broke with a hiss, and when it swung open, stale air wafted out. They all looked on in marvel, surprised to find a well-preserved study in which decay had been held at bay. A plush burgundy carpet covered the floor, and parchments inscribed with cryptic diagrams were affixed to the walls. Furniture consisted of a large desk with a padded chair and a bookshelf lining the wall behind it. A few ceramic pots held the desiccated remains of plants. A brown leather apron filled with a great many pockets of tools and small mechanical bits hung from a coatrack beside the door.

Taren leaned over the desk, bare save for a lone piece of parchment lying there, written in Common in a neat hand. As well preserved as the office was, the script was crisp and clearly legible, as if written the previous day. He cleared his throat and began to read aloud:




To those of our order who may come after me,




Tragedy has befallen us, my brethren! I fear we have a traitor in our midst, for without warning, our old enemies, the Architect’s Mystic Legion, suddenly arrived through our portal via Ammon Nor (Prime). I know of no other way they could have found us, save for having a spy amongst us all this time. We have been ever careful over the long years to conceal our presence on this plane, but alas, our precautions were not enough.

Soldiers and mages alike, a couple hundred or more, disgorged from the portal, instantly slaughtering our noble brethren. The factotum defended us, seeking to buy us time to escape, but even with their stalwart aid, we were quickly overwhelmed, our losses staggering. We managed to contain the majority of our attackers in the eastern hall, but unfortunately that exposed the greater number of our unsuspecting brethren to the ambush. We held as long as we could, many brothers and sisters valiantly sacrificing their lives that the rest might flee. When news reached me, I immediately disabled the portal, yet by that time, my action proved too late.

I am leading the remnants of our order to fall back to Kaejax Outpost in the hopes that if the Mystic Legion follows us there, we shall be able to hold them or at least inflict ruinous casualties upon them with our dying breaths.

I mourn the fact our revered master, the Engineer, has not been heard from in a great many years now, and I fear our struggle is all but over. If he has been defeated, then we are the last, and his ingenious plan shall fall to the wayside, never to be brought to fruition. I strive to maintain faith even in our darkest hour that perhaps in time we shall receive orders from our master. In the meantime, take heart in the fact that Voshoth will remain safe without the rod necessary to open the portal. I shall carry it upon my person and defend it till my dying breath.

As I finish writing this, the sounds of combat draw frightfully near. The last of us must go now through the portal before our chance is lost. If you are reading this, then have faith, my brothers and sisters, for the Order of Artificers shall never truly perish while one of us yet draws breath. By iron and steel, fire and forge, we shall rise again!




Overseer Lenantos

6th of Arlast, 88 Anno Nexum




Taren fell silent, eyes scanning the page and mouth moving slightly as he reread the words. Mira could feel his excitement at finding the document, an important piece of forgotten history.

Creel spoke up. “The Mystic Legion? If I’m remembering right, this dates back to the Planar War. The timing seems to fit when combined with that construct’s claims that it was last issued its directives nearly two thousand years ago.”

Mira didn’t know what he spoke of, for she had little schooling of such ancient history, especially pertaining to other planes, but Taren apparently recognized the reference, for he was nodding agreement.

“The Engineer… These were his loyalists. And whatever Voshoth is, it is a secret Lenantos was willing to die to protect.” Taren had a thoughtful look as he digested the information.

“Let’s see if we can find anything here that references what happened to Ferret.” Creel began pulling tomes off the bookshelf for a cursory examination.

The three of them spent the next hour or so searching the expansive bookshelves, but they found little that would explain Ferret’s condition, much less a remedy, if that was even possible. The tomes and manuals were mainly of scientific topics, beyond Mira’s ken, but she also found ledgers detailing supply inventories and notebooks filled with cryptic notations on various experiments being conducted with different substances.

“‘The catalyst is yet unstable although the energy input is at the hypothesized norms. All I require is a more robust metal for absorption—Abyssal iron. Yet how can I get my hands on a sufficient quantity of the most valuable metal in the multiverse?’” Taren looked up from the notebook he was thumbing through. “Either of you heard of Abyssal iron before?”

“Aye. As you noted, it’s the hardest and most sought-after ore in the multiverse,” Creel replied. “A blade properly forged of the metal will never shatter, and it can hold the most powerful of enchantments. Due to its properties and rarity, since it’s only found in the Abyss, the value is astronomical.”

“No wonder they were seeking it. Do you think this artificer’s ring is Abyssal iron? It’s exceptionally light, and I’ve never seen such a metal before.”

Creel studied it a moment when Taren handed it to him, weighing it curiously. “Could very well be. I’ve not seen its like before either.”

Taren accepted the ring back and shelved the notebook, continuing his search.

They finished their search of the bookshelves but came up empty-handed, exchanging unhappy glances.

“Too bad we haven’t found any more of those constructs,” Mira said. “It might have been able to give us information about aiding Ferret.”

“Aye, but the one we destroyed seemed to be the last of them,” Creel muttered.

Dispirited, Mira sensed her companions’ reluctance to give up on Ferret, but she knew they felt the same desire as she to leave the eerie hall behind and return to the surface world. As Creel had pointed out earlier, their food provisions would be adequate for another two or three days with rationing, but their water was running low. Beyond the practical considerations of acquiring more water, the feelings of sorrow and decay the hall engendered were filling her with unease, and she yearned to breathe fresh air and see the sun again.

“Well,” Creel said heavily, “let’s find this portal and see if we can’t get out of this cursed place.” The decision seemed to pain him, knowing they were unable to aid Ferret and unlikely to find help outside the Hall of the Artificers.




***




Taren reluctantly resealed the door to the overseer’s office, already hoping he might have the opportunity to return someday and further study the treasure trove of books within. Although he’d seen no mention of the transmutation process used on Ferret, unfortunately, he hoped to glean more about the purpose of the artificers’ work. The answers they sought were likely in one of the many moldering tomes that disintegrated upon touch.

After going through the remaining laboratories in a cursory search for anything of aid, Taren discovered a spigot in a wall over a large basin. He turned the spigot’s gritty lever with some difficulty but was disappointed when only flakes of rust came out of the pipe.

Another door requiring Taren’s ring to unlock barred their path at the end of the hallway outside the overseer’s office. Once he applied his ring, a heavy vaultlike door banged open with a resounding boom, and the orange crystals within bloomed with light.

The portal room was a large domed chamber where every sound seemed amplified, echoing queerly inside the massive circular room. To the right of the entrance was the tunnel leading to the ore repository, the tracks in the floor ending at the massive sealed door.

The portal itself was an intricate spherical construction standing at the far side of the chamber. Interlocking rune-inscribed rings of black metal were joined on twin axes at top and bottom. To the left of the portal, a stone obelisk rose from the floor with an orb of black stone perched atop it.

Taren approached the waist-high obelisk, sensing it was a control mechanism for the portal. On the orb’s top was an unusual pyramid-shaped indentation. Runes were carved upon the obelisk’s surface, but other than the indentation, the orb itself was smooth and featureless, like a sphere carved from onyx.

“Never seen a portal like this before,” Creel muttered. “But I’d be willing to wager that’s your Abyssal iron right there.” He pointed at the portal’s matte-black rings, inscribed with sigils along their faces. “I’ll fetch Ferret and our gear while you figure out how to fire this contraption up.”

Mira went with Creel to assist him.

Taren scratched the stubble on his jaw as he studied the stone orb. “Let’s hope the ring can activate this thing.”

Gradnik’s ring was warm in his hand. When he held it toward the orb, it disassembled and refolded until it formed a pyramid with a knob on the bottom. He inserted the ring into the pyramid-shaped depression. The room hummed with power around him, and a moment later, the portal’s interlocking rings slowly began to spin and rotate independently of each other, picking up speed until the rings were a blur.

This ring is wondrous indeed. Gradnik, I wish you could have seen this, my friend. Each of the artificers must have had such a ring, or at least those of sufficient rank to come and go as they pleased.

Creel and Mira returned a few minutes later. They had found two iron bars of uneven sizes somewhere and fashioned a crude litter with a blanket stretched between the bars, upon which they carried Ferret. After setting the litter down, the two watched the portal’s movements with interest.

Mottled veins had appeared on the orb’s surface, glowing a cool cerulean blue. Taren placed his hands upon the stone, and a circle formed around the key. Four phrases formed in glowing letters at each cardinal direction: Ammon Nor Prime at the top, Shirak Research Station and Kaejax Outpost to either side, and Voshoth to the bottom. None of the names meant anything to him except the first, other than the mentions in Lenantos’s letter. Instinctively, he turned the stone sphere, and it rotated smoothly. He turned it clockwise until the name Voshoth was at the top of the circle. The portal hummed with energy, the rings spinning and then locking in place with a resounding ka-shing. He realized that the way the rings aligned with each other dictated the portal’s destination. But instead of a void or glowing aura forming within the portal, it remained closed. Red runes flashed on the sphere beneath his hands, cycling several times until the word “forbidden” appeared. With a shrug, Taren turned the control again. The portal’s rings resumed their gyrations, reorienting themselves differently each time for Kaejax Outpost and Shirak Research Station. Blue fire limned the inner edge of the innermost metal ring, and the cold of the void burst into being with each of the two unfamiliar settings. When he changed it to Ammon Nor Prime, the portal glowed with a soft turquoise light, the same as the portal by which they had entered the facility.

“Fascinating. The others must lead off plane, but I’ve never heard of any of those three destinations.” Creel frowned at the control sphere.

“And Voshoth, wherever that might be, cannot be accessed without the control rod Lenantos guarded,” Taren said. “If any of the artificers remain, I presume it will be in their possession at the Kaejax Outpost.” They had left Lenantos’s document on the desk in his office before resealing the door. The Order of Artificers seemed to be extinct, but Taren felt a duty to at least preserve their history as much as he could.

“Let’s be away from this wretched place,” Creel said. 

He and Mira lifted Ferret again.

Taren removed the key from the orb, and the portal remained open. The key returned to its ring shape, and he stuck it absently into his pocket.

Then he followed his companions through the portal.




















Chapter 7

Bone-weary, Elyas plodded after his fellow soldiers in the column, head bowed against the bitter cold and swirling snow that stung his face. His hands were numb, and he bunched them into fists, wishing he had gloves to keep them warm. The ill-fitting dead man’s helm he wore slipped low again, digging into his brow, and he straightened it for the hundredth time during the march.

He wished he could say the cold was the source of the men’s bowed heads and slumped shoulders, but such was not the case. The weariness and resignation gripping them was due to their impending defeat. Nobody voiced the words, yet all knew just the same. They were outnumbered and outmatched, wounded and bloodied—a lame deer that a stalking pack of wolves was content to bring down at their leisure.

The past few days had been demoralizing, with the Ketanians’ numbers slowly winnowed down further. As if to stoke the king’s ire, the Nebarans attacked with swift but limited ambush tactics, often in the dead of night: volleys of quarrels sent into their ranks from hidden archers, a fleet charge of cavalry, magical fireballs and lightning bolts unleashed into their midst, enemies teleporting into the center of camp and seeking to assassinate the royals and commanders. Try as they might, the Ketanian army could never force a straight-on battle with their foes.

The Nebarans clearly had the numbers and morale advantage. Elyas suspected the demoness, the so-called warlord leading the Nebarans, was merely toying with them. Whether she sought to lure King Clement into making an impulsive blunder or simply prolonging the inevitable, he knew not. Yet they were steadily forced northward, abandoning their camp on the fields of Varrackot, driven from the road and into the open plains of the kingdom’s heartland south of Carran. The enemy army seemed to be split into three units now, steering them ever northward while preventing them from either retreating northeast toward Llantry or northwest past the Downs of Atur.

Thus, they retreated, leaving a trail of unburied dead and broken swords and wagons and equipment, their passage churning the ground and fallow fields to mud.

The prior morning, following the assassination attempt in the night, an angry King Clement had ordered a march due south. They’d sought to engage the enemy head-on, but instead, the center of the warlord’s forces melted away, retreating south, only to leave them open to being flanked on either side. The daring scouts’ eleventh-hour reports staved off utter disaster before the trap could snap shut.

Elyas doubted the king was acting rationally after having lost his youngest son during the final, desperate battle the rearguard had fought. The survivors of the ambush had escaped and made their way back to the army’s camp without further woe, yet the news of Prince Dorian’s death was a dire blow to the king. His grief seemed to be consuming him, and Elyas had heard mutterings around the camp over the past days that he was mad with grief.

The men were cold, hungry, and demoralized, their numbers shrinking with each ambush. Their heavily rationed supplies were thinning to the point where fatigue and illness were taking a toll. To make matters worse, the fall weather had suddenly turned cold and blustery, with snowflakes falling from the leaden sky.

They were bleeding to death from a hundred minor cuts rather than any great, decisive blow.

She will fall upon us at any time now, and that will be the end of us.

Elyas thought back on his last sighting of the enemy warlord. The previous afternoon, she had plummeted down from the cloudy sky like a diving falcon, snatching General Debrec from the saddle of his horse, an infernal whip ensnaring him around the waist. A few archers got off shots, but they failed to harm the demoness. Instead, she hoisted the general high above their heads as they could only watch in horror. While Debrec struggled in vain, the warlord literally tore him apart in midair, the savage whip cutting entirely through the hapless general. Bloody remains rained down on the officers and enlisted soldiers, the gory display infuriating the leadership even as it terrified the men and further eroded their dwindling morale.

The sole high point of the past week had been the army’s joining with the routed Ammon Nor forces, who had also fled north, a maneuver likely allowed by the Nebaran warlord. The arrival of Colonel Krige’s additional four hundred troops briefly raised cheers from the weary forces although they quickly realized the garrison soldiers were even worse off than their own dire situation, half starved and heavily laden with wounded. The combined Ketanian army numbered around six thousand troops, less than a third of the Nebarans’ numbers, with many men unfit for battle.

“Keep your chin up, lad,” called Glin, rousing Elyas from his grim musings. 

Glin had fallen back to slog alongside Elyas midway down the column, the sergeant seeking to give their fragile morale what boost he could. They moved ever northward across muddy fields, preparing to face the Nebarans in one final battle upon ground of their own choosing on fields south of Carran.

Elyas nodded a greeting to the sergeant. After a moment, he asked the question nagging his and the other men’s thoughts. “You think we stand a chance against twenty thousand, especially with those demons among their ranks?”

Glin looked at him and sighed. “I’d like to be able to tell you we’ll prevail, but after the shite we’ve both witnessed?” He shrugged. “Best pray that Sol or Anhur or whoever you favor will grant you a clean death once all is said and done.”

At least he’s honest about our chances. “Aye, as I thought. We don’t stand much chance.”

“There’s always hope,” Glin replied, clasping his shoulder. “If we fail, who’s gonna stop ’em?”

Elyas didn’t have an answer to that. Once the king’s army fell, the imperial forces would be free to burn and pillage their way through the heartland and sack Llantry and Carran, the largest and most influential cities in the kingdom. Perhaps, with danger threatening their doorsteps, the Free Kingdoms of elves and dwarves could be persuaded to join up with whatever remnants of the Ketanian army might survive after they were crushed on the battlefield. Vallonde to the west had been infamously neutral throughout the centuries of conflict between Ketania and Nebara, so they couldn’t be relied on for aid.

“Have you seen Jahn?” Glin asked. His eyes scanned the fields behind them.

“Nay, not since he volunteered to lead the rearguard this morning. I’m sure he’ll be fine if he’s half the warrior you are,” he added, seeing Glin’s worry.

The sergeant smiled at that. “Little brother certainly has more luck than I, though I can best him more often than not in a fair bout.”

Elyas grinned in turn. “Little” wasn’t the word he would use to describe either Glin or his twin brother, Jahn. Glin was only able to use the term by virtue of being a few hours the elder. Both men were equally big and brawny, nearly of a size with Elyas himself, and skilled fighters. Elyas liked the brothers and couldn’t have hoped for a sturdier shieldman than either one.

“Well, if you see him afore I do, tell him I’m meaning to win my coin back this eve.” Glin had lost a heated dicing match with his brother the prior evening.

Elyas nodded, and the sergeant moved back along the column, hailing familiar faces and sparing a moment to inquire as to a man’s health or exchange a ribald jest or colorful curse for the Nebarans as he went.

Would that the entire army was led by such men. 

Lord Lanthas and the recently deceased General Debrec seemed the most competent leaders thus far, but in recent days, the king had taken a more active role in managing the army, and to ill effect. Elyas had begun noticing more empty bedrolls and holes in the ranks come the dawn. At first, the deserters were spoken of with scorn and derision, but as the days went by and their stomachs became emptier and the situation more desperate, such talk had ceased. He knew the thought of desertion was beginning to appeal to many.

Anhur, grant us a favorable battlefield and a worthy death—and soon, before these hundred cuts finally take their toll. He couldn’t help but wonder if the remnants of the army would succumb first to starvation, desertion, or the swords of the pursuing Nebarans.

When word of a favorable battlefield arrived early that evening from the forward scouts, later confirmed by Lord Lanthas, who rode ahead to see for himself, Elyas was relieved. Finally, they would make a final stand—no more fleeing and getting picked apart ever so slowly. The army marched into the night until they arrived at the field the scouts spoke of. It was good ground—rising steadily to the north but fairly flat and lined by a steep ridge to one side, a narrow river on the other. The Nebarans wouldn’t be able to attack them effectively in any numbers except for head-on, which would be an uphill charge.

As Elyas bedded down that night, he was actually anticipating the morning even though the odds were certainly not in their favor, and his own death was a likelihood.

So be it—one final battle. This will spare me the damned blisters and cold hands and empty stomach. They’ll pay a very heavy price for any victory they achieve on the morrow. I’ll do my best to make you proud, Da.




***




The Nebaran warlord must have grown tired of harrying them, for the next morning, they marched directly across the field to engage the Ketanians head-on, as the commanders had hoped.

Elyas stood in formation beneath a clear blue sky, the sun shining down, glinting on burnished mail and keen blades throughout the ranks. The early taste of winter had disappeared as quickly as it had arrived, a minor blessing, but one that seemed to improve the men’s moods nonetheless.

The red falcon on a blue-and-white field rippled in the breeze, held aloft by the king’s standard bearer. King Clement was resplendent in his gleaming plate mail. His remaining son Prince Jerard, Lord Lanthas, and various nobles and knights in their polished armor and clean surcoats gathered around the king just behind Elyas’s position, where they held last-minute council on horseback. The army had few remaining horses, so they no longer had an effective cavalry. All the mounts other than the nobles’ and officers’ had been used for rearguard duty, a rotation of volunteers picked each day. The handful of spare mounts remaining were currently being kept in reserve, likely to bear any wounded nobles and officers, should they be taken out of the fight.

Elyas shifted his stance in nervous anticipation. At last, the day had arrived that would decide the fate of the kingdom. If they failed, Ketania was likely lost. Yet if they somehow succeeded, with Anhur’s favor, they might strike a mortal blow and take away the Nebarans’ desire to fight, hundreds of miles from home on foreign territory. He knew the odds were extremely long, yet after days of marching burdened by fear and shame, he was ready to give his all, and he sensed the majority of the men felt the same. More deserters had slipped away during the past night, but not in numbers as great as Elyas had feared.

He looked around, reassured by the presence of Kavia, Vallen, and other familiar faces nearby, all of them under Sergeant Glin’s able command, chosen to hold the center of the line. The group, all veterans of that initial rearguard, had formed an easy camaraderie in the past days. Glin’s brother, Jahn, was visible anchoring the right flank with his own group of seasoned veterans.

To everyone’s surprise, the Nebaran warlord ordered an immediate charge of her full force of infantrymen, neglecting to use her archers or cavalry to any advantage. The Ketanians watched them approach in a disciplined and orderly double-time march, ranks stretching nearly as far as the eye could see.

“The bitch’s patience has run out,” Glin muttered, echoing Elyas’s thoughts. “Either that or she cares naught for her men’s lives.”

“Her overconfidence could prove her undoing,” Elyas replied. Had the defenders been in better shape, that might have been true, but he couldn’t help but feel a bit optimistic.

Kavia snorted and spat on the ground. “If you truly believe that, why don’t you approach His Majesty about issuing a rallying, heart-rousing speech?” She cast a dark glance at the king, but her half smile at Elyas took the sting out of her words.

Odd that the king doesn’t take this opportunity to rally his men. He imagined his own father at the head of his warriors during his days commanding a mercenary company, certain that he would’ve found some words to impart to steel the men’s courage in the final moments.

King Clement simply stared at their approaching doom with his advisors around him. The Nebarans were five hundred paces away and closing steadily.

“Bugger this shite.” Glin took a few steps out of rank and turned to face the soldiers, raising his broadsword overhead. “It’s been a pleasure fighting beside each of you, my friends. May the gods bless your swords and arrows and guide them true. Our wives and younguns, friends and family all are relying on us to strike true and make these bastards pay. I pray we shall meet again in the afterlife to drink ale and boast of how many of these whoresons we slew this day.”

The men within hearing range all gave a ragged cheer, as did Elyas, and he couldn’t help but note how their eyes took on a more resolute look, fear and resignation hardening to anger and determination.

Moments later, the command went out to loose arrows. Kavia instantly sent a stream of arrows arcing into the enemy’s midst, to deadly effect. Elyas and the others followed suit, thousands of arrows descending in a deadly rain upon the approaching Nebarans. They threw up shields, pausing briefly to weather the storm before continuing, now at a full-on charge. Elyas loosed another four or five arrows before he was forced to toss his bow aside and draw steel. He edged over to cover Kavia with his shield while she continued to rain death upon their foes, finding an unprotected throat here, an eyeball there. Others she simply settled on crippling if they were well protected by their shields, striking thighs and knees. One unfortunate bastard took a foot of arrow through the groin, his wails heard even over the thunder of pounding boots. Hundreds fell in that bloody charge, but the numbers were simply much too great, and the holes were swiftly filled by men hurdling and even trampling their fallen comrades.

The great wave fell upon the defenders with a tremendous clamor of bodies and steel slamming together. Elyas caught two men against his shield, protecting both himself and Kavia. At nearly point-blank range, the archer buried a shaft through one Nebaran’s open mouth, his battle cry suddenly silenced as shattered teeth spilled out. The second man’s bearded face was twisted in a snarl, spittle flying into Elyas’s face, but Elyas was the more skilled, his strength the greater. He shifted his shield to strike the man’s elbow and divert his blow, while his own sword split open the Nebaran’s conical helm.

The next minutes—or perhaps hours, for time suddenly held little meaning—went by in a chaotic swirl of death and misery. Elyas’s arms ached from swinging his sword and holding off his foes with his shield. To his right, Vallen fell with a cry, a sword through his chest. Kavia ran out of arrows and was forced to fight with her buckler and punching dagger. Glin was a steady rock to her left, and their unit held the line for what felt a long time yet could’ve only been a matter of minutes. Men fought and died all around, the air filled with cries of pain and the clash of steel.

Elyas cut down another Nebaran soldier before him with a thrust of his sword through the man’s chest. His foe’s mail parted easily before the enchanted sword, and he fell, a red rose blooming in the middle of the golden lion upon his surcoat. Elyas blinked the sweat from his eyes, momentarily finding himself in the clear. Glin and Kavia remained nearby, along with a number of familiar faces. Their group had managed to weather the charge, even pushing their foes back with heavy losses, but from the looks of it, they were rare exceptions. The field still swarmed with black and gold like a fallen nest crawling with hornets.

Glin shouted suddenly, pointing to their left, where the line had fallen apart. Elyas followed his gaze and grunted in shock to see King Clement, Prince Jerard, and several knights plugging the gap, desperately trying to stave off the hole in the line from collapsing further. The royal guard fought to clear a space around their king, but he was having none of it, his magnificent white destrier lashing out with hooves as the king laid about with his sword.

“For Ketania!” he roared. “Rally to me, men!” The king cut an inspiring figure with his polished, gleaming armor and mighty horse, men falling before him as if he were an incarnation of Anhur himself.

This was the monarch, King Clement Atreus, whom Elyas had expected to lead them, not the broken, grieving man he’d seen the past days. He felt a surge of hope in his breast.

With this strong, inspiring king leading the way, perhaps we might yet win the day!

But then tragedy struck. Prince Jerard cried out to Clement’s right, a spear buried in his side. As Elyas watched helplessly, the prince was dragged from his saddle, falling beneath a wave of stabbing swords and spears. His panicked horse was cut down beside him.

Another wave of Nebarans struck Elyas and his companions just then, and he was fighting for his life once more, losing sight of his king. Over the next moments, he glimpsed King Clement through the crush of bodies, tears streaming down his cheeks, face livid with rage as Nebarans fell like chaff before him.

But then a demonic form dove from the sky in a flurry of great leathery wings, and King Clement was plucked from his saddle. The beast, the same that had harried the army incessantly during their march, dug its claws under the king’s pauldrons, its wings pumping mightily to lift the ponderous weight of the fully armored king aloft. They rose up over the ranks of men, heading south into the thick of the Nebaran horde.

King Clement hacked at the fiend’s clawed foot with his sword. The blade cleaved into its leg, the wound spewing black ichor. The demon screeched in rage, losing its grip with its wounded foot, and the king swung downward, clutched momentarily by only one clawed foot before its grip gave way altogether. He fell about five paces to land atop the ranks of Nebaran soldiers, crushing men beneath his weight. A knot of foes rushed in, surrounding the king with a wall of prickly steel.

“To the king! Defend the king!” The royal guard captain exhorted his men, the elite warriors hacking furiously to reach their king’s side in battle, but they were momentarily thwarted.

Despite their valiant attempts, the royal guard was only a score of men among thousands of foes. They made some progress, but not nearly enough. With Elyas’s height advantage, he could just make out the king left alone about twenty paces distant, clambering painfully to his feet in a circle of surrounding foes. Clement swept his gleaming sword around to keep his foes at bay, but none attacked.

“For the king!” Glin shouted. “Save the king!” He plunged forward with a pair of men to either side. Elyas and Kavia followed on his heels, as did several others.

He’s only a score of paces away yet might as well be a mile.

Glin had instantly grasped what took Elyas a moment longer to realize: they were easily the nearest to the king’s location and in the best spot to help since they hadn’t been pushed far from their original position.

Glin led a furious charge, his two shieldmen beside him. Nebarans fell before their blades, many backpedaling to avoid their fury. The man to Glin’s right went down, a spear through his side. Before the Nebaran could withdraw his weapon, Elyas crashed into him, knocking him sprawling—a quick thrust, and he lay still. Four more Nebarans took his place, forcing Elyas back from darting blades. His foot came down awkwardly on something, and he fell. Anhur must have favored him, for a spear thrust where his side would have been an instant before. Kavia’s dagger punched into the man’s neck, and he fell.

Elyas rolled to his knees, seeing he’d stepped on the boss of a fallen man’s shield. He swung his own shield and struck a foe’s knee with the iron rim. His longsword lashed out and took a second man’s leg just below the knee. Blood spurted in Elyas’s face, but he ignored it, regaining his feet with a roar. Something hit him in the shoulder, but he shrugged it off, bulling forward after Glin.

“Ketania!” he shouted. “For the king!”

Nebarans pressed in on him, but just ahead, Glin and his shieldman battled valiantly forward still. Behind him, Elyas sensed Kavia and a pair of other Ketanians struggling against the press closing in behind until a woman’s cry drew his attention. He whirled to see Kavia fall, a bloody sword withdrawing from her hip. He leaped in and, with a slash of his sword, sent the man’s head flying.

Kavia’s pained eyes met Elyas’s, her eyes glazed with pain. “Anhur favor you, Elyas. See to the king.”

Elyas nodded grimly then was bulling forward, head lowered and shield raised like a battering ram. Men grunted and cursed, his shield smashing someone off balance, and he hacked and slashed with his sword while his legs kept churning him forward. Glancing blows landed on his shoulders and back, but he barely felt them, his mail shirt holding up. A narrow passage between bodies opened up, and he charged through. A heavier blow struck the back of his mail shirt, but the chain links must’ve turned the blade, for he didn’t feel the expected hot knife of pain. He was momentarily knocked aside from a ringing blow to his helm. He blinked away motes of light and was actually somewhat relieved to find the weight of the ill-fitting helm had fallen away. He lashed out at his likely attacker, sending that man leaping away with a deep cut across his face, but didn’t pursue his opponent. Glin was just ahead, stopped before a solid wall of foes. The veteran exchanged blows with a trio of soldiers, then Glin’s shieldman to his left fell, leaving the sergeant alone.

“Glin, got your back!” Elyas fell in beside his comrade, turning a thrust meant for the sergeant’s side, then caved in the helm of his attacker.

He noticed Glin was bleeding from a dozen wounds, face bloodied from a deep gash on his cheek. A flow of blood had soaked his surcoat and leaked down the leg of his breeches from a wound in his side.

“Get to the king, Elyas.” Glin’s voice was hoarse with pain. “I’m finished, but I’ll buy you the time.”

Their eyes met, and Glin nodded, some understanding reached. He took a deep breath and then threw himself forward, shield leading the way. The burly man bulled over a pair of smaller Nebarans, his broadsword chopping wildly about.

Elyas followed him, trying to defend his friend, but his efforts were futile. Blows struck Glin’s back, one an axe that chopped deep into his shoulder. Glin’s shield arm dropped, useless, but he kept fighting. Elyas felled the axeman then rammed his sword through another’s neck.

Glin rocked back, stumbling into Elyas, who held him up. He gasped, seeing his friend’s helm crushed in, blood pouring from a red chasm in his head. Glin sagged, the life already gone out of him.

With an angry bellow, Elyas let his friend fall and leaped over him. He shield-bashed a man in the face then took another’s head with a swing of his sword. The crush of bodies thinned out before him, and oddly, he faced a group of men with their backs turned. Elyas didn’t let that stop him, chopping a pair of them down in an instant, seeing a brief gleam of King Clement’s resplendent armor beyond them.

“Your Majesty!” Without fully understanding what he was doing, Elyas plowed through the last rank of Nebarans and into the circle that had formed around the king.




***




Nesnys was delighted by the carnage. She swooped down from surveilling the battle and landed before the brightly armored figure of the Ketanian king, encircled in the midst of her troops. Despite the king looking a peacock in his brightly polished armor, functional despite its flourishes, she had seen he was a competent warrior from the way he’d wielded his sword earlier.

“If you have any honor, then fight me, wench!” Clement Atreus demanded. “If I prevail, take your curs back to Nebara with their tails between their legs.”

“I’ll fight you, Your Majesty,” she said mockingly, sketching a bow. “You shall have your duel, yet your forces stand poised on the verge of defeat. Why would I be such a fool as to order a retreat for the sake of honor?”

Clement sighed. “I suppose the master holding your leash wouldn’t accept that, would he? I find it hard to believe that old goat Ignatius is behind all of this.”

“Your instincts are correct. That feeble mortal rules nominally. I’m a humble servant of Lord Shaol.”

Clement scowled. “Then may Sol burn you with his purifying light and send your ilk scurrying back to the dark places whence you crawled out of.” He raised his sword and took a step forward.

Nesnys smiled, Willbreaker already in hand. I shall deliver the crucial stroke right here and now—strike this mortal king down, and the kingdom shall topple.

“Courage and honor!” Clement shouted. He lunged forward, impressively quick for an aging man in a suit of heavy armor.

Nesnys swatted his sword thrust aside with relative ease. She probed his defenses, delivering a flurry of stabs and slashes. The old man was skilled. He parried and avoided all but one stroke, a low strike that glanced off one of his polished greaves.

They circled each other, swords ringing out in their beguiling melody, Nesnys enjoying the fight and drawing it out for the sake of drama. Soon, the old king’s lungs were heaving like a bellows, his movements slowing. He took a wild swing with his sword. Nesnys ducked, striking his vambrace and folding the metal, and blood spurted. Willbreaker’s edge was red as she drew away, and a slick white shard of bone was visible in the king’s forearm. He dropped his sword and staggered.

She expected him to fall, but with a fierce look of determination, the king recovered his balance and reached for his fallen sword.

Nesnys took a long stride and delivered a swift kick to the king’s ribs. He fell over with a clatter of armor, rolling onto his back to regard her, eyes hard through the slot in his helm. His breath came in ragged pants.

Around them, her troops murmured in excitement, a low buzzing sound almost like that of insects.

“And so ends the Kingdom of Ketania and the House of Atreus,” she said. “Know this before you die—your line is finished, starting with your two sons, and ending with your young daughter. Her soft skin shall feel my blade, and I shall taste her blood on my lips.”

The king bellowed in rage, struggling to get up in his heavy armor. Nesnys silenced him with a clean thrust of Willbreaker through his shiny, ornate breastplate. The steel split open with ease, and her blade sank deep.

King Clement Atreus gurgled, blood bubbles bursting upon his lips, then breathed his last.

Her men cheered her victory, but it felt disappointingly hollow. Even though she knew Ketania would be hers, deep down, she was unsatisfied by the duel.

Would that this human king had proven a worthy opponent. Naught but another impotent grayhair well past his prime.

“Your Majesty!” 

Shouts and the furious clash of steel nearby drew Nesnys’s attention from the fallen king.

Two of her soldiers, standing with backs turned, fell in quick succession as a warrior burst through the ring of her encircling soldiers, a bloody sword in hand. He was spattered with blood from head to toe. He froze upon seeing the slain king with Willbreaker protruding from his chest.

The encircling Nebaran soldiers recovered their discipline belatedly and moved to cut the Ketanian warrior down, but a raised hand from Nesnys gave them pause.

A stunning lack of discipline on their part, to let a lone warrior carve his way through them. This shall not go unpunished.

“You killed him.” The Ketanian warrior stood breathing heavily, staring wide-eyed at his fallen king.

“Indeed I did. He proved to be a lamentable lack of a true challenge.” Nesnys pulled Willbreaker free of the fallen king’s chest, and the blade slid out with a wet sucking sound. She studied the mortal before her with interest.

He was young yet clearly a formidable warrior—tall, well built, and handsome beneath all the gore. On one forearm was a battered shield, in the opposite hand a well-crafted longsword.

“Where did you get that sword, boy?” she asked, intrigued, sensing the blade’s enchantment.

The young man scowled, eyes dropping to the sword in his hand, which he held up before him. “It was my father’s sword. And it’s drunk plenty of demonic blood in its time.” His face was belligerent and hard with righteous anger, but Nesnys noted his eyes still slid over her body as she took a couple sinuous steps closer.

“You are awfully bold for a human whelp with his sire’s sword. Where has your sword encountered demons before?”

“The Battle of Nexus.”

“Ah, then we have something in common, for my father also battled in that accursed city. A pity I wasn’t able to partake in that ill-fated contest.” She looked around at her pathetic men, who were suddenly eager to put an end to this youth at but a word from her. “It took a fair amount of skill to battle your way through the ranks. What is your name?”

“Elyas, son of Wyat,” he said, puffed up with pride.

Nesnys shrugged, for the names meant nothing to her. “I am Nesnys, warlord of this army. Let us determine the worth of a father’s sword and the son who wields it, Elyas, Son of Wyat.” She spun Willbreaker lazily in her hand and took up a defensive posture. The stirring of bloodlust swelled in her breast, for she suspected the youth would provide the challenge the king had not.

Elyas frowned at his battered shield then tossed it aside. He raised his sword cautiously, moving toward Nesnys, who held Willbreaker in a low guard position. The human came in quickly, stabbing toward her chest, a strike she easily evaded. Willbreaker slashed at his exposed flank, and he leaped away, the tip just nicking off his mail shirt. She followed it up with a low thrust then whipped that into a cleaving upward slash. Elyas sidestepped and parried her blade then lunged into her, trying to use his greater bulk to drive her off balance.

Nesnys held her position, angling her sword down and in, slashing into his calf. He grimaced, but then was driving his shoulder into her chest. Nesnys gave ground, spinning away and battering him in the back with her left wing. Elyas stumbled, slipping in the churned muck of the battlefield, falling to a knee beside his slain king.

Nesnys came in at once, Willbreaker sweeping down to strike his head from his shoulders. Elyas must have seen her reflection in the king’s absurdly shiny armor, for he suddenly threw himself backward, passing beneath her blade and knocking her lead leg out from under her. Nesnys would have fallen if not for her wing, the base of which she thrust into the ground to keep herself upright. The human slashed up at her, but she flared her other wing and deflected his blade. She regained her balance, spinning away to give herself space. Elyas regained his feet and came at her in a determined rush. She parried his attack high, stepping in to drive a knee into his groin.

Elyas shifted sideways, instead taking her knee on his hip. He fell back a step, and she was on him, Willbreaker spinning and lashing out. Elyas ducked one blow and parried the next, but the third split the links of his mail shirt and opened a gash on his shoulder. The big man knocked her arm aside and thrust at her stomach. His blade carved a line across the side of her own scale armor as she narrowly spun away. They separated, each sizing the other up. Elyas was breathing heavily from his sustained fighting.

“I’m impressed,” she admitted. “You fight well for a mortal, especially one young in years. Much better than your weak old king. Would that I had such courageous youths in my own army. Instead, I have tired old men in command and thugs and sellswords filling the ranks.”

“Those are the only ones who’d undertake such a cowardly, dishonorable campaign against a peaceful kingdom.” Elyas spat on the ground.

Nesnys smiled, liking his confident bravado. A natural champion, this one. “Perhaps you’ve the right of it. Join me—I can make good use of your skill at arms and youthful vigor.”

Elyas glared. “Ask me that again over my corpse.” He rushed at her, longsword slashing and stabbing in a flurry of strikes.

Her eyes narrowed as she concentrated on deflecting his blows. Willbreaker flared with sparks of energy upon each parry, but Elyas’s strength remained true, pounding away at her blade. He even managed to drive her backward a few steps with his strength and relentless determination.

Nesnys was enjoying the contest yet had no desire to get pushed around the circle in front of her men. She parried Elyas’s next blow, deflecting his sword high, their blades sparking as they slid together, crossguards locking. She shoved, their might evenly matched for the moment, even forcing him back a step, but when he gained solid footing, he held his ground. He panted, sweat dripping down his face, teeth gritted inches away from her. A vein pulsed in his neck, and she briefly fantasized of tearing it open with her teeth and drinking his lifeblood.

No, that would be a loss. I must have him for a plaything.

Nesnys leaned her head forward and sank her sharp teeth into the hard muscles of Elyas’s forearm. Blood filled her mouth, tantalizing with its salty taste. He shouted in shock and pain, recoiling away from her.

She was ready for that. The moment Elyas disengaged, she gave a silent command, and Willbreaker’s laksaar teeth broke apart, the sword melting into a lash. A quick snap of her wrist sent it cinching tight around Elyas’s ankle. She gave a powerful heave, upending the human, and he tumbled on his backside in the muck.

Nesnys was on him in an instant, pinning his sword arm to the ground by stomping her heel into his wrist. He bellowed in anger and rolled over, reaching to drag her down into the mud in a grappling match. The thought wasn’t unappealing, but she wouldn’t descend to such a level in front of her army. His hand slipped over the smooth scales of her armored thigh, seeking a grip. She looped Willbreaker around his wrist and cinched it tight, yanking his arm away. He grimaced as the tiny teeth dug into his flesh. With her left hand, she drew Bedlam Judge, the dagger formed from the bone of a droexhal. She languidly knelt atop his chest, her blade at his throat. His chest heaved for breath beneath her, the thick muscles of his arms taut as he strained against her.

“Easy, there. The merest scratch will unleash corruption throughout your body and kill you in seconds,” she whispered, thoroughly enjoying their contest now, disappointed that it must end so soon. “I have but to tighten this, and you’ll lose your hand.” She stretched Willbreaker a bit tighter to illustrate her point.

Elyas hissed with pain. His blue eyes were hard with fury and hatred, but he relaxed his snared hand, blood leaking out over the lash’s interjoined teeth.

“Just kill me and be done with it, you evil bitch.”

Nesnys growled a throaty laugh, running the flat of Bedlam Judge across his neck and the soft underside of his jaw. “I am debating doing just that.”




***




Elyas was at the fiend’s mercy—he felt like a hog on display before the slaughter. She had him pinned with one knee atop his chest, and her other long leg was stretched out, her boot heel still grinding against the wrist of his sword arm. His left wrist was ensnared in the cursed whip-sword, and she had a knife at his throat. He believed her threat—his father had once spoken of a blade that could kill with but a scratch, and her dagger had an ill look to it, fashioned of some type of bone.

Despite being at her mercy, he was awash in confused emotions: anger, for she was the enemy and had slain his king; fear, for she radiated malevolence, and he knew she’d kill him for the sheer pleasure; respect, for she was a truly skilled opponent; and even a bit of shameful desire, for she was beautiful and sensuous, and some dark place inside him responded to that on a primal level even though it disgusted him at the same time.

Nesnys’s eyes were unsettling, like pupil-less silver coins. She stared into his own eyes with an unnerving intensity. Her full lips were slightly parted, red with his blood. The flat of her dagger’s blade was caressing his neck and jaw.

“Do it. End me.” He tried to will her to finish him.

Nesnys blinked, as if coming out of a momentary trance. Her tongue poked out and licked the blood coating her lips, and she gave him a chilling smile.

“I think not. I claim you as mine.”

He opened his mouth—whether to protest or curse her, he knew not, for at that moment, Nesnys reversed the dagger in her hand and drove the pommel hard into his temple. The demoness blurred in his vision and disintegrated into a burst of black ash.

Elyas knew no more.




***




Nesnys rose to her feet, feeling flushed and excited. The exertion of combat and the taste of the man’s blood had aroused her in a way she hadn’t felt for a long time. Not only did she want to hurt him and slake her thirst with his blood, she wanted to possess him, to fornicate with him.

She barked laughter, aware then of the hundreds of soldiers milling around and gawking, having watched her back-to-back duels. The Ketanians had withdrawn following the loss of their king, battered and huddled a hundred paces away in confusion.

I must focus on the task at hand—this is no time to lose control. Later, I can sate my desires.

She sheathed her weapons and plucked Elyas’s enchanted sword from the muck. “Secure this man and take him away. He is my prisoner. Send him with the other slaves on the galleys to the Pits of Leciras.” She looked around, aware that nobody was moving. At her glare, the spell was broken as men snapped into motion. “Also, I want a herald sent to inform the Ketanians they will be allowed to reclaim the body of their king. Withdraw the force a hundred paces.” This last was directed at one of her colonels. 

The man bobbed his head and began barking orders.

Nesnys watched a pair of soldiers drag Elyas away and wondered if she could turn him to her cause. She smiled at the challenge presented. My plaything shall know the way of pain. And then we shall see.




















Chapter 8

The Ammon Nor Prime portal destination was a broad, flat-floored tunnel, one that resembled a mine. The portal’s illumination showed that the tunnel sloped upward steadily, and Taren noted the rails in the ground where ore carts had once been brought through into the Hall of the Artificers. A pinprick of light far in the distance denoted the tunnel exit, while in the other direction, it ended abruptly at a mass of rubble a short distance behind the portal.

Almost immediately upon exiting the portal, Taren coughed and gagged from the tunnel’s foul air, heavy with a thick stench of decay overlaying a musky reek. The portal faded out, leaving them in pitch blackness, their breathing loud in the silence.

“I recognize that stench,” Creel growled. “’Ware, for there’s gloomclaws about.”

He and Mira set Ferret down. Final Strike rasped leaving its scabbard, and with his left hand, Creel withdrew from a pouch one of the orange crystals from the Hall of the Artificers. He’d pried it from the wall while they awaited Mira’s exploration of the eastern wing. When held aloft, the crystal illuminated the space around them for about five paces with a soft orange glow.

A leathery fluttering sound came from the ceiling above, followed by furtive, shadowy movement. Black shapes resembling suspended cloaks rippled as if stirred by a wind, then sagged down. Taren glimpsed a tooth-lined maw underneath one creature’s body, much like an octopus he’d seen a Leestead fishmonger selling during a trip to the coastal town. The sight of the alien creature had both disgusted and frightened him when he was a young boy, and the old fear returned with a vengeance at the sight of the gloomclaws. A ring of short tentacles with sharp claws on the ends surrounded the beast’s toothy maw.

“Watch out!” Creel shouted.

The nearest gloomclaw detached itself from the ceiling with a soft squelch, fluttering down toward the group, its clawed tentacles whipping about.

Creel cleaved through the beast, hacking two tentacles and a section of its rubbery body free. Oily ichor spattered the ground, and the monster made an angry oorack as it flopped around on the ground, spewing an inky fluid.

Two more loosed themselves from the ceiling. Mira struck one with the end of her staff, but it seemed to do little damage to its rubbery body. Instead, its tentacles latched onto her staff, and it left a slime trail as it tried to devour the weapon, the teeth snapping shut loudly. She slammed it into the next gloomclaw to descend, dislodging the first beast, and the two tumbled into a squirming knot.

Creel stabbed and hacked at the mass, ichor spurting out as the beasts squirmed and thrashed. More movement came from the ceiling around them.

Taren slipped into his second sight and saw the murky amber vitality of over a dozen of the creatures. Only the nearest few were stirring from their torpor, yet he knew the others wouldn’t remain immobile for long. He focused and felt the earth magic all around him, a deep well of it. He grasped at the magic and felt it surge into him with minimal effort.

Half a dozen more of the gloomclaws were fluttering down by then, threatening to overwhelm his two companions, who were already battling two or more apiece, Mira having little luck with her staff. As each beast landed, it contorted then squirted forward across the ground on its tentacles, as if its body were a bladder releasing air to propel it forward. Taren thrust his hands out before him, and coils of fire crackled forth, torching the nearest monster and casting a harsh illumination in the tunnel. He turned his attack to the others, the beasts shriveling from the blast, slime boiling off their hides before withering and leaving charred husks in their wake. The already foul air was filled with the creatures’ ooracks and greasy, reeking smoke. Taren’s eyes watered, and he coughed, but he bathed the ceiling and walls all around them with flames, clearing them a path. In the distance, he could sense more shapes fleeing deeper into the tunnel to escape the fire.

Creel hacked apart the remaining gloomclaws Mira was holding at bay.

Taren reduced the flames to small tongues surrounding each hand like gloves, comforted by the magic and unwilling to let go for the moment.

“Would you mind? This shite is like glue trying to get it off.” Creel thrust Final Strike into the tongue of Taren’s magical fire surrounding one hand, burning away the ichor on the blade. “You might want to do the same, Mira.”

The monk nodded and briefly stuck her staff in the flame as well, pulling it free before it could catch fire. Taren reluctantly let the flames extinguish, coughing and supporting himself with hands on knees as a wave of dizziness swept over him.

Creel sheathed his sword. “Let’s move before they come back. Your flames made them retreat, but here in their den, they’ll regain their courage soon enough.”

Taren’s dizziness passed quickly, and his companions hoisted Ferret’s litter once more. They swiftly headed up the incline toward the circle of light. Taren marveled at the fact he had wielded the fire without exhausting himself unduly.

I must be getting the hang of this, he thought, pleased.

After a few minutes, they reached the mouth of the cave. A number of rusted-out hulks that had once been mining carts were decaying into ruin near the exit. The tunnel entrance was midway up the side of a rounded hill, and as far as the eye could see, low knolls extended into the distance. A thin mist clung to the low-lying areas between hills and in the gullies. A broken trail led down from the tunnel and wended away between knolls off to their right. The track was overgrown with bristly yellow knee-high grass and thorny weeds, the land reclaiming the trail by which supplies had once been delivered to the Hall of the Artificers.

Taren was relieved to feel a clean, cool breeze on his face as he stepped outside the tunnel, and he breathed deeply. The morning was overcast and chilly, but he was glad to be back under open sky once again. His companions seemed heartened as well.

“The Downs of Atur.” Creel studied the terrain. “This puts us north of Ammon Nor, then. With any luck, we can skirt past the battlefront and make it to Llantry without having to fight our way there. Let’s stick with this old trail. Hopefully, it’s the quickest route out of here, but be on your guard, for many monsters call the Downs home.”

Mira and Creel bore Ferret’s litter slowly down the trail, careful not to lose their footing on loose gravel, while Taren watched for any signs of danger. They reached the base of the knoll and entered the thin, yellowish mist, which carried a faintly sulfurous odor.

For a couple hours, they made slow progress following the overgrown trail until Creel called a halt. He and Mira were winded from carrying Ferret for such a distance. They set her down gently on the path as if she were still flesh and blood and merely asleep.

Taren was relieved to be able to rest his feet. He sat down on a large rock and drank from his dwindling water skin; the water was a bit warm but still eased his parched throat. Down in the gullies between the hills, the temperature was quite warm and humid with the stale, sulfurous air trapped with no breeze to scour it out. He mopped some sweat from his brow with his sleeve.

Creel heaved a sigh, gazing at Ferret with a forlorn look on his face. He had his silver flask in hand. “I hate to say it, but we aren’t going to make it all the way back to civilization with her. Eventually, some dangerous monsters will happen upon our spoor, and we won’t outrun them by carrying the lass at this pace. Unless either of you has any better ideas what to do about her, perhaps we’re best off laying her to rest.”

Taren could tell the words pained Creel greatly. He studied Ferret’s metal face, the construct’s features smooth and indistinct like those of a mask. In the daylight, the metal had dark brass highlights on top of a steely gray, like a well-tooled suit of armor. Nothing remained physically of the spirited young woman they had known, other than the humanoid shape. Even with his second sight, the spark of life inside her was faint, a mere trace of the vitality she had held. He didn’t like the idea of leaving her behind either, but he could think of no better solution. He glanced at Mira, who met his eyes solemnly. She shook her head slightly, face sorrowful.

“I think you’re right,” he admitted to Creel. “If we do happen to discover anything that might aid her, we can always come back for her with horse and cart. In her condition, burying her isn’t likely to do any more damage so long as we wrap her in blankets to keep away the dirt and moisture.”

He didn’t hold out much hope of finding a cure though he voiced the idea for Creel’s sake. Perhaps when he reached Nexus, he might be able to seek out some piece of vital knowledge, for the city was a magical, wondrous place. Easilon, on the other hand, was not likely to provide answers outside the Hall of Artificers, from which they’d emerged empty-handed.

Creel took a long drink from his flask then nodded. “Aye. We’ll find a suitable place for her.” His gaze turned back to Ferret’s still form. “Sorry I failed you, lass.”

“We all did,” Taren said sadly.

Mira nodded in agreement, looking distraught.

After resting a few more minutes, they resumed their travel, Taren assisting Creel with Ferret this time. He marveled at how much the automaton weighed, but considering she was solid metal, he realized he shouldn’t be surprised. Her outer armor, for lack of a better term, seemed to be some unusual alloy although the metal seemed exceptionally hard, judging from the construct they had battled earlier.

The mist grew denser, the sulfurous odor more intense as they traveled. Steam vented explosively from a crevice in the earth with a loud hiss, startling all of them. The path eventually skirted a broad, bowl-shaped depression. At the bottom was a series of mud pits, bubbling with hot gases rising from underground. A rainbow sheen of minerals ringed the mud pits, their varied colors a vivid contrast to the drab, sickly-looking surroundings. The air was stifling with its heat and humidity, and Taren was drenched with sweat by the time they put the mud pits behind them.

He briefly entertained the idea of trying to somehow carry Ferret magically but decided he’d likely do more harm than good. The expenditure of power would likely render him unconscious, then he’d be dead weight, the same as Ferret.

The ground climbed a bit higher as they continued, and after wending along the path for perhaps a half an hour, they descended into an overgrown thicket of swampy water and wild foliage. Thigh-high scrubby grass and weeds, thorny bushes, and stunted trees draped with vines grew thick around the fetid water, choking the path. The reek of decaying plant matter was strong, and the ground became slick and spongy underfoot.

Taren was about to suggest they take another break, for his back and shoulders were aching. Creel was continuing on with a grim determination he could only be amazed by. Just when Taren opened his mouth to request they stop, Mira gave a startled exclamation up ahead.

The monk’s foot had plunged through a thin layer of vegetation into a marshy spot. She placed her weight on her staff and tried to pull herself free. With a wet sucking sound, her left foot emerged, covered in a slimy film of muck. She moved to step away but was halted by a vine wrapped around her ankle. Mira knelt down to pry it free.

“Let’s stop for a bit,” Taren suggested.

Creel nodded agreement, and they set Ferret down on a patch of firmer ground. 

“Mira, are you all right?” Taren approached, drawing one of his daggers to offer her.

She had pried part of the vine away, and Taren was horrified to see it was covered in small, spiny hooks along its length. Her bare skin around her ankle was dotted with a dozen or more small puncture wounds, seeping blood.

“There’s something unnatural about this vine,” she said, face tight with pain. More hooks tore free of her flesh as she peeled more of it away.

Just then, the vine seemed to pulse, bunching up where it touched her ankle, then the bulge slid along its length, bringing to mind a snake swallowing a rodent. Mira gasped, her expression pained, as the vine continued to pulse.

Taren was frozen in shock. “Is that thing—”

“It’s feeding on her.” Creel was intently watching the undergrowth, hand on the hilt of Final Strike. “Cut her free, quickly. It’s not safe to remain here.”

Taren severed the vine with a quick swipe of his dagger, but not before it pulsed a few more times as it sucked her blood. A blend of green-and-crimson fluid leaked from the severed length, and the vine abruptly recoiled back into the undergrowth of weeds and brush like a fleeing grass snake.

Mira tore the remaining piece of vine free of her ankle, leaving parallel rings of bleeding wounds. She tossed the severed piece away with a disgusted look.

Taren took her arm and helped her back to her feet. “Are you hurt?”

She shook her head. “It stings, but I’ll manage.”

The ground began to rumble ominously underfoot, followed by crunching and snapping of brush as though some large animal was moving toward them.

Creel drew his sword. “Get back! It’s as I feared—a bog drowner!”

The name meant nothing to Taren, but from the alarming noises, he had no desire to encounter such a beast. Mira stumbled as he helped her walk, leaning heavily on his shoulder, and he saw her face had gone pale.

“I’m feeling dizzy,” she muttered.

“It’s all right—I’ve got you.” Taren supported her as she had him back in Ammon Nor.

The crashing of brush and rumbling sounds reached a crescendo, joined with loud noises of bubbling water. Taren looked over his shoulder, and in his shock, he nearly fell over. The entire thicket seemed to be congealing into some titanic monster. Its dimensions were hard to comprehend, for it was all brush and vines and roots, a squirming, slimy mass of muddy sludge and plant matter formed into a vaguely humanoid form, standing upon tree-trunk-thick legs. However, it seemed to have four or five appendages growing from a torso as broad as a horse cart. It lumbered out from the muck with a deep groaning sound, roots tearing free of the ground and water bubbling around it. Long, tentacular arms dripped muddy slime, the appendages formed of plant stalks and branches bound together with the thorny vines. Where its head should have been was an uprooted, inverted stump, with dirt-clodded roots dangling like locks of hair. Its body oozed muck, and the white skeleton of some large animal was embedded within its torso. The reek of rot intensified greatly with the behemoth’s approach.

“Don’t let it ensnare you,” Creel warned, crouching low, sword raised before him. “It’ll try to drag you into itself, and you’ll be smothered to death.”

A dripping appendage lashed out at Creel, but the monster hunter was ready. He leaped aside, sword hewing apart the tentacle, leaving the severed length squirming on the ground. A second, then a third tentacle shot out. He ducked and dodged its attacks.

Mira struggled to take up a defensive stance, but she was clearly in no condition to fight. The creature had evidently siphoned more of her blood than they could have imagined.

“You can’t fight this, Mira. Wait here.” Taren eased her down onto solid ground near where they’d laid Ferret.

Creel cursed, and Taren turned his attention back to the battle. The warrior’s leg was ensnared around the thigh, and he was being dragged across the ground toward the bog drowner. He hacked at the thick tentacle, which looked as if it were fashioned of a massive root. Wood chips splintered off it as he struck, but he was dragged ever nearer. Two more tentacles, smaller, nimbler vines, undulated across the ground toward him.

Taren sensed the ambient earth magic, but it was subdued, compared to the bright vitality of the monster and its environs, burning with a bright green aura like living earth magic. He focused on that, thinking to starve the creature by draining its essence as he had the Inquisition’s ogre, Glurk. Grass and weeds died and withered around him as he drew upon it, but he sensed the bog drowner resisting him, for it didn’t seem to weaken at all. He threw a battering ram of force at the monster, thinking to blast it apart much like he’d scattered the Nebarans on the bridge in the ruins.

The bog drowner rocked backward, its mass deforming as slime and plant parts sloughed off it, but it swiftly regained its form, issuing a deep groaning bellow.

Creel hacked off one of the approaching tendrils, but a second one had wrapped around the forearm of his sword arm. It continued to drag him closer with its main appendage. With his free hand, he reached into a pouch on his belt. He uncorked a small vial and poured it onto the hardy tentacle gripping his leg. When the mixture was exposed to air, it sizzled and burned a bright amber color. The liquid fire spattered the tentacle and burned holes through it like acid. Creel switched Final Strike to his left hand and chopped through the weakened tendril, freeing his leg. A second slash severed the vine constricting his sword arm. He rolled away and regained his feet.

Taren changed his attack to fire, his hands burning like fiery gauntlets, then he blasted the monster with twin streams of flame. Plant matter blackened, and moisture boiled off the beast, but it kept coming. A scorched black seam formed along its torso, and it split apart like an overripe fruit. The two pieces lay twitching, smoke curling off them for a moment, but they quickly reformed into two smaller creatures, each the size of an ogre. One went for Creel, the other for Taren.

“How do you fight these things?” Taren asked.

Creel snorted. “I usually don’t—they’re a bloody pain in the arse to kill. I try to keep my distance and leave them be. But there is a way—you have to destroy the heart of the monster. It’s a parasite, and the heart is usually anchored underground to leech off earth magic that fuels it.”

He beheaded one of the beasts, the one that retained the tree-stump head. The heavy stump tumbled away, but the creature continued lurching toward him, tentacles grasping. Creel spun, dodging seeking tendrils, sword whirling and sending chunks of vines flying free. He chopped through one of the thing’s legs, and it toppled over, splashing back into the muck.

“Can you keep it busy a couple minutes?” Creel asked. “I need some supplies from my pack.”

“Uh, I’ll try my best.”

Taren backed away out of reach of the grasping tendrils. He formed bonds of force to try to restrain the creatures. The first one he snared struggled, momentarily pinned in place, but then its form bulged and contorted, practically pouring itself past the bonds, and reformed once more. The bog drowner Creel had felled rippled and regrew a new leg to support itself then surged out of the muddy water. Taren threw a noose of magical force around the second one, tightening the bond too much, and it split in half at the waist. The two pieces wriggled around and formed into two smaller, man-sized creatures, along with the ogre-sized one.

I guess I can keep destroying them until they are the size of beetles, then we can simply squash them underfoot. But the thought of hundreds of the tiny things swarming all over him made him shudder. 

With a closer look, his second sight revealed the bog drowner was leeching on earth magic much as he himself did, pulling more essence the more damage it took. A pulsing knot of energy was most intense under the marshy heart of the thicket, as Creel had said. He tried to focus on attacking the thing’s heart, when a thorny vine seized his leg and yanked him off his feet.

“Taren!” Mira staggered to her feet, leaning heavily on her staff.

Sharp hooks tore into Taren’s calf through his breeches. The pain and horror of being dragged toward the larger bog drowner broke his concentration, and he lost his grip on the magic. He slid in the mud, his hands unable to find purchase in the loose leaves and decaying matter. He pulled a dagger free of its sheath and slashed at the vine, cutting it free. More tentacles shot toward him, and he scrambled backward as swiftly as he could, slipping and sliding in his haste.

But then Mira interjected herself, her staff whirling and intercepting the grasping tentacles, swatting them aside.

Taren used her distraction to regain his feet. A quick glance over his shoulder found Creel kneeling beside his pack, pouring a vial of liquid into a small, nearly round ceramic jar.

Mira’s blood loss slowed her reactions enough to where the tentacles latched onto her staff and pulled her forward. She released her staff, and the largest beast reeled the weapon in like a fish on a line, then absorbed it, shoving it into its pulpy torso. Taren tried to concentrate enough to regain his magic, but one of the smaller bog drowners circled past Mira and shambled toward him. The monk spun, a look of intense concentration on her face. With his second sight, Taren saw her form flare momentarily with a pure-white glow, energy coalescing around her leg as she delivered a powerful side-kick to the nearest bog drowner. She hit its hip area, her ki greatly bolstering the strength of her kick. The blow tore the beast free of the ground, small roots ripping loose, and it flew onto the stony ground several paces away. It crashed down hard, breaking apart into a mess of plant parts, and then lay unmoving.

“It’s outside the range of its magic!” Taren exclaimed.

The fallen bog drowner construct was no longer tethered to the greater parasite’s earth magic, the decaying matter now only giving off a faint glimmer of green aura.

“Watch out!” Creel shouted.

Taren looked around to see Mira yanked off her feet by the largest bog drowner, a pair of tentacles gripping her by leg and forearm. The smaller one’s tentacles were lashing out at Taren.

A coppery shimmer cleaved the air between Taren and the monster. Severed vines tumbled away, and Creel pulled him backward.

“Get clear—stay to the rocky ground. I’m going for its heart.” He held the small ceramic jar in his free hand.

Mira struggled weakly but was dragged inexorably toward the creature, which lumbered a few steps toward her as if in anticipation of its meal. Creel, his sword now blazing with magic, raced between Mira and the beast. He slashed the tentacles gripping her free, then spun and delivered a powerful slash into the creature’s midsection. It parted like a rotten melon hewed in twain, its pieces tumbling to the ground.

Taren darted forward and gripped Mira’s hands, helping her to her feet. The two of them moved clear of the area, onto the rocky ground near where the destroyed creature lay.

The two halves of the bog drowner were rising up again, but Creel dashed past them, headed deeper into the marshy area. Muck and vines tore at his boots as he slogged through the swampy water, his sword clearing a path of grasping vines.

Taren saw he was angling slightly away from the bog drowner’s heart. “About five paces to your left—near that rotten log!”

Creel corrected his course and, when he reached the spot, dropped the clay jar into the muddy water then quickly moved away. The jar sank out of sight in the churning water.

“Ignis,” Creel commanded.

The muddy water lit up with a bright submerged flash, followed right after by an explosion that shook the ground. Muddy water and fetid plant matter erupted high into the air. At the same moment, the animated bog drowner constructs collapsed into piles of stinking plant parts. The earth magic animating the parasite faded from the entire area until it was the same dull glow of the surrounding environs.

“Messy, but effective,” Creel said, looking pleased. “You two all right?”

“We should be fine.” Mira frowned at the mud covering the three of them.

“What was that you used?” Taren asked, curious since the explosive Creel had prepared used a magical trigger.

“A recipe for a bomb I’ve used on occasion. Pity I didn’t have one prepped already.” Creel pulled out a small tile of stone from a pouch and showed it to Taren. It was a smooth piece of obsidian with an unfamiliar glyph carved on it. “This simple spark enchantment ignites the concoction: nitre, lantern oil, a few other ingredients to increase the potency. A variation on a dwarven explosive brew—commonly used in mining.”

Creel kicked apart the remains of one of the beasts and retrieved Mira’s staff. He struck the end against the ground to remove most of the filth coating it, then handed it back to the monk.

Mira thanked him then slumped down near Ferret. She took a long drink from her water skin.

Taren joined her, realizing they’d better find a source of fresh water soon, for his skin was nearly empty. He glanced up and noted from the sun’s position it was early afternoon.

“Should be safe now to rest here a bit then continue onward,” Creel said. “We’ll find a quiet place to lay Ferret to rest and hopefully be out of the Downs of Atur by nightfall.”

Being away from this damnable place sounds great.

Taren and Mira assisted each other in cleaning and bandaging the lacerations on their legs and arms caused by the thorny vines. Creel seemed unwounded due to his leather armor. He sat apart, occasionally sipping from his flask while gazing into the distance, apparently lost in thought.

Mira was still weak from blood loss, but she insisted she could travel. That being decided, they were ready to continue in a short time.

“I’ll carry her myself for a time. You two keep your eyes open for any more signs of monsters.” Creel hoisted Ferret in his arms.

Taren didn’t protest since after his magical expenditure, he felt nearly as weak as Mira looked. He disassembled the litter and used the lighter iron bar as a staff. The other he strapped to his pack along with the blanket.

Please, Sabyl, no more monsters. Let us make it safely back to hospitable lands.




















Chapter 9

Several hours and a handful of miles after the battle with the bog drowner, the trio stood over the grave they had just finished digging. The wind was whipping hard enough that Taren had to shift to the opposite side of the grave to keep the grit from his eyes. Dark storm clouds scudded across the sky as dusk approached. All in all, the weather suited the grim mood.

Following the battle with the bog drowner, the terrain through the Downs of Atur had grown less difficult, a boon to their fatigue. They had eventually discovered this secluded vale, its ground covered in patchy grass and sheltered by a few surrounding stunted trees. Creel estimated they were yet a couple hours from the edge of the Downs. The trio was so wearied following the day’s battles and bearing Ferret’s weight that they wouldn’t have been able to travel much farther. And none of them had any desire to spend the night in such dangerous territory.

Thus, they made the painful decision to lay Ferret to rest.

Mira stood silently beside Taren, her face expressionless but her eyes betraying the sorrow she felt. Try as he might, Taren couldn’t seem to convince her she should bear no guilt for Ferret’s fate.

Creel cleared his throat after a time then nodded he was ready. He had become more withdrawn throughout the afternoon, drinking more frequently from his flask.

Taren grasped Ferret by the ankles, and Creel gripped her beneath the armpits. Together, they lifted and then gently lowered her into the grave. Mira tucked the girl’s woolen blanket around her until she was covered, protected from the dirt they would place upon her. The process of digging the grave in the hard earth was difficult until Taren had been able to use his magic to mold the ends of the two iron bars into very crude shovel heads. Even then, the sorrowful task had been time-consuming.

Taren stepped out of the hole and gazed upon the shrouded figure of the young girl whom he had only known briefly but had instantly liked—a friend and kindred soul as lost upon the stormy sea of fate as he himself was. Damn it… Ferret was the one who should have gotten away from all this and lived a normal life. He sighed, trying again to picture her bright-eyed face and spirited disposition, rather than the torpid metal simulacrum that she had become.

“I’ll say a few words since I knew her longest.” Creel crossed his arms over his chest and stared down at the shrouded form, sorrow and perhaps a bit of helpless anger writ on his face. “Anyone know what god she prayed to, if any?”

“Sabyl, I think,” Taren answered.

Creel nodded but then frowned. “You know, I never even knew the lass’s true name.”

Taren and Mira both shook their heads in response to his questioning glance.

“Very well. Mistress of Shadows, welcome this young lass, Ferret, who was taken much too young, into your hall. She was ever fierce of heart, decent and loyal, a staunch companion to the rest of us. Ferret was dealt a bad lot in life but made do and always looked ahead, keen to make more of both herself and her fate. She saved many lives in Ammon Nor with her courage and determination. I reckon you can’t ask for more in a companion than the qualities Ferret embodied.” He went silent, voice thick with emotion. After a moment, he shrugged awkwardly before picking up one of the crude shovels and scooping a load of loose dirt into the grave. The dirt plopped softly against her blanket as it began to cover it up.

Taren stuck his hands in his pockets as a chill gust of wind buffeted him. Something hot pressed up against his hand, and he flinched, yanking his hand free. Curious, he gingerly slipped his hand back in his pocket and traced the edges of Gradnik’s ring. The band was as hot to the touch as a mug of steaming tea.

I forgot all about this thing once I stuck it in my pocket. He pulled it out curiously and held it up. The metal band was resonating as it had when he had first opened the passageway into the underground facility.

Mira gasped beside him, her wide eyes locked on the ring. “I think you are meant to use that… on Ferret.”

“Can you see the Weave?” Taren asked.

She nodded, looking between him and Ferret’s body, eyes filled with wonder.

“What’s this?” Creel looked between the two of them, puzzled, before his eyes focused on the upheld ring.

“A ring of the ancients… these same artificers that created the machine that transformed Ferret. Perhaps it can somehow aid her condition.” A surge of excitement filled Taren at the prospect since all prior attempts researching and trying to remedy her condition had been futile.

He stepped down into the hole, holding the ring near the shrouded form. With a soft clicking, the ring unfolded and sprouted like a mechanical plant, reconstructing itself into yet another key as it had before, only now it somehow had much more mass than should have been possible. However, it wasn’t like any key he had ever seen before. The shank was long and cylindrical, turning into a hexagonal shape at the end with two large teeth protruding to either side. The bow flared out to either side of the shank in broad, triangular loops, as wide as his hand.

“A key… Will it somehow unlock Ferret from her state?” Creel knelt on the edge of the hole opposite Taren, watching hopefully.

“Let’s find out.” Taren, with Mira’s help, gently unwrapped the blanket, allowing the piled dirt to slide away to either side. He studied Ferret’s metallic form, the brass color turned dull, reflecting the iron-gray clouds overhead.

“Check her back. I recall seeing a similar shape in the plate on her back.” Creel hopped into the hole and raised Ferret to a sitting position. “Aye, it’s here!”

Taren leaned over and saw a hexagonal aperture in the backplate where it curved inward, between where her shoulder blades would’ve been. He looked at Creel, who nodded, then pressed the end of the key into the aperture. It latched in with a solid click. He gently turned the key clockwise. It turned easily in fine gradations, with recurring ticks as it rotated. After one complete twist, he stopped and studied Ferret but noted no change in her condition. With a shrug, he continued turning the key. After thirty rotations, the key would turn no more. Taren removed it, and the key reformed back into the ring.

“Listen.” Mira cocked her head.

Barely audible over the gusting wind, he could hear a subtle ticking sound emanating from Ferret’s chest, like a clock. After a moment, that was followed by a louder clanking sound. Taren shifted to his second sight and gasped. A vast well of magic was glowing in her breast, much like a heart, sending tendrils of power flowing throughout her body, including around the small spark of life force.

Ferret’s blank eyes flickered suddenly then glowed with a steady amethyst hue.

The three of them remained frozen, afraid to break the spell.

With a faint whirring, Ferret’s head turned to regard Taren then Mira and Creel in turn.

“Ferret?” Taren asked. “Can you hear me?”

“What has happened to me?” Her voice was totally foreign, a hollow sound much like that of the automaton guardian of the Hall of the Artificers, issuing from deep within her body.

“You… you’ve been changed,” Creel said. “Do you remember what happened?”

Ferret stared at him a long moment then looked at the others. Her jeweled eyes were unblinking, the lips in her mask of a face slightly pursed. “Aye. I remember the chamber… and the diamond.” A shudder seemed to run through her body. “I remember the pain… agonizing, as if I was being torn apart bit by bit. That bloody place destroyed me.” She lifted her hands and gazed at them, flexing her fingers, then gasped and jerked sharply, kicking herself backward until her back struck the edge of the hole. She looked around rapidly, shuddering, a surprisingly humanlike reaction, and she seemed horrified to realize she was sitting in her own grave.

“We thought you were dead, lass,” Creel said gently. “We were about to put you in the ground. Luckily, Taren’s ring seemed to know what needed to be done.”

“Dead.” Ferret seemed to think on the word for a time as it hung heavy between them. “Nay, not dead… but not alive either.” She looked at her arms again, holding her hands up before her face, her jointed fingers articulating each in turn with faint whirs. “Gods… what have I become?”

Taren watched in fascination. Truly, the ancient Order of Artificers possessed some fantastic arts to create such a creature. He again shifted back to his second sight and observed the blue-white aura of magic emanating steadily from Ferret, and within her skull glowed a small core of amber light—burning steadily now as a lamp with a full reservoir of oil—the remainder of her living essence.

Nobody answered Ferret, unsure of what to say. 

“I am like those things in that horrid place. Will I lose my mind and be nothing more than an unthinking metal suit of armor?”

“No,” Taren said firmly. He rested his hand on her head, surprised at the warmth of the metal, as though it had been out in the sun for some hours. “You are still in here. Before the process could be completed, I was able to stop it. I must conduct further research, but I will try to find a way to aid you.”

Her head swiveled, and the amethyst eyes bored into his. She reached up and grasped his hand in hers as if clutching a line to prevent herself from drowning, her alloy fingers latching onto his with marvelous dexterity. “Please promise me you will try to cure me or change me back or whatever you can. I can’t live like this… trapped in a metal shell.” Her face was expressionless, the glowing eyes unblinking, but he could sense the desperate pleading in her hollow voice.

“I promise, Ferret.” He patted her hand, and she nodded.

“Come on, lass. Let’s get you out of there.” Creel took her other hand, and together they helped her stand.

Ferret wobbled on her feet a moment, then a faint clank sounded from inside her carapace as some mechanism regulated her balance, and she stabilized herself, suddenly surefooted. She stepped out of the grave under her own power.

“Where are we?” she asked. “Are we near to Llantry?” She looked around at the forlorn hills to the west and then the distant mountains visible beyond the Downs off to the east.

“We are near the edge of the Downs of Atur,” Creel replied. “A portal took us out of those underground warrens in the midst of the Downs.”

“I’m ready to keep going if you are.” Ferret walked eastward several paces toward where they would eventually meet up with the road to Llantry. She walked somewhat stiff-legged but surprisingly smoothly considering her state, albeit with faint clanks and clicks and whirs as she moved. However, she’d never move with the easy agility she once had.

Taren thought she might almost be able to pass as human if she kept her body concealed. The sounds, if muffled, could likely pass as the jingle and clatter of armor. But she would have no way to hide her glowing eyes.

Creel apparently had the same thoughts. “Here, put this on.” He offered Ferret his cloak. “We’d better keep you covered as best as possible so as not to attract unwanted attention.” He shook the dirt off her blanket and sliced strips from it with his dagger.

With the aid of all three of them, Ferret was soon covered head to ankles with the cloak and strips of blanket. Once they reached the nearest town, they could purchase some clothing roomy enough to fit her bulk, but in the meantime, they made do with strips of cloth wrapped around her lower face, torso, arms, and legs. The cloth muffled the sounds of her inner mechanical workings to some degree, but moving stealthily was out of the question.

Ferret’s sword belt and sheaths had been destroyed in the chamber, but her short sword and dagger were intact. Creel had carried them strapped to his pack, but when he offered them to her, she looked at them without interest.

“I don’t think I’ll be needing those.”

She walked over to a nearby sapling and extended her right arm. Her hand and wrist split apart smoothly at a seam, and a blade the length of a long dagger sprang outward from her forearm. With a powerful slash, she sliced completely through the wrist-thick trunk of the sapling. The upper portion of the tree slid off sideways and collapsed with a snapping of branches. Expressionless, Ferret next approached a knee-high rock. She clenched her left fist and then dropped to one knee, ramming her fist into the stone with the power of a piston. The rock burst apart, pulverized into jagged shards and rock dust.

After a long moment, she stood and faced the others again while the blade retracted back inside her arm and her hand reformed.

“I reckon you’re right about not needing these,” Creel said with raised eyebrows. He shrugged and strapped the blades back to his pack.

They gathered their gear and walked east, eager to escape the Downs of Atur with the few hours of daylight remaining.




















Chapter 10

“The fleshbags have found something of interest in the ruins near Ammon Nor.”

Nesnys could sense one member of her Triad, Scaixal, was nearby from the clarity of his sending. Perfect opportunity to take my leave of this worm.

“I must attend to other matters,” she said curtly to the mortal before her. “I trust our arrangement will be suitable?”

They met in a nondescript warehouse within the human city. Nesnys had shapeshifted to her human form, although she’d also added a glamour to make her appearance seem utterly forgettable in the streets for benefit of the city guards, possible spies, and any others who might take an undue interest. Any carelessness that might cause setbacks to her plans simply wouldn’t do, though she detested the need for such subtleties.

The fat, powdered noble bowed low, fawning to gain her favor. “Of course, my lady. Do not hesitate to ask if you require anything further.”

A heavy purse of gold and promises of power had made this one quickly forget any past loyalties he might have had.

“Very well. Don’t make me regret this.” She ran her hand across the pommel of Willbreaker, aching to draw it and hack the groveling worm to pieces. Yet she knew these alliances would be necessary.

“On my honor,” the man replied with another bow though he had paled visibly at the implied threat.

With a few spoken words, Nesnys teleported away, appearing high in the air with a view of the countryside below, the city’s walls far in the distance. She shapeshifted to her natural form and spread her wings wide to catch the air before plummeting too far downward.

Scaixal approached rapidly, his great leathery bat wings covering a great deal of distance, ungainly though the demon’s flight might look. The winged fiend resembled a skeletal featherless bird with almost no muscle mass—his leathery skin was shrunken around bones and sinew. Red eyes gleamed behind his wicked serrated beak, which was the length of Nesnys’s forearm. 

She could sense the creature’s excitement. “Ammon Nor, you said?”

“Yes, Nesnys.”

“Show me,” she commanded.

Scaixal teleported them back to Ammon Nor.

The sky was clear of smoke now, the city quiet below, with a garrison of a thousand Nebaran troops occupying and holding it against any incursions from would-be heroes among the southland lords and any militias they might raise. A good quarter of the city had burned down to the foundations. Heaps of ash were all that remained of the dead from the recent battle, the vast majority of the corpses those of the defenders and citizens. She had given orders to leave the remaining civilians be for the most part, the few who hadn’t fled, as long as they fomented no resistance and obeyed the rules her officers set forth. Trade and industry could still be conducted, some of which was necessary to provide for her troops.

Scaixal flew toward the northern edge of the city, where the ancient ruins stood. She followed, and a moment later, they were above the ruins, circling lower.

“What has occurred?” Nesnys asked.

“Your fleshbag soldiers pursued a fleeing group of mortals into the ruins and lost them within,” Scaixal said in his raspy voice. “They claim one was a mage of some puissance, one fitting the criteria we seek, likely the same that attacked Bleizahr.”

Nesnys snorted in disgust. Bleizahr’s sole responsibility had been to reinforce the soldiers in Ammon Nor and capture any mages fitting the description. Instead, the idiotic demon had let the mortals get the best of him, wounding and blinding him in the process. For his failure, she had punished him severely then sent him back to the Abyss, where his wounds would regenerate. She knew he was champing at the bit to avenge himself against the mage who had injured him. Bleizahr could still prove a valuable tool, albeit a blunt one with limited use, to be utilized at the proper time.

“The mage collapsed the bridge below and escaped into that… object.” Scaixal pointed with a skeletal arm to an area of the ruins below, where a squad of her troops were milling around.

After descending farther, Nesnys could see a trio of soldiers examining an onyx cube inside a towering rotunda. She followed Scaixal, swooping down and tucking her wings to sail gracefully through the arching windows and alight behind the humans. A quick glance revealed the connecting bridge had collapsed in one section, as the fiend had said. A temporary wooden bridge had been constructed to span the collapsed portion.

The three soldiers before her stumbled over themselves to bow low, obviously shocked at her sudden appearance.

“Warlord,” they said as one.

“Who has command here?” she asked brusquely.

“I do, Warlord. Lieutenant Tohar.” A thin man with a narrow face and beady eyes saluted her with fist to his breast.

Nesnys strode over to the cube, instinctively drawn to its dormant power. She ran her hand across the smooth surface, feeling the glassy stone, unusually warm despite the chill in the air. “Tell me what has happened here.”

The lieutenant related how the party of five they had tracked had managed to escape after a fight in which one old man was slain. The mage then collapsed the bridge and opened the stone, and they entered.

“Opened the stone,” she mused, seeing the runes were in a language she was unfamiliar with. “How was the stone opened?”

“Apologies, Warlord, but the actual opening took place out of view from our position. We noted the mage examining it for a time, and then he summoned his companions. They came around the back of the stone and then were gone. My scouts, when they crossed the gap, found it as so.”

“Taananzu, attend me at once. I am in the ruins of Ammon Nor.” She sent out the psionic command to the fiend, which she could distantly sense, yet she was unsure of its whereabouts or activities.

A moment later, a sickly green light shone in the air a couple paces to her left and quickly expanded. The light dimmed and vanished, revealing the cloaked form of Taananzu. The troops cursed and scrambled away from it. The lieutenant managed to retain some dignity and remained beside Nesnys though his face was pale and coated with a sheen of sweat.

Scaixal, perched on the window ledge, eyed the mortals with amusement, nearly unmanned as they were by their proximity to the three demons.

“I need to know what this cube is and how a mortal mageling was able to open it and escape therein,” she said at once, before Taananzu could speak.

The empty cowl swiveled to take in the rotunda and the black cube. Taananzu muttered a spell of detection, and green sparks effervesced from its armless sleeves. With a dramatic gesture that sent a spray of worms and beetles flinging from its sleeve, a green net of magical energy descended over the cube. The soldiers retreated even farther from the creature’s magic and the insects it left in its wake.

The runes on the cube sparked an angry red, and energy crackled off the stone when Taananzu’s spell contacted it. After a moment, the spell net broke apart in wisps of smoke.

“I believe this is the same human the inquisitor tracked to the elven woods,” Taananzu said, its hollow voice tinged with excitement.

“The same who wounded Bleizahr. My dear sister’s whelp.” Nesnys smiled.

Since she’d smashed the Ketanian army, she would have more time to focus on her other duties, beginning with securing the boy. Even now, the pitiful remnants of the king’s army were fleeing toward the heartland city, Carran, her troops in leisurely pursuit.

Let the cowards run. They no longer pose any significant threat.

Taananzu nodded once. “The cube thwarts my magic for the moment, but I shall discover its secrets.”

“Do so—spare no effort to learn them.” The fact that the human boy, Neratiri’s whelp, was so close sent a surge of excitement through her. You cannot run much longer.

Taananzu studied the runes, walking around the cube and even teleporting atop it to study it from that vantage point. Nesnys stepped away to allow her lieutenant to work. Something about the cube jogged a memory, but she couldn’t quite summon it to the fore of her mind.

“Inform me at once when you discover how to open it,” she said.

In the meantime, she had reports to review and would need to check in with her Ammon Nor garrison commander. Eventually, she would need to return to Orialan and deal with the mage and priest, but that could wait.

She leaped from the windowsill of the rotunda, diving down into the deep gully surrounding the island of stone before snapping her wings wide and then soaring through a narrow canyon back toward Ammon Nor.

And then she had to send a missive to Leciras. She smiled to herself at the thought of her plaything and the travails awaiting him. He would be forged in the Pits of Leciras and either emerge as tempered steel or shatter like brittle iron. Once matters were well in hand, she could afford to take some brief time away to ascertain the fate of her newest source of amusement.




***




Several hours later, she received Taananzu’s summons: “Nesnys, come at once.”

She teleported back to the onyx cube to find a deep hole bored in the ground beside the cube. The pit’s edges were completely smooth and reflective, as if a tremendous heat source had burned through the ground, melting the rock and soil to glass. The shaft was narrow, barely wider than her shoulders, prohibiting her from flying down into it. Instead, she stepped over the edge and dropped into the pit, using a simple spell to slow her descent.

Deep in the ground, perhaps a hundred or more feet, the shaft ended in a rough cavern. She was surprised to see the onyx structure was not a cube at all but more like a spire of stone driven far into the earth. Glancing around the cavern, she found Taananzu standing before a metal disc inscribed with more glyphs and embedded in the floor.

“The mortals exited the stone and passed into this cavern,” Taananzu said. “And here lies a portal.”

Taananzu raised its arms and chanted in the fell speech. A green aurora poured from the demon’s sleeves and across the disc in the floor, growing in brightness and intensity, and moments later the disc hummed with power. A blue glow emanated from the disc, seemingly grudgingly, as if coaxed free by the fiend’s spell. The blue aura turned a sickly hue, mottled with the green energy of Taananzu’s spell as the portal was forced open. Within moments, an oval of shimmering power stood before them.

“Where does it lead?” Nesnys asked.

The disembodied cloak seemed to shrug. “When we enter, we shall find out.”

“Indeed. Our prey must be close now.” She stepped fearlessly into the portal.




















Chapter 11

Ferret sat on a large, flat stone at the edge of the campsite and cursed her fate.

Why’d you have to be such a greedy little damn fool? If you’d have left the diamond in that contraption alone, this never would have happened!

Her companions were asleep in their bedrolls behind her as she stared into the night. The others had endured a grueling trek that day and were exhausted after finally leaving behind the Downs of Atur and passing into an area of rolling fields to make camp. After discovering a small stream of clear water, they refilled their water skins and drank greedily.

As near as Ferret could tell, she no longer needed sleep or food or drink, so she had volunteered to stand watch all night. She felt neither weary from several hours of walking nor cold from the night’s chill. The only way she could tell the air was cold was from the puff of the others’ breaths and the way they huddled in their cloaks. Come to think of it, she couldn’t feel anything, anything at all. Nor could she smell or, doubtless, taste had she the desire to attempt to eat, which she didn’t, even if she had a working jaw that could open. Her face was a metal mask with a narrow slot between her carved lips, whence her voice issued.

I can see and hear—that’s all. I should be happy to be able to do that much, at least.

This new reality was terrifying—she was an inhuman thing now, not a person anymore, not truly. Somehow Taren had managed to preserve what little remained of her essence before it evanesced into nothingness. She knew she should be thankful for that, but she simply couldn’t feel anything other than numbness.

Once, as a young gutter rat in Ammon Nor, she’d seen a traveling tinker demonstrating a clockwork toy, an automaton as he’d called it—a shiny, painted metal knight. He turned a crank on its back, and it marched around stiff legged with a steady clicking noise within, its metal feet clacking across the wooden surface of the tinker’s cart. More often than not, the toy fell over unless its marching surface was perfectly flat. She’d been entranced by the automaton, as had the other children and adults gathered round, and fiercely jealous of a merchant’s boy whose father purchased one for him.

The irony wasn’t lost on her that she was now the same as that toy. Taren had wound her up with his magic ring, and now she could walk around or talk or fight or whatever her friends needed until she wound down and froze in place just as that clockwork toy had.

Mayhap there’s a spiteful god up there watching me like a gleeful child, waiting to laugh when I wind down and fall over onto my face.

Her anger at her situation was a distant thought that didn’t feel any more real than anything else since she had none of the metabolic changes to go along with emotional response, such as surging heartbeat or flushed cheeks or tightness in the gut. That realization made her sad. Worse, she couldn’t even have a good cry and flush the melancholy out of her system.

Instead, she simply sat there staring into the night, bitter at her fate and the world in general.

Would that I’d just minded my own damn business and never gotten involved with Dak or Taren or anyone else. I’d still be me!

Despite those thoughts, she remembered the elation and thrill of fighting alongside her friends, the gratification of sounding the bell and saving many lives in Ammon Nor that night, just a few days past. And she’d truly enjoyed the camaraderie very much also, even despite the danger and terror.

Fool, you’d be dead like most of the rest of Ammon Nor right about now if you hadn’t gotten involved with them.

“How you holding up, lass?”

Ferret glanced over her shoulder, surprised at not hearing Creel stirring in the camp. He sat down on the rock beside her, wrapped up in his cloak against the night’s chill. She’d returned his cloak once the night had grown cold and she noticed him puffing into his hands to keep them warm earlier.

“I’m holding up, I reckon. I’ll keep going on like one of those damn clockwork toys until I wind down.” At his puzzled look, she explained about the tinker and his automaton.

When she finished relating the story, Creel grimaced as though he’d swallowed something bitter.

“Not going to argue against that and try to cheer me up?” Her words came out harsher than intended, the bitterness turning to belligerence.

Creel grunted, in amusement perhaps. “I know you better than that. You’d not listen to some drivel I spouted simply to cheer you up, even were I the type to do so. You’re a clever lass, and I’d not insult you so.”

Just like that, Ferret’s hostility faded. “Aye, reckon you wouldn’t. Shouldn’t have snapped at you.”

“Don’t worry over it. You’ve every reason to be bitter. The gods dealt you a shite hand, no doubt about it. For no reason either, far as I can tell.” He was quiet a moment then said, “Can’t help but see some similarities ’twixt you and I, though.”

She was intrigued despite her wretched mood, sensing he was on the verge of sharing something personal about himself. “How so?”

“’Tis a long tale, but I’ll give you the gist of it. Once, a bloody long time ago—feels like lifetimes—I was a soldier in a city called Nexus. You heard of it?”

“Not till I heard Taren mention it—that’s where he wants to go. Will you go back there with him?”

Creel frowned. “I’ve enough bad memories of that place and am in no hurry to return. Although, I heard there’s been a change in leadership there… Anyway, I thought I was doing right by the citizens, the Magehunters—the unit I worked with—and my higher-ups. I’d seen forty summers and was a sergeant with the Magehunters, a respectable enough position, but I wasn’t growing any younger either, and I doubted I’d move up any higher. Never had the knack for proper arse-kissing and politicking. One day, I heard they were recruiting volunteers to join a special program to create powerful guardians of the city. Fool that I was, I thought they’d give me some specialized training, mayhap some magic equipment or what have you, and then a nice raise in pay and bragging rights.”

“Take it that didn’t turn out how you hoped?” She was captivated by his tale now, eager to learn more of the mysterious warrior.

“Nay, sure didn’t. I reported to the fortress, and next thing I know, some cloaked figure put a sleep spell on me. I woke up chained to a table with a pair of sorry bastards lying dead to either side of me.” He let out a long breath, steaming in the cold, eyes lost in memory. “They’d had a bad time of it, too, the way those two went out. After I awoke, these mages—foremost among them the Pale Lord, the ruler of the city in those days—began to experiment on me. They cast spell after spell on me, infusing my body with magical energies, and forced potions and concoctions you could never imagine down my gullet. The ‘treatments’ were painful beyond belief—many a time I wished I’d die, but the gods never granted that wish. All these experiments ended up turning me into a damned monster. They’d cut me, burned me, crushed my bones, cut off fingers, feet and hands, poured acid on me, magicked me with spells of fire and cold and lightning—anything they could think of to test out their creation. I don’t know how long I was there… Weeks, likely—perhaps even months—though it felt like an eternity. It was tough to endure.” His cloak rustled as he shuddered from the memories.

“After they finished, did they make you one of their guardians?”

He shook his head emphatically. “I was the only one that survived the brutal treatments. The Pale Lord decided the program was a failure, so they thought they’d put me out of my misery and scrap the whole damned thing. I had other ideas, though. I managed to break free and kill one of the bastards responsible. After that, I fled Nexus. Haven’t had any desire to return since. All my old friends are likely dead by now anyway. My life is here now.” He slipped his silver flask from a pocket and took a sip. He looked as though he was about to offer her some but then thought better of it.

“So that’s how you can heal the way you can?” She couldn’t help but remember the awful wound he’d suffered in Ammon Nor, when the shattered rafter of a house impaled him, and how the next morning he hadn’t had a scratch on him. Not only that, but he’d awakened after falling on the battlefield, his tunic cut to ribbons and soaked with dried blood from numerous fatal wounds.

“Aye, among other things. I guess what I’m trying to say is that after those bastards finished tormenting me, I wasn’t human any longer. My skin was withered like some damn ghoul, and I was afraid to show my face around for fear of scaring off the womenfolk and younguns.” He smiled bitterly and took another sip.

“A monster? How can you say that? I think you look quite handsome,” Ferret added timidly. She was not exactly a blushing maiden, but she thought if it had still been possible, her cheeks might have colored just a bit.

Creel smiled. “Thanks, lass, but it’s true. For years, I tried to hide my features by wrapping cloth around my face or wearing a deep cowl all the time, sort of what we did for you. Eventually, after I had discovered a use for my skills in hunting monsters, a mage rewarded me after completing a contract with an enchanted mask that I wore to hide my face. Wasn’t till about sixty or so years ago I was rid of my dreadful appearance, though there’s no saying it won’t come back.”

“Sixty years ago?” Ferret ran the numbers in her head. “Damn, so you’re pushing a century?”

“Longer… I wandered lost for many years before I was restored. Pushing a century and a half.”

Ferret scrutinized his face a long moment until Creel laughed. “You’re shittin’ me, right? You don’t look a day over…”

“Forty? Aye, that’s when they took me. The magic that heals me keeps aging at bay as well, or at least slows it till it’s unnoticeable. Anyhow, enough of my blathering. Like I said, we’re more alike than you might think. We nonhumans gotta stick together, eh?”

Ferret would’ve smiled if she could, grateful for his tale and companionship. “Thank you for that, Dak. Makes what happened to me seem a bit less awful.”

“Keep strong, lass. I won’t let you remain like this if I can do anything about it. Taren either. He’s a good lad, keen of mind and more powerful than he knows. Stick with him. I think it likely if any aid can be found, Nexus would be the place to seek it out.” He patted her arm.

Even though she couldn’t feel it, she appreciated the gesture. “It’ll be sunup in a couple hours. You should get some more rest.”

“I think sleep’s done with me for the night. Reckon I might as well stay up and keep you company if you don’t mind.”

“Nay, not at all… That sounds mighty fine,” she said and meant it. She rested her head on his shoulder, and they sat there together until the sun dawned bright on the horizon.




















Chapter 12

Mira watched Taren as he read from one of his old books by the firelight. His lips sometimes moved, probably as he encountered a difficult passage or sought to understand a foreign concept. She knew it to be a history book of the Elder Ones from a mention he’d made of it before. After their ordeal in the Hall of the Artificers, he took a renewed interest in the book, interest obviously piqued.

Creel had gone out to hunt for game while they made camp. Fresh water was plentiful since they’d departed the Downs of Atur the day past. However, their rations had run low, and they needed to supplement them with some fresh meat if possible, but Mira didn’t know if that was likely, given the proximity to the battling armies. The land had probably been picked clean of nourishment, any game not already killed driven off for miles around.

Earlier that afternoon, they had come across the first signs of the armies’ passage. The earth had been rendered a wasteland of churned mud from thousands of boots and hooves, while an assortment of rubbish littered the ground: broken weapons and tools, bits of bloodied rags, rotting foodstuff, dead horses, human and animal waste, and other detritus paving the way to where the armies maneuvered and fought to the north. Just an hour before stopping for the evening, they passed a site where dead men from both sides had become a smorgasbord for vultures and crows to pick over, the bloated remains three or four days old, according to Creel.

The group was growing disheartened, seeing that the armies were moving in the same general direction they were headed, making any attempt to bypass the fighting and wide-ranging scouts and patrols much more difficult.

They camped in a small copse of trees a bowshot distant from the road to Llantry, the chosen site clear of rubbish and waste. With their small fire burning cheerily, Mira could almost forget they were only steps away from the depressing reminder of Ketania’s impending defeat.

The gnawing hunger in her belly made her wish Creel luck in his hunting. He shall need it, for we are ill-equipped, without a bow or arrows among us. The thought of him out hunting game brought back the painful recollection of Kennitt and his heroic stand on the bridge, his sacrifice allowing them to escape their pursuers.

Poor Kennitt… I should have released him from his duty to return to his beloved homeland that night in the woods before the battle in Ammon Nor. The thought hadn’t even crossed her mind at that point, so determined she had been to find Taren.

Ferret was a motionless silhouette at the edge of the campsite. She had taken watch by herself the past night, claiming to not need any sleep or feel any weariness. Mira had awoken that dawn to find Creel standing watch with her, the two talking in low tones.

Another failure on my part. I should have accompanied her or talked her out of wandering off while in the Hall of the Artificers. She had noted an improvement in Ferret’s mood this day, which was a salve to her sense of shame. The girl is resilient, no doubt. I wonder if I could be so accepting of such a fate as she.

Taren yawned and rubbed his tired eyes. He had diced a couple potatoes they’d found in a trampled field that afternoon, and he dropped them in the cook pot beside the fire, awaiting Creel’s return, hopefully with some game.

He is increasing in his power and his control. With Taren’s use of magic at the bridge, then tending to Ferret and, after that, battling against the gloomclaws and bog drowner, his confidence was clearly increasing as well. Truly, he shall be a force to be reckoned with one day. Without knowing quite why, she felt proud of him, almost as though he was a brother just learning a trade. The thought made her smile. I’ll not fail in protecting him as I’ve failed the others.

“Reading anything interesting?” she asked.

Taren looked over, blinking owlishly as though surprised she was still there. “Actually, yes. The location chosen by the Elder Ones on which to build the ancient city of Ammon Nor lies at the single most puissant convergence of ley lines on the entire plane. They must have been able to perform astounding feats with such a reservoir of earth magic to draw from. I doubt it is any coincidence that the Hall of the Artificers was constructed there as well. As to what purpose, that remains unknown. This book makes no mention of the Order of Artificers, unfortunately.” He closed the book and ran his fingers reverently across the cover.

Seeing him doing that suddenly reminded her of something that had slipped her mind in the excitement of the past few days. She rummaged around in her pack until she found what she was looking for, the burned remains of The Battle of Nexus.

Mira scooted over closer beside him at the fire. “I’ve been meaning to return this.” She held out the book.

Taren’s eyes widened when he saw the burned, battered tome. “But this…” He hesitantly took the book from her, as though afraid it might crumble entirely to ash at his touch.

“I found it among the ruins where your home had burned. I thought it might hold some value to you, so I brought it along.” She watched as his face went through a sequence of emotions: surprise, anger, sorrow.

“So they did torch our home?” He bit out the words, hands trembling, clutching the book.

Mira nodded. “Yes.”

Taren swallowed with apparent difficulty. “So it is as we suspected. Elyas and I fled before that happened. Did you… did you find my uncle? Uncle Wyat… he knew what would happen. I could see it in his eyes… but he bought us the time to escape nonetheless.” Tears filled his eyes, and he wiped them away with the sleeve of his dirty tunic.

“Kennitt and I buried your uncle in the garden beside his wife.” She was struck by Taren’s pain, almost as by a physical blow, and she swallowed with some difficulty.

“I-I thank you for that.” He met her eyes and nodded solemnly.

“Any decent person would have done the same.”

“Decent people. Yes, but unfortunately they are in short supply these days.” Taren gently thumbed through the burnt book and smiled sadly. “This brings back so many memories. Thank you, Mira. It means a lot to me.”

“You are welcome. I only wish I could have gotten there sooner to prevent the loss of life.” 

But had that been so, Taren likely never would have been set on his path. The Weave could be a cruel mistress, she knew.

“Well, I’m glad you did come for me. The timing couldn’t have been better.” Taren reached out and squeezed her hand briefly. “Friends are more important than ever in these dark times.”

Mira smiled, relieved he felt the way he did. She wished she could do something to share his pain—perhaps embracing him, but she felt awkward and couldn’t bring herself to do so. Then the moment passed.

“You are right. We do indeed have to rely on those close to us” was all she could come up with in response, thinking the words sounded trite and foolish.

She was spared from further embarrassment by Creel’s return.

“Who’s hungry?” he asked, holding up a large hare he had managed to bring down with a dagger toss, judging by the bloody blade he held in his other hand.




***




The following day was cold and blustery, with a cutting wind tearing at Taren’s cloak incessantly. By late afternoon, they came across an abandoned cottage that appeared to have been vacated fairly recently. The fieldstone house was homey and well-kept on the outside, with fresh thatching on the roof and a neatly tended herb garden along the side of the home. Hoofprints were numerous in the soft ground. A group of riders, likely enemy scouts, had ventured upon the dwelling.

The interior had been ransacked. Any valuables had apparently been purloined, for nothing in the way of coin, jewelry, or weapons remained. Cupboards were laid bare and foodstuffs taken, although Taren did find a bit of rice in the bottom of a sack they salvaged. Jars and vases were smashed, a table and chairs kicked aside and overturned. Clothing was strewn about the small bedchamber, much of it trampled with muddy bootprints.

They found some serviceable items of clothing, both men’s and women’s garments, all of it plainly fashioned, yet sturdy and warm enough for use in colder weather, for which Taren was thankful. All their clothes were soiled with mud that wouldn’t wash out after their encounter with the bog drowner, and his clothes in particular were growing threadbare. He took a pair of woolen breeches and a tunic that weren’t too baggy on him, along with some socks. Creel and Mira each replenished some items of clothing also. Ferret donned an oversized tunic and a pair of breeches to aid in her disguise. The sleeves and legs were much too long, so she shortened them with quick slashes of her arm blade.

Taren felt guilty about helping themselves to the homeowners’ possessions until they found the corpses left for the scavengers behind the house. The bodies, a middle-aged man and woman, were still in fairly good condition, although bloated and covered in flies. Both lay facedown in their trampled garden with black-fletched crossbow bolts in their backs as they had tried to flee.

Creel knelt beside them briefly. “Look to have been dead a day, mayhap two at the most.” He spat on the ground, jaw clenched in anger.

“Left outside to rot, the same as Uncle Wyat.” Fury seethed deep inside Taren, and he felt himself grasping the magic instinctively. Again, his mind filled with thoughts of Wyat, the look on his face and the love and resignation in his eyes as he’d told Taren and Elyas to flee, knowing the price for their lives would be his own.

“Taren?” Mira asked softly. She was looking at him with concern, and he realized his eyes were likely glowing, for he could feel the power brimming inside.

“We must give them a proper burial.” His tone brooked no argument. “Stand back.”

Nobody disagreed as they moved aside. Mira watched him with worry plain on her face, Creel curiously, and Ferret with her newfound dispassion for pretty much everything.

Taren probed at the ground beyond the garden, soft from recent rains, and injected a tendril of magic into the soil, seeking to force the dirt aside. But the thought of Wyat lying dead for days until Mira and Kennitt had provided him a proper burial slipped into his mind, accompanied by a flash of anger. His tentative control slipped.

The ground trembled ominously underfoot a moment before the earth erupted. Dirt filled the air, blasted upward and outward with surprising force. Taren was forced to turn his head away as soft clods of soil rained down on the group. Creel cursed, then Taren was spitting out dirt that had sprayed into his face. The grit had gotten into the neck of his tunic and clung to his sweat-damp skin. Mira and Creel were both patting at their clothes and hair, wiping their faces, while Ferret simply stood staring.

“That was marvelous!” Ferret clapped her hands after a moment, the clanging of metal loud in the stillness. She strode over to peer into the crater that had formed in the ground. “Taren, you must try that with the next fiend we come across.”

Creel was giving him a dark look, and even Mira seemed displeased at being covered with dirt.

“I’m sorry about that. I briefly lost control.”

Creel stared at him a moment then barked laughter. Mira joined in, and Taren smiled ruefully, feeling like a dolt. Chagrined, he walked up beside Ferret to see the result of his efforts.

The crater was as deep as Taren was tall, and half again as far across. The ground had buckled up into a lip around the pit, and clods of moist, fresh dirt littered the garden for fifteen or more paces around.

“That was a bit more than I had planned on.” The momentary weakness he was accustomed to came over him then as the earth magic slipped from his grasp. He staggered forward, and the soft ground at the edge of the crater gave way underfoot.

He would’ve fallen in had Ferret not seized his arm and drawn him back. He winced at the power of her grip, metal fingers digging into his bicep painfully.

“Oops, too hard, right? Sorry.” Her grip loosened. “I’m still trying to get used to that. Are you all right?”

“Just a bit dizzy.” He put a hand on her shoulder to steady himself.

“I’ll see to the bodies. Why don’t you sit down for a bit?”

Taren nodded, turning to find Mira there. She draped his arm over her shoulders and led him to a wooden bench at the rear of the cottage.

Gods, she must be sick of me by now. “I’m sorry, Mira.”

“For the dirt? It’s nothing.” She helped him sit down and lean back against the stone wall.

“No, I mean for being like this. You having to act like a nursemaid for me whenever I try to use magic. It’s embarrassing.”

He saw no resentment in her honey-colored eyes. In fact, he thought he saw a hint of amusement along with compassion—not what he’d expected.

“Don’t worry about it. I don’t mind at all. You’ll learn to control your powers soon enough, and then I’ll find myself out of a job.” Her smile made Taren feel better.

Already, Ferret and Creel had laid the bodies in the crater. They looked around for dirt to cover them with, but it was all scattered out of range. Instead, Ferret began stomping on the edges of the crater to collapse it. After a few minutes, enough soil had fallen in to cover the corpses, leaving a large depression in what had once been a well-tended vegetable garden. With Mira joining them, the trio dismantled a portion of a low fieldstone wall and used the rocks for a cairn.

“We might as well stay the night here,” Creel said, glancing at the sinking sun in the sky. “The place is warm and dry, and there’s firewood stacked on the other side of the house. I’m going to follow those tracks for a ways to see where they headed.”

“We’ll clean up the mess inside a bit,” Mira offered.

“We should check the barn. There might be livestock inside.” Taren got to his feet, feeling better already, although a deep-seated weariness told him he’d sleep well that night after long days on the road and frequent magic expenditure.

Taren and Mira went to check the barn as Creel disappeared into a stand of trees. Ferret had already wandered off somewhere. The barn was small, with only enough space to hold a few sheep or goats and chickens. They found some bales of hay inside, along with a chicken coop, partially smashed in on one side. A pair of skinny hens were wandering loose and had laid a clutch of eggs.

“Looks like dinner,” Taren said.

They rounded the corner of the cottage to find Ferret sitting outside the front door in a weathered rocking chair, holding an old lute in her hands. The instrument was clearly damaged, with a long crack down its side, and was missing about half its strings, a couple of the tuning pegs broken off. Yet she still was able to coax a melody from it, her fingers surprisingly agile strumming the strings although she played slowly. The tune was both melancholy and familiar although Taren couldn’t recall the name or any lyrics to it. He and Mira remained quiet, not wishing to interrupt her playing.

After a couple minutes, Creel came up behind them, pausing to listen as well.

The simple melody seemed somehow magical as Ferret played the slow rhythm in a lower key, due to the missing strings. Taren couldn’t help but wonder how well she might have played before her transformation, nimble fingers dancing over the strings, especially if she’d had an undamaged instrument.

Ferret stopped abruptly and looked up, noticing the others watching her. 

“Nicely played,” Taren said, and Mira smiled in agreement.

Ferret’s expression couldn’t change, yet he thought the girl was pleased. “It’s broken, unfortunately. And these”—she held up a hand, wriggling her articulated fingers—“are clumsy in comparison. I fear I’ll never make a bard.”

“Were you trained, or did you learn how to play on your own?” Mira asked.

Ferret shook her head. “Not truly trained, but I pestered an old bard when I was a child, and he took pity on me. Showed me the basics of the lute and said I had potential, both with my singing and playing. Probably was just putting a sorry urchin’s mind at ease, I reckon.”

“I doubt that was the case. You play well.” Taren gave her what he hoped was a reassuring smile. Ever since her accident, he felt terrible for Ferret and hoped more than anything she might be restored to her normal condition. Yet he sought to not show her pity, knowing that would be the last thing she wanted. Poor girl deserves a normal life.

“Doesn’t matter now,” she replied. “Nobody will train such a freak as me even if I was good enough.”

Creel spoke up. “Lass, we shall have to find a way to remedy that.” 

Ferret eyed him but only shrugged. She set the lute down and went inside. A moment later, they heard sounds of clutter being shoved aside.

“Find anything in the barn?” Creel asked.

“Dinner,” Mira said brightly. “A couple hens with some eggs.”

“I like the sound of that. Those scouts were heading north, bearing slightly northwest. I think that’s the direction they’ve forced the king’s army to take. With any luck, if we stay to the east of the road to Llantry, we’ll be able to avoid them. Scouts could be about, though, so we still need to take care.”

A couple hours later, the hens were sizzling on a spit over the hearth. With the eggs, rice, some carrots and turnips, all seasoned with fresh herbs from the garden, they ate the best they had in days. The blazing hearth warmed the small farmhouse nicely, and Taren felt his eyelids growing heavy. They had brought some straw in from the barn to make pallets to sleep on. He had thought to read some more, but Ferret brought out the lute again, and once she began idly plucking it, he decided against his book. Instead, he was content to enjoy relaxing before the fire.

Over the past days, they’d fallen into an easy camaraderie. He and Mira especially seemed to have a subconscious connection, often having similar thoughts, and he’d grown used to having her around. More than that, he enjoyed her presence. He sensed the same could’ve been true with Ferret before her accident. Now she was silent and introspective for long periods at a time, and reading her mood was hard. Creel shared little about himself as he was clearly used to being on his own for long periods of time. From the little he had mentioned, Taren gathered he had some friends in Llantry where they’d be welcome to stay while they decided on their next move. He and Ferret seemed to have developed an affection for one another, and her condition was obviously causing him to feel aggrieved.

Ferret offered to keep watch as usual, so before long, Taren lay down in his bedroll, content for the first time in a long time. He was warm and had a full belly, a roof over his head, and no immediate concern for any danger. He fell asleep to the mournful notes of the broken lute.




















Chapter 13

Sianna’s fingers and toes were nearly numb from the cold, but she hardly noticed, intent as she was on her swordplay. Her soft leather boots sloshed in several inches of slushy snow on the ground, and the short sword she was gripping felt like an icicle through her thin leather gloves. Her breath puffed in the chill air, and she thought her cheeks must be as red as apples. None of that prevented her from focusing on training, however. She knew if her father and brothers could fight in snow and cold and mud to keep the kingdom safe, then surely she could train in the same weather for a brief time.

“Hiyah!” She lunged, stabbing at Sir Colm with the blunted training blade. As she’d been taught, she stepped forward with her right foot, keeping her profile as thin as possible, but then a wet clump of snow slid out from under her boot on the slick grass. She nearly fell but just managed to remain on her feet although her sword wobbled in her grasp, its tip dropping down and to her right.

Sir Colm took advantage of her opening and lunged forward, tapping the tip of his sword against her padded gambeson—a blow that would’ve pierced her heart in a true contest.

Sianna sighed and switched the sword to her other hand, working her numb fingers to try to get some feeling restored to them. “It’s no use, Sir Colm. I’ll never be a skilled swordswoman.”

“I thought you were doing quite well, actually, until that slip, Princess.” His nose and cheeks were red, but a smile creased his grizzled face. “A warrior cannot choose what weather he fights in. Only the gods can do that. Nor can he always choose the terrain.” He looked over and scowled at a stableboy gawping at them from around the corner of the stable.

At seeing him glowering, the boy quickly found somewhere better to be.

“See, you keep picking up admirers.”

Sianna snorted in amusement. Of late, she seemed to be drawing quite a bit of attention from the men and older boys working around the bailey and stables. She had thought they were secretly laughing at her for her incompetence although Iris had assured her it was because of the scandalously tight breeches and tunic she wore to her training sessions.

“Of course those boys are going to stare like moonstruck sheep when they get a good look at your heaving bosom, Sianna,” her handmaiden had told her just the past week with an eye roll.

Poor Iris is mortified by my training. At least Mother puts up with it.

To her surprise, the queen had even contributed some coin for Sir Colm to purchase Sianna her own short sword, and a finely crafted one at that. But her father had always disapproved, hence the secret training. At least, that was how it had been during the better days when he was still home ruling the kingdom rather than leading an army off to war. She knew he had been aware of her training and suspected he was secretly not as displeased as he acted. She had put all her heart into learning the sword in hopes of impressing her father one day upon his return.

“Had enough for one day, Princess?” Colm knuckled his lower back and stretched, causing a popping sound. “This old man can feel the chill gnawing at his bones. A nice cup of mulled wine and a seat by the fire would do me well.”

His idea sounded awfully appealing, but she didn’t want to let the old knight off that easily.

“I thought you big, tough warriors were used to fighting in the cold for hours on end? Surely, a few minutes sparring with a soft, spoiled princess hasn’t made you ready to turn in so soon?” She gave him a sweet, innocent smile.

Colm’s eyebrows rose, and then he bellowed laughter. “Aye, right you are, lass. I reckon I’ve grown soft after all these years. Don’t sell yourself short, though. You’ve certainly made Rafe work for any victories over the last few weeks. But if you’re intent on continuing, I’m good for a bit longer.”

“Fine. I’ll spare you from much further exertion. Next two out of three touches? I wouldn’t want you to slip and hurt yourself, old man.” Sianna set her sword atop a barrel and swung her arms in circles, loosening her shoulders up. She tried not to look too pleased by the old knight’s praise. Her friend and sometimes training partner Rafe had really grown in skill since he’d joined the guard as a green recruit a couple months past. However, she still managed as often as not to hold her own against the big man, many times through sheer stubbornness and determination alone, she suspected.

“Aye. This shan’t take long.” Colm grinned at her and backed away, taking up a fighting stance. 

Sianna picked up her sword once more. She cautiously advanced and touched her sword against Colm’s. With that, the two exchanged blows, neither scoring a hit for a few moments, Sianna dodging and ducking more than parrying, using her youth, quickness, and small size to her advantage. That was until she got too involved in the rhythm of the exchange and fell for Colm’s feint. He smacked her with the blade on the left shoulder when she went to parry the stab that wasn’t there.

Colm smiled at her again. “I can taste that mulled wine already, lass. Make your move.”

Sianna immediately lunged low, feeling the knight’s blade scrape against her leather sparring helm. Her own blade thumped against his thigh before he could dodge. Unfortunately, before she could celebrate, she lost her footing and landed on her rear in the snow. She quickly scrambled back to her feet, but now her backside was wet and cold.

“Lucky strike, that,” Colm muttered.

“Tied up,” she announced. “One strike for the valiant Sir Colm, and one for the spoiled princess. Who shall prevail?”

The snow was falling heavier by then, the snowflakes coming down in thick clumps. She blinked a flake away when it settled on her eyelashes.

Colm gave a grunt of amusement but otherwise didn’t reply.

Sianna took the offensive. Her cautious footsteps sloshed in the wet snow, and her arm felt the impact of Colm’s heavy blows as she parried. The knight’s breath puffed in the air as he worked his sword forms. He stabbed low, but Sianna saw it coming. She sidestepped and parried his blade downward then lunged at him, sword whipping up high toward his neck.

Colm’s eyes widened in mild surprise at her swift strike. He stepped back, what would’ve been an easy evasion, but this time, it was he who lost his footing. His heavy boot slipped in the slush, sending him reeling back.

His guard was open in that moment, and Sianna tapped him in the belly with the point of her sword. The old knight lurched up against a stack of barrels, eyebrows raised.

“I did it! First time I’ve bested you, Sir Colm.” Her chapped lip split from her wide grin, but she barely noticed the sting.

“Well done, lass.” Rather than making an excuse, his eyes shone with pride. “Way to use your quickness to your advantage.” He held out his hand to collect her training blade.

“Go get your mulled wine, Sir Colm. I can put these away.”

He looked about to protest but then shrugged and handed his blade over. “Your father would be very proud.” He clapped her on the shoulder before heading off toward the keep.

Sianna beamed for a moment. That was high praise indeed, coming from the old knight. She knew the only reason she’d prevailed was due to her youthful reflexes in the inclement weather conditions, but that didn’t detract much from her elation. She walked across the training yard to return the gear. Nobody else was about in the weather, unsurprisingly, save a handful of guards on the walls.

She spotted her friend Rafe, warming his hands over a brazier on the wall overhead, and called out a greeting.

“Your Highness! How was sparring today?” He had a wistful expression as he looked down, likely wishing he could be training with her rather than standing around in the snow and cold.

“You won’t believe this, but I beat Sir Colm for the first time!” She savored the look of shock on his face.

“Truly?”

“Well, he did slip on that last exchange, but a good swordswoman knows how to use the weather and terrain to her advantage, right?”

“Aye, ’tis so, Highness. I’d best watch out next time we train together.” 

A shout from the castle gates drew Rafe’s attention for a moment.

“I’ll let you get back to your guarding, Rafe. See you around.”

“Bye, Princess.” He smiled and waved but was obviously distracted by the shouts from the gate.

Sianna had just placed the training swords back in the armory locker when she heard a horse come galloping through the main gate. The animal was blowing clouds of steam in the air, foam covering its flanks. The rider shouted something to the surprised stableboy and leaped from its back.

Her blood ran cold at the man’s haggard face. He looked as though he’d ridden hard for days, if not weeks, and bore grim news. His eyes were dull with fatigue and his mouth twisted into a grimace.

“I bear urgent news for the queen,” the rider called to the pair of guards posted before the keep’s doors.

Sianna slammed the locker shut and ran toward the keep, paying no heed to how she looked, muddy and cold and dressed in clothing unsuitable for a lady. Whatever the news was, she had to hear it.

One of the guards saw her coming and reopened the door so she could race inside. Across the hall, Sir Colm had met the rider, and the two men were heading toward the queen’s private audience chamber on the second floor. Queen Marillee preferred that room to the drafty great hall for conducting business with her husband at war.

“Princess!” Cece, the matronly head cook, stepped into the corridor to offer her a goblet of mulled wine, but she ignored it, racing for the stairs instead.

She caught up to Colm and the messenger just as they stepped into Queen Marillee’s audience chamber. Sianna’s chest was tight, and she was having trouble breathing, but that was from an anxious dread, not fatigue.

The clearly exhausted messenger fell to his knees. “Your Majesty, I bring dire news from the war. The Ketanian army was dealt a devastating defeat on the field of Brockburn. King Atreus was slain in single combat with the enemy warlord.” The messenger paused and swallowed nervously, as if unsure if he should continue. When the queen only stared in shock, he spoke the rest of his ill news in a rush as if he couldn’t wait to get it out. “During that same battle, Prince Jerard rode out beside the king to reinforce the line, but alas, he also was tragically claimed in battle. Prince Dorian went missing in action days earlier and, it is assumed, was either slain or captured by the enemy.”

Sianna stood stunned. This can’t be happening. Father promised they’d be back in but a few months… How could it have all gone wrong? She fought down a sob, but her legs suddenly couldn’t support her, and she slumped to her knees, one hand braced against a pillar so she wouldn’t fall over.

Her mother admirably managed to maintain her regal composure although her voice was unsteady. “What of the rest of the army? Who has command?”

“The army’s remnants were retreating toward Carran after heavy losses. Lord Lanthas survived the battle and ordered the retreat, Your Majesty.”

Sianna barely heard the last part. Father is dead? And both my brothers? She simply couldn’t imagine it—her father was such a hale and towering figure.

“Thank you, sir, for your news, ill though these tidings may be.” Queen Marillee gestured the chamberlain forward, who had been hovering beside her. “Chamberlain Kelthos will see to it that you have a hot meal, quarters, and a bath drawn.”

The messenger rose to his feet and bowed. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I regret the ill news.” He glanced over curiously at Sianna, not recognizing her, most likely, then followed the chamberlain out.

A sudden thought struck Sianna. “Sir, what of Sir Edwin? Has he fallen in battle?”

“Nay, miss. Sir Edwin is among the survivors. At least, he was when I departed six days past.” He nodded and followed the chamberlain down the hall.

The knowledge that Sir Edwin yet lived was a small balm against the heartbreaking knowledge of her father and brothers’ deaths.

“Sianna.” Her mother was regarding her as though she’d just noticed she was there. “Come here, dear.”

Sianna wobbled getting to her feet, and Sir Colm was there, with a strong hand gripping her arm to steady her. A moment later, she was in her mother’s arms.

The tears burst free despite her best attempt to hold them at bay, and her mother stroked her hair as she had when she was a child. Tears glimmered in Marillee’s eyes as well, but she maintained enough composure to not start sobbing.

“What does this mean, Mother? Will the Nebaran Empire conquer all of Ketania?”

“Not yet, dear. You heard the man—there are still brave men like Lord Lanthas and Sir Edwin who will lead our troops. They shall fight and make the invaders pay for every inch of ground they take.” She paused, and her face was solemn as she regarded Sianna. “You must realize that this means you are heir to the throne now, my dear.”

Those words held no meaning at first. Then, after a long moment, they sank in. “Heir to… but you’re queen, Mother! I can’t…” It was all too much. Her world was crumbling around her, and she was on the verge of panic.

“Shhh. Yes, I’m queen, but I won’t always be here, dear. You must start acting and thinking like the next queen. The people will need someone young and strong and inspiring to look up to now.”

Sianna didn’t know what to say. All her life, she’d been the third child, a daughter destined to marry some lord or knight to cement a political alliance. She’d never contemplated what it would be like to inherit the throne and be responsible for an entire kingdom.

And now that the army was destroyed, she didn’t even know that a throne to inherit would exist much longer, let alone a kingdom to lead.




















Chapter 14

With both hands, Nesnys gripped a thick metal wheel mounted on a strange hatch and turned it. The rusty mechanism resisted her at first, and the muscles of her arms flexed as she put more force behind it. With an ear-piercing squeal, the wheel broke its rusty grip and spun. She gave it a powerful heave and let go, the wheel gyrating of its own accord. When it slammed to a stop, she shoved on the hatch.

Stale air wafted out as the seal was broken and a dark chamber was revealed. With her darkvision, she surveyed a cubical room, about seven or eight paces to a side. A dirty window filled the left wall, and before it stood a contraption with all kinds of levers and knobs on it. Across the room was a dust-covered metal table with curled scraps of parchment poking up through the coating of grime. A suit of armor stood motionless in the exact center of the room.

She knew this chamber was important, for the placard beside the door designated it as the Control Room. She was determined to unlock its secrets.

The orange crystals in the walls flared to life with their cool light when she stepped inside. As she did so, the suit of armor shuddered and emanated a ticking sound. With a series of clicks and whirs, it turned to face her. A pair of red crystal eyes flickered a few times before illuminating steadily.

A hollow voice issued from within the automaton. “Where are the artificers? What are our directives?” Its face was a blank metal mask with a slot for a mouth. It took a step toward her.

Nesnys put her hand on Willbreaker’s pommel reflexively. A pair of beetles scurried across the floor as Taananzu made its way inside the room behind her.

“I seek Overseer Lenantos,” she told the construct, recalling a memory she’d had earlier upon entering the underground facility.

It clicked for a moment before responding. “Overseer Lenantos issued the order to shutter this facility following the assault and defend it against intruders. He evacuated with the remaining Artificers through the portal.”

“Where is he now?”

“Whereabouts unknown. All stands ready—we await our directives.”

“Instruct me as to the purpose of this facility,” she said.

“Authenticating artificer identities.” The automaton began clicking ominously. “State the countersign, Masters. You have ten seconds to comply. Nine… eight…”

Nesnys sighed. “I don’t know what fool countersign they might have used. Will this suffice?” She held up the black metal ring she had found adorning one of the skeletons’ fingers during her search of the hall over the past few hours.

“Five…” The automaton paused, something grinding within its carapace a moment. “Identity confirmed. Welcome, Master. What are our directives?”

“I already told you—instruct me as to the purpose of this facility. I want a complete overview. Spare nothing.”

“Yes, Master. You stand in the control room for the transfiguration chamber. When activated, the chamber can transmute organic matter into a clockwork construct of equivalent form and volume as the matter input.”

Nesnys thought of the manner in which the door to the adjoining chamber had been wrenched from its hinges by some tremendous force and wondered if the mageling had done that or if it had been broken off previously.

Has the boy discovered the secrets of this hall? That thought made her uneasy.

“So it generates machines like yourself?” she said.

“Yes, Master. Factotum to serve the artificers.”

“Show me,” she commanded, intrigued by the possibility.

“The transfiguration chamber requires organic matter to function.”

“Taananzu. Fetch one of those soldiers from outside.”

The fiend disappeared in a swirl of green tendrils of magic. Moments later, it reappeared with a stunned soldier. The man’s face had gone the color of spoiled milk.

“W-warlord, h-how may I serve?”

“Here’s your organic matter,” she told the automaton, ignoring the terrified mortal.

“It must be placed in the transfiguration chamber.”

Nesnys pointed through the window to the chamber with the strange metal spike angling from the floor and concentric rings around it. “Go stand in there and do nothing until I say so.”

“At once, Warlord.” The young man scurried out the door and into the adjoining chamber.

She thought it amusing that his relief at being away from her and Taananzu’s presence outweighed any fear or caution he might have of the unknown chamber. “Make sure the mortal stays in there,” she told Taananzu.

The fiend glided out of the room and took up position outside the other room.

“Organic matter detected in transfiguration chamber,” the construct said.

“Do it,” she said.

“Activating transmutation sequence.” The construct’s joints squealed, and it lumbered over to the mechanism with the levers and switches. It adjusted a knob and wrenched a brass lever down. The entire transfiguration chamber began humming with a basso rumble. A brilliant light bloomed from the metal spire in the floor.

The soldier in the outer room looked as though he would bolt, but he must’ve been more terrified of Taananzu blocking the way.

“Transmutation commencing.”

What at first appeared to be a swarm of insects poured from the vents in the transfiguration chamber. But as she watched, she saw they were much smaller—some type of minute particles released by the machine, like black sand. The particles swirled and roiled around, then descended on the Nebaran soldier with a fury. He screamed as he was cocooned in the black sand, eventually crumpling to the floor and lying still after several intense minutes. The chamber fell silent, the light extinguished, the black particles falling to lie inert on the floor.

Nesnys looked at the automaton, wondering if the contraption had failed.

“Transmutation complete.”

The sand was sucked into slots in the floor, and within moments, the chamber was clear save for a metal figure lying motionless.

“What now?” she asked the construct.

“A master must activate the factotum with an artificer’s key.”

“This?” She held up the ring.

“Yes, Master.”

The ring transformed into a key when brought into close proximity with the construct. Once it was wound up, the clockwork soldier clambered to its feet, much quieter and smoother than the dilapidated automaton in the control room.

“Your orders, Master?” it asked.

Nesnys looked to Taananzu and nodded, well pleased. Possibilities began to fill her head.

I like this very much. With time and patience, I can create an army of these things. They will not require sustenance or sleep. But first, I shall discover what other secrets the Hall of the Artificers holds.




***




Several hours later, after receiving a detailed overview of the facility, Nesnys stood contemplating a bizarre portal-generating device before her. Two of the names on the control panel meant nothing to her. Ammon Nor Prime was obvious, for it led to the surface somewhere nearby. Shirak Research Station and Kaejax Outpost she knew nothing of. The last was Voshoth. A faint memory nagged at the back of her mind, of the last time she had been free of the Abyss, during the Planar War two millennia ago…

The war had been going poorly. Worlds were burning, others lay in ruins, and the Engineer’s legions were nearly decimated. The Architect and his forces were incredibly strong and unrelenting. Even though the Engineer had allied himself with the Abyss, his bid to claim control of the Nexus of the Planes was nearing its bitter end after the Planar War had stretched on for many years.

A hastily convened war council had been called, and Nesnys held a place at the long table along with the Engineer, his close confidant Fellraven, Overseer Lenantos of the Order of Artificers, and other generals and advisors. The meeting had devolved into bickering, and she had lost interest in the proceedings. Talk and planning had their place, but swords won wars, and she was a weapon that needed to be wielded. Instead, she sat idle, unused.

Defeat. This room carries the stench of defeat thickly, like a carcass rotting in the sun.

Her father, the Engineer, huddled off to one side with Fellraven and Lenantos in private discussion. She was irked at not being invited, yet she could still hear snatches of their conversation.

“…will be destroyed along with all of the second legion on Halionus if we don’t act,” Fellraven was urging the Engineer.

He waved the words aside. “That is of no concern right now. I mean to strike a telling blow at the heart of my brother’s forces. One bold surprise attack, and we can wrest Nexus away from his control. Once he is cast off his throne, his powers will wane considerably…”

Indistinct conversation followed and then Fellraven’s voice: “But if he catches wind of this, it could end in utter disaster! I smell a trap… I sincerely doubt he would leave himself that wide open.”

The Engineer gave them a grim smile. “In that event, I will have my ultimate card left to play. Lenantos, is all in order?”

The pale, black-robed artificer bobbed his head enthusiastically. “Yes, Lord, the Tellurian Engine is secure and functional. All has proceeded according to plan, even exceeding expectations. We only await your orders for activation.”

“This is good news, indeed!” Fellraven exclaimed. Upon seeing curious glances in their direction, he lowered his voice again, and Nesnys could no longer hear him.

The Engineer queried Lenantos once more about something.

“Voshoth is barred entry from all but one portal,” the artificer replied in low tones, but his clear excitement caused his voice to carry. “And that one lies in the heart of the Hall of the Artificers. Not even the Nexus of the Planes is mapped to Voshoth. Once your command is given, I shall activate the Engine, and it shall begin to energize. Very soon, the balance of power will tilt in our favor.” His eyes held the fervent gleam of fanaticism.

“That is well, my loyal servant.” The Engineer clapped Lenantos on the shoulder. “Stand fast and await my word. Activate the Engine upon my order, and only upon my order. Is that clear?”

“Yes, my Lord,” Lenantos replied. “We stand ready at a moment’s notice.”

The scene faded in Nesnys’s mind, and her thoughts returned to the present. She regarded the unusual portal once more. “Voshoth… Therein lies my father’s last and ultimate weapon. I have but to open the portal and claim the Tellurian Engine. Victory is within my grasp… Lord Shaol shall be pleased, and that cursed sister of mine soon will find herself without a throne, ruler of a dead city cast off in the void.” Excitement swelled inside her, and she yearned to throw open the portal at once to activate the Engine, but she knew Shaol wanted to seize Nexus first, if possible, and use the great machine as a last resort.

“How is this portal activated?” she asked the automaton. “With the Artificer Ring?”

“Yes, Master. All but Voshoth can be accessed so.”

“And Voshoth?”

“That requires the control rod.” As the construct said it, she saw an empty slot in the obelisk where the control rod would be inserted.

“Where is this rod?”

“Traditionally, the Overseer kept it in his possession at all times.”

“So I must find our old friend Lenantos, who is likely long dead, and discover what became of the rod.”

She waved for the automaton to accompany her and backtracked, retracing her steps through the facility. “What became of you and your order, Lenantos?” she muttered to herself. “Reveal to me your secrets…”




















Chapter 15

The village of Mitterwel had seen much better days. Creel remembered it as a bustling little town along the trade route to Llantry with a couple comfortable inns, several stores, and a market. Now it was a grim occupied settlement. Several nearby buildings were blackened ruins, having burned down to the foundations. A squad of Nebaran soldiers huddled beneath the eaves of a tavern out of the freezing rain, which had begun that morning and not let up since. They were monitoring the road into town, watching Creel and his companions approach.

A massive oak tree across the road from the tavern was laden with a dozen or more bloated corpses hanging from its expansive boughs. Muttering occasionally amongst themselves, a murder of crows darkened the bare branches like leaves, watching as they passed by.

“Friendly-looking town,” Ferret remarked, the first words she had spoken all day.

Creel grunted but didn’t reply. He remembered boisterous children shouting and laughing as they played on swings suspended from the branches of the hangman’s tree on the last occasion he’d passed through, many months earlier. The only merriment now was likely from the crows claiming whatever tender vittles remained from the corpses though even they were subdued by the wretched weather.

“Perhaps we should pass on by,” Taren said, warily glancing at the troops.

“We need supplies.” Creel eyed the soldiers askance, but they didn’t seem too eager to accost a few travelers in the freezing rain. “Llantry is still over a week away even if we cut through the forest. Taren, keep your cowl pulled low. I’ll leave the three of you to thaw out after we get some warm food in our bellies while I go purchase some supplies.”

Nobody argued with that, cold and soaked as they were. Creel led them past the tavern with the loitering soldiers. The main street consisted of a number of small shops and businesses, but those that hadn’t been burned looked locked up tight—whether against the weather or the unwelcome occupiers, he couldn’t say.

The Cracked Kettle was an inn he had stayed at in the past. It was a bit run-down but cheap, with fairly clean rooms and decent food. The common room was half filled, and all eyes went to the drenched companions when they stepped inside. The folk seemed to relax a bit, likely upon realizing they weren’t Nebarans. A fire blazing in the hearth warmed the room nicely, and the air smelled of savory roasting meat. Creel’s mouth watered at the scent. He led the group to a table near the back and gestured for Taren to take the seat in the shadow of a post. Creel took a chair to one side, turning it slightly so that he could keep a wary eye on the room. The crowd looked to be mostly locals and a few travelers, judging from the packs and gear lying around.

“Get ya something?” A plump barmaid with red cheeks looked them over disinterestedly.

“Four helpings of whatever the meal of the day is,” Creel said, knowing it would draw undue attention to exclude Ferret. He was confident that the rest of them combined would be able to squirrel away her portion. “And mulled wine to go around.”

“Just water for me,” Mira said, speaking up for the first time in hours. She sat huddled close beside Taren.

“Suit yourself.” He shrugged as the barmaid went off to get their orders.

They sat in silence, too weary to speak much after the long days on the road. Since the comfortable night spent in the country cottage, the past few days had been uneventful although they’d slept outdoors and the weather had grown colder. They’d been able to evade one Nebaran patrol and, other than their dwindling supplies, hadn’t encountered any difficulties.

The barmaid returned with their drinks after a few minutes. The mulled wine was poor quality, but it warmed the belly nicely, as Creel knew it would.

“Will we stay here?” Ferret asked. “Would be nice to have a warm bed for a change. For you three, I mean.”

She must have noticed how worn out we are from long days on the road and slim rations.

Creel was tempted to agree, but with the soldiers posted in town, he didn’t want to spend any more time there than absolutely necessary.

“I don’t think it’s a good idea,” Taren said before Creel could answer. “I’m all for it once we get back into Ketanian-controlled territory.”

“How much farther could they have possibly advanced in the past week or more? They seem to be moving remarkably fast, for an army.” Mira looked at Creel.

He shook his head. “Aye, so they are. I wasn’t expecting the Ketanian force to crumble so damned fast. I would’ve thought someone would be competent enough to muster a determined defense. But, judging from that fiend we faced in Ammon Nor, the emperor’s general must have had more nasty surprises to unleash on the king’s army. I reckon their morale must be broken pretty badly to have fallen into such disarray.”

The barmaid returned with their plates of food. Taren immediately dug in as if he were starving. Ferret seemed to eye her plate wistfully but didn’t touch it.

Creel pressed a few extra coppers into the barmaid’s hand. “Have you had any recent word of the fighting?”

Her expression turned glum, and she glanced nervously at the door. “Aye, just this morning, a merchant was in here complaining that those bastards seized his shipment of weapons he was taking to Ammon Nor. Said he was lucky they let him go with only a solid beating after they seized his goods. That was a day north of here, he said. Seems the Nebarans are spread out to block travel to both Carran and Llantry. Chokin’ off the supply lines, I reckon. Yet the worst news he brought was rumor that King Atreus was slain on the field. Both princes died too, and the army was defeated.”

Creel looked at her, shocked. “The king is dead?”

“Aye, ’tis as I heard it, but who can know for sure?” The barmaid kneaded a rag nervously in her hands. “May the gods watch over us all.”

By the gods, how have they been defeated so easily? Creel remembered meeting the king himself nearly ten summers earlier, when called upon to solve a problem with a restless shade. He had seemed a fair and honorable monarch, level-headed and capable.

The whole of Ketania will likely fall now, the heartland lying wide open before them. It all depends on the ambition of the emperor and his generals.

“Ill tidings, indeed,” he said, distracted as his mind was already racing, trying to anticipate how best to reach the capital. Need to get to the Llantry woods and slip through that way. Keep off all the roads and hope it’s not too late if they seek to sack Llantry next.

“Can I get ya anything else?” the barmaid asked.

“Nay, thanks, lass.”

Creel turned to his meal. The bread was stale, and the stew was overly salty, but after having seconds from Ferret’s portion, which he split with Taren and Mira, he had a full belly and felt renewed, the chill driven from his bones.

After finishing his stew, he drained the last of his wine and pushed his chair back. “I’m going out for supplies. You three wait for me here. Eat and drink more if you like, but lay low and keep out of trouble.” He slipped some more coins on the table in case they wanted anything else.

They nodded, and Creel pulled his sodden cloak back on and stepped back out into the sleet.




***




Mira was warm and comfortable for the first time in weeks, save for the brief interlude at the cottage several days past. The fire crackled in the hearth, and her belly was pleasantly filled. She felt her eyelids drooping and quickly roused herself. Taren appeared to be deep in thought, head resting in hand. He had pushed his cowl back at some point. Ferret could have been a statue staring into the hearth.

Mira barely noticed a man get up from his seat near the door and step outside after a nervous glance around the room.

A few minutes later, the door burst open, and a squad of Nebarans trooped inside, hands on the hilts of their swords.

“That’s the one—there in the back!” A skinny man with a pockmarked face pointed right at Taren.

Ferret started, sitting bolt upright, her chair scraping loudly against the floor.

Taren looked over, and Mira saw a weary resignation in his eyes.

“We don’t want no trouble here.” A man wearing an apron stepped out of the kitchen, wiping his hands on a dirty rag. “You all take your business outside.” He looked nervously from the Nebarans to Mira and her friends. The frightened barmaid was peering out from behind him.

“You there! Come with us at once.” A soldier with the look of a seasoned veteran stepped forward and beckoned brusquely at the three of them.

“What is this about?” Taren shifted his chair slightly.

Mira scooted hers over, ready to spring into action.

“Come with us, and we’ll discuss it outside.” The veteran, whom she assumed was a sergeant, drew his sword. “I won’t tell you again.”

The skinny man piped up. “There was a fourth one. He left a few minutes ago.”

“If he comes back, we’ll deal with him then.”

“Taren?” Mira asked softly. “I can take them.”

This was a chance to make herself useful. She noted the six Nebarans were spread out a bit although they were still clustered near the door, which would prohibit them from effectively using their numbers against her.

Taren squeezed her forearm and nodded. “Be careful.”

She shot him a quick smile then turned and rose, hands in the air. The inn was too cramped to use her quarterstaff effectively, but she didn’t think she’d need it.

Mira was halfway across the room when the sergeant barked, “You two also—let’s go! Take this one.” He stepped aside so that his men could grab Mira.

Several customers seated at the nearest tables rose and scrambled out of the way.

Mira extended her hands as if for the Nebarans to bind her. When she was abreast of the sergeant, she put all her weight on her right leg then launched a side kick at the sergeant. The man didn’t have time to react. Her left foot slammed into his gut, lifting him off his feet and knocking him flat across the nearest table. Tankards of ale and platters of food flew, shattering on the floor, while the diners could only stare in shock.

The next soldier nearest her gaped, frozen in the process of reaching for her. Mira grabbed his arm and twisted, pulling the man forward and tossing him over her hip. His head smashed into the seat of a chair, and he lay still.

The next two men rushed her at once. Mira ducked the slash of a sword. The second man tried to flank her, dagger drawn. She chopped his wrist, and the knife flew from his hand. Lashing out with a fist, she struck him in the jaw and sent him staggering back and tangling up with the men behind him.

The swordsman stabbed at her again. Mira leaned back as the blade snaked past her chest. With her right hand, she seized the man by the forearm and drove the palm of her left hand into his elbow. The joint cracked, and his arm bent backward. He cried out, sword tumbling from nerveless fingers. Her next strike, to his head, sent him into the tangle of soldiers, and at least two of them tumbled to the floor.

The only soldier still on his feet avoided the tangle, his sword raised high. Mira leaped over the fallen men, her foot driving into the standing soldier’s chest and launching him backward to slam into the wall, where he slumped to the floor.

Two of the men on the floor scrambled to their feet. The first dove for her, seeking to tackle her to the ground. Mira sidestepped, seizing his arm and yanking him around to slam his head into one of the inn’s wooden pillars. She ducked behind the post, which shuddered when the other man’s sword hacked into it. His blade stuck for a moment, enough time to allow Mira to unleash a spinning kick to the side of his head.

The sergeant roared in outrage, having recovered only to find all his men down. With sword in hand, he charged. Mira kicked a chair up at him. He batted it aside and swung at her. She ducked, and the sword thudded into the same wooden post, lodging deep.

Before he could pull his blade free, she surged forward, driving a knee into his stomach and following up with an uppercut. The sergeant reeled backward, leaving his sword embedded in the post. He tripped over one of his downed men and fell.

The sergeant tried to get back up, but Taren came up from behind him and brought Mira’s staff down on his head with a wooden thunk. His eyes rolled up in his head, and he fell back, unmoving.

Ferret cried a warning and pointed behind Mira.

She had already sensed one of the other soldiers back on his feet. The man cried out and flung himself at Mira, arms wide to try to tackle her to the ground. She smoothly ducked under his arm, spinning and driving a kick into his back and propelling him forward with greater force.

The soldier careened into the post then bounced off and fell to the ground. Mira blinked in confusion when his head floated in the air a moment… then it slowly rolled forward and tumbled to the floor with a wet sound. She realized he had run into his sergeant’s blade, still embedded in the post, at full force, beheading himself. The steel was dripping blood onto the floor.

She felt a gust of cold air as the door was opened, and she whirled to face another attacker.

But it was only Creel. He looked around wide-eyed for a moment, taking it all in, then sighed loudly. “What did I say about keeping out of trouble?”

The soldier nearest the door groaned and struggled to rise to his hands and knees. Creel planted a boot in his face, and he dropped back down, motionless.

“Nice work, Mira.” Taren gripped her on the shoulder, and she patted his hand. “I guess this means we’d best be off again.”

“Aye,” Creel grunted. “Get your gear.”

Mira looked around at the townsfolk, who’d scattered to the edges of the common room. As the shock wore off, the crowd looked pleased.

“Way to show those dogs! The scum had it coming—’bout time someone handed it to ’em.” A gaunt, bearded man was grinning and began clapping his hands. Murmurs of appreciation grew, followed by a further smattering of applause.

Mira felt a warm feeling burgeoning, and it only grew further when Taren smiled and nodded at her.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Ferret lunged forward and stopped the skinny man with the pockmarked face from fleeing out the door by a fistful of his tunic. She lifted the struggling man a foot off the ground. “Dak, this bastard is a spy.”

Creel stared hard at the man. “That so?”

“Th-they made me! Told me who to w-watch out fer! Said they’d harm me family!”

“So you’re from around here?” Creel asked.

“Aye, I live to the west edge o’ town.”

“We never seen this one afore till the scum came through here.” The barmaid stood with her hands on her substantial hips, glaring at the man.

“’Tis true,” said the gaunt man who’d applauded earlier. “I reckon this whoreson got my folks killed. They’re still hangin’ from that tree out there.” He stepped forward, fists clenched and face turning red with fury.

Ferret slammed the man against the wall, holding him pinned there with ease. With her free hand, she plucked a coin purse from the man’s belt. After looking inside, she gave a sound similar to a whistle. “His purse is full of Nebaran gold.”

“Lies! They’re lyin’!” In spite of his protests, the spy was shaking like a leaf, eyes wide with burgeoning panic as he tried futilely to pry Ferret’s hand free.

“Then how’d you come to be in possession of a purse full of Nebaran gold?” Ferret shook the man hard enough for his teeth to rattle.

All at once, the life seemed to go out of him, and he deflated like a punctured wineskin. Creel gestured for Ferret to release the spy. She tossed him down to the floor atop one of the fallen soldiers.

“We’ll leave him for you folks to deal with as you see fit,” Creel said. “If I was in your shoes, he’d have a noose around his sorry neck in short order.”

Angry mutters of agreement came in response.

Ferret tossed the spy’s heavy coin purse down on the table. “For you all’s troubles.”

Creel shot her an approving glance. “Time to leave.” He hoisted his pack and a couple sacks of goods he’d returned with, then Mira and the others quickly followed him out the door and back into the freezing rain.




















Chapter 16

The stench of vomit, excrement, and unwashed bodies all atop an underlying odor of brine nearly overwhelmed Elyas’s sense of smell in the close confines of the hold. His fellow prisoners’ miserable whimpers and groans were drowned out by the creak of wood and roar of waves pounding the hull of the slave galley. Iron manacles had chafed his wrists and ankles raw, and his muscles ached brutally from not being able to move about or stretch his limbs. He was chained in a seated position, as were the others, scores of them packed into the ship’s hold. The chains lacked enough slack for them to move about more than a foot or so in any direction. No bucket or other means were provided to relieve themselves, so he had been reduced to soiling himself like an invalid, the same as the others. He could only think enviously of how many animals were treated better than the slaves. Nebara was notorious for its slave caste, and Elyas had no delusions as to what fate awaited him.

Days had passed since the battle and his defeat by Nesnys in single combat. He spent the following days in an alternating haze of waking misery and blessed unconsciousness. Yet the battle had been seared into his memory and haunted his dreams and waking hours alike: the death of Prince Jerard and King Clement’s resulting sorrow and fury; his plummet into the midst of the Nebaran horde and the desperate push to try to rescue him; Glin’s valiant death and Elyas’s vicious fighting only to arrive too late, to find his king with Nesnys’s sword driven through his chest; his ensuing duel with the fiend and the wash of emotions flooding him during that battle; her eerie, shining silver eyes and lips red with his blood. All these images tormented him, a swirling ode to his own failure and that of his fellows.

The army had suffered a rout. Ketania was lost.

The ship was wallowing in a ferocious storm, the flash of lightning glimpsed through cracks in the deck overhead. Water poured down through the open hatch and gaps in the timbers to slosh around them. The water was currently over Elyas’s hips in his seated position, chained to the wall. His sour stomach clenched from the ship’s tossing about, and he leaned forward and heaved the sparse contents of his stomach into the sloshing water between his spread legs. A thin stream of bile was all that came out, burning his throat and making him gag from the bitter taste.

In that moment, he wished the ship would be swamped and sink to the bottom of the sea. Anything would be better than the misery he was being subjected to and that which was yet to come.

Following the duel, he had regained consciousness chained to the back of a wagon with a group of fellow prisoners. Threatening clouds filled the sky overhead, yet looking back where they’d come from, he saw a portrait of a sunny day merely a few dozen paces away, outlined by a fiery archway. Some type of magical gateway had been opened, allowing the slave caravan to cover many miles in but a moment. As he watched, ox-drawn wagons laden down with supplies entered the portal, the Nebaran army’s lifeline. The caravan grew smaller in the distance under that sunny sky. The whole Nebaran wartime operation functioned like a well-tuned clock, smooth and well oiled when compared with the ineptly managed Ketanian war effort.

He heard the cries of gulls and rush of surf before he felt the wagon roll onto the sandy beach, wallowing as the oxen strove to gain purchase. Whips cracked, and a moment later, they continued trundling forward. Minutes later, the wagon stopped. A soldier reeking badly of sour sweat unchained them, and they were herded along the beach by the prods of Nebaran cudgels. Several beached skiffs were loading up and transporting the chained prisoners to a large galley waiting offshore. Elyas had tried to resist the slavers, hoping to somehow escape, but had nothing to show for his efforts other than a number of fresh bruises added to his accumulation of wounds from the battle. Surprisingly, none of his injuries were severe although he would be in pain for some time and have a number of resulting scars.

Anhur, don’t let me live like this. Let me die with a dagger in my chest or, if nothing else, at the bottom of the sea with the crabs tearing at my corpse. Anything but being a damned slave, forced to serve these Nebaran dogs.

He prayed daily for the chance to throttle one of his captors, to wrap the thick iron chain around one of the bastards’ necks and pull it tight, crushing his throat. But the slavers knew their business, keeping their prisoners weak from thirst and near starvation, and remaining wary around them at all times.

During the journey, he had plenty of time to second-guess his actions. He had foolishly dueled Nesnys—but for what reason? He couldn’t remember what he’d been thinking, but surely it hadn’t been rational. His king was captured and needed rescue, at least that’s what he’d thought at the time.

Better if I had fallen with Glin, Kavia, and the others on the field. Why did that evil wench spare me? Why not slay me like the king and the others that fell by her blade?

The thought that she had spared him for a reason gave him an unusual feeling, something between dreadful despair and bleak hopefulness. He thought he might have a very slim chance to work her interest to his favor, but he knew that was the foolish and desperate thought of a condemned man.

He had no answers for his questions, only the constant tossing of the ship and his own persistent misery.

So Elyas suffered along with the other three score men, women, and even children in the galley’s hold. He dreamed of death and dreaded what new manner of torment life might have in store for him next.




***




The day after the storm, the ship made port in a busy harbor, the skilled crew having successfully battled the elements and guided the vessel to safety.

With a pained groan, Elyas struggled to his feet when his shackles were freed from the sturdy iron loops in the timbers. He easily felt thrice his age as he shuffled with the others up the ladder onto the deck, then down a gangplank to a broad dock. His muscles and joints protested from disuse. Any thoughts of wrapping his chained hands around any of the slavers’ necks was dissuaded by the cold fact that it was all he could do to stand and keep moving with his cramped muscles. Many weren’t so fortunate. Several women and children were dragged like rubbish from the hold. A few of the sorry figures never even made an effort to rise, too weak or perhaps even dead, he suspected.

The midday sun was blinding after the gloom of the hold, and the humid heat felt brutal although it was eased by a sea breeze. After days in the stinking, miserable darkness of the hold, Elyas was heartened to fill his lungs with fresh air and to feel the sun on his skin. All around, tall-masted ships filled the harbor. A clamor of noise and activity filled the docks as cargo, both human and not, was unloaded and sent toward its destination.

“Let’s go—get these scum moving!” The ship’s mate cursed as an old man collapsed on the gangplank and nearly toppled into the water before being dragged to the dock by a pair of slavers.

After a lot of cursing and encouragement with cudgels and boots, the sorry lot of slaves were grouped together on the pier. With practiced ease, slavers chained them together in a double line, and they were then hustled down the dock. Elyas glanced back and saw a cart stacked with several bodies being wheeled down the gangplank.

He turned his attention back to the harbor. From overheard conversation on the ship, he knew he must be in Leciras, a port city on the far-eastern edge of the Nebaran Empire. The buildings looked to be made of baked clay bricks with terra-cotta roofs. Colorful silks and satins appeared to be in fashion, judging by the garb worn by merchants and wealthier citizens moving about a lively market just past the docks. None of the locals even so much as glanced in the slaves’ direction though everyone gave them a wide berth in what appeared to be second nature to them.

A young boy a short distance ahead of Elyas stumbled and fell and was dragged along the street a few paces by the chains before the man behind helped the child back to his feet.

The group was shoved and prodded along several streets until they ended up in a dusty plaza filled with slaves—the lot of them thin, haggard, and dressed in filthy rags. Hard-eyed guards and slavers watched them like hawks eyeing plump rodents.

“Over here with those sorry arseholes!” A fat man wearing a broad-brimmed hat and dressed in a jerkin and baggy satin breeches waved them over to a clear space. He looked over the slaves with a keen eye then turned to the slaver chief. After they haggled for a few minutes, the fat man deposited a coin purse in the hand of the lead slaver. “Get them some water,” their new slave master ordered his aide, a toothless old man whose wrinkled skin was a deep brown.

The aide carried a wooden bucket and ladle over. “Cup yer hands. Ya spill it, that’s all ya get.” He went down the line and ladled a scoop of dirty water into everybody’s cupped hands.

Elyas drank it down without hesitation, as did the others, for he was parched. The water had a foul taste to it but soothed his dry throat. He hoped it wasn’t tainted, but ill slaves would be worth less than healthy ones, so he decided it shouldn’t be a concern.

The fat man came down the line with a pair of henchmen while a dozen guards eyed them with hands on the hilts of their weapons. He muttered to himself as he looked each of them over then divvied the slaves out to either henchman, a system Elyas had no idea what it meant.

“Oh, this one be special here,” he said when he came to Elyas. The man squinted at his collar then looked around the square and, apparently not finding whom he sought, told one of his henchmen, “Go find Dirich. This one’s his.” He continued down the line, leaving Elyas to bake in the noonday sun.

A few minutes later, the fat man returned with another pair of men.

“This one here was sent by the warlord herself. Musta worked out an arrangement with House Pasikos.” The slave master yanked hard on the chain attached to Elyas’s neck collar and pointed so the other man could see. 

The band of iron had apparently been struck with special markings indicating he was the warlord’s property.

Elyas could do little but stare sullenly at his captors. Seasickness, thirst, and hunger had taken their toll over the past days, making him feel weak and ill. He was fortunate to be among the healthiest of the lot. Looking down the line, he saw several had keeled over where they stood, while others like the old man on the gangplank and the young boy had been dragged partway to the market. He couldn’t help but wonder how many corpses had been retrieved from the slave galley’s hold.

The fat man stepped away, then Elyas faced a dark-skinned, scarred man with a hulking henchman looming over his shoulder. The scarred man examined Elyas impassively with arms crossed over his chest. He looked as though a trident had raked across his face, three deep gashes cutting his flesh from forehead to chin. The tip of his nose had been cut off, and his lip was twisted with scar tissue, giving him a perpetual grimace. But his dark, flint-hard eyes revealed nothing. After a moment, he grunted and gestured curtly with a thumb over his shoulder.

“With the others. If naught else, this one at least looks less pitiful than the rest.” He handed the fat slave master some coin, and Elyas was led away by the scarred man’s henchman.

The sun beat down overhead, baking Elyas as he was marched through the dusty streets with three other slaves, all of them chained together and under the watch of a trio of armed guards, along with the scarred man and his henchman. He marveled at the heat even so late in the season, with autumn soon to be turning to winter.

Must be hotter than the damn Abyss here in midsummer.

The streets reeked of sweat and dung. Donkeys brayed irritably as they hauled carts through the winding roads. Collared slaves were a common sight, most dutifully accompanying their owners, but a number were alone, going about whatever errands their masters had sent them on. Silk-draped palanquins were carried by sweating slaves, their masters traveling through the streets in style. He saw a fair-skinned, bejeweled hand with a decanter of wine in it hold one of the silk curtains aside so the occupant could briefly peer outside.

After about thirty minutes of walking, they reached the outskirts of Leciras, where the terrain grew hilly, providing large villas with fine views of the city and sea beyond. Terraced vineyards covered the hillsides with slaves laboring among the vines. They climbed a winding path up one of the hills until they reached a walled compound with armed guards posted inside a wrought-iron gate.

At their approach, the guards moved to unbar and open the gates, and the slaves were marched into a wide courtyard. Directly across the courtyard from the gates, separated by a white stone wall, was an impressive three-story villa with numerous terraces overlooking the valley below. To the left was a stable and what looked like a storehouse, beside it an open mess hall covered with an awning and containing tables and benches. To the right stood a grim-looking single-story building, which Elyas immediately took for a barracks—or a prison, perhaps.

They halted at a command from the scarred man. His henchman scowled at the slaves, smacking the haft of a whip in his beefy hand as if impatient for any excuse to put it to work.

The scarred man regarded them a moment before speaking. “I am Dirich, the overseer of your training here at House Pasikos. This is my assistant, Shoat. I am a man of few words—what I say now is the longest speech I’ll ever give. You are worms, nothing more. You shall obey me in all things. If you don’t, Shoat will set you straight. Do not think to attempt escape, for you will be beaten severely and, if your worth is lacking, likely maimed but kept alive to continue your servitude in other ways. Do not ever pass those white wall gates onto the villa grounds, or the same will happen to you. There will be no easy escape through death either, unless it be a glorious one in the pits. You shall train from sunup to sundown in all manner of combat, armed and unarmed. When—if—I judge you ready, you will enter the pits to earn your name. If you earn your name, you shall be a worm no longer, but a gladiator. As a gladiator, you will fight valiantly and bring glory upon this house. Fail in this and bring shame upon this house, and you shall incur my lord’s wrath. Do that, and your life will be more miserable than you could ever imagine. You will have wished you’d died gloriously in battle, of that I assure you.” He was pacing along the line, staring long at each of the men, and noticed that only Elyas met his eyes. Dirich nodded slightly, seeming to approve that he still had some small amount of spirit and pride. “However, if you please my lord and bring this house glory in the pits, your life will not be so onerous. You will be eligible to gain certain privileges: you may eat and drink well, have your own room, and even slake your desires with some of the slave women in the master’s household upon occasion. Decide well which path you would take.” He turned toward Shoat. “See they are fed and watered and bathed. They reek of piss and shite.” Dirich strode away across the courtyard toward the villa.

“All right, you miserable little shites.” Shoat glared at them. “Strip outta those reeking rags you’re wearin’.”

Elyas did as he was bade. One of the slaves balked, and Shoat’s whip cracked sharply, striking a chunk of skin from the man’s cheek. He cried out and then hastily disrobed.

Once all four were standing naked in the courtyard, Shoat looked them over with a smirk. “A couple of yous might have the strength to survive, if I was gonna make a wager. Now, to the baths!” He pointed around behind the barracks building.

They rounded the stone building to find a small stone pool filled with water. 

“In you go, worms!” Shoat bellowed.

Elyas lowered himself into the water, which smelled of lye. After the heat of the day, the water felt blessedly cool. He submerged his head briefly and then proceeded to scrub away the sweat and grime befouling him with one of the stiff-bristled brushes set out. After a few minutes, he felt reasonably clean again.

Following the baths, the men were each given smallclothes and a pair of breeches, though the legs were cut short, rising above the knees. Each was also issued a pair of thick-soled sandals with leather straps that wrapped around the ankle and lower calf to secure them in position. Elyas was surprised at how comfortable the sandals were, especially in the sweltering heat. No tunics or other garments were issued, so they remained bare chested.

Shoat led them back into the main courtyard and put them at the end of the mess-hall line. These other men were slaves also, but they appeared to have free movement about the compound, save the villa and environs. All of them were deeply tanned and well muscled, bearing many scars from intense fighting. They were the house’s gladiators, what Elyas and his three fellow new arrivals would become, or failing that, they’d be reassigned, sold off, or slain in combat.

The gladiators regarded the new arrivals with no sign of sympathy or camaraderie but disgust instead, as though they were no better than dung tracked in on the bottom of one’s boot. They wasted no time hurling taunts and insults at the new men. One big scarred brute spat in the face of the smallest of the new slaves, a short club-footed man.

“More bloody worms,” the bully growled.

Elyas ignored the abuse—he perceived well enough the way of things to know the only way to gain any respect here was to prove oneself in the pits. The cruelest of the gladiators were looking for any slightest provocation to abuse and humiliate the worms, apparently one of the few sources of amusement other than actual combat.

An old crone ladled scoops of slop into ceramic bowls, the whole process watched by a number of guards. Each man was given a scoop of the slop, which Elyas discovered to be a greasy type of porridge, along with a chunk of bread and cup of water.

The new arrivals weren’t afforded any space at the tables with the gladiators. The short man with the limp tried to sit down at the end of a bench with the others, but a gladiator angrily kicked him in the back and barked at him to remove himself, which he hurriedly did. The guards merely stood by, watching the episode with amusement but making no move to intervene.

Elyas and the other three were left to stand against the wall in a small spot of shade out of the blazing sun to scarf down their food. The porridge was cold and unsweetened, and a couple weeks prior, Elyas would have cast it away in disgust, but it tasted mighty good after days of little besides the moldy bread he’d eaten aboard the slave galley, and it was the first real sustenance he’d had since before the battle. In addition to whatever grain made up the bulk of the porridge, it contained beans and small shreds of meat. He finished his bowl, making sure to sponge up the last bits of gravy with the bread. The water was warm and tasted slightly metallic, but he gulped it down.

One of the other new arrivals, a lean man with reddish-brown hair and an aristocratic face behind his beard, tried a spoonful of his porridge, grimaced, and set it aside. He did eat his hunk of bread and drink his water. An angry welt marred the man’s cheek from where he’d tasted Shoat’s lash earlier.

“You’d best eat as much as you can,” Elyas said. “Keep your strength up.”

“To do what? Be sent to battle like beasts with tooth and nail? I’d rather starve.”

Elyas shrugged. “You heard that Dirich character. I doubt this lot will show any mercy if you are weak from lack of sustenance. All you can do now is hope to survive by playing along with the game.” Until an opportunity to escape presents itself.

The man sighed, but he took another spoonful. “You are right, my friend. I must keep the faith. What is your name?”

“Elyas.”

“Thank you, Elyas, for not letting me forget that the gods test us in ways beyond our ken. Call me Harlan.” The man gave a pained smile as though it took a considerable effort.

Elyas glimpsed a keen intelligence in Harlan’s hazel eyes. With his soft-looking hands, the man was perhaps a scribe or moneylender of some sort.

He may be the first to fall. He’s too soft for this and has neither the heart nor the desire to survive.

He found out the other two men were named Burge and Foyal. The former was a burly dark-skinned man who had been a soldier in the Ketanian army, originally from Donesea in the Olinost Isles. Foyal, the one who’d been kicked off the gladiator’s bench earlier, was a short man with a clubfoot, who had been a carpenter in Ammon Nor before being conscripted. Harlan said nothing of his past. In fact, he didn’t speak again, following their initial exchange.

Following dinner, the other gladiators resumed training in the courtyard, sparring with wooden blades and spears and shields. Shoat led the four worms to a small cell in the low-ceilinged building and locked them in together.

“Won’t we train as the others?” Burge asked.

Shoat shook his huge head. “Get yer beauty sleep, worms. You’ll be needin’ what little strength you’ve got for later on. The choice cuts o’ meat will be separated from the offal tonight.”

Elyas didn’t know what he meant by that, but he was afraid he’d find out soon enough. The four of them were too cramped to be able to stretch out or lie down. Eventually, the long day took its toll, and Elyas’s eyes grew heavy. He leaned back against the iron bars of the cell, and after a few moments, his head drooped to his chest as he nodded off.

Thus began Elyas’s new life as a slave in the infamous Fighting Pits of Leciras, known for brutal gladiatorial combat the world over.




















Chapter 17

Sianna awoke to a scream splitting the night. She sat up in bed with a startled jolt, her heart thudding rapidly in her chest.

“What—” At first, she thought the scream had been an element from her vaguely remembered nightmare, but then it came again—a cry from outside, on the castle grounds, followed by the distinctive ring of steel on steel she was quite familiar with from the training yard.

She slid from beneath her covers and walked to the window, clutching her silk nightgown around her. Chill air flowed in, a reminder that winter was fast approaching. The flagstones, once she stepped off the plush rug, were ice cold beneath her bare feet, the cold shock helping to clear her thoughts from the vestiges of the disturbing dream.

Sianna leaned forward, the rough stone edge of the windowsill digging into her belly, until she could see a portion of the walls and bailey below. Fire shone in the darkness from torches and warming braziers positioned along the walls, and silhouettes were rushing about. The ruddy light glinted on naked steel. Two silhouettes were struggling upon the wall, and she gasped when a shiny sword ran one man through, his cry a brief wail of agony before he slumped to the ground.

The killer looked around a moment as if choosing his next target, and a cold stab of fear clutched Sianna’s stomach when the realization finally sank in that the castle was under attack.

Iris roused in her small bed against the wall. “Sianna?” Her voice was groggy with sleep. “Come away from there—you’ll catch a chill.”

“We’re under attack, Iris.” Her hands clutched the stone windowsill as she stood on tiptoe, striving to see more below, yet she couldn’t see any further movement. Only sounds of fighting and dying reached her ears, growing more distant by the moment.

“What did you say?” Iris scooted to the edge of her bed, eyes wide and blinking away sleep.

A flash of light exploded down in the bailey, followed by a rumbling boom like thunder a moment later. Magic! And our mages rode out with the army.

“I said the castle is under attack.” Sianna didn’t know how she sounded so calm, but the words broke her paralysis. She ran to the wardrobe and rooted around in the bottom drawer until her hand closed upon the hilt of her short sword, a reassuring comfort.

Iris stoked the hearth, brightening the room a bit. “Gods… what do we do? If we’re under attack, that means you…”

“Am a target, most likely,” Sianna finished. She was already pulling out the boyish clothes she trained in—tunic, breeches, and leather jerkin, along with wool socks and a pair of soft leather boots.

“You can’t mean to go down there!” The color drained out of Iris’s face. “Sianna, no! You’ll be killed!”

“I’m just preparing for whatever happens. You’d better get dressed, Iris.” Sianna pulled off her nightgown and donned the snug cocoa-colored breeches, tan tunic, and dark-green jerkin. After lacing the jerkin, she belted the short sword around her slim waist. Seeing herself in the mirror, she thought she looked like one of the king’s rangers. She quickly knotted her hair behind her head in a tight bun.

Iris was standing there in her smallclothes, fussing indecisively over what to wear. Sianna knew her handmaiden didn’t have anything in her wardrobe but dresses, as that was what a proper lady wore.

A thunderous knock sounded on the door, making both women jump. Iris stood there like a frightened rabbit, half naked and shivering, her eyes wide.

Sianna drew the short sword but nearly dropped it, for her hand was trembling so badly. She took a couple steps toward the door, imagining it crashing open in an explosion of splinters and some evil brutes bursting in with bloody axes to chop them to pieces.

“Princess? Are you in there?” The voice was muffled by the thick door, but Sianna gave a relieved sigh upon hearing Sir Colm’s voice.

“I’m here, Sir Colm! What is happening?” She felt stupid for asking the question the moment it was out of her mouth.

“The castle is under attack. I fear we must get you to safety—we are overmatched.”

Sianna glanced at Iris, who was still standing there half naked, frozen in shock. “Just a moment.” She gripped Iris by the shoulders and shook her. “Iris! Get dressed—now.”

The handmaiden blinked then quickly pulled on a gray woolen dress.

A sensible choice. “Get some practical walking shoes, too.” She went over and unbolted the door.

Colm stepped inside and bolted it behind himself immediately. He was breathing heavily, and his surcoat had a spatter of blood on it. His sword was in his hand, stained with crimson, and a shallow gash leaked blood on the side of his balding head. He did a double take when he saw Sianna armed and dressed appropriately. “Good lass,” he said with a faint smile. He nodded approvingly at Iris’s dress as she was slipping on her sturdiest shoes.

“They have a mage, Princess. Assassins simply appeared in the bailey by magic and started slaughtering our guards. I could tell they are Nebaran from their accents. And their leader…” He shook his head as though he didn’t know what to say.

“Who’s their leader?” Sianna asked.

“A fiend—some witch with black wings. The rumors are true. Emperor Ignatius has demons and black sorcerers fighting for him, even as he seeks to destroy all mages throughout Ketania.” 

Iris stood up, wringing her hands nervously. 

Colm stood straighter. “Right, then. Grab your cloaks, ladies. We have to get you out of the castle and hide in the woods for now. I don’t trust that there aren’t spies willing to sell out all the castle’s secrets for coin.”

“We can’t leave without Mother,” Sianna said resolutely.

Colm exhaled heavily, and his face grew grave. “Princess… I-I’m sorry. I led a contingent of guardsmen to the royal chambers at once, but the queen…” He blanched and had trouble meeting her eyes. He grasped her small hand in his callused one. “I was too late. They… they killed her, those whoresons. I’ve failed her… I’ve failed you and the king.” He looked down at the floor.

Sianna didn’t know where her calm was coming from—her mother, perhaps. She always had a cool head in a crisis. She smacked Colm lightly across the cheek, and the old knight took a step back, startled, as his eyes met hers.

He’s focused again. Good. “You haven’t failed me, Sir Colm. You are about to lead us to safety.”

“Aye.” He cleared his throat and stood straighter. “Come on, Princess. You too, Iris. We must go at once.”

Colm threw the bolt back and peered into the hallway. He listened for a long moment to the sounds of steel clashing somewhere down the stairwell. “It’s clear for the moment. Let’s go. We make for the third floor then take the servant’s stairs down to the kitchen and out the back of the keep, through the training yard and out the postern gate. If the stables are clear, we’ll see about getting horses.”

Then they were running down the tower stairs. Sianna nearly dropped her sword at one point until Colm told her to sheathe it before she inadvertently stabbed one of them. They went down one level then another before reaching the third floor.

A hard-faced man in dark clothing suddenly lunged from the doorway into the stairwell. Iris shrieked and stumbled into Sianna, knocking her against the wall and nearly causing her to lose her footing on the stairs.

Colm responded instantly. He sprang forward, sword slashing out. His blade slammed against the assassin’s. The two exchanged a couple of blows, slashing and parrying. Two more enemy assassins came up behind the first, and then two of them were pressing Colm back into the stairwell.

The old knight slashed one of the men on the arm, but he in turn got hit on the shoulder. He grunted in pain as the blade cleaved through his mail.

“Princess, go back up and try to escape across the roof.” His voice was labored as he tried to fight off the two men.

No, I won’t leave you.

Sianna, standing a couple steps up from the struggling men, saw an opportunity. She drew her sword and stabbed the closest Nebaran in the exposed flank. Her strike wasn’t as sure as she would’ve wished, but it pierced the links of mail and drove a handbreadth into the man’s side. The Nebaran cried out and lurched sideways, her blade pulling free, and crashed into his partner battling Colm.

The old knight saw the opening and ran his longsword through his foe’s chest. The man fell, and Colm’s next strike hacked into the neck of the man Sianna had wounded. He stepped over the dying men and finished the third man after a few exchanges.

“Come on, then! We can’t tarry.” Colm grimaced as he probed the wound in his shoulder, but he led the way down the corridor at a brisk jog.

Sianna fought down the fear and worry warring inside her. Instead, she strove to see or hear if more attackers were lying in wait ahead.

Be strong—this is what I’ve been training for. I’m my father’s daughter.

They made it to the servant stairs without encountering any more assassins. Cautiously, they descended, but the kitchen was clear when they reached it. The large room was warm from the residual heat of the big brick ovens and still smelled faintly of roasting meat and onions from the dinner meal. They were creeping toward the door when a soft clunk sounded to their right. The trio froze, waiting for assassins to charge in from the shut door leading to the dining hall. But none came.

Colm walked quietly toward the closed door of the larder, sword raised. With one swift motion, he yanked the door open and stuck the tip of his sword through. A startled yelp came from within. The knight reached in with his free hand and grabbed a handful of flour-stained tunic and heaved a startled kitchen boy from the larder.

“Quiet, boy,” Colm hissed. “You can’t stay there—assassins are about.”

“I-I know, sir. W-what do we do? They’ll kill us all!” His eyes took in the two women, particularly Sianna, and he gulped.

“Shut your mouth and do exactly as I say. We are fleeing the castle, and if you want to live, you’ll come with us.”

The boy’s cheeks flushed red, and he seemed to pull himself together.

Colm nodded after a moment and turned back to Sianna and Iris. “Right, ladies. We go out this door and across the training yards to the stables. There we get horses and ride to the postern gate. If we can’t make the stables, we run straight for the gate. Run and don’t stop for anything, you hear me?”

Sianna and Iris nodded silently, her handmaiden clutching her free hand in a death grip. The kitchen boy also nodded. Sianna sheathed her sword so she could run faster and not risk stumbling and falling on her blade.

Colm listened at the door then eased it open and stepped out, sword bared. He looked around a moment before waving them through.

Sianna stepped into a scene straight out of her recent nightmares. Fires burned around the perimeter of the training yards, a storage shed aflame along with the carriage house. Whether the fires had been caused by the magical explosion she’d witnessed earlier or by simple arson, she couldn’t say.

Iris’s strangled shriek drew her attention closer, specifically to a tangle of corpses lying a few paces from the kitchen door. Sianna immediately recognized Sephila, head of the scullery, a friendly gossip who had a young family in the city. The woman’s eyes bulged in astonishment, her chest a bloody ruin. A stableboy, Gery, lay sprawled out with a slit throat. She also knew Narder’s face, a young guard with a ready smile who lay with his entrails strewn across three paces of ground, face twisted in a rictus of death. With an iron self-control she didn’t know she possessed, she fought down her roiling gut and gathered her wits about her.

“Oh gods,” the kitchen boy muttered, hand clamped over his mouth. He turned and retched.

“Go, now,” Colm hissed.

Sianna squeezed Iris’s hand firmly and pulled, rousing her friend from her horrified trance, then they were racing across the training yards toward the stables. Smoke and the smell of blood and offal filled her nose.

“Rafe! You men, to me! Defend the queen!” Colm waved at a trio of guardsmen rounding the corner of the keep and heading in their general direction.

Sianna was relieved to see Rafe had been spared the initial carnage. He and the other two looked as though they’d been roused from their racks in the barracks, slightly dazed expressions on their faces. The other two guards, men she recognized though she didn’t know their names, followed on Rafe’s heels as the three ran toward them.

“Watch out!” Iris shrieked, pointing behind the men.

Six Nebarans appeared out of the shadows near the stables fifty paces ahead. Two of the assassins had loaded crossbows. They lazily raised their bows and loosed. A dark-haired guardsman beside Rafe stumbled, and blood burst from his mouth. He lurched a couple more strides before falling with a quarrel jutting from the center of his back. The other quarrel thudded into a training dummy off to Sianna’s right a couple paces away.

“You killed a training dummy, fool!” One of the men laughed. His voice had a thick Nebaran accent.

“Forget the horses—to the postern gate! Run!” Colm gave Sianna a gentle shove in the back and shouted for Rafe and the other man, a stocky bearded fellow, to hurry. They were halfway across the archery lanes when Rafe and the other guard caught up with them. Iris was gasping for breath, and Sianna’s hand ached from her friend’s panicked grip.

“Come on, faster, Iris. We’re almost there,” Sianna urged.

Her friend didn’t reply but increased her pace slightly.

“Protect the queen at all costs,” Colm ordered. “Rafe, stay between her and those archers. Tamzo, run ahead and get that damned postern gate open.” The bearded Tamzo huffed and sprinted ahead while Colm and Rafe fell in close behind Sianna, shielding her with their bodies as best they could from the enemy archers as they ran.

A glance over Sianna’s shoulder showed the six Nebarans gaining on them. A quarrel streaked between Colm and Sianna, ricocheting off a cobbled path a short distance ahead. Another impacted behind her with a clang. She glanced back again and saw Rafe adjusting his helm, which had slipped down over his face.

“I’m all right, Princess. I have a hard head,” he said with forced cheer although his face was pale. The fact that she was now queen obviously hadn’t registered to anyone besides Sir Colm yet, and Sianna had no desire to correct them.

She could barely accept the fact herself.

Tamzo reached the postern gate and threw the heavy beam to one side. He struggled with the latch then slammed it back and shouldered the gate open.

“Hurry!” Tamzo cried, waving them on.

A dark shape briefly blotted out the moon and stars, swooping from out of the night sky past the fleeing group. What Sianna at first thought was a lightning bolt shot down and wrapped around Tamzo’s neck. He cried out and wrapped his gloved hands around what she now realized was a whip crackling with magical energy. She gasped in horror at the armored figure revealed hovering overhead on rapid beats of pitch-colored wings.

A woman with flowing ashen hair and eyes that glittered like silver coins watched with a sneer as the group skidded to a stop ten paces from the struggling Tamzo. She tugged on the lash, and it tightened around Tamzo’s neck. The guard’s eyes bulged, then his head was wrenched free of his body in a fountain of blood. The head tumbled away on the ground, and his body pitched over.

Iris and the kitchen boy screamed in unison. Terror gripped Sianna, and she looked desperately around for some other path of escape. The pursuing Nebarans had stopped to watch the confrontation, cutting them off from retreating.

The kitchen boy lost his nerve and turned and bolted off to the right. One of the Nebaran crossbowmen calmly loosed a bolt at the boy. It struck him through the neck, tossing him to the ground. The boy made a wet mewling sound, his limbs twitching for a few moments before going still. The Nebarans laughed.

Iris had her hands over her eyes and was whimpering in terror. Sianna felt the urge to retch at the gruesome violence, but she tried to hold her composure together and hugged her friend to her.

If Sol sees fit for us to die now, then it’ll be with my head held high. I won’t give this evil bitch the satisfaction of cowering before her.

The winged woman observed the scene for a long moment before dropping to the ground in a graceful swoop, her wings folding neatly behind her. The lash crackled with energy as she twirled it lazily across the ground, squarely blocking their path to the postern gate.

“This must be the young princess,” the woman said with a predatory smirk, those awful silver eyes regarding them, reflecting the nearby firelight like windows to the Abyss. “Or, shall I say, the momentary monarch of Ketania. Your Majesty.” She gave Sianna a mocking curtsey.

“Oh, Sol, protect us,” Iris muttered, trembling, and Sianna feared her friend might faint from fright.

The winged woman laughed and strode forward a couple paces, her long stride languorous as a stalking panther. She was tall, towering over Sianna, her body leanly muscled and wearing a suit of dusky armor that somehow clung to her body like a second skin.

“Sol is not here, girl. It is only I, Nesnys. And the line of Atreus ends here, this night.” Nesnys’s white pointed teeth gleamed like those of a shark Sianna had seen once in the city’s fish market. Nesnys flicked her wrist, and the whip retracted in a flare of magical energy, sharp pieces seeming to detach and reform into a large sword. “I told your father the king as much before I slew him.”

Colm stepped protectively in front of Sianna. “I won’t allow you to take her, fiend.” His back was straight and his longsword steady in his hand. He caught her eye and nodded solemnly, the expression nearly breaking her heart—the look of a man who faced an opponent over whom he knew he couldn’t prevail but who was determined to die in the attempt anyway. “Sianna, remember you are your father’s daughter. Take heart, and may Sol guide you to save our people. Rafe, take the queen to safety while I distract this demon.” He spoke the last in an undertone.

Sianna marveled at the old knight’s poise and courage, even as her heart quailed at the thought of seeing him cut down. How can he stand up to such a fearsome creature?

“All that remain to face me are old men and children with swords? How disappointing.” Nesnys took a step nearer to Colm, holding her sword with the point dipping low.

With that form, she shows her contempt for Sir Colm.

A hand settled firmly on Sianna’s shoulder. “Princess, we must take the opportunity he buys us.” Rafe’s face was tight with barely concealed fear and sorrow.

Where will we go? She will find us in moments once she slays Colm. Sianna drew her short sword, determined to not flee and die like a frightened mouse to a raptor.

“The cub shows her teeth. I’m impressed, Your Majesty.” Nesnys circled Colm, but her eyes remained on Sianna, the old knight a mere nuisance keeping her from her true prize.

A sudden flash of brilliant white light blinded Sianna. From the cries around her, she could tell she wasn’t alone.

“Begone, fiend! Sol protects his faithful! Your kind holds no power here.” The voice rang out with conviction.

Sianna blinked, and the spots of color cleared enough to reveal Brother Horst, holy symbol in hand and his medallion blazing with a beam of glowing light that bathed Nesnys.

“Save the queen!” Horst called out, maintaining the beam of light on the demoness.

Rafe’s hand clamped onto Sianna’s arm, and then he was dragging her forward, circling to the right around Brother Horst and away from Nesnys, who remained pinned in the light about ten paces to the priest’s left. They passed only a couple paces from the murdered kitchen boy’s corpse.

“Courage and honor!” Colm charged forward to attack.

Then Sianna, Iris, and Rafe were running for their lives toward the open postern gate beyond the beheaded corpse of Tamzo.

Nesnys shrieked in rage, and the sound made Sianna shudder and her knees feel wobbly, but she continued on, clutching Iris’s clammy hand in hers, Rafe puffing along beside her, his bulk reassuring as he blocked the conflict from view.

The holy light extinguished abruptly, casting the bailey into darkness once more. Steel rang out. Someone shouted in alarm, and Brother Horst cried out for Sol’s blessing.

They passed through the postern gate then were slipping and sliding down the steep escarpment of the bluff the castle was perched on, avoiding the switchbacked path in their haste and heading directly toward the reassuring concealment of the woods below.

Iris twisted her ankle and fell in a cascade of loose dirt and pebbles. Rafe helped her up and shooed Sianna forward, his eyes nervously going back to the gate behind them, as if it were a portal to the Abyss. Sianna thought perhaps it was, for the winged creature within couldn’t have been from Easilon. Multicolored light flashed through the gate, backlighting the dark wall of the castle, and somebody screamed a long, drawn-out wail of agony.

Thankfully, they reached the woods, and the terrifying scene was put behind them. Bare branches and pine needles alternately struck at Sianna as Rafe urged them on frantically. After a few paces, he picked up Iris despite her protests, cradling her in his arms like a child while Sianna ran just ahead of them between the shadows of the trees.

“Bear left, Princess. There’s a stream yonder where we can hopefully find a boat.”

Sianna didn’t question the guard, seeming to recall Rafe had grown up in a village on the other side of the woods. She hoped he was right although she expected their flight to be for naught and the winged fiend to swoop down on them at any moment.

In the meantime, she mourned her friends: Sir Colm Bithell, loyal protector of House Atreus, and the kindly Brother Horst, who’d been only a few years older than Sianna herself. And then her mother, murdered in her bed.

To her shock and relief, Nesnys didn’t appear, but that blessing wasn’t enough to prevent the tears from falling.




***




Nesnys withdrew her blade from the guts of the old knight. He’d fought bravely in defense of his liege, but even with Nesnys’s blindness at the hands of the priest, she’d defeated him without much difficulty. Hailing from the Abyss, she was adept at fighting in dark places, and this had proven no different. Flying and searching for the escaped girl while blinded was another matter.

She cursed the priest of Sol for blinding her. Even his death, with Willbreaker cleaving the young man nearly in twain, hadn’t restored her sight. He’d proven unusually powerful for one so young. She was confident her vision would return in time, but for now, the young queen of Ketania had earned a momentary reprieve. The thought of drawing out the hunt longer might have appealed to her had she not been so angry over her blindness.

Nesnys sensed the group of Nebaran soldiers watching her warily a short distance away. The louts had seemed to grow roots during the battle. 

“Why are you standing there, you worthless fools? Find them, and bring them to me! I want the queen alive. The others I care naught about.”

Even bereft of her vision, she could tell her orders had their intended effect, by the sudden jingling of armor and slapping of boots on the ground as the six soldiers ran past her and out the gate.

Nesnys followed them, feeling her way through the gate until she stood outside the wall. She listened to the soldiers scrambling down the slope. One man cursed as he lost his footing, and his armor clattered as he fell in an avalanche of dirt and pebbles. 

No matter if the Atreus child eludes me for now. Lord Shaol will be well pleased at the strife. The child queen shall be an extra prize when I capture her.

She turned back to the bailey with a smile and inhaled deeply of the air. It smelled of sweat and fear, fire and blood. The scent was truly glorious.




















Chapter 18

A loud metal clanging jarred Elyas awake. With pulse racing from the clamor, thinking the enemy upon them in the night once again, he felt around for his sword, but it was gone. Three other alarmed faces surrounded him, and he recognized the faces of his fellow slaves, along with the tiny cell they were confined to, illuminated by torchlight.

After a moment, he regained his wits enough to realize Shoat was standing in the corridor, banging a cudgel against the bars of their cell. Half a dozen house guards were grouped in the corridor outside, a pair holding torches and the others with hands on the hilts of their swords.

“On your feet, worms!” Shoat roared. “Master has arranged a test of your skills, shite though they may be. Line up!”

Elyas and the other three men fell into line, all bare chested and wearing naught but their short breeches and sandals. Shoat unlocked the gate and motioned for them to exit. They filed out into the courtyard, where Dirich stood waiting with another half dozen guards. Shoat went about chaining their wrists together while Dirich looked on.

“Tonight, there is to be a demonstration of your fighting skills, if you have any, to separate the worms from the shite they crawl around in, if you will. Try not to disappoint.” Dirich gave them a lopsided smile. He mounted a horse, as did the guards. 

Shoat remained on foot with the worms. The compound gates opened, and they were hustled out with Dirich leading the procession, spurring his horse to a trot. The mounted house guards surrounded them on either side, and Shoat followed with whip in hand as they were forced to jog to keep up with the pace Dirich set.

They traveled in the darkness beneath a half moon for what felt like two or three miles before arriving in a field with a crowd gathered by torchlight. Both Harlan and Foyal, with his shuffling gait, were puffing hard and struggling to keep up by the time they reached the gathering. Dirich reined in and dismounted, as did the guards. He led the slaves through the crowd of roughly three score people, and Elyas discovered a bizarre sight.

To one side of the crowd, several nobles sat in grandiose chairs, nearly thrones in appearance, attended to by servants bearing jugs of wine and platters of food. Across from the nobles milled a crowd of common folk. At the center of the gathering was a pit, about ten feet deep and twenty paces in diameter. What appeared to be several daggers glinted in the center of the pit, blades stuck into the earth. Directly across the pit from Elyas and his three companions was another group of chained slaves, surrounded by rough-looking men.

Bets were wagered, and money changed hands among the crowd, and men jeered and heckled. Seemingly unwilling to be outdone by their male counterparts, even a handful of women shouted and taunted the slaves with equal abandon. A nearby cart was loaded up with several casks of ale and wine, and a vendor and his son were filling tankards and goblets as fast as they could.

“Lovely fete they have going on here,” Harlan remarked dryly.

“What the Abyss is all this about?” asked Foyal, wide-eyed and pale faced.

Dirich gave them a humorless smile, displaying brown, crooked teeth. “This is about you surviving the night. Or failing to.” He let that sink in for a moment. “Now, listen up. Either you climb out of the pit or that lot over there does, you hear me?” He pointed at the slaves across the pit, being harangued by their own slave master. “Don’t think you’ll refuse to fight. Those bastards there will kill you in a heartbeat, for they’ve got the same motivation. You fight and win or fight and die. You refuse to fight, you still die. The only outcome that ends up well for you is the first one. If you survive, you get your wounds stitched up and go home. Master is pleased, which makes me pleased. Everyone wins. Now be ready.”

Elyas briefly studied the nobles while they waited and saw a couple pennants posted behind them: the crimson and gold of House Pasikos, along with orange and white for their opponents. The Lord Pasikos was a middle-aged man with a neatly trimmed beard and mustache and black hair streaked with gray. His dark eyes remained hard when he glanced over at his slaves even though a false smile was pasted on his face at some banter from the other noble. A voluptuous woman with smoldering eyes sat beside him, sipping from a wine goblet. The other noble was a man of about the same age, but fat and sweating despite a servant waving a fan of woven reeds at him. His female companion was fair skinned and about half his age.

Elyas’s attention was drawn back to Shoat removing their manacles. 

“Fight or die, worms,” he growled.

A man approached the nobles and conferred a moment, then he bowed and walked to the edge of the pit. He looked toward Dirich and the slave master of the other house and received nods of readiness.

“It is my great honor and pleasure to announce that this night, slaves of the noble Houses Pasikos and Tucelle shall be competing in a preliminary match!” the man shouted, his voice easily carrying over the quieting crowd. “The survivors of this contest shall earn the honor to be trained as gladiators and, should they prove to have what it takes, to be in turn given the chance to earn their names in the world-renowned Pits of Leciras. Who knows, perhaps one of these worms before us may claw his way up from the mud to prove himself a mighty champion in time!” He paused a moment to allow the crowd to cheer. Then he chopped an arm downward sharply and shouted, “Fight!”

Dirich and Shoat shoved Elyas and his three companions hard in the back, knocking them into the pit. Elyas dropped and rolled instinctively from the impact, as he had done for years as a boy jumping from the high boughs of the oak tree beside his house. Harlan landed badly and fell with a cry, rolling onto his back and gripping an ankle with gritted teeth. The other two men landed clumsily but were uninjured.

Across the pit, their four opponents faced them, all uninjured by the drop, and each looking as scared as Elyas felt in that moment.

This is madness! Being forced to fight and kill on a slave master’s whim. These other men have done nothing other than being unfortunate enough to get captured as we were. They might even be fellow comrades in arms.

Cheers abounded outside the pit, the commoners crowding close to the edge to better see the action.

“Get at ’em!” Shoat roared.

The slaves continued to regard each other warily until someone threw a burning torch into the pit. It struck one of House Tucelle’s slaves on the head, sparks spraying as the man staggered sideways with a startled cry.

As if the torch was a signal to charge, the opposing slaves all ran forward. Elyas instinctively moved as well, as did Burge, with Foyal a couple steps behind. Harlan was struggling to get to his feet with his injured ankle.

Elyas’s eyes were locked on the row of four daggers protruding from the ground, ten paces away. We’re all dead if they claim all the weapons.

One of the other men slid in the dirt and snatched up a dagger. The slave beside him also went into a slide, reaching for another blade, but Elyas got there at the same time. He kicked the man in the face, sending him sprawling, then seized the nearest dagger for himself. Burge was right beside him, taking a third dagger, while one of the other Tucelle slaves claimed the final one.

The roar of the crowd intensified, then two men were rushing Elyas, one armed and one unarmed. He jumped back to avoid a knife slash. The unarmed man took a swing at him, and Elyas cut him across the forearm. He fell back with a yelp, cradling his wounded arm. The armed slave slashed and stabbed wildly at Elyas, clearly not the attacks of a skilled fighter. Elyas caught his opponent’s wrist in his left hand, wrenching it hard and throwing the man off-balance. He thrust his own blade into his attacker’s chest, burying it to the crossguard.

Before Elyas could withdraw his blade, the second man hit him hard in the ribs with a shoulder, driving him away, the hilt of his dagger slipping from his grasp. A fist grazed his jaw, and then a third opponent with a dagger struck him from behind. He felt the burn of a gash opening up across his back. He spun and delivered a backhand blow to the side of his attacker’s head. The man stumbled away, backing into Harlan’s reach. The lean man, who remained on his hands and knees, grabbed the armed slave by the ankles and heaved, throwing him off his feet.

The crowd’s raucous cheers battered Elyas’s eardrums as he glanced around, noting Foyal was down and bleeding from a neck wound. Burge and another man were grappling a few paces away.

Elyas’s unarmed opponent withdrew the bloody dagger from his fallen comrade’s chest and came at him. Instead of retreating, Elyas lowered his head and rushed forward, knocking the smaller man’s stabbing arm wide, and drove his shoulder into his foe’s midsection. He lifted him up and slammed him into the wall of the pit. Ribs cracked, and the man cried out weakly. The dagger fell from his hand. Elyas backed up and slammed him to the wall again. More bones snapped, and this time, the man spewed up a gout of blood. Twice more, he slammed his foe to the wall before letting him fall, broken and convulsing, blood covering his face. The man’s blood was warm, running down Elyas’s back. He recovered the fallen dagger and looked around to discover the fight nearly over.

Harlan was lying on his back, trying desperately to hold his opponent at bay, the man straddling him with a raised dagger poised above his chest. As Elyas watched, Harlan’s arms trembled, and the dagger inched closer to his chest, his larger foe bringing his greater weight and strength to bear.

In three strides, Elyas was upon them. His dagger punched deep into the middle of the slave’s back, and as his blood leaked out of him, so too did his strength. Elyas gripped the man by his greasy knot of long hair and dragged him off Harlan then stabbed him in the kidney a couple times for good measure before casting him aside.

The crowd roared its approval.

Foyal and Burge lay on the ground in pools of blood. The former was dead, his neck slashed open. The latter had a ragged hole in his gut and another in his chest and wouldn’t be among the living for long. Harlan had a broken ankle and gashes on his forearms, brow, and chest, but none of the wounds appeared serious. Their four foes lay where they had fallen, the last two bleeding out quickly.

Elyas stared at the dead and dying around him, breathing hard and shocked by the desperate violence. The entire fight had only lasted a couple minutes at the most. After a few moments of the crowd’s cheers and jeers ringing in his ears, he realized Dirich was beckoning him over, a wide smile on his scarred face. A ladder was lowered into the pit, but Elyas ignored it, instead helping Harlan to his feet. He aided the wounded man to the ladder, which Harlan clumsily tried to climb on one good foot. Shoat seized one of his arms and hauled him up. A moment later, Elyas followed Harlan up out of the pit and then was being clapped on the back by Shoat and several of the house guards, the latter having made favorable wagers on the outcome, he suspected.

“You’ve got some potential, lad,” Dirich told Elyas, all smiles now. “Even though you belong to another, Lord Pasikos will be happy with his wagers tonight, I reckon, for he still comes out victorious, and his reputation stays intact. And your friend there survived, which says something, though he would’ve been dead without your aid. Mayhap he’ll prove trainable.” He looked at the wounded man dubiously. Harlan was seated on the back of a nearby cart, getting his ankle bound and splinted by a healer.

Elyas didn’t hear much more of what was said around him, nor did he care. The adrenaline was wearing off, and he felt a sudden weariness. Much of the crowd was already breaking up and wandering away into the night in small groups. Some were talking excitedly, others cursing their ill fortune. He glimpsed the nobles climbing into carriages, which swiftly departed, their servants remaining behind to tidy up.

Shoat beckoned Elyas to climb onto the cart, and he did so, joining Harlan. The healer, a handsome woman of roughly forty summers, tended to the gash in Elyas’s back. The woman wasn’t particularly gentle in cleaning and stitching up his cut, nor was she rough. She was competent at her work, however, as a journeyman might be when given an onerous task beneath her, eager to be done with it as swiftly as possible. She signaled Dirich when she finished stitching his wound.

Dirich and the guards mounted up, and the cart lurched into motion, the guards riding alongside as earlier.

“Your laceration was fairly deep, but I applied some salve and stitched it shut,” the healer told Elyas without meeting his eyes. “You’ll have some tenderness, and the muscles will be stiff a day or two, then you should be fine.”

“I thank you, ma’am,” Elyas said. “What is your name?”

The woman frowned at him for a moment, briefly meeting his eyes, but her look was not without pity. “You’d best refrain from addressing me or any others from the manor, lest it go badly for you. But if you must know, it’s Edara.” She promptly turned her attention to the fields passing by and ignored him the rest of the way.

They arrived back at the villa and were returned to their cell. Shoat bade them get some sleep before he returned at sunup for training. With just Elyas and Harlan in the cage now, they had enough space to lie down. A troubled sleep quickly followed.




















Chapter 19

Three days out from Mitterwel, Taren and his companions stumbled across a gruesome scene in an open field. He smelled the stomach-turning stench of rot well before they encountered the corpse. The Ketanian scout had been dead for some days, but the manner of his death was truly puzzling. His headless corpse appeared to have been dropped from some great height, the bones in his body shattered and the abdomen ruptured, causing the swollen corpse to look more like a formless blob than the shape of a man. Yet for all the fleshy ruin, the corpse was lacking in blood. Such a mess would’ve ordinarily stained the ground for quite a distance around.

Creel discovered the man’s head about a bowshot away, near an old firepit, and there a spurt of blood stained the ground. Hoofprints had stamped the grass flat and left impressions in the soil nearby.

“Whatever attacked him must’ve spooked the horse and caused it to run off.” Creel gazed into the sky as if his icy-blue eyes alone could see some sign of what had attacked the scout. “The poor bastard was hoisted aloft, his head struck from his shoulders and carried a ways off. Whatever did this must have drunk his blood before casting his corpse aside.”

“Like a drunk popping the stopper of a wineskin and sucking it dry,” Ferret remarked.

“Aye, something like that.”

“Must be one of those winged fiends those soldiers spoke of,” Taren said. His stomach squirmed at the sight, but he managed to retain his breakfast.

They had stumbled across a survivor camp a day outside Mitterwel. The half dozen Ketanian men were wounded and starving, skittish at their approach and reluctant to talk at first although they eventually shared their camp and tales when offered some food by Creel. Their story might have sounded outlandish had Taren not seen the demon in Ammon Nor with his own eyes. They spoke of winged demons among the Nebarans, including a female who’d claimed to be their warlord and had command of the troops. King Clement was slain and the army routed shortly after, their morale shattered. A nobleman, Lord Lanthas, led the remnants to fall back to Carran to try to regroup, but these men lost their heart, having homesteads to protect in the southlands. After learning what they could from the deserters, they had wished the men well and gone on their way.

“So those wounded men spoke true,” Mira said.

“Seems so,” Taren replied.

Ferret and Creel took an interest in the scout’s equipment, which had lain undisturbed by scavengers of either the animal or human variety. Inside a light pack was a change of clothes, a couple days of dried rations, flint and steel, and other sundry items. Ferret handed Creel a flask. He shook it briefly then popped the stopper, sniffed at it, and tossed it back with a grimace.

Creel transferred the items of use to his own pack. “You said you can handle a bow, can’t you, Taren?”

When he nodded, Creel gave him the scout’s unstrung short bow, which was in decent condition, along with a couple of gut strings wrapped in oilcloth to protect them from the elements, as well as a quiver of arrows. He slung the quiver over his shoulder and carried the bow in hand.

“Should make hunting easier if nothing else,” Taren said.

They continued onward in silence for several hours, disheartened by the grim discovery of the scout’s remains. The day eventually warmed up, and the rolling countryside allowed for a steady pace. The foothills of the Sundered Peaks slipped away behind them, and Creel said they’d make the Llantry Woods in another day, two at the most.

Taren glanced over at Mira, noting she was clutching her necklace, idly toying with it as she walked. He’d noticed the necklace before. It obviously had some significance to her even though it looked like something a child might wear, fashioned with colorful beads and a leaping fish carved of silver.

“Did your parents give that to you?” he asked curiously, for she’d never spoken of her past or family, other than the monastery.

Mira blinked and glanced down at the necklace in surprise, as though unaware she’d been holding it. “No, it was found with me when I was an infant. I like to think your mother may have given it to me.” She smiled.

“My mother?” After a moment, he remembered she’d been rescued as a child. “She found you abandoned as a baby, did she not?”

“She did. My town had been destroyed, the residents slaughtered. I was the only survivor, plucked from a hovel at the edge of the village. My mother placed me in a box with magical wardings that protected me from harm. Neratiri found me, and eventually Master Dagun claimed me as an initiate.”

“What’s the story between your master and my mother? She performed a service, and in turn the monastery pledged their support?” He’d heard the story of the fighting part from Wyat before but not the rest of the tale, it seemed.

Mira nodded. “Neratiri arrived with some companions to investigate the slaughter in Lakeshore, a town near the Illuminated Path Monastery. They tracked the source of the killings to the monastery, where I’m ashamed to admit some of our elder brethren foolishly disturbed a tomb and unleashed a curse, causing an angry spirit to inflict such great harm. Neratiri and her companions defeated the spirit and lifted the curse. Master Dagun then sent some of our brethren to repay the favor a few years later when the Weave guided her to retake Nexus and prevent another Planar War, which would have gravely upset the Balance.”

Taren noticed Ferret and Creel were also listening with interest.

“And your mother rules Nexus now?” Ferret asked, clearly impressed.

“The Lady of Twilight?” Creel’s eyebrows rose.

“She does indeed,” Taren replied, feeling a strange pride for a mother he’d never known.

“And now your master sent you to protect the Lady of Twilight’s son?” Ferret glanced at Mira.

“Indeed, I am honored to be chosen to serve the Balance in such a way.”

“I’d wager there’s a ballad waiting to be told about you all. Surely, the hands of the gods must be at work. Right, Dak?”

Creel grunted noncommittally although he seemed to regard Taren and Mira in a new light.

“Odd how events are tied together so,” Taren said. “That’s the essence of your Weave, I take it?”

The monk bowed her head in acknowledgment. “Just so, Taren, for it influences all things in the multiverse. Our lives are truly bound together, not only the present and future, but also the past.”

The Weave… or the hands of the gods. He wondered which was at work, for he had begun to feel as though he were being pushed along on a path that had been foreordained.

“A grim future awaits you, thaumaturge, one filled with much anguish and strife,” the old seeress had told him. “In your hands rests the power to break the world… or clutch the broken pieces together as the tides of war seek to sluice it all away into chaos. The path you tread is perilous… One small misstep, and all could fall to ruin. Death and tragedy shall follow close upon your heels, vultures eager to feast upon the fallen. Of those who you love best, one will die willingly, another a sacrifice unwilling, the last seduced by evil.”

The day seemed to have taken on a sudden chill, and he lapsed into silence, alone with his thoughts. He hoped to find the answers he sought once he reached Nexus.




















Chapter 20

Sianna was cold and miserable. She and Iris clung to each other in the bow of the small rowboat, cloaks pulled as tightly about themselves as was possible. Rafe sat in the stern and rowed although his strength was flagging after hours on the run.

They had fled through the woods for what felt an eternity but in all likelihood was but an hour or two until they encountered the stream Rafe had spoken of. Sporadic sounds of pursuit could be heard from the forest, and on one occasion, they were forced to hide, lying flat beneath a cluster of tall bracken when they spotted torchlight. The Nebarans were sweeping the woods, yet they were able to evade them for the time being.

Fortunately, a mist had crept up near the languid stream in the waning hours of night. They walked along the stream for a ways, and Sianna worried about the tracks they were leaving in the soft earthen banks. She was relieved when they came across an old shack with a creaky fishing boat beached on the bank. The boat proved fit to carry them, sparing their weary legs and Iris’s injured ankle, although their progress was slow and getting slower with Rafe’s exhaustion. At least being on water made tracking them more difficult, although one wouldn’t need to be a master tracker to decipher the footprints and scuff marks on the bank where they’d launched the boat and to realize they’d taken to the water.

Sianna kept glancing overhead in fear of seeing the fiendish Nesnys gliding on her black wings, waiting to strike and pluck one of their heads off with her infernal whip. Sol must have been watching over them, for they saw no sign of her when daybreak dawned.

Maintaining her composure under such duress proved trying. The knowledge of her mother’s death broke her heart—Sianna was now the last of the royal family and the rightful liege of Ketania. No pressure on me now, she thought bitterly.

Sir Colm had spared her the sight of the queen butchered in her chambers. The thought of the deaths of her mother, Sir Colm, and Brother Horst brought tears to her eyes.

Sir Colm’s loss struck her particularly hard, due to her actually witnessing him courageously facing his death, a sacrifice so that Sianna could escape. For her whole life, the solid presence of the captain of the guard had always been there, particularly in recent years as her trainer and mentor, and she missed him more than she’d thought possible.

Trainer, mentor, and friend. A pained smile spread on her lips as she stroked the hilt of the fine sword he had gifted her, purchased with much of his own coin. You served my family with great honor and distinction. You can rest easy in Sol’s blessed halls. Farewell, my friend.

“Princess, are you well?” Rafe asked, startling her from her bleak thoughts.

“Queen,” Iris mumbled.

“Come again?” The guard let the oars rest for a moment and stretched his weary arms.

“She’s the queen now, Rafe, and you’d do well to remember that,” Iris said tartly.

The big guard flushed. “Aye, I’m sorry, Your Majesty, I… uh…”

“It’s all right, Rafe. Don’t worry. I’m not much of a queen without a castle or a kingdom anymore.”

“You still have a kingdom, Your, uh, Majesty,” he replied. “Once we’re safe, we’ll link up with Lord Lanthas and the army and clear the scum from our lands.”

“Lord Lanthas and Sir Edwin,” she said, her thoughts drifting.

“Aye, I reckon so. If Sir Edwin is alive.” Rafe took up the oars and began stroking again.

Sianna blushed, unaware she’d spoken aloud. Iris patted her knee sympathetically.

They floated down the stream until midmorning. All of them were exhausted, badly in need of rest. Rafe told them he knew of a safe place they could rest and hide. He assured them they would reach his village in another half day, perhaps even that evening. Sianna felt nervous about moving around in broad daylight, expecting the assassins combing the woods to spot them at any moment.

Rafe eventually guided the boat to shore, and it crunched against the sandy bank. He splashed out into the stream and graciously assisted the women out of the skiff so that they didn’t have to get wet. Sianna supported Iris while the guard shoved the boat back into the slow current, where it would lead pursuit away from them, they hoped. He offered to carry Iris once more, but she refused, embarrassed at being carried like a babe. Sianna thought the guardsman’s chivalry might have outweighed his fortitude though, for he looked every bit as exhausted as she felt.

They walked through the woods for about an hour, stopping occasionally while Rafe got his bearings. Sianna used to love riding her palfrey, Lady, through the forest in summertime, enjoying the cool shade and the shafts of sunlight streaming through the branches, as well as the fresh, clean smell of plants and earth. Iris and some other ladies of the court would accompany her on her rides, along with a few guardsmen. But now, every shadow seemed to hold danger, every rustle in the bushes a potential assassin.

“Here we are, Your Majesty. Wait a moment, and I’ll take a look to make sure no critters have holed up inside.” Rafe barged through some undergrowth and disappeared in a clamor of crunching leaves and breaking twigs.

Iris squeezed Sianna’s hand as they waited nervously, eyes darting around for signs of their pursuers. The forest, a riot of orange and red fall colors, was filled with the music of birds chirping. Dry leaves rustled overhead, and a squirrel raced nimbly along a tree branch and disappeared into the foliage.

After a minute, Rafe reappeared. “It’s all clear.”

He held the branches of a thick bush aside while the women squeezed past him and into a small cave probably five or six paces deep, although a bit of light was coming through a narrow opening, likely a tunnel dug by some small animal. Sianna could just barely stand up inside, her hair not quite brushing the earthen ceiling, rough with protruding roots and stones.

Iris, taller than her, had to lean her head down to pass inside, and Rafe had to stand nearly doubled over.

“It’s not much, but it should stay dry and provide a good hiding spot so we can rest.” Rafe sat down heavily just inside the entrance. He removed his helm and ran his fingers through his thick mop of sweaty hair.

“Thank you, Rafe. This will work admirably.” Sianna forced a smile to her lips, which pleased the guard. She sat down with Iris a bit further within, leaning against the sloped wall and watching nervously outside.

“I’ll keep watch if you ladies want to sleep for a bit,” the guard offered.

“However could we sleep like this?” Iris wondered aloud. She looked wan and frightened, leaning against Sianna as if the young queen could provide her with any strength.

But she couldn’t. Sianna was barely holding onto her own self-control by her fingernails, fearing that she would break down at any moment. Her entire family was dead, and she suddenly found herself the monarch of a war-torn kingdom, on the run for her life. She had no strength to spare for her friend.

“Just try, Iris,” Sianna told her with some irritation. She knew sleeping in a dry cave hidden in the woods would be the least of their worries should they survive the next hours and days.

Sianna wrapped herself tightly in her cloak and lay down on the ground. She tossed and turned, trying to get comfortable, attempting to clear away roots and stones beneath her.

However do the men go to war in worse conditions than this? I’m hiding in a cave, afraid of every shadow and worrying that I can’t get comfortable enough to take a nap.

Her irritation with herself faded as she thought of her father and brothers, lying cold and dead in the mud somewhere, hacked apart by the same Nebaran blades that had slain her mother, Sir Colm, and Brother Horst, then tried to claim her own life. She shook with silent tears and after a time felt Iris’s comforting arm around her. Somehow, she managed to eventually find an exhausted, nightmare-filled sleep.




















Chapter 21

The loud snap of a twig woke Sianna, and she sat up with a gasp. Her muscles were stiff from the hard ground, and she felt a bruise on her hip from where she’d slept on a knot of roots.

A hulking silhouette loomed in the entrance of the cave, crashing its way through the concealing bush.

Sianna scrambled to her feet, smacking her head on a low-hanging root while trying to yank her sword from its sheath. She had adjusted her belt around to her back during her attempt to sleep and couldn’t get the right angle to draw the sword. Panicked, she pulled her scabbard around and then yanked her sword free, where it clinked loudly against the cave’s earthen ceiling, dislodging a spray of dirt and pebbles into her hair and face. When Sianna managed to blink the dirt from her eyes, she saw Rafe standing in the entrance, frozen, and Iris sitting up, looking at her with worry plain on her face.

“Princess—uh, Your Majesty, I apologize for waking you. I went out to get some firewood since it’s getting dark and will get cold soon.” The big man watched her for a moment then set down his armload of firewood.

Sianna lowered her sword, feeling a total fool. “Of course, I was just… tense, with the circumstances.” She tried to clear her dry throat and coughed.

Outside, the daylight was fading to gray.

“I also found a creek and brought some water, if you’re thirsty.” Rafe held up a full water skin, which she gratefully took.

She took a long swallow of cool water before passing the skin to Iris. After a few deep breaths, she felt calmer and more in control. Noticing the weariness etched on Rafe’s face, she asked, “Have you slept, Rafe?”

“Nay, Your Majesty. I stood guard while you and Lady Iris rested.”

“Get some sleep. You look almost dead on your feet. Iris and I shall keep watch.”

Rafe looked about to protest, but after a moment, he sank down to his knees and nodded. He positioned himself across the entrance again, likely to prevent any assailants from getting to Sianna without first getting past him, and within moments was snoring softly.

Sianna sat down again, staring out of the cave as night fell. She’d never felt so useless in her life. She knew nothing of survival, how to find food or water or even to build a fire for warmth.

At least I learned some swordsmanship, so I can defend myself as best as I can. She said a silent prayer to Sol for Sir Colm to find eternal peace.

Iris shifted beside her, drawing her attention. Her handmaiden looked even more miserable than Sianna felt. Her ankle was swollen and her face pale with dark circles under her eyes, her beautiful mane of blond hair sticking out in disarray.

Poor Iris. She’s even more out of her element here. I have to be strong for her—for my people. Those Nebaran dogs won’t find me cowering like a mouse waiting to die. I will survive this and come out of it stronger, like forged steel in the smithy. I have to—there’s no other choice besides dying.

“What will we do, Sianna?” Iris stared at Rafe a moment then outside into the gathering darkness. “I’m afraid.”

Sianna clutched her hand. “So am I. We’ll survive and carry on—that’s what we’ll do. We’ll link up with Lord Lanthas and Sir Edwin and the army and take our kingdom back.”

“How can you be so strong?” Iris stared at her as if barely recognizing her.

Because my father didn’t sire any cowards or weaklings.

She wanted to reply with some bravado that she didn’t quite feel, but she did not. Instead, she told Iris the truth. “The only other choice is to curl up, succumb to our fear, and die. And I won’t do that.”

Iris gave her a wan smile. “Your parents would be very proud of you.”

Sianna felt alternately sad and heartened at the same time. This time, the sadness lost that battle.




***




She let Rafe sleep well into the night. The woods were dark and cold through the screen of the brush outside, and a wind had picked up. Sianna had no desire to go stumbling around out there. She figured they’d best wait until morning, when they were rested, to continue onward.

Hunger was becoming an issue. She hadn’t eaten the whole day, and her stomach was a tight, grumbling knot. Water seemed to keep hunger at bay a bit, but that wouldn’t last. They needed to maintain their strength.

Rafe shuddered awake, startling Sianna, who was on the verge of dozing off herself, her cloak pulled tightly around her with Iris’s warmth sleeping fitfully pressed up beside her.

The big man blinked and looked around as if he had no clue where he was. After a moment, he sighed and got to his knees.

“Getting cold in here,” he said.

“I think a storm is blowing in but thought it best to let you sleep. We can continue in the morning when we are well-rested.”

“Aye, that’s good thinking. Should I start a fire? It’ll provide warmth but will get smoky in here, and if there’s still Nebaran pigs in the woods, they might see the light or smell the smoke.”

Sianna thought a moment. “We’d best go without for now. If it gets much colder, we can light a fire. There’s a draft passing through, so the smoke shouldn’t be too bad.”

Rafe nodded. He shifted his bulk until he was leaning against the wall beside the entrance again. “Rest some more, Your Majesty. I’ll keep watch.”

Sianna acquiesced. After a time, she fell asleep, even as cold and uncomfortable as she was.




***




The next morning, Sianna awoke shivering to find a snowstorm outside. Already, several inches had fallen, and it was still coming down in thick flakes. The temperature had plummeted, and she could see her breath in the cave.

“Reckon we better wait this out, Your Majesty,” Rafe said. He was placing some of the wood he’d gathered into a small pile. “If you don’t object to some warmth?”

“Please, that will be nice.” Sianna watched with interest as Rafe took out flint and steel. “And you can stop with the Your Majestys when it’s just us here. Same as in the training yard.”

She made a mental note of how he struck sparks into some small tinder of dried leaves and pine needles until a wisp of smoke curled out. After a moment, he breathed on it gently, and some small twigs caught fire. A few minutes later, they were all warming their hands over the welcome flames as larger sticks burned.

Sianna picked up the water skin to find it nearly empty. She stepped over Rafe and tried to fill it with snow collected outside the mouth of the cave, but the water skin’s narrow opening became clogged right away.

After watching her a moment, Rafe wiped out his helm with a sleeve and scooped up a bunch of snow in it. “Old soldier’s trick,” he said with a smile. “My da taught it to me.” He set the helm near the fire, and the snow quickly melted.

Iris wrinkled her nose when the guard offered the helm for them to drink from. Sianna graciously accepted it and drank deeply. Eventually, Iris’s thirst got the better of her, and she drank a bit as well.

Rafe dug around in a pouch on his belt and pulled out a few strips of salted meat, which he offered to the women. They gratefully accepted a piece each. The tough, stringy meat tested Sianna’s teeth, and the salty taste was a shock to her taste buds, but she found it delicious. It didn’t do much for her grumbling stomach but would stave off starvation for a time.

Thank the gods Rafe is with us. Iris and I would’ve been captured and killed within the first hour in the woods. If we’d somehow miraculously escaped, we’d have frozen to death or died of thirst out here.

“Tell me about your home, Rafe. You grew up in that village we’re heading to, didn’t you?”

“Aye, Your, uh, Sianna. Born and raised in Oakwood, just a few hours’ walk from here. I played in these woods as a boy.” His round face took on a faraway look. “Me and my brother used to play knights and goblins, running around with sticks for swords. We both wanted to be adventuring knights, traveling the lands and defending folk from monsters, rescuing ladies in distress, that sort of thing.”

“You’ve certainly proven good at the rescuing ladies in distress,” Sianna said with a smile.

The big man blushed and cleared his throat nervously although he looked pleased. He finished the water with a long gulp then refilled his helm with more snow.

“What about your brother?” Iris asked when he was settled again.

“He left with some adventurers when I’d only seen thirteen summers. He was four years older and wanted to see the kingdom. Never saw him again, but I heard word those adventurers, the Silver Swords, they called themselves, went off to try to slay a dragon and got themselves all killed.”

“I’m sorry,” Iris said as Sianna nodded agreement.

“Ah, well… that was a long time ago. Who’s to say? I prefer to imagine Rolf found his adventure and treasure and is living happy with a wife and children somewhere.”

Sianna smiled, feeling sad for the guard. She wondered if her missing brother, Dorian, had managed to escape somehow. They said he was presumed captured or killed, but that doesn’t make it so. The thought that he was out there somewhere gathering stout-hearted men across the countryside to form a resistance made for a pleasant daydream.

As the snow fell steadily and the day passed, Sianna grew restless. She yearned to get up and strike out for Rafe’s village of Oakwood but knew the travel would be treacherous, especially with Iris and her bad ankle. She contented herself with bandaging Iris’s ankle with a strip torn from the hem of her friend’s dress. Iris protested at first, but Sianna shushed her, telling her she’d only slow them down if she didn’t let her help. Iris reluctantly agreed after that.

Rafe drew a whetstone across the blade of his broadsword. At first, the rasping set Sianna’s nerves on edge, but after a time, the monotonous sound became almost soothing.

“Your Majesty?” Rafe offered her the whetstone.

Sianna hadn’t honed her sword before since she’d never used it until two nights prior. Sir Colm had shown her the basics of caring for her weapons, of course, so once she drew the sword, she knew enough to not make a fool of herself.

She froze upon drawing the sword, seeing crusted blood along the tip where she’d stabbed the assassin. I wounded a man… could’ve killed him, even. The thought wasn’t as unsettling as she thought it would be. She’d heard stories of soldiers who were traumatized after their first kill. Is there something wrong with me I don’t feel that way? It was them or us. Her jaw tightened as she stared at the dried blood, and pride crept in.

“Your parents would be very proud of you,” Iris had said to her earlier. She thought that likely was true, knowing she’d defended herself and her friends from harm.

“Your blade has been christened with the enemy’s blood.” Rafe looked at her with admiration. “You’ll be our warrior queen.”

Sianna laughed at the thought. “I’ll be happy with survivor queen for now.” She soaked the hem of her cloak with water and used it to wipe the crusted blood off her blade, then she began to hone the edge even though it was already very keen. The rhythm was soothing, however, and she quickly put aside her troubled thoughts, lost in the monotony of the whetstone on steel.




***




They set out early the next morning. The sun rose in a clear blue sky, shining on a blindingly white snowy forest. The air initially retained its chill, yet as the morning wore on, the forest was filled with the dripping and occasional plops of snow melting and falling from trees. They slogged through six or so inches of slushy snow on the ground.

The thought occurred to Sianna that they would be easy to track by the deep furrows they were leaving.

Iris struggled along gamely, moving better with her injured ankle bound tightly, along with a makeshift staff to support her weight. Rafe had scrounged a sturdy stick for her to use. Even so, their pace was much slower than hoped, and by the time they stopped to rest at noon, Rafe estimated they were still at least an hour from Oakwood.

During their brief stop to rest, their pursuers found them.

A sharp crack sounded a short way off in the woods in the direction they had come. The trio froze, anxious eyes probing the snow-shrouded forest.

“Tracks over here!” a rough voice shouted. “Fresh ones, at that.”

“About damned time,” said another. “Tramping around out here in a damned blizzard about froze my cock off. Imagine poor Lemmy—he ain’t got much to lose.” 

Harsh laughter followed, along with the distinctive sounds of slush splashing underfoot. A horn blew—a long, shrill note that shattered the fragile stillness of the forest.

“Run,” Rafe hissed. He drew his sword as silently as he could, waving the women onward.

Sianna and Iris were already on their feet, exchanging terrified glances.

“Rafe, no.” Sianna reached out to tug at his sleeve.

But the big man was already moving away from them. He pressed his bulk tightly against the thick trunk of an ash tree a few steps away from their trail in the snow, which was so obvious a blind man could’ve followed it, and he held his bared broadsword at his side.

Sianna uttered a curse she’d heard from servants and guardsmen around the castle. She grasped Iris’s hand, and they ran.

Their pursuers shouted in triumph, hearing the sounds of their flight. Iris stumbled and nearly fell after only a dozen paces, dropping her staff.

“Run, Sianna! I’ll only slow you down.” She bent down awkwardly to recover the tree branch then turned, hefting it as a cudgel.

“Climb on my back.” At Iris’s astonished face, Sianna added, “I can carry you.”

“I-I cannot. You must run, Sianna!”

At that moment, their pursuers entered the clearing where they’d rested. Sianna counted five men, with several more converging in the distance.

“There!” the lead man bellowed. His stringy, graying hair, pointed beard, and hooded eyes gave him the hard look of a veteran, and a malicious one at that. “Get those wenches. The warlord didn’t say what condition they had to be in. You ever had a piece of royal arse before, lads? Now’s your chance!”

Iris’s face drained of what little color she still had, and she jumped on Sianna’s back. Startled at the abruptness, Sianna stumbled a couple steps until she managed to recover her balance. Once she did, she bore Iris with relative ease, silently giving thanks for her fitness due to her weapon training.

The men were passing Rafe’s position when the big man jumped out with a cry. “Courage and honor!”

His sword took the nearest man in the ear, chopping deep into his head and dropping him in the snow, which quickly turned a shockingly bright shade of crimson. He ran the next man through the gut with a powerful stab.

Then the other three recovered from their surprise and were on him. Rafe parried and chopped, trying to dodge away, but the footing was treacherous. He slipped, avoiding a slash at his face, but managed to recover and then was fighting for his life.

Sianna froze, momentarily wanting to help her friend but knowing the guardsman was buying them time. She once more uttered the oath that would’ve made her mother furious, then she was was running, striving to hold the tears of helpless anger at bay.

Iris bobbed on her back awkwardly until she squeezed her knees together more tightly while Sianna gripped her calves. Snow sloshed underfoot, and a thorn bush snagged at her breeches as she ran. Rafe and his opponents were out of sight, sounds of ringing steel and grunts of pain still coming from behind. Sianna focused on the ground ahead to watch her footing. She glanced up again just as four more assassins plunged from the woods right in front of her.

She slipped in her shock, falling on her rump and sending Iris tumbling hard to the slushy ground. Icy water soaked Sianna’s breeches, and her left wrist bent painfully, but fortunately, she was right-handed.

“Ho there, little princess!” a Nebaran said. “Good fortune for us today.” He raised his sword and stalked toward her, the other three close at his heels.

Sianna wrenched her short sword free of its scabbard and stabbed the surprised man in the knee. He cried out and staggered back into his companions. She scrambled to her feet, standing over Iris protectively.

“Nobody said she’s a fighter,” another soldier said, but he didn’t seem displeased. He had an ugly smile on his face that had no humor in it. “I like a wench who gots some fight in ’em.”

Sianna lunged, not wanting to give them the opportunity to surround her. The second soldier parried her blade aside and followed up with a lazy slash that she easily evaded.

“Behind us!” Iris cried. She had gotten to her feet and held her improvised staff in shaking hands.

Two Nebarans came at Sianna simultaneously. She had never sparred against two opponents before but noted the man on the left was obstructed by a log or something partially buried beneath the snow. He stumbled for a moment, his strike awkward.

Sianna hopped to her left, evading a slash from the man on her right, and stabbed the off-balance soldier in the bicep. The sharp tip of her sword pierced his mail and lodged in the meat of his arm.

The soldier yelped in pain, pulling back, and nearly tugged Sianna’s sword free, but she managed to maintain her grip.

Too late. The man on her right was stabbing at her, about to skewer her kidney. She braced herself for the sharp stab of pain that would end her.

An arrow suddenly sprouted from the man’s ribs with a meaty thwack, knocking him a couple steps back. He probed at the arrow, puzzlement on his face, before collapsing forward, nearly burying Sianna, but she managed to hop out of the way.

She didn’t have time to consider her good fortune. She now faced three foes, two injured. And however many more are coming up behind, she thought, reminded by the splashing of slush and jingling of mail behind them.

The Nebarans before her were suddenly fighting for their lives. Three figures charged them from out of a stand of pines: a lean, older man who seemed somehow vaguely familiar; a cowled figure with a dagger in hand; and another slim young man with a staff.

Sianna didn’t realize the third person was actually a woman with close-cropped dark hair until after she dispatched her foe by knocking his sword free with her staff, then twirling it around and smashing him in the temple with a brutal strike.

The others made quick work of their foes as well. The older man’s sword was as quick as a striking snake, slashing through one Nebaran’s defenses and punching through his chest. The cowled figure appeared surprisingly strong for his size, overpowering his opponent by bashing his sword aside and cleaving him open from shoulder to sternum with the long dagger.

Sianna whirled at Iris’s scream.

Her handmaiden swung her cudgel at the first attacker who had caught up to them—the veteran with the hooded eyes. Her clumsy weapon was no threat to the assassin. He laughed and caught her cudgel with one hand, yanking the big stick from her grip, then swung it right back at Iris’s head. The stick probably would’ve cracked her skull open had another arrow not shot past the veteran’s ear, disrupting his swing as he ducked.

Iris backed away with a surprised gasp. A full dozen Nebarans were pushing forward to surround her and Iris, some with blood on their clothes and weapons.

Rafe’s blood, Sianna thought sadly.

She grabbed Iris’s arm and pulled her protectively behind her and their three unlikely rescuers. She saw the three new arrivals—make that four, as another young man with a bow stepped from the trees—moved to place themselves between her and the Nebarans.

“Princess Sianna, if I’m not mistaken,” the older warrior said calmly with a respectful nod. His eyes took in her bared sword, tip coated in blood, and approval shone in his eyes. “All grown up now. You’re a sight to give one hope in such times.” He had long black hair, pale blue eyes, and a vertical scar beneath his right eye. He would’ve looked fearsome were it not for the honest smile on his face. “My, aren’t these woods just crawling with Nebaran scum today?”

Sianna struggled to place the man’s face as the other three spread out around him, ready for a fight.

“Begone! This doesn’t concern you lot,” Hooded Eyes said, obviously wary of the newcomers. He glanced back at the eleven men behind him and, reassured by their superiority of numbers, advanced another step.

“We don’t take orders from Nebaran shite,” the warrior with the ice-blue eyes said with steely calm.

“Aye. How in the Abyss are these whoresons so close to Llantry?” Shining purple eyes flashed beneath the cloaked figure’s cowl, and the voice gave the impression of a woman though it was strangely hollow and emotionless.

“How indeed?” replied the young man with the bow. He stood to Iris’s right, with the young woman with the staff a step in front of him. “Care to explain?” He had shoulder-length dark-brown hair and was slender of build, fairly handsome, with striking rust-colored eyes that had a dangerous gleam in them.

“You had your chance. No more talking—take them! Spare none but the princess.” Hooded Eyes attacked the young man with the bow.

Before his strike could get close, the short-haired woman exploded into motion. She stepped forward, easily sweeping his sword aside with her staff, and punched him in the throat. The veteran choked and staggered back a step, and the young woman spun, her foot lashing out and connecting hard with the man’s face. He flopped to the ground. Two more men took his place. The young woman spun, her staff twirling nimbly to deflect a pair of strikes, then she kicked the knee of the man to her right. As he was collapsing with a cry, the end of her staff thunked into his face with a swift jab.

Sianna, seeing the woman’s other opponent was readying a strike, took advantage of the brief opening and stabbed him through the chest.

Her other two allies were carving through the Nebarans as well. In a few seconds, half their number were down. Two more fell shortly after. The remaining four apparently didn’t like their chances, for they turned and fled. The young man fired an arrow, taking one of them in the back. The cowled woman ran another one down, grasping the back of his cloak and arresting his momentum so abruptly his feet left the ground and he fell hard on his back. Her right hand drove the dagger through the top of his skull. The woman with the staff swiftly overtook the remaining two, running and sliding in the snow between them, her staff whipping up and entangling their legs. The two went crashing down facefirst into the slushy ground.

“Surrender, and mayhap the princess will show mercy,” the older man said.

The remaining two wisely tossed their blades aside. The others were dead, dying, or unconscious.

“I thank you all for your timely aid,” Sianna said. She approached the older man who had recognized her. “Do I know you, sir? I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage.”

He bowed. “Dakarai Creel, Highness. At your service.”

She suddenly realized where she’d seen him. “The monster hunter! I was but a girl when my father hired you.”

“Aye, you’ve a good memory, Highness.” Creel smiled. “Let me introduce my companions. The youths are Taren and Ferret, and the whirlwind with the staff is Mira.”

“Well met, all of you. I am Sianna… Queen of Ketania now, by woeful happenstance. My mother was murdered in her chambers, and we were fortunate to escape. This is Iris, and…” She trailed off as she remembered Rafe. “Apologies, I must see if our guardsman survived! He bought us valuable time to escape, at the price of his own life, I fear.” She wiped at her eyes, which suddenly teared up at the thought of Rafe hacked to pieces. “Wait here, Iris. I’ll be back soon.” 

She ran back down the path, Creel and Ferret joining her. Three Nebaran corpses lay in the clearing where they’d rested earlier. A trail of blood led off through the trees, the snow trampled flat by many boots.

“Someone is ahead—fallen through ice by the sound of it,” Creel warned.

They crested a small rise following the trail of blood and saw Rafe, struggling weakly to pull himself from a frozen-over pond. He’d apparently been running and fighting to draw off the Nebarans and had fallen through the thin ice. His skin was nearly blue, and the water swirled crimson around him.

“Rafe, hang on! Can we free him?” Sianna asked.

“Aye, we’ll get him.” Creel fished around in his pack and pulled out a rope. He tossed it to Rafe. 

At first, the guard didn’t seem to take notice even though it landed a few inches from his arm. Then he slowly gripped the rope, eyes rising until he was staring at Sianna and the other two.

Creel and Ferret gripped the rope and heaved the big guard free. Once he was up on the shore, the two gripped his arms and half carried him up the slope.

“Rafe! Oh, thank Sol you’re alive.” Sianna peered at his wounds, afraid of what she would find. His mail shirt was gashed, and blood had soaked his surcoat and tunic in a couple places, particularly his arm, and his thigh was also bleeding freely.

“Aye, Your Majesty. I fear I might not be for long, though.” His voice was barely more than a whisper, and he was shivering badly, teeth chattering.

“Your friend will freeze to death if we don’t get him warmed up quickly,” Creel said. “I don’t like the idea of camping so near where we were ambushed, but your man needs some attention. There was a clearing back there, a short way west of the others. Any idea how many of these bastards are out here in the woods?”

Sianna shook her head. “I can’t imagine they had more than a couple score to attack the castle. These were likely the remaining assassins. We should question the survivors to make sure.”

Ferret shocked Sianna by lifting Rafe in her arms although the big man was almost thrice her size. At least Sianna guessed so, for Ferret’s figure was obscured with her bulky clothes. She carried Rafe with ease as they made their way back to the others. Once there, they found the surviving Nebarans had been trussed to a tree. Three remained alive, the rest dead.

Creel briefly consulted with Taren, then they retreated to the clearing he had mentioned, about fifty paces away. Ferret set Rafe down on a log then went back to stand guard over the prisoners. Taren went about clearing space for a campfire. Mira retrieved firewood though it was mostly wet.

Sianna marveled at how well the group worked in concert, needing little conversation to coordinate their activities. She opened her mouth to ask what Taren was doing, for he was holding his hands over a stack of damp kindling, his eyes gleaming strangely as if a fire was already reflected in them. Before she could voice her question, flames licked at the kindling as if conjured by his hands, and a moment later, the wood took to light, sizzling as the moisture swiftly evaporated. He gently fed some larger branches on top, which smoked badly at first but then caught fire when they dried. After a few minutes, a bonfire was blazing, the heat welcoming.

Nice trick.

Creel helped Rafe out of his surcoat, mail, and soaked clothes, leaving the shivering guard sitting naked before the fire. Sianna blushed and turned away before Creel brought him a blanket, which he wrapped around his shoulders. Mira and Taren dragged another large log over beside the fire.

“Your Majesty?” Taren asked quietly, somewhat shyly, Sianna thought. “Would you and your lady care to sit by the fire?”

“Yes, thank you.” She smiled and nodded gratefully to the young man, who looked about the same age as her. Iris thanked them as well, and the two women sat huddled before the blessed warmth of the flames. Sianna realized how cold she truly was, for her breeches had gotten soaked when she fell earlier, and her skin felt as though it was going numb.

“Please, sit. There’s room for more.” She smiled at her rescuers.

Taren sat on the log near Sianna after a moment, with Mira joining him to his other side.

“He’ll be fine,” Creel pronounced after inspecting Rafe’s wounds. He produced a bone needle and some gut string and tore strips from a spare tunic in his pack to use for bandages. He tossed Rafe’s slashed and bloodstained surcoat with the House Atreus falcon into the fire. “It will draw too much attention—we need to move swiftly and stealthily once we are rested.”

Rafe stared into the fire obliviously with glazed eyes.

“Here.” Creel stuck a silver flask into his hands. “It’ll help warm you up.”

The guard grunted and took a cautious swig. His face scrunched up a moment, then he drank a bit more. He winced as Creel stitched up a deep gash in his thigh and bandaged the rest of his wounds, which were shallow enough to not require stitches.

“Thank you, again,” Sianna said as Rafe mumbled his own thanks. “We would’ve certainly died back there without your aid.”

Taren spoke up. “It was our pleasure. We arrived right when the Weave wanted us to, right?” 

He glanced at Mira, who smiled and nodded. Sianna sensed that was an ongoing topic of conversation between them.

Creel left the clearing, and Sianna could barely make out his conversation with Ferret. A couple minutes passed before he returned to the fire and sat on a stone across from Sianna. He took the flask from Rafe’s unresisting hand, and she saw the big man had fallen asleep or unconscious, chin lowered to his chest.

“Your Majesty,” Creel said, “we’d better decide what to do with these men we captured. I’m afraid it’s too dangerous to simply let them go.”

Suddenly, Sianna felt exhausted, the weight of duty heavy on her shoulders, and she wished she could nod off to sleep before the warm fire as Rafe had and let someone else make the decisions. But she couldn’t. She was the rightful Queen of Ketania, and she had to lead. And the decision she faced was a heavy one: to decide the fates of three men—enemies, assassins who had sought to murder them in the keep. They did murder Mother and Sir Colm, Brother Horst, the kitchen boy, and many others.

“We’ll question them first, and then I’ll decide their fates.” The voice didn’t sound like hers at all—it was stern and decisive.

Creel nodded and rose, slipping the flask into a pocket and drawing a dagger. He headed off toward the prisoners, and Sianna got to her feet with a sigh. She realized if she was going to tell him to kill those men, she needed to have the courage to look them in the eye first and make her decision. She caught up to Creel a moment later.

“Time to talk,” Creel growled. He eyed the three captives, Hooded Eyes and two younger men. “How many more of you are out there in these woods? And how did you get into the castle to murder the queen?”

The three exchanged glances before the veteran spoke. One eye was swollen shut, and his nose was crooked. Dried blood caked his mouth and chin.

“Free us, and I’ll tell you everything I know,” he said in a thick Nebaran accent.

“Tell us what you know, and the queen shall decide,” Creel replied evenly.

The Nebaran studied Sianna with his dark eyes.

This is the man who ordered the deaths of Iris and the others. Perhaps he slit Mother’s throat, killed people in their sleep in the castle. He would have let his men rape Iris and me.

She felt something cold grow inside her, keen and hard like the steel of her sword, honed by the whetstone, and she knew then what her orders would be—the necessary choice.

The veteran evidently saw his death in her face, for he sighed in resignation. “Will you make it quick if I talk?”

Creel nodded.

“We attacked the castle with fifty men. Colonel Cornix and the warlord had it set up. We magicked into the castle bailey and fell upon the guards then everyone we could find. Cornix himself cut the queen’s throat.” He looked away, seeing Sianna’s pain and rage. “I had a score and two men remaining to search the woods upon the warlord’s orders. I think you lot accounted for most of them there.” He nodded back toward where they had fought. “The warlord and colonel left by way of magic once the deed was done.”

“We put down three more before we came upon you, Majesty,” Creel said. “That’s likely close to all of them. I’ve heard of this Colonel Cornix—the Butcher of Almanes, a murdering whoreson whose crimes were too great for even the imperial army to stomach.”

“Aye, just so,” Hooded Eyes responded. “The warlord thought he would be a good attack dog, so she freed him and set him loose.”

“A mad, rabid dog,” Creel muttered.

“Tell me of this warlord, this Nesnys,” Sianna demanded. “How did she come to be in charge of the emperor’s forces?”

“I know not whence she came, just that she took command of the armies. Some say the emperor and his wizards prayed to Shaol and in some black ceremony summoned her from the Abyss to grant him victory before he dies. I heard tell she marched into a war council and started barking orders in the emperor’s name. Everyone is afraid to challenge her, along with those three fiends she’s got as lieutenants. Her Triad.” The man shuddered. “Since she won victory at Helmsfield Keep, nobody doubts her tactical instincts. Look what she’s done: crushed your army, slew your king, and now she’s ready to tear your kingdom apart down the middle like a ripe fruit.”

Sianna’s anger flared at his words, particularly the reminder of her father’s death, but he had the truth of it. Her kingdom was on the verge of falling, and with such ease nobody could have ever dreamed. I cannot dispute this warlord’s genius. But I mean to hold Ketania together until my dying breath.

Creel was questioning the man on troop movements, but he didn’t have much information other than they were supposed to isolate Llantry and Carran from each other, blocking the trade routes and stamping out the remnants of the king’s army.

“What of my brothers?” she asked. “Jerard was slain, but what of Dorian?”

“The younger princeling? I know not. Probably feeding the worms by now.” The assassin turned his head and spat a gob of bloody phlegm on the ground.

The two younger prisoners’ eyes were locked on the dagger in Creel’s hand. They could have been Jerard and Dorian, perhaps younger, and had possibly done nothing worse than followed orders this feared warlord had given them. Can I order their deaths just for that?

Her exhaustion nearly overwhelmed her: the stress of the past days, both physical and emotional, along with the pressure of leadership crushing down on her. Now tears were threatening to come at the hopelessness of it all. She turned away from the prisoners so that they wouldn’t see her weakness.

A moment later, she felt Creel’s hand on her shoulder, gently guiding her away. “I think we’ve gotten what we need, Your Majesty. I’ll take care of the rest.”

She nodded. “Thank you, Master Creel.”

Sianna tried to ignore the wet gurgles of dying men behind her as she returned to the fire and huddled next to Iris, closing her eyes and trying to let the fire warm the sudden chill in her soul.




















Chapter 22

Taren sat beside the campfire that evening, his book, Lore of the Elder Ones, cradled on his lap. He was having difficulty concentrating on reading with a full belly while soaking up the warmth of the large fire they’d kept stoked since having unexpectedly found the queen of Ketania and her companions under attack in the woods. And the young queen was another reason he was unable to concentrate. Simply being around royalty made him nervous. He was surprised her presence didn’t seem to affect the others: Mira was her normal placid self, Ferret was as unreadable as usual, and Creel he doubted would be nervous even if facing down a dragon. However, the monster hunter did seem a good deal more affable and was attentive to the young queen.

He knew he should probably turn in, with Ferret keeping her usual watch. Everyone else was asleep already. Rafe’s snores might have given a bear pause about entering the campsite. Yet Taren doubted that after the day’s excitement he would be able to relax enough to find sleep.

He took a long drink from his water skin and recalled the doe he’d brought down a couple hours earlier. The shot had been a good one with the short bow, roughly forty paces or so. Even Creel was impressed when Taren, Mira, and Ferret had returned successfully from their hunt, the latter easily bearing the carcass slung across her shoulders.

And Creel thought we would come back empty-handed.

A long discussion had ensued over who would go, for Sianna’s crew had no supplies at all, and the rest of them were already low on food. Creel was the most accomplished hunter, but he’d been reluctant to leave Sianna undefended. Taren had volunteered to hunt, and Mira wouldn’t let him go alone. Ferret had simply sneaked off, for she’d suddenly appeared on their trail about five minutes after leaving camp, claiming she wanted to help. Of the three, Taren was the only one with any hunting experience, and with his second sight, he spotted the doe easily. Under ordinary circumstances, he might have felt he was cheating, but nothing was ordinary about having a starving queen and her lady in his camp. He sent Mira and Ferret around to flush the deer in his direction, then he made the shot before it could veer away from him. The ability to provide dinner, especially for his queen, filled him with pride.

It’s a good thing I have that dead scout’s bow. If I hadn’t, Sianna and her maid would likely be wounded or even dead, run through by those assassins—perhaps even captured, to face some appalling fate.

He looked over at the two sleeping women, bundled up in their cloaks by the fire. Iris was pretty enough, but Sianna he found breathtaking, even dirty and exhausted as she was from her ordeal. Something of Yethri showed in her features, he supposed, with her auburn hair and green eyes, but there the resemblance ended. Sianna carried herself with easy confidence, a noble mien, if he had to describe it. But he also sensed her keen intelligence and admired her fierce strength and determination from the moment he’d first seen her holding her foes at bay with bloodied sword in hand.

Taren belatedly realized Sianna’s eyes were shining in the firelight, and he hurriedly looked away, flushing in embarrassment for staring at her. Fool, she’s a queen, not some mere country girl to make eyes at.

He turned back to his book, trying for the fourth time to get through a difficult passage about the culture of the Elder Ones. The tome was a frustrating read in that it was split into dual languages: both Common and the tongue of the Elder Ones, without any translation provided. Nor did the Common text directly reference the native language, the sections of which could have been pieces of literature, songs, magical formulae, or even historical records, as far as he could tell. He assumed the author couldn’t understand the original tongue either.

Stifling a yawn, he again considered giving up on the tome and climbing into his bedroll. With his second sight, he saw Creel and Ferret beyond the firelight, keeping watch together as they often did. Taren was glad the girl was more herself of late. He’d been afraid she was slipping away after the devastating revelation of her new form, but fortunately, her mood had been improving over the past days, which he was glad to see. Her bond with Creel seemed to play a large role in that.

“What are you reading?” Sianna sat up and warmed her hands over the fire, glancing over at Taren, her green eyes shimmering in the light.

He felt his flush returning at the likelihood she’d caught him staring earlier. “Oh, um, it’s a book about the Elder Ones I’ve been trying to get through, Your Majesty.” He held up the book so that she could see the cover. “This current section is a bit dry, discussing their societal structure and the like, a lot of which I don’t understand.”

“Ov, whed nayerdedailr dainar, whal err raanr nurd naisa, llailn na e yeraield shenfaiul, du saina ail eln reya dha neirr.” The words rolled off Sianna’s tongue like some forgotten melody, making Taren feel a tug of sorrow on his heart from the words.

“Was that the Elder Ones’ tongue?” he asked, eyes wide.

Sianna smiled and nodded. Gone was the stern queen of earlier who had ordered the deaths of those three men. Instead, she was simply a young woman who had been through much tragedy—a fellow survivor, and one who carried a very heavy burden. “It’s a verse from a poem I fancy. Quite similar to Elvish, actually, with some variations.”

“That’s marvelous! I’ve yet to meet anyone who could speak or read the tongue—until now, that is.”

Her cheeks colored at his praise. “Sorry to disappoint. I can’t truly read or speak it. I learned that one poem by memorization alone. ‘Ode to the Dawning Light.’ It’s quite famous, actually, in Elvish at least, but Master Aered insisted I learn the original verse as taken from the Elder Ones. Forgive me—I’m blathering.”

“Oh, not at all, Your Majesty. What does it translate to in Common?”

“Please, Taren, just Sianna is fine when we’re out here away from the court.” She grimaced. “Sometimes, I wish I would never have to go back to all that nonsense, but someone has to hold the kingdom together, I suppose. As to the poem, I’ll try my best.” She flashed him a quick grin, then her face took on a look of concentration. The tip of her tongue poked slightly from the corner of her mouth, likely a quirk she didn’t even know about when focusing intently. “Lo, in such dark days, when all seems most dire, I cry to the gods: deliver me a valiant champion to bring back the light.” She looked mildly embarrassed.

Taren smiled and nodded. “I like it. It captures the mood perfectly. There’s a great sense of underlying sorrow and tragedy about the Elder Ones, of so much that once was but is now lost and long forgotten over the millennia. If this was set to music by a talented bard, I bet the entire poem would be very moving.”

Sianna nodded, and he could see the sorrow in her eyes, perhaps from thinking of the poem or, more likely, reflecting on all she had lost.

“You’re quite well cultured for a commoner,” she remarked. Then, as if realizing her words could be taken poorly, she added, “I mean no insult. It’s a pleasant surprise.” She flushed in embarrassment.

“Oh, not at all, Sianna. I’ve always had a strong thirst for knowledge. Take after my father that way, I suppose.” From what his Uncle Arron had once mentioned, Malek had been a curious, studious sort, unlike his mother.

They sat in silence a long time, the fire popping occasionally, and Taren couldn’t help but wonder what would happen once they reached Llantry. The consensus earlier had been to try to reach the capital and acquire mounts, then Creel would guide Sianna, Iris, and Rafe to Carran, most likely to try to salvage what was left of the war effort and the kingdom in general. Meanwhile, Taren, Mira, and Ferret would continue on to Nexus. He realized that although he had his own path to take, he enjoyed the company of the others.

Who would ever believe me back in Swanford if I told them the Queen of Ketania and I had shared a fire together? And that I brought down the deer to feed her.

He was disheartened to think Swanford might not even exist any longer and he didn’t have any friends or relatives remaining there anyway.

“Where did you learn to fight like that?” he asked finally, to break the silence.

Sianna picked up her sheathed short sword and ran her thumb along the filigreed hilt, clearly a fine weapon by the look of it. “Sir Colm Bithell, our captain of the guard, trained me. Father never approved, but that didn’t stop me from pestering Sir Colm until he agreed to instruct me. It paid off, being able to protect myself and my friends.”

“Indeed. I was always hopeless trying to learn the sword. A bit better with a bow, at least.”

“A bit better? Come now, don’t be so modest. Those were some impressive shots when you saved me from being stabbed and poor Iris from getting her head bashed in. Plus, you brought home dinner.” Her smile was genuine, which filled him with pleasant warmth at her praise. “You seem to have some other talents as well, judging from how you lit the fire earlier.” She regarded him curiously.

“I do have a bit of magical talent. But I’m still a novice, learning to control it. There was an unfortunate… incident along the road. My cousin and I came to Ryedale only to find the Inquisition in the city. Worse, they’d taken someone I cared about and killed her before my eyes. I tried to help her, but not only was I too late, but I lacked enough control. Innocents got hurt and killed in the process. That’s part of the reason why I must go to Nexus, to find my mother. Hopefully, she can aid me.” He didn’t know why he was telling her all that, but she was personable and easy to talk to.

Sianna nodded slowly. “Were it not for this invasion, none of us would be forced into these tough situations. My kingdom would be whole, Father, Mother, and my two brothers would all be alive. Your friend wouldn’t have been killed, nor would you have been forced to take action.”

“True, yet we must accept the choices we make and live with them.”

She was silent a long time. “I wish you luck on your journey. When you get back, come find me. I can use a good mage standing with me to help take back the kingdom.”

“I shall, if the gods will it. But Ketania hasn’t fallen yet.”

“It won’t be long now, I fear.” She stared into the flames for a time then asked softly, “What is the other reason?”

“Pardon?”

“You mentioned ‘part of the reason’ you must seek out Nexus.”

“Oh, yes. I made Ferret a promise I’d do all I can to aid her.”

“I was curious about her but thought it impolite to ask. She is not well, then?”

“In a sense, I suppose.” He briefly told her what had happened in the Hall of the Artificers.

“Gods… Poor girl. I can’t imagine what she’s going through. Yet another unfortunate loss to add to the tally. That’s noble of you to try to aid her.”

“She’s a good friend and would do the same for me,” he said, realizing that was true as he said it.

“Would that the kingdom was filled with such men and women of character, for such strength will be needed in the dark days to come.” Sianna looked tired, perhaps a knife’s edge away from giving up, and he was reminded again of her youthfulness.

Creel stepped out of the woods just then, looking at the two of them curiously. “Is all well?” he asked.

Sianna nodded. “For now, yes. I feel safe for the first time in days. ’Tis a pity fate won’t allow us to remain like this, a peaceful sanctuary beside the fire, insulated from the violence and bloodshed of war many miles away.”

She glanced at Taren as she said it, a wistful smile on her lips that made his heart race faster. He found himself nodding agreement.

Creel must have noticed Sianna’s look too, for a corner of his mouth twitched momentarily. “You should get some rest, both of you. Tomorrow promises to be a long day. If we make it to Llantry on the morrow, we’ll have proper beds to sleep in and a roof over our heads.”

“You are right. Goodnight, gentlemen.” Sianna lay back down beside Iris and tightly pulled the blanket Creel had donated around herself.

Taren returned his book to his pack and crawled into his bedroll but doubted sleep would find him. Surprisingly, it did, although his dreams were haunted by images of a captivating maiden with hair like fire and sparkling green eyes, reciting a melancholy poem in a language long dead.




















Chapter 23

When her preparations were complete, Nesnys sent out a summons reverberating throughout the realm of Achronia in the Abyss. She had need of scouts, searchers to track and find a wayward young queen whom her pitiful human soldiers had failed to recover in the company of a single guard and her handmaiden. Summoning the erinys was a risky move, for they despised Nesnys, and she trusted them not in the least, but she was in a foul mood following the report of her soldiers discovered butchered in the woods, particularly in their absolute failure in the simple matter of locating a young girl and her escorts. But enlisting the furies’ aid was a risk worth taking, for the fiends were capable hunters possessed of astounding vision. Finding the woman in the woods should prove no challenge at all for them. Nesnys would also take great pleasure in subjugating them to her will. She could have used Scaixal but had other tasks for him to perform, namely locating Neratiri’s whelp, who had proven surprisingly elusive since having entered the Hall of the Artificers and then disappearing. The matter of the young would-be Queen Atreus was an unexpected nuisance she wanted to do away with quickly so that she might devote her full attention to more important matters.

Within a short time, the void of the summoning portal distorted, and a winged shape soared free with an avian screech of exhilaration at being summoned to a Prime plane. The erinys impacted the invisible cylinder of Nesnys’s summoning circle and rebounded with a crackle of magical power. The demoness snarled in anger and frustration at being thwarted so. Within moments, three more of her sisters joined her, bumping and colliding in the tight space, their pitch-colored wings jostling each other. Recognizing the futility of their struggle, they landed on their golden-scaled avian feet and glared at Nesnys with clear loathing.

She studied each of them, similar in appearance with hair colors ranging from brown to black, braided tightly or shorn close to their scalps. Each had pale, branded skin and striking eyes. She cursed in annoyance, for the one she sought, her old foe, was not among them.

“Where is your crippled sister, the bitch Sirath?” Nesnys stood with hands on hips, scowling at the fiends.

“Why have you summoned us?” one of them snapped. “Sirath is no longer alpha, nor does she roost among us. Perhaps she will not answer your summons.”

When Nesnys opened her mouth to reply, the portal shimmered and snapped shut, but not before one final erinys appeared, this one hopping through at the last instant. The creature moved a couple steps forward in the awkward, bounding gait of their kind when grounded. A cruel smile of triumph spread on Nesnys’s lips at recognizing the newly arrived fury.

Her nemesis, Sirath, stood at the rear of the fluttering erinys, coolly regarding Nesnys and displaying none of the others’ disquietude. “What do you want of us?” Sirath asked in her throaty voice.

The others ceased their irritating jostling and susurrus, actions much like the mangy flock of crows they resembled, for even though Sirath was now an outcast, they obviously still respected her power.

Nesnys sneered at her onetime rival. “So even the most worthless erinys answers my call. I’ve summoned you harpies to search for a human queen, copper of hair and fair of skin, less than a score of summers in age. She is hiding in the vast forest to the northeast, and my human soldiers proved woefully inept in capturing her. Seek this human whelp out and deliver her to me. Slay any that may be accompanying her. If you should seek to test me, know that I have Lord Shaol’s favor in this endeavor and I shall punish you harshly. Yet succeed in my bidding, and you may yet find yourselves rewarded with more freedom to slake your bloodlust and sow chaos, much as my lieutenants have already proven themselves worthy.” To demonstrate her power, she collapsed the cylindrical warding into a net of crackling energy that fell upon the erinys, forcing them down prostrate onto the ground and singeing flesh and feathers alike. They all shrieked and cursed and thrashed around.

All save one—Sirath knelt solemnly on hands and knees, stoically bearing the pain in silence even as the magic scorched her flesh, much to Nesnys’s annoyance. She strove to crush them with her power, to teach the treacherous creatures a lesson not to even think to cross her. They wailed and gnashed their teeth, all save Sirath. She maintained some amount of quiet dignity on her knees, the net of energy smoldering and singeing the wing bound tightly to her back, but all the while, her gold-flecked eyes met Nesnys’s in a silent challenge.

Nesnys seethed inwardly at the demon’s quiet defiance but knew trying to punish her further was useless. Such attempts would make her look weak in front of the other erinys. Instead, she would deal with Sirath privately at a later time. For now, she did not have time to waste dithering with the furies.

She released the net of power. The erinys grumbled to themselves but regained their feet, obediently waiting to be discharged.

“That is but a taste of my power. Now begone and do my bidding. She who brings me the human queen shall have my favor.” She gave a sharp gesture for them to be off.

The erinys launched into the air in a flurry of feathered wingstrokes. The air swirled and rushed around Nesnys before they were soaring up into the sky, delighting in their freedom.

Sirath remained a moment longer, eyeing Nesnys defiantly before calmly spreading her wings. Nesnys’s eyes widened to discover her rival again had a pair of wings. She had grievously wounded Sirath during a past skirmish in the Abyss, severing one of her wings with Willbreaker, a wound that should not have regenerated. A closer look revealed the truth of the matter: her new wing was constructed of Abyssal iron, like Nesnys’s own. The wing was crudely forged, much as Nesnys’s father’s wings had been, for he cared little about the look of them, instead interested only in functionality.

“You look ill, daughter of Raelach—she who was once Seraph Arahne.” Sirath spoke quietly, a faint smile on her lips. “Yes, one greater than you rewarded me with this.” She flexed her iron wing.

Nesnys scowled at her adversary’s restored wing, wondering who had the power to do so. Her own talents hadn’t proven up to the task of restoring her own wing after her cursed sister Neratiri had cleaved it free, much as she had done to Sirath.

She thought of Shaol himself mending her wing, and a stab of jealousy flared a moment before she dismissed it. No, it couldn’t have been him. Father? No, that cannot be either. Neratiri—again that damned sister of mine. Her actions taunt me yet again. Often, she had wondered how her sister had escaped the Abyss after being grievously wounded, and she realized she must have forged a pact with Sirath.

She gritted her teeth but refused to let the depths of her ire show to the erinys, who could prove a dangerous foe. Nesnys had cause to be wary, for Sirath was more cunning and less feral than her sisters, now all the more so, it seemed.

“Those names mean nothing, harpy,” Nesnys said coldly. “You are weak for dwelling on your failures of the past. I suggest you carry out your commands in the hopes of having a future for yourself.”

Sirath nodded, but Nesnys disliked the guileful glint in her eyes. She flared her wings and soared into the air with the same grace as she had before Nesnys had cast her from the sky to lie broken upon the plains of Achronia.

That one bears watching.

She turned her thoughts back to her other problems, confident the erinys would at the very least solve her difficulty with the missing heir to the Ketanian throne. Yet she couldn’t help but think perhaps she had erred in summoning Sirath to do her bidding.




















Chapter 24

Elyas was sweating so hard that he thought he might collapse into a puddle before long. He continued his circuit around the training yard, a large, heavy length of timber slung across his shoulders, hands gripping his burden through holes bored at either end. The block was stained with countless years of blood and sweat. His shoulders and upper back stung from splinters, and his skin was chafed raw from the rubbing of the rough wood.

As the healer Edara had promised, his wound had ceased troubling him within a day or two of the fight, and he knew she must either have some healing magic of her own or special ingredients at her disposal to mimic the effects of magic. The woman certainly knew her business, for men were routinely injured and back on their feet within days, depending on the severity of their wounds.

He had been at the villa for a week, training from sunup to sundown, with only short breaks for meals between. His day began with a run of several miles through the countryside, accompanied by mounted armed guards. The group returned for breakfast, then the next hour or two consisted of lugging the slabs of timber around the yard. An alternate exercise was rolling, lifting, and carrying chiseled spheres of granite of varying weights from one end of the training yard to the other, often in competition with other men to avoid Shoat’s lash. Sometimes, they simply lifted and placed the spheres atop pedestals of varying heights, often rearranging them multiple times for no apparent reason. In between, the men performed push-ups and pull-ups from a suspended iron bar set between two posts.

Once afternoon rolled around, Elyas and Harlan were allowed a bit of training with wooden swords and shields under the supervision of a gladiator. Other days, they practiced grappling and unarmed fighting techniques. Depending on the luck of the draw, their trainers ranged from fair to cruel to outright hostile.

Despite the fact the physical exertions brought him near his breaking point, Elyas much preferred them over being caged like an animal in the hold of the slaver galley. Anything was better than living like that. In his present position, he tried to take heart in the fact he would become stronger and more lethal from his training. He’d regained some of the weight lost during his ordeal at sea, and what little fat his large frame once had was being honed into chiseled muscle.

Someday soon, I will escape this place, and the gods help whoever stands in my way.

Yet no escape opportunity had presented itself thus far. True weapons that carried an edge were kept locked away from the gladiators, who were monitored all day by not only Dirich and Shoat, but several house guards. At night, Elyas and Harlan were locked back in their cage.

The true gladiators were allowed tiny rooms of their own, with actual wooden doors providing some privacy, although the guards locked all the doors at night. From sounds he heard in the dark, some of them must have had arrangements to be let out or keep their doors unlocked. He didn’t know if they sneaked out in search of wine or serving women, but they seemed to have been granted some modicum of trust, depending on their status.

So for the time being, Elyas bided his time and tried to embrace the exercise and pain and become stronger for it, hoping that if he played along and acted as a model slave, he might eventually earn the same privileges.

He had thought himself a capable warrior before, but he soon learned he wasn’t in the same league as the more advanced gladiators. They were masters of numerous weapons, from sword to axe to spear, capable of fighting with or without shields, as well as fighting unarmed and grappling. The most dextrous gladiators were even adept at wielding two weapons at once. Elyas had much to learn and went to bed each night bruised and bloodied.

Harlan had it much worse than he. His ankle had mended after four or five days from Edara’s treatments, strengthening Elyas’s suspicions of the magical nature of her salves and poultices and potions. But even at full health, the slender man lacked Elyas’s strength and endurance and tired much more quickly. He was, however, quick and agile and obviously knew how to use a sword, which had surprised Elyas at first. But his skills were more of a man used to fencing or dueling honorably rather than cutting down a foe in battle by any means at his disposal. As a result of his deficiencies, Harlan was at the mercy of the others and became a target for the crueler men’s bullying. On more than one occasion, Elyas had stepped in to spare the man serious injury during his frequent beatings even though he knew he wasn’t doing himself any favors by throwing his lot in with Harlan, which was apparent from the mutters and jeers and belligerent stares he endured.

Blinking stinging sweat from his eyes, Elyas nearly stumbled over a figure on the ground. He lurched to a halt and saw Harlan collapsed in the dirt before him, his slab of wood partially fallen off his back. Elyas was honestly surprised the smaller man had lasted as long as he had in the grueling heat and exercise.

“Come on, get up.” Elyas knelt and grasped Harlan’s arm. 

The man’s skin was red and blistered from the sun, as was Elyas’s own, although not nearly so badly. He’d already had a suntan from a life of honest labor outdoors on his farm.

“Leave me here,” Harlan groaned. “You’ll be punished too.”

“Nay, you must get up.” Elyas glanced over his shoulder but saw it was too late.

“On your feet, worms!” Shoat roared. 

A moment later, the lash struck, a wicked crack splitting the air as the knotted leather opened a gash on Elyas’s back. He grunted and rose, dragging Harlan up with him. The smaller man sagged, his slab of wood falling to the dirt with a thud and puff of dust. But he persevered, managing to stand under his own power.

“This man needs water!” Elyas glared at Shoat, expecting another taste of the lash.

The brute stared at him a long moment then pointed at the fallen block. “Then you carry his block for him, and you two can get your water.”

Elyas looked down in dismay. He couldn’t lift the heavy piece of wood without dropping his own. He had already slipped one hand free to help Harlan to his feet and was in danger of losing his burden.

Shoat looked over at the other gladiators, a few of whom were sneering at the worms. “You there! Give this worm a second block.”

A newer gladiator, a haughty man who’d recently won his title, stomped over to the two men. He spat in the dirt at Elyas’s feet, a look of disgust on his face. He leaned over and hefted the block to his chest.

“I can stand on my own,” Harlan croaked.

He stepped away from Elyas just as the gladiator heaved the block up over his head with a loud grunt and let it drop atop the one on Elyas’s back with more force than was necessary.

He cried out as his fingers were crushed between the slabs. Gritting his teeth, he struggled to stabilize the load with his free hand enough to pull his smashed fingers free. His back protested the additional weight, and his knees threatened to buckle, but he finally got a secure grip and remained upright, though he wobbled like a drunk for a moment.

“Go on—finish your round and get your water, worms.” Shoat coiled the whip back up although he seemed pleased at Elyas’s perseverance.

He took a step forward, then another. Once he got moving, the doubled burden grew easier though it was heavy, probably nearly his own weight upon his shoulders with both blocks. He followed Harlan around the yard counterclockwise, his friend swaying as if still carrying his own slab. After what felt like a mile, with Elyas’s crushed fingers blazing with pain, they finally neared the barrel of water.

Harlan held up the ladle and poured water down his throat like a dying man, then over his face and head. After drinking another ladle’s worth, he leaned against the wall, nodding at Elyas as he staggered up.

With a groan, Elyas heaved the two blocks off his back and let them fall to the dirt, then he knuckled his sore back with his good hand while examining his injured one. The first two fingers on his right hand were swollen and turning purple below the second knuckle, throbbing with aching pulses of pain much sharper than all the muscle aches he was feeling. He cursed when the digits didn’t react when he tried to bend them.

Broken, I reckon.

Harlan winced when he saw his fingers but offered Elyas the ladle. He drank greedily then doused his face and head with the cool water as Harlan had, thankful for the opportunity to catch his breath even though the price was two broken fingers.

“I thank you, my friend,” Harlan said. “I fear this misery will never end. Would that they beat me to death or allowed us real steel, then perhaps I’d end myself.”

Elyas shook his head. “Don’t talk like that. One day, we’ll go over that wall and escape.”

He didn’t know when or how that day would finally come. Even had they not been locked in their cell at night, as best he could tell, at least a dozen armed guards were on the nearby premises at any one time, with likely many more throughout the entire villa grounds. He thought to perhaps overpower a guard and steal his sword, but first he’d have to find a way to get out of the locked cell.

The smart move was to wait long enough to earn his own small chamber and perhaps enough trust to slip out at night. He was sure if they made any attempt at escape during the day, the gladiators would be more than happy to help the guards subdue a pair of worms, not only to curry favor with Dirich and the lord, but also to inflict harm on disliked rivals.

One point of interest Elyas had learned through snatches of conversation was that Lord Pasikos was a distant relative of the emperor. Perhaps that explained why he had so many guards about at all times.

Elyas glanced around apprehensively, realizing he and Harlan had been loitering too long, and expected the lash. Fortunately, the lunch bell rang just then, and the gladiators ceased their sparring. Elyas noticed Dirich standing at the edge of the yard and wondered how much he had seen.

Lunch consisted of the usual porridgelike slop, a meal Elyas had come to relish, for it amply filled the belly. After a long morning of grueling exercise, he wolfed it down as if it were the finest steak. Even Harlan had come to eat the food without complaint.

After lunch, Elyas was eventually taken to the healer when Shoat took note his fingers were broken, for he couldn’t effectively grip a weapon in his sword hand with only his thumb and last two fingers. A pair of guards escorted him to a small freestanding building just beyond the gate on the villa side of the wall. One of the guards posted on the other side of the locked gate went to summon the healer while Elyas was shown inside what served as the gladiator school’s infirmary.

The infirmary was small, with two wooden tables taking up the majority of the space, the walls lined with shelves filled with an orderly collection of jars of herbs and stacks of bandages and other supplies. The wooden tables were both stained nearly black from years of blood seeping into the wood. He leaned against one of the tables and waited while the guards remained outside. His thoughts were turning to how he could possibly overpower them, steal a sword, and escape, but he knew that was foolishness. Unless under the cover of darkness, any attempt would be doomed to failure. Plus, he had become friends with Harlan and didn’t want to abandon his cellmate.

Edara bustled into the room with brisk efficiency. “Up on the table so I can get a good look.” Her dark curly hair, streaked with a bit of gray, was tucked into a thick bun at the back of her head. By her pale skin, light eyes, and accent, she clearly wasn’t Nebaran—Vallondean probably, for her voice had a slight lilt to it.

She gently took his swollen hand and peered at it closely, turning it over then asking him to wiggle his fingers and make a fist. The two swollen digits wouldn’t comply, and he saw his index finger was bent sideways at a slight angle he hadn’t noticed earlier.

“Aye, they’re broken all right. I won’t bother asking how that happened.” She went over and rummaged through the supplies on the shelves.

“Are you from Vallonde, Edara?” Elyas asked quietly. 

Outside, the guards were talking, and the scent of pipe smoke drifted in.

Edara shot him a sharp look then glanced at the open doorway and back, as if considering whether to reply. “I am,” she finally admitted.

“May I ask how you came to be here? In Leciras, of all places.”

He thought she wouldn’t answer him, absorbed for long moments in mixing a foul-smelling potion in a bowl. But then she spoke. “I studied healing at the university in Finhalla. While there, I met my future husband, who was from Orialan—a student as well. Once our studies were completed, I moved to the capital with him, and we wedded. I was employed at the imperial court as an apprentice healer for many years. My husband fell into displeasure with the emperor and was imprisoned and later executed. I would’ve faced the same fate, but Lord Pasikos, whom I had tended when he fell ill, offered me a job here as his resident healer. I would’ve been a fool not to take it.”

She gripped Elyas’s index finger and gave it a sharp jerk.

He hissed in pain, but it almost immediately felt better, the bone realigned to its proper position. Edara splinted both fingers together, gently wrapping them in bandages. Then she held up a cup of some foul-smelling concoction for him to drink. He sniffed at it and wrinkled his nose.

“Drink it all down. I imagine it can’t taste any worse than some of the spirits and other dreck you young men consume at the taverns.” The corner of her lips curled in the hint of a smile.

“I don’t get out to the taverns much anymore, I’m afraid,” Elyas said sadly. He tilted the cup and slugged the contents down. He had to struggle a moment not to heave it back up, for it had the consistency of mud.

Edara’s cheeks colored slightly at his statement, and she looked abashed. She took the cup from him and met his gaze. “Rest the remainder of today, and no fighting for two more days. Return to see me at the end of each day so I can check on the healing progress.”

“Aye. Thank you, Edara.”

She nodded and repeated the instructions to Elyas’s guards then was gone.

He was returned to the barracks on Edara’s orders, and when he lay down in the cell he shared with Harlan, a deep sleep quickly overtook him.




***




No fighting didn’t mean no exercising, Elyas found out the next day. He spent his morning running out in the countryside, chained together in a line with the others as was the norm. A group of house guards paced them on horseback while Shoat followed on foot, his whip at the ready. They ran along dirt paths for several miles before looping back to the villa. During these runs, Elyas tried to gain some sense of the surrounding land, keying in on possible avenues of escape and places to hide. Leciras was visible to the east, an ugly wound on the coast of the Azure Sea, the sapphire waters barely visible in the distance from high ground. Rolling hills and dozens of stately villas and vineyards covered the landscape around. Large numbers of slaves labored in the vineyards, guards supervising their work and providing security to the noble estate owners.

An awful lot of unfriendly eyes around here and no obvious route to take to make a covert escape.

He had no idea how far he would have to travel to reach wilderness beyond Leciras. Returning to the city was a risk he would rather not take, and he knew any spies and pursuers would have little difficulty picking him out in town.

Upon their return to the villa, Elyas and Harlan and four newer gladiators were forced to fill large barrels with sand then struggled to wrestle them into the back of a wagon. After that was completed, the six of them donned harnesses much like a team of mules and hauled the wagon out of the compound. Once they got the wagon moving and fell into a rhythm, it wasn’t difficult, especially descending the long, sloping drive leading from the villa gates to the dirt road below. Dirich and Shoat sat on the drover’s seat, and several mounted guards rode in loose formation around them.

Elyas wondered how they would stop the wagon if it began picking up too much momentum. He quickly learned, as the men were forced to throw their weight into the harnesses to keep the wagon from barreling out of control, which used a whole different set of muscles than pulling did. All the men were puffing from the effort by the time they reached the level road. Dirich directed them to resume pulling, which they did for perhaps a half mile, where they halted at the base of a gradually sloping hill. Shoat released them from their harnesses, and they took a welcome break, sharing water from a pair of skins Dirich tossed them.

After a few minutes of rest, Shoat attached a long, thick rope to the frame of the wagon. He positioned the men atop the hill and instructed them to pull on the rope while remaining stationary, using primarily their arm and back strength to haul the wagon up the incline. Elyas’s arms and shoulders were burning from the effort in no time, and he had trouble gripping the rope with only the last two fingers on his injured hand. He was cognizant of his splinted fingers and careful not to reinjure them.

Harlan eventually collapsed, falling onto his backside with a cry as the rope slid free of his grip, tearing the skin of his palms open. Elyas grunted at the increased strain, the wagon beginning to roll backward while the other men cursed profusely at Harlan. Elyas planted his feet and heaved for all he was worth. The wagon’s backward momentum was arrested, then he and the four others managed to pull the wagon closer once more. Shoat laid into Harlan with his whip, and he quickly returned to his place at the rope, lending his flagging strength.

After several more agonizing minutes, the wagon was in position at the top of the hill although the rope was stained dark with fresh blood from many skinned palms. A pair of the guards placed large stones behind the rear wheels so that the wagon wouldn’t roll free.

The men immediately slumped to the ground in the scarce shade of an olive tree when given the opportunity. Following a lunch break for some cold porridge out of a pot, stale bread, and a juicy orange apiece, they returned to the rope. Shoat gave the wagon a mighty shove, then they were struggling to ease its descent back down the incline in the same manner as they’d hauled it up.

They heaved the wagon up the hill and eased it back down twice more before Dirich deemed their toils sufficient for the day. Elyas, dripping with sweat and hands raw and bloody, was thankful to return to the harness to pull the wagon back to the Pasikos estate. With the remainder of their strength, the men heaved it up the path and through the gates into the courtyard. By the time they were finished, Elyas’s legs felt rubbery, and he nearly collapsed. To his credit, Harlan had managed to remain on his feet since tasting Shoat’s whip that morning.

By the time he was taken to see Edara following dinner, he was sore in ways he hadn’t experienced thus far. Harlan and the other men accompanied him to receive a balm and bandages for their skinned palms. She applied some to the raw lash wounds on Harlan’s back also.

The healer seemed harried that day and didn’t engage Elyas in any small talk. She did look pleased at his progress and pronounced his fingers on the mend. The swelling had gone down and the color improved, looking less like swollen plums and more like ordinary flesh again. She renewed his splints and bandage and made him drink more of the foul potion before he left.

A couple more days passed, and Elyas’s fingers were back to normal. They were a bit stiff and sore but quickly loosened up after some stretching and exercising.

His half-baked plans to jump the guards en route to visit the healer never panned out, as he was kept under close supervision. His hopes of escape slipped further away until he settled on waiting until he proved himself in the pits and earned a name and the gladiator title. He would receive his own room, along with a bit of leniency, or so he hoped. Word eventually reached the men that in a week’s time, a formal game would take place, and he would have the chance to earn his name and become an actual gladiator.

He returned to his weapon training, thankful to not have to pull the loaded wagon around the countryside as he had each day while injured. That grueling task only surfaced occasionally when men were injured and unable to train, and an unlucky few were chosen to fill out the team. Elyas’s weapon training began taking up a proportionally larger part of the day rather than the exercise portions, for which he was pleased.

One day, a commotion erupted at the edge of the training yard, where the men were all sparring with wooden swords and shields. A fight had broken out. One of the veterans, a large brute named Caul, had taken offense to an incidental blow to the groin while facing off with one of the younger gladiators. Caul was in the process of beating the younger man bloody when Shoat’s whip cracked the air beside his ear, breaking up the scuffle. Two guards had to carry the younger man off to see Edara following that incident.

Elyas studied Caul for a moment. He’d heard early on that the reigning champion of the house was a mean bastard with a temper to avoid at all costs. Caul was a large man, a couple inches taller and probably even a couple score pounds heavier than Elyas. His deeply tanned body was a mass of white scars covering thick slabs of muscle. He kept his head shaved, a dent evident on one side of his skull where he’d been on the receiving end of a mace in an early pit fight, according to rumor. The blow hadn’t killed him but only served to make him meaner.

Caul noticed Elyas looking and glared at him for a moment before Elyas looked away, not wanting any trouble with the man if he could help it. Pointless scuffles would not gain him any leniency in the compound. He had to be patient and bide his time.

That evening on the way to the baths, Elyas’s curiosity got the better of him when he spotted Shoat loitering near the baths with a ceramic jug in one hand.

“Why are you called Shoat?” he asked the brute.

Shoat might have been a hard taskmaster, but he was fair, and Elyas couldn’t hate the man for doing his job, much like any military drill sergeant following orders to whip recruits into shape. He didn’t bother trying to hide the jug from Elyas’s view, simply smiling at the question and revealing a mouthful of broken and missing teeth.

“Master named me when I earned my freedom.” He tapped a dirty fingernail on the collar around his neck, a reminder of his fighting days.

“You earned your freedom by fighting?” Elyas had heard of favored gladiators being given the honor of winning their freedom in the pits but had assumed that was simply a hopeful rumor to inspire the men.

Shoat nodded. “I was named Grub, but once I was free, I was weaned from the teat, Master says, so he named me Shoat. This good name, eh?” He eyed Elyas with narrowed eyes as if daring him to disagree.

Elyas nodded. “Aye, very kind of him.”

Shoat grunted, apparently satisfied with his answer.

Elyas finished bathing and waited for Harlan. When they were finished, Shoat locked them in their cage for another night.

He couldn’t help but wonder how many years and bouts Shoat had to survive to gain his freedom. The man’s age was hard to judge, for he kept himself in as good of fighting shape as the rest of the men, yet Elyas guessed he must be nearing forty summers.

I can’t wait even one more summer to try to escape.




***




The next night, Elyas woke to the sounds of four new recruits being dragged from their cell in the middle of the night, as he himself had been a couple weeks past. He’d seen the worms earlier that day and hadn’t been impressed. A half-starved and fearful-looking lot, he didn’t expect many to return. Come the morn, the cell remained empty, and a young slave boy was sent to mop it out. Dirich was in a foul mood that day, so Elyas kept his head down, although he was unsurprised the group hadn’t returned from the pit.

Harlan and he continued to stick together, spending their free time talking about their prior lives. Elyas had lots of tales to tell about his and Taren’s journey, about the wyvern he had hunted nearly a year and a half past, and then he even retold some of Wyat’s old war stories. Harlan was a rapt listener, telling few of his own stories, always vague about his past, obviously either ashamed or afraid to say too much. He did seem particularly interested in Elyas’s stories of fighting in the Ketanian army, even seeming to shed a tear at the recounting of King Clement’s and his son’s deaths in that ill-fated battle. He listened raptly as Elyas described his fight with Nesnys.

“No good can come of being singled out by that evil bitch,” Harlan said. “Unless it’s to take the opportunity to get close enough to put a sword through her black heart.”

Elyas thought on that recommendation. He’d seen nothing of Nesnys since she’d defeated him and ordered him shipped off to slavery. A part of him was glad for her absence, but that dark part he tried to ignore held a festering yearning to lay eyes on her once more. He tried to tell himself the reason was to take Harlan’s advice and try to strike a telling blow, not only for himself, but for his kingdom, should he be fortunate enough to get the opportunity and follow through by killing her.

When the day of the gladiator games finally arrived, Elyas was eager to prove himself. Finally, I’ll gain some respect and a name for myself. I’ll be a worm no longer.

That day, they were given a break from their routines, engaging in light sparring after the customary morning jog. They ate well for lunch, being given plates of meat and cheese and vegetables for a change, and drank their fill of water.

Dirich joined the men beneath the awning as they were finishing their lunch. “This evening, there will be a fight, as I’m sure you are all aware. These two”—he gestured at Elyas and Harlan, seated at one end of a table—“will get the opportunity to join the brotherhood. The rest of you will have your own bouts lined up. Our champion, Caul the Crusher, will battle Steelcut of House Gornella in a fight to submission only.”

He was momentarily drowned out by boos and jeers although that seemed the expected response. Caul, however, looked pleased. Steelcut was evidently an opponent of some renown, and the brute was looking forward to the chance for more glory. Elyas wasn’t surprised at the submission-only rule, due to the amount of training and coin spent on top-tier gladiators and champions. Losing them in routine fights to the death would prove a substantial loss to each house. Only during special events where the royal House Isiratu participated did the top fighters compete until death.

The same wasn’t true for the lower-tier fights. Elyas would have to kill his opponent to be welcomed into the ranks of the brotherhood. Such was how the chaff was winnowed out.

“Glory to House Pasikos!” Dirich bellowed once the muttering died down.

The men cheered heartily in reply, for the fights were what they lived for—gaining glory and recognition and a break from the drudgery of daily training. The gladiator who had been beaten by Caul several days past, Rihat, sat near them. He kept his eyes down the whole time, humiliated after his earlier beating. But when Caul wasn’t looking, Elyas noticed the heat of his hateful gaze aimed at the champion.

The rest of the day dragged on, then they were released to their cells to rest and prepare for the games that night.




















Chapter 25

Sianna walked beside the monster hunter Creel at the head of their group, listening attentively as he spoke of events in the southlands in more detail than the broad scope she had gleaned the previous evening—events she ought to be well versed in, as queen. She tried not to dwell on what would have been an absurd thought mere days prior.

During a lull in the conversation, she took a minute to look over her newfound companions.

Such an unusual group Sol has led me to.

Rafe and Iris walked just behind Sianna and Creel, the guard ever mindful of her handmaiden’s injury as she limped along. Even though Rafe was hurt as well, he went out of his way to assist Iris, apparently relieved he could still be of aid to someone since he himself had required tending. Why he should be ashamed of perceived weakness after saving their lives, Sianna couldn’t fathom. She hid a smile at Iris’s acceptance of the big man’s offered arm from time to time, her chilly demeanor and initial dislike for the guard having obviously softened during their ordeal.

By consensus, the group stopped a moment to rest. She gratefully took a drink from the water skin Creel offered her. Taren and Mira joined them after a moment, the quiet monk a solid presence, seemingly tireless throughout their travel. Sianna’s eyes met Taren’s, and the young man smiled at her. Feeling her cheeks warming, she smiled in return and looked away, cursing herself as a fool.

I am queen now! I’m not some simpering maid any longer, blushing like a schoolgirl at a handsome boy’s smile. I must act strong, for my people’s sake.

She watched as the final member of their party, Ferret, came trudging up behind them, and Sianna felt a bit uneasy at her presence. The girl had remained cloaked and wrapped in cloth although her hands were free, displaying her oddly jointed metal fingers. Her violet eyes glowed like magical crystals. She rarely spoke or reacted to anything, but Sianna had seen how deadly she was in combat with her unnatural strength and toughness, and she was grateful Ferret was on their side.

“How far to Llantry, Rafe?” Iris asked, breaking the silence.

The guardsman removed his helm and scratched his head. “I think we should make it there in—”

Rafe was cut off when a bright spark suddenly struck his helm, cradled against his chest. A gout of flame exploded, launching the guard into the bushes. Iris was flung away as well, landing hard on her backside with a startled cry. The rest of the group all jumped in shock, looking around in astonishment.

Creel was instantly on guard, shielding Sianna with his body as he scanned for enemies, his sword in hand more quickly than she could process.

A sizzling sound came from behind her. Creel spun around in front of Sianna just as a bolt of fire streaked out of the sky to impact his chest. The blast knocked him off his feet, and Sianna stumbled and fell as well.

A figure soared upon great dark wings out of the clear morning sky, skimming the tops of the trees and holding a flaming bow. Sianna’s heart skipped a beat as she thought Nesnys had finally found her, but then a second avian figure appeared and joined the first. They flew closer, and she realized these beings looked to be half bird and half woman. As she watched helplessly, they drew back their flaming bowstrings. Fiery arrows appeared upon the strings, aimed in their direction.

“Mira, don’t!” Taren shouted.

He struggled to free himself from the monk’s grasp, then he slammed into Sianna, tackling her into the bushes just as she was clambering back to her feet. Branches snapped and tore at her as they tumbled, rolling over a couple times, their fall cushioned by a thick layer of fallen leaves. Taren lay partway atop her, their faces inches apart for a moment before he rolled off. He gently took her arm and helped her crawl behind the bole of a large oak tree.

A burning arrow crackled into the underbrush where they had just been. A puff of ground exploded outward, and leaves and branches smoldered but fortunately were too damp to ignite due to the recent snow.

Shouts sounded, and motion was visible through the brush as her remaining companions sought to take cover and defend themselves.

Taren crouched beside her, regarding her in concern. “Sianna, are you well?”

“Yes, fine.” She was a bit short of breath from their tumble but considered herself fortunate compared to Creel and Rafe. “Thank you.”

He nodded and leaned over to peer around the tree trunk, a restraining hand on her arm. “Stay down. We’ll do our best to fight them off.”

She grasped his arm, staying him a moment. “What are those things?”

“I’m not sure, but we’ll find out soon enough.”

“Taren?” Mira called out, worry in her voice.

“I’m fine, Mira,” he replied. “Take cover.”

Sianna got to her hands and knees and moved up beside Taren so she also could see around the trunk of the oak.




***




Mira watched from her position, crouched behind a large tree stump, as four of the winged creatures circled over the clearing. Creel and Rafe were down. Taren and Sianna were safe for the moment. Iris was wounded but would have been little help even if well. Ferret stood motionless just beneath the eaves of the trees, staring at their winged attackers.

That leaves Ferret and me. And no way to get at them unless they descend.

After some unspoken agreement, the four creatures descended to the clearing, soaring down gracefully. Two of them alighted on avian feet, while two others remained hovering overhead, fiery arrows nocked and covering their companions, black-feathered wings pumping steadily and creating a swirling breeze.

The lead creature had golden-brown hair in a long, braided ponytail to her waist. She had cinnamon-colored eyes and wore ornate plate armor from the waist up, the metal looking as though it had been blackened in some great inferno. Her lower body was covered in black feathers matching her wings, save for her golden-scaled lower legs and taloned feet. “Come forth, mortal queen. You shall not be harmed.” Her voice was musical yet slightly discordant, like an instrument out of tune.

“Don’t do it, Your Majesty,” Creel called, his voice pained. He groaned and picked himself up from the brush he had fallen in. His leather cuirass had a black scorched hole in the center of his chest, and his flesh hadn’t fared much better. He grimaced and staggered forward, sword in hand.

Mira stepped out from cover, intending to stand beside Creel. The lead creature’s head abruptly swiveled toward her, pinning her with the power of her gaze. She froze in place, awed by the creatures and abruptly filled with a strong desire to please them.

“Stand down, mortal,” the leader commanded when her hard stare turned to Creel. She obviously expected him to obey and seemed surprised when he took another step forward.

“Not today, erinys,” he said.

The second erinys, her hair a dark umber, raised a hand, apparently gesturing for the two yet airborne to loose their arrows. At that moment, Ferret suddenly rushed her. Startled like some great crows from their meal of carrion, the two erinys on the ground beat their wings and leaped, seeking to retreat back to the air.

Fiery arrows sizzled down. Creel narrowly dodged the first. The second struck Ferret in the shoulder. She lurched a step sideways then shrugged it off and continued her charge, her clothing smoldering. She leaped up and grasped the ankle of the umber-haired erinys before she could gain enough altitude. Ferret’s weight dragged her from the sky. When her feet touched down, she whipped the erinys around and slammed the creature into the ground in a flurry of flying feathers and dried leaves.

Creel leaped and swung Final Strike at the lead erinys as she gained altitude. The blade struck her in the knee, cleaving through her slender avian leg and sending it spinning to the ground in a fountain of ichor. The creature shrieked in pain and rage as she gained enough distance to draw her bow again.

An arrow streaked over Mira’s head and struck the lead erinys in the breastplate. The shaft splintered and did no harm, but it drew her attention to Taren, who stood openly before a tree while reaching for another arrow.

Mira came to her senses then, shamed by the knowledge she had been standing spellbound while Taren was exposed to danger. She quickly took stock of the situation but could see no way to take the offensive against their foes when they were out of range.

Ferret and the erinys were battling in the brush, but the girl clearly had the advantage with the creature grounded, punching and stabbing the fiend until she lay still.

Mira watched helplessly as the three remaining erinys nocked arrows. She moved toward Taren, thinking to shield him with her own body if it came to that, for she could not deflect a magical bolt.

Yet another bolt of fire suddenly lanced down out of the sky and struck the lead erinys in the back, sending her spiraling downward with a pained shriek. Creel met her, impaling her on his sword as she fell and dashing her to the ground. He hacked her head from her body.

The other two erinys wheeled around, searching for their ambusher, yet were momentarily blinded by the sun’s disc as a shadow passed across it. One of them took a flaming arrow to the face and tumbled from the sky. Mira was bewildered to note the attacker appeared to be another erinys, this one with black hair shorn short at her neck and left longer at the bangs. This new arrival dove from on high, loosing another arrow, but her target dropped below it. She was then forced to tuck into a tight roll to evade an incoming fiery arrow. The black-haired erinys twisted and spun, drawing closer, as her prey continued to fire upon her. She evaded a second and a third arrow before a fourth struck her wing. The fiery bolt glanced off harmlessly and streaked away over the woods. Then the attacker fell upon her prey.

She drew something from her hip, what looked to be a hilt and crossguard of a sword. When drawn, it burst into flame, a fountain of hellfire issuing from the crossguard, black and red flames roiling and sparking. The two erinys collided in a flurry of wings and scrabbling claws. The defender tried to get one last shot off, but her arm fell away instead, cleaved off by the burning sword. The bow remained in the clenched fist, the flames extinguishing as it plummeted into the forest. Another stroke of the flaming sword plunged through the erinys’s breast, the hellfire boiling over her. When the sword-wielding erinys drew her blade free, her opponent fell lifelessly from the sky, trailing smoke. A loud crack sounded when her broken body struck the thick bough of a tree, and she lay there, folded backward over the branch like a child’s broken kite.

The companions watched warily as the newly arrived erinys drifted down toward them with slow, graceful beats of her wings. She sheathed the hellfire blade, the flames extinguishing once she latched it to her hip. In her other hand, she held her bow unthreateningly.

Mira moved up beside Creel and Ferret, poised to attack the creature, but she held out her hands placatingly.

“I have no desire to fight you, mortals,” she said, her voice low and throaty, deeper than her fellow erinys, yet also sounding like a damaged musical instrument. She landed lightly upon avian feet and regarded them with striking eyes, like flecks of polished gold suspended in pitch. Scars and brands mottled the exposed flesh of her face, neck, and arms, like an attempt to mar what must have once been unearthly beauty. She folded her wings neatly behind her back.

Taren and Sianna approached cautiously, clearly both entranced and unnerved by the creature.

“Who are you, and why did you fall upon these others?” Creel asked. He lowered his sword but still looked wary.

“You may call me Sirath.” She studied each of them a long moment with her piercing gaze.

When Sirath locked eyes with her, Mira sensed the creature’s power but not the beguiling force of whatever charm the other had used against her.

“I destroyed my sisters in order to thwart my foe, who dispatched them to capture your young queen.” Sirath nodded at Sianna.

The queen cleared her throat and stepped forward, her bearing dignified with head high and shoulders back. “Thank you for your timely aid, Sirath. Might we repay you somehow?”

“Careful, Your Majesty,” Creel warned. “She is a fiend of the Abyss, and you do not want to make a pact with such as her.”

Clearly amused, Sirath swiveled her head to regard Creel a moment before returning her attention to Sianna. “He is wise to caution you, yet there is naught you can give that I want. That which I seek no mortal can provide.” Her gaze shifted to Taren, and her eyes narrowed as if puzzled. “You are of the same blood as one to whom I owe much.” After a moment, a smile came to her lips, like a glimpse of sunlight through the clouds, revealing her once ethereal beauty. “Ah. Now her plans become transpicuous. She will become enraged to know both of those she seeks have slipped through her grasp.”

“Whom do you speak of?” Sianna asked. “Is it that fiend with silver eyes who attacked the castle, the one who calls herself Nesnys?”

“Yes, that is so. She and I are old nemeses, and I would thwart her ambitions. Know that she has the favor of Lord Shaol himself and tremendous resources at her disposal. I do not yet know the scope of their plans, yet I shall attempt to ascertain what they are. I sense this warmongering is but a cover for something much greater.”

“You said she seeks us. Why is that?” Taren asked.

Sirath tilted her head, an avian mannerism. “The rightful queen, because she poses a danger if she can rally the kingdom behind her. And you, for the blood running through your veins. She seeks vengeance on her sister—your mother, I would guess. Neratiri.”

“But I’ve never known her. How…” Taren trailed off as his eyes widened.

“And she was wise to make it so, yet despite her precautions, here you are, on the run and caught up in schemes beyond your ken. The gods manipulate their pawns in a great game, and all we can do is accept the fate they deal us.”

They were silent for a long moment, digesting her words.

“Will you join with us?” Sianna asked. “You would prove a powerful ally.”

Sirath didn’t reply right away, perhaps considering her offer. “No, I prefer what solitude I might find alone. There is much I must contemplate, but I shall not hinder you or yours. I know not where my own fate will lead, yet I sense in time our paths may cross again. Farewell, mortals, and be not always so trusting of whoever comes across your path acting as a friend.” She dipped her head and leaped into the air, her broad wings beating powerfully until she soared off out of sight.

Everyone exchanged confused glances, not quite sure what had transpired yet glad to have narrowly survived another attack.

“Help! Over here!” Iris was waving to them from a short distance away, beneath the trees.

“Rafe,” Sianna said and ran over to her friends.




***




Sianna fell to her knees beside Rafe and Iris. The guard lay on his back, Iris clutching his right hand. His left hand was maimed, missing the last two fingers, the skin blackened and wounds cauterized from the fiery arrow that had struck him. His upper chest was bleeding from a shard of metal shrapnel that had pierced his mail shirt.

Sianna squeezed his shoulder, again feeling useless at her ignorance of how best to treat his injuries. “Oh, gods, Rafe.” You can’t die on me.

“Y-your Majesty,” he stammered, face pale and skin clammy. “I’m sorry I failed to defend you.”

“Hush, Rafe. Just rest,” Sianna said.

“I think he’s in shock.” Iris smoothed his sweaty hair from his forehead.

Creel joined them, inspecting Rafe’s mangled hand and the piece of shrapnel in his chest. Despite Creel’s own chest wound, he seemed to be not only barely injured, yet somehow even regaining strength. Sianna winced at the sight of the blackened flesh gaping in his chest through a hole in his leather cuirass.

“At least it wasn’t your sword hand, Rafe,” Creel said. “Good thing you were holding your helm, or you’d likely be dead right now.” He looked at Sianna. “If that piece of metal hasn’t gone too deep, I think he’ll survive, barring a pierced artery in there. The hand he’ll just have to live with.”

Ferret picked up and examined a curved piece of metal, the remainder of Rafe’s helm. The steel had burst asunder, split into several protruding shards resembling the petals of a flower.

They took some time to tend to Rafe. Creel plucked the shard of metal from the guard’s chest and directed Iris to hold a cloth to the wound. The puncture wasn’t as deep as Sianna had feared. Once the bleeding subsided somewhat, Creel readied his bone needle and gut string, but Iris insisted she could do a better job stitching up his wound than the crude work Creel had done earlier. The warrior happily relinquished the duty to Iris, looking amused.

Sianna was proud of her friend—Iris was becoming a survivor, learning to do what needed to be done to aid the group. A week or two past, she’d likely have fainted or retched in disgust at the sight of such ugly wounds.

Although she looked pale and flinched the first few times she jabbed Rafe, Iris did a competent job, sewing the injury up cleanly. Rafe gave her encouragement throughout the process, and when it was finished, she held the water skin to his lips so that he could drink deeply. Creel prepared a pungent salve on a flat stone with some herbs and reagents from a satchel. Iris gently rubbed the salve over Rafe’s stitched-up chest wound and also his burned hand before bandaging them. As Creel had said, there was little else that could be done for the guardsman’s injuries.

“It’s good that Rafe will recover.” Taren had approached while Sianna was watching them treat the guard. “He seems like a good man.”

She nodded, meeting his rust-colored eyes. “He is—I trust him with my life.”

“I’m sorry for earlier. I shouldn’t have, um, manhandled you in such a manner.” He looked embarrassed. “I was afraid for your safety, especially with Rafe and Creel already down.”

Sianna considered him anew, especially in light of what Sirath had revealed. She was curious as to what the erinys had referenced and how this young man might fit into Nesnys’s schemes. She was, however, impressed with his chivalry in shielding her from harm. “I forgive you… on one condition.” She pinned him with a stern look as her mother might have, folding her arms across her chest.

“Anything—just speak it.” He looked down at his feet, as though afraid to garner her displeasure. She didn’t think him cowed, just a bit dejected by her tough act.

“You must tell me of what that creature Sirath spoke of—about how Nesnys wishes to use you to get revenge on your mother.”

Taren looked relieved. “Oh, of course, Your Majesty. Your kingdom is at stake, so it’s only right you know all the facts in order to make necessary decisions.”

“Just Sianna, remember? What you say is true, but my thoughts were more curiosity than anything. It may seem a selfish wish, but I’d enjoy learning more about my traveling companions.” She couldn’t keep up her stern mask any longer, and a smile slipped free. “Tell me on the road—it looks as if the others are ready to continue onward. And a warm meal and soft bed tonight are worth a hard day’s travel.” She moved past him but not before she glimpsed his relieved grin.

She caught Iris looking at her curiously, and her own smile slipped as she composed herself. But Iris didn’t seem to be in the mood to lecture her or pester her with questions. Instead, she simply looked frightened by their ordeal.

Sianna wondered if something was wrong with her, for she hadn’t felt scared since meeting their new companions, even during the erinys attack. She considered how Taren and Mira often discussed the Weave. She was familiar with the concept and couldn’t help but think perhaps they were right, that they had been drawn together for a reason only the gods knew.




***




Following the attack, the rest of the day passed uneventfully. Creel kept one eye on the path, the other toward the skies. He was relieved when they made it until nightfall without any further attacks or signs of pursuit.

With Rafe’s and Iris’s injuries, their progress was slower than he was hoping for, but nobody complained. Instead, everyone seemed to be at ease with the more relaxed pace. Taren and Sianna in particular seemed to be enjoying themselves, spending the greater part of the afternoon in easy conversation.

You’d best lose any thoughts on that front, lad. She’s a queen and is destined to marry highborn. Very young and inexperienced though… and perhaps too soft-hearted to spurn you.

Sianna had conducted herself well in dealing with the situation thus far, particularly in handling the captive Nebarans. Yet he knew in their current, perilous circumstances, she would doubtless need to leverage her blood and station in order to salvage her kingdom—and that likely meant marrying to consolidate her power in the weeks and months ahead.

His mind turned to what lay ahead. He intended to take them to a safe place once they reached Llantry. Also, he was looking forward to seeing his old friend Brom and his wife again… and then there was Rada.

Best not think on her right now.

With some difficulty, he instead thought of the plans they’d made the prior night, to part ways. He was almost tempted to go with Taren and the others, both to try to aid Ferret and simply for curiosity’s sake as to the new stewardship in Nexus, but he decided against it. The fact that he was powerless to aid Ferret especially irked him, particularly after she’d spent much of her time looking after him during his confinement at Ammon Nor, but he trusted Taren to take care of her. And Nexus was as good a destination as any to seek a remedy for her condition. Creel’s duty now lay with his young queen—to protect her that she might see another dawn. What she chose to do with the next day and the one after were her concern. Ensuring she lived to rally a nation behind her seemed the best way to use his skills, which he hoped would save Ketania and the land he called home. That monumental task would take a healthy dollop of diplomacy, charisma, and grit. Grit was something he knew quite well, but the other two factors were beyond him. He was neither diplomatic nor inspirational—both crucial qualities of a leader. Sianna showed great promise, however, and he had no doubt she would make a fine leader someday. He just hoped she would live to see that day and it wouldn’t arrive too late.

They pressed onward until well after dusk, knowing they were close to Llantry. The promise of a warm meal and comfortable bed was a potent motivator to their weary bodies. Several hours after sunset, they broke from the woods, and there, a mile past the fields of nearby farmsteads, stood the gates of the sprawling city. A multitude of lights lit up the night, ranging from streetlights to candles in windows, the low-hanging clouds reflecting the lambency with a soft glow. Castle Llantry was visible on its bluff above the city, the foreboding ramparts illuminated in places, as were windows in the keep.

Ferret walked up to stand beside him. “So that’s why it’s called the City of Lights. I never imagined such a huge city. It must be thrice the size of Ammon Nor.”

“Much larger than that, I reckon. Perhaps eight or ten times the size. You can’t even see the port from here and all that surrounds it.”

Sianna approached and stood regarding Llantry for a silent moment. “Where shall we go, Master Creel? I fear spies and assassins yet lurk in the shadows.”

“Aye, as do I. I know a safe place, an inn run by a trusted friend. We’ll be safe there for a night, provided you aren’t recognized. Be sure to keep your cowl drawn low—the same for Iris and Rafe, for they are known about the castle and could be identified as your associates.”

They crossed a field and then followed a country lane that joined a broad road leading up to the gates. As they approached the city, nearly their entire group was cloaked and hooded. Fortunately, the night carried a chill wind blowing off the sea, thick with the smell of brine, so they didn’t look too out of place among the few other travelers and merchants approaching the gates. As this was the capital of Ketania, the gates traditionally remained open all night in Llantry although with circumstances being what they were, Creel feared a curfew might have been implemented.

The guard presence was substantially increased, yet fortunately, the gates remained open. A cluster of guards stood around eyeing travelers as they passed. Creel moved to walk beside Sianna and her two friends while he motioned Taren and the others to fall back a few hundred paces to walk near a traveling merchant’s cart so they didn’t draw undue attention with such a large group.

He needn’t have worried. The guards didn’t seem overly concerned with any of them. A few, in fact, were surreptitiously passing around a wineskin. Only a few men looked like seasoned veterans. The rest must have been conscripts, both old and young, and clearly uncomfortable in their livery and armor.

If I was still a sergeant of the Watch, I’d have those men’s arses for such indolence, times being what they are.

Once through the gates, they walked together in a group again. Creel guided them along the Royal Way, the broad avenue that extended the city’s entire length, continuing up the hill and eventually culminating at the castle gates. Two- and three-story buildings lined the road, a healthy mix of shops, restaurants, inns, and taverns. Just before the main market, he turned left toward the bay and took a winding street that emptied onto a square overlooking the harbor below. He could see the distant glow of lanterns on larger ships anchored farther out on the water.

Then he saw their destination just to his right, its façade providing an impressive view over the bay. A shingle hung over the door with a proud warrior standing with one foot resting upon the chest of a slain giant, sword stuck in its chest. The Giantslayers Inn, the sign read.

Creel’s throat was suddenly dry, and he felt nervous about opening that door. He hadn’t set foot in the inn for several years. His old friend Brom would understand his absence, and they’d catch up on old times without missing a beat. But Rada, on the other hand… She could be prickly at times, and as was usual for their on-again, off-again relationship, he hadn’t departed on the best of terms.

Someone cleared their throat, and he looked over to see Ferret’s glowing purple eyes staring at him. He wondered for a brief moment how she managed to produce such a sound.

“Is this the place, Dak? What are we waiting for?”

Creel let out a long breath. “Nothing. Let’s go.”

He gripped one of the heavy bronze handles, sculpted to resemble a warhammer, and pulled the sturdy oak door open. He stepped aside, holding the door for his companions to enter, and the sounds and smells of home washed over him.




















Chapter 26

The night finally arrived with a slight chill in the air, which excited Elyas nearly as much as did the prospect of fighting and gaining acceptance to the ranks of the gladiators.

So there is such a thing as seasonal change in this wretched arsehole of the world.

He tried to think of home and how the leaves would be falling from the trees, of needing to gather a comfortable supply of firewood for the cold nights and sealing the cracks in the house with pitch against the bitter winters. Here, in the far reaches of Nebara near the Azure Sea, winter was but an abstract idea. Days were still scorchingly hot, the nights at least bringing some relief. But a cold snap had arrived, unusual for this part of the empire, from what he’d gleaned from muttered conversations.

His nostalgic thoughts brought back the harsh reality that he’d never see home again, which hit him like a gut punch. His father was dead, his home destroyed. Only the gods knew where Taren had gotten to, but he prayed his cousin was well.

The men had been issued rough tunics and jerkins this night, and Elyas delighted at the chill on his bare arms. He left his jerkin unfastened in the front, for the cool air made him feel rejuvenated—more alive than ever during the daytime’s stifling heat.

He sat in the back of a large uncovered wagon, chained up with the other fourteen men around him. All but he and Harlan were gladiators, victors of past battles and accepted to the brotherhood. They boasted and talked amongst themselves, but Elyas knew there was always a seed of fear beneath the bluster, for they were destined to fall in the pits one day. Such was the life of a gladiator. Even in the submission bouts, often in the rage of battle, men had been known to be cut down, and accidental strikes could be crippling or fatal.

“Hope you two maggots got yer fill of buggering each other,” growled Udarr, one of Caul’s cronies. He looked from Elyas to Harlan with an amused leer. “When the night’s through, you’ll only have flies tonguing yer arseholes.”

This brought a rumble of gruff laughter, which Elyas ignored. Harlan stared blankly out into the darkness, and Elyas wondered if his friend had even heard Udarr. They’d heard enough jeers and insults hurled at them over the past weeks. The time to prove themselves worthy as fellow members of the brotherhood was upon them, and the verbal and physical abuse should slacken, if not disappear altogether. Another group of recruits were due any day, and they would become the focus of that unwanted attention.

Survive or die—either way, their words will mean nothing after tonight.

He briefly wondered if his friend would survive the night. Harlan had been unusually quiet and introspective even for him the past couple days, and Elyas hoped he was focused on the task at hand. With his quickness, Harlan had a good chance of emerging victorious, provided his bout didn’t devolve into a grappling or strength contest, in which case he was likely done for.

A roaring soon reached his ears over the clopping of hooves and crunch of gravel beneath the wagon wheels. They approached an area situated between a pair of stony bluffs, the sides carved out to form a theater of sorts, with rows of stone steps serving as seating to either side. The arena was bathed in orange firelight, shining on the faces of the boisterous crowd cheering and celebrating in the stands. Wine and ale appeared to be flowing plentifully, from what Elyas glimpsed. A troupe of dancers and minstrels performed on the pit floor, getting the crowd riled up while the gladiators gathered and prepared.

The instant the wagon stopped, Shoat was there to unlock their chains. Dirich waved them out of the wagon, directing them into one of a series of low stone buildings that served as holding pens. The men crammed inside, a dozen house guards loitering outside the door. A pair of slave boys lugged several heavy chests inside filled with weapons and armor. Water skins were passed around, and several gladiators stepped outside under guard to relieve themselves, Elyas included. He glimpsed three other buildings teeming with gladiators, indicating four houses were participating in these games.

Upon his return, he helped himself to weapons and piecemeal armor from the chests, with Dirich directing everyone on how to outfit themselves. Elyas couldn’t figure out if there was any reason to how he outfitted each man or if it was at random, but soon each of them was ready, awaiting his moment of glory.

Dirich departed, and Shoat remained with the men. Long minutes passed while the noises of the crowds subsided, becoming an anxious rumbling. Elyas said a quick silent prayer to Anhur to grant him favor in the pit.

Dirich poked his head in the room abruptly. “Shoat, get the worms ready. They’re up first, fighting as a pair.”

Elyas was surprised at that, but having paired fights lined up wasn’t unusual. He’d been expecting each to be on his own although they’d trained in team fighting. This would be good since the two had developed a camaraderie and seemed skilled at predicting each other’s moves. A couple of the gladiators wished them luck, but many ignored them or hurled one final insult.

The two of them wore open-faced helms and leather cuirasses with their traditional short breeches cut off at midthigh. They also wore bracers and greaves of boiled leather, along with the sandals they were accustomed to. Already, the boiled leather was chafing against Elyas’s bare skin. He was armed with a battle-axe and shield, Harlan a short sword and buckler. Normally, he would have preferred the sword, but Wyat had trained him with an axe as well, and he’d only grown more proficient in recent days.

Shoat ensured their readiness then gripped their arms and hustled them out the door. Dirich waved them to follow, and a moment later, they stepped onto the packed dirt of the arena floor.

This pit wasn’t belowground as the first had been. Instead, the theater rose up above them, although the effect was much the same, the feeling of confinement with the hollering crowd looking down at them. A large bonfire burned at each corner of the floor, and torches lined the aisles in the stands. He marveled at the numbers of spectators—a thousand or more people loomed above the arena floor. The center section of the front row to one side had an awning raised overhead and was screened off at the rear to separate the nobles from the masses. He glimpsed Lord Pasikos and his consort along with a number of nobles from the other houses and their distinguished guests.

Put up a pitiful performance here, and my name will forever be met with scorn. A moment later, he realized the foolishness of his concern. Ha—put up a pitiful performance, I’ll be dragged off by my ankles, blood watering the dirt.

Dirich spoke, drawing his attention back to the slave master. “This is your chance to shine. I’ve seen you two at practice and know what you can do. Cover each other’s backs and fight as a team. If the gods favor you, you shall step out of the pit members of the brotherhood and worms no longer.” Dirich nodded and slapped each of them hard on the back then stepped back into the line of slave masters, henchmen, and guards.

Two other men strode onto the floor at the opposite end of the pit. They were both burly men although neither was quite the size of Elyas. Both wore similar attire: piecemeal boiled leather, one man with a broadsword and shield, the other a pair of short swords.

An old man with close-cropped white hair and beard stepped onto the floor, dressed in colorful robes. He held some kind of brass horn to his mouth, and when he spoke, it amplified his voice, causing it to boom and reverberate off the stands and hillsides.

“Good evening, gentlemen and ladies. Tonight, we host a number of bouts for your enjoyment between some of the most fearsome and deadly gladiators on the entire continent!” The old man waited for the cheering to die down. “But first, we must allow the worms to compete—a pair of initiation matches to weed out the scum. We’ve paired them up so that the rubbish will be disposed with quicker and waste less of your time.” Elyas was surprised at the impassioned cheers for men who hadn’t even earned the title gladiator. Perhaps the spectators were simply eager to see some bloodshed.

The announcer had a smirk on his lips as he waved the crowd to silence. “And now, I present from the Houses Gornella and Pasikos, fighters who would seek to prove themselves worthy of donning the mantle of gladiators.”

From the enthusiasm of the crowd, Elyas thought a brawl between crones at a fish market would likely make them cheer. Nonetheless, he felt a knot of anxiety stealing into his gut as the moment rapidly approached, the same he had felt staring down the enemy on the battlefield. A glance at Harlan showed his friend looking pale, but he met Elyas’s eyes and nodded solemnly, resolved to either survive the night or earn a clean death.

“And now, the nameless worms will take the arena. If they should survive to walk off the sands victorious, they will be given names and added to the ranks of gladiators!” The cheers intensified even more.

As the announcer prattled on to drum up the intensity, Elyas glanced back at the nobles and gasped when he saw her there. She was sitting on one side of Pasikos, the lord’s consort on the other, but he had eyes only for the first woman. She reclined on the grandiose seat provided her, feet resting casually on the low wall separating them from the combatants.

Nesnys—the one who was responsible for his fate.

She looked different yet still striking—her wings were gone, and she wore a leather sleeveless jerkin and snug breeches tucked into knee-high boots, her garb showing off her muscular physique to good effect. Her ashen hair was flowing loosely down her back, a strand stirring in the breeze and blowing into her face. Her eyes were a pale gray rather than silver. Despite the changes in physical appearance, he had no doubt it was her. He recognized the distinctive longsword and dagger belted at her waist.

Nesnys brushed the stray hair back from her face, a surprisingly human gesture. Her eyes met Elyas’s, and her lips curled in a smile. They regarded each other for a long moment before Elyas wrenched his gaze away, forcing himself to focus on his approaching opponent, now only a few paces distant. The old man had wrapped up his spiel and was retreating toward his seat near the nobles.

Elyas felt flushed in spite of the evening chill, and his emotions churned at the sight of Nesnys. Anger, hate, fascination, desire… all seemed to cycle through him so swiftly he didn’t know what his true feelings for her were.

“The gods watch over you, Elyas,” Harlan said, nervously adjusting his grip on his sword.

“You as well, my friend. After this, we’ll be nameless no more.”

“Fight!” the announcer boomed over the crowd noise.

Elyas advanced with a confident stride, relieved to finally be turned loose to perform an activity he knew well. Harlan kept pace to his left. They slowed a couple paces from their opponents. The man with sword and shield had a smashed nose, obviously broken a number of times. The smaller man with the paired swords was missing an ear. The crowd cheered louder as the fighters sized each other up, then suddenly Flat Nose bellowed and charged.

Elyas met his attack. He raised his shield and blocked the overhand sword strike with the rim, bringing his axe across in a chop at his foe’s ribs. Flat Nose blocked with his own shield, then they were shoving into each other, shields battering and weapons hacking away. Elyas was younger and stronger, but his opponent was obviously a veteran fighter. Each attack he attempted, his opponent parried or caught against his shield, all while keeping Elyas pressed to defend himself.

Harlan didn’t seem to be having much better luck. He stabbed and slashed swiftly, but his foe’s paired weapons seemed to confound his attacks, and he was often forced to defend himself, giving ground and dodging as much as he used his buckler.

Elyas circled around Flat Nose, pushing him back with a series of methodical attacks as he probed for weaknesses in his defense. He abruptly relented, jumping back to avoid a slash at his thigh, then responded with a shield bash, clipping the elbow of Flat Nose’s sword arm. Flat Nose fumbled his grip on his sword for a mere instant, but it was all Elyas needed. He brought his axe down on the rim of Flat Nose’s shield, catching it beneath the axe’s beard, then yanked his shield wide. Flat Nose was unable to either dodge or bring his sword up in time to defend Elyas’s next shield bash. His shield boss took Flat Nose right on the chin, breaking bone. The man staggered momentarily, then Elyas buried his axe in Flat Nose’s skull, splitting his helm like an eggshell, bits of gore leaking out around his blade.

The crowd roared as Flat Nose fell. Elyas pumped his axe in the air, caught up in the frenzy and reveling in the admiration of the crowd. He looked around to check on Harlan. He would not intervene unless Harlan was in danger of his life, giving his friend the opportunity to earn his own victory.

Harlan’s opponent was limping from a deep gash in his thigh, and he was clearly slowing. One Ear was forced back as Harlan pressed the attack. He parried one sword wide then stepped inside, his buckler catching the second blade and giving him just enough time for his short sword to swiftly jab into One Ear’s gut. Harlan withdrew his blade and darted back before One Ear could respond. He needn’t have bothered. One of the swords tumbled from One Ear’s hands, and he touched the hole in his gut as if disbelieving.

“Finish him! Finish him!” the crowd chanted.

Harlan looked to Elyas, clearly disgusted at the spectacle, but Elyas nodded in response.

“Give them what they want,” he called. “We’ll be done with this soon enough.”

Harlan nodded, clenching his jaw grimly, then lunged in and drove his sword neatly through One Ear’s heart. One Ear must have had a flair for the dramatic, for he staggered around a moment clutching his chest before his legs realized he was dead. The crowd’s roar grew deafening at One Ear’s faceplant into the dirt.

By then, the old announcer was already back on his feet. “The worms of House Pasikos have proven themselves worthy of being called gladiator and having names bestowed upon them. The next time you see them before you, they shall be true gladiators!”

Elyas glanced over at the nobles’ box. Pasikos looked well pleased. He had a goblet of wine in his jeweled hand and was chatting idly with Nesnys. She was regarding Elyas with an intensity that made a shiver run down his spine before she smiled and turned back to her host.

“Well done, you two!” Dirich clapped Elyas and Harlan on their backs as they walked off the arena floor, as if they were all old drinking companions. “I knew you were better than that other sorry lot.” His grin was full of crooked brown teeth.

Several servants scurried out to drag the corpses away. A moment later, the announcer was hyping up the next bout.

“Shoat, take these two to the healer to get checked out,” Dirich directed. Without waiting for an answer, he went to talk to Rihat, the next gladiator up.

“Not bad for new slaves.” Shoat’s thick lips parted in a smile that was more of a grimace. “Now you get names like real men.”

They returned to the holding pen and stripped off their armor and weapons, returning them to the equipment chests. Then Shoat led them back outside, away from the crowd to the waiting transport wagon. Edara was waiting in the back, and a few guards stood nearby, craning their necks, obviously disappointed to be out of sight of any of the action.

“So you survived,” Edara remarked drolly, beckoning Elyas and Harlan to sit on the edge of the wagon. “Let’s get a look at how bad it was this time.”

Elyas hadn’t even realized he had a long cut in the meat of his forearm near his elbow, just behind the edge of the bracer. Other than that, he hadn’t received any wounds in the battle. Harlan had a shallow gash on a shoulder and another on one thigh.

While Edara got to work cleaning and applying salve to their wounds, Elyas momentarily closed his eyes, listening to the thunder of the crowd as Rihat faced off with his opponent. He wondered when they’d be trusted enough to get their own chambers and a chance at escape.

When he reopened his eyes a moment later, Nesnys was standing before him. He started, and Edara glanced up at her curiously, obviously not knowing who or what she was.

“You fought well in that bout,” Nesnys said, regarding Elyas intently. “But then I knew you would prove a worthy acquisition.”

“Acquisition?” he asked stupidly, not knowing what else to say. His wits weren’t keeping up.

“Of course. I spared your life on the battlefield, and as such, you belong to me now.”

“And what of it? Why this game?” He was unable to look away from her powerful allure. Without a blade in hand and not spattered with blood, she bore little resemblance to the brutal fiend he had crossed blades with on the battlefield over the corpse of his dead king.

Nesnys shrugged. “It amuses me, for one thing. At times, I tire of the monotonous grind of commanding the war effort. Leave us,” she snapped at Edara and Harlan as though noticing them for the first time.

The healer cast Nesnys an annoyed glance as though she might protest, but Elyas caught her eye and shook his head. Harlan was eyeing Nesnys with a look on his face as if he had a bellyful of spoiled milk. With a curt nod, Edara climbed out of the cart then grabbed Harlan’s arm and steered him away.

“I have no patience for politics and diplomacy. My nature is to take what I want by force and destroy those that stand against me.” Nesnys stepped up close enough to Elyas that he could feel the warmth of her breath on his cheek. She was tall, and they were nearly eye to eye with him sitting on the back of the wagon. Her fingers were cool when she idly rested her hand on his bare thigh just above his knee. “Yet I have other desires as well. I am not wholly without beneficence—I reward loyalty and valued service.” Her hand inched upward, slowly sliding higher, until she was pushing up the leg of Elyas’s short breeches.

He suddenly found swallowing difficult due to her nearness, her pale-gray eyes holding his own, and he thought for a moment that he couldn’t hide anything from her, that she could see into the darkest recesses of his mind and spot the desire festering there.

“Continue to prove yourself in the pits, and if you remain alive, one day soon I may invite you to join me. I have need of a champion—one who can inspire loyalty and courage and lead my troops into battle. I have other, more important demands on my time than leading mortal troops. You could act as my tool, to lead my army and be instrumental in our victory.”

Nesnys’s hand stopped advancing, resting with a slight pressure against his groin. Elyas found himself stirring at her touch, to his shame. Her jerkin was unlaced at the top, and he could see the swell of her breasts within and was aware of the lean muscles of her thigh pressed against his knee.

Nay. I will not serve this fiend or play her games. She’s behind the death of my da and countless others. He pushed her hand away.

“I will not betray my country and lead war against it.”

She snatched his hand in hers, the grip like iron. Annoyance flashed over her features for an instant and was gone. Instead, a sultry smile took its place.

“What have your king and country ever given you? You served them to the best of your ability, even valiantly attempted to save an old, foolish king for no reason other than simple loyalty. And how was your valor recognized? None even shed a tear over your loss, that I am sure of. Instead, they turn their hopes blindly toward a young girl who would be queen, one barely of an age to quicken a child in her belly. Give me your loyalty instead. I shall treat you with the honor a mighty warrior deserves and reward you appropriately.”

Her words struck him as if she were somehow drilling them into his mind, and he found himself listening despite himself. He stared into her pale eyes, finding it exceedingly difficult to look away.

What have my countrymen done for me but become unmanned at the sight of their king falling, abandoning me to the wretchedness of slavery? He tried to drink in every detail of her face: the curve of her lips, the glint of white teeth, the fall of ashen hair across her forehead… and those intense eyes, now filled with fire from her passionate overture.

With a supreme effort of will, he managed to break her gaze, shaking his head as he sought to recollect his thoughts. This fiend seeks to bewitch me, trap me in her lies. His gaze fell on her bone dagger, its hilt inches from his grasp.

It could all be over in a moment… Snatch her dagger free and plunge it into her belly.

He tried to pull his hand away from hers, and she held him a moment longer before relinquishing her grip.

“I can be an appreciative mistress and generous with rewards.”

His eyes went from her face, her red lips forming the words she spoke, and slid back down to the sheathed dagger. ’Twould be a simple matter to draw it, and a quick stab…

“As my champion,” she was saying, “you might perhaps even aid your Ketanian people with more merciful treatment. Negotiating an unconditional surrender could spare much bloodshed. Remember what I offer you, Elyas son of Wyat, and think on this well. We shall speak again.”

Nesnys turned on her heel and walked away. The moment to strike slipped past and was gone. He cursed himself for not seizing the opportunity to try to end her. By her own words, a single touch of that blade could be fatal.

But as he watched her stride away, noting the sinuous way she moved, so confident and powerful, he felt the burning shame as that dark part of him was drawn to her, and it seemed to be growing in influence against his better judgment.

Nesnys slipped through the masses, many of them unknowingly giving her a wide berth, perhaps sensing the coiled danger hidden in that fair form, and was gone.

Elyas let out a long breath and was left sitting there alone with his confused thoughts, his heart racing as if he’d fought a second battle on the heels of the first, this one for his very soul.

“That woman… Was she who I suspect?” Harlan asked him some time later when they had returned to the holding pen, awaiting the culmination of the other fights.

Elyas sighed. “Aye. Nesnys, the imperial warlord. She apparently wears some type of magical glamour to disguise her demonic appearance and fancies herself my owner.” His mouth twisted in distaste at the word.

“She was the one who slew the king?” Harlan’s gaze was intense.

“Aye, that she did.” He could again see King Clement’s shocked face, the sword jutting from his chest, and Nesnys’s triumphant expression.

Harlan’s face was wracked with grief. “Ah, gods. Did he die well? You never really said how…”

“Aye, from what little I could see of it. He died a warrior on the field of battle, defending his kingdom. Any soldier would be proud to serve such a king.” He studied Harlan’s reaction, surprised at the depth of his grief for the king. Did he know the man, perhaps worked in the court?

“What does that fiend want with you?” Harlan asked when he’d composed himself. “She looked as though she was doing more than simply taunting you.”

“She seems to think she did me a favor sentencing me to this life of misery and offered me my freedom if I join her.”

Harlan’s eyebrows rose. “Join her? And betray your kingdom? That is Shaol’s own pact, my friend. I hope you aren’t seriously considering such a proposal.” When Elyas was slow to deny it, Harlan cursed and glared at him. “You’d best pray to the gods for wisdom if you actually are seriously considering her offer.” He spat on the ground and moved across the room to sit on a bench, shaking his head as though shocked that Elyas would even consider anything she offered.

He felt a surge of anger at his friend. What in the Abyss does he know about it? A damn scribe or minor lordling. How much time has he spent on the battlefield, bleeding for a king who gave not a shite for him?

Once his anger died, shame took its place. How can I even entertain such a thought? I will not let that spiteful seed she planted take root. Nesnys is the enemy and must die.




***




Nesnys smiled to herself as she walked away into the darkness beyond the arena. She was impressed with her plaything thus far. He fought well, which she already knew, but he was gaining an edge of brutality that had been lacking previously. She had touched his mind while speaking to him, sensing her words taking root among the conflicted thoughts within. The soil there was fertile for her offer, his hatred and anger and fear of her and what she stood for diminishing in the face of her persuasion, enhanced by a subtle psionic suggestion. But her words also complemented her physical appeal. And she sensed his desire quite clearly.

The fact he’d considered drawing Bedlam Judge to attack her but then not followed through with it pleased her greatly. His hungry glance at her dagger was obvious, and she’d almost dared him to draw it.

Soon, my champion… you’ll come to me freely. I’ll make you the greatest warrior this plane has ever known. And then nothing shall stand before us.

The other contests were of little interest to her. Had she nothing better to do, she might have remained to watch more bloodshed, yet duty was always calling. She spoke the words to teleport back to the Hall of the Artificers and check on the progress there, in a satisfied mood.




















Chapter 27

Ferret looked around the common room of the Giantslayers Inn, nodding in approval. The place was classy, much more so than the Disarmed Bandit, and even surpassing the finer establishments of Ammon Nor, at which she had never been welcomed but had seen enough of through the windows.

A warm fire crackled in a hearth in the center of the room, a cleverly designed cylindrical structure allowing light and heat to emanate in all directions. Burnished wood met her eyes wherever she looked, the lamplight’s reflections gleaming on the polished surfaces, and burgundy-dyed leather covered the seats of chairs and barstools. A long bar lined the wall to her left, with several tapped casks of ale and wine behind it.

A few people were in the common room, even at that late hour, sitting at booths along the right wall. Many glanced over curiously upon their entry but soon returned to their drinks and conversations.

So this is Dak’s “home”… Not too shabby.

She wished she could still smell, having no doubt the inn smelled of succulent food and quality ale, with perhaps a subtle scent of wood polish.

The party milled around inside the door, and Ferret could tell she wasn’t the only one impressed.

“Have a seat in the back,” Creel said, pointing toward a large table in an alcove with tied-back curtains flanking it, well away from any of the other patrons. “I’ll go shake the bushes and see if I can’t find us some service.”

Just as he was walking back toward the kitchen, an elderly dwarf with silver hair and beard and a bad limp shuffled out of the back. The two froze, staring at each other a moment before a broad smile broke out on the dwarf’s rugged face.

“Creel!” the dwarf exclaimed. “By the gods, man! It’s been years!”

“Brom!” Creel beamed and ran forward, dropping to a knee to embrace the old dwarf. They pounded each other’s backs heartily for a moment before he released the dwarf and stood again. “You’re looking well, my friend. How is the family?”

“Doing well. Me dear Selda is as lovely as ever. I got word from Ollie recently—he’s fixin’ to graduate from his apprenticeship to make journeyman stonemason. He’s working with the crew restoring Torval’s Hold to its former glory. And Tilda… just need to get me lass married off, then her mother and me will be greatly pleased.”

Ferret and the others slid into the booth at the back table while Creel and Brom chatted. Rafe looked pale and exhausted, as if he’d pass out at any moment, and Iris kept shooting him worried glances. Sianna kept her hood pulled as low as Ferret’s, the queen’s inquisitive eyes glittering beneath the cowl as she took everything in. Taren and Mira seemed more relaxed, studying the inn appreciatively.

A lot of love and pride have gone into this place.

Creel was at the door to the kitchen, patting a curvy, older dwarven woman on the back as she hugged him. Brom’s wife, I reckon.

An uncomfortable mix of feelings flashed through her: happiness, that Creel had such a place to call home, discomfort at intruding on that, and perhaps a bit of envy that she’d never found such a warm and welcoming place for herself.

Creel and Brom joined them at the table, and Creel released the thick burgundy curtains and drew them closed behind them. Brom raised a curious eyebrow but didn’t question the move.

“Allow me to introduce my old friend, Brom Stormbrew: giantslayer, monsters’ bane, and rescuer of maidens fair.”

“Bah. Creel’s killed ten times the monsters as me.” Despite his protestation, Brom looked pleased by the praise. “And these days, I’m but a simple proprietor.”

“And these are my companions.” Creel lowered his voice conspiratorially. “You can lower your hood now, Your Majesty. May I present Sianna Atreus, rightful Queen of Ketania.”

Brom’s eyes popped open nearly as wide as saucers.

“For obvious reasons, we’d like to keep her presence here a secret,” Creel added.

Brom made a clumsy bow. “Welcome to me humble establishment, Yer Majesty.”

“Just Sianna, please. In fact, it might be better if everyone calls me… Lana, in the event stray words could land in the wrong ear.”

Everyone nodded or murmured their agreement.

“Lana?” Iris asked with a grin.

Sianna shrugged. “She was my first horse I learned to ride.”

Creel introduced the rest of them in turn. The others had removed their cloaks and gotten comfortable, but Ferret kept hers on, hood up just because she would never feel comfortable in this new metal skin.

Once introductions were made, Brom said, “Come on, then. Let’s get ye all fed and liquored up properly. Travelin’ and fightin’ invader scum works up a mighty thirst, I reckon.” He took their orders and slipped back through the curtains, where Ferret could hear his baritone voice calling back to his wife in the kitchen.

“Nice place your friend has,” Taren said, and the others nodded agreement.

“It’s actually co-owned—well, make that tri-owned—but I’m not around much for the day-to-day operations. Just drop in and do my part to empty the larder on occasion. Which reminds me…” Creel’s brow furrowed, and he got up from his seat just as Brom returned, struggling to push through the curtains without dumping a tray of drinks.

“Where’s Tilda?” Creel asked, helping to untangle him.

“Ah, me lass went to stay with her aunt on her mother’s side a couple days. Helpin’ her out since she’s taken ill. She should be back on the morrow.” Brom set the drinks out then frowned at Ferret. “Ye sure I can’t get ye anything?”

She shook her head. “Nay, but thank you.”

“Brom… I’ve been meaning to ask about Rada…” Creel let that statement hang, and Ferret was surprised to note he seemed uneasy somehow. Dakarai Creel, who faced down fiends and ghouls and Nebaran cutthroats without breaking a sweat, suddenly seemed nervous.

Brom’s face fell, and he heaved a sigh. “Pincushion hasn’t been well, me friend. She took ill ’bout a month back… Well, ye’ll see for yerself. She be refusing any healers. It’s good ye’ve returned… Think it’ll do her good to see ye.”

Creel grimaced. “But we didn’t leave on the best of terms.”

“Bah! Ye left on the same terms ye always leave on, I reckon. Two ships tossed about in the stormy sea of life, eh?”

Creel sighed then looked embarrassed when he realized the others were sitting quietly, trying to look as though they weren’t listening in. “I better go see her.”

“Get some food and spirits in ye first. Ye’ll probably need it. I’d best go aid Selda.” He clapped Creel on the back and left them to their drinks.

Creel wasted no time in knocking back a slug of amber liquor from a fancy glass tumbler.

A short time later, Brom’s wife appeared with a tray loaded down with plates of food. She efficiently distributed everything, cast a questioning glance at Ferret, but shrugged when Creel shook his head. They all thanked her, and she departed looking well pleased by their reactions.

Judging by the pace at which her companions devoured their food, it must’ve been delicious. Rafe shoveled his food down like a starving man, and Taren was close behind. Creel cleared his plate then drained his second cup of spirits after having gone and helped himself to a refill.

Ferret silently cursed her fate again, which prevented her from eating or drinking or smelling anything, and slumped back in her seat, watching with envy as the others enjoyed their food and drink.

“Will you all be all right down here?” Creel asked after a long moment during which he was clearly working up to a decision. “Brom and Selda will set you up with rooms and baths.”

Sianna waved him away with a smile. “See to your friend. We’ll manage on our own.”

He nodded gratefully and slipped out through the curtains.

Ferret couldn’t help but wonder who this Rada was and why he was so nervous about seeing her.




***




The moment Creel opened the door, he knew her condition was bad. Something about the heavy air, filled with the smell of sickness, told him she hadn’t long to live.

She lay back in her bed, propped up by a mound of pillows, looking frail and wasted. He hadn’t seen her for nearly three years, and she’d been hale and fiery, just as she always had, although she’d obviously aged a bit over the decades they’d known each other, like a fine wine. Yet now, the years had finally caught up with Rada the Knife.

Her eyelids cracked open at the creak of the door. He hadn’t bothered to knock. He never did when they were together, and doing so now would’ve felt wrong. Despite her illness, Rada’s green eyes were clear and sharp, widening at the sight of him.

“Dak? I knew you’d come back to me. I dreamt it.” She reached out a thin hand, which he took, bringing it to his lips. Her smile wiped a decade or two off her thin face.

“Oh, Rada. I’m so sorry… I would’ve returned sooner had I known.” He sat on the edge of the bed and held her hand.

“What for? So you could commiserate with me? You’ve been busy out saving innocent folk from monsters and such. I wouldn’t have it any other way. We’ve had our adventures together, but now the gods are nearly ready to call me home.”

“Won’t you let me take you to a healer at least?”

She shook her head. “I can tell it’s almost time. No staving off the inevitable. This illness is wasting me away inside.” She touched one temple gingerly. “I have this constant damn headache and often get dizzy and nauseous. Sometimes it’s so bad I can’t even stand up. I get by with your old painkilling potion with poppy milk, but it makes me sleepy all the damned time. I’d rather remember my last days.”

He leaned over to kiss her cheek, but she turned her head so that their lips met. She gripped the back of his head with her free hand and held him so that he couldn’t pull away, not that he would’ve. Even with her waning health, she was still beautiful to him.

She released his head only to run a fingertip down the scar on his face. “This is new. How?” Surprise was evident in her voice.

“Accursed blade. I tangled with a servant of Veharis.” He grimaced at the memory, for the wound hadn’t healed cleanly, even with his regenerative ability.

“It makes you look even more dangerous.” She captured his hand and kissed his fingers.

Creel ran a hand through her hair, noticing that not only had it lost its deep coppery sheen, it felt almost brittle. “What brought this on? Do you have any idea?”

Rada shrugged. “Could be from using my talent, I suspect. I always got a wicked headache if I overexerted myself. Mayhap something finally burst in my skull.” At his anguished look, she smiled and ran a hand along his stubbled cheek. “No regrets, Dak. That’s what happens when you burn the candle from both ends, I reckon. A life lived fiercely.”

“And well,” he agreed.

“Put your arms around me,” she whispered. “Enough about me and my misery. Tell me what you’ve been up to.”

“I’m here with some friends I’ve met along the way. And this tale will be one that lasts long into the night.”

“What else have we got to do?” An old wicked gleam slipped into her eyes, and she kissed him again, with urgency this time. “Well, I’ve an idea, but first, let’s hear your story. And I’ll expect you to introduce me first thing in the morning.”

“We’re gonna need some drinks for that.”

“Well, what are you waiting for? Gods know I could use something that tastes better than that damnable potion of yours.”

He grinned and ruffled her hair then went to oblige her.




***




With Creel gone, the others turned in soon after their meal and drinks were finished. Selda showed them to their rooms and also the baths. Ferret declined a room, saying they were best off with saving it for paying customers. Brom had already vowed he’d accept not one copper from the group, not only since they were Creel’s friends, but also because hosting Sianna was an honor.

“If I need a room, I’ll borrow Dak’s,” Ferret said when Selda looked at her questioningly.

“Aye, suit yerself, lass,” the matronly dwarf said with a friendly smile.

Ferret roamed around the Giantslayers Inn after the others had retired. She paused to study the pieces of decor along the walls, finding them fascinating clues to the founders’ pasts. An old warhammer and battered shield were proudly displayed on the wall behind the bar, along with a fine dagger. She slipped behind the bar to more closely examine a piece of parchment tacked up beside the dagger. A fierce-looking, beautiful young woman’s portrait had been sketched. One side of her head was shorn short, while her remaining hair was combed down straight to the other side. The artist had really captured the woman’s personality. Her eyes seemed to twinkle with mischief, and that smile, Ferret imagined, was one that men would easily have come to blows over. “Rada the Knife,” a scrawling script read beneath the portrait.

“So she’s Dak’s woman,” Ferret said to herself, intrigued by the woman who could capture Creel’s heart.

Beside the sketch was a painting, obviously crafted by another hand. Although it was skillfully rendered with bright oil paints, it somehow lacked the liveliness and intimacy of Rada’s sketch, as though painted by a simple observer and not someone who truly knew the subjects. It portrayed Dakarai Creel, looking the same as he did now, a younger, yellow-haired Brom Stormbrew, and Rada the Knife, all standing beside a tall, blond-haired man who was holding aloft the massive severed head of a giant. Another sketch, by the first artist, had been pinned onto the painting—a young man, ruggedly handsome and dressed in furs in the manner of the northern barbarians. “Ebbo, son of Ulfar, of the White Bear Tribe,” the lettering read. That sketch was positioned as though this barbarian was meant to be with the group.

Fallen companion, I wonder?

“Ain’t that a motley group o’ arseholes?” Brom chuckled to himself as he limped over to stand beside Ferret. “Those were better days… afore we all got old. Well, all of us ’cept Creel, at any rate.”

Ferret smiled to herself, wondering what Creel had been like back then other than looking the same in appearance. “He truly doesn’t age?” She recalled Creel mentioning that during their late-night talks while keeping watch, but the fact hadn’t really struck home until now.

“Nay, not a day, and I’ve known him four decades or so now.”

“Is this… She’s the same Rada Dak asked about, right?” she asked, feeling stupid for the question as she pointed at the woman’s sketch.

“Aye, that’s Pincushion as a young lass. Ye’d never think that one there”—he nodded at Creel’s likeness—“would have any artistic skill other than findin’ ways o’ killing things, eh?”

“Dak sketched these?”

“Aye, he sure did. ’Tis a sad story. Those two were always meant for each other, methinks, though they never listened to their hearts. Too damn stubborn—they were always pushin’ each other away then comin’ back together then pushin’. Reckon it be almost too late now till he realized what he really wanted. Same for her.”

“I’d like to meet her… Anyone that can rein him in must be someone special.”

Brom chuckled. “Aye, right ye are.”

They both looked over to see Creel emerge from the back hallway where the owners’ rooms were. He looked somewhat dazed, his clothing rumpled and hair mussed. He walked past them, filled a cup with spirits, drained it in one go, then refilled it. He glanced over at the two of them then saluted with his tumbler and filled a second. He joined them, handing Brom the second tumbler. A smile worked its way onto Creel’s face with some difficulty, and Ferret caught a glimpse of a great underlying sadness.

“Ye two get all caught up?” Brom asked.

“Aye. As well as expected. She’s resting now.” Creel’s strained smile became more relaxed as he focused on the sketches and painting. “Ah, that was a quest for the ages. ’Tis a pity the bards aren’t filling ale houses from here to Coldshore with the tales of heroism and derring-do!” He and Brom clinked their mugs together and drank.

“I’ll tell the tale someday,” Ferret vowed quietly.

“Eh? What’s that, lass?” Brom asked.

“I’d like to tell that tale.”

Creel nodded sagely and, at Brom’s questioning look, explained, “She means to try her hand as a bard someday. Right, lass?”

“Aye. As soon as I’m cured of this.” Ferret made a vague wave at herself. She missed the broken lute she’d scavenged from the country cottage they’d stayed at. The others had seemed to enjoy her talentless attempts at entertaining with it, but the instrument was too badly damaged to bring along, so she’d left it at the home.

“She’s but an apprenticeship away from being a skilled bard, I reckon. Not only can Ferret play the lute, but this young lass has the courage of ten men!” Creel boasted, clearly drunk or nearly so. He put his arm around her shoulders companionably. “Brom, you should’ve seen her during the invasion of Ammon Nor. She braved the magical fog and thousands of murderous Nebaran dogs in the streets to sound the alarm bell that saved countless lives. Had the alarm not been raised, the town and the army would’ve been massacred that night. Much worse than they were, I mean.”

Ferret felt a rush of pride somewhere deep inside the small reservoir that remained of herself. She only wished she could feel Creel’s arm around her. He might have been well into his cups, but she craved the praise and affection, though she’d never admit that to anyone. 

“I reckon there’s a bloody good tale that needs tellin’.” Brom stroked his beard, eyeing Ferret appraisingly.

Having a reputation to uphold, however, she shrugged out from under Creel’s arm. “Dak exaggerates. I’d have been dead had I not freed him from his cage. The only reason I even made it to the alarm bell was because he was holding off those bastards, his sword already running red with their blood.”

“Lass, Creel is about as straight an arrow as ye’ll find. If he says it, then I don’t doubt ye’ve got the courage o’ Reiktir himself.” Brom grinned at her through his beard.

Ferret beamed, at least on the inside, from the compliment, deciding she liked the old dwarf. 

They made their way around the bar, where she was amused to find Creel had a reserved seat that was never to be used by anyone else, at least according to a placard on it. She left the two old friends there to drink and recount their adventures and begged off for the night.

Creel’s room was locked, although that had never posed her much of a problem before. It still didn’t—not too much, at least. Her fingers were clumsy compared to how nimble they had been, lacking any sense of feel, but even a novice could’ve picked the simple lock on the door. His room was stark and barren. Clearly, the chamber was barely ever used although it was clean and free of dust. Ferret couldn’t help but poke around, finding a huge trunk full of adventuring gear and a wardrobe filled with spare clothes. But save that, there was no heart to the room, no decorations or personal items to show who, if anyone, lived there. It could have simply been another unused room like the guest rooms upstairs.

She sat on his bed, knowing Creel would likely find his way back to Rada’s room. Even though she didn’t need to sleep, she was able to enter a restful state similar to what she imagined Mira found while meditating.

As the night passed, she thought of the events that had led her to that moment. She’d seen her city torn apart by war, her friend Enna butchered by a horrifying fiend, and of course, her own agonizing transformation into a clockwork machine. Her dreams of adventure had never featured such awful occurrences, but had war never come to Ammon Nor, neither would she have met Creel while looting corpses.

All in all, she had a good group of loyal friends, which as a waif beaten and bullied by Mudge back in Ammon Nor, was something she’d never had. Loyalty and compassion had been in short supply even among those she had loosely considered friends. She’d probably still be picking pockets and avoiding Mudge’s fists had she survived the ghouls on the battlefield. Certainly, she’d never have imagined she would be considered a hero for sounding an alarm bell or helping to rescue a queen from assassins. Creel and Brom’s praise and respect had filled her with a feeling of pride and self-respect she’d never known before, and that felt good.

She wondered if she would trade this new life for her old one and in that moment decided she wouldn’t. She finally had a chance to make something of herself, whether it be a bard or whatever else, and meant to take advantage of that opportunity and find her way in the world.

Provided she could find a cure for her condition.




















Chapter 28

Sianna was readying herself for bed when a soft knock sounded at the door. She exchanged glances with Iris, who was brushing her own thick blond tresses as she had done for Sianna moments before. She looked down at the filmy nightgown she was wearing and frowned. The dwarven woman Selda had sent one of her maids to procure them, along with changes of clothes and the hairbrush. At such a late hour, the fact that she’d been able to fetch such items for the two women was a blessing, although enough coin could remedy almost any inconvenience. The nightgown wasn’t of the quality she would have worn to her own bed in the castle, but it still wouldn’t be suitable to wear out in the hallway.

The hot bath had felt like a blessing from Sol himself. She and Iris, and later Mira, had lain in the copper bathtubs in the inn’s bathing room for a long time, first scrubbing the dirt and grime of the road off, then simply enjoying the warm heat on sore muscles.

“Who is it?” she asked at the door.

“It’s Taren, Sianna,” came the reply.

Sianna unlatched and cracked the door a few inches. “Lana,” she corrected.

Taren smiled. “Right, sorry.” He must have glimpsed her state of dress and flushed, quickly looking away.

She studied his face a moment, thinking he looked quite handsome, freshly bathed and clean-shaven, with his hair combed out. His clothing could use an upgrade, she thought with a discerning eye. Although clean, his tunic and breeches were rough spun and showed signs of the road, threadbare in places and the fit a bit baggy.

“…wanted to give you this, Your uh, Lana, I mean,” Taren was saying.

Sianna blushed then, for she hadn’t been paying attention to his words. “I beg your pardon?”

Still averting his face from the door, Taren put his hand to the gap. In his palm was a smooth, flat stone. “If it’s not improper, I’d ask that you carry this. Until we meet again.”

She stared at the stone, bewildered, thinking him an odd young man. It had no distinguishing features that she could see, other than a smooth round hole through it at the center. Why is he offering me a plain gray stone?

Taren looked embarrassed by her scrutiny. “It’s no matter… I’m a fool—I shouldn’t have imposed on you. My apologies.” He pulled his hand away.

Before she knew what she was doing, she had opened the door a few inches wider, enough to reach through and grasp his hand. “Wait.”

He flinched at her touch, clearly surprised. “It doesn’t look like much, but it’s a locator stone.” He paused a moment as if that should mean something. When it didn’t, he continued. “So it will be easier to find you… when I return from Nexus. As you said earlier, you’ll likely need all the help you can get. The stone is magical.”

“Oh, of course.” She’d nearly forgotten about her invitation earlier during their ordeal in the woods. It felt as if that had been a week prior, not just the past night at the campfire. She took the smooth stone from his hand—it was warm from his touch but seemed unremarkable.

Taren held up another stone, this one of similar size and shape, but it was solid in the center and had a glyph carved in it resembling an arrowhead. He tapped that stone to the one she held. When they touched, Taren’s stone glowed with a warm amber lambency. He pulled it away, and the arrowhead lit up, swiveling until it was pointed at her.

“Oh,” she said, surprised and momentarily fascinated.

Taren grinned then glanced down the hallway at the sound of footsteps. “I just wanted to give that to you. Good night, Lana.” He slipped his stone back into his pocket and departed.

Through the gap in the door, Sianna watched him walk away. He turned to look over his shoulder, and embarrassed, she quickly shut the door again, hoping he hadn’t seen her. She latched it once more.

Iris clearly had seen her and had a broad smile on her face. “Really, Sianna? You like the boy, don’t you?”

Sianna fought to keep from blushing once more, but her effort was fruitless. “No, of course not. I mean, he’s a courageous and decent man, but he’s a commoner.”

“Not hard on the eyes though,” Iris said, still staring at her.

Sianna shrugged, knowing her friend was readying a lecture. She climbed into her bed, clutching the stone tightly in her hand.

Iris came over and sat on the bed, taking one of her hands in both of hers. “Sianna, once we get to Carran, all will return to how it should be. Lord Lanthas will aid us putting you on the throne, and all can return to normal, those filthy Nebarans driven off. You’ll marry a proper lord, someone who will give you gold and jewels…” She pried Sianna’s hand open and grimaced at the sight of the stone. “Instead of plain river stones.” She sighed as if Sianna was a slow pupil who disappointed her immensely.

She’s been taking lessons from Master Aered in that regard. Sianna pulled her hand away, suddenly irritated. Must my handmaiden lecture me in the absence of Mother and Master Aered and the others?

“That’s not how it is, Iris. He saved our lives, along with his friends. The least I can do is accept his humble gift. And this stone is magical, not an ordinary river stone. Perhaps it will prove of worth during our journey. And we should be so fortunate if Sol truly does favor us and makes it so easy to return Ketania to normal, as you say.”

“You should keep Sir Edwin in your thoughts. I’m sure he will make a fine husband when he returns and helps you retake your kingdom.”

“Perhaps, if I ever see him again. He could very well be dead by now, just like my family.” Come to think of it, she’d barely spared a second thought for the handsome knight since they’d been forced to flee the castle. The beautiful rose he’d given her upon departing for war was probably still sitting in a vase beside her bed, shriveled and dead, like the corpses of her parents and brothers.

Iris looked as though she might argue further but gave her a sad smile instead. She leaned over and kissed her forehead. “I didn’t mean to upset you, dear. I’m sure Taren means well. You should get your sleep.” She blew out the lamp a moment later.

Sianna lay there in bed for a while clutching the stone, which was something solid and somehow comforting amidst the shifting maelstrom that was her life. When sleep finally took her, it was blessedly deep and dreamless, for a change.

When she awoke in the morning, she was surprised to see Iris had found a leather thong and strung it through Taren’s stone so that she might wear it around her neck. Her friend still slept, but Sianna was touched by the small gesture. She slipped it around her neck with a smile and readied herself for the day ahead.




***




Ferret was roused from her restful state by the clattering of pots and pans in the kitchen, a short way down the hall from Creel’s room. As she’d suspected, he must’ve spent the night with Rada, leaving her alone in his room.

She made her way to the common room, where a bleary-eyed Brom and a pretty dwarf maid were sweeping the floor and wiping down the tables.

“Anything I can do to help?” she asked.

The dwarf maid looked startled at her appearance, for she’d left her cloak in the room and her face was exposed.

Brom didn’t seem unnerved but simply gave her a tired smile. “If ye like, ye could start a fire in the hearth, mayhap. Ferret, this is me daughter, Tilda.”

Ferret shook hands with Tilda politely, noting she was perhaps about her own age. She had a round, pleasant face with freckled cheeks and large brown eyes. Her curly brown hair was bound in a wrist-thick braid down to her waist.

“Nice to meet ye. Ye’re Creel’s friend?”

“Aye, I’d like to think so.”

Tilda smiled. “Course ye are if he brought ye along with him. No safer place in the realms than by that one’s side. So me da tells me.”

Ferret bobbed her head. “He’s a good one to have with in a tight spot.” She set about stacking firewood in the hearth.

Creel appeared a few minutes later, looking surprisingly well rested despite the heavy drinking of the past night. She’d heard his and Brom’s voices talking until the wee hours of the morning. She chalked his fresh-faced condition up to his rejuvenative ability.

“Creel! Welcome home!” Tilda embraced the monster hunter, who in turn gave her a kiss on the cheek. The dwarf maid blushed as Ferret felt a brief stab of jealously.

“Morning, lass,” he greeted Ferret.

She waved brusquely in response, pretending that lighting the kindling in the hearth took all her attention. The taper she’d lit from one of the lamps ignited the tinder, and a moment later, the kindling took. Soon, the common room would be nice and warm, the fire blazing cheerily.

Brom unbolted the front door, and a handful of people entered who’d been waiting outside, dressed warmly against the morning chill. The old dwarf and his daughter tended to the patrons while Selda worked the kitchen along with a human girl Ferret caught a glimpse of on occasion.

The others trickled down to the common room one by one, gathering at their same table from the night before. Conversation turned to a Mayor Calcote, who apparently had brought order to Llantry following the attack on the castle. The news meant little to Ferret, but Sianna was clearly heartened to hear it. A long discussion ensued, in which the plan eventually changed to include a visit to the mayor at the castle to receive aid before Sianna, Creel, and the others set out for Carran, a venture that would take them a week of travel on horse. Ferret didn’t pay much attention since she would still be going to Nexus with Taren and Mira. She spent a good portion of the time envying the others, who devoured, in addition to ham, eggs, and hash browns, a couple loaves of freshly baked bread drizzled in honey, a particular favorite of Ferret’s.

Brom abruptly peeked his head through the curtains. “Creel.” He nodded his head to one side, although the others couldn’t see past the curtain. “She’s up.”

Creel slid through the curtains. A moment later, he returned with his arm around the waist of a frail-looking woman who looked to be in her sixth decade. She had reddish hair and fair skin although both seemed faded by her obvious illness. Ferret barely recognized her from the sketch on the wall. Her bright green eyes would be difficult to forget, however. They burned with a fierce spirit.

“I’d like to introduce Rada,” Creel said quietly. “Friend and companion and fellow giantslayer and adventurer.” He introduced the rest of them.

“Well met,” Rada said, eyeing each of them in turn. “I had to see with my own eyes those of whom Dak told me such a rousing tale the past night. And it’s an honor to see you again, Lana.” A smile touched her lips, and Ferret glimpsed her once-great beauty.

“Have we met before?” Sianna asked. “I’m ashamed to not recall, Rada.”

“Not your fault, I’m sure. You were but a lass of seven or eight, I reckon. I was in the castle garden when you bumped into me. Later, a horse spooked, and you were nearly run down in the bailey.”

Sianna’s eyes widened. “Ah, you were with Master Creel that day! I remember his visit to the castle to take a job for my father.”

“Aye, just so. Doubtless, I look a bit worse for wear since that day.” Rada waved away any protest. “And you must be the lass that roused his sorry arse from the battlefield.” She was regarding Ferret with interest. “I must thank you for that. Who knows how long till this old warhorse would’ve returned back to the stable were that not the case.” She cast a warm smile at Creel, who looked somewhat ashamed.

“I’m glad I did so as well, for I discovered a good friend in the bargain.” Ferret couldn’t smile, but she nodded to Rada, liking the woman’s cool confidence and pleased that she wasn’t judging her by her looks.

Creel reached out and patted Ferret on the shoulder.

“Well, I won’t take any more of your time since the fate of Ketania lies in your hands. A pity I can’t join the rest of you. I just wished to say hello and perhaps see if old Stormy will be kind enough to ask his lovely wife to fix me up with some breakfast. If I’m lucky, I’ll keep it down for more than an hour.” She sighed then looked at the group again. “May Sabyl grant you her good fortune.” After one last smile, Rada turned and departed with Creel at her side like a worried nursemaid.

The others resumed their planning, but Ferret ignored them. She felt vaguely disheartened for some reason, sensing Creel’s deep sadness at Rada’s wasting illness. She was but a faded remnant of the vibrant woman in the sketch.

Too bad I didn’t meet her sooner—I think I would’ve liked her quite a bit.

Creel returned a few minutes later, and final plans were made. His concern for Rada remained, and she wished she were able to comfort him somehow—a reassuring smile or a hand on the shoulder, perhaps. But even were she still human, she doubted she could pull off such a gesture. As a living suit of armor, there was no chance.

Instead, she fidgeted, wishing to be on their way to Nexus and hoping more than anything that they would find a remedy.




















Chapter 29

The gladiators were all lined up in the training yard back at the Pasikos villa, their eager faces illuminated by flickering torchlight. Elyas immediately noted Dirich and Shoat were in good spirits, the latter carrying a ceramic jug but with no sign of his whip for once.

“Tonight was a great night for House Pasikos,” Dirich announced. “Victories in nine of the twelve bouts, and only one man lost in the arena. Our brother Rihat, may the gods favor him in the afterlife, died a gladiator in glorious combat. Yet we do not mourn a gladiator’s loss. We celebrate a contest well fought and a notable death upon the sands.” He paused a moment to let that sink in, and a few men muttered words for their lost brother. “On to less sober matters. Having seized great acclaim and honor with blood and steel, we celebrate the victory of Caul the Crusher over Steelcut in a decisive submission contest! Glory to House Pasikos!” He threw his fist into the air, and the men cheered.

“I say bring on the Sledge next!” Caul shouted. “I’ll cut that giant bastard down to size!” His cronies hollered boasts in support of their leader.

Once they quieted, Dirich looked at Elyas and Harlan and beckoned them to step forward. “Not only do we laud victories and glorious deaths, but we celebrate a couple of other losses. Our nameless worms have been crushed underfoot, their carcasses left behind in the arena. Instead, we have two new brothers risen from their remains this night. Let us welcome Ironshanks and Adder to the brotherhood.”

The men cheered, nearly as boisterously as before, most of them seeming genuinely happy for them, but Caul and his cronies’ enthusiasm was half-hearted at best.

Dirich had asked the two on the ride back if they favored any names. Elyas mentioned his old nickname Ironshanks, and Dirich immediately seized upon it. Harlan said he didn’t have a preference, so Dirich had thought up Adder due to his deadly striking speed.

Shoat poured a generous splash of brown liquid from his jug into a pair of cups and handed them to Elyas and Harlan. After a cautious sniff, Elyas wrinkled his nose as the powerful fumes just about singed his nostril hairs. Shoat laughed at his reaction.

“Tonight, you are freed of the worms’ weakness and become true brothers,” Dirich went on. “Drink of the nectar of the gods, the legendary Leciran rum!”

Elyas and Harlan exchanged dubious glances then knocked back their drinks. The liquor hit Elyas’s gullet like magma. Even though it was only about three of Shoat’s thick fingers’ worth of alcohol, he struggled to get it all down, his throat and sinuses burning and eyes watering. He needed a few moments to catch his breath, heart pounding. Harlan was gagging and coughing beside him, but his friend managed to keep it down as well. The gladiators hooted with laughter and shouted in support. On Elyas’s empty stomach, the Leciran rum burned like a hot coal, and within moments, his vision began softening, a slight gauzy haze crowding in, and peripheral motions seemed curiously slowed.

He blinked a couple times, then the other gladiators were surrounding him, pounding his back and welcoming him and Harlan both to the brotherhood.

“What about the wine and wenches?” someone called out.

“And food—this victory calls for a damned feast!” another man shouted.

Dirich grinned at them. “And a celebration it shall be. Lord Pasikos is feeling generous after your fine display this night. But first, go wash your smelly arses.”

The men streamed off toward the bath. Elyas and Harlan went to follow, but Dirich bade them wait.

“Come, for brothers do not sleep like animals in cages.”

He led them into the barracks and down a corridor containing a row of tiny rooms not much larger than cells, but the stone walls and wooden doors provided some privacy. Elyas could extend his arms and touch both walls of his room. Its sole piece of furniture was a narrow pallet of rushes to sleep on with a wool blanket. Above it, a shelf in the wall covered with melted wax contained a few candles. The room lacked a hearth, but he doubted it ever got cold enough to need the warmth. Harlan’s identical room was the next door down.

“Go get cleaned up, and then fill your bellies with food and wine and sate your cocks with women. You’ve earned it.” Dirich nodded at them and walked away, Shoat following faithfully although he paused to take an unflinching drink from his jug of rum.

Elyas stood in the doorway of his room, smiling as new possibilities opened up before him.




***




Other than eating a couple platefuls of the tasty food, Elyas couldn’t bring himself to join in the festivities with the others. The effects of the Leciran rum had worn off after he got some food in his stomach to sop up the alcohol. As he sat across the table from Harlan, he couldn’t help noticing how the festive atmosphere had spread to the guard force as well.

This is the opportunity we need. Wait till the early hours of morning, when everyone is hung over or passed out from drink, and then make our escape.

“I think it’s too soon,” Harlan responded when he told him his plan. “They’ll still be wary of us. We need time to gain their trust.”

“But the next games might not be for months yet. This is our best chance! Do you relish long weeks or months of this, waiting for another opportunity? There’s no guarantee we even survive the next games.”

Harlan grimaced but reluctantly agreed. “You are right, my friend. I had hoped to be able to come up with a better plan, but here we are. The Mistress of Luck oft favors those who take the greatest gambles.”

Elyas set aside the cup of wine he’d been sipping at, but Harlan pushed it back toward him. “Keep it. Sip at it, pour it out when no one is looking and get a refill. Fit in, lest we draw suspicion.”

“Aye, that’s good sense.”

Their hushed discussion was interrupted by wild, raucous cheers as a handful of female slaves were escorted into the mess hall. Caul immediately seized a nubile young girl by the arm, who squealed when he pulled her onto his lap. The other gladiators began bickering over claims to the women.

“The gods smile on those who share,” one gladiator said with a big grin. He took a girl by the hand, carrying a jug of wine in the other. His companion took the girl’s other hand, and they led her away into the barracks.

One of the women, a dark-eyed beauty with dusky skin slipped around a knot of arguing men to put a hand on Elyas’s arm. “Care for any company?”

Although tempted, Elyas was more interested in escape this night. “Perhaps another time,” he said with a smile.

The woman looked disappointed. She glanced at Harlan next, but he shook his head. A moment later, hands were groping her full breasts from behind, and Udarr was dragging her away, his mouth on her neck.

In a short time, the women were all claimed, and most of the gladiators departed to indulge in their delights. A few remained behind, content with drinking and dicing. One of Caul’s cronies, Lorn, dragged a terrified serving boy to the barracks, garnering looks of both disgust and amusement.

A few guards remained in the area, munching on food and drinking heavily. Apparently, the lord’s generous mood was a special occasion for his guards also. Elyas took the opportunity when no one was looking to pour out his cup, then he made a show of refilling it from an urn.

“What say you, Elyas?” Harlan held up a set of dice left unattended. “We can wager… hmm… how about grapes?” He held up a bunch of red grapes.

Elyas laughed. “Aye, that’ll kill some time, I reckon.”

They diced for a while although Elyas wasn’t really that interested. They merely needed a pretense for whiling away the night. Harlan seemed to have much better luck than he, collecting a nice stockpile of grapes on his side of the table.

“Too bad these aren’t crowns, that I could purchase us passage on a ship back to Llantry,” Harlan said wistfully.

Elyas chuckled. He noticed one of the drunken gladiators from earlier staggering back from the barracks. He held up a wine urn and drank deeply, splashing some down his chest in the process.

“Yer turn.” The gladiator slapped one of his companions on the back. “She’s all warmed up for ya.” He took the other man’s turn at dicing while his friend hurried off to the barracks.

“About earlier.” Elyas cleared his throat awkwardly. “I don’t want any bad blood between us. Of course I want that bitch Nesnys to die, and I’d love to strike the blow myself. It’s just… well, she’s a damned fiend. I fear she’s magicking me somehow, you know, distorting my thoughts. Like a mind-bender or something.”

“Or using charm magic.” Harlan looked thoughtful. “I believe you. I was just sickened by what you told me. The thought that she takes pleasure in trying to corrupt good men…” He turned and spat on the floor, face darkening. “Once we make it back to Ketania, she is just one of many things I must try to rectify.”

Elyas nodded agreement. He thought it strange his friend was so concerned with Nesnys, but he had plenty on his mind already and didn’t spare it too much additional thought. Instead, his thoughts were focused on how they might escape.




***




Elyas raised his head a couple inches off the table, peering around furtively. A couple other gladiators were snoring where they’d passed out in drunken slumber at another table, as was a single guard over what remained of his dice game. A trio of guards manned the main gates, down from the normal contingent of four, warming their hands over a brazier near a warning bell they could sound and bring many more reinforcements running. One man looked asleep on his feet, eyes drooping, while the other two talked quietly, sipping from cups occasionally. Elyas couldn’t see the manor end of the training yard without turning to look over his shoulder, which might have appeared suspicious. The sounds of merrymaking in the barracks had mostly died off.

He nudged Harlan with the toe of his boot. “I’ve got three at the gate, one nearly asleep. Can you see the manor side?”

Harlan stirred where he’d lain down on the bench opposite Elyas. “A pair in the guard shack. Can’t tell if they’re awake or not.”

“If we’re quick enough, those two shouldn’t see us so long as this lot doesn’t sound the bell. Just past midnight, by my reckoning. We should go now or never. With any luck, we’ll have a few hours before they discover us missing.”

A grunt of agreement came from his friend. “Try not to kill them if you can help it.”

Elyas’s earlier naive determination to carve his way through anyone in his way had softened upon coming to the realization that many of the guards were decent sorts, family men simply doing their duties. “Aye. Let me take the lead and distract them. You watch my back. Here.” He sat up straight and pushed the sack across the table. Earlier, they had covertly stuffed some food into one of the empty bread sacks the servants had left behind.

Harlan sat up, looking as nervous as he had in the arena hours earlier. “May Sol watch over us.”

Elyas nodded. “We’ll do this. Trust me.” He took a deep breath and got to his feet with a faked yawn.

Feigning a drunken stagger, he left the mess hall and turned toward the gate, twenty paces away across the training yard. The two alert guards eyed him for a moment until Elyas went around the corner of the building to relieve himself, then they lost interest. When he was finished, he turned as though heading toward the barracks then angled toward the trio of guards at the gate.

“Need to sleep this shite off… just need to find my bed.” He blinked blearily at the guards, now just a few paces away.

“Get your arse back to the barracks,” one of the guards said, pointing, although he smiled and shook his head. “Drunken fool.”

The second guard laughed, and the third started awake at the noise. He wobbled as he regained his balance against the wall and then gave a hearty belch.

“You need to go sleep it off too,” the first guard said with a laugh. “Don’t let Captain catch you like Jezzo over there, come morn.”

When the two glanced at their sleepy, besotted friend, Elyas lunged. His fist cracked into the first guard’s jaw, and he crumpled. The second guard gave a startled curse and stumbled backward, reaching for his sword. Elyas seized his forearm, preventing him from drawing steel, and with a burly forearm across the man’s chest, slammed him hard into the wall. His head rebounded off, helm slipping back as his eyes rolled up. He punched him in the chin for good measure.

The drunken guard’s eyes went wide. He stumbled toward the alarm bell and would’ve reached it had a ceramic wine jug not struck him in the head, shattering and drenching the man in wine. He cried out, reeling back and falling into Elyas’s arms. He caught the guard in a headlock then choked him out until he fell unconscious.

Harlan was already strapping a sword belt around his waist by the time Elyas let the unconscious guard drop. He pulled on a cloak and kept watch while Elyas relieved a fallen guard of a cloak and sword for himself. They quickly dragged the fallen trio out of sight around the corner.

The barred gate was locked tight. It was high, and getting a foothold was difficult, but both men were honed into such good shape that they hauled themselves up mainly by arm strength alone, then dropped down on the other side.

The villa remained quiet at their heels as they raced off down the hill and away into the chill night, a flicker of hope in their hearts for the first time in weeks.




















Chapter 30

“I wish you all good fortune in your travel to Nexus,” Sianna said. “Taren, may your meeting with your mother provide you with the guidance you seek. And Ferret, I hope you find a cure for your affliction. May Sol guide your paths and shield you from harm.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty,” Taren replied, the others echoing him. “May the gods watch over you as well.”

They were gathered in the inn’s cellar to say their goodbyes. The common room had become too crowded for planning or conversation that morning, so Brom offered up the storeroom. It was as clean and neatly ordered as one would expect, judging by the rest of the stately establishment. They’d made some final plans and preparations and now were about to go their separate ways.

Keep it brief, polite—regal. Don’t embarrass yourself or anyone else.

Sianna started to turn away but then on impulse looked Taren in the eye. “Remember what I said about when you return. Ketania could use a good man with your skills in the dark days ahead.” She managed to give him what she thought was a cool yet beneficent smile although she secretly hoped it might convey deeper meaning. What exactly that meaning was, she wasn’t entirely certain, but she was willing to admit to herself she had enjoyed Taren’s company and was reluctant to see him go.

Taren smiled in return and bowed. “I shall hope to see you again in Carran if all goes well.” He turned then to clasp hands with Creel. “I’ll take good care of her.”

The older man nodded. “Aye, I thank you for that.” He glanced at Ferret briefly then back to Taren. “Would that I could accompany you, but I know she’s in good hands. May Sabyl’s fortune favor you all.” He nodded to Mira then turned to Ferret, who stood before him silently, although Sianna got the impression she was hesitant to say goodbye. “Well, lass… reckon this’ll be where our paths part. Just for a time, at least.”

Ferret surprised Sianna and evidently Creel also, for she abruptly enveloped him in a crushing embrace. The warrior gave a wheeze of exhalation before recovering his composure and returning her hug. Sianna couldn’t hear what Ferret said, barely a whisper, but Creel nodded. He clapped her on the back of her smooth, shiny head affectionately, then they stepped apart. Sianna was astonished to see the gruff warrior looking emotional.

Then Taren and the others departed, heading up the stairs with waves and well-wishes for everyone. Sianna watched him go and managed to stifle a sigh, noticing the discerning look Iris was giving her.

I’m sure I’ll hear from her about this before long. Enough of a reason to tarry no longer.

“Ready if you are, Master Creel.” She pulled forward the cowl of her cloak and stood by the steps.

Creel nodded, and the group returned to the common room, pausing near the bar so that he could speak with Brom for a moment.

“We should be back in a few hours,” Creel said, addressing Rafe and Iris. “Expect to be leaving this afternoon and cover some ground while we have daylight left. Thanks again, old friend.” He clasped hands with the dwarf, then he and Sianna were out the door and heading toward the castle.

Iris and Rafe had wanted to join them, but with their injuries, Sianna thought it best they rest up for their journey. As long as Iris could ride a horse, her ankle sprain shouldn’t prove much of a problem. As for Rafe, the guardsman was healing up as well as expected. He just needed time and as much rest as possible.

They had debated the best course of action for some time that morning upon Brom’s revelation that Mayor Calcote was managing the city. Creel argued they should procure some mounts and leave at once, keeping their presence in Llantry a secret. The smaller their party, the better, in his estimation. Sianna insisted they reach out to the Llantry mayor for aid as he’d proven a capable and valuable ally to her mother during King Clement’s absence. She thought it wise to obtain a contingent of guardsmen, along with mounts and provisions. They both agreed they should send word ahead to Lady Lanthas in Carran of their impending arrival, in the event her husband hadn’t yet returned, with instructions to contact the Free Kingdoms to request their leaders attend a conclave. Sianna had won out in the end, although she hoped she wasn’t making a mistake.

She had yielded to Creel’s counsel in the matter of the missive to Carran, penning the brief letter herself immediately after breakfast and sealing it with wax and her signet ring. The message would be sent at once via a courier service she knew was reliable, with their host Brom handling the arrangements.

Sianna could sense the tension in the city as she and Creel walked up the gradual hill toward Castle Llantry. To the untrained eye, everything seemed normal. People were going about their business, but she sensed little of the cheerful conversation expected in the streets or the normal, casual browsing of wares. Most everyone kept their heads down, avoiding eye contact, and tried to get their business done without delay. Very few people were out who weren’t en route to some destination. Merchants haggled half-heartedly with shoppers, and everyone seemed to eye the stepped-up guard patrols nervously, both city watch and castle guardsmen making the rounds.

They’re afraid. Word has spread of Father’s death and the army’s defeat, probably even the attack on the castle.

Somehow, the thought of Mayor Calcote taking up residence in the castle as regent irked her although she scoffed at her childish umbrage with the situation. He’s a good man—surely he only has the goodwill of the city in mind. Without his swift thinking, the city could have descended into riots and chaos.

The decision to leave her sword behind in Rafe’s care left her feeling uneasy. She imagined Creel probably felt the same—likely even more so than she did. Yet the advice was sound if they hoped to enter the castle and avoid notice.

Sianna and Creel neared the gates of the castle without incident, although upon finding them closed, she hesitated, unsure of the best way to proceed. Creel’s suspicions about Nesnys having spies in the city and likely the castle as well rang true. She’d planned on sneaking into the keep through the kitchens and servant corridors. The thought of being thwarted by barred gates hadn’t even crossed her mind, a foolish oversight. Creel must have considered the possibility, and she realized leaving their weapons was a wise move—they would never have been admitted armed while posing as couriers. He touched her arm to prevent her from approaching any closer to the gates and drawing attention to themselves.

“Who’s the best person to ask for, someone unquestioningly loyal to your family?” he asked. “Someone whom the guards wouldn’t think twice about people calling on for mundane matters?”

“Chamberlain Kelthos ordinarily, although I doubt he’d allow anyone to enter without knowing them personally and without a good reason. Probably the head cook, Cece. She likes to directly handle the keep’s provisioning and the like.”

“Very well. Let me do the talking, and keep your hood low so you aren’t recognized.”

She nodded and walked beside him up to the gates. With Selda and Iris’s aid, she’d dyed her distinctive auburn hair a dark brown that morning, nearly black, though she knew it was a poor disguise and would help little against close scrutiny.

“The castle is closed to all visitors,” barked a guard atop the wall. “State your business.” Sianna recognized his red-and-gold livery as belonging to the mayor’s house guard.

“I’m with the Wayfarer Trading Company, here to speak with Cece, the head cook,” Creel replied. “I bear unfortunate news: the monthly wine shipment from the vintner was waylaid by Nebaran soldiers, and with the winter ball soon upon us, perhaps she’d care to make some alternate arrangements?”

Sianna smiled to herself. That was a clever move, bringing up the winter ball, for she’d heard talk of it in the tavern the past night. A disruption in the wine supply would be a crisis indeed for the castle staff.

“Damn it, man. So we’re not only low on men but wine now as well? Why can’t you people deliver good news for a change?” The guard grumbled to himself. “Hold on a moment.” He called out instructions to someone else but Sianna couldn’t make out what was said.

The gate cracked open a couple minutes later, and a curly-haired young man regarded them. A second guard was jogging up also, his sword slapping his thigh awkwardly.

“Follow me. I’m to escort you to the head cook.” The young guard must have been a conscript, for he looked younger than Sianna, as did his partner. But at least they were dressed in blue-and-white House Atreus surcoats, which reassured her slightly.

They walked across the bailey with the pair of young guards to either side. The gates were shut and barred again behind them.

The bailey seemed grim, empty of traffic as it was, and disturbingly quiet. None of the familiar sounds filled the air: soldiers training, banter about the stables, or even the hammering at the blacksmith’s forge, which looked to have gone cold. Very few soldiers were about, those she saw a mixture of the Calcote household and Castle Llantry guard, with the vast majority of them wearing the red surcoats of the mayor’s men.

Gods, did the assassins’ attack slay that many of our guardsmen? The thought left a sick feeling in her gut. This visit might be in vain, for it would appear they will have few men to spare to accompany us.

The duo of conscripts led them around back of the keep to the rear of the kitchens. The curly-haired youth pounded on the heavy door. When it opened, a young scullery girl peeked outside.

“Summon the head cook, girl. These two—”

Creel pushed past the young guards, and the serving girl stepped back with a startled squeak, eying him fearfully as he stepped across the threshold.

“Oi! You can’t just barge in there.” The curly-haired guard took a step forward, hand on his hilt although he looked unsure of himself. The other youth seemed frozen with indecision.

“Or what, lad?” Creel challenged him with an icy stare. “We’ll take care of our business with the cook and be back in a few minutes.” He beckoned Sianna to join him.

The two guards exchanged glances and thought better of forcing the issue. Sianna didn’t really blame them, for Creel did look most intimidating.

“Aye, do what you gotta do then,” muttered the curly-haired guard. “Make it quick.”

Creel shut the door in their faces before he could finish. “Where can we find Cece?” he asked the serving girl.

She turned to point, but her hand dropped as a large, fleshy woman in a flour-stained apron rounded the corner. The woman put hands on her broad hips and looked Creel up and down disapprovingly. “Who are you, and what are you doin’ in here?”

“Just delivering a message—if we could get a moment in private please, ma’am,” he said, assuming correctly they were facing the head cook, Cece.

The woman waved the scullery girl away, and she scurried off.

Creel reached over and pulled Sianna’s hood down as soon as the girl was out of sight.

“Hello, Cece,” Sianna said with a smile.

Cece blinked at her in confusion a moment before recognition dawned. “Oh, by the gods!” She clapped a hand to her mouth then was rushing toward her. She crushed Sianna into a smothering embrace and began blubbering. “We thought you was slain or captured by those fiends, Princess! Thank Sol you are all right!”

Sianna wiped the cook’s tears off of her forehead. “I’m fine, Cece, but you mustn’t let anyone know I was here or even that I’m alive, you hear?”

“Aye, Princess. That’s a wise decision—there could still be assassins about. I’m scared to death to blow out the candles at night, for fear I’ll never waken come the morn.” Her expression of joy turned mortified when she noticed the flour now coating Sianna’s tunic, and she wiped at it ineffectually with her dusty apron.

She didn’t have the heart to correct the cook and say she was queen now. She certainly didn’t feel a queen, sneaking about her own keep.

Gently, she took the cook’s hands in her own, recapturing her attention. “We do have urgent business with the mayor, Cece. Where can we find him? The fewer people that know I’m here, the better.”

“I’ll show you to him meself, Princess.” They began walking, taking a servant corridor out of the kitchens. “Mayor Calcote spends a lot of time in Queen Marillee’s audience hall, Sol bless her memory. He’s got those horrid men around him all the time, all those soldiers—sellswords, is what I think. The scum are always tryin’ to lay their filthy hands on my girls. I had to brain one of those bastards when his hands strayed too much with one of the younguns.” She hefted a rolling pin.

Sianna glanced back at Creel, following silently behind, and saw he was stifling a grin, probably thinking he certainly wouldn’t want to be on the receiving end of her rolling pin.

After the attack on the castle, the mayor’s decision to bolster the guard and bring in mercenaries is likely a prudent one.

Yet the thought of them lounging about idly and harassing the staff struck a sour note. They should’ve been out bolstering the guard force or patrolling the city.

Cece led them along servant corridors and up a stairway to the second floor. They encountered no one along the way and stopped outside a closed door, through which Sianna could hear muffled conversation. The cook opened the door a crack and peered inside.

“Aye, he’s there with that lot of knaves he calls his guardsmen, the lot of them dicing and drinking the wine cellar bare.” Cece scowled.

“Will you ask him to come here to attend to an urgent matter, one best kept quiet?” Sianna asked.

“Aye, of course, Princess.”

She peeked through the cracked door as Cece slipped through and approached the mayor to whisper in his ear. Mayor Ewan Calcote sat on the same throne her mother had sat in but a few days past, lounging with a jeweled goblet of wine in hand. A score of guardsmen wearing the red surcoats of his house guard were scattered about the room, with tables set up and plenty of dicing and smoking and drinking going on, as Cece had said. The air was thick with smoke, and the carpets soiled with mud and stains of spilled wine. She felt a flare of annoyance at the sight of the slovenly sellswords and the mayor slouched in the throne her mother had so recently sat.

This isn’t some cheap tavern down by the harbor.

The mayor frowned in the direction of the door then, looking greatly put out, set aside his goblet and heaved his bulk from the chair. He was heavyset, with a great belly and sagging chins. His normally clear eyes looked bleary from drink.

“Mayor Calcote,” Sianna said by way of greeting when he stepped into the servants’ corridor.

The mayor’s jaw dropped for a moment before he smoothly recovered his poise. “Princess Sianna! By Sol’s grace, it is good to see you safe.” He smiled broadly, although she thought the mirth didn’t quite reach his eyes. “Are you well? How do you come to be here? And who is this with you?” He looked at Creel warily.

“Can we go somewhere and speak in private? There is much to discuss.”

A moment of indecision crossed his face, then he was smiling again. “Of course, let’s step through here for a moment.” He gripped her arm and steered her toward the door. “You must be thirsty and tired from your ordeals. Come, there’s plenty of wine, and I’ll have Cece fetch some food.” The cook was hovering just inside the wide-open doorway.

“I’d really prefer to speak in private,” she said, suddenly nervous about the roomful of hard-looking men, many of whom were looking in their direction. She resisted, standing her ground while Calcote tugged at her arm, his grip tightening.

Cece was right—mercenaries if I’ve ever seen any.

“Nonsense. Everyone should see that you are alive—it will be great for morale. Our young princess returned to us unharmed, by Sol’s grace.” Calcote’s grip had tightened painfully.

“Unhand her,” Creel growled, taking a step forward. “The queen wishes to speak in private.”

Something sharp jabbed Sianna in the ribs, and she was shocked to see a stiletto in Calcote’s soft hand. His fawning smile had disappeared.

“Inside now, Princess. You too, or this blade slips between her ribs.” His grip had bruising force as he hauled her into the room. More heads turned, and chairs were kicked aside as sellswords rose to their feet.

For a moment, Creel looked as though he’d resist the order, clearly calculating the odds in his head, but then he relaxed and raised his hands nonthreateningly.

“Mayor Calcote, what are you doing? I resent this treatment!” Sianna snapped.

“Such is the new reality, Princess,” Calcote said. “Subdue this man!”

Half a dozen men surrounded Creel, throwing him roughly to the ground and kicking and punching him repeatedly. Before he was taken down, he had a look of weary resignation that stabbed at Sianna’s heart when their eyes met.

“Stop this at once!” Sianna shrieked.

Calcote ignored her. “Take him to the dungeon. Let’s go, Princess. You too.”

“Sir, what is the meaning of this?” Cece demanded of the mayor, rolling pin in hand, looking as though she was about to start laying about herself with the stout wooden utensil.

“No, Cece,” Sianna told her, not wishing to see the kindly woman beaten down also, for these were men who undoubtedly wouldn’t hesitate to do so.

Calcote looked at Cece coldly. “You’d best forget you saw any of this and get your fat arse back to the kitchen, you cow.”

Then Sianna was being dragged away by two hulking brutes, the mayor trailing them. Ahead, two other men were dragging an unconscious Creel by the arms.

“Why are you doing this?” she asked, fighting back tears, for all their plans had been dashed to pieces.

“New arrangements were made in the absence of the Atreus family to provide security and stability for Llantry. I’m sure you can understand that is the proper decision, for the sake of all the thousands of citizens in the city.”

“Like you give a shite about the common folk,” she snapped.

“Such a sharp tongue, Princess! You wound me greatly with your accusations.” He clutched at his chest like a mummer in a stage performance. A moment later, his face turned cold. “I must, however, thank the gods that fortune has just fallen in my lap like this. I think the warlord will be quite pleased. She seemed a bit angered over your stubborn refusal to die and elusiveness in evading capture. But now, I think she may allow me to keep the regency permanently once her war is ended.”

“You’re a damn traitor, no better than a two-bit thief who would sell out your own mother.”

Calcote cuffed her roughly on the back of the head. “Watch your tongue. No conditions were ever set that you must remain in good health, Princess. Merely alive.”

His threat cowed her for the time although a hot spark of hatred remained as she was dragged down to the dungeons, trailing after a comatose Creel.

I’m so sorry, Master Creel! I’m such a naive fool. I should’ve listened to you.




















Chapter 31

Taren walked briskly with his two friends toward the portal to Nexus, located just off a busy market square near the wharf. He barely paid any notice to the sights and sounds around him, a morning bustle that normally would have captured his attention, for Llantry was by far the largest city he’d ever seen. Mira and Ferret seemed interested in their surroundings. Instead, Taren was thinking of Sianna as he’d seen her the night prior and again this morning when she had seen them off. The past night, he feared he had overstepped some boundary by giving her the locator stone. When he glimpsed it on a leather thong around her neck this morning, nestled just inside the neck of her tunic, he was filled with relief and satisfaction.

So I didn’t make a total fool of myself.

He wished he could have given her a much finer gift, yet poor as it might have been, she had the graciousness to accept it. Not only that, but she wore it around her neck, close to her heart. At their parting of ways, she had looked so beautiful—strong and regal. If he’d ever had any doubt in his mind she was the rightful queen, that vision had banished it. As his thoughts followed that path, a memory of his glimpse of her through the door came unbidden, Sianna wearing a filmy nightgown, hair combed out and shining in the lamplight…

“Ahem.”

Taren was jostled from his thoughts and looked to his left to find Ferret regarding him, with amusement it seemed, though he could see only her glowing eyes beneath the cowl of her cloak and cloth wrappings.

“A lot on your mind today, Taren?” Mira asked to his other side. From her, he definitely sensed amusement.

The two were both looking at him expectantly, and he realized they must have been awaiting a response to an earlier question.

“Um, yes… just thinking about the journey ahead.”

“Nothing more than that?” Ferret prodded.

He shrugged. “That’s enough to think on, isn’t it?”

“Not even a certain young queen who you might’ve taken a fancy to?” Ferret teased.

Taren felt his cheeks going hot and looked away, but they had him surrounded. Ferret’s unblinking purple orbs regarded him from one side, Mira’s honey-colored eyes merciless on his other side. The monk at least had the grace to not press the issue.

“There’s good sense in establishing a beneficial relationship with our rightful queen,” he said, thinking it a good recovery.

“Is that what you smart mage types call flirting?”

She’s relentless. He turned to Ferret, irritated. “Why, are you jealous or something?” The moment the words were out, he regretted them. Of course she’s likely jealous at not having the chance for a normal life any longer.

“I was only jesting with you, Taren,” she said, voice hollow again and without whatever merriment he’d sensed there earlier.

“I’m sorry, Ferret. I shouldn’t have snapped at you. We’ll find a remedy somehow.”

“You don’t have to keep feeding me false hope. I know very well my chances are little better than shite for a cure.” 

Taren wasn’t sure what to say to that. 

Then Ferret added, “I don’t want you to get hurt with your feelings for her. You’re almost like a brother to me.”

He felt both ashamed at his earlier reaction and warm inside at Ferret’s confession. Knowing her, voicing such a thought had taken a great deal of nerve. 

“Thanks, Ferret,” he said. “I feel the same. In fact, both of you are better friends than I deserve, and I thank you for your faith and trust in me. And for keeping me out of trouble.” He smiled at each in turn.

Ferret nodded, emanating contentment, while Mira gave him her shy smile.

They walked in silence a couple minutes until reaching the square with the portal. A long line snaked away from the portal itself, a massive stone archway.

“So now I guess we wait,” Taren said.

“Are you nervous about meeting her?” Mira asked. “That’s what I wondered earlier when you were deep in thought.”

He thought on that a moment. “I suppose I am when I think about it. But she’s never seemed… real. That might sound strange, but all I know of her are these adventurous tales from my uncle and what little is written in my book about the Battle of Nexus, which portrays her as a powerful, stern, and possibly vengeful being—a demigod. I have no idea what she’s truly like as a person. The journey has been so long it’s felt as if I’d never arrive in Nexus. And now, with only a hundred or so paces to go…” He shrugged. “I imagine all shall be revealed shortly.”




***




“Shortly” turned out to be much longer than anticipated. Some type of argument held up the line, eventually ending with a protesting merchant being hauled off by the city guard and his cart full of wares confiscated. Smuggling, Taren guessed.

After that dispute was resolved, the line moved steadily. Taren paid a few silvers for the three of them out of a coin purse contributed by Creel earlier, and they stepped through the portal. A moment of disorientation ensued, his stomach flip-flopping queasily, then it was over, and they were standing in a place right out of legends.

Once named the Twilight City, the Nexus of the Planes had a purplish sky, either dawn or dusk breaking over the disc-shaped city that was its own plane. A sun was low in the sky off to Taren’s right, opposite the crescent of a red moon to his left. He found himself standing on what could have been a beach, although the thick sand beneath his feet was a dull gray.

The Ashen Plains, he thought, recognizing where they were standing from his book. And the sand wasn’t sand but a thick layer of ash generated over the centuries by the city’s foundry. A line of their fellow travelers wended their way down toward the distant gates of the city, where a high wall separated the Ashen Plains from the city proper. Arrayed on the Ashen Plains along the curving edge of the disc were scores of portals, some permanent but many only open temporarily.

A large hill rose at the center of Nexus, upon which its rebuilt foundry sent pillars of smoke into the sky from its six great chimneys. At the far opposite edge of the city, an ancient fortress rose into the sky, its highest tower on a level with the top of the foundry’s chimneys.

Taren started forward, not wishing to get run down by the travelers and merchants coming through the portal behind them. Mira and Ferret were looking around in wonder just as he had been. Seeing him step forward, they fell in beside him once more and began the trek toward the city gates.

After Mira had mentioned Taren’s mother, his thoughts focused on her during their wait in line. He supposed the best course of action would be to present himself at the fortress and simply introduce himself as her son. Another option would have been to seek out his Uncle Arron and have him present them, although he had no idea how to find Arron either.

In the end, he needn’t have worried, for the decision was taken out of his hands.

A couple paces ahead of Taren, the air abruptly shimmered as though seen through the ripple of heat above a fire, and an unusual woman stepped out of thin air before him. She was of average height and lean of build, dressed in worn black leathers like a rogue might wear. She had lavender-colored hair and bone-white horns decorated with jewelry curving down to the sides of her head. Her eyes burned with the same rust-colored hue as Taren’s own.

Taren gasped, freezing in place, as did his companions, all staring at the exotic woman. He knew instinctively, deep inside, whom he faced.

“Mo—” He was cut off by the woman swiftly stepping forward and silencing him with a finger to his lips.

A playful smile teased her lips, and she regarded each of them frankly. “So the time has come. Let us retire somewhere so we may speak freely.”

She made no other gesture or spoken word, but their surroundings blurred around them, then they were standing inside a room. Ferret muttered a quiet oath of surprise. Purplish rays of sunlight streamed in through an open window, and the surrounding walls were of thick stone blocks. A large tapestry of a battle scene covered one of the walls. A round mahogany table dominated the center of the chamber, surrounded by padded wooden chairs that looked surprisingly informal, like the type one might find in a tavern rather than a castle hall.

“Greetings, my son.” The woman gripped Taren by the shoulders, studying him a moment, then smiled and embraced him. “You look much like your father.”

“Save for the eyes. I’ve been told I inherited your eyes.” He returned her embrace politely, not out of any real affection as he could scarcely believe this stranger was his mother. She radiated an unnatural heat.

“Aye, so you did.” She smiled at him before stepping away and looking at his companions expectantly. “Will you introduce me?”

“These are my friends, Mira and Ferret.”

“Welcome to my home, the fortress of Nexus. Call me Nera.”

Mira bowed low. “It is a great honor to finally meet you, Lady of Twilight.”

“Ah, none of that. We’re all friends here, Miralei.” Nera reached out and gently lifted Mira’s necklace, looking at it with a faraway look in her eyes, lips curved in a gentle smile.

“I’ve dreamed all my life of this great honor of meeting you. I am told that charm necklace was with me when you pulled me as a babe from the wreckage of Lakeshore.” Mira regarded Nera with something approaching awe.

“Aye, just so. How peculiar this Weave of yours can be… yet also fitting that you should be my son’s companion. Did Master Dagun send you?”

“He did, although doing so was one of his final acts. He has ascended now to a higher state of enlightenment.”

Nera nodded slowly. “A good man. He shall be missed.” She squeezed Mira’s shoulder warmly then turned to Ferret, eyes narrowing slightly as though finding a riddle that perplexed her.

Ferret remained silent, holding Nera’s gaze a moment, her amethyst eyes bright beneath her cloak and wraps of cloth. “My lady,” she finally said, with a bow.

“I had hoped you could somehow aid her,” Taren said to fill the silence. “There was an… accident, you might say, and she was transformed thusly.”

“Let me look upon you, child. You need not hide your features here or anywhere in my city.”

Ferret lowered her hood and unwrapped the cloth from her face and neck. Nera took Ferret’s hand, looking her over with wonder. Taren had no doubt she was examining the girl with more than her physical eyes.

“Marvelous,” Nera whispered, eyes unfocused. She blinked and then looked solemn. “Though I reckon you feel differently.”

“Can you aid me, Lady?” Ferret asked in a whisper, as though fearing the answer.

“I promise to do what I can, though it may require some research. I must think on it.” She patted Ferret’s hand sympathetically then turned. “And here’s my brother, Taren’s uncle, Arron.”

As if summoned into being by her words, the door opened, and a familiar figure entered the room. He had a blend of human and elven features, with slightly pointed ears, blond hair, green eyes filled with humor, and a roguish grin.

“Uncle Arron!” Taren couldn’t help but smile, for he hadn’t seen his uncle for over a year.

Arron embraced Taren, slapping him hard on the back. “Good to see you again, lad. You’re all grown up now!” He smiled and waved rakishly to Mira and Ferret but then frowned. “I’d hoped to see Wyat accompanying you. And perhaps Elyas.”

Taren sighed. “That’s partly the reason I’m here. War has consumed Easilon, and I’m sad to say Uncle Wyat fell, buying Elyas and me time to escape a Nebaran war party.” All the strain and pressure over the past weeks suddenly seemed to hit him at once, and with difficulty he fought down a knot of emotion. “I think you both need to hear the entire tale.”

Nera and Arron both looked crushed by the news of Wyat. “Aye, we’d best hear it all laid out, then. No other way about it.” Nera gestured for them to sit.

Arron brought over a jug of wine and some cups. “Have you eaten?”

Taren nodded and thanked Arron when he offered him the wine.

“Anything we can get you, lass?” Arron asked Ferret.

“Not unless you have a cure for this.” She motioned to encompass her body before sitting back in her chair, arms folded over her chest.

Arron raised an eyebrow and looked at Nera, who seemed absorbed elsewhere. “Right, then why don’t you tell us what has occurred, Taren?”

Taren took a sip of wine to wet his throat then launched into the story.




***




Some time later, the tale was finished, and Taren felt drained by its telling. He sipped at his third cup of wine and stared morosely at the table. Night had fallen outside the castle hours earlier. Nera and Arron had been mostly quiet throughout his tale, asking occasional questions. Mira and Ferret added details at a few points but were content to let him do most of the speaking.

“Ah, dearest Wyat. He died as he lived, protecting those he loved best.” Nera sighed.

Arron seemed even more distraught than Nera, simply nodding glumly, eyes misty and lost in thought. He had drained half a dozen cups of wine that Taren had noticed, but he seemed unaffected other than his melancholy mood.

The obvious affection the two of them bore for Wyat made Taren feel drawn to them though he didn’t know Arron all that well and his mother not at all.

Nera’s sadness turned to anger after a few moments. “And that damned half sister of mine—once more stirring up shite and causing harm to those I care about. On behalf of her master, Shaol, I have no doubt.”

“Your half sister? So Sirath was right, then.” Taren rubbed his eyes tiredly.

“Aye. Sadly, ’tis so. Surely, that bitch is out for vengeance after our prior introduction in the Abyss. There wasn’t exactly any love lost during that little scrap. Both of us ended up left for dead… I’m surprised she yet draws breath. I nicked her good with Bedlam Judge.” Nera’s eyes, faraway in memory, abruptly sharpened as she regarded Taren and then the other two. “’Ware that bone dagger when you face her—a wound from that is incurable and shall result in death in but moments.”

Nera abruptly stood. “I’m a poor host, remiss in my manners—my apologies. Brother, will you show these ladies to their rooms that they might rest and have some time to themselves? Taren, I’d speak with you in private for a time.”

Mira looked at Taren questioningly, and he nodded. She and Ferret followed Arron from the room, leaving him alone with his mother.

“Who are you, really, Mother? I mean I’ve heard all kinds of things, read an account of the Battle of Nexus, but none of it really explains who you are… and who that makes me. Wyat explained once that you are a demigod, that Sabyl is my grandmother, but it’s hard to believe all that…”

Nera’s features blurred, and her plane-cursed form, as those with lower-planar blood were often known, was gone. In its place stood a tall, beautiful woman, her features mostly human, with ebon hair and pale skin, and wearing flowing ivory robes. Her eyes were the same rust color, simmering with an inner fire. However, her presence was suddenly palpable, like a great pressure on his senses, and the room seemed too small to contain her. Nera was clearly much more than human. Whatever doubts Taren might have once had about Wyat’s stories of her swiftly faded. The woman before him seemed truly capable of all the great deeds ascribed to her, and then some.

“We have much to discuss, Son. I am Neratiri, the Lady of Twilight, ruler of Nexus, daughter of the goddess Sabyl and the immortal being who calls himself the Engineer. As such, my talents are a heritage from both. I know not the extent of your own abilities, but you likely are imbued with some of my and some of your father’s talents.”

Taren could only stare dumbly at her for a long moment but then picked up on something she’d said. “The one who calls himself the Engineer? So he yet lives? I thought him slain during the Battle of Nexus.”

Nera smiled. “I’m pleased to see you have your father’s sharp wits. The Engineer’s death is a common misconception, one I try to encourage to flourish. He yet lives, as does his brother the Architect.”

“Both still live? Aren’t they too dangerous for any dungeon to hold?”

“Aye. That’s why I’ve made special arrangements.” She walked to the window with Taren beside her. “See all the magelights out there lighting the streets? And there, the foundry endlessly powering the Machine of Nexus, to keep the planes in alignment? These are merely some of the fruits of their penance—the city functions by using their mana. I quite enjoy the irony after all the harm those bastards have caused the city with their aeons of fighting.”

“And what of my father?” he asked after a long moment. “I know practically nothing of him, other than he was a powerful mage… and died a hero.”

“Malek of Hollowbrook, from the plane of Tyndaria, a Prime plane much like your own Easilon as I’ve heard. He was the son of Alistor, a great mage from a place known as Valirial. My mother, your grandmother, spirited Malek away as a babe, saving him from the demise of Valirial that he might grow up and play his role in fulfilling her schemes. His people, corruptors as they were unfortunately termed, came to an end. I know not what they called themselves. But I digress… Malek was your father, whom I loved. He died much before his time by staving off the mighty turmahr in the Abyss, that the rest of us might survive.”

Taren’s mind whirled, thoughts of all the wondrous things she was telling him filling his head and begging numerous questions. “So my talents… Are they like his or yours?”

“That we shall find out soon enough.” Nera winked. She had reverted to her plane-cursed form, which despite her bizarre appearance, seemed more natural and comfortable for her and him as well—strange and exotic yet less intimidating. She was also somehow shielding her supernatural presence now that she’d reverted to her other form.

Nera began pacing around the chamber. “What can that bitch be plotting, I wonder?” Taren’s thought that the question was rhetorical was confirmed a moment later when Nera continued talking, fiddling with an earring dangling from the tip of one horn. “Nesnys. She must be stopped, whatever her plots might be, of that I have no doubt. Her schemes will likely try to influence me in some way. You said these inquisitors were definitely seeking you out specifically?”

“As sure as I can be. That piece of dung Tellast said I was the one they sought—also, that fiend in Ammon Nor, summoned by a Nebaran lieutenant.”

Nera pursed her lips, looking at him a long moment. “May I look in your memory at all you’ve seen and done of late? Then I can better understand.”

He swallowed, suddenly nervous that his mother was studying him as if he were some cryptic puzzle to be solved. “I, uh… I suppose so.”

“I won’t bite,” she assured him. “Not my kin, at least.” She gently placed her fingers on his temples, her skin hot as if feverish. “Just relax…”

“…and allow me to see.” The final words were spoken directly into his mind.

She’s a mind-bender too, he thought, surprised.

“Aye. You may be also though your talents may have yet to be unlocked. Now, still your thoughts.”

Taren did his best, and memories flickered through his mind as if he were glimpsing illustrations on the pages of a book being rapidly leafed through. He saw again the stranger following him and Elyas on the road, the attack on the farm and Wyat’s death, their flight and encounter with the Inquisition, Egrondel, Ryedale and Yethri’s murder, the attack on Ammon Nor, their escape to the Hall of the Artificers, then meeting Sianna and reaching Llantry. He sensed Nera taking great interest in the Hall of the Artificers in particular, the thoughts slowing as she rifled through them.

When she withdrew from his mind, she had tears in her eyes. Her love and sorrow over Wyat’s loss was a powerful thing, amplified through their mental connection. She hugged him fiercely, and he returned the embrace, instinctively liking this mother he had never known. He had to wipe his own eyes.

“Ah, but it’s hard to imagine Wyat gone. You’ve had a trying journey, my son, but you are safe now. I shall train you and help you discover your true strength.” She snapped her fingers, and a tankard of ale appeared in her hand. She chugged it back as adeptly as any soldier would’ve.

Taren finished off his goblet of wine then filled it again halfway from the decanter. The wine was truly of superb quality. “What of Nesnys and her plans?”

“That is what is concerning. I see Father’s touch in this Hall of the Artificers, and my instincts tell me it is something to do with that.” She thought for a long moment then snapped her fingers. “Yosrick,” she muttered.

“Pardon?” The word meant nothing.

A gnome suddenly popped into existence before them. Taren started, spilling some wine on his tunic. The gnome looked as startled as he, stumbling backward and nearly landing on his backside, had Nera not nimbly snatched a handful of his tunic to prevent him from falling. She smiled at the gnome, straightening out his tunic affectionately and releasing him.

“By the Sage’s beard, Nera! I hate it when you do that,” he grumbled. The gnome looked to be middle-aged and wiry of build although he was developing a small potbelly. He had a shock of thinning orange hair sticking up on his head  and a scraggly beard covering his chin. A keen intelligence filled his eyes as he glanced from Nera to Taren.

“My apologies, old friend,” Nera said with a gentle smile. “Pressing events necessitated the summons. Meet my son, Taren. This is Yosrick Sparkspinner, my old friend and comrade in arms.”

Yosrick recovered his poise quickly, as if sudden teleportation was a frequent occurrence. He stuck out a hand and grinned at Taren. “Pleasure to meet you, Taren. Arron speaks highly of you.”

He gripped the gnome’s strong hand, suddenly awed. “The pleasure’s all mine.” He now recognized the name from Wyat’s old war stories. Yosrick was one of the Heroes of Nexus and a companion on their journey into the Abyss—a sage, enchanter, and warrior of great renown.

“The Hall of Artificers,” Nera said abruptly. “What do you know of it?”

Yosrick stroked his beard, thinking. “I recall mention of such a place in some of the Architect’s tomes I studied in your library. The Engineer had a secret facility in which he and his ilk were rumored to be experimenting with alchemy, metallurgical research, and even matter transmutation, as I recall. The Architect’s Mystic Legion raided it and slew many of the inhabitants there although some escaped through a portal, which the Legion was unable to activate for further pursuit. They never recorded the true purpose of the hall, if it was ever discerned. What of it?”

“My harpy of a half sister is fomenting war on the plane of Easilon, which is coincidentally where both Taren was placed to live with Wyat and this Hall is located. It doesn’t take a great leap of logic to suspect her of being sent to capture or harm Taren and meddle with that facility. As to what end, that is what I must know. See what my son has seen.” She touched Yosrick’s temples as she had Taren’s.

Yosrick went wide-eyed as he experienced what Taren and the others had seen. After a few moments, he grabbed Nera’s tankard of ale off the table with shaking hands and took a long drink. “Most fascinating! I wish I could study it further and discover its secrets. That lass that got changed to an automaton is a friend of yours?”

Taren nodded. “I was hoping some cure could be found for her condition.”

“I’ll be happy to study her, of course.” Yosrick absently handed the tankard back to Nera and rubbed his hands together eagerly. “Uncle Flurbinger might have more insights into all of this since he has some of your father’s memories and all.” He glanced at Nera.

“Good thinking. Will you see to the lass? Ferret is her name, and she’s a good friend to my son.”

“Aye, certainly,” Yosrick replied.

“She’s having a tough time with her situation,” Taren warned. “If you could just keep in mind she’s a girl, a couple summers younger than me, and not just some fascinating object to be poked and prodded, I’d appreciate it.”

Yosrick nodded solemnly. “I’ll treat her as I would if she were my own daughter.”

“When you see Flurbinger, let him know I’ll need to speak with him soon,” Nera said.

“Aye, will do. Anything else from me?”

“Nay, old friend. My son and I will need to speak to Mother.”

“I’ll see to the lass, then. Nice meeting you.” Yosrick waved and left the room in a hurry.

“He’s excited at having a riddle to decipher.” Nera smiled as the door closed behind the gnome. “Come, let us go meet your grandmother.”

“How will we do that, exactly?” He swallowed, suddenly nervous at the idea of meeting the goddess.

“Exactly? Well, I’ll take your hand”—which she did—“then I shall astrally project us to the Temple of the Night, her demesne.”

Nera’s grip was hard and unyielding. Glancing down, Taren was shocked to see her left hand was not flesh at all but instead some type of black metal, which he hadn’t noted before. It joined seamlessly with the flesh of her wrist and was warm to the touch.

“Your hand,” he said in wonder. “Abyssal iron?”

Nera raised his hand in hers, the matte-black metal a stark contrast against his own pale skin. She flexed her hand, and he marveled at it. Whereas Ferret’s hands were crafted of cleverly interjoined and finely tooled machine parts, Nera’s was one seamless, flexible piece, almost like a glove of liquid metal.

“That bitch Nesnys cut off my hand in the Abyss. I was forced to craft a new one with the material at hand—Abyssal iron, as you noted. A skill inherited from my father, your grandfather. Perhaps you’ve inherited some of that talent as well. But we can explore that later. Come, enough tarrying.” She squeezed his hand more tightly.

The room suddenly darkened ominously as if a bucket of pitch had been dumped over it. Viscous, impenetrable shadows flowed across the ceiling and down the walls, covering everything within seconds until Taren felt untethered from reality as he had once before in the entry cube to the Hall of the Artificers. The sensation faded after a moment, ambient light brightened, and he looked up to find a brilliant banner of stars more impressive than any he’d ever seen in his life stretched overhead, its scope stunning. He felt a moment of dizziness, as if he might float away into that nebula of lights.

“Focus, Taren.”

A firm squeeze on his hand brought him back to his senses. Nera led him forward, crossing a smooth onyx floor that reflected the sky above, and he got the impression of the darker void of columns blotting out the starlight around them. The grandeur of the temple was impressive, yet it felt welcoming somehow, not cold or forbidding as he might have expected. His mother had returned to her natural form, tall and graceful and beautiful.

“Greetings, my daughter.” A rich voice seemed to reverberate from all around them. Shadows evanesced like wisps of smoke before them, revealing a tall, stunning woman with porcelain skin. Her resemblance to Nera’s true form was uncanny, yet this woman’s eyes were as the night sky above, twin nebulae threatening to draw Taren into their depths.

“Mother.” Nera bowed her head respectfully. “I’ve brought—”

“Your son, Taren. A pleasure to finally lay mine eyes upon you.” Sabyl, Mistress of the Night and goddess of luck and rogues, smiled and took Taren’s hand, and warmth and succor flowed into him.

“Lady Sabyl.” He started to fall to his knees in awe, but she drew him back to his feet.

“No need for that, Grandson. You’ve had quite a long journey thus far, yet I fear it’s barely begun. Your courage and resourcefulness make me proud, and I’m sure your mother is also.”

“Very much so.” Nera grinned and smacked him on the shoulder as she would a comrade-in-arms. “The reason we’ve come is because Nesnys is free of the Abyss and is meddling on the plane of Easilon.”

“Yes, I am aware of such activities,” Sabyl replied. She waved her hand, and the darkness to one side of the temple brightened, vague swirls of colors coalescing into the image of a raging battle.

A ragged and vastly outnumbered Ketanian band doggedly struck at the marching column of a superior imperial army. Taren watched intently, hoping to see some sign of Elyas among the fighters. They struck rapidly, an ambush, and in the time the Nebarans took to set their defenses and bring cavalry in to pursue, the attackers were already falling back into the tall grass covering the terrain’s rolling hills and gullies. Farther north, the bulk of the demoralized Ketanian army plodded along, perhaps three or four thousand troops remaining at best.

“Do you know of Elyas’s fate?” he asked suddenly, the sight making him worry anew over his cousin.

“Your cousin fought bravely but was defeated. He fought a duel with Nesnys herself and was then imprisoned. I’ve not seen what has happened to him since.”

“He fought Nesnys?” Taren asked wonderingly. Although he feared for Elyas, he felt a flash of pride for his cousin, practically a brother to him.

“I like him already,” Nera chimed in. “He takes after his father.”

Sabyl regarded the two of them sadly, Taren thought, but said no more.

“What must we do, Mother?” Nera asked after a time.

“Taren must master his talents and return to aid his friends and fellow Ketanians. Above all, Nesnys must be defeated and Shaol’s plot thwarted. But you both know this already. Your place remains in Nexus, Neratiri, as does Arronessalesyth. This battle must be fought by others.”

“Arron will want to aid them,” Nera insisted.

Sabyl shook her head slowly. “That is not his fate, nor his fight. He must remain to support you until the danger has passed.”

“This war is but a screen for what Shaol and Nesnys have planned,” Nera said. “I am certain of it. It makes little sense to wage war upon one Prime plane—there is some ulterior motive. We need to discover their real intent and put an end to it.”

“I think it is clear they mean to use Taren as leverage against you, Daughter. That is why his training is of paramount importance. Once he can effectively defend himself and lend his talents to aid the defense of Ketania, the threat will be diminished. Yet that is not all. Failing to capture or manipulate Taren, they mean to activate a weapon devised by the Engineer back in the time of the Planar War, I fear—one never used before because of its awful finality.”

“What weapon?” Taren and Nera asked in unison.

Sabyl shook her head. “I have no knowledge beyond the whispers that such a plot was created in the waning days of the Planar War as the Engineer’s forces grew ever more desperate. Fortunately, this weapon was never used. It is said its use will destroy all order throughout the multiverse.”

“Knowing that they want Taren so badly, won’t it be too dangerous for him to return?” Nera was eyeing him with worry. “Perhaps he should stay here under my protection until this threat passes.”

“No, I must return to aid my friends!” he protested. “I can’t simply leave them behind to fend for themselves.”

“Admirable loyalty.” A smirk spread on Nera’s face, and she bumped him with her hip. “By friends, your emphasis being on a pretty young queen?”

Taren flushed. “No… Well, I suppose in part. She’s the rightful heir to the Ketanian throne now and can unite the kingdom behind her. I seek to support her claim and stand with her.” At Nera’s grin, he felt uncomfortable. “She’s royalty… I could never even think…” He waved a hand in frustration, not wishing to continue discussing the topic.

“You think your bloodline is not good enough?” Nera asked in astonishment. “Look who you stand here with!”

Taren looked at Sabyl, uncomfortable with the conversation.

The goddess seemed to be listening to the exchange with amusement. “Let Taren follow his instincts, Daughter. He is wise for his age and has a good heart. Wyat raised him well. He’ll be fine.”

“That girl should see him for who he truly is,” Nera muttered.

“Taren, above all, you must discover Shaol’s true plans and put a stop to them. The fate of the kingdom can sort itself out after.” Sabyl regarded him gravely, the power of her gaze again making him feel the desire to fall to his knees.

He doggedly resisted the urge, fierce loyalty causing him to protest. “But I can’t let Nesnys’s army continue to slaughter and pillage its way across all of Ketania.”

“No one is saying to leave them to their fates, but if you are not careful, you may die or be captured, only to have their true plan come to fruition. Whole worlds could perish as a result. Such is the way of the Balance. You are he whom they will come to call thaumaturge, Taren. You were born to this fate.”

“The Weave and Balance again,” he said bitterly. “Is that my whole reason for being? To serve some destiny I never asked for?”

Nera regarded him with sympathy, and he realized his own plight wasn’t as bad as hers, forever bound to a throne she had never truly desired, according to Wyat at least. “What aim would it serve to fight against your fate?” Nera asked gently. “Such would play right into the hands of our foes. They’d like nothing better than for you to stand aside and let them prevail. Your friends need you to do what you are meant to, as do all people.”

Sabyl placed her hands upon his shoulders then, and he felt a sense of her tremendous power. “It is natural to have doubts, for that is free will. Taren, know that in a magic-poor world such as Easilon, you shall stand well above all other mages. Your unique and powerful talents are needed to defeat this threat.”

Taren was silent, thinking on what Sabyl and his mother had said. He knew they were right—to somehow defeat the Nebaran army and save his friends only to ultimately fail at stopping Nesnys and Shaol’s true goal would be playing right into their hands. But he couldn’t simply abandon his friends.

“If Arron must stay, perhaps I can round up whoever’s left of the old group to go with him,” Nera said.

Sabyl turned her attention to her daughter. “Your old friends’ times have passed, Neratiri. Let them enjoy the peace they’ve earned. Your task in this is to prepare Taren for what he will face and trust that your son can take care of himself. And make Nexus ready in the event that fortune favors us not.”

Sensing their audience was at an end, Taren allowed Nera to again take his hand to lead him away.

“It is an honor to meet you, Grandmother,” he said, bowing deeply.

“The pleasure is all mine, Taren.” Sabyl’s smile was a palpable thing of stunning beauty.

They’re all depending on me. I’ll not fail them. He stood straighter, resolve strengthening him.

“One last matter, Taren. Tell the deathless wanderer to take heart, for the path lies before him now.”

“Who?”

“Your companion, the monster hunter.”

“Ah, Creel.”

“He’ll know the meaning, for it’s something he’s awaited all these years. Farewell, Taren.”

And then they were back in Nexus. Arron was waiting for them, lounging at the table, his feet kicked up on the edge and a cup of wine in hand.

“How’d it go?” he asked.

“Well enough,” Nera replied. “I must think on all that has occurred. I imagine you are ready to turn in after a long day?” she asked Taren.

His head was still spinning from the meeting with Sabyl, but weariness was creeping in, and he knew he’d be finished once he settled down. “Yes, rest would be welcome.”

“Then let us speak more in the morning, and I’ll do what I can to prepare you for the challenges ahead.”

“Come on, lad.” Arron got to his feet and waved him to the door. “I’ll show you to your chamber.”

Taren followed gladly, already stifling a yawn.




















Chapter 32

By dawn, Elyas and Harlan were in Leciras. With cowls raised on their stolen guardsman cloaks, they had navigated the marketplace and arrived at their destination, the harbor.

They had previously discarded the idea of venturing either north or west of the Pasikos lands on foot as too risky. Harlan was well versed in geography and such matters, and Elyas deferred to his opinion. Nebara was a vast nation, separated from Ketania by the Helmsfield Range to the north and farther west, by the Burning Wastes. Save for the Helmsfield Pass, the keep at which was certainly occupied by Nebaran soldiers, they would find no route home in that direction. And the terrain beyond the environs of Leciras was a harsh, sparsely inhabited wilderness that would pose trouble in finding food and water. A trek of nearly a hundred miles in search of a border crossing would be folly.

Their best chance would be to find a ship and sail north to Bremsen or, failing that, at least try to make it as far as the Duskfens, which although a wild and dangerous land inhabited by trolls and other monsters, would allow them to easily evade pursuit.

“I can pay you upon arrival in Bremsen,” Harlan was pleading with a scowling ship’s mate. “My family is well connected, and you and the captain will have a wealth of gold upon our safe arrival.”

“Bugger your well-connected family,” the mate scoffed. “If I had a crown for every bastard who tried to pull shite like that then disappeared the moment we reached harbor…”

“But—”

“Piss off! Coin up front or not at all.” When neither of them could produce any, the mate pointed a gnarled finger. “Begone, then.”

Elyas sighed as they retreated back down the dock. Thus far, they’d met with similar failure on three occasions although they hadn’t yet approached any Nebaran-flagged vessels. Harlan figured what few ships were in port from the Olinost Isles or even Vallonde would prove more sympathetic to their plight, rather than risking a Nebaran crew turning them in to the Leciran city guard at the first opportunity in hopes of a reward. Elyas was content to let Harlan do the talking, for he was much more diplomatic and patient.

“We might have to approach one of the Nebaran ships,” Harlan admitted.

“What about stealing a small boat?”

“Do you know how to sail?”

“Nay, but I can row.”

Harlan grimaced. “Anything small enough for two men to row wouldn’t fare well in rough waters.”

“If we keep close enough to shore, we can put in if a storm blows in.”

“There is that. Or we could threaten a fisherman at sword point.” Harlan didn’t look thrilled with the idea, but Elyas thought it might be their best hope and had suggested that approach even before they’d sought to barter their way aboard with nonexistent coin. “I can promise the fisherman reimbursement upon arrival in Bremsen, same as the others. My family’s name is good enough, and I can make contact with a friend of the family there and leverage some coin.”

Elyas didn’t like the idea, but their choices were few. The morning was growing late, and he liked their chances of escape less the more time passed. Already, most fishermen were out on the bay plying their trade. His and Harlan’s absence from the barracks would have surely been discovered by now, and the city guard would soon be alerted to watch for them. The last ship’s mate had taken notice of Harlan’s iron collar, which clearly denoted the two of them as escaped slaves, and only a truly sympathetic or greedy captain would risk taking them onboard.

“All right,” Elyas said. “Let’s find a fisherman with a seaworthy boat. The sooner we are away from here, the better. At this point, I’m about ready to cling to a wooden barrel and paddle my way home.”

He glanced around nervously, afraid at any moment the city guard would come to apprehend them. Already, they had drawn too much attention. Without any coin, they couldn’t buy new clothes, and they didn’t want to chance stealing and risking capture by the guards. The cloaks helped them blend in somewhat but did nothing to hide their bare legs and sandaled feet. The collars couldn’t be totally concealed either.

“There’s some smaller craft down at that end of the harbor,” Harlan said.

He gestured, and they walked toward the southern docks, populated with smaller sloops and fishing trawlers. As Elyas had feared, most of the fishermen were out on the water already. Either the remaining boats were under repair, or their owners weren’t around.

“You there, boy,” Harlan called to a young boy lugging a bucket of baitfish. “You helping your da? Where’s his boat?”

The boy looked at them suspiciously for a moment before answering. “Down at the end of the pier. We sprung a leak so can’t go out today.”

Elyas looked around uneasily during the discussion. The boy was saying something about his father needing to haul the boat out and tar it again, but he was barely listening. Instead, he noticed the figures of horsemen looming over the crowd as they moved through the fish market.

“Harlan,” he hissed urgently, turning his back to the approaching riders.

His friend glanced over, and his face paled. “Where—”

“We have to find the lad’s old man—hurry! It’s our only chance.”

They moved down the dock at a brisk stride, passing a couple of moored single-masted sloops, both without sails and too large to row. An ancient fishing trawler was beyond the sloops ahead, but it didn’t look exactly seaworthy.

Elyas chanced a glance over his shoulder and cursed. The horsemen were nearing the docks, and he recognized Dirich and Shoat, along with a number of house guards.

“Balor’s balls, that’s them. We’ll have to take the man’s boat by force.” He didn’t like the idea of kidnapping the boy’s father at sword point, but the thought of being dragged back was more than he could bear.

They broke into a jog, thankful for the bustle of activity on the wharf and a large galley that momentarily blocked their view from Dirich and the others. After another twenty paces or so, Elyas could see a man unloading netting and other supplies from a small fishing boat near the end of the dock.

The clatter of hooves thundered on the wooden planks behind them. Elyas and Harlan shot nervous looks over their shoulders and saw their pursuers heading directly toward them at a canter. The pair broke into a sprint, but Elyas knew they wouldn’t make it.

How in the Abyss did they find us so quickly? Must have spies in town.

The rush of the sea breeze pushed his cowl back as he ran, pulling ahead of Harlan with his longer stride while holding the hilt of his stolen sword in one hand to prevent it slapping against his thigh. Ahead about thirty paces, the fisherman glanced toward them, and his eyes widened in alarm.

“You there! Push off at once!” Elyas bellowed, hoping the man would comply.

Harlan cried out behind him. Elyas glanced back and saw his friend fall hard to the dock, Shoat’s whip ensnaring his calf. Elyas halted and drew steel, turning back with the intention of cutting his friend free of the whip. What felt like a fist punched into his chest, knocking him backward a step. A second quarrel followed, striking his solar plexus and knocking the wind from him. The bolts had blunted heads, intended to incapacitate and not kill. A third struck him in the forehead, and he fell, dazed. He gritted his teeth, trying to blink away the wash of colors in his vision. He managed to secure the sword and get to his hands and knees when a shadow loomed over him, briefly blotting out the sun.

A heavy footman’s mace crunched into his wrist, breaking bone, and the sword fell from his nerveless fingers. Dirich’s next strike hit him in the ribs, sending him sprawling. He tried to take a breath although cracked ribs made that painful.

A flurry of thudding hooves and shouting guardsmen in the crimson and gold of House Pasikos surrounded him. Cudgels and boots thudded into him, and he curled up to try to protect himself. Harlan cried out in pain from nearby as Shoat pinned him to the ground, arms wrenched painfully behind his back while he lashed his wrists together.

“You shitelickers aren’t very smart, are you?” Dirich watched the beatings with a nasty smirk, thumping the heavy head of his mace on the planks of the dock in a steady rhythm. He held up a glowing stone in the palm of his free hand, and Elyas recognized it as similar to the device a Nebaran spy had used to track Taren and himself what felt like years before. “There’s a good reason slaves like you wear those collars at all times. Get them up, and put them on the horses. We need to get back.”

Hands gripped Elyas’s tunic and hauled him upright. Sea and sky and dock swirled around him dizzily. He recognized a couple of the guards, their faces marred with dark bruises—the same men he’d knocked out the previous night. One of the guards smiled an ugly grin that was missing a couple teeth, and a fist slammed into Elyas’s mouth, splitting his lips. A second blow struck his jaw, and he spiraled into unconsciousness.




***




Elyas woke strapped across the back of a horse, wrists and ankles tied together beneath the animal’s belly. He immediately wished he’d remained unconscious. Everything hurt: his shattered wrist, cracked ribs, and knots of swelling bruises. The ribs in particular were aggravated by bouncing along on the horse’s back. From what little he could see, he thought he recognized the hills and vineyards near the Pasikos villa.

He couldn’t help but be impressed with the ruthless efficiency, ease really, with which he and Harlan had been taken down. If he’d ever had any doubt as to Dirich knowing his business, that episode had easily dispelled it.

After an agonizingly long time, the horses plodded up the road to the Pasikos estate. He couldn’t see Harlan anywhere, only a few mounted guards around him. They passed through the gates of the villa and into the training yard. Once there, his bonds were slashed, and he was shoved unceremoniously off the horse’s rump, falling hard to the dirt. Once the jolt of pain from his hard landing subsided, the end of his painful journey came as a minor relief.

But that relief would be short lived, for his pain was only beginning.

“These traitorous dogs betrayed your brotherhood,” Dirich growled. “Cowards, the both of them, slunk off in the dark of night after pissing on our lord’s hospitality. They shame the title of gladiator.”

Elyas raised his head enough to see that he and Harlan were encircled by their fellow gladiators. Curses and mutters rose up from the gathered men as they regarded the pair, expressions ranging from disgust to anger and even raw hatred. Spittle struck Elyas on the cheek. Harlan’s eyes were wide and fearful as they met Elyas’s.

“Show this scum what it means to betray their brothers,” Dirich snarled, stepping back, arms folded across his chest. “Just keep them alive.” Shoat loomed over his shoulder, his blunt face looking eager to watch what came next.

Elyas thought the previous beating was bad enough, but what happened next was much worse. More ribs shattered beneath stomping feet. His nose was crushed from a knee to the face, clumps of hair yanked out, fingers stomped and broken. A vicious kick to his knee caused sinew to tear, eliciting a howl as that pain eclipsed all others, momentarily.

Harlan cried out in concert from somewhere within the storm of battering fists and feet.

When Elyas finally blacked out, the relief was so great he hoped he’d never awaken.




***




“What have you done, you fool?”

The voice came from a great distance, clearly irritated yet not unsympathetic. A bitter odor filled Elyas’s nostrils, and he choked awake into pain and misery.

He was in the familiar confines of the infirmary. Edara peered down into his face and sighed in relief, corking a vial of whatever substance she had used to rouse him.

“How could you be so foolish? You’re fortunate they didn’t kill you.”

Elyas thought she might have had it wrong, judging by how he felt. He tried to reply, but all that came out was a strangled “Glahr.”

“Hush. Drink slowly.” She tipped a cup of one of her foul-tasting potions to his lips.

He gulped it down, barely tasting its bitterness, his only wish to fall into a deep, painless sleep. Anything was preferable to the misery of seemingly every inch of his body aching as it did.

“Harlan?” he managed to ask.

Edara’s lips tightened. “He was even worse off than you were and required immediate aid. Frailer constitution than yours. But he’ll recover… in time. As will you. The gods saw fit to truly challenge my abilities today.”

She went to work on his wrist and hand, which he was only aware of as a throbbing agony below the elbow, likely from multiple fractures. He took solace in her ministrations as the potion calmed him and his pain eased. Edara hummed a soft tune as she straightened and then splinted his broken fingers and wrist. She sliced open his shirt and breeches to examine bruises and lacerations. He sat up with her aid, then she wrapped a tight bandage around his torso to support his broken ribs. He winced when she probed his swollen knee with her fingers.

“Mmm. That’s going to pose a problem.” She gripped his ankle under one arm and pinned it against her side, then she wrenched his leg sideways.

He cried out at the stab of agony as bone and sinew shifted, but the pain seemed to lessen after the adjustment. She bound his knee in a poultice that provided a pleasant warm numbing sensation to the aching joint.

Next, she stood above his head and ran her fingers across his cheeks and jaw, feeling for fractures. Something crackled as she adjusted his broken nose, and he hissed in pain. She dabbed the blood off his face with a wet rag.

“Well, that’s about all I can do for now,” she pronounced a few minutes later. “Thankfully, most of that mess is bruising and will heal on its own with my potions. The fractures and tears will take longer to mend. Return on the morrow. And as I told your friend—try to refrain from such foolishness next time.” She patted his shoulder and gave him a wan smile when their eyes met.

Elyas clasped her hand and squeezed it before she could pull away. “Thank you for your kindness, Edara. You’re a godsend.”

She shrugged, looking embarrassed. “Just doing my job, Elyas. Until tomorrow, then.” She pulled her hand free but didn’t look displeased. “Oh, you’ll need to use this to walk with until the knee heals.”

Elyas took the sturdy wooden crutch offered and hesitantly slipped off the table. He kept his weight off his bad knee as much as possible and nearly lost his balance when he tried to catch himself on the crutch but managed to stabilize himself. His clothes were bloody ruins, and he wore only his smallclothes. Edara repeated her directions to the guards, and they led him back to the barracks, where he was returned to the cage he and Harlan had spent their first several weeks in.

“Home sweet home. Just like old times, eh?” Harlan’s face was black and blue, swollen and lopsided, and he lay flat on his back, but he managed a grimace of a smile. One arm and leg each had a splint, as well as bandages wrapped around his head and ribs, and his right foot was wrapped up in a large splinted mass.

The guards locked them in and departed, one man returning a moment later to toss Elyas a change of clothes.

Elyas awkwardly lowered himself to his old corner and held his crutch across his lap. The thought of donning the clothes seemed too daunting a task for the time being. He noticed Harlan had a matching pair of crutches just like his.

“Well, I reckon these might do some damage if you hit someone over the head with it.” Elyas was about to smack the thick end of his crutch against the palm of his ruined hand but thought better of it.

Harlan choked out a bitter laugh. “Oh, you never give in, do you, my friend? I don’t know where you find the strength.”

“I don’t either,” Elyas admitted. “Although when they were beating me down in the yard out there, for a moment I hoped that would be the end of it all.”

“If you give in, that bitch Nesnys wins. I see that now. It’s a game to her. She’s hoping to either break you or forge you into the weapon she wants you to be. You mustn’t let her win.”

Elyas considered that for a while. “I think our only chance is if we survive long enough to take advantage of her offer.” He held up a hand when Harlan started to protest. “Hear me out first. I’ll play along with her game for now, and next time I see her, I’ll accept her offer. My condition will be that you accompany me as my lieutenant since she wants me to be a champion to lead her army or whatnot.”

Harlan considered it for a time. “I don’t like the idea, yet it could work, assuming you manage to convince her of your earnestness. And if we survive that long. I’m fresh out of any other ideas and doubt I can survive another beating like that. If we do this, you cannot give her what she wants, though.”

“I intend to kill her at the first opportunity presented.” The words came out naturally and were true for the most part—at least, as far as the part of him that hated her was concerned. He refused to consider any other sentiments.

“Then may the gods grant us some good fortune for a change, my friend.” Harlan was silent a long time as though pondering something. He evidently came to some decision, for he said, “I remember you during the raids, you know. It took me a while to recognize who you were, but your war stories made it fall into place.”

“Beg pardon?”

“We were hopelessly routed after the ambush in the night, just a day out from Ammon Nor. You were one of the volunteers to join my rearguard and buy the army some time to fall back and regroup. I remember how well you fought, along with Sergeant Glin and the others. Fighting comes naturally to you.”

Elyas remembered how earlier Harlan had seemed familiar to him somehow, and suddenly that made sense. “Prince Dorian?” he asked in an undertone, casting a cautious glance around, but they were alone. 

He’d never gotten a good look at Dorian before, only glimpses from a distance. Later, during their rearguard mission, he always wore a full helm to conceal his identity. Now that he had grown his beard out and his skin was deeply tanned and bearing numerous scars, his physique more muscled than before, his own family would likely have trouble recognizing him at first glance. But his voice was what had seemed most familiar to Elyas.

“That man is long dead, I’m afraid,” he replied with a distraught look. “Only this broken man, Harlan, remains.”

“It makes sense now. Your reaction to the story of the army’s defeat… and your father’s death. Gods, I’m sorry for your loss.”

Harlan waved his apology away. “Yes, I should have been there to fight by his side as Jerard did. But we’ve all lost much in this war—I’m no exception.” He sighed and shifted his position, grimacing at the pain. “The welfare of Ketania is left to Mother and sweet Sianna now.”

“During the ambush… You have my apologies that we didn’t try harder to save you.”

“To what effect? Everyone was fighting for their lives. And yet we both ended up in this same wretched place in the end. I can’t fault anyone for that—everyone knew our mission was suicide. But I’d like to think we saved many lives… bought men a chance to fight another day. Perhaps they’ve rallied and are still fighting the invaders.”

Elyas doubted that very much, but he didn’t voice his fears, for Harlan’s sake. The army had been in sad shape, and Nesnys was a canny commander with a superior force.

“Why didn’t you identify yourself after capture? Perhaps you’d have been spared all of this.” He waved his hand around at their surroundings.

“And what would that have gained? Being paraded around in front of our men? Offered up as a hostage for Mother to surrender the kingdom? No… I think this turned out for the best, awful as this experience has been. I refuse to be used as a pawn… Best that I die here, anonymously.”

“We aren’t done yet. We’ll rest up and let our bodies mend. Then, I’ll accept Nesnys’s deal the next time I see her.”

“Rest… ah, blessed rest sounds grand.” Harlan sighed, and his eyelids drooped as Edara’s potion was taking effect. “I just wanted to get that off my chest. In case I don’t make it and you do someday. Please, Elyas, let my family know I never gave up, that I kept fighting.”

“I shall, Your Highness.”

“Just Harlan, Elyas.”

“Aye. I’ll do so if that day ever comes.”

Harlan nodded and dozed off. Elyas sat in silence until Edara’s potion took full effect and he too was claimed by a deep sleep.




















Chapter 33

Creel sat up with a start to find himself in total darkness. His nerves were on edge, his trusted instincts warning him of danger.

Where in the Abyss am I?

After taking slow, steady breaths to calm his racing heart, memories came flooding back: Castle Llantry, the betrayal by that whoreson mayor, Sianna with a knife at her ribs, himself being punched and kicked until unconscious. His head hurt, and an ache in his torso indicated the presence of broken ribs, but nothing that wouldn’t be mended in a short time.

“Gods, I knew that was a bad idea, seeking aid here.” He had tried to convince the young queen, unsuccessfully, to strike out on their own, keeping their identities and presence in the capital secret.

But he had been overruled as Sianna thought it a good idea to try to muster some of her followers and get aid from the mayor of the city, now regent of Ketania, apparently. Creel had never had any sense for political machinations, nor the patience for it. To him, trust was earned with sweat and steel and blood, not by smooth words and hollow gestures of obeisance.

I reckon Sianna learned a hard lesson there, but like most trials, she should come out stronger in the end. Now, the question is where am I and where is she?

With his darkvision, he studied his surroundings, able to pick out the subtle cracks around a door, a slightly lighter shade of gray compared to the blackness all around. The old stench of urine and feces was prevalent, and in the silence, his breathing and heartbeat seemed loud.

Not quite silent, he realized after a moment. He could make out the faint sound of sobbing somewhere. The castle dungeons, then. I’ve been spending too much bloody time being locked up.

After stretching cramped muscles, he stood up, promptly smacking his head on the uneven stone of the low ceiling. He cursed and, stooped over, made his way to the door. It was wooden and quite solid—he wouldn’t be able to force it open. Feeling around, he discovered a slotted grate covered with a metal plate, the type the guards could slide aside to observe the prisoners. The plate wasn’t closed completely, and he was able to get his fingertips in the gap and shove it open with a loud rasp in the stillness.

By the faint light of the corridor, he could see another cell door across the way. To his left, light flickered more brightly—a torch, he guessed. The sound he’d heard earlier had stopped.

“Sianna,” he hissed.

“Master Creel, is that you?” a soft voice asked after a moment.

“Aye, I’m here. Are you well?”

She gave a mix of a bitter laugh and a sob. “I’m alive, and they spared me the beating they gave you, if that counts as being well.”

“Aye, that’s a good start. How long have we been here?”

“I don’t know… A couple hours, I think.” Her voice was louder and clearer—she must have stood at the window of her cell door also, though he couldn’t see which cell she was in. “I-I’m so sorry about all this… I should’ve taken your advice. I’m such a fool.” She sounded as though she was holding onto her self-control by a mere thread.

“Don’t blame yourself, lass. You had no way of knowing that bastard would stab you in the back. Did he say anything of his plans for you?”

“He mentioned Nesnys and that she may allow him to keep the regency now that I was in his possession.”

Creel cursed quietly. So the bastard will likely turn her over to Nesnys. Once she’s gone, chances of saving her will be much more difficult, and that’s provided the fiend lets her live.

He examined the door some more, even grasping the bars in the window and shaking with all his might. But that was useless—the only way he would be getting through that door was if his gaolers let him out.

“Master Creel? I’m frightened… especially at the thought of being turned over to that fiend.”

I’d be surprised if you weren’t.

“Just hang in there, lass. We’ll figure something out. The others are sure to miss us afore long, and I wouldn’t put it past Brom to try something daring and foolhardy to aid us.”

Sianna sighed. “Nothing to do but wait, then.”

“Aye. Get what rest you can in case an opportunity presents itself to try to get away.”

But the opportunity never came. Instead, they waited for hours. Sianna said very little, resting as he had recommended, Creel hoped, and he was content to do the same. After some time, likely in the early hours of the next morning by his guess, he heard tramping boots and jingling mail down the hallway. Light bloomed from an approaching torch in the corridor, then he heard a key in a lock followed by the screech of rusty hinges. 

“On your feet, wench,” a rough voice growled. “You have a visitor.”

Creel pressed his face to the grate and could just make out a couple guards wearing the livery of the mayor’s house guard, along with the gaoler, a portly, unkempt man with a balding head.

“Master Creel!” Sianna called, panic in her voice.

He glimpsed a flash of her dyed hair before the two house guards hustled her away down the hall.

“Oi, what about me?” Creel called loudly. He pounded on his door. “I go where she goes.”

“Piss on you,” the gaoler growled. “You ain’t going nowhere but the boneyard. Just be glad I don’t put a blade in your gullet and hasten your trip there.” He turned and shuffled after the others.

“Stay strong, Sianna!” He didn’t know what else to say, and soon they were gone.

Creel cursed, listening for a long time until he heard nothing but the crackling torch and faint scurrying of distant rats. Eventually, he sat back down and leaned against the wall facing the door, settling himself in for a long wait.




***




The guards dragged Sianna out of the dungeons and up to the castle bailey. Along the way, they picked up half a dozen more guards, and eight of them in total were surrounding her by the time she exited the stairs and stepped into the early morning air.

She breathed deeply of the clean air, relieved to get the stench of excrement from her nostrils. The sky was dark, just beginning to lighten to gray over the eastern wall.

Feeling eyes upon her, she turned and flinched at the sight of a demon standing a short distance from her. It was a hunched, withered-looking thing with great bat wings. Its red eyes glinted with malice as it regarded her, its sharp elongated beak snapping closed.

Mayor Calcote stood near the creature, but not too near, clearly unnerved by its presence as well. “Here’s the princess Atreus, as promised to the warlord.”

The fiend shuffled a few steps closer, and Sianna recoiled, but the guards were still gripping her arms. She could feel them shift nervously.

“Greetings, young princess,” the beast rasped. “Scaixal shall take good care of you, deliver you to the mistress.”

“And then what?” she asked, drawing herself up straight, refusing to cower.

“Then she will do with you as she will, fleshbag.” Scaixal’s beak opened, giving the impression of a ghastly grin.

She shuddered in spite of herself.

Calcote cleared his throat nervously. “About the matter of payment…”

“Yes, yes. Fat fleshbag wants shiny gold.” The demon tossed the mayor a sack, quite heavy with coin judging from the solid smack it made when it landed in his clutching hands.

“Ah, yes, this is very generous.” Calcote bowed low. “Please inform the warlord I will be pleased to aid her further, however she requires.”

Sianna glared at Calcote, wishing her gaze were daggers stabbing into his flabby chest. He avoided meeting her gaze, peering into the sack of coin, and she saw the glint of gold crowns.

Scaixal ignored the mayor, instead beckoning Sianna forward. The guards released her and stepped away, and for a moment, she was standing by herself, unsecured.

I should run for it. Perhaps grab a guard’s sword and fight them off. Creel would do so, I have no doubt.

Yet she was no Dakarai Creel. She was only a scared young woman, barely more than a girl, and this was no bard’s tale. She wouldn’t get three steps before the guards, or worse, Scaixal, were on her. She didn’t even want to think of what the fiend might do to her. Her shoulders slumped as her scant courage deflated.

“Come, come.” Scaixal beckoned impatiently.

She stepped forward, and the fiend’s bony hand shot out and snared her wrist. Its leathery skin was shrunken over bone and shifting sinew, and sharp brown talons pinched her skin. Before she could even wonder if the demon meant to bear her aloft and fly away, it was speaking in a language that hurt her ears. The bailey blurred and shifted around her, then she was elsewhere.




















Chapter 34

Ferret stood at the window in her room, looking out over the wondrous city of Nexus. Night had fallen over the city, and she watched the glittering lights below for a long while. The distance was too great to make out individual features, but she saw a number of people moving about in the streets and squares, many lit with some type of bluish torchlight—magical, she guessed. Down below in the bailey, the guards chatted during what must have been the shift change, their voices occasionally audible as they laughed at some jest.

Arron had shown her and Mira to their adjoining rooms an hour or two earlier while Taren remained behind to speak privately with his mother. Without any need for sleep, Ferret didn’t bother to lie down on the four-poster bed, decorated with a nicely stitched duvet, several pillows, and silky curtains around it. The bed looked very comfortable and was certainly fancier than anything she’d ever slept on before, but it was wasted on her.

And watching the city was far more interesting.

They needn’t have bothered giving me a room—I could just stand there in the hall like the other statues.

She wondered how long Taren would want to remain in Nexus. He’ll want to get to know his mother and uncle and then do whatever wizard training he came to find. That should be interesting to watch if they let me. She didn’t really care whether she waited in Nexus or back in Llantry as long as she found some sliver of hope for discovering a cure. The thought of being cooped up in this castle for weeks on end wasn’t very appealing, however.

I’ll need to slip into the city and explore in the meantime. Mayhap Mira will want to tag along.

The monk probably wouldn’t be the best company, for all her attention was focused on Taren nearly all the time, an arrangement Ferret found most curious. She knew Mira had her duty to guard Taren, yet her devotion went beyond that. Almost as if she’s in love with him. Why that thought popped into her head, she had no clue. After briefly examining that thought, she discarded it.

Perhaps love in a sense, but not “in love.” Like a sister and brother. Same for me, I reckon. She was still embarrassed at her outburst earlier, when she had gotten emotional and said something about Taren being like a brother after he got irritated with her about her teasing. Yet he was likable, kind, and interesting. His magic was impressive and unpredictable, so being around him wasn’t boring. And he saved me—I’ll owe him forever for that. She sighed and wondered how her thoughts had taken such a tangent from wanting to explore Nexus.

Mira might not be the best company to explore the city with, but at least she’d be some company—to help stave off the loneliness Ferret felt keenly, the isolation of simply no longer being a person, but a thing. She already missed Creel’s presence, for the two had grown close during their nightly chats on the road when the others were asleep.

A knock at the door was a welcome relief to her rambling thoughts. She didn’t know how much time had passed since she had entered her room. She could have calculated the time based on her internal clockwork but didn’t care enough to bother, for that only served to remind her of her own inhumanity.

She opened the door to find a peculiar little man standing there. He was quite short, well over a foot shorter than even herself, and wiry of build, wearing a plain brown tunic and breeches. He had a balding head, a scruffy red beard, and a long nose. His eyes were bright with good humor, and he extended a hand.

“You must be Ferret. I’m Yosrick Sparkspinner—a friend of Nera’s. And of course, by extension, a friend of her son and his friends.” He smiled broadly, and she could sense his barely concealed excitement.

Ferret found herself liking the little man despite her melancholy mood. She shook his hand, careful not to apply too much pressure, and noted how he studied the mechanism of her hand intently. He then flushed, looking embarrassed and stammered an apology.

“It’s nothing. Look all you want—I’m a freak, I know.”

“Nay, lass! You’re not a freak… just something new—and marvelous—which we haven’t seen before. I’ll wager inside you’re still you, am I right?”

She shrugged. “I suppose in a way. Though I don’t get hungry or thirsty or tired or anything like that.”

“Well, I’m here to do my best to help you with your… ahem, affliction. I’ve studied much of the literature in the library here at the fortress—the Architect’s own library, I might add—so I reckon I may be able to help.” He obviously expected her to be impressed about the library, but the name meant nothing to her.

After an awkward silence, Ferret stood aside. “Do you want to come in?”

“Oh, nay. I was actually going to bring you to speak with my uncle if you have the time. I apologize for the late hour, but Nera summoned me a short time ago, and when she shared the memories of the Hall of Artificers, well, I didn’t want to wait. My uncle may have some idea of how to help. I’m convinced of that.” Yosrick was nearly breathless by the time he finished talking.

Ferret shrugged and would’ve smiled if she could. “Sure. I have nothing but time now that I don’t need sleep. Lead on.”

She expected to be escorted to another room in the fortress. She wasn’t prepared to be taken through a secret passage concealed in an alcove behind a statue, down a very long set of stairs, then through a number of passages until they reached a cacophonous warren deep underground. A tremendous clanking and banging and screeching reverberated through the very ground around them, punctuated with an occasional shrieking whistle.

Yosrick was saying something, but Ferret couldn’t hear him at first. “I apologize for bringing you all the way down here,” he shouted, “but my uncle despises leaving his beloved Machine!”

“I don’t mind. This is all very… interesting.” And it was indeed, for they stepped out into a large cavern filled with a massive machine beyond anything she could have imagined, churning in the center of the cave. A vast expanse of steel and alloyed metal parts were in constant motion: gears and cogs turned, powering spinning axles and pumping pistons while an occasional blast of steam erupted from pipes, all with some mysterious purpose she could only guess at.

She must have been standing gawping like a moonstruck calf, for she realized Yosrick was tugging at her hand, unable to budge her. She followed as he led her along a grated metal catwalk and then up a ramp to a higher level. A number of the bluish flaming torches were mounted on the walls, casting the entire chamber in an azure hue. They stopped before the first in a series of small doors lined up in the rock wall.

Yosrick pounded on the door with his fist.

“Eh? Who is it?” someone asked in a muffled voice inside, almost inaudible over the clamor of the Machine.

Yosrick pulled the door open and beckoned her to enter. Ferret ducked through the entryway and could just barely stand without scraping her head on the low ceiling. The cramped living chamber was illuminated by the warm glow of an oil lamp. A narrow bed was positioned along the back wall, and a comfortable-looking chair and desk sat to her left, the latter covered with parchments filled with diagrams and figures, a quill and vial of ink sitting beside them.

An enormous piece of wall-mounted slate took up the entirety of one wall, marked in chalk with a bewildering diagram of what could’ve been the Machine, or parts thereof, along with symbols and chicken-scratchings Ferret couldn’t begin to decipher.

The shut door muffled the racket to some small degree, but it was still unbelievably noisy. How in the Abyss can anyone sleep with all the noise down here?

Another small man, resembling Yosrick but much older and with an even longer nose, bald head, and wrinkled clean-shaven face, stood before her with hands on hips. He wore a set of grease-stained overalls and a tool belt with a wrench, hammer, and other instruments tucked inside.

“Uncle, this is Ferret, a, uh… young lady Nera wants us to aid. Lass, this is my Uncle Flurbinger. He’s the chief engineer for the city.”

“Hello,” she said.

Flurbinger seemed to get over his astonishment at her appearance enough to recall his manners. He held out a small, grubby paw, which she shook. His eyes nearly bulged out of his head at the sight of her hand. He cleared his throat and regarded her a long moment. “This may sound crass, but would you mind, uh… disrobing for us? I’d really like to get a close look at you.”

Ferret would have smiled if she could. “Well, normally, I believe one would first buy a lass a drink before making such a request.”

The two exchanged a look, and their cheeks reddened.

“Excuse my uncle. He isn’t the most, er… tactful, if you know what I mean.” Yosrick looked extremely uncomfortable.

Ferret laughed at their discomfiture. She instinctively liked the energetic, no-nonsense duo. “I was only jesting. You’re gnomes, aren’t you?” She suddenly realized who the little men were. She’d heard of them before, of course, the race legendary for their inventions and engineering knowledge, but had never seen any before. As far as she knew, there weren’t any gnomish settlements in Easilon—granted, her knowledge of the wide world was quite limited.

“Aye, we are,” Yosrick said.

She took off her cloak then slipped out of her bulky tunic and breeches.

From the look on Flurbinger’s face, she wondered if he would ever get as excited by gazing upon any real woman flesh, then she realized that was the reason he was in charge of the Machine: his love of things mechanical. Yosrick looked nearly as awed by her form as his uncle.

“Feel free to stare all you like,” she muttered, feeling a bit uncomfortable with all the attention.

Flurbinger fumbled to don a set of crooked spectacles that made his eyes look comically large. He ran trembling fingers along her arm then tried to peer beneath her breastplate at her mechanical innards. “Fascinating. They really outdid themselves… flesh completely transmuted to steel alloy, clockwork power source, and I would suspect the use of a gyroscopic stabilizer to establish balance…” He continued muttering to himself in what could have been a foreign language, for all the sense it made.

“My uncle has his knowledge stored in his head.” When she stared at Yosrick blankly, he added, “You know, the Engineer. Nera plucked some knowledge from his head and gave it to Uncle Flurbinger. That knowledge is needed to keep the Machine and the city running.”

Ferret shrugged, still not knowing whom he was speaking of.

Flurbinger took her hand and flexed her fingers almost reverently, watching the movement of the digits, the cleverly fashioned joints. Yosrick was studying some inscriptions along her breastplate—whether runes or just decorative, she didn’t know.

“Is there anything we can get you, lass?” Yosrick asked. “To make you comfortable or anything?”

“Not unless you can give me a human body again. Can you?”

Yosrick repeated her question to Flurbinger, who seemed to have not heard. The old gnome had a piece of chalk and was scribbling figures on a small piece of slate while muttering to himself again.

“Uncle Flurbinger!” Yosrick shouted.

“Eh?” He blinked at his nephew as though he’d forgotten he was there.

“Is there a way to help the lass?” Yosrick repeated for the third time.

“Aye, there’s a fair chance of it.”

“There is?” Ferret thought she’d burst from sudden excitement.

“Granted, these memories are old—we’re talking centuries, perhaps millennia,” Flurbinger warned.

Ferret’s enthusiasm deflated somewhat.

“But if you get yourself to Shirak Research Station, there was a reverse transmutation tank there at one time. Whether it still functions, or even exists, I cannot say.” He scratched his head. “Why you’d want to give up such a beauteous form though, I can’t fathom.”

If she could’ve planted a kiss on the old gnome’s head, she would’ve. Instead, she gave him an embrace that caused him to wheeze for breath. She didn’t spare Yosrick either, the younger gnome looking quite pleased to be able to give her hope.

“Shirak Research Station holds the key. Where in the Abyss is that?” she wondered aloud.

“It’s on the elemental plane of water,” Flurbinger replied. “Accessed through the portal in the Hall of the Artificers.”

“So we’ve got to travel back to that wretched place?”

“Huh. If you’re still insistent on the madness of changing back to flesh, you do.”

You’d better believe it. She couldn’t wait to tell Taren.

“May I?” Flurbinger was holding up a long glossy strip of material that might have been lizardskin with a bunch of minute markings along one side at regular intervals.

Ferret realized it was similar to what she’d once seen a tailor use to take a gentleman’s measurements for a fine pair of clothes. She’d been watching curiously through a window, of course, for a gutter rat would have immediately been chased out of such a fine establishment with a stout cudgel.

“Aye, do as you will. I’ve naught better to do at the moment.” I owe him this much for some spark of hope. She resigned herself to being measured and poked and prodded for the next hour or two.




***




Roused from a vaguely disturbing dream, Taren sat up with a start when the door to his bedchamber burst open. He rubbed his eyes and squinted at the dim figure silhouetted in the doorway.

“Taren! They know how to cure me!” Ferret came to his bedside and grabbed his arm excitedly, her fingers squeezing him with bruising force.

“Who? How?”

“The gnomes! We have to go back to the Hall of the Artificers then through a portal to the plane of water.”

He looked at her confusedly. “Plane of water?”

“Aye, there’s a research station hidden there—Shirak, it’s called. Through the portal.”

He recalled the strange, machinelike portal with its four destination settings, one of which was Shirak Research Station. “Ah, yes, I recall that destination.”

“So you’ll take me, won’t you?”

He smiled at her enthusiasm even though he thought going back there might be a bad idea if Nesnys was up to what they suspected. “Of course—I promised you, didn’t I?”

She flung herself onto him, nearly dragging him from his bed with a rib-creaking hug. “You’re such a good friend, Taren. I’ve never had such friends before, you know?”

He patted her on the metal back awkwardly, not able to escape the bizarre feeling as if he were embracing a suit of armor. “As are you, Ferret,” he gasped.

She released him. “Sorry to wake you… I was just so excited—I had to share it with someone.”

“Don’t mention it. It’s hard to sleep in a soft bed after the hard ground for so long,” he said so she wouldn’t feel bad, although that wasn’t quite the truth. He’d fallen into as deep a slumber as any in recent memory. “Tell me more in the morning.”

“I will.” She waved and nearly skipped out of his room, practically radiating euphoria.

Taren felt happy for her although he knew finding this cure was a long shot. If the Hall of the Artificers was any indication, Shirak Research Station could prove to be a dangerous destination even if they were fortunate enough not to run into Nesnys and her lackeys.

He lay back down and, despite his concerns, fell back into a deep sleep in moments.




















Chapter 35

“How far developed is your talent?” Nera asked Taren the morning following their meeting with Sabyl. She was eating a pear and reclining in a chair at the table in the same chamber where they had met the past day.

At the sight of the banquet of food laid out, Taren realized he was famished. He’d slept about as well as any time he could remember the past night. Even though a grave duty had been laid on his shoulders by Sabyl, relief at having located his mother and the promise of temporary sanctuary served to ease his trepidation. And following Ferret’s interruption, he’d fallen back asleep, heartened that they might be able to find a cure for the girl.

Mira and Ferret sat down at Nera’s invitation. They had been up before Taren, speaking together in Mira’s chamber when he knocked. When he joined them, Ferret began anew, relating her tale of the past night for his sake, telling of Yosrick leading her down into the bowels of the city and the sight of the wondrous Machine, followed by her meeting Flurbinger and learning of a possible cure. Mira seemed as happy as Taren at the possibility of aiding their friend, for he suspected the monk still carried guilt about letting her wander off from camp alone.

Taren took a seat next to his mother and scooped a generous helping of scrambled eggs, sausage, and porridge onto his plate, along with a slab of fresh bread, which he slathered with butter. A glass of crisp cider washed it all down nicely.

In response to Nera’s question, he tried to explain as best he could about his magic use, of opening himself up to the flow of earth magic, his difficulty controlling it, and his frequent weariness and exhaustion afterward.

Nera pursed her lips thoughtfully at the last part. “You’ll have to show me. But first, finish up. There’s plenty more where that came from. Is there nothing I can offer you, Ferret?”

The girl shook her head. “I don’t get hungry or thirsty, and the only weariness I know is of being a damn suit of armor. But now that I have some hope, that is ample sustenance.”

Nera smiled. “Glad that my old friends could be of assistance. What must be done?”

Ferret told her story again with Nera nodding occasionally throughout.

“I’ll be happy to aid however I can. I suspect your quest will fall in line with Taren’s.” She cast a knowing look at him as he nodded.

Taren couldn’t help but agree with Nera and Sabyl’s suspicions that the Hall of the Artificers somehow fit in with Nesnys and Shaol’s plans, and now with Ferret’s chance of a cure, he’d surely be making a return visit.

“Looks like we’ll be sticking together for a while, huh?” he asked Ferret.

She nodded energetically, and he could feel her excitement.

When they finished eating, Nera practically sprang to her feet. She looked at Taren’s companions. “Don’t hesitate to say something to my brother, too lazy to attend breakfast as he is, if you need anything. Or any of the servants. And feel free to use the library or explore the gardens as you like. Endira took it upon herself to restore the gardens, and they are quite tranquil.” She smiled at Mira. “A nice place for your meditations, I should think.”

“Thank you, lady—um, Nera, I mean,” Mira said.

“Well, then. Come, Son, let us see what you are made of.” And with that, the two were instantly transported away.

They reappeared in a large, empty room, dark save for a number of magical torches lining the walls that flared alight upon their arrival. Taren could tell they were underground, for the chamber resonated with a deep thrumming sound. 

“Is that noise the Machine?” he asked.

“Aye, you get used to it. In fact, once you are attuned to it, you will likely miss it after you leave again. So… let us see what you can do. Channel your power.”

Taren took a long breath and slipped into his second sight. He gasped at what he saw. All around was a brightly burning blue-white aura of magic infusing everything. This was no earth magic, for Nexus was an artificially constructed space, infused with a great and self-sustaining magic permeating the walls and ground, even the magical torches. He could sense a deep well beneath the city at the edge of his senses, a tremendous force that was the great Machine. Yet even all of that was unimpressive compared to Nera. Looking at her was something else entirely. Her aura was almost a pure white, too bright to look at, as if he were staring into the sun.

So that is what godlike power looks like.

He regained his concentration then focused on reaching out and drawing the city’s ambient magic into himself, a steady stream flowing into and filling him up until it made his nerves tingle.

“Good. Your mana well is impressive. Unleash it at me—give it all you’ve got.” Nera walked away about ten paces and turned to face him, hands on hips.

Taren raised an eyebrow as he regarded his mother. “I don’t know if that’s a good idea. I don’t want to lose control and destroy something or, worse, hurt you.”

Nera’s eyebrows arched as she gave him a disbelieving smirk. “You’ve got a high opinion of yourself, mageling. You think you can hurt me?”

Taren flushed. “I didn’t mean it like that… I just don’t have enough control—”

“Why do you think we’re here?” Nera gestured around them. She retained her customary plane-cursed form, and although she wasn’t particularly tall or imposing in bearing, she carried a cool confidence, a hubris that was a bit dangerous. Here before him was the brash and accomplished adventurer Wyat had told so many stories about.

Taren channeled a blast of force at Nera, forceful enough to knock her from her feet yet not strong enough to really harm her. At least he hoped so. He unleashed it, expecting at the very least for her to be driven back a step if not thrown to the ground.

Instead, he could only watch as the force split apart around Nera, like a chunk of wood meeting an axe blade. The magic leaked back into the floor and walls and ceiling around her. She regarded him dubiously.

“That all you’ve got? Trust me, I can take it.”

All right, you asked for it.

He gathered a tremendous blast, like that he’d used to fell their pursuers in the ruins following Kennitt’s death, when he’d destroyed the bridge in the process. The force exploded out, enough to make him take a step back, a momentary dizziness clouding his vision.

Nera spread her arms wide, chest bared, a delighted grin on her face. The force blasted into her, yet she somehow kept it at bay, the power rushing around her, over her, suffusing his second sight in a brilliant explosion of power that totally obscured her slight form and momentarily blotted out her magnificent aura. Taren feared he’d harmed her, but then the energy bled away, channeled by Nera back into the city around them, and she stood unharmed.

“That was good. Your raw power is impressive. The trick is wielding it with control. Hit me again.”

Taren blinked away the bright spots flickering in his vision. More magic surged into him, and he released a swirling blast of fire, the flames curling down his arms and shooting from his clenched fists, twin streams washing over his mother. To his amazement, the fire wrapped and coiled around her, and she danced a playful jig, as if the streams of fire were harmless ribbons twisting around some exotic dancer in a harem.

He stared dumbly, then his hold on the power was gone, the unleashing of such a tremendous amount exhausting him. He stumbled as the room swirled, then he was lying on his back. The ceiling rocked alarmingly overhead, the rough-hewn stones tilting to and fro as if he was laid out flat on the deck of a tossing ship. Consciousness threatened to slip away, but he clung to it doggedly.

“I think I see your problem.” Nera knelt beside him, regarding him curiously. “You are crossing your streams of magic.” Sparks of colors flickered and threatened to smother him in unconsciousness, but then he felt Nera’s warm fingers on his temples. A rush of rejuvenation flowed over him, and his senses snapped back, sharp and alert. He instantly felt better. She extended a hand and helped him to his feet.

“I’m afraid I don’t know what that means. ‘Crossing my streams of magic’?”

“A mage, corruptor, whatever you want to think of yourself—oh, thaumaturge, that’s right!” She said the word a bit mockingly. “Fancy name for basically the same thing. Spellcasters all draw their power from the world around them. What you might consider traditional mages, wizards, sorcerers—you know, them of the dramatic chanting and hand waving—well, they use ambient magic, usually earth magic, to work their talents, shaping and forming it with command words and gestures. Corruptors do much the same although words and gestures are unnecessary. But they can also draw on the vitality of living things.” She patted her own chest. “The only way Malek and I survived on Valirial was by him taking my vitality to fuel his magic. A last resort, truly, but we were desperate, for that world was devoid of all earth magic. And then we also have a third category: mind-benders, whose power comes from within.” She placed a hand on Taren’s chest. “Your inner well powers your psionics, latent though they might be. Everyone has an inner well to some varying degree, although the vast majority have no talent. Somehow, you are funneling your mage talents through your inner well and draining yourself in the process. Getting your magic streams crossed. Or polluted, or however you might think of it.” She gave him a puzzled look as she considered it.

“Psionics? But I’m no mind-bender.”

“Aren’t you? Perhaps not knowingly, but have you never gained a sudden clear insight as to what another was thinking with no explanation or somehow caused them to take note of you or convinced them of something you otherwise couldn’t have?”

“No…” But even as he said it, he thought back to Egrondel—the moment he’d been abducted by the invisible creature, about to be whisked away from the Daerodil estate, until he’d pushed a desperate thought at Zylka to turn her head and see him. “Wait… there was one time.” He tried to push the memory at Nera.

She grinned. “Exactly! I do approve of your discerning eye for comely females, especially those of the royal persuasion. Always set your goals high.”

Taren flushed. “I’m honored to consider Zylka as a friend. She helped us out when Elyas and I were vulnerable and being hunted.”

Nera let the matter go, which was a relief. “Aye, so you were, for I viewed your memories psionically, remember? You do have some degree of latent psionics, from both of your grandparents. We shall have to work on those skills as well to determine how much. But now, let’s continue. What of your defensive capabilities? Your father could throw up a defensive shield or even absorb magic directed at him to fuel his own talents. Try to do the same.”

Nera took a few steps back then snapped her fingers, and a small blue flame appeared in the palm of her hand. She gave the flame a quick puff of breath, as a child would a dandelion blowball, and it floated languidly toward him like a burning soap bubble. He tried to draw in magic and erect a shield to deflect it, but the flame was too near. It struck his robe and clung to it like sap, a cool flame that did not burn, yet it spread across him like ordinary fire. He swatted at it instinctively, and it stuck to his hand as well.

“Extinguish it by drawing the mana inside,” Nera scolded, although she looked amused by his antics.

Taren calmed himself, focusing on the blue fire covering him, then plucked at its magical source. The mana rushed into him, and the fire disappeared.

“Good. Now try it with this.”

An invisible force slammed into him, gripping him and hurling him across the room. He struggled against it, trying to calm his mind enough to focus, but the stone wall was approaching at an alarming rate. He braced himself for collision.

Everything went dark, and he cried out but an instant later realized he hadn’t slammed into it. Instead, he was struck blind. Or so he thought until he used his second sight and saw he’d been pushed inside the wall, into the ground behind, sealed in a fist of force gripping him.

This is the only thing protecting me from suffocating or being crushed to death. Best not dispel it.

He had to fight back a claustrophobic response, instead noting the faint line of power tethering the spell back to Nera.

Ignoring her spell, he pulled power from the ground then released it back the way he’d come, driving it back through the earth and the stone wall like a giant spike of force, like pounding a stake into the ground with a hammer. Similar to the time he’d caused the ground to erupt behind the cottage during their travels, the earth exploded outward in front of him, boring a rough tunnel back the way he had come. Once he had some space around himself, then he absorbed Nera’s spell. He walked the several paces down the new tunnel and stepped back into the room, pleased with his own resourcefulness.

“Not quite what I expected, but it worked.” She gave him a nod that he took to mean approval.

Taren grinned, although the dizziness was lurking on the edges of his senses. His proud moment was shattered when he stumbled heavily on a chunk of rock, turning his ankle, and nearly falling. Pain shot up his leg, and he gritted his teeth. Looking around, he saw the room was in shambles. Clods of dirt and pieces of stone littered the floor in a conic debris field for fifty paces save for a clear area surrounding Nera.

She gave him a smirk. “Made quite the mess, eh? Now let’s see you clean up after yourself.”

Taren groaned.




***




“Sure you aren’t ready for a break?” Nera reclined on a divan she’d conjured from somewhere, her fingers interlaced over her belly as she watched.

Taren grumbled to himself, annoyed that he could destroy something with such ease, yet fixing things, reassembling what he’d damaged, was clearly beyond him.

“Your talents are as subtle as a greatsword when a stiletto is what’s called for,” she added helpfully.

He shoveled another clump of debris back into the tunnel. After an hour or more, the best he’d managed thus far was creating a crude shovel out of force and then tossing the chunks of earth away. Any larger expenditure of magic, and he’d be on his knees, or passed out. So he labored away with only a trickle of magic.

It would be just as fast to use a broom and dustpan.

“All right, I think you’ve learned your lesson.”

Taren sensed the maelstrom of magic a moment before every piece of stone and earth down to the tiniest clod of dirt abruptly levitated into the air before being propelled across the room, accelerating, and returning to the large scar in the wall. A moment later, the wall was whole again, the floor clear, as if the damage had never been done.

“That’s amazing,” he said.

Nera grinned. “I must admit, I even impress myself at times. But enough of that. Let’s move on to something else.”




















Chapter 36

Sianna was put in a tent near the center of the Nebaran war camp among the officer pavilions. A manacle around her ankle was secured to the central tent pole, and she had enough length of chain to move about the tent, although the only objects inside were a sleeping pallet on the ground with a thin, moth-eaten blanket and a bucket on the opposite side for use as a chamber pot.

She thought she might have been able to free herself by knocking the tent pole down and sliding the manacle free, but she had nowhere to go, surrounded by thousands of soldiers in the enemy camp. A pair of guards were posted outside her tent at all times. Her cloak had been taken, and she was unarmed, leaving her with nothing other than the clothes on her back and no way to conceal her features even if she did get free.

For two days, nobody came to her tent other than a guard bearing a tray of food and water, morning and night. She hadn’t seen anyone other than the guards after the winged demon had teleported them into the center of the encampment, their arrival causing quite a stir. By stretching the chain to its utmost length, she could just reach the tent flap and peer outside, although there wasn’t much to see other than the pair of guards posted outside and the walls of other tents.

She spent her time worrying about her friends and the fate of her kingdom. My kingdom—such a strange thought. I would’ve laughed to hear it but a week ago. However, now her duty was no laughing matter but a deadly serious business with the fate of countless lives at stake.

What has become of Dorian and Sir Edwin? Iris and Rafe?

She remembered being lovesick over Sir Edwin a few months earlier but now could barely even remember his face, let alone why she had thought she’d loved him.

For some odd reason, the face of the young mage Taren popped into her head more and more often. The smooth stone on its leather band was a welcome weight at her neck. As she ran her thumb across the stone, she idly wondered how Taren was faring in Nexus, a place she’d always heard tell of but never been allowed to venture to before. She couldn’t help but think of how he’d saved her twice, first from assassins and then from the erinys. She could picture his handsome face, easy smile, and those unusual but striking eyes…

What is wrong with you, silly fool? I must keep my mind on serious matters, like somehow escaping and reuniting with my friends and subjects in Carran.

Yet in her darker moments of despair, she couldn’t help but wonder if the locator stone truly worked as Taren had claimed and if he would come to rescue her.

Sianna sighed and took a drink from the ceramic cup she’d been provided, but she was disappointed to find it empty. She tossed it aside, wondering if she could smash it and use a jagged shard to stab a guard and escape. Besides being a ridiculous notion, the idea seemed as if it would take far too much effort.

Her thoughts turned to her betrayal by Mayor Calcote, the way she’d been duped like a foolish, naive girl. I’ll not be fooled again by duplicitous men like that. My people must prove their loyalty. Like Master Creel.

She again felt the recurring stab of guilt over having gotten the warrior tossed into the dungeon by ignoring his counsel and blundering into a trap. He was likely to either be executed or left to rot in the foul dungeon.

Sol watch over you, Master Creel.

With no fire or way to keep warm, she was shivering, the threadbare blanket wrapped tight around her shoulders. She pulled it tighter yet as her breath fogged in the cold air.

I’d ransom away the kingdom if I could go back to that night in the woods by the campfire, warm and safe and with friends around me. What scared her was that she might have even been serious.

“What do they want with me?” she muttered to herself. “They take care to give me food and water, but must I freeze to death in here?”

As if her words had willed it into being, the guards outside suddenly called out, “Warlord.”

Sianna had only enough time to sit up straight before the tent flap was thrown aside and a tall warrior woman entered. She remembered the winged fiend well from the attack on the castle, only a week past, yet it felt like months.

Nesnys towered over Sianna, sitting on her sorry pallet, the warlord’s form-fitting scale armor shiny like wet oil, glistening in the dim light coming in the chimney hole at the top of the tent. Her ashen hair flowed loosely down her back, and her wings were folded neatly behind her.

“Greetings again, young queen of Ketania,” she purred, a mocking smile on her lips. Her eyes were like silver coins, revealing nothing of her thoughts or intentions—there was simply no soul there.

Sianna tried unsuccessfully to stifle a shudder. She scowled up at Nesnys. “What is it you want of me? Why not simply kill me and be done with it as you tried before with your assassins?”

“Plans have changed. I’d rather keep you as a symbol of the old Atreus line, to remind your people of what is at stake in this war.”

“As a hostage, you mean.”

Nesnys shrugged. “Just so. Perhaps your friends will be foolish enough to try to rescue you, then I’ll be rid of a number of nuisances at one time.”

“I highly doubt they are foolish enough to fall into your trap.”

“You’d be surprised what misguided love and loyalty will make men do.” Again, the mocking smile.

“So in the meantime, you leave me here to freeze to death?”

Nesnys frowned. “That was not the intention. However, you are correct. I ordered you kept secure and comfortable. If you give me your word on your father’s grave not to burn down the tent or some other foolish idea of escape, I shall have a brazier provided.”

“And some wine—mulled wine.”

Nesnys stared at Sianna with her eerie silver eyes a moment then nodded. “As you wish. It wouldn’t do to have the queen catch ill now.”

“Thank you. I give you my word.” She wondered why she was thanking this fiend, but her manners were deeply ingrained.

Her captor looked surprised as well, bobbing her head after a moment. “I like your spirit, mortal. ’Tis a pity you stand between me and my goal. Otherwise, I’d be tempted to spare you.” She took a step closer and reached out to run her fingers along Sianna’s cheek and jaw, the long talons tickling her skin.

Sianna shied away from her touch, trying to maintain her composure, but the fiend terrified her. She couldn’t help but recall the guard Tamzo and the way Nesnys had decapitated him with her whip in the courtyard, his head spinning away and blood spewing from his neck.

Nesnys traced a claw down Sianna’s neck and lifted the locator stone on its thong. She looked at it intently a moment, then a slow smile spread. Something about her demeanor made Sianna think of a shark with her cold, expressionless eyes and toothy smile.

“Well, I wonder what type of fish such a lure might catch,” Nesnys said.

Sianna had the urge to snatch the stone away but forced herself to regard the fiend impassively, not wanting her to know how much she valued it and sure that Nesnys would confiscate it if she was aware.

“And what of my pathetic erinys?” Nesnys asked. “I assume your little group was responsible for their end? That lot was most disappointing.”

“They attacked us, and we defended ourselves,” Sianna replied.

Nesnys arched her eyebrows. “Most formidable companions. And what of the last one? A harpy by the name of Sirath?”

Sianna shrugged. “I know not who you speak of.” The thought that Nesnys didn’t know of Sirath’s treachery was a bit heartening.

The demoness stared at her a long moment then shrugged. “It is of little consequence. I shall deal with her in time, and she shall truly feel my wrath. But I have much to do. We shall speak again in time, Your Majesty.” She gave a derisive bow and strode from the tent.

Sianna let out a breath, relieved Nesnys was gone, although she feared for her friends. She was conflicted, both hoping they would come for her and fearing the consequences if they did, for the trap had been baited.

Nesnys was true to her word, and a young man entered shortly after her departure. Sianna thought he might be Nesnys’s own servant, for he gave her a mug of mulled wine with a bow and departed without speaking. The wine tasted sublime, and she sighed as feeling seeped back into her hands from the warm mug. While she sipped the wine, a pair of guards entered, leaving behind a brazier and a pair of thick woolen blankets. The brazier was already stoked, the heat pouring off it like a small oven. She stepped close and warmed herself greedily, her thoughts returning to fantasies of escape once more.




















Chapter 37

Creel sat in the darkness alone with his thoughts for untold hours, perhaps even several days. His thoughts wandered, alternately pondering his own situation and worrying about the others—about the frail health of the woman he loved; about Sianna’s fate; about Taren, Mira, and Ferret, particularly the latter, the girl he’d come to care for more than he’d thought possible.

So much for acting the gallant hero in looking after Sianna. I failed as her protector, and she’s gone now. We might never find her. I should’ve thrown my lot in with Taren and Ferret—at least I could try to help find the lass a cure, if such a thing exists. She deserves a chance at a normal life.

His stomach was a tight knot of hunger, and he thirsted like a dying man in a desert. He’d had naught to eat or drink since that first day, before Sianna was taken away. Since then, they’d either forgotten about him or cared nothing for his fate.

I’m going nowhere but the boneyard, as the gaoler said. Wonder how long it will take to die of thirst and hunger, or if that’s even possible. Somehow, he didn’t think it was. I’ll probably end up in a torpor, little more than an animated skeleton if left here to waste away long enough without food or drink.

His best guess was that two days had passed since they had taken Sianna, during which he’d seen no sign of the gaoler or any guards. Despite multiple attempts at breaking down the door, he’d had little luck. The builders of the dungeon had known their business. He was contemplating making another attempt at it when he heard a distant sound. At first, he thought he imagined it, for the darkness was a vibrant canvas for such fantasies. He listened intently and this time was sure he heard what sounded suspiciously like a choked-off cry.

He peered through the barred opening in the cell door. Voices echoed down the long corridor, but even distorted as they were, he thought it sounded like an argument of some type. After a couple minutes, the dim light brightened as someone approached with a torch, footsteps making an unsteady, shuffling gait. He moved to the side of the door, clenching his fists and readying himself to jump the gaoler and however many guards might show up at his door, knowing this was likely his best and only chance to win his freedom.

“Creel? Where are ye?”

“Brom?” He didn’t dare believe what he was hearing, relief rushing over him like an ocean breaker. “Down here!” He stuck his hand through the bars.

His friend came into view, holding a burning torch in one hand, his well-used warhammer in the other, its head caked with gore. The dwarf was wearing his sturdy old helm, along with an ill-fitting mail shirt that looked as if it must chafe his round belly uncomfortably. To Creel’s knowledge, he hadn’t worn it in at least two decades.

“There ye are! Hold on a moment, and I’ll set ye free.” Brom tried to juggle the torch and key ring in one hand, his warhammer in the other, until Creel reached through the bars and took the torch. 

A moment later, the door was opening with a squeal of its rusty hinges. The dwarf grinned at him, looking mighty pleased with himself.

And with good reason. Creel couldn’t help grinning like a fool, clasping arms with his friend. “How in the Abyss did you get down here?”

“Come on. Time for talk later.” Brom looked nervously up and down the corridor. “I’ll just say Pincushion insisted we break ye out when she heard what happened.”

“Rada? Here?”

“Aye. ’Tis takin’ a lot outta her, I’m afraid.” His smile slipped. “What of the lass?”

Creel sighed. “Taken in the night a couple days ago, by my best reckoning. How long have I been in here?”

Brom stroked his plaited silver beard. “This be the afternoon of the third day since ye left for the castle.”

“Sianna is likely out of the city already, in the clutches of the Nebaran warlord or her people. Come on.”

They started down the corridor, Creel at a trot, Brom limping along behind as best he could.

He reached the guardroom at the end of the long hallway and saw her. Rada was leaning heavily against a wall, keeping an eye on the stairwell leading out of the dungeons. She, like Brom, was wearing her old adventuring gear, although hers fit better, due to her sickly condition. He remembered a few years back when she could barely squeeze into her old leather armor, having insisted on accompanying him on a contract. The situation had been humorous at the time, but seeing her now, the memory nearly brought tears to his eyes.

Rada looked as if she had one foot in the grave already. Her lined face was ashen, lips pale, and red-orange hair limp and dull in the torchlight. She seemed a faded apparition of herself, save for her bright green eyes. They still shone with her fiery spirit, strength of will likely the only thing keeping her on her feet.

“Rada!” He swept her into his arms, careful not to hurt her.

“You won’t break me that easily,” she murmured, kissing his neck, and made a sound between a laugh and a sob.

He embraced her more tightly then kissed her on the mouth before pulling away. “You shouldn’t be here! Gods, your health…”

She scowled. “What’s the point of having any days remaining if the both of us end up apart, me wasting away and dying? At least I can see you freed, that you may live your life and go save the kingdom and whatnot.”

“Aye. And I thank you for that—both of you.” Then he noticed the dead gaoler crumpled behind the table, a bloody hole in his chest from what he knew to be one of Rada’s knives.

“One last adventure, eh?” Brom seemed saddened by the thought. He picked up a long cloth-wrapped object lying on a pitted table and tossed it to Creel. “I reckon ye’ll be needin’ that.”

He unwrapped the cloth to find Final Strike in its scabbard. He quickly buckled the longsword to his waist. “I wish I could stab this through that traitorous whoreson of a mayor’s throat.”

“Aye, someone needs to hang the bastard from the top of the ramparts,” Rada said. “Here.” She handed Creel a water skin.

He drank greedily before returning it. “What’s the plan to get out of here?”

“Back the way we came,” she replied. “Over the walls and escape through the necropolis below.”

“You climbed all the way up here from there? How did you set a rope?”

“Pincushion gave us a boost,” Brom said with a wink.

“That’s got to tire you immensely,” he protested, looking at Rada in concern. Using her talents took a great deal of energy out of her, even in her youth, and she was bad off to begin with now.

She patted his cheek. “Let me worry about that. You just keep those guards off us till we make it back to the wall. We’d best get going.”

“Let’s try to keep the castle-guard casualties to a minimum,” he said. “As for the mayor’s sellswords—they can be damned.”

They started up the stairs slowly, to account for the limping dwarf and Rada’s frail condition. Creel supported her with an arm around her waist.

When they reached the top, Creel eased the door open, startling a pair of guards in the red surcoats of Calcote’s men. The pair were standing over a slumped guard with a bloody chest, who’d been dragged behind a hedge a few paces away. They looked as if they’d just stumbled across the dead man.

Before the two could sound an alarm, Rada whipped out a knife and hurled it. The guard on the left grasped his throat, gurgling and trying futilely to pull the blade free. Creel drew Final Strike and leaped for the second guard, who stumbled over his own feet trying to draw his sword. Final Strike pierced his chest and bit into the cobblestones beneath him as he fell.

Rada pointed toward the western wall, then the trio was crossing the bailey at a slow run.

A shout came from behind—a guard atop the barbican had spotted them. They made it across the bailey and raced into the cover of the castle gardens. Boughs with yellow and orange leaves still clinging to them provided some concealment, and the dewed grass was soft underfoot. A fountain burbled cheerily ahead on the path.

A horn sounded, shattering the castle’s relative stillness. Within moments, more shouts rang out, followed by the drumming of boots on cobblestones as guards took up the pursuit.

Rada stumbled and fell in the grass. Creel helped her up, and they followed as Brom took the lead. The dwarf lowered his head and plowed directly through a hedgerow, bursting through in an explosion of leaves and broken twigs, then trampling a flowerbed before reaching another path and cutting to the left. Creel and Rada followed, with him supporting her.

“Halt!” 

A trio of red-garbed soldiers appeared at the end of the path, twenty paces distant. Each had a loaded crossbow aimed at them.

Brom bellowed a battle cry and charged as he might’ve in his youth, warhammer raised, even though he wasn’t carrying his old shield.

“Brom, no!” Creel shouted, but he was too late. The guards unloaded their weapons at the grizzled dwarf.

But the bolts never found their target. Creel felt a ripple of power from beside him, and Rada stiffened, her green eyes blazing.

The quarrels were brushed aside in midair, as were a maelstrom of leaves from the trees and hedges, momentarily blinding the soldiers. Rada sagged, swooning, and Creel scooped her up and unceremoniously threw her over his shoulder, shocked by how little she weighed.

Brom reached the guards. A sweep of his hammer struck the first soldier in the hip. Bone crunched, and the man flew sideways to sprawl hard on the cobblestones, unmoving. Brom turned, and his hammer crunched down on the second soldier’s hand before he could draw his sword. Fingers splayed, and he cried out, hand crushed against his own hilt. The second blow caved in his chest.

A sword slashed across Brom’s back, turning off the links of his sturdy mail shirt. The guard raised his sword to strike at Brom’s neck just as Creel reached him.

He lunged, Final Strike thrusting beneath the guard’s upraised arm and piercing his armpit, the sword sliding in nearly half its length. The soldier staggered away, a gout of blood spewing as Creel’s blade withdrew. Brom’s next strike caught the already-dying guard in the chin, shattering his jaw and wrenching his head sharply sideways. He fell and didn’t move again.

“Brom, come on!” Creel could see at least a dozen more guards converging on the area from different directions.

“Stairs,” Rada gasped, still slung over his shoulder. She slapped at Creel’s side and pointed to the right, where a staircase led atop the walls.

They ran for it, departing the garden and crossing the short distance to the stairs. Creel took them two at a time while crossbow quarrels shattered against the wall and stairs. Soldiers shouted and converged on them from all directions. Creel reached the top of the wall, Brom falling behind as he labored up the steps.

Creel gently set Rada down, and she leaned a hand against one of the merlons, taking a moment to get her directions, then pointed to the left.

“The rope should be just ahead,” she said.

Unfortunately, four soldiers were racing toward them along the ramparts from that direction, and two more were approaching from behind.

“We must press ahead so they can’t surround us!” Creel ran straight at the four soldiers, two castle guards and two Calcote men, yelling like a madman. That seemed to give them pause, for the soldiers hesitated momentarily. A knife glinted as it spun past Creel and struck one of the red-coated guards with the force of a giant’s toss, splitting mail, burying itself to the hilt, and knocking the man off his feet.

Rada put a bit extra on that one.

Then Creel was on the remaining men. He parried aside one opponent’s clumsy thrust and ducked another, bringing Final Strike around and carving a deep gash in one soldier’s thigh. He spun in the opposite direction, elbowing the second man in the mouth. The third soldier’s broadsword opened a gash in his shoulder, but he barely noticed, already committing to an overhead strike. His blade split open the second red-coat’s head.

A bellow sounded behind him, and he whirled, sensing an attack on his back, only to see Brom charge into the man with the wounded leg. The dwarf drove his head into the man’s gut, driving him back into the wall’s nearest crenel. He hooked the soldier beneath the knees and heaved him over the side. A brief wail was followed by a distant thump and then silence.

The castle guard with the split lip gaped in surprise, then Creel shouldered into him, knocking him off the inside of the rampart. He crashed through the roof of a storage shed but appeared to survive, moving weakly amid the wreckage, although he likely wouldn’t be back in action for some time.

“Over here!” Brom waved them over to where a rope was looped around one of the merlons a short distance away.

Creel glanced back at Rada and saw she was struggling, still ten paces away with two Calcote mercenaries gaining rapidly and three more cresting the stairs. The three on the stairs carried loaded crossbows, which they took a moment to aim and then fired. Creel staggered, a bolt ripping into the bicep of his sword arm. With a growl, he tore it free and ran to aid Rada and hold off the guards.

“Brom, help Rada down! I’ll hold them off.”

Rada had fallen to her knees, grasping at her back, and her face was pained. Blood stained her lips, and a moment later, he saw a feathered shaft protruding from the area of her kidney.

“Oh, gods, no! Rada!”

“Leave me,” she said, face contorted in pain.

“Never.” He sprinted toward her for all he was worth.

The two nearest guards were almost upon Rada, one raising his sword to cut her down. Creel leaped into the air and brought Final Strike down in a mighty two-handed strike. The red-tinged steel cleaved through the soldier’s raised forearm and continued through his shoulder and down to his navel. His torso split apart, blood erupting everywhere. Creel distantly noted his sword’s fullers were filled with blood, and it had come alive in his hands, feeling as light as parchment, the enchantment reaching its peak upon tasting enough blood. He whirled and cut into the next soldier, hewing him apart at the waist, Final Strike feeling almost no resistance. A mess of entrails spilled out as the top half of the man tumbled at the feet of the three crossbowmen. The remaining guards regarded their butchered companions with shock.

Creel started toward them, feeling nothing but rage over what he knew in his heart to be a fatal wound to his already-ill friend and lover. The remaining mercenaries must have seen their deaths painted on his face in the blood of their friends, for they turned and fled back along the ramparts.

With an effort of will, he let them go, fearing what he would find when he turned. Brom was crouched over Rada, who was slumped on her knees, a pool of dark blood spreading beneath her. The dwarf’s face was grim when he met Creel’s eyes.

Another trio of mercenaries was approaching from the opposite direction, Creel noted. He gritted his teeth in a moment of indecision before kneeling at Rada’s side.

“Flee, you fools,” she said, voice thick with pain. “I’m dead anyway.”

“I’ll not leave you,” Creel said. He gathered her up gently in his arms, taking care not to jostle the quarrel. She groaned in pain but didn’t try to resist.

“Go on, Brom. Over the side with you. Selda will have my hide if you don’t make it back.”

The dwarf nodded and slung his hammer over his shoulder on his baldric hook. He climbed atop the crenel, gripped the rope, and lowered himself over the side of the wall.

“Dak, watch out.”

He looked up to see one of the approaching guards aiming a crossbow at him while the other two warily approached with blades in hand.

“I’ve got these.” Rada’s eyes blazed in her ashen face as power reverberated through the air. 

The crossbowman’s finger moved to pull the trigger, but then his hand deformed as if squeezed in a vice, and the crossbow’s stock snapped in half. The man wailed in agony. An instant later, all three soldiers were swept from the ramparts like dried leaves in a gale, tumbling head over heels until their bodies crunched into the flagstones of the bailey below.

Creel cradled Rada to his chest and moved to the rope. He leaned over and saw Brom was only halfway down. A wide ledge was formed between the edge of the rocky bluff and the castle wall. Below that was an even greater drop of about twenty paces down to the necropolis below. As he was puzzling out how he’d manage to negotiate the rope while carrying Rada, she gripped him tightly around the neck.

Blood trickled from her nose and ears, a clear sign she’d overexerted her psionic talent. “One last ride, Dak,” she whispered. “Hold me close.”

He did so, leaning down to kiss her forehead, tears blurring his vision. Rada smiled, and her eyes blazed. The two of them rose into the air as if held in the palm of a giant hand, her psionic power rippling the air around them. They levitated over the wall and smoothly descended, passing Brom, who had just reached the ledge at the base of the wall, then glided down toward the autumn-colored canopies of trees below.

A worrisome moment came when Rada’s eyes fluttered and she wheezed for breath. They wobbled in midair, and Creel was afraid they would fall before she regained control. A moment later, they settled onto a broad path in the necropolis.

Creel’s feet landed gently upon the path, and he knew Rada had expended the last of her energy. He cradled her to his chest as he waited for Brom to climb the rest of the way down and rejoin them. Aware of the sticky blood coating his arms and belly, he looked around for a place to set her down.

“I’d best tend to that wound,” he said though he knew the act would be futile.

Rada shook her head gently. “Nay, Dak. ’Tis too late for me. I guess the gods have a sense of humor, eh? Here we are in the graveyard just in time to put me in the ground.” She cupped his cheek, her smile tearing at his heart.

“Rada…”

“Shhh. This is how Rada the Knife was always meant to leave this world, falling in heroic battle to save her love, not in some damned sickbed wasting away. You needn’t mourn for me.”

Creel swallowed hard, words momentarily forsaking him. “Aye, but I’d see you off the warrior’s way, not in the cold ground,” he finally managed.

“That would be grand.” Her eyes were starting to lose their focus. “Tell Stormy goodbye for me.”

“I shall. Until we meet again, my love.”

Rada smiled, her face serene. In Creel’s mind, the long years were gone, and she was once more the fiery lass he’d first come to love decades earlier. “I’ll await you… in Sabyl’s hall. I had much to say… but no time. Drawer in my d-desk… Read it… my l-love…” She sagged in his arms, the last of her life evanescing away.

Creel fell to his knees, clutching her to his chest. He wept, his tears falling upon her pale face, and he gently closed those lovely green eyes that had always haunted his thoughts.

Brom found him a few minutes later, and he sat down heavily beside Creel, clasping one of Rada’s hands in his own. “Ah, gods. Be at peace, Pincushion.” Tears filled his own eyes.

They kept a silent vigil, honoring Rada the Knife, adventurer and rogue, mind-bender, and dear friend.




















Chapter 38

Creel couldn’t have said how much time passed, but eventually the sounds of pursuit intruded on the serenity of the necropolis. Armor jingled, and harsh shouts rang out in the distance.

“Time we be gone from here,” Brom said quietly. “Tilda is waitin’ in the woods with a cart.”

He nodded and rose, collecting Rada in his arms. Her face was peaceful in death, freed of the wasting ailment that had gnawed at her relentlessly for many months.

They didn’t have much difficulty evading the guards. Their pursuers made no attempt to approach with any stealth, and the graveyard was vast, filled with thick foliage and tombstones and mausoleums that obscured sight lines. With the excited shouting and jingling armor and crunching of dried leaves underfoot, a half-deaf elephant probably could’ve avoided the guards.

The pair circled away from their pursuers, heading south toward the newest expansion of the necropolis. They passed outside the original walls and through the newest plots, where the commoner graves lay. A waist-high wall was all that separated the necropolis from the Llantry Woods in that area. Once they clambered over the fieldstone wall, Brom led Creel down a path between the trees, and after a few minutes, they found a small, tarp-covered cart waiting with a familiar pony hitched to it, grazing contentedly.

“Da! I was afraid for ye!” A short figure leaped from the drover’s seat and barreled into Brom’s arms. Tilda hugged her father a long moment. She pulled away, and her eyes went to Creel. At seeing Rada, her face fell. “Oh gods. Is… is she…?”

“Aye, she’s gone,” Brom said quietly.

Creel gently laid Rada in the back of the cart. He snapped off the quarrel in her back and tossed it aside. When he turned, he was knocked back a step by Tilda’s fierce embrace.

“I’m so sorry, Creel. I know how much she meant to ye, and ye to her. We all loved her like family.” Tilda was weeping against him, face buried in his stomach.

He stroked the dwarf maid’s thick mass of curly brown hair. “Aye, thank you for that. You’re a brave lass to aid us. Rada was content to die a warrior’s death and not wasting away in a sickbed. I feel the same.”

“Aye, ’twas the manner she wished to go,” Brom added, voice thick with emotion. “We brought the cart since Pincushion didn’t have the strength to walk so far… also in case ye or the queen was injured… Never thought we’d be bringin’ her back like so…” He swallowed heavily and rubbed at the corner of an eye.

Tilda released Creel and wiped her eyes on her sleeve. “Are we going back home?”

“After a stop in the forest first,” Creel replied.

He rode in the back with Rada while father and daughter drove the cart deep into the woods. They stopped in a serene spot: a small, shaded clearing with a clear brook running through it. The autumn leaves still on the trees were a bright blaze of reds and oranges. Creel couldn’t help but think Rada’s hair would have shone in the long rays of the sinking sun much as the leaves did.

The three of them gathered deadwood and built a small pyre. Once that was done and the sky turned to an orange-and-purple sunset, Creel laid Rada gently atop the pyre, in the ancient way of the north, for she hailed from Coldshore, at the northern edge of the continent. He folded her arms across her breast, then Tilda offered her cloak to cover Rada’s body.

The three of them stood together before the pyre, waiting until darkness fell, then Creel lit a brand and held it aloft. “Hear me, Sabyl, Mistress of the Night. I ask that you welcome Rada the Knife to a place in your halls. The world will be a poorer place with her loss, yet she shall live on in our hearts and in legend. Loyal friend, companion-in-arms, lover… she was all these things and much more. Fierce of heart and spirit, sharp of tongue and sharper of wit, we shall miss her greatly.” Creel’s last words choked off.

Brom cleared his throat. “Reiktir, please see that our friend finds her peace in the afterlife, whether it be beside yer forge or Sabyl’s shadowy halls. Pincushion was a fiery lass, and I always thought o’ her as a daughter in a way, at least till I had one of me own.” He put his arm around Tilda’s waist and held her tight. “So goes into the night Rada the Knife, Pincushion, one of the legendary Giantslayers o’ Coldshore, and we grieve her passing.”

Creel touched brand to tinder. Smoke curled up, and the bark and dried leaves crackled and swiftly caught fire. Within moments, the pyre was blazing brightly, and Rada’s remains were consecrated by fire.




***




Iris, Rafe, and Selda were all waiting anxiously upon their return to the Giantslayers Inn some hours later, clustered together at one end of the bar. At seeing only three return, they looked first confused then alarmed.

Creel held up a hand to forestall the questions. He beckoned all of them to step inside the kitchen for a moment, away from prying eyes and ears.

“I bear ill news,” he said without preamble. “Sianna has been taken by our foes. We must ride to Carran this very night. Our enemies have placed a puppet loyal to them upon the throne as regent. The queen would want us to muster some defense for the kingdom. Once that is underway, I shall attempt to locate and rescue her.”

Iris and Rafe were understandably shocked and concerned by the news. “We are ready to leave right away,” Iris said as Rafe nodded agreement.

During the ride back into town, Brom had filled Creel in on what had happened during his capture. After not having heard any word of Sianna and him by the day following their capture, Iris and Rafe had gone to the market, keeping their eyes peeled for any of the castle staff they might recognize. Iris eventually spotted one of Cece’s kitchen girls and cornered her. Gossip had carried throughout the keep after their imprisonment, so she knew they had been tossed into the dungeons, although nobody knew Sianna had been spirited away early that same morning. Once Iris returned with the news, Brom declared they would muster a rescue. Rada, stubborn as she was, naturally wouldn’t let her old comrade-in-arms go without her.

“What of Rada?” Selda asked although she looked as though she already knew by their grim faces.

Creel shook his head. “Fallen during the fighting.”

Selda embraced him, nearly as emotional as her daughter had been, for Rada had been like family to all of them. Rafe and Iris gave their condolences before retreating to their rooms to gather their meager belongings.

Brom stuck a tumbler of dwarven spirits in Creel’s hand once Selda returned to the kitchen.

“To Pincushion,” the dwarf said solemnly.

“Aye, to Rada the Knife. And the last two remaining giantslayers.”

They downed a couple tumblers in rapid succession before Creel recalled Rada’s final words. Rafe and Iris returned to the common room with a pair of packs stuffed with provisions, courtesy of the practical Selda.

“Before we depart, I must attend to a private matter,” Creel told them. “I’ll be with you shortly.”

“Iris and I can procure some mounts,” Rafe offered. “We could meet near the city’s north gate when you’re ready. Will it just be the three of us?”

“Aye, good thinking.” He fished in his coin purse and frowned at realizing how low on coin he was.

“Here.” Selda stepped forward and dropped a stack of gold crowns in Rafe’s hand. “Brom is too old to run off and try to save the kingdom, but we shall be doin’ our part nonetheless.”

“Aye, thank you,” Rafe said.

“You’ve done more than enough already—all of you,” Creel protested. “Best now is for you to lie low. I’m certain the mayor’s thugs will try to turn the city upside down after my escape.”

Brom had his arm around his wife’s waist. “Bah. Let ’em come. This’ll all be for naught if the kingdom falls to chaos.”

“And we’ll be doin’ more if we can—don’t ye doubt it.” Selda smiled.

Creel squeezed her shoulder gratefully before turning to Rafe. “I’ll meet you and Iris in an hour near the gate. Steer clear if it looks like extra red-coats about. We’ll have to come up with another plan in that case.”

After the two youths departed, he filled another glass of spirits and went to Rada’s room. He opened the window to clear the stale sickroom air and sat at her small desk for a few moments, anxious about whatever she had left him. After he steeled his resolve with another slug of spirits, he opened the drawer. Within was a plain envelope with the name “Dak” written on it. He turned it over and opened it gently, his hands shaking slightly.

The letter within was composed in a rough scrawl—Rada hadn’t learned to read or write until later in life and had never been too concerned about penmanship.




Dearest Dak,

I’m truly saddened I won’t be able to say these words to you in person. Don’t blame yourself—the gods have larger things planned for you. I’ve known that since I met you, and I’m content I could claim a small portion of your heart for myself over these past years. We’ve both always been too strong-headed to admit our deeper feelings, I reckon, for I can’t be positive you feel the same, yet I suspect so.

As I lie here on my bed in my waning days in this world, I find myself thinking back over the years. I finally sent Stormy away from my side to write this, for he was fussing over me like a nursemaid. As an old woman, I find myself often remembering the best days of my life, most of which revolve around you, of course, also the great hunt with Stormy and Ebbo. Odd how those earlier memories are the most vivid.

As if it were but yesterday, I still remember the first time I saw your handsome face in the mead hall—noble yet somehow sad at the same time, and I couldn’t resist approaching you and Stormy. (Funny thing is, I never truly intended to go on the hunt at all. Duke Weiland always threw a good party, and who was I to turn down as much free food and ale as I could put down? Also, the chance to win a good amount of coin tossing knives with a bunch of drunken louts was too much to resist. Only after meeting you and Stormy did the idea really take root. Besides, how could I back down after all that tough talk?) With a (slight) twinge of guilt, I remember using my talent to beat you at dagger tossing though I never did admit to the fact you had me beat fair and square. But what fun is life if we always play fair? I think back on the panic squeezing my chest as you lay there smashed flat by that first giant we encountered in the mountains, and arguing fiercely with Stormy and Ebbo that we wouldn’t leave you behind. Then later, lying beneath the furs with you (I think you particularly enjoyed waking up to that, am I right?). And of course, the victorious moment when, together, we struck down Himmalog. Then there were your well-spoken words at Ebbo’s funeral, and of course the return to claim our prize from the duke. Later, I remember clearly the wind in my hair and your arms around my waist as we sailed down the Azure Coast. The intensity with which we made love that first time, and many other times after. Later, when we rescued Selda (which I’m so happy worked out well for her and Stormy! She’s a sweetheart and has enough sense for the both of them).

Alas, I’m beginning to ramble, and my good hand is cramping up. To cut to the chase, I’ve had a full life and wouldn’t trade it for the world. Don’t grieve for me—I don’t want your remaining days to be filled with such consuming sorrow and emptiness!! Wherever you are now, just know thoughts of you fill my heart at the end, and there’s nothing to forgive. I’ll be awaiting you patiently in the afterlife, be it days or centuries, however long it takes to reach the end of the path you travel. For then I’ll have naught but time, and the gods themselves won’t be able to keep us apart.




Ever your love,

Rada




Creel blew out a long breath, wiping away the tears on his cheeks. He finished the dwarven spirits in one gulp, thoughts astir with memories of Rada and their good times together, and found he was smiling despite his pain, for her words made it feel as if she was there with him.

Aye, you’ve the right of it. Too strong-headed to ever admit my feelings, and now it’s too late. But you knew it and felt the same—that’s what is important.

A simple appreciation of her worth filled him, and he felt ashamed for never having made an honest woman of her and taking her as his wife. The topic had never come up in discussion with her over all those years although he and Brom had mentioned it once or twice late into the night before the hearth, their tongues loosened with drink.

The angry yowl of an alley cat outside the window interrupted his flood of memories.

Best tend to the matter before me now. She’d scold me with that sharp tongue of hers if I make a cock-up of everything. Somehow, the thought brought another smile to his face.

He carefully replaced the letter in its envelope. Then he closed the window and the door of Rada’s room and returned to his own chamber. At first, he placed Rada’s note in the bottom of his trunk but then thought better of it and slipped it into his pack.

Taking his time, he gathered his gear, including an old bow and quiver of arrows, replenished some of the herbs in his satchel, and recovered a large ceramic jar the size of a small ale cask from the bottom of his wardrobe. He cautiously checked the seal to make sure the substance hadn’t leaked at all, but it was as he’d left it nearly three years earlier—probably a bad idea, in hindsight, to have let it sit there so long. He donned his leather armor, pausing a moment to worry at the scorched hole in the breastplate with a frown. Then he strapped Final Strike to his waist and carried his pack and the ceramic cask to the common room.

He found his dwarven friends gathered in the kitchen. “Well, I’ll be hitting the road again, I’m afraid. Best get done what needs doing. Selda, can you spare your husband for an hour or so?”

Brom’s face lit up, and Selda gave the two of them a knowing glance before nodding slowly. “Aye, but no foolishness, ye hear me, Brom Stormbrew?”

“Aye, me love.” He kissed his wife dutifully on the cheek.

“I packed ye some provisions,” Tilda said shyly. She held a sack full of bread, cheese, smoked meat, and fresh fruit. “Also gave ye a refill.” His old, dented flask was as reassuring as an old friend when she handed it over.

“Bless you, lass. You’ll make a marvelous wife for some lucky lad one day.” He leaned over and kissed her on the top of her head.

Tilda blushed but looked pleased.

Creel and Brom left the kitchen. “Feel up to working the Goblin-Tosser?”

Brom’s eyes alighted on the cask sitting beside Creel’s pack on the floor. A wicked smile spread beneath his beard. “Surely ye already know the answer to that, me friend.” He rubbed his hands together in anticipation.

“I’ll go bring it up from the cellar. In the meantime, you’d better get a saddle on old Perri. I’ll meet you out back.”




















Chapter 39

Kulnor Strongaxe tossed his hand axe with an easy underhand throw, sending the well-balanced weapon spinning upward into the air. A moment later, the scorched, battered haft smacked solidly back into the palm of his hand. He threw it again, as a child might toss a harmless ball into the air, the steady repetition relaxing. His thoughts wandered, a mere fraction of his concentration remaining on the keen weapon, the activity around him momentarily forgotten as the old axe took him down the path of memory.

The axehead was good dwarven steel, honed to a razor’s edge and in much better shape than the old wooden haft, which was blackened and scored, yet the Strongaxe clan sigil was still visible, carved near the base. Kulnor could have had the axe head remounted to a new haft, of course, but he refused. The steel had been quenched with the blood of slain orcs and goblins, the wood stained dark with it. The axe had survived dragonfire and boombarrel explosion both, and it hadn’t failed yet.

It was all that remained of Kulnor’s elder brother, Kalder, who had years earlier traveled with the kinslayer Waresh Hammerhelm on their ill-fated quest to reclaim the ancient fortress where Kulnor presently found himself.

The hand axe hadn’t left his side in the five years since he’d recovered it, embedded in a block of limestone, its resting place after being hurled away during the explosion that claimed Kalder’s life with his final heroic act. At least the madman Waresh had the good sense to record those events in a journal, later found in his chambers in Silver Anvil Hall some time after he had fled in shame, his life forfeit after his crimes. Had it not been for that journal, Kulnor might have never learned any details of his brother’s fate.

In the five years since Kulnor had first ventured to Torval’s Hold with the dwarven exploratory party, the ancient fortress had been cleared of the ruin and filth that once despoiled it, the remaining orcs and goblins slaughtered, the interior mostly rebuilt and restored. Following the murder of King Bhalkam Hammerhelm at the hands of his son, Waresh, Sioned Hammerhelm, daughter and surviving heir, had assumed the mantle of Queen of Silver Anvil Hall. Ever since Waresh’s quest, the fate of Torval’s Hold had remained in limbo until the exploratory party was sent those five years past. Once Sioned received the report of the Hold’s condition, she made the controversial decision to rebuild and reopen the fortress for resettlement.

“Me brother might’ve ultimately gone mad and turned to Belgond’s evil ways,” Sioned had announced in a speech to the entire hall, “but plenty o’ good dwarves accompanied him in what was a worthy quest to reclaim the hall of our ancestors. I’ve a mind to not let that effort and those lives be for naught.”

Kulnor agreed with his queen. The elders had protested and bickered over the decision, but he figured if Sioned could overcome her grief after the tragic murder of kith and kin by her own brother, including losing both her parents, along with a number of citizens of the Hall, then none of the others had reason to complain. He doubted he could’ve mustered a complaint even if pressed to, since he was a tad smitten with his queen.

Who isn’t? She’s young, beautiful, brave, charismatic…

He shook his head and tromped those thoughts back down to the nether reaches of his mind, where they belonged. Instead, he turned his thoughts to the present, focusing on the activity around him, and his heart swelled in pride at the difference five years had made.

The skeletons, rubbish, vermin, and offal had been cleared away long ago. Rotting pennants and wooden skeletons of everything from lift platforms to market stalls were long gone. Hammers rang on nails as carpenters rebuilt the wooden structures. Industrious work crews bellowed back and forth in coordination as they carted away the last of the rubble while stonemasons repaired weakened mortar and set newly cut stone blocks to replace those crumbled away. New banners had even been hung, with the devices of Silver Anvil Hall on them. To the best of everyone’s knowledge, no descendants of Torval Brightshield had survived the fall of the Hold in ancient times, so the stewardship of the fortress was temporarily Queen Sioned’s until she met with the king of Stonespur Citadel and they put their heads together to decide what to do with the place.

In the meantime, work went on, and the old fortress was shaping up quite nicely.

Kulnor tossed the axe again, watching the lamplight glint on the steel as it spun in the air before slapping back into his hand. He couldn’t help but marvel at his brother’s courage and that of his other companions, even including the mad Waresh. They’d truly had some stones, to come here and do battle with a wyrm and tribes of orc and goblin scum with a mere dozen stout-hearted dwarves.

“Ye’re thinkin’ about him, aren’t ye?”

Kulnor shot to his feet, startled by the familiar voice. Unfortunately, his legs didn’t work in sync with his hand, and he muffed catching the axe. The top of its head bounced painfully off his wrist, and it clattered away across the smoothly milled paving stones.

Sioned leaned over and picked up the axe. She studied it a moment and handed it back to him with a friendly smile. Her retinue of guards stood at attention a few paces away, alert for any threat the Hold might yet be concealing though chances of that were nil, for the deep passages had been shuttered and secured years ago.

Kulnor felt his face grow warm beneath his beard, and he cleared his throat. “Aye, me queen,” he replied. “It must’ve been something comin’ here as they did, a mere dozen facing a great pit o’ scum beneath their feet.” He heaved a sigh. “I miss me brother. What about ye?”

Sioned’s striking chrysolite-hued eyes grew pained, and Kulnor immediately knew he’d misspoken.

“Forgive me… I shouldn’t have—”

“Worry not, me friend. No one need apologize for me brother’s misdeeds, especially not ye. In response to yer question—in truth, nay. Waresh was a lot older than me, and we weren’t all that close. Me parents, though…” Her eyes took on a faraway, mournful look.

Kulnor shifted nervously, unsure what to say. He decided chances were better than fair he’d blunder and stick his foot in his mouth yet again, so he remained silent. But his heart did go out to his queen, who was the same age as he, yet with an entire mountain’s worth of responsibilities on her sturdy shoulders. They had grown up friends and remained close after choosing similar vocations. Sioned had chosen to serve Reiktir as one of his Shining Blades, the order of paladins. Kulnor had entered the priesthood, although only a fool would consider a dwarven priest a slouch when compared to a paladin or other warrior. He knew he himself had not the sterling values and self-discipline needed to live up to the paladins’ strict code of conduct, but that didn’t bother him. He was comfortable with his lot in life.

Sioned cleared her throat and regained her composure. She clapped a gauntleted hand on Kulnor’s shoulder. “I nearly forgot the reason I came to see ye. A couple miners got injured down below from a minor cave-in. I had hoped ye wouldn’t mind seeing to them.”

She could’ve easily sent a messenger, but Kulnor was glad she hadn’t. Relieved to be given a task, especially one coming from his beloved queen, he bowed. “Of course, me queen. I shall go anon.” He turned and was about to head down to the mines when she called out, causing him to stop so quickly that he nearly lost his balance.

“One other thing, Kulnor. Will ye join us at council meeting this eve? Tidings arrived by bird, and I’d like ye to be there to hear them.”

“’Course I shall. Ye’ve but to ask.” He grinned and bowed again, seeing relief on her face.

The fact that Sioned didn’t get along with many of the councilors was no secret —most of them were her father’s men who had remained on to advise her after her accession to the throne. In reality, they sought to manipulate and curry favor however they could from one whom they perceived as a young and naive monarch. They also strove to position themselves and their whelps as marriage prospects, something Sioned had no interest in, for the time being.

“Gratitude, me friend.” She smiled as Kulnor waved and set off at a jog to locate the wounded miners.

He took one of the lifts down to the upper level of the mines. The wooden scaffold had been replaced with fresh timber, the old rusted chains and platform also new and shiny. A pair of dwarves manning the lift greeted him, and one of them flipped a lever in the floor. The lift lurched into motion, the chain clanking as it moved through a series of pulleys. His descent was as smooth as polished granite once the contraption got going, and a moment later, he passed the vast forge level of the stronghold. Several of the forges had been rebuilt and were burning brightly, heat and the familiar clang of smiths’ hammers a welcoming music resounding in the great cavern.

The lift passed beneath the forges and through a shaft in the floor, the comforting presence of stone close around him. A couple minutes later, he stepped foot on the upper level of the mines.

Kulnor took a moment to admire the old granite statue of Reiktir. Five years past, the statue had stood guard over a pit of filth, where the wyrm once dwelt below. It was down there that Kulnor had discovered the remains of the epic battle. The cavern was blasted and scorched from the boombarrel explosions as recounted in Waresh’s journal. The wyrm’s bones had been picked clean by scavengers; the skull was currently mounted on the wall of the council chamber on the upper level. A sizable amount of treasure had remained, which was returned to the treasury to help pay for the reconstruction.

And there, lodged in a chunk of limestone, Kulnor had found the hand axe, the only thing that remained of his brother. He’d been overcome with pride and sorrow both, for Kalder had fallen in battle, mortally wounding the wyrm while at the same time giving his life for his friends. Reiktir certainly smiled upon such a valiant death. Kulnor had taken the axe but left it in the condition he’d found it, in honor of his brother’s memory. Save for the edge, of course—that he’d worked with a whetstone until the notches were gone and it was honed to a wicked sharpness, as was proper.

“Brother Kulnor!” The foreman, an older dwarf coated in gray rock dust, waved to him from one of the nearby tunnels. “It’s good to see ye. Two o’ me lads are injured—the ceiling broke loose on top o’ their noggins. Would ye tend to them?”

“Aye, that’s why I’m here.” Kulnor slipped the hand axe through its loop at his belt and went to tend to the miners.




***




“I mean to travel to meet this young human queen, Sianna Atreus, and converse with her regarding the future of the lands,” Sioned announced later that afternoon in the council chamber.

The words were barely out of her mouth when a clamor of raised voices tried to drown each other out as her councilors shouted over one another.

“Why should we care ’bout such human matters, me queen?” Lorbouk managed to outshout his fellows. He was one of the more powerful nobles on the council and one of Sioned’s father’s chief advisors, a dangerous political foe who wasn’t about to relinquish his grip on power. “I say let the humans fight each other with their foolish wars. Why should we get drawn into their problems?”

“Because they asked for our aid,” Sioned replied simply. “Reiktir has shown me a glimpse of the evil threatening to sweep across the land if we are not devout and do not step forward to do our part in defeating it. These Nebarans have fiends o’ the Abyss fighting on their behalf. Certainly, all the people of Easilon can find common cause against such a foe.”

Kulnor paid little attention to the customary bickering around him. He was staring at the skull of the great wyrm Dammerfang mounted on the wall. The white bone gleamed in the torchlight of the council chamber. Its eye sockets were as large as shields, its fangs the length of a dwarven broadsword.

Reiktir’s beard—that monster could have swallowed a dwarf whole! Truly took some stones to battle that bastard. And Waresh managed to defeat it… with me brother’s invaluable aid. He felt a flush of pride at Kalder and his friends’ accomplishment while lamenting the fact he himself would likely never be called upon to perform such a great deed. Kulnor’s father had seen to it that Kalder’s name had been recorded in the Book of Deeds, a great honor among dwarves. Waresh’s name had been stricken from the record as a result of his crimes.

“Has King Stonefist received the same summons?” Lorboud was asking. “Surely ’twould be wise to consult with him first. To show the unity of the Free Kingdoms of the Dwarves, naturally. When we act in harmony, the dwarven nation stands strongest—no foe o’ southern humans and their summoned fiends could harm us, especially with the strength of our citadels.”

Silver Anvil Hall and Stonespur Citadel were the primary dwarven kingdoms, not counting a couple small offshoot settlements that had broken away centuries earlier. The two kingdoms got along well in most matters and traditionally acted in unison in all matters military. Kulnor knew that not consulting with Rukk Stonefist before committing to such an action would be foolish.

Sioned evidently knew that as well. “Aye, Lorboud—yer wise counsel is valued as always,” she said placatingly. “I will meet with Rukk, of course. The queen’s letter sounded as if their situation is dire. In the meantime, I plan to send a delegation soon to let them know the old alliances still stand and that we are invested in the futures of Ketania and the Free Kingdoms alike.”

That set off another round of grumbling, swiftly rising to more loud squawking as they realized what she was proposing. The elders all began arguing in favor of themselves as the most suitable delegate to send on such an important diplomatic mission.

“I’ve yet to decide, me friends,” Sioned said. “’Twill take some thought to decide on who’s the best choice out of so many well-qualified dwarves.”

The queen’s statement only served to increase the boasting and arguing, all trying to make the case for themselves to be chosen.

Kulnor sighed and wished he was back at The Notched Axe, a favorite watering hole back in Silver Anvil Hall, and filling his belly with ale rather than getting an earful of these loudmouth fools and their blathering. His head was starting to pound, listening to the bellyaching.

As soon as I get outta here, I’m payin’ Zeck a visit.

Zeck was the entrepreneurial dwarf who’d set up the first ale tent in the Hold, a temporary arrangement until more permanent accommodations could be built. Kulnor could nearly taste the rich dark ale and cursed his luck. How’d I get into this mess?

His gaze shifted to his queen, who was looking at him. She gave him a weary smile, and at that, Kulnor’s unhappiness subsided.

Aye, she be the reason. Me queen needs me. He sat up straighter and tried to look as if he were paying attention as the meeting dragged on.




***




Later that night, Kulnor was staring into the fire inside the small hearth of his cozy quarters when a knock sounded at the door. His belly was full of a hearty meal and an even heartier quantity of Zeck’s ale, necessitated by the onerous council meeting of earlier. He frowned, for the hour was late, but he was still dressed in his priestly vestments, so he supposed he should answer the door.

Mayhap another lad in the mines got injured.

The two earlier had a few broken bones and cuts and bruises, but nothing beyond his ability to call upon Reiktir’s aid to heal. He groaned at the thought of having to traipse back down to the mines again but went to answer the door, hoping this wouldn’t take long. He had been nearly ready to climb into bed.

A cloaked figure stood outside the door, cowl pulled low over his features. Kulnor poked his head out and glanced up and down the hall, but it was empty save for the person before him.

“Can I help ye?”

“Won’t ye invite me in?” 

The cowl tilted back a couple inches, and his firelight illuminated the smooth cheeks and chin of a maid, one stray golden curl shining brightly.

“Me quee—mmph.” His exclamation of surprise was cut off when she clapped her hand over his mouth.

“Shhh. I don’t want those fools knowing I came to visit ye. That’s why I didn’t have ye summoned to me chambers.”

Kulnor stood there, not knowing what to do. Feeling a fool, he backed inside and beckoned her to enter.

“I’m sorry—ye surprised me,” he said lamely. He kicked a dirty tunic into a corner then briefly straightened up his rumpled bed and carried a chair over before the hearth for his queen.

Sioned closed the door behind her and took the chair offered. “Have a seat.”

Kulnor pulled his second chair over, watching silently as she shrugged out of her cloak. Her curly blond-brown hair was pulled back in a simple thick braid. For once, she wasn’t wearing her armor but instead a dress, a rarity for her. He couldn’t help but notice the dress accentuated her curvy figure nicely.

Sioned’s face was grave as she regarded him. “I wanted to ask if ye’d go as me delegate to Carran and take the measure of this human queen. I need someone I can trust to look out for our interests and not try to gain favor and enrich yerself in the bargain.”

Kulnor was surprised at her request but happy to perform such an important task for his queen. “Ye’ve but to command it, me queen.”

She smiled and patted his forearm. “Ye can lose the honorifics when it’s but the two of us. I’ve told ye before.”

“Aye, so ye have. Ye’ve but to command, and I’ll go, me… er, Sioned. Same for any o’ yer people. A queen needn’t ask.”

“I know, but yer a good friend to me… as yer brother was to me brother. I wouldn’t feel right commanding ye to go on this quest. It could prove dangerous in times such as these.”

The thought excited Kulnor. “Reiktir will protect me, as ye know. ’Course I’ll go—I’d like very much a chance to venture forth on a meaningful quest… as me brother did years ago. I’d be honored.”

Save for having ventured to Torval’s Hold twice and participated in a handful of skirmishes against goblins and orcs in the environs near the dwarven strongholds, he’d never had the opportunity to adventure any farther abroad.

“I knew I could count on ye.” Sioned looked relieved. She briefly squeezed his hand but then sighed. “I wish I could go instead. All this constant bickering from the council—I know not how me father didn’t go mad listening to it all the time.”

“Won’t they be angry ye picked me to go? I don’t want it to sully ye somehow… I’m a commoner, and I know they already don’t like ye keepin’ me around.”

“I’m the queen. I decide who to keep around, not those bellyachin’ fools.” Cheeks flushed with anger, she glared into the fire. “I wish I could rid meself of the whole lot o’ them. Send them to King Rukk instead.”

“Doubtful he’d thank ye for that. I reckon he’s got a whole nest o’ those rock vipers around him already.”

“Aye, so it goes when ye’ve got the weight of the crown on yer head.” Sioned massaged her temples as if the crown was causing her a headache even then though the jeweled circlet was back in her chambers.

“Ye truly believe it’s the right thing to get involved in these human matters? Only reason I ask is yer father was always against involvement with humans and elves.”

“Aye, I do. Even had Reiktir not shown me what may come to pass, I think me father was wrong. More interaction and trade with the other kingdoms can only be of benefit, methinks. What are yer thoughts?” Her chrysolite eyes glimmered with the reflection of the fire as she regarded him.

Kulnor cleared his throat and had to look away, lest he stare like a slack-jawed fool. Rarely had he seen her looking so beautiful. The dancing flames seemed a much safer object to focus on for the moment. He knew she was asking his opinion as a friend and not a subject or priest.

“Reiktir has also shown me dark times ahead, though perhaps not in such specifics as he has ye. If this threat is so serious, then it would behoove us to seek alliances with the humans. If they get defeated, that would be bad for trade and security for our strongholds. Who knows, these invaders might even think to tear up the old alliances granting us our Free Kingdoms and decide to try to conquer us too.” He chanced a glance over at Sioned and saw that small line in the center of her forehead that indicated she was deep in thought. She knows all this already… Speak yer heart, fool. “Can’t be no harm to speak to them and take their measure, as ye’ve said. Besides, being selected for such a noble endeavor fills me with pride. Me brother would’ve jumped at the chance. As do I—I look forward to aid ye, Sioned. Ye’ve no stauncher friend than Kulnor Strongaxe.” He reached out and squeezed her hand before he realized what he was doing. He froze, wondering if he’d gone too far.

Sioned only smiled then clasped his hand in both of hers. “Ye always come up with the right thing to say, me friend. Yer words hearten me.” She released his hand and stood up, collecting her cloak. “Will ye be off afore morning so the vipers won’t know till it’s too late? I’ll have an escort provided, though ’twill be only a score or so of warriors. I need ye to hasten to Carran and make the best possible time. Reiktir seems to be tellin’ me time is short if we’ve a path to victory.”

Kulnor walked her to the door. “Aye, ’twould be for the best that way, I reckon.”

Sioned nodded. “Reiktir watch over ye, Kulnor.”

“And ye also, me queen.”

She paused with her hand on the door handle to give him a sharp look although a smile played at her lips. “Sioned.”

“Aye.” He grinned at her, and his smile widened when he saw it returned in kind.

Then she was gone as the door shut softly behind her. Kulnor sat down and stared into the fire a long time, remembering how its light shone in her luminous eyes, while his heart beat more rapidly than it had any right to.

“Ye’re a lovesick fool,” he berated himself softly. With the excitement at the impending journey to Carran, he doubted he’d sleep much that night, but he had to at least make the attempt.




















Chapter 40

Dirich’s announcement came as a surprise.

A week or so after their ill-fated escape attempt, Elyas and Harlan had recovered well enough from their wounds under Edara’s adept care. The beatings had also taken their toll on their spirits, however, and neither had much appetite for another escape attempt. Instead, Elyas was content to not draw undue attention for the time being, and he hoped for the opportunity to see Nesnys and accept her offer. The other gladiators obviously held a grudge over the incident, regarding them with distrust and suspicion. In their eyes, Elyas and Harlan were worms once more.

Dirich wasn’t seen around much that week, but Shoat, surprisingly, seemed to have put the episode behind him and treated them fairly well, all things considered. He told them the remainder of their punishment would be doled out at the upcoming fights.

Elyas hadn’t expected their next fights so soon, but Dirich returned with word they would be fighting once more the following night.

“Since you two inseparable piss stains rub me worse than a boil on my arse, you’ll have the pleasure of fighting together.” Dirich smirked at Elyas and Harlan’s surprise but evidently wasn’t going to elaborate further.

Elyas hadn’t expected such a literal interpretation of “fighting together.” He and Harlan found themselves in the training yard practicing for the next evening’s bouts with their left arms secured to each other by a rope three paces in length. Even accustomed to each other’s fighting styles as they were, the hindrance of being bound together was a learning experience. To avoid having either man’s arm awkwardly pulled across his body or stretched out wide, they faced opposite directions, but any time they moved apart too far or tried to spin in place, the rope interfered with any attacking or defensive moves they made. As a result, their two training opponents, who fought unhindered, made quick work of them, training blades landing hits again and again.

“You’d best fight better, or your guts will be decorating the arena,” Shoat observed sagely at one point.

The key to fending off their foes while having any realistic chance of surviving was to not make any fancy moves, either offensive or defensive—anything involving turning too much—lest the rope impede them. Instead, short steps to either side or forward and back proved a necessity. The rope could also work to their advantage if used properly, as they proved on one occasion by using it to trip one of their opponents. But that took coordination, and Elyas doubted savvy opponents would fall for it. If they did, it would only work as a one-time surprise move.

Despite the numerous bruises sustained that day in training, Elyas was excited for the upcoming match. He knew they’d be sorely tested and would be fortunate to survive against any skilled opponents, but he barely dwelled on those thoughts. Instead, he looked forward to the hope that Nesnys would be in attendance, and he’d accept her offer if given the chance to speak with her. If he could convince her of his sincerity and she accepted his condition that Harlan accompany him, the two of them could possibly be freed very soon.

And then he would have to kill her or die trying.

He tossed and turned in their tiny cage that night, sleep eluding him. Shoat had thought it helpful to leave them bound together the entire time until they entered the arena to acclimate themselves, an idea that was practical yet annoying. One benefit of their shared cell was its tiny size, so the tight confines made the rope mostly a nonissue. Harlan didn’t seem to sleep any better than he, and come the next morning, both were tired and restless, eager to be on with the fight.

The gladiators went for their customary run that morning. The rope proved awkward but manageable. After that, they did more light workouts and sparring the rest of the day. Shoat’s idea to leave them bound together seemed to help, and they began to fight well enough to not totally embarrass themselves. Whether that would prove enough to survive against any skilled opponents remained to be seen.




***




Later that night while sitting in the holding pen, Elyas ignored the men’s conversations around him, along with the rising noise from the arena. His only immediate concern was of his and his partner’s surviving the bout. Convincing Nesnys that he was earnest about accepting her offer was a problem to face when it arrived.

Fortunately, Elyas and Harlan were first up to fight as the lowest-ranking gladiators. Elyas’s hope of severing the rope the moment the fight began was dashed when Dirich replaced their rope by clapping an iron manacle to each of their wrists, connected by a heavy chain. Not only was the chain impossible to cut, but its weight was substantial, and the longer the fight wore on, the more it would wear on their stamina. Harlan cast him a despairing glance, for they had been in agreement about cutting the rope.

Shoat pressed a broadsword into Elyas’s hand and picked a short sword for Harlan. He was rummaging in the equipment chest for shields, but Dirich stayed his hand.

“Nay, Shoat. These arseholes only get a dagger.  And no shields. Should’ve thought better than to piss on our lord’s generosity,” he added at their incredulous looks.

“Armor, boss?” Shoat asked after he had switched out their weapons.

“Boiled leather as customary. I’m not a total bastard.”

Elyas wanted nothing more right then than to wipe Dirich’s smirk off his face by smashing his crooked teeth in, but that would probably only have them sent out to fight with their bare arses in the wind and no weapons at all. Instead, he swallowed his anger with some difficulty. Dirich looked momentarily disappointed when no angry challenge came. He shrugged and departed the holding pen.

Shoat gave them an apologetic look and aided them with strapping on their piecemeal armor. “This is good chain,” he said, holding up a few of the thick links and shaking them. “Can use for blocking and striking.”

“He’s got a good point since we get no shields either,” Harlan said. He wrapped his fist once with the chain and made an experimental punch.

Elyas nodded, having come to the same conclusion. The heavy iron was unwieldy but could certainly turn a blade and break bones if wielded properly. Its length was the same as the rope—roughly three paces. Yet it grew shorter very quickly the more that was drawn up. They both experimented with it briefly.

“Let’s go with one loop around, lest it be too short.”

Harlan nodded agreement. “May the gods favor us in this madness.”

“Aye. I’ll also need their favor when I speak to Nesnys afterward.” 

Harlan agreed, and they clasped hands, united in purpose.

A few minutes later, Dirich called for them. Elyas gathered up much of the extra chain in his arms as they strode onto the sands. When he let it drop with a clank to the ground, the crowd grew even more excited at the prospect of a unique twist added to the first fight of the night.

Elyas glanced at the nobles’ box seats and was surprised and disappointed that Nesnys wasn’t in attendance. Lord Pasikos and his woman were there, along with other lords and ladies, but he saw no sign of the warlord.

“The bitch isn’t here,” he said urgently to Harlan.

His friend, who already looked pale and nervous at the impending match, glanced over and shrugged. “Well, then success for the night will be measured by our survival.”

“Aye. Best focus on the only thing we can control.” He was discouraged by Nesnys’s absence and the lost chance of bargaining for their freedom. Not only that, but that shameful part of him deep inside was disappointed for another reason entirely, one he tried his best to ignore.

The announcer, the same old man from the previous match, waited for the crowd to quiet before he spoke. “We have a special treat for you this night for the first bout. From House Pasikos, two new gladiators who recently earned their names by spilling blood in the arena. Ironshanks and the Adder! Not only are they promising, but their courage makes them spit on the thought of an ordinary fight, instead electing to up the challenge by fighting chained together, with only daggers in hand!”

What a load of shite. They must have kept our escape quiet to avoid dishonoring House Pasikos.

The crowd ate up the announcer’s words, however, roaring their approval.

“Their opponents are two seasoned gladiators hailing from House Nurneji, the famous Blade Brothers, Cutter and Edge!”

Two similar-looking men entered the arena floor opposite them. Both were lean and well-muscled, the size of their frames falling between Elyas and Harlan’s. Their bronzed skin was covered with numerous scars, they wore the customary armor, and each carried a curved scimitar. The Blade Brothers ignored both of them, instead facing the crowd and showing off by twirling their blades around wildly, flipping the scimitars from hand to hand, around their backs, and up into the air to catch them cleanly again. The crowd went wild over their antics.

“Braggart bastards,” Elyas grumbled. He suddenly had severe doubts about their chances. These were no green gladiators but experienced veterans. And they weren’t encumbered in any way, nor were they penalized by having only daggers.

I guess they aren’t as afraid of Nesnys’s wrath if I’m slain as I thought. Either that, or someone has misplaced confidence in us.

The fight began with the Blade Brothers predictably taunting the two of them, flaunting their skills with showy lunges and slashes, designed to inflict superficial wounds while maintaining their distance and using their mobility and longer weapons to their advantage. Had they attempted such showmanship in an ordinary fight, they’d likely pay for it, but hindered as Elyas and Harlan were, they could do little to try to take advantage without exposing themselves too much.

Elyas was tempted to throw his dagger just to put an end to the flamboyant whoresons’ antics, but the risk was too great. The thick-bladed dagger was heavy and solid, made for piercing armor. It could be thrown but wasn’t very well balanced, and if Elyas missed his opponent, he’d be done for. He also knew their taunting was an attempt to get them to lose their discipline. Instead, he had to settle for frequent ducking and shuffling dodges while occasionally deflecting a probing scimitar with the dagger or the chain wrapped around his left fist. Not knowing which of his foes was which, he decided the man before him was Cutter. He had a long, ragged scar down one cheek that ended with a chunk missing from his jaw.

Cutter apparently was finally growing tired of the taunting. He’d managed to open a couple shallow cuts on Elyas’s arms and thighs thus far, but nothing crippling. Elyas hopped back to avoid a slash at his legs, bringing his chain-covered fist up for a quick jab, but his foe was too fast. Instead, Cutter flicked his scimitar up and nicked Elyas’s wrist with the sharp tip and withdrew. His hand flared with the newest source of pain, but it wasn’t crippling, just another shallow wound.

Elyas sensed Harlan wasn’t faring much better, although he probably had more of an advantage with his quicker reflexes. But Harlan was also tiring more quickly.

After Elyas and Harlan spent several minutes doing little more than defending themselves, the crowd began booing and grumbling for some bloodshed. Harlan, who had begun panting from the exertion, suddenly hissed, “Get ready.”

Elyas moved a step closer to his partner, preparing for a move they’d rehearsed earlier.

“Turn!” Harlan shouted.

Elyas instantly spun around, his left arm pulled awkwardly across his body, but he charged forward, the chain snapping taut as Harlan moved wider to the right to attack his foe, Edge, from the other side. Edge obviously didn’t expect the maneuver, for he had to scramble to retreat. His scimitar whipped out in a defensive slash but wasn’t near enough to either of them to pose much threat.

Harlan threw his dagger the moment Edge was committed to his slash, leaving his guard open. Edge evidently hadn’t expected that, either. He tried to duck at the last moment, and the dagger lodged in the muscle between his neck and shoulder. Elyas leaped at him and raised his left arm high so the taut chain caught Edge’s hurriedly raised scimitar. The tip caught in one of the iron links, and when Elyas pulled hard, the scimitar twisted out of his grasp. Edge dove sideways to avoid Elyas’s follow-up stab, colliding with Harlan’s intended tackle. The two went down together, the smaller man punching wildly with his chain-wrapped fist, bloodying Edge’s face. Teeth flew, and blood spurted.

Elyas whirled back around, searching for Cutter. Steel blurred inches from his face, the scimitar nearly opening his throat. He threw up his left fist, trying to disarm Cutter, but his foe avoided his clumsy swat. Instead, he saw an opening and took it.

He feinted at Elyas, but his real target was Harlan’s unprotected back. The scimitar hacked a deep wound across Harlan’s shoulder blades. He cried out, rolling away from Edge and yanking the chain, pulling Elyas a step to his left. He stabbed at Cutter with his dagger, but the man kept moving to his left, the curved blade sweeping down to hamstring Harlan just as he rolled to his feet, sending him sprawling to his hands and knees. Elyas bellowed in rage, throwing his dagger to protect his friend from the killing strike that would have beheaded him. Cutter instinctively brought his blade up, steel ringing as the dagger ricocheted off and flew wide. Harlan rose up to his knees, blood pouring from the deep wound in his back. Cutter darted forward and brutally opened his belly with a low slash.

Elyas charged. The scimitar sliced at him, cutting a deep gash as it pierced his leather breastplate and drew blood beneath, but he swatted the blade aside with the chain on his fist. He tried to grapple his foe, but Cutter evaded yet again, backing away until the chain drew taut, halting Elyas’s momentum, but dragging Harlan face-first in the dirt. The next strike cut deeply across Elyas’s ribs as he tried to spin away.

Edge’s fallen scimitar lay just to Elyas’s left. He circled back, not giving away his intent until the moment he dove, rolling in the dirt and snatching up the blade. Cutter’s scimitar swished past his head. Steel rang on the next strike as the blades connected. They exchanged a few quick strikes and parries, one of the strikes opening a gash in Elyas’s thigh. He had trained with scimitars, but his proficiency was basic at best, whereas his foe was an expert with the weapon. The blade had an odd balance and shorter range than an equivalent broadsword due to its curved shape, and it took some getting used to.

The crowd was grumbling no longer, instead thundering in excitement with two of the combatants down and the remaining pair engaged in a desperate duel.

The two men exchanged more blows, Elyas forced to move around in an arc due to Harlan being immobile. He backed away to avoid a furious combination of Cutter’s attacks but then tripped over something. He came down hard on his backside, stretched across Edge’s motionless body. He got the brief impression of the man’s head crushed to pulp and the sand forming a dark halo with his blood.

Cutter charged, thinking he had Elyas finished. But with his left hand, Elyas snatched Harlan’s dagger free of Edge’s corpse and he threw it with a quick underhand toss. The blade struck Cutter in the lower belly just below his short leather breastplate. He lurched to a halt, wide eyes going to the hilt protruding from his gut. His free hand grasped at the hilt tentatively, as if unsure whether to pull it free. Elyas took advantage of his foe’s distraction, opening up his thigh with a deep slash of his scimitar, nicking the femoral artery. Blood spurted, and the crowd roared. Cutter staggered a couple steps away like a reeling drunk.

Elyas rose to his feet. He easily blocked Cutter’s weak defensive slash with the chain. His next strike removed Cutter’s head.

The crowd went into a roaring frenzy, but Elyas could only think of his fallen friend. He tossed the scimitar aside and knelt beside Harlan, who lay on his belly, sand sticking to his sweaty skin where he’d been dragged on the ground. His back and leg were coated in blood from the deep wounds. Elyas gently rolled Harlan onto his side and winced at the ropes of entrails hanging from his rent belly, along with the wide stain of blood saturating the dirt.

“Oh, gods, I’m so sorry, Harlan.”

A sickly smile spread on Harlan’s ashen face. “I guess we knew both of us surviving was long odds. The gods have chosen you, Elyas… for a reason. Make these bastards pay. Kill Nesnys.” He reached out a trembling hand, and Elyas clasped it.

“I shall,” he vowed, throat thick with emotion.

“Tell my m-mother… and Sianna… I never gave up. I d-died a… f-f…” He shuddered, and the life went out of him.

“Fighter. Aye, all shall know Dorian Atreus was a brave and noble man who died a fighter.” Elyas felt tears stinging his eyes, and he wept for not only his lost friend, but for blood and ashes, all that remained of his ruin of a life.

He knelt there, apathetic, until Shoat unlocked his manacle and led him away to see Edara. He could only watch helplessly as Harlan was dragged off the sand with the fallen Blade Brothers, by the ankles, leaving streaks of blood in the dirt, for such was the way of the gladiator. The way of pain.




















Chapter 41

Creel found that the city gates were as he had anticipated—they remained open, albeit with a guard presence doubled since the last time they’d passed through. Nearly a score of Calcote’s mercenaries were loitering around the gates, spending their time questioning and often harassing anyone who passed through, paying particular scrutiny to any people leaving. Half a dozen city watchmen patrolled nearby atop the barbican and walls. A fair number of pikes and loaded crossbows were close at hand for the gate guards.

A pair of civilians, who looked to be a farmer and his son, were currently being interrogated, likely wanting nothing more than to return to their nearby farmhouse with their empty cart and newly acquired coin after having sold their goods at market that day. One guard was in the back of their cart, rooting around in a few sacks of their belongings.

A “wanted” notice was tacked to one of the gates, and although Creel couldn’t make out the sketch from such a distance, he had no doubt the wanted criminal’s likeness was his own. It probably listed Brom and Rada as accomplices.

“How are we going to get past all those men?” Iris asked in a worried whisper.

Creel had met the two youths a couple blocks from the gates, at the edge of the farmer’s market. Brom was waiting with their horses and his old pony, Perri, down a nearby alleyway. Creel, Iris, and Rafe were currently studying the lay of the land. Other than the crowd of guards around the gate, the adjoining square was sparsely populated at such a late hour, the majority of the foot traffic a few late-arriving travelers and groups of revelers stumbling home from nearby taverns.

“Shouldn’t be too difficult—I’ve got a plan,” Creel replied. “How good of riders are you two?”

Iris looked mildly offended by the question. “Her Majesty and I rode almost daily in the summertime since about the time she had seen twelve summers. I daresay she might be a slight bit better rider than I, but not by much.”

Creel smiled. “Good. And you?”

Rafe shrugged. “My family had an old draft horse on our property when I was a lad. I rode it around from time to time.”

“Hopeless, then,” Iris added, with a superior look at Rafe. Despite her attitude, she expressed no malice, just a friendly jibe between friends.

The young guardsman looked mildly embarrassed but didn’t reply.

“Well, just make sure you hang on and keep up,” Creel told him. “That goes for both of you. If you lose your saddle, you’re likely on your own. The guards will have some freshly vacated cells in the dungeon to put you in. I can attest to that.”

Rafe swallowed hard but gave a curt nod. “I’ll hold on.” He ignored Iris’s teasing look.

“Wait for me here. I’ll see about getting Brom in position and return shortly.” Without waiting for their acknowledgment, Creel walked back down the alley to where Brom was waiting. “Let’s get you set up.”

Creel and the dwarf led Perri and her burden over to the next block. There, they stopped at the rear of a large stable. He could smell the horses and hear an occasional snort from within the large barnlike structure. The building was all locked up for the night, but he suspected a stableboy or two probably slept inside to tend the animals and raise the cry for the nearby guards if any horse thieves attempted to make off with their livelihood. Creel didn’t want to take any unnecessary risks, so he led Brom over to the wooden awning above the entryway. It was sturdy and fairly flat and wasn’t built over the building itself, only where mounts were displayed for sale during the day. This way, they shouldn’t make too much noise as to rouse any suspicions. Even better, it provided a good line of sight to the city gates.

“You remember how to work this?” Creel asked. “I know it’s been a few years.”

The Goblin-Tosser was a gnomish contraption Creel had commissioned several decades past. It got its name after Brom had casually remarked, “Looks like it could do a fine job o’ tossin’ a drunken goblin.” The device was basically a portable ballista specially designed to fire casks such as the ceramic one Creel had retrieved from his room. The Goblin-Tosser proved a reliable way to clear out monster dens with whatever concoction Creel loaded it up with. The original concept was for it to launch a naphtha payload, although it wouldn’t do so this evening. The idea of the device had occurred to him following the giant-hunting adventure wherein he’d first met Brom and Rada.

“Aye, couldn’t be easier.” Brom unlashed the Goblin-Tosser from Perri’s back. He set it down then unfolded it on its oiled hinges and latched the supports into place. “Just like so.”

Creel boosted Brom up to the awning then passed the Goblin-Tosser and the cask up to his friend. They had an anxious moment when he tossed the brittle cask, but Brom caught it sure-handedly. The device creaked and clunked as Brom cranked back the firing mechanism and loaded the cask.

“Ready to fire. Ride hard, and may Reiktir watch yer back, Creel.”

“You as well, Brom. If you have to leave the Tosser behind, then do so. Just get out of here and back to your family safely.” They shared a knowing look, then Creel returned to rejoin the youths.

Rafe and Iris were already mounted, clearly nervous but looking determined.

Creel nodded approvingly. “Be ready to follow my lead when I break into a gallop. Stay right on my heels, and don’t slow till I say so. I don’t see any mounts nearby for those guards, so once we get clear, we should be fine. Just keep as low in the saddle as possible in case the men on the barbican take a shot at you. And don’t forget to cover your nose and mouth. You’ll be through the thick of it before the horses think to balk. And whatever you do… hold on.”

He climbed into the saddle of his own horse, then turned and nudged it toward the mouth of the alley. Iris must have a good eye for horseflesh, for these were quality steeds the two had purchased with Selda’s coin. The three rode through the market, hoods of their cloaks pulled low, the youths with scarfs wrapped over their noses and mouths. Creel didn’t bother, for he was accustomed to the caustic gas the cask contained and could hold his breath a long time if needed.

The gaggle of Calcote mercenaries spotted them right away and watched their approach with great interest. Pikes were picked up, as were loaded crossbows. Men spread out to block their path through the gates.

“Dismount, citizens!” the lead mercenary commanded. “Prepare for inspection.” He was a tall, lean man with slicked-back hair, a large nose, and a soft chin. His eyes glittered cruelly in the pool of torchlight illuminating the gates.

Creel continued to walk his horse but made no move to slow or dismount. Nor did he draw steel to alarm them. Fifty paces turned to forty, then thirty.

Now would be a good time, Brom.

The mercenary commander scowled. “Oi! I said—”

Just then, something dropped into their midst with a brittle sound of shattering ceramic. The Goblin-Tosser’s payload impacted at the center of the group of guards, just behind the leader and a couple of pikemen. Immediately upon impact, caustic gas billowed out, a yellowish cloud that burned eyes, noses, and throats. Shouts of alarm instantly turned to gagging coughs, with men hunching over and retching, eyes burning so that they couldn’t see clearly. The trio of men before Creel spun to face the source of the threat.

At that moment, Creel spurred his horse into a gallop. The beast surged forward, a mountain of equine muscle, its hooves thundering on the cobblestone street. His cowl blew back, and he drew Final Strike in a practiced motion and leaned low in the saddle. A moment later, the hoofbeats multiplied as Rafe and Iris’s mounts broke into a gallop as well.

A victorious whoop came from Brom’s position on the opposite side of the square, and Creel grinned fiercely.

One of the nearby pikemen inhaled the choking gas. He staggered away, dropping his weapon, and heaved his dinner onto the ground. The second pikeman must have held his breath, for he backed away fearfully, his tearing eyes blinking rapidly. Creel angled his horse to avoid him.

The mercenary commander was the canniest of the lot. He processed what was occurring in a brief moment then spun away, moving quickly from the cloud of gas and drawing steel. “Guards! Fire on them!” he roared.

Then Creel was upon him. The commander ducked low, bringing his sword up to strike the horse’s legs out from under it. Creel nudged his horse to the left, and it veered just past the mercenary’s reach. The man took a step nearer, but that proved an unwise decision. The flat of Final Strike’s blade met the earhole of the man’s helm. Steel rang like a gong, and he dropped like a stone.

The yellowish cloud of gas enveloped Creel. He squinted his eyes, feeling the burning sensation immediately. Violent coughing and hacking came from all around. An unfortunate man was writhing on the ground a couple paces away. Creel knew they would recover once the air cleared, but they would certainly feel the effects for an hour or more, depending how heavy of a dose they had breathed in.

With the speed of his galloping horse, he was through the choking cloud in seconds. The horse snorted violently and balked for a moment, but by then, its next breath was clean air, and it continued onward without any more fuss.

Well-trained horses—worth every crown.

A sharp pain struck the side of Creel’s head and nipped his ear, the loosed crossbow quarrel a blur that disappeared into the night. He risked a backward glance and saw Iris and Rafe were doing well keeping up although the guardsman looked to be hanging on for dear life. Four or five guards were atop the barbican and adjoining wall, either reloading or lining up shots. Iris cried out and clutched at her thigh.

A moment later, they passed from the island of torchlight and were concealed by comforting darkness. They continued pounding down the road into the night.

Creel slowed his mount to check on Iris. The leg of the breeches she’d changed into earlier was torn, a bloody scrape visible where an arrowhead grazed her thigh, as it had her horse’s shoulder, but the wounds were shallow and didn’t pose a threat to either rider or mount.

“We’ll get you bandaged up when we stop, but for now, we’ll need to put another mile or so behind us.”

“You’re bleeding too.” Iris pointed at Creel’s head.

He probed the wound and discovered a long cut across his scalp and a sliver sliced off the top of his ear. It was bleeding fairly heavily, the side of his head and neck sticky with blood, but the wound was minor and would be healed in a matter of minutes.

“It’s nothing. Just a graze.” He turned his attention forward again.

“We did it,” Iris said, face flushed and eyes bright. “I can’t believe we did it.”

Rafe didn’t say anything, but with the big grin on his face, he didn’t need to.

Creel couldn’t help but smile as well, for that had turned out about as well as could be expected. He knew Brom could fend for himself just fine. Calcote’s sellswords would be incapacitated for at least several more minutes, the worst of them much longer, giving the trio plenty of time to get away clean.

“Onward to Carran!” he shouted.




















Chapter 42

Ferret stared at the parchment spread out on the table before her. The fanciful whorls and flourishes made the letters even harder to decipher than usual, but she was more interested in the scripted notes accompanying each line. She knew a song when she saw it although she could understand even less of the musical notation than she did the lyrics.

She grudgingly admitted Mira had been right when she suggested Ferret should learn her letters and sums if she wanted to amount to anything. The monk’s words hadn’t been so blunt, but the meaning was clear. Yet just looking at all those words on the page made her want to crumple up the sheet of parchment and toss it aside in disgust. She was certain that if she were still able to get a headache, then she would have had one. Trying to piece together meanings from the scrawled runes on the pages was a lot of work.

After having been in Nexus for a couple weeks and having spent slightly less time studying with Yosrick, she was beginning to learn the basics of her letters. The gnome praised her as a quick study, yet she still felt a dullard. Any educated child half her age could read through the song with little trouble. But at least she’d graduated from a list of the alphabet and simple children’s rhymes a couple days earlier.

“Take your time,” Yosrick said encouragingly. He puffed on his pipe as he waited.

They were in the castle library, a large room filled with towering rows of bookshelves, laden down with everything from massive tomes to fragile scrolls to clay tablets. The room seemed to ventilate itself, for the pipe smoke dissipated once it curled up toward the ceiling.

“Aren’t you afraid an ember will catch these old scrolls and books on fire?” she asked, needing to take her mind off her studies a moment. “This whole place would go up like a bonfire.”

Yosrick grinned around his pipe. “Well, I’ve warded the pipe against stray sparks escaping the bowl. Even were I to drop it, any particles escaping would instantly extinguish.” He traced a neatly scripted line of runes around the bowl. “But besides my humble precautions, the entire library is warded, and quite powerfully at that.” He pointed at glyphs on the wall behind him. “These even purify the air to remove the smoke and prevent it from becoming either too dry or too humid and musty, for that could damage all of these wondrous works.”

“Ah, that was my next question—about removing the smoke.”

The gnome nodded and tilted his head back, exhaling a large smoke ring into the air. It floated up and abruptly dissipated as if swept away by an invisible broom. “What do you make of that song?”

Ferret sighed and read what she’d deciphered thus far. “‘Long was the road and t-t-tr…’”

“Treacherous,” Yosrick supplied without even glancing at the paper. He was a wellspring of patience, for which Ferret was grateful, and the gnome was content to watch his smoke rings waft upward to where they were abruptly snuffed out while she puzzled out the text.

“‘Treacherous the… journey. Dark as his heart, the night c-c-con… tained?’”

“Concealed.”

“Ah. ‘Concealed deeds of illest intent.’ Those first few lines are all I’ve got. Yet this sounds familiar somehow…” She trailed off, trying to think where she’d heard it or something very similar before.

Yosrick beamed. “I thought you might’ve heard it before. That’s why I chose a ballad you might be familiar with. The Ballad of Black Bogdan the Barbarous.”

Ferret perked up at that. “You mean Black Wardley the Wicked.”

“Aye, I imagine that could be a variation of the song.”

Now that she knew the gist of the material, she had an easier time figuring it out, humming the tune to herself as she went along. Soon, she had deciphered the entire first verse and transcribed it onto a new sheet of parchment, though her handwriting was sloppy and childlike.

“Hmm… not bad, not bad.” Yosrick peered at her transcription closely. “Don’t worry about your scribing so much for now—that will become easier with practice. I daresay we’ll make a bard of you yet someday. Unfortunately, the musical portion I cannot help you with, for I’ve the voice of an ill frog.” He grinned at her, which Ferret would’ve returned had she been able. The praise warmed whatever metal cogs served as her heart.

Yosrick rose and knuckled his back a moment before giving a pleased sigh and standing straighter. “I hate to leave you adrift, my young friend, but I’ve a matter to attend to this afternoon. Please continue on with your transcription, and I’ll check in with you on the morrow.”

Ferret smiled inwardly at the opportunity given. “Aye, I’ll keep scratching away at it.”

If the gnome sensed what she intended to do, he gave no sign. “Very well, then. Good afternoon.”

She waited about five minutes after he’d departed before sliding her parchments aside. She fastidiously wiped off the quill as she’d been taught and restoppered the ink jar. A few minutes later, she was outside and nearing the fortress gates.

“Headin’ into town again, eh?” one of the guards asked. He was a stout older man with a bushy mustache who she knew from past conversations had a loquacious disposition.

“Aye. Need to absorb all of this while I’ve the chance so I can eventually put the more interesting bits to verse.” Ferret gave a flamboyant wave at the bustling streets past the gates.

The guard chuckled and pulled open the small side gate used for foot traffic. “Enjoy yourself then, lass.”

Ferret wasn’t sure how he knew she was a lass, for she kept her disguise in place, but she suspected word had gotten out about the curious guests the Lady of Twilight was currently entertaining. She bade the man good day and entered the exotic and fascinating flow of traffic.

Now this is the right way to spend a day in the city, not cooped up squinting over some chicken scratchings on a parchment.

She appreciated what Yosrick was doing for her, but a lass needed a day to herself now and then. And the city seemed to have no end to its marvelous sights or interesting ways to spend the day.




***




Trying to keep the indrawn magic from polluting his inner well, as Nera termed it, was of no use. Taren could hold a tremendous amount of mana and had even improved his control manipulating the energy. Yet eventually upon wielding the magic, whether for a prolonged period or after some threshold of an indeterminate amount was reached, the same fatigue and exhaustion unfailingly overtook him.

Nera seemed puzzled. “Allow me to guide it this time. Pay me no mind.”

Taren withdrew a steady stream and began unleashing various attacks on a set of magic-nullifying targets arrayed before him, which Nera had set up. They looked like dark voids in his second sight, and when he poured magic into them, they absorbed his attacks completely.

“That’s good, keep going. Don’t hold back—give it your all.”

Nera stood behind him, hands on his shoulders. He could feel her doing something inside him, a gentle probing around the channel the magic was taking.

The magic was an unending fount, bursting from the city around him, and he was a mere conduit, shaping and channeling the power as he continued to draw upon it. His nerves tingled, and he felt invincible with so much magic flowing through him. He poured more and more into the targets, blasts of fire and lightning, air bursts and stony fists and wicked icicles.

After a few long minutes, Nera withdrew her influence, and that rushing weakness came down on him like a collapsing mountainside. Taren crumpled nearly instantly, but she caught him with strong arms around his chest and lowered him to a seated position. He sat there dumbly, barely able to stave off unconsciousness.

Nera placed a hand on his head, and his senses cleared, renewed strength filling him. She sat down cross-legged in front of him, chin resting on one hand thoughtfully as she regarded him with her rust-colored eyes. In that moment, she looked surprisingly young and not vulnerable, perhaps, but ordinary, as if she was simply a typical young woman, albeit one with exotic features, rather than the Lady of Twilight, demigod ruler of the entire city.

“I can deflect it and prevent the pollution, but only temporarily,” Nera said after a long moment. “I’m afraid you’re simply made this way, Taren. I hate to meddle too much and somehow damage something inside irrevocably. Your father was a true conduit, his power fearsome, yet he lacked control the more he drew upon it, until he became in danger of being overwhelmed.”

Taren thought of that incredible feeling of invincibility that had filled him and understood that particular siren’s call.

“Yours is perhaps a mechanism that prevents you from burning yourself out,” she said, “a condition that could happen to corruptors if they pulled too heavily and irrevocably lost control.”

Taren sighed. “So I’m hopeless, then?”

“Not at all. Have you not sensed your improvement in the way of stamina?”

He realized he had. He was able to draw and expend a steady flow of magic for much longer periods of time without exhausting himself. His control was markedly improved also.

Nera smiled at his realization. “And like any warrior could tell you, the more you work a particular set of muscles, the stronger they get. So we’ll continue working. Endurance and finesse is the goal. And creativity.”

“And what of psionics?” he asked, ready for something different.

“What of it?” she answered in his mind.

“How do I use it?” He knew from experience she could “hear” him that way, but she was a powerful psionicist and attuned to collecting unguarded thoughts. That didn’t necessarily mean he himself had any particular talent in that regard.

“Just like so, but I can barely hear you. If I wasn’t receptive, I doubt I could at all.”

He focused, trying to push his thoughts stronger. “How about now?”

Nera yawned and reclined on her elbows. “Were you saying something?”

Taren clenched his jaw in irritation and tried to focus.

“I think you should pursue that pretty little redhead,” Nera said with a smirk. “She could use you by her side—your talents could help her cement her reign. She’d make a good wife. Smart, courageous, strong. A little feisty. Good child-bearing hips—”

“Will you stop?”

Nera flinched slightly although the smirk remained in place. “Ah, there we are. Good. Now you just need to thrust your thoughts out like so to reach an unattuned person. Try to contact Mira or Ferret.”




***




Mira had contented herself with spending the majority of the past couple weeks in the castle gardens, meditating and cycling through her fighting forms, to keep herself in peak shape and mentally centered. Unlike Ferret, who she sensed teemed with pent-up energy and boredom, Mira rather enjoyed the quiet, uneventful days spent in Nexus. After the long and often hectic weeks on the road, rest and peaceful contemplation were a welcome relief. She also spent a good portion of her time reading in the library.

She saw little of Taren during those first weeks, other than when they met for morning and evening meals, but she knew he couldn’t be in better hands than with his mother.

Ferret often roamed the castle hallways and grounds, clearly anxious to return to Easilon and the Hall of the Artificers in search of her cure. She had hoped to watch Taren training but couldn’t locate wherever it was they went even though the castle occasionally reverberated from the magics being unleashed. Yosrick, Nera’s gnome friend, eventually cornered Ferret and offered to teach her letters and sums. She at first declined, but Mira suggested the knowledge would only aid her in her personal quest to become a bard, and she relented, having realized the wisdom of her suggestion.

The past week or more, Mira had seen little of Ferret, with the girl either studying with Yosrick or spending her free time going into the city. She’d invited Mira to accompany her, but the city was intimidating with its crush of alien people and beasts, and she declined.

Mira warmed up her muscles with some stretches and exercises before going through the forms of her Crimson Fist fighting style. She slowly worked through the basic positions and moves before increasing in speed and intensity, cycling through the various forms until she’d worked up a light sweat and was satisfied with her performance.

Just as she sat down to meditate, she thought she heard someone call her name. Mira looked around, but she was alone in the garden as she was used to. She listened for a moment, but the sound didn’t repeat itself, and she realized she’d probably misheard one of the guards or servants out in the bailey. With a shrug, she closed her eyes and focused on slipping into her meditative state.




***




Taren closed his eyes and pictured Mira’s face in his mind. With her rigorous physical and mental discipline, he suspected she would be more receptive to telepathic contact than Ferret. He could see her close-cropped brown hair, cut short to deny any opponent an advantage in a fight, he suspected. Her warm honey-colored eyes and shy smile completed his mental picture. Once he had her face in his mind, he sent a tentative thought to her.

“Mira.”

No response. He tried again, this time more forcefully. As Nera had said, for someone not psionically attuned, more power would be necessary, at least until they were used to such communication, if that was possible.

“Mira.”

“Taren?” Her response was faint, a mere whisper, but it was there.

“Can you hear me? Try focusing harder, I can barely hear you.” He wasn’t sure “hearing” was exactly the right word—“receiving” would probably be more apt—but it got the point across.

“How is this?” Her thoughts were stronger, more focused.

“That’s good. I’m working on my psionic mind-bender talents, poor as they are.”

“So I surmised.” He sensed the amusement in her thoughts and smiled. The connection was established now, and he thought he could maintain it for some time if he concentrated on it.

“Try to see what she sees,” Nera suggested. “Ask if she will share her perception with you. Think of it as if you are a tiny bird perched on the top of her head, seeing and experiencing everything she is at that moment.”

Taren tried to do so, sending her more a rush of images than actual words. “If you don’t mind sharing, could you try to open your mind?”

“Please come inside,” she replied.

And just like that, Taren was there, as if sliding down a rope linking them and landing in her mind. He sensed her thoughts around him, her mind an orderly, uncluttered place. He ignored her private thoughts, sensing he could have read them as long as she allowed him in there, but he was afraid to appear an unwelcome intruder, rummaging through an unattended room while the host had her back turned.

The castle gardens stretched around him. Shrubs and hedges were neatly tended, varied shades of green, flowers bright spots of vibrant color providing contrast. The air here was clean in his nostrils, the city’s plethora of industrial odors replaced by those of earthy things. The noise was muted as well, lending a great sense of calm. The chirps of songbirds could be heard in the background, and a bright purple bird flitted across his field of vision and disappeared back into the foliage. He sat on a carpet of lush grass, the blades cool against his bare ankles. His body was relaxed and limber, sitting in the customary meditative pose.

For that brief time, he was Mira, at least a part of her.

“Isn’t it tranquil?” Mira asked, her thoughts comforting and close, as if she were sitting just beside him, their shoulders touching. She welcomed his presence, and her open acceptance humbled him.

“Very much so,” he replied, nearly overwhelmed for a moment by the experience. “I’m very fortunate to have you for a companion, Mira. You’re much too good to me.”

He could feel the warmth of her happiness. “I’m honored to play a role in all of this, Taren. And not just for the sake of my Balance Quest. But because you are my friend.”

He felt himself smiling as well, back in his body. “Thank you for welcoming me so openly. I’ll leave you to your meditations.” He could sense Nera speaking to him.

Their connection gently separated, like clasped hands reluctant to part, and then he was back in the training room with his mother.

“That went well, I sense.” She regarded him curiously.

“It did. I think she is more receptive because of who she is.”

“Indeed, as I suspected. Try the young one now. Try to contact Ferret.”

Taren tried to focus on Ferret, picturing her smooth metal face, the glowing amethyst eyes, the warm aura of her self swimming deep inside the mechanical carapace. But he sensed nothing after a couple minutes, as if she didn’t exist. After a moment, he realized that approach wouldn’t work, and he felt foolish for not seeing it sooner. The automaton was not who Ferret truly was. It was a mere shell.

Instead, he focused on the young waif he remembered from Ammon Nor, her sharp brown eyes that missed very little, thin face and cheeks, mouth that rarely smiled but was a welcome sight when it did.

“Ferret.” Once he got a sense of her, he pushed the thought with about the same force he’d used for Mira the second time.

The reply came, very faint. “What’s this?” 

“Ferret. It’s Taren.”

“Taren? Is this some of your magic?”

The connection was wavering, difficult, and Taren poured more energy to try to stabilize it and create a firm conduit as he had with Mira.

He smiled. “Something like that. Psionics—mind-bender stuff. Seems I have some small talent in that also.”

He got a much more guarded impression from Ferret than Mira. The girl had walls established—not organized mental defenses, merely a result of her being cautious by nature, an instinct to conceal her true thoughts and feelings as much as possible—a defensive measure developed for survival during a life lived on the streets, he suspected.

Her piqued interest surged strongly through the link for a moment, but her thoughts were flitting, distracted easily. “You should ask your mother for a break.” She sounded wistful. “Come into the city with me. It’s so strange… odd and wonderful and kind of scary all at once.” 

Something drew her attention, and the connection wavered, nearly gone, but he held onto it. Perhaps she’d seen someone flashing coin about.

“I can help you. To train, you know. Or whatever you need since you’ve done so much for me.” A sense of boredom, loneliness, a desire to be helpful and make herself useful reached him before it faded, the conduit shaky and threatening to break down.

“You see how it can be with those unattuned. Those lacking the mental discipline.” Nera’s cool thoughts broke in, overlaying what he was receiving from Ferret. “She might become more receptive with practice, but not like Mira will ever be. But this is good. Let her go now.”

Taren tried to push a feeling of reassurance to Ferret, feeling guilty for leaving the girl on her own so much. “I’d like that if you can help me train somehow. And I’ll see if Mother will let me take a few hours off. We can explore together.”

“Aye, that will be nice!”

After feeling her brief surge of joy, he broke off the connection. Rather than the earlier sensation of gently letting go, it simply fell apart this time.

“Time off, huh? I’m too much a brutal taskmaster?” Nera regarded him with amusement. Before he could protest, she waved a dismissive hand. “You’ve done well this day. Go, spend some time with your friends. One of these days, I’ll have Arron make himself useful and show you around the city if you like.”

He smiled, thinking that would be a nice way to spend an afternoon.




















Chapter 43

A celebration was underway in the villa. A veritable feast was laid out in the mess hall. Wine was flowing heavily, and naked slave women were being passed through the barracks to be used by the gladiators.

Elyas chose to ignore it all, for the most part. He ate and drank enough to sate his hunger and thirst but then retreated to his small alcove of a room, which he had regained the privilege of occupying following his success in the arena that night. Dirich apparently hadn’t expected him to prevail and was clearly impressed at his victory and felt generous even though said victory felt like just another defeat. Elyas did his best to ignore the drunken laughter and shouts and squeals heard outside.

Instead, he was reliving the battle of earlier that evening and his friend Harlan—Dorian—falling in battle. Then his final words to Elyas:

“I guess we knew both of us surviving was long odds. The gods have chosen you, Elyas… for a reason. Make these bastards pay. Kill Nesnys… Tell my mother and Sianna I never gave up. I died a fighter.”

He lay back on his pallet, hating himself for their failure to escape, which led to their punishment and ultimately his friend’s death. To chain them together and expect them to survive armed with mere daggers was madness. He scratched at the poultice across his chest, the skin beneath it itching from its healing work. Edara had patched him up as usual, cleaning and mending the menagerie of wounds across his body, but she seemed saddened at Harlan’s loss also, a companionable melancholy settling between them.

He tried to cast aside the bitter memory of the battle, but the only thing he could think of was Dorian’s broken body and final plea. He was spared further recrimination when the door burst open, the noise of revelry intensifying. Shoat’s ugly face and bleary red eyes regarded him in the dim candlelight.

“You fought good today, Ironshanks. You should take a woman to celebrate. And wine.” Shoat held up a ceramic jug and took a deep drink, wine dribbling down his lantern jaw.

Elyas shook his head. “My friend died. There is no reason to celebrate.”

“Yet you live.” Shoat shrugged. “I’ve lost many friends to the sword. Adder was too weak for the pits. Lucky he survived so long. But his death was a good one—he fought with courage and skill.” He wobbled unsteadily and turned away then looked back once more. “You sure you don’t want a woman?”

An idea popped into his head, certainly a mad one, and he hoped he wouldn’t jeopardize her safety. “Edara, the healer.”

“Eh?” Shoat blinked slowly, clearly bewildered.

“I would see Edara the healer if I have my choice of woman.”

Shoat bellowed laughter. “The healer? She’s no slave.”

“Aye, I know. Yet if she’d consent to see me, my wish is to spend time with her.” What are you doing, fool? Yet that stubborn idea persisted, a desperate chance.

“Bah! You’re mad, Ironshanks!” Shoat staggered a couple steps farther into the room and handed Elyas the jug of wine. “Wine might help wash away those foolish thoughts.”

Elyas accepted the jug and drank deeply. The wine was of a good quality—surprising that it was being wasted on slaves. Yet a pleased lord could be generous indeed, and such generosity spoke to his wealth.

“Will you send a guard to her with my request?”

Shoat laughed again and staggered out the door. “You keep that wine—you’re gonna need it. I’ll send your request, Ironshanks. But you’ll be lucky if she ever stitches you up again afterward.”

Then he was gone, and Elyas was berating himself. What was I thinking?

He had no desire to try to bed Edara and wouldn’t have insulted her with the thought of it were this not important, yet he believed he’d established a personal connection with the healer so she might entertain the thought of at least speaking with him. It wasn’t unheard of for free women, even nobles, to seek out the beds of gladiators on occasion, at least going by gossip heard in the barracks, but how much of that was truth he had no way of knowing. Certainly, many of the gladiators boasted of how they’d be delighted to service Lord Pasikos’s consort if she ever got the urge to lie with one of them. But he simply had no desire to spend that night in solitude.

Also, he had a request for Edara. His plans had gone up in flames, and with Harlan’s death, he was on unsteady ground and not sure what he would do next. Yet the idea that had popped into his head wouldn’t go away.

After what felt like an hour filled with self-doubt, the door of his chamber opened, and a visibly angry Edara bustled through, a smirking guard behind her.

“Enjoy yourselves,” the guard said before the door shut.

Elyas stood up and crossed the tiny room. “Edara, I—”

She delivered a stinging slap to his cheek. “I am neither a slave nor a whore! I resent such an implication.”

He gently caught her wrist before the next slap could land. Then he caught her other wrist when she tried instead to smack him with her left hand.

“Edara, please! Will you listen? I’m sorry if I insulted you by such a summons, but it was the only way to speak with you.” He looked into her face earnestly, hoping she’d calm down and listen.

Her cheeks were bright with spots of anger, eyes furious, but she eventually calmed, and he released her. She glanced around his small alcove as if afraid of what she might find, a pitying look on her face, and he realized she’d likely never been inside the barracks before.

“Please, will you sit and hear me out at least?” He gestured to his pallet, the only place to sit in the room.

“Very well, I’ll hear you out.” She smoothed her skirts beneath herself and sat down on his pallet.

“Wine?” He offered her the jug Shoat had left. “Sorry, I don’t have any cups.”

“I’ll make do without.” She raised it to her lips and drank. “Now, what is this about?”

“I need you to do me a favor, if you please. My friend died already, and I fear I’ll never get free of her clutches—Nesnys. You know of whom I speak?”

Edara shuddered and looked away. “So you’re the one that… creature claims as her own?” When he nodded, she said, “I’m sorry for you. I heard the rumors in the manor but didn’t know it was you.” She took another, longer drink then offered him the jug.

Elyas took his own long drink. “Aye. She defeated me on the battlefield, and for whatever reason, instead of granting me an honorable death, claimed me as her damned toy.” He briefly related the story of the battle, the fall of King Clement, and his experience aboard the galley. At some point, he sat down beside her on the pallet without realizing it, the two sharing the wine jug.

“And that’s why I need to try to make the attempt at least,” he finished. “To slay her and end this madness, free Ketania of her evil, if possible. But I’d be happy to just see her dead.”

Edara was silent a long time, digesting his story. “What is it you would have me do?”

“You are an herbalist as well as healer, am I correct?” When she nodded, he continued, “And would that mean you are familiar with poisons as well?” 

Another nod, more reluctant this time.

He put a hand on her forearm. “I would ask you to mix up a poison, the most potent you can acquire without bringing any suspicion on yourself. And a small knife, the blade coated with the poison.”

She regarded him then, gazing long into his eyes, her own light-brown ones reflecting the candlelight. After a long moment, she heaved a sigh, drank deeply of the wine, and placed her hand over his. “I’ll see what I can do. Nobody should be subjected to the clutches of such a fiend.”

“Thank you, Edara. I don’t want you to come to any harm, so please be careful. Whatever repayment I can offer, though that’s little at the moment, you have but to ask.”

She nodded, staring into the candle flames, her hand still resting on his, a gesture of easy companionship. “I’m sorry about your friend. Harlan seemed like a good man. I liked him.”

“Aye, he was.” Elyas cleared his throat then moved to draw his hand away, but she tightened her grip suddenly.

“They’ll be suspicious, you know. The guards.”

“That’s why you have to be very careful.”

“No, I mean about us. With me being here and us simply talking like this.”

Elyas looked at the closed door nervously as though someone might have an ear pressed against it. He could hear the distant sounds of revelry still going on. A girlish shriek came from nearby, followed by rough male laughter.

“I don’t know what to do about that,” he admitted after a moment. She made a valid point. The guards had already taken note of her presence in his chamber and would surely talk, as idle men tended to do, especially when drinking. “I hadn’t really thought this through very well. I’m sorry. It’ll reflect badly on your reputation.”

Edara turned to him then, her eyes bright and a surprisingly coquettish smile in place. In the soft light, she seemed younger, quite comely even. She ran a hand down his cheek and then trailed it down his bare chest.

“There’s a way to remedy their suspicions.” Her eyes held his.

“You mean…?” He swallowed hard and took a long drink of wine, surprised to discover it nearly empty. Of all the ways the conversation could have turned out, such an outcome certainly hadn’t crossed his mind. He was painfully aware of how long it had been since he’d been with or even thought of a woman that way. He wouldn’t admit to ever having thought of Nesnys in such a manner.

“Yes.” She leaned against him and ran a hand through his hair, guiding his head down far enough to kiss him gently on the lips. “My price for aiding you in this, Elyas.”

He stared at her, astonished by what she was implying. “I… well, if that is your wish.”

Edara laughed then, a genuine mirth that made her seem years younger. “I’m not too old to be without desires of my own or to not want a man inside me.” Her hands were sliding across the hard muscles of his chest and stomach, one sliding down to his groin and squeezing gently. “Besides, you did ply me with a scandalous amount of wine.”

He laughed at that, relaxing into the moment as he felt himself responding to her touch. He drew her up from the pallet and lifted her dress, Edara raising her arms so he might slide it up over her head. She removed her smallclothes, and he noted she was more voluptuous than he expected, the soft flickering light playing enticingly across her curves, her body still firm and strong despite her advancing years. She unfastened his breeches, her skilled healer’s hands working at him as a powerful desire swept over him.

Edara smiled at his body’s response and pulled him down atop her on the pallet. “I want to experience for myself the legendary virility of a gladiator,” she whispered into his ear as their bodies pressed together.




















Chapter 44

The road to Carran was usually heavily traveled, for Llantry and Carran were the major economic hubs of Ketania, but in such desperate times, travelers and merchants were few. Several large groups of refugees were heading for the safety of the capital’s stout walls, bringing grim tales of Nebaran raiding parties killing, burning, and looting small settlements all across the plains. Ketanian patrols were present on the road the first couple days out of Llantry, and while they didn’t have great numbers, their presence was a reassurance to the refugees and sporadic travelers.

Creel and his two young companions made good time after escaping the capital city. They saw no sign of any pursuit, not that Creel expected any. In such times, an escaped prisoner wasn’t worth the risk of further depleting an already strained city garrison to pursue him into the wilderness. Regardless, they continued to push their pace, and he thought they’d likely make Carran in a week if the weather held and they didn’t encounter Nebaran patrols.

Rafe and Iris were in good spirits following their escape, both eager to carry out Sianna’s wishes by helping to arrange a conclave in Carran then trying to effect some type of rescue. Their injuries continued to improve, and they were able to ride without any pain. Naught could be done for Rafe’s maimed hand, but his other wounds were mostly healed. Iris’s ankle no longer troubled her either.

At night, they took turns keeping watch, with Iris even insisting on doing her part, which Creel admired. She’d certainly matured in the past week or two. Gone was the spoiled handmaiden to a queen. In her place was a determined young woman willing to get her hands dirty and see that their mission succeeded.

Creel spent the second evening after dinner rereading Rada’s note and reminiscing on the good times they had shared together. After introspection, he thought himself a sorry bastard for having squandered years traveling the lands and fulfilling his monster-hunting contracts while barely sparing her a thought, yet now that she was gone, her loss haunted him dearly.

I’m sorry I treated you so poorly, Rada. All those years the gods gave us together, yet I was a fool to let them slip by and not appreciate what I had before me.

The road skirted the edge of the Llantry Woods heading westward, and on the third day, they put the forest behind them. Far to the north, the southern edge of the Rotmoors was barely visible, a grim and dangerous land of foul vapors, stunted trees, and deadly swamps that could suck a man down to his death. And of course, the Rotmoors were home to plenty of monsters, trolls primarily, though other more exotic species also lived there.

The road kept well south of the Rotmoors, and on the fifth day, they crested a rise to find a blue expanse on the horizon, the eastern shore of the great Zoph Lake. On the other side lay the city of Carran.

Creel was just beginning to feel cautiously optimistic about their chances of reaching Carran unmolested when a Nebaran patrol crested a ridge, riding up from the south. The horsemen were initially heading northeast but, upon spotting their small party, angled in their direction. A quick count revealed well over a dozen, with even more still approaching.

“Bloody Abyss, they’ve seen us. Our only chance is to outrun them—ride hard!” Creel dug his heels into his mount’s flanks, and the horse leaped forward, going from an easy canter to a full gallop in an instant.

Rafe and Iris rode to either side of him, their youthful faces filled with fright as they kept casting anxious glances over their shoulders. The Nebarans had a good pursuit angle and began to close the gap, soon only a quarter mile behind and gaining.

The chase went on for about ten more minutes before Creel’s horse began flagging. They’d been alternately riding and walking to rest the mounts for brief periods of time, but after five days of maintaining a rapid pace, even these healthy animals were tiring. Rafe and Iris’s mounts didn’t look to be in much better shape than his. The Nebaran patrol’s steeds must have been fairly fresh, judging from the rate they were gaining ground.

“You two ride on ahead,” Creel shouted over the pounding of hooves and rushing wind. “I’ll try to hold them off and buy you time. Break north off the road and head toward the lake. Find some cover so you can lose them.”

Rafe looked as though he’d object, but after a glance at Iris, he gave a curt nod. The pair steered their horses north off the road and through the tall grass. Clusters of trees dotted the plains at regular intervals, but there wasn’t much substantial cover until they neared the lake.

Creel let his horse slow to an easy trot while he strung his bow and nocked an arrow. The plains north of Zoph Lake were inhabited by tribes of barbarians, some of whom were renowned as magnificent mounted archers, their horsemanship competitions routinely including archery, but Creel had never mastered the skill. He could fire accurately from a standstill but not from a moving mount.

A full score of foes were now hard on his heels, with loaded crossbows and unsheathed blades.

This is gonna be a short-lived trip. I hope those two get away. Rafe is steady with a sword—he’ll defend the lass. I just need to improve the odds a bit.

He wheeled his horse around and drew an arrow, bringing the string back against the corner of his mouth. When he judged the distance to his pursuers at about a hundred and fifty paces, he loosed. His arrow flew a little short, lodging into the turf, and he cursed. The next arrow struck the neck of a horse—not his intended target, but it was effective. The animal bucked, tossing its rider, and the horseman behind crashed into them, horse and rider both spilling to the ground with bone-breaking force.

Not bad—two down with one arrow.

The Nebarans spread farther apart, and he knew he wouldn’t be so fortunate again. His next arrow struck a rider in the shoulder. The soldier rocked back in the saddle, but he was a skilled enough horseman that he didn’t fall. A couple of the Nebarans fired crossbows, but their aim was poor because of their galloping horses, and the bolts whizzed harmlessly past.

Creel lined up one last shot. The instant the fletchings cleared the bow, he shoved it back through a strap on his saddlebag and drew Final Strike. He looked up to find a riderless horse at the center of their line.

Three down, one wounded. That leaves sixteen able-bodied men.

He cursed again at the long odds but readied himself to meet their charge. The patrol slowed its approach, the line of mounted men curling around to surround him.

“Throw your sword down,” one of the men shouted.

Creel ignored him, knowing full well what would happen if he did. Instead, he spurred his horse to his left, surging forward to attack the two soldiers on the far end and trying to keep them between himself and the bulk of their numbers so they couldn’t all get at him at once. A quarrel hissed through the air a few inches from his ear, then he was on them.

The nearest Nebaran looked startled at his brazen charge. Creel slashed him across the unarmored thigh, then on the backswing, Final Strike struck the other man’s upraised forearm. His bracer split, and bone cracked, the upraised sword tumbling from his hand. He brought Final Strike back across just in time to parry the first man’s strike. They exchanged a couple blows, during which Creel sensed the other Nebarans maneuvering in to surround him. He jabbed the fingers of his free hand deep into the bleeding cut in his opponent’s thigh. As he’d hoped, the man cried out, reaching instinctively to wrench his hand away. Final Strike slipped through the opening in his guard and pierced his throat. He turned and jabbed his second opponent’s mount lightly in the rump. The horse reared and skittered away, crashing into the mount of another approaching soldier.

After that, all was chaos as the remaining men surrounded him. A blow struck Creel’s shoulder, turning off his leather pauldron, but with enough force to disrupt his balance. He parried one blow coming from the front then another from his right. Three men were pressing him at once, horses grunting and bucking from their proximity. He managed to stab one man in the ribs, but another opened a deep gash in his thigh. At the last instant, Creel ducked a barely glimpsed strike to his head from the right. White sparks flared in his vision as the blow landed, followed by a jolt of pain, and he nearly lost his seat. He growled unintelligibly and swung a wild backhand. His sword bit into his attacker’s belly. The man fell, but Final Strike momentarily got entangled in the mail shirt. Creel was wrenched around, nearly out of his saddle.

Something hammered him in the back, and then pain, blindingly intense, exploded in his back—not just his back, but deep in his innards. He turned back, lashing out with an elbow and felt something crunch. A nose, he suspected. The attacker fell away for the moment, but the pain was so intense he couldn’t breathe.

I’ve been run through. The thought was an isle of calm amidst the chaos. A dozen or more men must still have been swirling around, limited in their ability to attack him by the bulk of the milling horses.

He was growing weaker, for the wounds were taking their toll, the latest one quite grievous. His vision was growing spotty, but he managed to parry another blow that would’ve taken his head, then he hacked off the man’s sword arm in return. Final Strike felt weightless, as if it had a life of its own. The sword’s fullers were filled with blood, its deadliness at its peak, but he could feel the warmth leaking out of himself with his blood at an alarming rate.

His vision shuddered suddenly, and he nearly went backward out of the saddle, but then everything righted itself. A moment later, the pain struck, bludgeoning his senses. A black-feathered quarrel jutted from his upper-right chest, just visible through the black tunnel of his narrowing vision.

For a moment, the thought of falling to the ground and hoping they’d leave him for dead held some appeal, but he remembered Iris and Rafe.

Not enough… Need to buy them more time. Make them pay with more blood.

A ragged cry sounded, and he realized it was his own voice. His entire torso was aflame, and he could barely draw breath, but somehow he raised his sword one more time. A stunned Nebaran could only watch helplessly as his head was split asunder like a rotting melon. That exertion was nearly too much, and remaining in the saddle took everything he had.

An ominous shape filled his vision, a burly man with a raised axe poised to split him like a length of firewood. He braced himself to be struck down and trampled underhoof.

But the blow never fell.

Instead, the center of the man’s black-and-gold surcoat bulged outward grotesquely, and a bloody arrowhead tore through. The man wavered and fell to one side. Creel looked around stupidly, everything seeming to move in delayed time. The air appeared to be filled with a swarm of orange-fletched arrows, stinging like lethal hornets. One struck a man down on his left, another to the right an instant later.

He strove to focus to see what was happening. The remaining Nebarans were regrouping, turning away from him to face some unexpected foe.

Creel blinked, clearing his vision enough to see a handful of mounted Ketanian troops wearing ragged, dirty surcoats, charging the Nebarans with raised swords. Two large men were in the lead, one an unfamiliar warrior with the look of a veteran, the other a youth that Creel recognized—Rafe.

Two more Nebarans fell in quick succession before Rafe and the other man even reached them, arrows finding throats and eyes. Creel glimpsed a tall, black-haired woman on horseback trailing the other Ketanians at a steady canter. She had the bronzed skin and rangy look of a plains barbarian, and her deadly accuracy with a recurve bow completed that impression. Iris was riding beside the archer with a dagger clenched in her fist.

Rafe and the veteran slammed into the handful of remaining Nebarans, four more warriors riding hard on their heels. They made quick work of their foes. One sole Nebaran slipped free of the battle, fleeing back southward, but the man didn’t make it a dozen paces before an arrow threw him out of his saddle.

Creel’s eyelids threatened to slam shut, but he fought mightily against it. He was surprised the desperate melee was gone and found himself looking out over green rolling fields, clear of anybody else.

A pleasant enough place to rest for a bit.

His horse apparently thought so too, for it began grazing on the lush grass.

“Creel!”

With great effort, he turned his head to see Iris riding toward him with the barbarian woman trailing. The other warriors were going around and dispatching wounded Nebarans.

“Are you… Oh, gods.” Iris put a horrified hand to her mouth.

“That bad, eh?” He tried to sheathe Final Strike but missed the scabbard, and the sword fell to the ground, which could have been half a mile away.

“Anhur’s sword! How is he still in the saddle, let alone alive?” The archer woman’s dark eyes were wide. “Nate! This man needs aid.”

Creel knew he should dismount, pick up Final Strike, and perhaps even sit down and rest for a time, but the effort was too much. He gripped the blood-slicked saddle horn tightly as a wave of dizziness washed over him. When the blurriness cleared, the veteran warrior he’d seen riding beside Rafe was regarding him in astonishment. He was a burly man, fair haired with gray speckling his hair and beard.

“Creel?” Rafe’s head poked into his field of vision.

“You brought help. Clever lad. And lass.” He tried to reassure his youthful companions with a smile, but from their faces, it clearly didn’t have the intended effect. Iris was pale and looked as if she might faint. A couple weeks earlier, she probably would have.

Rafe had ridden right up beside him, taking the reins of his horse, their knees bumping together. “You’ve got a, uh… Well, you’ve got a sword sticking out of you.”

“Huh?” Creel tilted his woozy head forward. Sure enough, a handbreadth of bloody steel was jutting out of his chest, just left of his sternum, a few inches over and slightly below the black-fletched quarrel. “I’ll be damned. So there is. That probably nicked the heart… It’s gonna bleed like a bastard when you pull it out.”

He was dimly aware of the others exchanging bleak glances. To his surprise, Iris took charge, pushing her mount through the others, her face stern.

“Don’t just stand there—we need to get him down from there and tend his wounds! Rafe, stop gawping like a dimwit. You there, can you help Rafe get him down?”

Someone was saying it was hopeless, that he was done for. Creel surely felt that way. Strong hands gripped his upper arms, then he was being eased out of the saddle.

“Easy, watch that blade. Try to lay him down on his side.”

Creel didn’t recognize the voice. Another dizzy spell washed over him, and this time, it was too much.

Blackness claimed him.




***




Creel stood with Rada at the bow of a ship as it crested the rolling swells, wind in their faces, their fingers intertwined. She was young again, her smooth, lovely face free of cares. Somewhere nearby, a green-faced Brom Stormbrew was emptying his guts over the rail between impressive streams of salty curses.

A mile or so off the ship’s starboard side, the coastline slid by, emerald grass lined by a white sandy beach. The sleek gray shapes of a pod of dolphins leaped above the water to the port side, playfully pacing the ship as they sailed south. Rada’s face was filled with delight as she watched the animals.

“I think I’ve about had enough of this life. I want to be with you again.” Creel traced his fingers down the smooth skin of Rada’s cheekbone, entranced by her youthful beauty.

She looked over to meet his eye, and the corners of her mouth tilted slightly, a sad smile. “You cannot, Dak. Not yet. Follow your path to its end—you know the way now. Defeat this threat, and you can have your rest. It’s what you’ve been yearning to do your whole life, so see it done.”

“The path the gods set out for me. Can this finally be it, after all these years?”

Rada ran her own hand down his face slowly, feeling the rough stubble on his cheeks and the puckered scar beneath his eye. She nodded slowly, luminous green eyes filled with affection. “Aye, my love. Finish your work and come back to me.”

Creel took a deep, shuddering breath and opened his eyes. The sky was dark overhead, the lambent glow of nearby firelight illuminating thinning branches of trees with a few dried leaves yet clinging stubbornly to them. A murmur of voices came from near the fire.

“Creel?” Iris’s face appeared above him. She had a wet, bloody rag in her hand, one she was using to wipe off his face. “How are you feeling?”

He knew better than to move, for he was in familiar territory—the recovery after sustaining grievous wounds that should’ve killed him twice over. But he waited a moment to take stock of his aches and pains, a practiced response to determine the extent of the damage. His torso was the worst, a deep blazing ache inside where muscles and organs were rent apart and damaged, from both the sword stroke and the quarrel. His head felt as though it had been on the receiving end of a hammer as well. And from all over came the itching sensation of mending flesh. The familiar deep-seated ache in his bones was as yet still subtle beneath all the other injuries, one which wouldn’t mend on its own and would only grow stronger.

“Like trampled shite,” he finally replied, his voice a dry rasp.

Rafe appeared at his other side. “It’s good to see you awake. You had us worried.” He offered Creel his water skin.

Creel raised his head and drank sparingly at first, letting the water soothe the dryness and sour taste from his mouth. “Huh. What happened? Where are we?” He took another, longer drink, then laid his head back down on what felt like a rolled-up cloak.

“We’ve made camp on the shore of Zoph Lake,” Iris answered. “Don’t do that ever again, you fool. Next time, we stay together.” She squeezed his shoulder affectionately.

“To answer your other question, we stumbled across a scouting party sent out from Carran,” Rafe said. “They are part of the remnants of the army under Lord Lanthas’s command.”

“Lanthas. That’s good.” From what he knew of Lord Lanthas, the man was reputed to be a competent and well-liked leader, a relative of the Atreus family, and the person Sianna most trusted to help them. “Have you told this group of our mission?”

Rafe shook his head. “Just that we had an urgent message for Lord Lanthas. They’ve agreed to escort us back to the city.”

Creel nodded then remembered something. “My sword. I think I dropped it.”

“It’s right here.” Rafe held up Final Strike in its scabbard. “I cleaned it off for you, but it didn’t need any sharpening. That’s quite the blade you’ve got there.”

“And he’s quite the warrior,” a new voice added. The tall barbarian woman’s face came into view as she stood over him.

“Creel, meet Kavia,” Iris said.

“I owe you my thanks. That was some impressive archery. Are you of the steppe clans?” Up close, he could see the colored beads woven through the woman’s long black hair.

She nodded. “Red Bison Clan. And my pleasure to be of aid. Any day I have the chance to kill more Nebaran dogs is a good day.” Kavia smiled. She wasn’t beautiful, her features slightly rugged from a lifetime of sun and wind on her deeply tanned skin, but was certainly handsome, especially when she smiled. “Jahn, he’s awake.”

The burly veteran came over to stand beside Kavia. “I don’t know how you’re still alive, my good man, but your friends seem to think you’ll make a full recovery. I would’ve lost a sizable wager betting against that, but Nate confirmed you’re on the mend. Queen Sianna is fortunate to have warriors like you. Creel, is it? I’m Jahn, a sergeant of what was once the royal army, now attached to Lord Lanthas’s forces.” He reached down to clasp hands with Creel.

“Well met. I thank you and your squad for your timely aid.”

Jahn nodded. “Your friends were fortunate we spotted them, riding like the demons of the Abyss were hard on their heels. Right now, we’re farther afield than I’d like. The Nebarans have patrols crawling all over the plains within three days’ ride of Carran in every direction save north. But we can speak more on the morrow. For now, get your rest. I’d like to try to move out first thing in the morn. Fear not, we can rig up a litter for you, but we should be on the move before sunrise if possible. We have a bunch of extra horses now thanks to that little skirmish.”

“I’ll be good to ride by dawn.”

Jahn’s eyebrows shot up. “Truly? Well, I wouldn’t have believed you’d even be alive at this point, but I’ll take your word for it. Anything we can get you?”

“Is that fish I smell frying?” The scent of roasting meat was making his mouth water.

Jahn grinned. “Aye, that it is. Freshly caught and enough for all.”

“I’ll fetch you some,” Rafe offered. He got up and went toward the fire.

“Two days to Carran if you’re up for a couple long days in the saddle. Rest up.” Jahn nodded and walked off.

Kavia regarded Creel a moment longer then followed her sergeant. She walked with a stiff, pained gait, as though she’d sustained a hip injury at some point.

“Sol is watching out for us, that we found them just in time,” Iris said with a smile. “Anything else I can get you?”

“Aye, just one. I’ve a flask around here somewhere.” He groped for the small pouch on his belt, but it had been removed.

Iris rummaged around and held up his silver flask. “I doubt this will cure what ails you.” She frowned at it but handed it over just the same.

Creel unstoppered it and took a long swig. The dwarven spirits burned pleasantly going down, and he felt the calming effects of the liquor steadying his nerves shortly after it hit his stomach. He let out a contented sigh. “You’d be surprised. Try it for yourself.” He offered it to her. 

Iris surprised him once again by taking a cautious sip. She wrinkled her nose and handed it back. “If that’s what fuels you, then Sianna should procure enough to sustain her whole army. There’s no way the enemy could stand up to thousands of your like.”

Creel chuckled although doing so hurt. “Actually, there is one other thing, if you wouldn’t mind. See my satchel over there?” He directed her to prepare his elixir with a bit of added poppy milk to take the edge off his pain so that he would be able to sleep and mend.

Rafe reappeared with a plate of seared fish and a chunk of hard trail bread. With their help, Creel managed to sit up enough to eat although his innards protested sharply. He scarfed down the food and washed it down with his concoction. The fact that it stayed inside him seemed to be a good sign, rather than leaking out through rents in his belly, although the pain was exquisite. He took one last sip from his flask and dropped back into a deep healing sleep.




















Chapter 45

“Ironshanks, you’re summoned to the manor.”

Elyas looked over to find one of the guards beckoning him. He exchanged a glance with his sparring partner then shrugged and tossed his training blade aside. He jogged over, and the guard pointed toward the rear of the barracks.

“Wash yourself first, then change your clothes. I’ll be waiting, so don’t take too long. If you keep them waiting, you’ll be sorry.” The guard walked back over to the gates separating the training yard from the manor, chatting with the other pair of guards posted there.

What in the Abyss can this be about? Elyas was submerging himself in the bath when a possible reason came to him. Did they find out about the poison and knife? Oh gods, I hope Edara hasn’t come to harm. But then he realized that was foolish—they wouldn’t require him to bathe first. They’d just punish him immediately. Could it be Nesnys? The thought filled him with a mix of simultaneous fear and excitement.

He hurriedly toweled off and returned swiftly to his cell, donning a fresh tunic and breeches. From beneath his sleeping pallet he removed the poisoned knife Edara had slipped him the past day during an inspection of one of his injuries from the fight three nights prior. The blade was wrapped in a thick bit of hide so the poison wouldn’t touch his skin. Casting the cover aside to strike would be a simple matter. He slipped the knife inside the waistband of his breeches.

When he returned, the guard gave him a quick once-over and nodded curtly. “Good, let’s go.”

Three other guards joined them on the other side of the gate. They shackled his hands together at the wrists in front of him and marched him past the infirmary, then he found himself the farthest he’d ever been on the villa grounds. The guards led him up a winding path, skirted the edge of the main building, then headed down a sloping trail and into a sheltered grove with a fountain surrounded by olive trees and neatly trimmed shrubs. A couple birds scattered at their approach, disturbed from their meal of red berries growing on one of the shrubs.

One of the guards called for a servant. After a couple moments, a young boy approached then took off at a run with the guard’s message.

Elyas took in his surroundings as they waited in the warm afternoon sun. The day felt like late summer in Ketania although he knew winter was settling in back home. Water burbled out of a lion statue’s maw and splashed into the fountain’s basin below. Past the shrubs was a nice view of the rolling vineyard-covered hills of the surrounding countryside. On the terraced slope nearby, Pasikos slaves tended to the grapevines.

Nice enough place if you aren’t a slave.

“You may leave us.” The familiar voice was curt.

Elyas slowly turned, gut tightening with anticipation, to find Nesnys sauntering down the pathway. The guards bowed and scurried past her, leaving the two of them alone.

“The way of pain agrees with you,” Nesnys remarked, sizing him up frankly as she approached, her eyes roving over his body. She was attired similarly to the last time he’d seen her, features passable as human again. The sunlight gleamed on her mane of pale hair. She wore her sword and dagger as was customary.

His heart raced faster at the sight of her, but whatever else he felt was buried beneath a simmering anger as the pain of loss came surging back. Harlan’s pyre had barely cooled. He’d been slain for sport, dragged off the dirt by his heels, entrails hanging from his torn belly. Elyas’s own father had been butchered, buying him and Taren time to escape from Nesnys’s soldiers, their house burned to the ground. Taren might very well be dead—of that he had no idea. His king, Glin, and other friends and acquaintances in the army were all dead. And all because of this monster before him, concealed behind a fair guise.

“You don’t look pleased to see me. I’ll admit perhaps I’ve neglected you a bit. Yet the tales of your brilliant fight but a few nights past is on many lips.” She approached, stopping about an arm’s length away, a pleasant smile on her face, and for a moment, he could almost believe she wasn’t the fiend he knew her to be.

“I’ve thought about your offer,” he said at last, refraining from an angry outburst with some difficulty. He shifted his hands slightly downward toward his waist.

“Have you now? And?” She arched an eyebrow.

Anhur, please guide my hand.

“And I’d rather see you sent back to the Abyss.” He slipped the hidden knife free of his waistband, casting the hide covering aside, and was on her in an instant. His wrists were shackled together with less than a foot of slack, but that was no hindrance to plunging the knife into her breast.

Nesnys didn’t even flinch, and the small blade buried itself in her chest just above her left breast, piercing her burgundy leather jerkin and sinking several inches into her flesh. Black ichor leaked free, staining the white tunic she wore beneath the jerkin. He yanked the blade free to stab her again, perhaps through the throat this time, but she seized his wrists.

“My, such a diminutive little rabbit-skinner. I’d have expected something more impressive from you, my plaything.” Mirth filled her eyes, her sensual lips turned into a smirk.

Elyas was shocked by her casual reaction. The poison was fast acting and quite lethal, according to Edara. Within seconds, she’d be feeling the effects. He fought to tear his wrists free of her grasp, but she held on, her lean body tensing up against his at the strain.

Her smirk turned vicious with barely an instant’s warning. She lunged forward, her forehead butting him hard across the cheek, cracking his nose and rocking his head back. Her knee shot up to strike his groin, but his instincts were honed well enough that he shrugged off the initial surprise and took the blow on his raised thigh instead.

“You should’ve gone for Bedlam Judge as you desired the last time we met, fool.” Nesnys’s fingers caressed the hilt of the bone dagger at her hip, but she didn’t draw it or press the attack.

Elyas lunged at her again, slashing at her throat. Nesnys ducked and punched him in the stomach. She grasped the chain between his wrists and heaved him forward into the fountain. His knees barked the stone rim painfully, and he toppled into the water. The cold shocked him as his head and chest splashed into the fountain. Nesnys’s weight fell upon his back, and she forced his head deeper into the water, his jaw smacking the slimy stone at the bottom of the basin. She pressed tight up against him, one hand intertwined in his short hair, the other gripping his throat as she held his face underwater. He had enough presence of mind to hold his breath and bucked upward, throwing his weight in a sideways roll. Nesnys’s nails gouged his neck, and a clump of hair tore free in her grasp. She struck the fountain’s stone lip, and Elyas was atop her in an instant, knife raised and stabbing down once more. She blocked, catching his wrist again and rolled sideways, dropping them to the ground. Elyas scrambled to his feet. Nesnys was slow to rise, and he charged but realized a moment later he was doing exactly as expected, blinded by fury. Her boot slammed into his stomach, and he was launched overhead, going heels over head and crunching down into a shrub, branches snapping and gouging at him before he slammed to the ground. The knife flew from his grasp, but with a bellow he was scrambling back to his feet and charging her once more.

“That’s enough.” Nesnys barked a few words in a foreign tongue, and he jerked to a halt as if striking a brick wall, caught in an invisible grip of force.

“As much as I enjoy these tussles, I’m afraid now is not the time.” She stared at him a long moment then sighed, disappointment plain on her face. “You aren’t ready for what I’m offering yet. Perhaps soon, though.”

“I want nothing you are offering,” he growled.

Harlan’s death had changed his earlier plan to accept her offer. He was sick of being her pawn in whatever game she was playing.

Yet her disappointment in him stung, to his shame. She was right—like a fool, he’d let his rage consume and blind him.

Footsteps pounded the path, and the quartet of guards came racing into the grove. They halted, swords and cudgels in hand, uncertain about intervening since the situation appeared to be well in hand.

“You’ll come to me willingly soon enough,” Nesnys said dismissively, ignoring the guards a few paces behind her. She peeled her jerkin away from the ichor-stained tunic and peered at the hole in her flesh, which already looked as if it had stopped bleeding. She closed her eyes and held up a hand. A moment later, the bushes rustled, and the knife shot through the air, past Elyas’s ear and into her hand. The blade, stained with her black ichor, glinted dully as she examined it. “Such poisons are ineffective against my kind, in case you’re curious. You’ve enjoyed a certain privilege being under my protection, yet if you think to test my largesse again, I shall make inquiries as to how you acquired this blade and the poison. Do I make myself clear?” Her pale eyes bored into his, and no trace remained of the congenial manner she had displayed toward him of late. The unnerving magnitude of her gaze could have pinned him in place as effectively as any magic she employed against him.

He glared at her, but the last thing he wanted was for Edara to come to harm, or any other innocent she might wrongly suspect of being involved.

“I hear you,” he growled.

Her lips curled in a half smile, and her frightening intensity faded. “I’ll have Pasikos arrange for you to fight in the next prime match. Perhaps that shall prove your worth, after which you shall either be ready… or simply dead.” She turned on her heel and strode up the path, passing between the guards, who hurriedly stepped aside.

“My lady, did this… animal attack you?” the lead guard asked hesitantly.

“My animal.” Nesnys laughed as though the thought had only occurred to her. “Yes, this beast requires a firm hand to remember who its master is.” She continued up the path and was gone.

Only then did the invisible force gripping Elyas relent. He nearly fell at the abruptness of its disappearance and had to rest his hands on his knees. He glanced up just in time to glimpse the first cudgel blow as it smacked his head.




***




The sounds of cudgels striking flesh reached Nesnys’s ears, and her smile broadened. He has spirit—I’ll grant him that.

She forced herself to calm her breathing, for despite the scuffle having ended prematurely, the violence excited her—very much so—and she felt a stirring in her loins. For a moment, she wanted nothing more than to dominate her plaything, to mount him and sate her lust and carve her mark into his flesh with her talons.

But such was not to be—not yet, at least. She had erred in thinking him ready. The loss of his friend was still too fresh on his mind—that had been easy to sense—as was the fear of having his accomplice discovered and brought to harm.

She idly flicked the small knife around between her fingers, considering. Her threat would likely ensure his compliance. She was curious as to how he’d acquired both the blade and the poison, for Pasikos and his minions ran a tight ship—the very best of gladiatorial schools, as she’d been led to believe.

But it was no matter. More important events commanded her attention. She would speak with Pasikos about arranging a prime match, then return to Orialan and check with her priest and wizard there, although their roles had been lessened in recent days since events were running their course according to plan. However, a surprise visit to remind them she hadn’t forgotten about them would be good, to ensure their motivation remained adequate in performing their assigned tasks. Following that, a return to her military encampment to check on her commanders and her esteemed royal captive would be in order. Only then would she be free to return to the Hall of the Artificers and continue unraveling its mysteries.

Soon, I shall hopefully have my champion to relieve me of some of these menial tasks.




















Chapter 46

“Work your way through the circuit, and hit each one with a blast of force.”

Taren studied the course Nera had set out before him. A series of training dummies—a dozen in all, of a type similar to those warriors practiced their swordplay against—were arranged in a semicircle. Each consisted of a stuffed burlap sack covering a wooden post, with a knob of wood for a head and stick arms and legs protruding at differing angles.

He summoned the magic and unleashed a pulse of force at the first dummy. The stuffed sack impacted as if he’d punched it, and a chime sounded from somewhere. He continued to the next, repeating the process until he had completed the entire circuit.

“Easy enough,” he said, turning to face her.

Nera grinned. “I was hoping you’d feel that way. Defend yourself.”

Behind him, wood groaned and creaked. The training dummies lumbered toward him, having become animated constructs with Nera’s magic. The dummies’ central posts had pushed upward so each construct could waddle forward on its wooden legs. Yet despite their awkward appearance, they scuttled quickly toward him like bizarre beetles, wooden feet clacking loudly on the stone floor. He blasted the first two away, only to be clubbed on the shoulder by another. Then he was surrounded, the dummies punching and head-butting at him. He raised a defensive shield around himself, pushing them away, and they battered at it ineffectually. Taking his time, he picked them off, one or two at a time, blasting them backward and off their feet. With each “kill” he scored, the dummy fell and a chime sounded. Once they were all down, he had to steady himself a moment, for he had exerted himself to a degree, but his stamina was improving—deepening his mana well, as Nera had put it.

“Round two,” she announced.

They came at him again, even more quickly this time, but he was ready with his shield. The dummies pounded at it again. He picked a few of them off before they suddenly backed away. One of them glowed red with magical energy and barreled right at him. He blasted it, and it exploded in a burst of magical energy. His shield flickered and died. A second, then a third dummy began glowing with energy. He retreated, siphoning all the power out of the first glowing one until it collapsed, divested of its magic. But the second was already charging him. He ensnared it with a rope of force and hurled it back into the other waiting dummies, where it exploded. The group of them collapsed, all “dead.”

“Not bad,” Nera said with a smile. “Round three.”

The dummies all leaped back to their feet as one. They formed up in ranks this time, six to the fore and six behind. The back rank raised their arms, which began to glow with power. Alternating, they lobbed small bolts of magical energy at him.

Taren erected his shield, almost second nature now, absorbing the attacks although his barrier flickered and he was forced to expend more power to keep it from breaking down. Before he could retaliate, the first row of constructs charged like melee soldiers, surrounding him and battering at his shield. Their limbs glowed also, and each magical blow severely weakened his shield. He tried to back away, but in a few seconds they had him surrounded. As his shield weakened, he was forced to keep pouring magic into it.

An idea came to mind, and after concentrating a moment, he caused the air around his feet to solidify into a disc, which he stepped onto. Then he levitated the disc above the fray. Ignoring the melee constructs for the moment, he summoned lightning, the energy crackling around his hands and arcing between his fingers, then threw a massive bolt at the enemy mage constructs. The bolt struck one then forked and took out two more. His own shield flickered as he absorbed a couple more incoming magical attacks, but he managed to hold it long enough to finish the last three mages with another lightning bolt. He floated away from the melee foes and picked them off at his leisure.

Nera clapped her hands, genuinely pleased with his performance. “Most impressive! You did well preserving your defenses while maneuvering out of danger and striking back.”

Taren beamed with pride, for that was the most praise she’d given him yet.

“Want to go again?”

“Actually, I was wondering if you could teach me something new, such as teleportation.”

“Ah, I was wondering if you’d come to that. Very well, pay attention.”




***




Mira gazed upon the Weave in awe, the intricate pattern of golden tendrils binding everyone in Nexus. Tens of thousands of lives were all woven together, all interlinked and grouped in such close proximity that her senses were nearly overwhelmed.

A sharp crack split the air, and she withdrew from her contemplation. A horizontal line of blue fire was sizzling in the air a few paces away from her, poised slightly above head height. A moment later, a vertical line intersected it at one edge, burning through the air until it neared the grass, causing the vegetation to wilt and smolder. Then a second vertical line paralleled the first.

What is this? Almost appears to be a doorway.

The fiery outline flared brightly, and the view of the garden within the lines abruptly dissolved into the view of a darkened room with a stone floor. Within, Taren was peering out at her. He waved, grinning, then stepped forward into the garden.

“I did it!”

“So you did,” Nera said drolly from beside Mira.

She flinched in surprise, for the Lady of Twilight had appeared abruptly, without the slightest warning.

“Now you’re showing off,” Taren grumbled, although good-naturedly. He waved a hand, and the fiery gateway faded out of existence.

“Perhaps.” Nera grinned. “Creating a gateway isn’t quite the same as teleportation but should suffice until your skills increase.”

Taren nodded thoughtfully. “I’ll keep practicing, but I’m glad to have learned this for now. Thank you.”

“Well done,” Nera replied. “Take the afternoon off. I thought I’d have Arron show you three around town for the rest of the day. I’ve a matter to attend to.”

“Sure,” Taren replied. “Anyone seen Ferret?”

Wide-eyed, Mira could only gaze at the two of them. The Weave was still visible, a glowing tangle of lines surrounding Taren and emanating outward, encompassing Mira herself. But Taren’s influence paled in comparison to Nera. She was something else entirely—Mira could barely have described it, but every single person’s fate in Nexus was intertwined with the Lady of Twilight. She knew that without a doubt.

Nera seemed to sense her thoughts. She smiled and winked at Mira, at which she hurriedly looked away, feeling her face growing warm from her rude staring.

“Mira? Have you seen Ferret?” Taren asked again.

She cleared her throat, embarrassed that she hadn’t been paying attention. “Oh, yes, I saw her earlier. She seemed restless and wandered off in the direction of the hedge maze.”

“Restless and bored as young lasses tend to get with too much time on their hands and too little to keep them occupied. I should know—I was a troublesome little shite in my youth, no lie.” Nera’s grin momentarily faltered when she saw the blackened line in the grass. She stepped carefully on one portion, and when she raised her foot it was restored to green. She walked across the line, heel to toe, until it was gone, then she pirouetted back to face them. “Arron shall be with you shortly, so I’ll let you run along and do as you wish.” With a nod, she disappeared into thin air.

“I don’t think she liked that much.” Taren stared at the spot where the grass had burned. “I’ll have to try to avoid that in the future. Could start a fire if the gate forms over dried leaves, not to mention ruining carpets and such if indoors.”

“I thought it was a splendid spell,” Mira said, truly impressed.

“Thanks, Mira.” He smiled, then his eyes lost focus momentarily. “Be right back. I’ll go find Ferret—I see she’s nearby, but I wonder what she’s found.”




***




Ferret was wending her way through the lush gardens surrounding the Nexus fortress. A short time before, Yosrick had dismissed her from her studies, which were coming along fairly well. She could decipher most of the signs she came across in the city now, as long as they were in Common.

Taren had promised to accompany her into the city, so she remained near the castle and decided she might as well explore the gardens for lack of anything else to do while Taren trained and Mira performed her meditations. Ferret had no idea how one could sit motionless for hours meditating—she got bored easily, even more so following her transformation, since her whole life was spent without sleep now. She did feel fatigue at times, but it was mental, and she could stand and stare out the window of her tower room for hours in the middle of the night and feel refreshed afterward. Once she thought about it, she suspected Mira’s meditations had the same effect for her, although how much more rest and rejuvenation one could need boggled Ferret’s mind.

A narrow path led away from the quiet grove where Mira spent most of her time either meditating or practicing her fighting styles. Ferret followed the path around the side of the castle and discovered the entrance to a hedge maze she had somehow missed before. She stepped inside, wondering if she might discover some wondrous treasure at the heart of the maze. After a few wrong turns, she deduced the correct path, arriving soon after at a clearing in the center. Not knowing what to expect, she was mildly disappointed to find a small yet stately stone mausoleum. It was built of bricks so tightly joined that it almost appeared to be one giant slab of stone carved and hollowed out. It had clean, geometric lines, tapering upward to an arched roof. The heart of the maze there was eerily silent, as though magically so.

Ferret approached the mausoleum, curious as to who was entombed within. The doorway was open, so she stepped inside only to find herself at the top of a staircase. The interior of the structure served only as an entrance underground. Following the stairs down, she descended into the bedrock beneath the fortress. At each landing, the stairs were illuminated by glyphs emanating a soft glow, and she took three turns before reaching a small subterranean chamber. Utter silence filled the space, in complete contrast to when she’d followed Yosrick through the underground passages, with the Machine’s rumble ever present.

Twin candelabra ignited with a soft hiss the moment she stepped off the stairs, her metal-on-stone footfalls disconcertingly loud. The light, obviously magical in nature, was steady and evenly illuminated the chamber. An ornate stone sarcophagus nearly filled the entire space, carved with what she took to be dwarven runes, for they were neat and angular, matching the architecture. The sarcophagus cover was carved to resemble a noble dwarven warrior lying in repose. He had bluff features with a neatly plaited beard and was dressed in plate mail and gripping an axe to his chest with both hands. The artisan’s skill was magnificent—the warrior looked as if he would sit up at any moment and scowl at her for interrupting his sleep.

Ferret circled the sarcophagus, admiring the craftsmanship. On one side was stamped a placard of gold:




Herein lies Waresh Hammerhelm,

Hero of Nexus and comrade in arms,

Staunch companion and mighty warrior.

When hope was most dim,

Against a multitude of foes

He stood with courage unfailing.

He lay down his life

In defense of another,

Striking a mighty blow,

That the enemy be vanquished.

Thus ended the Battle of Nexus,

And countless lives spared.

Tragic and harrowing was his road,

At last, in Reiktir’s hall

Hath he found his peace.




The fledgling bard in Ferret was bursting with curiosity as to who this dwarven warrior was and what great deeds he’d performed. She couldn’t help but think his story was important.

I’ll have to do some asking around.

“Ferret?”

She jumped, not realizing Taren had been calling her. He stood behind her, one hand resting on her shoulder, but of course she hadn’t felt it.

“Sorry to startle you. If you’re ready to go into town, Arron will show us around.”

“’Course I’ll go.” She gestured at the sarcophagus. “Who was Waresh Hammerhelm? This place feels so sorrowful, yet he was paid great respect. I’d like to know his tale.”

Taren nodded, studying the placard. “I’ll let Uncle Arron tell that tale. I only know what I’ve read, but he knew Waresh and fought beside him. A good story to be told over a few drinks, I’d wager.”

Ferret walked beside him as they climbed the stairs, eager to hear the story, and they left Waresh to his deathly repose.




***




Taren, Mira, and Ferret waited at the edge of the garden where it adjoined the castle bailey. While in that green space, Taren could almost forget for a moment that they were in a city floating in the void, without air and water or crops of its own, all of which it required be brought in from other planes. He had read in The Battle of Nexus how once isolated during the war, air, food, and water had all become critically short. However, from what he’d glimpsed from the upper windows of the fortress, the food situation was changing. Certainly not on a grand scale or even close to enough to feed the city, but he saw many rooftops had been converted to house gardens. Also, a few scattered parks were located about the city, all made possible now that Nexus had sunlight, although its daylight cycles reminded Taren of wintertime back home, with the sun perpetually low in the sky and days short, nights long. Yet the growers seemed to make do.

Before the trio stood an impressive, lifelike statue, or rather a number of statues grouped together as one party atop a stone plinth. The Heroes of Nexus, a placard at the bottom read. So lifelike were they that he almost believed they would stir at any moment. A tear came to his eye at the sight of Wyat’s likeness in the center, standing tall and noble. He had his sword in hand and wore a suit of mail. Beside him was the tall, beautiful statue of a woman, also in mail but wearing the tabard of a priestess of Sol. She held a mace in hand. From the positioning of the two, he gathered they were close at one time although Wyat had never spoken of such details. The Steel Commander, Wyat of the Steel Rage, and the Golden Priestess, Idrimel of the Temple of Sol, the inscriptions read.

Around them stood other figures: an elven maid, Endira Moongrove, also Yosrick Sparkspinner and Waresh Hammerhelm. He knew of all of them, of course, from his multiple readings of The Battle of Nexus, his favorite book, now burnt and mostly unreadable. But he was surprised at not seeing Nera or Arron among them.

“So that’s Waresh,” Ferret remarked. “And Yosrick, of course. And Wyat, he’s your uncle, right?”

“He is,” Taren said. “Was.” His throat caught at making the correction.

Mira placed a sympathetic hand on his shoulder.

“Nifty stonework, eh?” Arron strolled toward them from the fortress, his usual roguish grin in place.

“Yes, quite well done,” Taren replied. “It seems to be missing a couple prominent characters, though.”

“Ah, well, that’s since Nera and I are the paragons of humility.” He laughed, and Taren and the others joined in. “Actually, Nera didn’t want herself up there, or me either, since she likes to keep our unofficial identities separate from the Lady of Twilight and her ever-faithful servant.”

“Servant who happens to be a dragon?” Taren had made the connection over a year earlier during the wyvern hunt with Arron and Wyat, but he hadn’t challenged his uncle on it until now. “I remember what happened in the wyvern’s lair, you know. And how you managed to evade all my questions so deftly afterward.”

Unsurprisingly, Arron looked unfazed by the accusation. He beckoned them to accompany him. “Come, let’s walk. Well, I suppose I have been known to bend or evade the truth on occasion. I’ll admit to that. Yet as you’ve so cleverly surmised, I am one of Sabyl’s humble servants, pledged to Nera as her guardian long ago, when she was but a wee lass.” His tone had grown serious. “The mistress took away both of our memories, so I actually grew to believe I was a half-elf, just as Nera thought she was plane-cursed. We grew close over the years, living as adopted brother and sister on these very streets. She does me great honor by still calling me brother. And I’m quite fond of her as well, so ‘siblings’ seems a fair enough way to think of our relationship—better than guardian and mistress, although she doesn’t really need a guardian any longer. Yet I like to think she does need a brother.”

Taren mused on that as they passed out the postern gate. A friendly guard greeted them cordially, then they emerged onto a city street. They were in what appeared to be a transitional area with the Temple District in one direction, where majestic, palatial houses of worship to various deities seemed to try to outdo each other by the height of their bell towers, number and quality of marble statues, stained-glass windows, decorative tiles and mosaics, and all-around stunning architecture. In the other direction was the Noble District, a gated enclave of large manors and exquisite homes built along shady tree-lined boulevards.

Arron led them down a broad street toward the center of the city. Small shops and taverns and even a classy-looking brothel quickly gave way to the noise and activity of the Industrial District. Hammers rang in smithies, while in counterpoint, chisels clinked on stone in masonry shops. The acrid stench of a tannery assaulted the nose, and spread out around were shops of coopers, wainwrights, and many other trades. The sheer amount of industry took Taren’s breath away. He supposed Llantry could match it, but that city’s businesses were spread out, not all concentrated in a single area.

A swift-flowing canal passed through the district, circling Foundry Hill, atop which the city’s great foundry hunkered, puffing smoke into the sky. They crossed a stone bridge over the canal, passing through even more of the Industrial District.

Arron sidled up near Taren as they walked. “So what’s this I hear about an eligible queen you’ve got your eye on?” He grinned at Taren, eyes twinkling with mischief.

Taren groaned, for Nera had obviously been talking freely about his memories that she’d viewed. “Does she always do that?”

“What, see what’s in your head and then spill it to others?” Arron laughed. “Only to those she loves best, I imagine.”

Taren shook his head but then gasped in surprise when he looked over to find the most stunningly beautiful woman he’d ever seen walking in the Temple District. “Gliding” might have been more apt, and “woman” was too slight a term, for she must have been a celestial: her platinum hair and fair skin and pure snowy dress shone with radiance. She wore a golden bow slung across her back. Many people cleared a path or bowed and took a knee before the celestial, who ignored them. After a few dozen paces, she bent her knees and launched herself into the air with seemingly little effort. Feathery wings sprouted from her back and swiftly carried her out of sight in the direction of the Ashen Plains.

“A virtue of Sol,” Arron said to the trio’s wide-eyed stares. “They occasionally visit the temple or elsewhere, delivering messages or prophecies or whatever it is they do.”

The industrial zone ended, and they made their way past a mix of shops and taverns and restaurants. The half-elf chatted about his life in Nexus as they walked, pointing out the slums in the distance where he and Nera had lived.

“Easy does it,” someone shouted in a braying voice. “Get that rope tied down there! If it falls, that’s yer arse!”

A group of gnomes swarmed all over a wooden scaffold erected at the face of a building. Hanging from a complicated system of ropes and pulleys was what looked like some sleek, giant shell, an iridescent ebon shimmering with a rainbow of colors in the afternoon light. One of the shell’s corners had slipped free of the supporting rope, and it hung crookedly. After much shouting and cursing in at least two languages on the part of the foreman, the gnomes managed to get the shell secured and raised to the third story of the building they were working on, which was fashioned entirely of the black shells. A pair of gnomes preceded the shell’s placement with large bladders they carried, squeezing them to squirt some sticky yellow goop along the edges of the adjoining shells. They scurried out of the way, and the newest piece stuck fast once it was set in place.

“Oi, there be Ferret the Fierce!” boomed a loud voice. “Reiktir’s beard, ye thumped some boyos right proper the other night!”

A pair of dwarves were walking past them, waving and grinning at Ferret, who waved in return. Her hood was back, revealing her metallic features though she still wore her other concealing clothes and gloves.

Taren caught Ferret’s eye with a raised eyebrow, and she simply shrugged.

“Been meeting a few people since you and Mira are busy all the time,” she said, somewhat defensively. “Who woulda thought dwarves were so big on arm wrestling?”

“Arm wrestling?” Arron said. “Huh. Guess you learn something new every day.”

Ferret shrugged. “Gotta do something around here for fun. I’ve managed to make a fair bit of coin at it too.”

“I apologize for that,” Taren said, picturing Ferret wandering the streets alone, and feeling somewhat guilty for not looking after her better. “I’ll try to not be so absent if I can help it.”

Ferret bumped him with her shoulder, causing him to take a lurching step sideways. “Don’t worry—it’s nothing. You’ve much more important things to worry about than keeping me company.”

“But I miss your charming company,” he said with a smile, slinging an arm companionably across her shoulders.

Ferret giggled then disentangled herself after a moment. She made a convincing throat-clearing sound. “So, Arron. Tell us about Waresh Hammerhelm. We found his tomb a bit earlier and were curious as to his story.”

“Hammerhelm?” Mira looked at her curiously. “I met a Queen Hammerhelm of the dwarves during my journey.”

“Really? Must be his kin,” Ferret said.

“Ah, Waresh,” Arron said. “Alas, he didn’t survive the battle. Nera wanted to see him interred properly in the dwarven manner, here near his friends rather than back home, where he wasn’t well liked. It was the curse, you see—he acquired a cursed axe that led him to madness.”

“Cursed axe?” Ferret prodded when he fell silent.

“Aye. Here, just ahead is our destination. Let’s stop and wet our throats. A tale’s telling is always eased with a proper tankard, I always say.”

Laughing Lunatic Zombie, the shingle overhead proclaimed, and Taren instantly recognized the name of Arron’s favorite watering hole. It had been Wyat’s favorite also, where the old companions had always gathered over ales after their respective adventures to catch up on old times.

The Zombie wasn’t quite what he expected, for it wasn’t especially fancy or seedy, its clientele a mix of different classes of people. It was simply a comfortable, homey tavern that served some excellent food and drink, and at a reasonable price. The old barkeep greeted Arron upon arrival, and they clasped hands like old friends.

Within a few minutes, Taren was sitting in a comfortable chair, drinking a very tasty ale with Arron, upon his recommendation. Mira chose water, and Ferret went without, as usual. A minstrel was playing an unusual but spellbinding tune on his lyre, the melody likely influenced by some faraway culture on a distant plane, and Ferret listened raptly.

Once the minstrel took a break, Arron related Waresh’s tragic story, which ended with his noble sacrifice to wound the Engineer so that Nera could gain the upper hand in their battle. Following that story, Arron launched into old tales of adventure with Wyat and Nera. The loquacious half-elf was a natural storyteller, and Taren felt as if he were transported back to his youth, listening to Wyat’s stories again. However, Wyat hadn’t known the story of how Taren’s father, Arron, and Nera had gotten into a massive tavern brawl one night, and he listened intently, hungry for any new details about his parents. The ale flowed, and he allowed himself to get carried away by tales of friendship and derring-do.

Perhaps the Zombie’s most potent charm was that it felt like home and brought with it a powerful sense of nostalgia. He mourned anew for the loss of his uncle, as well as the father he’d never known. But he did say a silent prayer of thanks to Sabyl that he was able to meet his mother and get to know her and Arron better.

By the time the hour had grown late and the Zombie’s door had shut behind him as they headed back to the castle, Taren was hoping that he might return someday to share with a fellowship of close friends tales of his own successful victory against the forces of evil.




















Chapter 47

The group traveled west, following the shoreline of Zoph Lake, and true to Jahn’s prediction, arrived in Carran on the afternoon of the second day. Their fortunes had taken a turn for the better, and they made the rest of the journey without encountering any additional Nebaran patrols.

Creel gazed out at the blue expanse of the lake and the white sails dotting the waters. Even though war raged throughout the kingdom, the sizable city’s renowned fishing commerce seemed little affected.

Turning his attention to the plains before the city, however, revealed a much grimmer sight. The remnants of the Ketanian army were camped outside the walls, the ragged tent city a reflection of the decimated force. Sentries were posted at the perimeter, and patrols swept the surrounding area within a few hours of the city. They had passed another group of scouts earlier that afternoon, and Jahn had exchanged words with the others briefly before they continued on.

From Creel’s best guess, the army numbered fewer than five thousand men, and based on the prevalent infirmary tents, a great deal of those were wounded. They rode between the encampment and the city walls, passing a small group of exhausted clerics who were returning to the city as night fell, likely having spent the day tending the wounded.

“How many remain of the army?” he asked Jahn.

“About three and a half thousand able-bodied men, give or take. Several hundred grievously wounded, beyond the clerics’ abilities to save. Others with minor wounds but recovering.”

“And the city garrison?” Rafe asked.

“Another thousand men, but they’re stretched thin patrolling the walls and streets and providing security for the castle. With all the refugees inside the walls, simply keeping the peace is proving a job and a half.”

Kavia snorted. “Never could get used to such a crush of people behind their walls. If the enemy comes in overwhelming force, where’s there to retreat to? At least on the steppes, we can relocate our villages to safer territory.”

“Might not be any safe territory left soon if we can’t stop them, Kav,” Jahn replied seriously.

The plainswoman nodded sharply but made no other reply.

When they neared the city gates, Jahn released Kavia and the rest of his men to return to camp and rest. Two of the scouts delivered the sixteen healthy horses they’d acquired from the Nebarans to the paddock, which would please the stable master. Jahn remained to escort the others to Lord Lanthas and deliver his report.

The city gates remained open, and a large group of travelers and refugees milled around in a disorderly mob, pleading for admittance. Jahn rode past the bottleneck, and the gate guards waved them through upon seeing his uniform. Within the walls, the mood was somber compared to the bustling, carefree city Creel remembered from his last visit, just a couple years past. People still crowded the streets, conducting their business, yet city guards were a frequent and visible presence maintaining order. As in Ammon Nor, refugees packed the inns and open spaces, many of them looking as though they had nothing remaining but the clothes on their backs.

When they arrived at the castle, they dismounted and removed their gear, then a pair of stableboys led their mounts away.

“Where’s Lord Lanthas?” Jahn brusquely asked a retainer the moment they stepped inside the entry hall.

“He’s in his war council, Sergeant,” the man replied. “Do your companions require rooms?”

“Later. They’ve urgent news for the duke.”

They traversed a long hallway decorated with colorful paintings and urns and marble statues in alcoves. The building was more palace than fortress, with a soaring vaulted ceiling and tall windows letting in ample sunlight. Before reaching the main audience hall, they turned aside to a smaller chamber with a pair of guards at the doors.

The men greeted Jahn cordially, one guard opening the door and waving them inside. Within, a group of eight men, nobles and military officers by appearance, sat around a long table, maps and missives spread out before them. The tension in the room was palpable.

“And now we’re to just sit on our hands, counting on elves and dwarves to come save our kingdom?” a young blond-haired man demanded. He was pacing around and gesticulating animatedly. “We’ve lost the southlands, and if they finally decide to attack en masse, we’ll likely lose Carran as well. We cannot wait on these so-called allies to appear, even if they are so inclined. We need to march east with the remaining soldiers, break through to Llantry, and rally the kingdom! The northern lords need to be reminded of their obligations and provide more men. Once these moves are made, all will fall in line behind our queen. Sianna shall inspire them to action.”

An older man with close-cropped white hair and a soldierly look rubbed at his temples as though trying to massage away a headache. “I don’t disagree with your assessment, Sir Edwin, but the queen directed us to organize a conclave here. I don’t think she realized the gravity of our own situation. With Sol’s blessing, she’ll be arriving any day…” He trailed off, noticing Creel and the others, and frowned.

“Milord, my squad helped rescue these gentlemen and lady from a Nebaran patrol,” Jahn said into the uneasy silence as all eyes turned to them. “They bear urgent news from the queen.”

The older man, Lord Lanthas, the Duke of Carran, rose to his feet. “Lady Iris! I nearly didn’t recognize you. Have you accompanied Queen Sianna? Where is she?”

Iris drew herself up straight, steeling herself to deliver the bad news, and stepped forward. “My lord, I regret we bring the gravest of tidings. Queen Sianna was betrayed and captured through treachery in her own castle.”

Startled gasps and curses arose from around the table. The young blond knight strode over and clutched Iris’s wrists. “How can this be? We received a hopeful message by bird not even two weeks past, written in Sianna’s own hand. Rumors reached us about an attack on the castle, but her message came through, and we praised Sol, thinking the rumors bollocks.”

“I’m afraid not,” Iris replied.

“How?” Lanthas asked, stunned. “Betrayed… Which of those conniving dogs would seek to steal her throne?”

Iris winced and tried to pull away from the knight’s grasp. “You’re hurting me, sir.”

Sir Edwin released her and took a step back, turning briefly to regard Creel and Rafe dismissively before returning his attention to Iris. “Tell us what has happened at once! We must enact a rescue. Who is responsible?”

“Sir Edwin!” said Lanthas. “They’ve had a difficult road. Please, take a seat, and bring some refreshment.” He gestured for them to join him, directing the last at a servant hovering near a side door.

“I’m responsible, if you must blame someone,” Creel said, interposing himself in front of Iris before Sir Edwin could harangue her again. “The lass is not responsible—leave her be.”

“And who the Abyss are you?” Edwin asked. He looked Creel over more closely and apparently didn’t like what he saw. “You look like a common footman.”

“Master Creel is not responsible,” Iris snapped, her cheeks coloring in anger, and stepped forward to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Creel. “We should be thanking him, if anything. He and his companions saved Queen Sianna, Rafe, and me from assassins and fiends in the woods twice already. And before you turn on Rafe, he bravely escorted us from danger when the castle was overrun.”

You tell them, lass.

Creel might have smiled at her spirit, had the situation not been so dire. The queen’s handmaiden showed courage in facing down a room full of nobles and military men. But as it was, Creel was tired and in need of food and drink and didn’t appreciate being ranted at by some dandy.

“Sir Edwin,” Lanthas snapped. “Stand down. Please, my friends, join us. I thank you for undertaking such a daunting journey to deliver us this news, grave though it may be.”

Creel pushed past Edwin, and the others fell in behind him, ignoring the agitated knight. He gave a courteous bow to their host. “Thank you, milord. I’m Dakarai Creel, and you already know Lady Iris. The guardsman here is Rafe.” He sat at one end of the table, Rafe and Iris beside him. Jahn hovered nearby, and Lanthas beckoned him to be seated also.

A pair of servants returned with decanters of water and wine and a platter of bread and cheese and sausages. They helped themselves to some repast, and Iris recounted her tale, starting with the attack on the castle by Nesnys and her assassins then their flight into the woods. Creel related the details of the mayor’s betrayal at the castle and Sianna being taken from the dungeons but glossed over his own escape, instead telling of how they came to notify the duke at once.

“And I plan to track down and attempt to rescue Queen Sianna as soon as we have a solid lead on where she’s been taken,” he concluded.

The duke and his council exchanged grim glances throughout the tale, occasionally asking questions to clarify. They had obviously had their hopes dashed, the waning flickers of a torch at last gone out.

“I’ll string that bastard Calcote up by his stones,” Edwin vowed sullenly. He had finally collapsed into a chair, distraught at the news.

“So we can expect no aid from Llantry, and the northern lords will await word from the queen before committing more forces.” Lanthas sighed and rubbed his cheek. “We basically have no cards left to play. We’re at the mercy of this bitch Nesnys and her armies.”

“What of them?” Creel asked. “It’s been weeks since Ammon Nor. Surely she could’ve destroyed the remainder of your forces and razed Carran if it suited her.”

“That is the question, is it not?” the duke answered. “The bulk of their force is camped roughly three days south of here, waiting… what for, we have no idea.”

“Their patrols are plenty active, however,” Jahn added. “East and west, they’ve destroyed a number of farmsteads and small hamlets, torching the towns and slaughtering innocents. Yet they always let some survivors live so they can flee and spread word of their ill deeds.”

Lanthas nodded. “And still they continue arriving here at the gates, overflowing Carran beyond its capacity to hold these people.”

“She’s sowing fear,” Creel said. “A formidable tool if your foes are unmanned before the first blow is even struck, once the warlord decides to make her final push.”

Iris spoke up. “Perhaps that is her mistake. It will give the Free Kingdoms time to mobilize.”

Edwin barked a sharp laugh. “Free Kingdoms? Please. Sianna’s optimistic idea will amount to naught. Better to pray for the gods themselves to intervene personally than stake our hopes on nonhumans.”

“I wouldn’t count them out,” Creel countered. “They’ve got much at stake also. Who’s to say the Nebarans will stop in this madness after Ketania has fallen? Once war arrives at their borders and isolates them, they’ll realize it is too late. I suspect they will see the sense in attending the conclave, at least to hear out our position and gain what information they can of this common threat.”

Lanthas nodded sharply, as if Creel had confirmed something he suspected. “We shall fulfill our last directive from the queen as ordered. Prepare to hold a conclave and pray that we receive some word of Sianna’s whereabouts in the interim.”

Creel didn’t want to consider the possibility that she’d been taken to Orialan or anywhere back in Nebara. By the time such a long journey could be undertaken, the war would be long over.

I hope the gods favor us in this respect.

“So, in the meantime, let us hope we receive word from our friends of the Free Kingdoms and make preparations for their arrival,” Lanthas said.




















Chapter 48

Kulnor eyed the elven gate with disdain. A frail-looking wooden contraption attached to solid poles driven into the riverbed effectively blocked all passage along the Slaerd River where it passed Lothloras, the capital of the elves of Silverwood Forest. He was confident a few of his warriors going at it with axes and hammers could likely bash through the barrier in a short time, were it not for the damned archers standing atop the gate and along the shoreline.

The barge Kulnor and his contingent of warriors rode upon was butted up against the gate and swayed underfoot as the current tugged at it persistently, a movement that unsettled his gut even further. They wouldn’t be going anywhere without satisfying this arrogant elven prick, a thought that galled him and his companions. Thus far, the situation wasn’t looking promising.

“I ask again, what are you transporting, and what is your destination?” the elven captain asked. His skin was as pale as a fish belly, and his eyes hard and unfriendly.

“Meself and me boyos here are transporting naught but ourselves and our mounts,” Kulnor said as patiently as he could. “We’ve business in the human lands that require us to make haste.”

The captain pointedly looked over the tense and irritable group of dwarves once more though he’d been observing them as he would a particularly foul clod of dung on the sole of his boot ever since the barge had come around the bend minutes earlier.

Harbek shifted irritably beside Kulnor. The burly leader of the warrior contingent was spoiling for a fight, as were his eighteen boyos, all stout fighters whom Kulnor knew and trusted.

They had traveled the past two days by barge down the Slaerd River since embarking near Torval’s Hold upon Sioned’s insistence that they make Carran as soon as possible. Ordinarily Kulnor, and none of these other dwarves, he reckoned, would’ve ever set foot on the watercraft had the queen not specifically ordered them to. No self-respecting dwarf would ever voluntarily let his feet leave the solid ground Reiktir created, save for a very good reason. Although this might qualify as a very good reason, none of them were happy with the arrangement.

So here they were, after two long, trying days aboard a barge, with frayed nerves and tempers threatening to boil over. The dark, towering forest ominously crowded the banks of the river, and the strange sounds they heard within—breaking branches and growls and grunts of unseen beasts—had gotten on everyone’s nerves. More than one crossbow bolt had been loosed into the woods from a twitchy finger along the way. And now they were encountering these haughty elves obstructing their passage and talking down to them as if they were rockworm dung. About the only positive thing to come of the voyage thus far was the good time they had made with the swift current—at least until reaching Lothloras and this damned river gate.

Reiktir, grant me patience.

Kulnor tugged on his beard and had to force himself not to grip the hand axe at his waist or the haft of the warhammer slung over his shoulder for fear he’d sprout an elven arrow or three. That or end up in some dungeon and fail me queen.

“We’ll need to inspect the hold,” the elf captain finally said after a long pause.

“Aye, be about it then,” Kulnor said, relieved this stalemate might be breaking. He nodded at the bargeman, a hulking northman human with an impressive beard of his own. “Let ’em look, and hopefully we’ll be on our way again soon.”

The bargeman threw open the hatch, revealing his hold, empty save for a score of unhappy dwarven ponies, bales of hay for feed, and several casks of good dwarven ale. The captain and three of his archers leaped nimbly aboard the barge. Two of the captain’s men dropped into the cargo hold and took their time poking around.

Kulnor studied what was visible of the city of Lothloras while he waited. Among the towering trees, slender spires and arches of what looked like white marble gleamed in the afternoon sunlight.

Fragile-looking things. Wouldn’t take much of a trembler to knock those down.

“Very well.” The elf captain looked over at Kulnor, apparently satisfied he spoke truth. “Now there’s the matter of the toll.”

“I’m listenin’.” The bargeman had warned Kulnor of the toll the elves exacted. Fortunately, Sioned had provided him a heavy pouch of coin for their expenses.

“Two silvers a head.”

Kulnor nearly barked out a laugh but managed to restrain himself. These pricks are as bad as highwaymen. His instinct was to haggle, but he was in a foul mood and his patience long gone. Something about the arrogant elf told him he wouldn’t budge from his demand, either. Kulnor wanted nothing more than to be away from there and reach solid land at Wilhye. There, they would unload the ponies and ride overland the remaining distance to Carran.

He withdrew his purse and begrudgingly counted out the forty silvers, plus another two for the bargeman. The captain nodded curtly and deposited the toll in a purse of his own. He waved and called out something in Elvish.

The elves hopped nimbly off the barge, and moments later the gate began to swing open. The barge bobbed against it, threatening to turn completely sideways before the bargeman pushed them clear with his pole and they straightened out and were on their way again. Within moments, the imposing trees loomed around them again, Lothloras disappearing like an apparition.

Kulnor almost wished they would be attacked by something so he could vent his frustration. He suspected the others would agree. But the forest remained the same, gloomy and foreboding. Even the unnerving noises resumed after they were a couple miles downstream of Lothloras.

Harbek offered Kulnor a mug of ale from one of the casks they’d brought with. “Game o’ dice is beginnin’ if ye’re for it,” he said.

Kulnor grunted. “Why not? It’ll make the time a bit shorter till we get to Wilhye.”




***




Eighteen days later, Kulnor rode at the head of their party, relieved to spot the walls of Carran rising up before them. The city nestled up against the sapphire waters of Zoph Lake, a broad expanse of water dotted with the white sails of fishing trawlers. A castle rose near the lakeside, a curtain wall protecting it from any attack from the lake. The castle looked picturesque, as though designed for pleasing aesthetics but not much practicality for warfare. South of the city, a tent city had been erected, a great deal smaller than Kulnor expected for a kingdom at war. Evidently, the humans’ situation was dire if that was the only army they could field with their enormous population.

The trip had been uneventful since Lothloras, especially once they’d made landfall in Wilhye. The group’s spirits had increased immediately upon setting foot on solid ground. Kulnor had even witnessed a few of the warriors kneeling down and kissing the earth, so thankful were they to be off the barge.

The rolling plains and fertile fields were also a vast improvement over the oppressive forest. Not only did they have clear visibility for miles, but they made good time across the easy terrain. Everyone’s moods improved, and before long they were belting out marching songs as they rode their sturdy, tireless ponies.

After nearly a fortnight in the saddle, Kulnor’s sore backside was ready for a break. He wanted nothing more than to deliver his message to this human queen and spend the rest of his time at a tavern awaiting Sioned’s arrival.

“Unfurl the standard,” Kulnor said to Harbek.

The older dwarf unwrapped the Silver Anvil Hall pennant and couched the pole in his stirrup. The city walls grew taller as they neared, and Kulnor immediately noted the city wouldn’t be able to withstand a determined assault. The walls were too low and their expanse too lengthy unless the city boasted a massive guard force, unlikely if the humans were in as dire a situation as it appeared. Banners fluttered in the breeze over the barbican, and pikemen stood at attention on the ramparts. The city gates were currently open, although numerous guards kept watch. Crowds of what looked to be refugees were grouped off to one side so as not to obstruct the roadway.

“What’s your business in Carran?” a guardsman asked, looking over Kulnor and his dwarves carefully.

“I’m here on behalf of me queen with a message for Queen Atreus’s ears alone. We were summoned to attend a conclave.”

A couple of guards exchanged glances, and Kulnor got a bad feeling in his gut from the frowns and grim looks.

“Let them through, on orders of the duke,” someone called out in a stern voice. A seasoned guardsman, likely the captain, stepped forward. “Greetings, master dwarves. The queen isn’t in the city at the moment, I’m afraid. But if you would, present yourselves at the castle and speak with Lord Lanthas, caretaker of the city. I’ll send a runner on ahead to notify the duke of your arrival.” He barked an order over his shoulder, and a young lad who could barely grow a few chin whiskers took off at a run to deliver the message. “Shall I provide an escort?”

Kulnor glanced at Harbek, who shrugged. “Nay, I think we can find our way. The castle is hard to miss.”

“Welcome to Carran. Allies are always welcome in these dark times.” The guards cleared aside for the dwarves to ride through the gates.

“I’m thinkin’ this city wasn’t built to withstand any serious warfare,” Harbek noted. He pointed at the raised portcullis, which looked weak—almost an afterthought toward defense. “No murder holes, and the walls are too low and stretch too far.”

“Aye, that’s the same thought I had. Let’s hope the situation isn’t yet so grim that we end up fightin’ beside our allies atop these meager walls.”

They garnered a lot of curious looks as they made their way along the main street, which headed directly toward the castle. Kulnor had never been to a human city, and he was appalled at the ramshackle look of the buildings, especially the two- and three-story ones, mostly wattle and daub or wood framed, the latter warping badly from the humid air. All the good stone seemed to have been used in the construction of the walls and the castle, for little was visible anywhere else.

Crowds were plentiful, however—more people than he’d ever seen in his life, mostly refugees, from their squalid appearance, often gathered on street corners and stoops and huddled beneath awnings. Beggars and rogues were in high supply. He glimpsed Harbek checking to make sure his gear was strapped down tight. The warrior voiced a warning to his men in Dwarvish to the same effect.

The city looked nicer from a distance.

They arrived about ten minutes later at the castle, the gates opened wide and manned by a pair of guardsmen. Others were visible on the ramparts.

“Lord Lanthas awaits your arrival in the bailey,” one of the guards said.

A small group was gathered to meet them. An older man with close-cropped white hair and dressed in fancy clothes stood out, whom Kulnor took to be the duke. With him was a woman a decade or so younger, handsome of looks, likely once a great beauty. The lord and lady were accompanied by several others: a young lordling with blond hair and a haughty demeanor, who reminded Kulnor of the elves, along with another middle-aged man, likely a soldier. The latter was a hard-looking man with long black hair streaked with silver, piercing blue eyes, and a scar on his cheek, a formidable warrior still in his prime, from Kulnor’s first impression. Also present were a young lad and lass who stood near the warrior. One glance at the group’s faces was disheartening, for their expressions were generally as grim as if they’d just come from a funeral.

“I’m Lord Lanthas, caretaker of Carran,” the oldest man said. “With me is my lady wife, Talia. We welcome you to Carran.”

“Kulnor Strongaxe, me lord and lady, emissary of Queen Sioned Hammerhelm of Silver Anvil Hall,” Kulnor boomed proudly. “I’m here in response to Queen Atreus’s plea for help. Our people intend to stand beside our human friends as in the olden times.”

Lord Lanthas nodded slowly, his demeanor improving markedly. “I thank you and your queen for their offer of aid in our tribulations. Yet I’m afraid Queen Atreus has been abducted by our foes. It falls upon me to try to rally the remnants of Ketania in her absence.”

Kulnor tried but failed to contain his surprise. “Abducted?”

“Tragically, that is so. But come, you and your warriors are welcome in my hall as guests. Will you join us for a repast? I’ll give you what news we have, ill tidings though they be.”

“Aye, food and ale would be splendid. Grim tidings are best discussed on a full belly, as me gramma always used to say.”




***




A couple hours later, Kulnor was trying in vain to stifle a yawn. His belly was full of food and ale, and the long miles were finally catching up with him. The news shared had been disheartening, to say the least. The Ketanians were fractured and demoralized, their lands too vast to defend effectively even had they enough men for the task. As it was, a usurper had seized the capital, their southlands were overrun, and for the time being, they were struggling to hold on to Carran and surrounding lands.

Sioned is right to send aid. If they are wiped out, nothing will keep these demon-led Nebarans from our doorstep.

“Does your Queen Sioned also speak for King Rukk Stonefist?” the man named Creel asked, seated across from Kulnor.

He stroked his beard. “Well, that’s what she’s plannin’ to do in the meantime—drum up support from old Rukk. He’ll come around, I reckon.”

Creel nodded.

Kulnor instinctively liked the human warrior—a no-nonsense type he could empathize with, one who he suspected was more accustomed to adventuring and relying on his wits and sword rather than biding his time in this lord’s hall while awaiting word of their queen, as the kingdom slowly disintegrated around them. Creel clearly was at odds with the arrogant blond knight, a redeeming quality in Kulnor’s eyes. From what he gathered, Creel and his two young companions had arrived a fortnight prior and been champing at the bit to take some action and try to rescue their queen, if only they knew where she was being held. Kulnor knew he would’ve felt the same in their boots.

Harbek cleared his throat and turned to Creel. “Yer pardon, but ye wouldn’t happen to know where to find some proper ale around here, would ye? No offense to his lordship, but this ain’t all that wholesome.” He shrugged apologetically, nudging his tankard pointedly.

Kulnor snorted a laugh but then quickly stifled it, not wanting to offend his host. The weak brew the duke had his servants bring out barely qualified as a proper ale. After four or five tankards, Kulnor’s belly sloshed full of the liquid, but as Harbek noted, it simply wasn’t hearty. But they needn’t have worried about causing offense since Lord Lanthas was otherwise occupied, having excused himself to talk in low tones with a councilor in the corner.

Creel grinned knowingly. “I know just the place. Feldegast’s Tavern, down by the lakeside. The old goat hails from Rockwallow, and he’s known to stock a good ale or two.”

Harbek’s eyes lit up. “I feared we’d be stuck here on the verge of war without proper libation to fuel us.” Rockwallow was a large trading city near the border of the dwarven lands, appreciated as a sanctuary of palatable brews when in the human kingdom.

The three of them shared a laugh. Kulnor noticed Sir Edwin scowling at them, but he ignored the surly youth. The large windows of the dining hall were casting long pink-and-orange rays across the room, a sign dusk was approaching. The thought of returning to his tent so early wasn’t particularly appealing although he was tired.

Some proper ale would really hit the spot, yet I’m not so keen on traipsing all around the city in search of this tavern.

Lanthas had offered Kulnor and Harbek a castle room to share but apologized for the shortage of space for all his dwarves, claiming he needed the space for the other expected dignitaries. The two had declined anyway, more comfortable remaining with their warriors in camp, a space adjacent to the castle grounds in what was nominally a park but was being kept free of refugees. He supposed the space was reserved for all the conclave attendees’ retinues to set up camp there.

Creel shoved his chair back and got to his feet. “I could do with a bit of fresh air and something a bit stronger to drink, myself. If you fellas are up for a walk, I think I’ll wander down in the direction of Feldegast’s.”

Kulnor and Harbek needed no time to think it over, both of them simultaneously sliding out of their chairs and adjusting their belts over bloated bellies. Creel gave a questioning glance at Rafe and Iris, his young companions he’d introduced earlier, but they declined to join them.

“I’ll let Lord Lanthas know where to find you if there’s any news,” Iris offered.

The three of them strolled down the long hall and outside to the fresh air of the bailey. Creel walked slowly, apparently accustomed to accommodating the shorter dwarven stride.

“I hear the old ruins of Torval’s Hold are being reopened,” Creel remarked. “Got a friend whose son is an apprentice stonemason and traveled there with his master looking to make journeyman. How is the restoration coming along?”

“Funny ye should ask,” Kulnor said, warming to a favorite topic. “Harbek and me just came from there. As for the Hold, well, it’ll be restored to its proper glory soon enough. Me queen herself went to inspect the progress when the bird arrived with news of the conclave from yer queen…”




















Chapter 49

Nera faced Taren from across the long room, hands on her hips. Faster than his eye could follow, she drew a dagger in hand from a sheath on her hip. Taren, accustomed now to blending his second sight with the ordinary, noted the blade shone with magic, a miniature sun in her hand, spinning nimbly between Nera’s fingers.

“Defend yourself.” She abruptly slung the dagger at him.

Taren instinctively threw up a magical shield between them, the reaction now taking little thought to accomplish. To his astonishment, the twirling blade, shining brightly like a mirror, pierced his shield with ease. Without any time to try another defense, the blade speared into his shoulder, rocking him backward. A blaze of agony ignited, and he noted the slightly curved blade buried nearly to the hilt in the meat of his shoulder, the point jutting out the back. Blood was leaking heavily from the wound. The next thing he knew, he was looking up at the ceiling, the room spinning, the magic lost to him.

“Ah, my son. I’m sorry for that. I thought you ready for such a challenge.” Nera was cradling his head on her thighs, her warm fingers touching his cheeks. Her rust-colored eyes, so like his own, peered into his face, lavender hair hanging around her face. “Take care to recognize the nature of the threat and react accordingly. Lightslicer can pierce most magical defenses, as can many enchanted weapons. You should’ve used a different method—perhaps snaring it by the hilt and plucking it free or altering its course midflight with a powerful gust of wind. Yet the hard lessons are the ones best learned, I reckon.”

Taren could barely focus on her words through the throbbing pain. He nodded dumbly.

“Relax now. You’ll be fine.”

Nera grasped the hilt of Lightslicer gently with one hand, the other squeezing his shoulder around the wound as if she’d hold it shut and keep the blood at bay. With a smooth, quick motion, the blade was free in her hand, blood coating its shiny surface. The pain abruptly was gone. He could feel the massive tide of power flowing from her, warming the injured tissue, mending it. Moments later, she was helping him to his feet.

Taren massaged the shoulder. It felt completely new, as if the wound had never been. He rotated his shoulder, feeling not even any muscle stiffness remaining.

“Here. I’ve been meaning to give this to you. Its name is Lightslicer.” Nera removed the sheath from her belt. She raised the bloodied blade and blew lightly upon it, and it flared brightly as if reflecting a ray of sunlight. The blood was gone, the steel gleaming with a bright sheen as she reversed it and offered him the hilt.

Taren accepted the dagger. It felt marvelous in his hand, as light as its namesake would indicate, gently curved yet perfectly balanced. The blade was etched with an Elvish inscription. He studied it but couldn’t quite decipher the text.

“‘Lightslicer—may this blade never be far from hand,’” Nera recited. She smiled at his awed look. “You can summon it to return to your hand.”

“Thank you. This is a fine gift, indeed.”

“It is. Mira’s mentor, Master Dagun, gave it to me, and it’s served me well these past years, although I find I have little need for it anymore.”

She seemed surprised when he embraced her, but she returned the gesture after a moment, her horn grazing his cheek, the earring at the tip bobbing against his jaw. She patted his back as if embarrassed then cleared her throat when they broke apart.

“I’m proud of you, Taren. Wyat raised you well, as I knew he would.”

“He was like a father to me. I just wish I’d known my true father.”

“And I as well.” Nera tousled his hair and gave him a gentle shove in the chest. “All right then—enough blathering. Time is short, and we must complete your training as best we are able.”

Taren attached Lightslicer’s sheath to his belt and faced her once more. “What shall I do now?”

“Come at me again. Use everything at your disposal, for your enemies shall do the same. Magic, psionics, weapons. Even harsh language. Whatever it takes.”

Taren laughed, but then he did as she bade him, cognizant of his limitations to not overtax himself. Fireballs, lightning bolts, blasts of force, spears of earth shooting from the ground—he threw them all at Nera. Many she ignored, others she deflected or absorbed, funneling the power back into her surroundings. He even threw Lightslicer when she was absorbed with fending off a crumbling ceiling.

“Good.” Nera raised the dagger, which she had easily caught in one hand. She held the blade between thumb and fingers then hurled it back at him.

This time, he was ready. He brushed the dagger aside with a concentrated gust of wind, and it sailed a foot or two wide, clattering to the ground somewhere behind him. He extended a hand to the dagger, thinking of it in the forefront of his mind, and it reappeared in his hand with a flash of light.

Very nice.

“That all you got? What about psionics?”

He tried to harness a mental blast, something crude and simple that could briefly incapacitate someone, or at least disrupt their concentration. He launched his wave of stunning psionic energy at her, but it shattered like an eggshell against the hardy mental fortress Nera had constructed.

At the same time his mental attack struck, he used his magic to cause a cave-in beneath her, a pit opening up and rapidly swallowing a dozen paces or more of the floor. But Nera remained exactly where she was, as if standing atop a mere illusion of a pit. He increased his draw of magic, trying to push her downward into the hole. More and more mana surged into him, and he thought he saw a flicker of strain cross her features for a moment, but he might have imagined it.

The dizziness hit him hard then, and he realized in his determination to make her falter, he’d overtaxed himself once more.

“Not bad, but now it’s my turn.”

Nera unleashed a blast of force at him, hurling him backward a few steps before he threw up a shaky defense, siphoning some of her spell’s energy to stabilize himself. Her attack shifted to fire, crackling around him. He tried to snuff it out, but he was too weak, and the flames resisted his attempt, burning away his defensive sphere in seconds until it was crackling around his feet and legs. In an instant, the fire grew uncomfortably hot, turning swiftly to pain, and he was no longer there in Nexus.

In his mind, he saw Yethri before him once more, screaming as the sheets of fire enveloped her in agony, burning hair and flesh away. Only now, he was the one being consumed as the fire crackled, scorching his clothes and skin, smoke filling his lungs…

“Relax, Taren. Sleep now.”

Taren cried out, instinctively summoning water to his aid—a great volume, perhaps several rain barrels’ worth. Cold water splashed atop his head, instantly drenching him along with his clothes and blankets and bedsheets. The water cascaded onto the floor, sloshing ankle deep as it rebounded off the walls. It doused the small flames in the hearth.

The cold shocked him, sending him leaping from the bed, only to get entangled in the wet blankets and flop unceremoniously onto the sodden fur carpet on the floor. He lay there looking around, dumbfounded to realize he was in his bedchamber.

Finally, after a long moment, he gathered his wits about him. He lay on the wet fur rug beside his sodden bed, still dressed in his tunic and breeches. The hearth was smoking, its flames doused, and the room was cool but not freezing. However, soaked to the bone as he was, he knew he would soon be cold and thoroughly miserable. Outside, the window was the night sky.

“What just happened?”

Last thing he’d known, he was training with his mother, engaged in a battle of magic. Then the flames had coiled around him, burning, choking him with smoke. But his clothes, other than being sopping wet, were intact, as was his skin—no signs of burns. His boots had been removed. Judging by the darkness outside, hours had passed since their training.

Taren picked himself up, still confused. She slipped a suggestion in my head to sleep, he realized. It was so overwhelmingly powerful and its effect instantaneous that I didn’t even know it. He smiled ruefully, admiring the tactic. I reacted with water, thinking I was still burning.

A shiver seized him, and he stripped off his sodden tunic. I need to dry off and get fresh clothes. He studied the water pooled in the mortar cracks and low places in the stone floor. All the standing water had subsided to just an inch or so in depth in a few spots after spreading out across the entire bedchamber. Much of it had soaked into the bedding and rug.

I should be able to do this.

Concentrating, he focused on raising the room’s ambient temperature to dry everything out. He started with the hearth, pouring fire into it. The soaked wood smoked terribly, filling the room with smoke, and he gave up after a moment, coughing, eyes watering. He cleared the air by blowing the smoke out the window with a gust of wind. Focusing on the floor, he tried to warm the stone by pouring heat into it. After a couple minutes of concentration, he managed to raise the ambient temperature slightly, but not nearly enough to dry out the wet mess he’d made of his bedding and clothes and rugs on the floor. He tried again, concentrating on a large puddle beneath one leg of the bed.

With a crackle, the wooden bedpost suddenly ignited. The gauzy curtain hanging from it went up instantly. Taren cursed and snuffed the flames out before they could do any further damage. Smoke curled off the charred remains of the curtain and bedpost.

He laughed then. There wasn’t much else for it—this was a mess thoroughly of his own making. He was tired and flustered and knew he wouldn’t be able to unmake this disaster, especially not in his current condition. He shivered again, wanting nothing more than to curl up in a warm, dry bed and fall into a deep, dreamless sleep.

A soft knock sounded at the door. “Taren?”

Embarrassed, he started toward the door to keep whoever it was out, fearing it was Nera.

I don’t want Mother or Arron or anyone else seeing this mess. I’ll never hear the end of it.

The door creaked open a crack. “Taren, are you well?”

Mira. Relief filled him although he was still embarrassed and also aware he was shirtless and soaked.

“Don’t come in. I’m fine—it’s nothing.”

But he was too late. She’d already poked her head in, eyes wide as she took in the water damage and the smoldering bedpost.

“By the Balance! What happened here?”

“I, uh, had a slight mishap with my magic, I suppose.”

“I sensed your distress and feared the worst.” 

Her eyes met his, showing no judgment there. From Mira, he suspected he never would see any, and he was grateful for her reassuring presence once again. 

“You’re soaked and shivering!” She eased the door further open despite his weak protest and stepped inside, wearing only a plain nightgown, but she didn’t seem embarrassed by either of their states of undress, just genuinely concerned.

“I’m fine, Mira. Really.”

She sensed it through our psionic connection—Mother said this might happen. He placed a hand on her arm, hoping to steer her back outside and close the door.

“Nonsense. You’ll catch chill in here. Nera already said you were indisposed when you missed dinner this evening.”

“Oh, she did? I was asleep. I think.”

She shook her head, decisively. “You can’t sleep in here like this. Come on. We’ll get it sorted in the morning.” Grasping his hand firmly, she led him into the hallway.

He closed the door behind him, not wanting anyone to see the disaster he’d caused.

Mira led him to her room and pulled a blanket off her bed, which he noticed was barely wrinkled, as if she had slept but not moved a muscle all night. “Take off those wet clothes.” She held up the blanket as a screen between them. “Come on, I won’t look.” A hint of humor filled her voice.

Taren sighed, embarrassed, but knew she was right. He stripped out of his wet breeches and even smallclothes, and she draped the blanket over his shoulders. He wrapped it tightly around himself while she stoked the embers in the hearth and added some wood.

“You don’t need to be my nursemaid, Mira.” The words came out harsher than he intended. He didn’t know what to feel—shame, embarrassment, and a little annoyance and frustration, not that she was looking out for him as always, but that he needed her to, as if he were a small child who couldn’t take care of himself. Despite his churlish thoughts, the fire’s warmth felt marvelous, and he held his hands out to warm them.

If Mira was stung by his remark, she didn’t show it. Instead, she moved behind him and pushed down on his shoulders, encouraging him to sit before the fire. When he did, she sat beside him in quiet companionship, watching the flames. They hadn’t spoken of the experience of sharing her mind, but she obviously had taken it in stride as she was wont to do. It seemed to draw them even closer, and he realized he didn’t need to explain anything to her or make any excuses for himself. She accepted him for who and what he was.

She spoke after a few moments of silence. “I think sometimes part of my duty is protecting you from yourself, Taren.” Amusement danced in her eyes with the firelight, and she offered her shy smile.

Taren laughed. He couldn’t help himself, and she joined him a moment later. After the shock and frustration of earlier, the release found in laughter felt good. “Oh, gods. What would I do without you, Mira?”

“Probably catch cold trying to sleep in a wet bed all night.”

“You’re probably right. Thank you for being there and saving me from myself. Again.”

She smiled. “Think nothing of it.”

They sat there quietly a while longer, the dancing flames entrancing him. Soon, he was warm and comfortable and felt his eyelids drooping.

“Come. Get in bed.”

He didn’t protest this time. She raised one of her blankets, and he tumbled into the bed, still wrapped tightly in the other blanket. She laid the cover atop him. A moment later, she slipped in beside him, her back touching his own, a warm presence but not crowding him with any intimacy—just like when they were traveling companions on the road, taking advantage of shared warmth to huddle together against the chill of the night.

The words of the seer at the Midsummer Festival came back to him as they tended to do from time to time, the cryptic prophecy something he often tried to puzzle out in his mind. Mostly, he felt like a bumbling country lout, especially after such incidents like in his room earlier, and not some great and powerful thaumaturge whose actions the fates of thousands upon thousands rested on. He certainly felt like he had no business with the lives of others being placed in his hands. But one statement in particular came to mind before he nodded off: “Keep close the one who follows the weft of fate, for a truer companion you could not wish for.”

In that prophecy, she couldn’t be more right, he thought with a smile and slid into a deep and dreamless sleep.




***




The next morning, Taren was hesitant to face his mother.

Thinking to try again to remedy the mess he’d created, he returned to his room after waking and finding Mira gone for her morning exercise. At first, he thought he’d stumbled into the wrong room, but he saw Lightslicer in its sheath on his belt hanging over the back of a chair. To his astonishment, everything had been restored to normal. The room was warm and dry, free of any mustiness or smoke in the air. The bed was neatly made and the bedpost unburned, as was the gauzy curtain. 

Oh gods, some poor servants had to clean up my mess. I’ll never hear the end of it from Mother.

But when he reached their normal gathering room for breakfast, Nera apparently had something else on her mind.

“Morning,” Taren said, seeing her eyes on him as he joined her and Mira and Arron at the table. Ferret was there too, and although she didn’t always join them for meals, she loved listening to Arron’s frequent gossip, for the half-elf could be as bad as a washerwoman sometimes.

“Well, you kids had a busy night last night, huh?” Nera waggled her eyebrows suggestively, watching Taren with amusement, her eyes then shifting to include Mira.

Arron paused in his recounting of some unfortunate nobleman caught literally with his pants down at a brothel by his irate wife and mistress both, who’d apparently joined forces to take a piece out of his hide. Like a hound discovering a more tantalizing scent, he homed in on the two of them.

An embarrassed silence hung over the table, all eyes now on Taren and Mira.

“I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re getting at,” he protested.

Mira, to her credit, returned their questioning gazes innocently.

“What did I miss?” Ferret asked.

“Oh, well, there was some, uh… water damage to my room, so Mira was kind enough to put me up for the night,” Taren confessed, wilting under his mother’s and uncle’s intense gazes, knowing they wouldn’t let him off the hook.

“Water damage, mate? How could that be? Nexus gets no rain.” Arron regarded him with wide eyes, the hint of a smile tugging at one corner of his mouth.

“I’m curious about that as well,” Nera added. “I don’t run that strict of a household, so if you wish to share beds that’s fine with me.”

Mira blushed furiously then, realizing what Nera was implying. “No, it wasn’t like that—”

“Like what?” Ferret leaned forward intently, and Taren could sense her curiosity and amusement at their expense. “You must enlighten us further!”

Taren heaved a sigh. “I might have caused a bit of a mess with my talent, and she aided me. You remember what happened at the country cottage, Ferret?”

“Aye, that was most amusing!”

“Well, this was similar, just not so amusing. Well, not for me, anyway.” He sighed then looked at Nera. “I’m sorry if your servants had to clean all that up.”

“The suspense is killing me, Taren,” Arron burst out. “What happened with your room?”

Taren finally relented and explained what had happened as he ate, giving them all a good laugh out of it. Now that he was no longer soaked and miserable, it was quite humorous, he had to admit. Nera had apparently hinted at something amiss before he and Mira arrived, to better pique Arron and Ferret’s curiosity. The joke was on him, and he deserved it.

“If you were that desperate for a bath, I’d recommend trying to conjure a bathtub filled with hot water and a nubile maiden or two to join you,” Arron said with a wink.

Taren grinned and tried to offer Nera another apology.

Nera waved it aside. “I took care of it after you left your room last night. It is possible that could have been my fault. The suggestion I placed during our training could have been a wee bit too strong. But no harm done in the long run. Although you’d better keep her around. She’s a good one.” She gave Mira a smile, who beamed at the praise.

“That I am certain of,” Taren said, and Mira looked even more pleased, if that was possible.

“So, what lesson should we go over today?” Nera asked brightly. “How to dry out a flooded room?”




















Chapter 50

Creel awoke to an insistent rapping at the door. He threw aside the covers and rolled out of the comfortable bed. A glance out the window showed darkness yet outside, though a faint lightening on the horizon indicated dawn wasn’t far off.

He opened the door to find Iris standing there, dressed in a revealing nightgown, her blond hair mussed from sleep. She seemed unconcerned about her state of dress, for her face was flushed with excitement.

“Master Creel, you must come at once.” She reached out and gripped his wrist, gently pulling at him.

“Can’t this wait till morning? You know what time it is?”

Iris blinked in confusion. “My apologies, but this is important. It’s about Sianna!”

“What about her?” Creel looked around for where he’d left his breeches.

Just then, Iris seemed to realize he was wearing only his smallclothes and blushed furiously. “I’ll give you a moment.” She straightened her nightgown self-consciously and retreated back into the hallway.

Creel quickly donned his breeches and tunic and belted on his sword. He followed Iris down the hall barefoot. This floor of the castle was silent at such an early hour, and the young woman’s slippers scuffed quietly as she strode swiftly down the corridor, looking as though she could barely restrain herself from running.

Iris opened the door to her chamber, a couple rooms down from Creel’s. He followed her inside and paused, surprised to find Rafe inside, standing near the window. The guard was shirtless, his hair sticking up on one side, and looked embarrassed when Creel met his eyes. Rafe’s throat bobbed as he swallowed hard, and his eyes darted nervously to his right.

Creel followed his gaze and cursed when he saw the dark figure perched in the windowsill like some great raven auguring doom. Final Strike was halfway from its scabbard when he felt Iris’s hand on his arm.

“Don’t, please! She means us no harm.”

Sirath’s smile was mocking as she regarded them. “Fear not, monster hunter. I wouldn’t have come all this way to seek you out to quarrel. I have news of your mortal queen.” Her voice was low and throaty.

Creel relaxed, took a deep breath, and closed the door behind himself before he approached the erinys. Iris had gone over to stand beside Rafe, the two holding hands and looking cautiously hopeful.

“All right. We’re listening,” Creel said. Although he was focused on Sirath, a small part of his mind was surprised at seeing Rafe and Iris together, and he wondered how he’d missed the signs of their burgeoning relationship.

Sirath shifted a bit closer. She was nearly lost in the shadows, her dark wings, feathers, and armor blending with the night outside the window. Her pale-skinned face and arms seemed nearly translucent in the room’s candlelight, while her gold-flecked eyes glimmered, reflecting the tiny flames.

“Nesnys has captured your princess and holds her captive at her army encampment,” the erinys said.

“You’ve seen her there?” Creel asked, not quite believing their good fortune.

“In a manner of speaking,” Sirath replied.

“What does that mean?” he shot back.

Her shoulders rose in a strange mannerism he realized was a shrug or an imitation of one. “One of my thralls has seen her.”

“Your thralls?” Iris asked.

Sirath’s head swiveled to regard the young woman a moment, and Iris flinched from the intensity of the creature’s gaze, almost as if she feared she might get bitten. “Yes. I’ve charmed several scouts about Nesnys’s encampment. When one of them informed me of news regarding a valuable prisoner, I sent a thrall to gather more information. He heard rumor of a young noblewoman held captive. I bade him observe until he caught a glimpse of your queen within a tent at the center of the encampment.”

Creel thought for a moment. “It’s likely a trap. Why hold her there instead of spiriting her away elsewhere—deep into Nebara where nobody could find her?”

“That is likely so, yet I cannot speak to her motivations,” Sirath replied.

“And what do you want in return for this information?” he asked.

“To take my vengeance upon an old enemy. I seek to spite her however I may.”

“And?” Creel stared hard at her, instinctively not trusting the creature.

Erinys usually weren’t known for being especially cunning or patient, as far as he knew. Instead, they were somewhat feral creatures whose strategies were rarely more complicated than ambushing their prey from the sky. If they sought a mate, they would simply use their powerful charm spells to create a thrall. Setting a complex trap seemed very much out of character. Yet Sirath almost seemed a different creature altogether: highly intelligent and far less feral than the others they’d encountered.

Creel and Sirath remained with gazes locked a long moment before the erinys sighed. 

“My motives are likely beyond your ken,” she said. “Fear not, I mean no harm or duplicity where you or your queen are concerned. There was a time many aeons past when my sisters and I were virtues, loved and favored by our maker. All was lost forever in a moment of foolish pride and betrayal. Would that I could take back such abhorrent deeds, yet that is not to be. Instead, I seek to make amends if I may.”

Creel knew the legend of the erinys—celestials who had rebelled against the god Sol and been cast down to the Abyss in a pillar of fire for punishment. Surprisingly, he sensed a deep pain, an earnestness in Sirath that made him inclined to believe her claim although he wasn’t convinced he could fully trust her. But that inclination was a beginning, he supposed.

If mortals can have regrets and be driven to seek redemption against detestable choices made in life, why not immortals—fallen beings who once were celestials? He considered that a moment before his mind turned back to practical considerations.

“The army camp is three days’ ride from here,” he said. “We’d have to travel all that way, get past the scouts and patrols, sneak inside the camp, defeat any guards, then spirit her away. All without the alarm being sounded. Am I missing anything?”

“Find the right tent among thousands,” Rafe said.

“Aye, that too. This is madness—it must be a trap. Nesnys has proven she’s no fool.” He looked at Iris and Rafe and saw they were eager to throw aside caution. “She could be long gone by the time we even get there.” Despite his instinctive prudence, he knew this was the best and only chance to attempt to rescue Sianna. Sirath had proven at their past meeting she had no love or loyalty to Nesnys.

“I can teleport you there,” Sirath said. “You could be at the camp before you could draw a breath. Once there, my thralls can guide you to her tent, although she is known to be moved from time to time. If you manage to return successfully from your rescue attempt, I can teleport you back. If you fail, then you are on your own.”

“This is madness,” he said to Iris and Rafe, shaking his head. “They’ll be anticipating such an attempt.” He could imagine any number of things going wrong.

“But if we don’t make the attempt, what chance will Sianna have?” Rafe asked. “I’m willing to risk my life to see my queen—and friend—freed and restored to the throne.”

“As am I,” Iris added.

Their determination and loyalty impressed Creel. We won’t get another chance like this. What happens once they decide to move Sianna? She’ll be lost forever in some dungeon in Nebara. Once her value as a captive is ended, she likely won’t receive any special treatment. Her life will be one of misery.

“Your young queen inspires such devotion,” Sirath remarked dryly. “You mortals are curious creatures—you’d gladly wager your brief lives to save another, one who’s neither a mate nor offspring?”

“We would,” Iris replied. “Didn’t you once know the meaning of love and sacrifice?”

Sirath flinched as if struck. She regarded Iris a long moment with her piercing eyes, but the young woman stood fast. Finally, Sirath seemed to deflate. “Those qualities were indeed once known to me, mortal. I was known as Lihanael the Sagacious, a Virtue of Sol. The aeons since have nearly eroded all such glorious memories, yet I alone remember fragments of the time before the Fall. My sisters may have all forgotten what they once were, but not I. Not yet. I would see that does not come to pass. Sol is known as a gracious and forgiving god to his mortal adherents. I can only hope he would offer me a sliver of his mercy in a chance of redemption.”

Lihanael the Sagacious. Her nature is different than her sisters—her keen mind remembers her true self or at least the remaining shadow of who she was.

Seeing the three of them ready to commit for their different reasons—Iris and Rafe out of love and loyalty to a friend and queen, Sirath willing to aid them out of some desperate need for her own redemption—Creel felt his own resistance crumble.

Damn it—might as well throw the dice, then. The gods know I’ve made plenty of foolhardy gambles myself over the years. He wondered why he’d even resisted the idea at first, for he had vowed to see her freed if it was within his power—old survival instincts, perhaps.

Creel cleared his throat, and the others regarded him. “Very well. We’ll make this attempt, but at midnight tonight. That will give us time to gather men and horses and make further plans. Will you return tonight and aid us, Sirath?”

The erinys bobbed her head. “I shall meet you outside these castle walls at midnight, then, in the same park where the dwarves are camped. Bring what you need, but I’d recommend against too many men. I can only teleport so many.”

“I think a dozen or so will be plenty, along with mounts for all. Will that suit you?”

“Yes. Make your plans. I shall return tonight.” Sirath launched herself backward through the window. She twisted nimbly in midair, and her wings snapped wide, moonlight rippling on her sable plumage as she soared out of sight.

Rafe let out an audible breath, but he was clearly excited. “So we do this tonight, then. All right.”

Creel eyed the guard’s maimed hand briefly but nodded. Rafe’s condition was as good as could be expected—his disfigurement couldn’t be helped, and he’d proven he could still fight well. He wouldn’t try to talk the man out of it—Sianna needed all the staunch supporters she could get, and he knew Rafe would gladly die for his queen if the need arose.

“I’m going with you.” Iris gave each of them a frosty glare, daring them to tell her no.

Once Creel got over his surprise, he laughed. “We’re all a bunch of fools walking into this trap. You know that, right?”

Iris shrugged. “So be it. The gods favor the fools over the wise at times, do they not?”

“You’re asking the wrong person, lass. You’d best seek out a priest for that. Sounds like something a wise man might’ve said once… either that or a mad fool.”

They all laughed, giddy with relief at having a small seed of hope to cling to. Finally having a course of action felt good. The past fortnight had been brutal, sitting in endless council meetings and listening to prolonged bickering. Creel had eventually volunteered to accompany Jahn and his men on a couple patrols just to get away from the castle.

At last, an opportunity. Now, if we can make good on this mad plan…




***




The day dragged by at a snail’s pace. Once Creel had committed, he was ready to get on with the rescue attempt rather than being stuck in several hours of meetings with the council. After he notified Lord Lanthas of Sirath’s offer and his plan, the lord had called the council meeting. Lanthas, Sir Edwin, Sergeant Jahn, and several of the military commanders were in the meeting along with Iris and Rafe, whom Creel had brought with him. The duke, like Creel, saw the opportunity presented as too good to pass up yet was also fearful of a trap. He didn’t much like the idea of them trusting Sirath either, but he was a practical man and was close to the Atreus family. He wanted Sianna back as much as any of them.

Sir Edwin, on the other hand, was a pompous dolt. He insisted on leading the attempt to rescue his “betrothed” although he’d never become officially promised to Sianna, according to Iris. Apparently, he’d made her some foolish promise before leaving for war with King Clement. The handmaiden seemed to think the knight’s presence would raise Sianna’s spirits and thought it prudent to include him. Creel thought the queen would be plenty cheered even if a smelly goblin showed up and managed to rescue her successfully from the enemy camp. The young knight wouldn’t be dissuaded, however.

Thankfully, Lord Lanthas diplomatically convinced Edwin to let Creel lead the rescue attempt. “Let Master Creel lead the men into the camp. A knight is not so well suited to stealthy blades in the darkness. Your duty is to take charge of Sianna’s person the instant she is freed—spirit her away to safety at once and wait for no other man if they are delayed or fall in the attempt.”

Creel agreed, if for no other reason than to keep the knight from getting all of them captured or killed with some foolish blunder had he not been given a specific role.

In the end, it was decided that a dozen would go: Creel, Rafe, Iris, Sir Edwin, Jahn, and seven experienced men vouched for by Lord Lanthas. Creel would have liked Kavia to join them with her deadly bow, but she was still suffering from her hip injury and likely wouldn’t be able to keep up on foot. They would bring an extra mount for Sianna and carry provisions enough for several days’ hard ride if necessary. Iris would remain to look after the horses while the others infiltrated the camp. Lord Lanthas sent orders for a regiment of his battered army to advance south to hinder any mass pursuit and provide escort if Sirath was unable to teleport them back.

“I shall pray long to Sol for his blessing that we shall have great success in this valiant rescue attempt of our precious queen,” Edwin announced following the meeting. His surliness of the past weeks had abruptly transformed to a manic joyousness.

“You do that,” Creel muttered. I need a drink. “Meet up at the castle gate just prior to midnight. We’ll ride together to meet Sirath.”

The others concurred, and once the meeting was adjourned, Creel found himself alone for the time being. Iris and Rafe went off to make preparations and spend the day together. He felt a pang of jealousy followed by sadness, the wound of losing Rada such a short time past still fresh in his mind.

An hour later, he found himself at Feldegast’s Tavern down by the lakeside. The place was busy, as was the norm, filled with a mix of locals and travelers, even some off-duty city guardsmen. He was fortunate to find a seat on the deck out back with a fine view of the lake. He ordered the fish stew in a bread bowl, a specialty of the tavern, along with a cup of dwarven spirits.

The liquor wasn’t up to Brom Stormbrew’s legendary stock, but it wasn’t half bad. As the second cup hit his empty stomach, he relaxed, losing the nervous edge that had been troubling him. The breeze blowing off the lake was brisk but not uncomfortably cold, which kept his head clear.

The task lies before us this night—let come what shall. Sianna is a figurehead for the entire kingdom, someone who can inspire the people and rally the kingdom to drive the scum back to Nebara. That’s the idea, at any rate.

His stew arrived, and he reduced it to naught but crumbs in a short time. He was considering yet another drink when he heard his name being called.

“Master Creel! Fancy runnin’ into ye here.” The dwarf Kulnor was grinning through his beard at him. He had a tankard of ale in hand, as did his companion Harbek.

Creel clasped hands with the two. “Join me for a drink?”

The two dwarves sat down and took long slugs of their ale. Kulnor belched contentedly and wiped the foam from his beard onto his sleeve.

“What news?” Kulnor asked. “I heard his lordship was in some big meetin’ most o’ the morn.”

Creel sipped the last of his spirits, wondering how much he should say. “Both elvish nations sent reply that they will send ambassadors to attend the conclave in a week’s time. The Fallowin elves were quite receptive to the invitation, the Silverwood elves begrudging, but with all the others attending, they don’t want to be isolated, I assume.”

“Bloody pointy-ears are as bad as highwaymen. Charged two silvers a head as a toll to get me boyos down the river.” Harbek scowled. “They think they own the damned river—gated it right off.”

Kulnor grunted agreement. “At least me queen and King Stonefist will be joinin’ us afore long. Too bad what happened to yer young queen. Reckon it woulda gone over better with her speaking for all the humans. Though this Lord Lanthas seems like a keen enough fella.”

“Well, we did receive some heartening news that gives us reason to hope Sianna might be returned to us. If the gods smile on us, the conclave will have its leader.”

“Eh? That so?” Kulnor regarded him with raised eyebrows.

The barmaid approached just then, and Harbek ordered them all another round.

Creel didn’t see any reason not to tell them of the plan. Lanthas hadn’t sworn anyone to secrecy. They would reach the camp and either succeed or fail well before news could reach the Nebarans from the lips of any spies who might be around to hear of it. He briefly sketched out the plan, keeping his voice lowered. The dwarves leaned in close to listen.

“Reiktir’s beard! That be a risky plan,” Harbek said. He took a long gulp of his ale, spilling some down his chest but paying it no heed.

“Aye, but what better chance have they?” Kulnor asked. “If it was me queen held captive, I’d go without a second thought.”

Harbek shot his companion a knowing grin and simply nodded. “It takes stones—I like it.”

“Ye’ll have me aid, Creel, if ye want it,” Kulnor said.

“And mine,” added Harbek.

Kulnor held up his holy symbol, a silver medallion of a hammer striking an anvil. “Ye could use some o’ the gods’ favor on yer side, I reckon.”

Creel might have objected, but he wondered if having a warrior priest on his side wasn’t a bad idea.

“Ha! I can see ye’re considerin’ it, me friend. Well, consider it done! Sioned sent me as an ambassador to show our commitment to the old alliances. What better way to cement old ties than spillin’ our foes’ blood together?”

Harbek pounded the table in agreement.

Kulnor looked pained as he regarded the elder dwarf. “I’ll have to ask ye to remain with the boyos, old friend. Keep ’em outta trouble. Idle and bored warriors could be bad for diplomatic relations and all that. Ye know that all too well.”

Harbek looked as though he’d argue, but he clearly saw Kulnor’s point and heaved a sigh. “Aye, but don’t be gettin’ yerself killed. The queen would tear me beard out, knowin’ I let ye go by yerself, if anything bad happened.”

“I won’t be by meself—I got me friend Creel here.” Kulnor clapped Creel on the shoulder, seeming satisfied the matter had already been decided.

Creel supposed it was. The dwarves were sturdy folk to have in a fight, and Kulnor’s ability to call on Reiktir’s aid could be a huge boon.

“Well, then let’s drink to new alliances and rescuing a queen.” He held up his cup for a toast.

“And takin’ out some scum-sucking Nebaran bastards while we’re at it,” Kulnor added with a grin.




















Chapter 51

Nesnys was true to her word, much to Elyas’s discomfiture. Five days after their encounter in the grove, Dirich announced a special fight arranged for the following day, ostensibly to celebrate a Nebaran holiday, the anniversary of Ignatius the Third’s rise to power six decades prior—not that Elyas or any of the others cared one whit about the emperor’s holiday. Any occasion to fight was occasion enough to excite them.

Dirich spat in the dirt, his face twisted as though he’d tasted something especially bitter. His gaze caught Elyas’s for a moment, his disgust evident, before he raised a hand for silence over the hubbub of excitement as the gladiators awaited their matchups.

“There is a change in prime,” Dirich said without preamble, drawing surprised reactions. “Ironshanks will represent House Pasikos, matched up against the Sledge of the most esteemed House Isiratu itself, all bless His Imperial Majesty and all of his descendants.”

The outrage was immediate. 

“The honor of prime is rightfully mine as house champion!” Caul bellowed, face red and fists clenched. His searing glare went to Elyas for a moment before returning to Dirich. Caul’s cronies muttered and cursed angrily.

This is not good. Does she wish me to not even survive until the match? The Sledge was reputedly the mightiest gladiator in the entire empire, undefeated and fearsome in reputation, a slave of the emperor’s own house, though he lived and trained in Leciras and not the capital.

“You heard me,” Dirich snarled, his own anger rising. “Lord Pasikos has made a decision.”

Elyas briefly wondered how Nesnys had cajoled or threatened the involved parties to arrange the fight. Perhaps a command was sent from the imperial palace itself, and underlings across the empire would no doubt move the heavens and earth to make it so.

“Secondary match shall be a melee, five chosen gladiators from each house participating, House Pasikos versus House Isiratu and three others. I know not which others yet. Whichever house has a gladiator remaining standing come the terminus shall be declared victor.”

The general fury abated somewhat as curiosity took its place. Caul and his cronies were still visibly irate although the spectacle of a melee took some of the edge off their anger. But Elyas knew better—this was a slight they wouldn’t let go unanswered. He missed Harlan more than ever right then, for both his support and friendship, but also as a set of eyes to watch his back.

“That is all. Return to training. Assignments will be made later.” Dirich turned abruptly and left the gladiators milling in the training yard.

“You’d best watch yourself, Ironshanks,” Shoat muttered. He had come up to stand near Elyas for the announcement. “Caul and his ilk will take this as a personal insult.”

Elyas found out just how personally late that night. He was unable to sleep, tossing and turning, so when the door opened and four men barged into his room, it wasn’t unexpected. He fought them off as best he could, but the odds were four on one, each assailant as well trained as he. Elyas leaped from his pallet tangled in his wool blanket, but they tackled him against the wall. Fists pummeled his stomach and ribs. He landed a solid punch of his own, sending one man sprawling. Another attacker he kicked in the knee. The man cursed and limped away, and the barrage momentarily subsided. But then a cudgel jabbed Elyas in the gut, and he folded over. A second strike to the back of his thigh dropped him. Hands seized his arms and dragged him into the center of his room. He was forced down onto his belly. Cudgel blows rained down on the backs of his thighs and along his back, taking care to strike the muscles primarily and not break bones. His attackers left his head alone, which he surmised was to better conceal his injuries. They let off after a dozen or more strikes, then a knee ground hard into his back.

“I don’t know whose cock you swallowed to get prime,” Caul growled in his ear, his breath rancid, “but you’ll not survive the fight, maggot. You are nothing compared to me, and the Sledge is bloody invincible. I shall laugh when they drag you from the sand in bloody pieces. Pasikos will look a fool, and I’ll gloat. Soon, they’ll come begging me to bring glory back to this house.”

Caul’s weight lifted, and a gob of spittle struck Elyas’s cheek. A foot stomped against his ribs—hard. Elyas stifled a cry as ribs cracked, the familiar agony spearing through his side.

“The healer won’t be able to help you in time now, no matter how much you bugger her.” 

Harsh voices laughed.

Elyas turned his face away just in time before the stream of urine splashed over his head, running down his neck and back. He barely had the strength to drag himself from the warm puddle on the floor after they left, laughing amongst themselves.

His legs were so badly bruised that they could hardly support his weight. He crawled to the shelf above his bed and took the urn of water there to douse his head and wash the piss and spittle off his body. Once that was complete, he lay back down on his pallet, aching and miserable, and wished he had been the one to die in the arena rather than Harlan.




***




The next day was pure misery. Elyas hurt so badly he didn’t sleep the rest of the night, and his legs barely supported him when he reported to the training yard for morning exercise. Dirich was absent, which wasn’t unusual. Surprisingly, Shoat seemed to take pity on him and excluded him from the run. He wouldn’t have made it without collapsing, had he attempted it. Caul and his cronies regarded him with self-satisfied sneers before they left through the gates.

He sat on the bench in the mess hall with head in hands for a few minutes before someone roughly shook his shoulder.

“Report to the infirmary,” a guard told him.

Painfully, he made his way to the gate, where he was admitted. Edara was already waiting for him inside the infirmary, her hair pulled back in an untidy mass at the early hour. She immediately noticed by his shuffling gait how much pain he was in, and anger flushed her cheeks.

“Elyas, what did they do to you?”

“It’s nothing. They reordered the matches for tonight, and some feelings got hurt.” With some difficulty, he climbed onto the table.

“Hmmph. I should say. You could barely fight a child in your condition.” She lifted his tunic and winced at the purpling over his cracked ribs. Edara then studied his badly bruised thighs and back.

“You shouldn’t be here… If they find out you helped me, they might hurt you too, Edara. How did you even know about this?”

“Don’t you worry about that.” She squeezed his hand reassuringly then rummaged through her supply of medicines and herbs. “You’ll be back before they return. Shoat sent for me. He and I go way back. He’s good about looking out for his men.”

Elyas watched Edara work for a few minutes. She ground a variety of herbs with her pestle and mortar then mixed it with some liquid from a stoppered jar. She sniffed at the concoction, frowned, and added a pinch of some type of powder to the mixture.

“I tried to kill her the other day,” he said. “She summoned me to the grove with the fountain. I stabbed her with the poisoned knife, and she didn’t even flinch.”

“The warlord?” Edara glanced over, concerned. “But I prepared a silverleaf extract mixed with nightshade! That should have felled an aurochs in moments.”

“Poison doesn’t affect her kind, it would appear. At least earthly poisons.” He thought of the bone dagger she wore and how she’d taunted him about it.

“Well, she didn’t kill you for the attempt, thank the gods. I heard the guards talking about beating one of the gladiators for attacking a guest, yet I wasn’t informed of any injuries. I should have known that was you.”

Elyas gave her a wry grin. “It wasn’t all that much of a beating, to tell the truth. I’ve had a lot worse—like this.” A few of the worst bruises still remained from the previous drubbing, but he’d suffered through those without complaint.

Edara sighed, probably thinking he’d never learn his lesson. “This should dull the pain and aid the swelling a bit, but your ribs will take days to mend. I can’t give you the full strength either, lest it make you drowsy. Tonight, I’ll give Shoat something to help with your strength before the bout. Unfortunately, I can’t do more—not in a matter of only hours.”

He drank the bitter concoction without hesitation then met her eyes and smiled, trying to put on a brave face. “It’s more than I expect or deserve. Thank you for all you do, Edara.”

She stepped into his arms when he raised them and gave him a careful embrace, heedful of his ribs. “It’s the Sledge, isn’t it? She arranged for you to fight him. I heard talk in the house yesterday.”

“Aye, it’s my final test. Either I die in the arena, or I survive and meet her measure, whatever that may be.”

“Just don’t lose yourself in the process of whatever fiendish metamorphosis she is trying to force upon you. You’re a good man—don’t let her change that.” Edara kissed him tenderly on the lips. “The gods watch over you this eve, Elyas.” He could see in her eyes she didn’t expect him to survive the night. She held his head to her bosom, holding him a long moment, then kissed him again on the top of the head. Before he could respond, she fled the infirmary, tears shining on her cheeks.

He followed the guards back, his pain easing slightly already. All he could think about was that was likely the last time he would see Edara. She was kind enough to keep her fears to herself, but she was right nonetheless—he didn’t stand a chance against the Sledge in his condition.

Damn you and your infernal games, Nesnys. I won’t even live long enough to have another chance to strike you down.




***




The floor thrummed beneath Nesnys’s boots the moment she teleported into the Hall of the Artificers, the air crackling with power as the transfiguration chamber worked nonstop—or as nonstop as was possible, for the ancient machinery overloaded after too many consecutive uses. Already, the factotum had needed to make repairs to keep it running.

She was pleased to see the ranks of motionless automatons lined up in the great hall—at least a hundred so far and more on the way.

“How goes it here?” she asked Cornix when she walked into the transfiguration chamber’s control room.

The colonel rose from the table he was sitting at and saluted her with a fist to his chest. Following the massacre of the king’s forces near Ammon Nor, her rabid dog had gotten his fill of blood and since become a lot more tractable.

“Warlord, all goes according to plan. One hundred and seven new recruits thus far. Soon to be one hundred and eight.” His dark eyes glinted in the brilliant light streaming in through the filthy window.

Pitiable screams came from the other chamber as another of her soldiers was transmuted. Outside the control room, several constructs stood guard over three more terrified soldiers about to be shepherded inside.

“The most we can cycle through is five at one time,” Cornix was saying. “After that, the chamber needs to cool down for half a day. So ten per day maximum.”

Nesnys nodded. “Well enough. Keep them coming. Any word from Taananzu?”

“Nay, Warlord.”

“Carry on. I might have a task for you soon, so be ready.”

“As you command.” He saluted her again when she stepped out.

She made her way to the portal room. It was already set for Kaejax Outpost, so she inserted the artificer ring she carried. The portal activated, the interlocking rings slamming home, opening the void to another plane.

Nesnys stepped through and entered the unusual skyscape of whatever nameless plane Kaejax Outpost was located on. Land islands floated through the sky in the distance. Around her lay the destroyed husks of automatons set to guard the portal.

“Taananzu,” she called telepathically.

A moment later, a swirl of green light flared, and the fiend appeared beside her. “Nesnys,” it said with a slight bow of its cowl.

“Report.”

“My powers are greatly weakened here, and I have been attacked relentlessly by the constructs set as guards. There are also many magical traps to foil. Yet I am making progress. I believe I have located the enclave where the artificers have taken refuge. The control rod shall be yours in time.”

“Perhaps I’ll send Bleizahr to aid you. He needs some direction and may prove of use.” The pincered fiend had proved to be more of a distraction than use when left idle. He often slaughtered the mortals relentlessly and, after having been wounded by Neratiri’s whelp, seemed to be pushed to the edge of madness, consumed with rage and hatred and a tremendous thirst for revenge. She had been forced to return him to the Abyss to recover from his wounds in the interim.

“As you say,” Taananzu replied.

Nesnys was about to say more when the peal of a lirruk horn rang out through the ether. Taananzu heard it as well, for the robed form stiffened. The magical horns she had issued to her officers were only used in the most extraordinary circumstances.

“I shall take care of this. Carry on.” Nesnys turned back toward the portal, wondering what could be so important as to draw her away.

Her soldiers were terrified of her and her Triad and wouldn’t summon any of them without a very good reason. She had impressed on the officers the importance of when they might use the lirruk horns.

“Ah, my dear queen. Perhaps the bait has hooked a fish at last.” She smiled at the thought and stepped into the void between planes.




















Chapter 52

Syllanos was high overhead when the rescue party passed through the gates of the castle at midnight. The moon cast a silvery sheen across the park, revealing the mostly skeletal branches of oak and maple trees interspersed with the bristly needles of firs. The grass was shiny with dew under the horses’ hooves. A hundred paces away, the road was illuminated by the city lamps. In the distance, a fire in the dwarven camp lit the darkness, and their baritone voices and deep laughter carried in the stillness.

Creel glanced back at the dozen riding with him as they neared a thick copse of trees. They all were unarmored and wore dark clothing and cloaks. The men-at-arms wore neither surcoat nor insignia of any sort. The seven grim-faced veterans were all sturdy men handpicked by Lord Lanthas and Jahn. Sir Edwin seemed uncomfortable without his suit of armor, but the knight had complied with Creel’s orders and was dressed in dark garb and riding beside him. Iris and Rafe were close together behind Creel, looking scared but resolute. Iris wore a tunic and breeches like the men and carried a dagger at her waist, which she claimed Rafe had shown her how to use. She held the reins for the extra mount. Jahn rode with the warriors slightly behind the others. Kulnor followed at the rear of the group on his sturdy pony. He had traded his chain mail and priestly surcoat for plain travel garb. He carried a warhammer on his back and a hand axe in his belt. The dwarf had met them at the castle stables, excited by their mission.

I hope I don’t get them all killed, leading this raid. We just have to ensure we find Sianna and get her to safety. The rest we deal with as it comes.

A rustle of leaves made Creel start, and his hand went to the hilt of Final Strike. Gold-flecked eyes glittered in the bough of a maple a few paces away, the tree still stubbornly maintaining the last of its foliage.

“Well met, Sirath.” Creel guided his mount nearer.

The erinys cocked her head sideways, regarding the group curiously a moment, then she smiled, a cold expression devoid of humor. “So the stouthearted mortals are ready to risk all to rescue their fair queen?”

“We are,” he replied.

“What manner of creature have you made a pact with?” Sir Edwin demanded of Creel. He squinted at Sirath.

Without the benefit of Creel’s sharper night vision, the others would find her nearly invisible in the shadows of the tree, save for her pale face and luminous eyes.

“This is Sirath,” Creel said with a sharp glance at Edwin. He had only shared Sirath’s nature with Lord Lanthas to avoid unnecessary drama from the others. “She has brought hopeful word of our queen and agreed to teleport us to the camp. Concern yourself with that and leave the rest to me.”

Sir Edwin bristled at that but wisely remained silent.

“Sirath, we stand ready. And I thank you for your aid.”

Her head bobbed once. “Save your thanks, monster hunter, for the night is full of danger, and you may not survive.”

He felt a prickle of foreboding at her ominous words. “Does the queen yet remain in the camp as before?”

“Yes, naught has changed.” Sirath looked at the others and raised her voice. “We shall arrive a short distance outside of the camp. My thralls have cleared the area of sentries, yet roving patrols could stumble upon you. Leave your mounts and be about your business. Should you return with your queen, I shall teleport you away. If you do not return, then your fates are in the hands of your gods.”

“Fair enough. Ready when you are.” 

Final Strike’s pommel was a cool comfort in Creel’s hand. He looked around at the others, receiving nods of readiness in return. Sirath hopped out of the tree, her broad wings unfurling and stirring the air as she hovered before them. The sight of the erinys fully revealed in the moonlight was met by startled curses and the rasp of steel.

“Hold!” Creel called.

All save for Rafe and Iris looked shocked by her appearance. The horses neighed and stirred nervously beneath them.

“You would make pacts with fiends?” Edwin hissed. His face was pale and his knuckles white around the pommel of his sword.

Creel ignored the knight. He nodded at Sirath.

“Gather close and make ready.” She raised her hands and spoke in the fell speech, the words slithering like worms in Creel’s ears, sending a shiver down his spine.

Creel didn’t even feel a sensation of motion as the trees and distant campfire blurred and faded around them. Unfamiliar new terrain coalesced, and they found themselves on a plain of waist-high grass beside a cluster of stunted trees, the land around them flat as far as the eye could see. The exception was a lone hill in the distance lit up with torchlight and illuminating the masses of surrounding tents. Numerous campfires were spread around the hill, most of them dwindling down to coals at the late hour. The sound of a flowing creek came from nearby.

“Let’s do what we came here for.” Creel dismounted and tied his reins to a branch of one of the trees.

The others followed suit. The men loosened their swords in their scabbards and spread out, forming an arc facing the camp, alert for any sentries.

Sirath was a darker shape blotting out the starry firmament as she flew a short distance away. She hovered and conversed briefly with a soldier who rose up out of the grass at her appearance. A moment later, they approached the others.

“This one shall lead you to the tent where your queen is captive,” Sirath said. “Favorable hunting to you.”

The Nebaran was a short, wiry man wearing the garb of a scout and carrying a short sword on his hip. He waved them to follow.

“Good luck,” Iris whispered. She and Rafe shared a kiss, then they left her behind with the horses.

Creel lengthened his stride to keep up with the thrall, who moved confidently toward the camp. Heavy footfalls thudded quickly behind as Kulnor ran to catch up to him, his hammer in hand.

“Unusual contact ye’ve got there,” Kulnor whispered. “I thought that lordling was about to piss himself when he saw that Sirath.” He chuckled softly.

“Aye. The gods sometimes give us no choice in our allies. The results are what matter.”

“Well, let us rescue this queen o’ yers,” the dwarf replied, a grin on his face.

Sirath’s confidence in her thralls proved justified. Their Nebaran guide led them up to the very edge of the encampment without encountering any sentries. Crouching low, the party darted across a fifty-pace-wide area where the grass was flattened down to provide better visibility. Just ahead was the perimeter of orderly rows of tents where the soldiers slept. The camp was mostly quiet although the expected sounds of drunken voices and laughter carried. As Creel slipped down an aisle between two tents, he could hear rasping snores coming from many of the tents.

Sweat trickled down his back as he followed the thrall deeper into the camp. He stepped quietly as they moved, well accustomed to hunting prey, animal and monster both. His companions obviously lacked the same skill, making him wince at times. Directly behind him, Kulnor’s heavy boots seemed to find every twig to crunch and loose pebble to kick. The other men weren’t much quieter. Rafe’s heavy breathing sounded like a bellows just behind Kulnor. Someone near the back of their group tripped over a tent line and grunted a curse when he went down.

Creel started when a spear-wielding sentry suddenly loomed out of the darkness, but their guide approached the other man without hesitation. The two briefly conversed, then their original guide waved them onward. The group circled to the left, avoiding a firepit still blazing brightly. The smell of roasting meat filled the air, along with slurred voices and laughter.

A tent flap rustled to Creel’s left as soon as he passed it. He whirled, whipping his dagger free of its sheath. A Nebaran stumbled out of the tent, blinking in surprise at Creel. His eyes went wide, and he opened his mouth to cry out. Steel glinted, then a wet crunch followed, and the man pitched onto his face. Kulnor stood over him with his hammer raised. Creel nodded his thanks, and two of his men quickly dragged the man back inside his tent.

“How much farther?” he asked their guide.

“Officer’s camp.” The man pointed about fifty paces ahead on the hill, where the large officer pavilions were well lit by a circle of torchlight. The imperial lion was visible on a pennant fluttering over the largest tent.

“Right. Keep going, then.”

They continued through the camp, passing a paddock where a few dozen horses grazed.

If all goes to shite, Edwin should throw Sianna on one of these mounts’ backs and ride like the hordes of the Abyss are on his heels.

He held up and caught Edwin’s gaze then pointed to the horses. The knight nodded, evidently having come to the same conclusion.

Good, then hopefully he will get her out of here and not do anything foolish.

They skirted the paddock and had just reached the base of the hill when a clump of bushes rustled and a man stepped out a short distance away.

“Oi! What are you men about?” The Nebaran was hitching up his breeches, frowning at them.

Creel didn’t wait for the thrall to reply. He drew his dagger and loosed it. It glittered as it spun through the air then buried itself in the man’s throat. He gurgled and fell backward. Creel retrieved his dagger and rolled the man into the concealment of the bushes.

The group paused a moment, crouched at the base of the rise in the shadow cast by one of the big pavilions.

“Your queen is captive on the far side of the parade ground, two rows over,” the guide said. “There’ll be two guards out front. We’ll be visible to them once we approach.”

“We can take them silently. You a good throw with that axe?” Creel asked Kulnor.

“As if Reiktir himself guides me hand.” The dwarf slung his hammer back on his baldric and pulled the axe free. He slapped the axehead against his palm in anticipation.

Creel raised an eyebrow at the old, battered weapon but held his tongue. It looked wickedly sharp despite its beat-up appearance. He nodded. “You and I will take the two guards at her tent. The moment they are down, the rest of you fan out and prepare for company. Sir Edwin—you know your role.”

The men nodded, nervous but eager to free their queen and be on their way.

“Let’s go.”

With the guide leading the way, they moved quickly up the rise. Fortunately, the grass was fairly thick, so they were relatively quiet in their approach. They crested the rise and skirted around the largest pavilion.

Hushed voices came from within, the sounds of men dicing. “Bah! What shite luck I’ve got,” someone grumbled to scattered laughter.

They paused at the front corner of the command tent. The parade ground, a well-lit rectangular clearing, stretched about twenty paces across. Facing them was a line of more pavilions, likely officer quarters, then smaller tents behind those. Nobody was about, which seemed odd, but Creel wasn’t going to question their luck.

The men quickly dashed across the parade ground and into the shadows between two of the large pavilions on the other side. The guide paused at the curve in the tent. He held up two fingers and pointed ahead. Creel peered around and saw he was indicating a burgundy tent in the next row. Two guards stood at the entrance.

He beckoned Kulnor then, seeing the dwarf ready, stepped out into the open and loosed his dagger. His intended target saw him the moment he revealed himself and took a step forward. The blade struck the guard in the upper chest. He cried out and reeled back against the wall of the tent. Creel cursed and charged. Beside him, Kulnor hurled his axe. The second guard’s eyes went from his wounded companion to the intruders. When he opened his mouth to cry out, the axe buried itself between his eyes with a crunch.

Creel leaped and caught the first guard before he fell. He wrenched his dagger free and opened the man’s throat to silence him.

Footsteps pounded as Sir Edwin charged through the tent flap with Jahn and two other warriors at his heels. Rafe and the remaining men spread out to take up their designated positions around the tent.

A disturbance prickled at the edge of Creel’s senses, a magical stirring. He looked around anxiously. “A ward,” he muttered. “’Ware, men!” He drew Final Strike.

At the same time, shouts and steel clashing against steel rang out from inside Sianna’s tent. Creel pushed aside the flap and poked his head in. Edwin and the others were struggling and fighting with a knot of Nebaran soldiers within the close confines of the tent, but he saw right away Sianna wasn’t there.

A warning shout came from nearby. He ducked back outside and saw his men facing outward with drawn steel. Nebarans were pouring down the aisles around the tents, swords drawn. In the distance, a jangling bell sounded.

“Throw down your weapons!” an officer commanded.

“It’s a trap!” Edwin cried. He appeared from the tent, sword bloodied and breathing harshly.

Aye, so it is.




***




Sianna was roused from her uneasy slumber by an alarm bell going off somewhere. She sat up on her cot and blinked back sleep to clear her senses. The guards froze at their games of dicing, exchanging glances.

“As the warlord predicted,” one of the captains said. He knocked back the remainder of a cup of wine and stood up. “Traitors in our midst. I’ll have the bastards’ heads.”

Sounds of fighting reached the tent, distant but clearly audible. The ring of steel on steel was a distinctive sound, one she’d come to recognize well. Sianna apprehensively got to her feet.

“Sianna!” a voice cried out in the camp nearby. “Are you here?”

Shocked, it took her a moment to reply. “I’m he—”

Her shout was cut off by a rough hand clamped over her mouth. The guard grabbed her around the waist and roughly threw her back onto the cot. She tried to scream, but he kept his hand over her mouth.

“Hush, Your Highness,” the man growled. “Your friends will be dead in a moment, and you can go back to your beauty sleep.”

They’re trying to rescue me! A sudden surge of hope filled her, and she struggled to break her captor’s grip, but it was no use.

Mighty Sol, please let them find me! Grant them your protection.




***




“That fiend tricked you, Creel, you damned fool!” Edwin growled.

Did she?

Creel didn’t think so. The two thralls looked as startled as the rest of them. The thrall who had guided them abruptly drew his sword and charged at the officer demanding they surrender. The spearman turned the other way, raising his spear to hurl it into the approaching soldiers. One man was struck in the chest. The spearman then drew a short sword and charged.

“Sianna!” Creel yelled. “Are you here?”

A muffled cry came in response, swiftly cut off, faint over the sounds of fighting.

“Seize them! Kill them if they resist!” the Nebaran officer screamed.

Sirath’s thralls were quickly chopped down by their countrymen’s blades.

Then all became chaos as the attacking Nebarans engaged Creel’s men.

Creel held back a moment, focusing on where the cry had come from. It sounded as if it had originated in the direction whence they came.

She’d be well guarded… that large command tent where the men were dicing. He knew instinctively that was where she was being held.

“With me, men!” he shouted. “Edwin, Rafe, Kulnor, Jahn! Come on!”

He ran to the nearest large pavilion, aware that to either side, his men were crossing steel with the Nebarans although they were sorely outnumbered. Creel plunged his sword through the canvas wall, slashing it open, then lunged through and into the tent. It was empty, vacated of its occupants but a moment before, he suspected. The canvas rustled as others started coming through behind him, but he couldn’t wait for them. Someone screamed from behind as the clash of steel continued.

Creel lunged through the tent flap and into the parade ground at the center of the officers’ camp. He plowed into a handful of Nebaran soldiers heading toward the fighting. Before they realized he was there, he was on them. Final Strike punched through one man’s ribs then cleaved another’s throat. A third spun, slashing at Creel, but Rafe was there. He parried the blow aside and hacked the Nebaran in the belly with his broadsword. Kulnor bellowed a battle cry and crushed a fourth’s hip with a blow of his hammer, sending the man crashing into the wall of a nearby tent and partially collapsing it. Jahn ran his sword through the back of another, who was swinging at Rafe, and the Nebaran fell.

Edwin emerged through the pavilion along with a couple other men at his heels. Nebarans were spilling back around the tents toward them, shouting warnings.

Creel raced for the command tent. The flap rose just as he neared it. Without breaking stride, he threw his shoulder into whoever was behind the flap. A man bellowed out in surprise, breath whooshing from lungs, then Creel was inside, sprawled atop a man on the ground. He smashed Final Strike’s pommel into the Nebaran’s forehead and scrambled to his feet.

“Master Creel!” a familiar voice cried.

He looked up to find a score of soldiers packed into the tent. Off to his left, Sianna was struggling in the grip of a burly soldier who looked to have sustained a bite wound on his hand. One of the queen’s legs was shackled to the leftmost tent pole. Her green eyes were wide with surprise.

A moment of silence followed as everyone stared at each other: Creel with his bloody sword in hand, a couple of his companions behind him, and the score of surprised Nebarans in the tent.

“Sianna!” Edwin’s cry broke the frozen moment.

Soldiers rushed forward en masse, knocking over a table covered with dice and cups of wine. One man stumbled over an overturned chair and went down.

Kulnor barked something in Dwarvish and reversed his warhammer, driving the top of his hammer’s head to the ground. A shockwave rolled off it, the ground quaking, and some men were thrown off their feet, others stunned.

Creel leaped forward, taking advantage of the distraction. He cut down two soldiers in the blink of an eye. A third man raised a sword to strike, and Creel hacked his sword arm free just below the shoulder. The arm spun free in a spurt of blood, the shocked man shrieking.

Rafe and Jahn bulled into the men around Creel. Edwin was shouting for Sianna, his voice shrill behind them, as he battled another soldier. Kulnor and a couple more of Creel’s men fought around them, but they were still outnumbered.

There’s still a chance to get her out—cut through the back of the tent, down the hill, steal a horse… but first we need a distraction before a hundred men pour through the entrance.

Creel lashed out, kicking the nearest tent pole. His kick wasn’t as impressive as Mira could’ve managed, but it was effective. The pole splintered and broke in half. The pavilion’s heavy canvas roof immediately sagged on top of the knot of fighting men.

“Edwin, get Sianna! The rest of you, hold them off!”

Kulnor shattered a soldier’s knee with his hammer, and the man staggered into Creel. He shoved the Nebaran aside just in time to intercept a stabbing blade, the wounded man taking his comrade’s sword in the back. Creel thrust Final Strike through the other soldier’s eye before he could recover.

The canvas sagged onto him, and he backed away. A man blundered out from beneath the canvas, and Creel ran him through. Kulnor was taking advantage of his shorter stature and felling men left and right, the taller humans entangled and blinded, struggling with the tent collapsing atop them.

One of Creel’s men went down beside him with a belly wound, then more Nebarans were rushing into the tent from outside.

Creel was fending off two attackers, giving Edwin time to slip around and grab Sianna, when something snared his calf, digging in painfully. He glanced down to see a strange rope of what looked to be interconnected teeth crackling with energy. The rope tightened, and he was yanked off his feet. He brought Final Strike around to hack himself free, but someone dropped on top of him, pinning his sword arm. The rope constricted painfully on his leg, digging deep into flesh. He grimaced, struggling to extricate himself so he could sever the rope, but it was no use. The teeth sliced deep enough to grind against bone. The pain became excruciating, causing his vision to darken a moment. When he could see again, his boot lay half a pace away, blood pooling around it. Ragged, bloody meat with a slick white piece of bone stuck out from his boot. Blood was spurting from the stump of his leg, soaking the carpets beneath him.

A moment later, something hard struck his head, and blackness claimed him.




***




Sianna stood stunned, watching her friends and men she didn’t even know fighting desperately around her in the confines of the tent. Sir Edwin was fighting valiantly against a pair of Nebarans to get to her; she could see the desperate energy in his eyes. Her heart raced at the sight of him.

Sir Edwin has come to save me! And Rafe and Creel! I can’t just sit here and watch them cut down.

She struggled against the guard holding her, stomping on the man’s foot. He grunted, and his grip loosened momentarily. She threw her head up and back, her skull crunching into the man’s nose. The impact hurt, but his nose broke, and sticky blood spurted down the back of her neck. She wrenched free of his grip and, spotting a dead Nebaran a couple feet away, dove for the fallen man’s sword. It was a heavy broadsword, but she swept it up anyway, fear and adrenaline lending her desperate strength. She rolled to her knees as her captor came at her, face drenched with blood from his shattered nose. She jabbed the sword out, and his own momentum carried him right onto the blade. The tip split the links of chain mail and sank deep into his belly. The soldier cried out, gripping the blade. Sianna wrenched the sword into a sideways cut, the links of mail forced aside, then pulled the blade free. Entrails spilled from the gash in the man’s belly, a sloppy, stinking mess. He staggered away, clutching at his rent gut futilely.

Someone stepped on Sianna’s ankle, and then a Nebaran fell beside her, bleeding from a deep chest wound. She cried out as a spear of pain lanced up her leg. She tried to stand but could feel bones grind against each other and fell back to her knees, pain nearly causing her to black out.

The tent was collapsing on the far side. Her rescuers were battling furiously just feet away.

I must reach them for any chance to escape.

She started to crawl across the tent when something drew her attention off to her right.

A sword speared through the tent wall at head height then slashed down, rending it asunder. The walls shuddered as twin curtains of ebon metal thrust through, spreading the gap wide. Nesnys entered in all her dark majesty, wings flaring out and sword crackling with energy in hand.

“I thought your rescue party would never arrive! I’d grown bored of waiting, little queen.” Nesnys reached down and yanked savagely on the chain securing Sianna to the tent pole, dragging her backward on hands and knees.

Sianna swung the broadsword weakly, but Nesnys caught her wrist and twisted it painfully. She cried out, and the sword tumbled from her grasp. Nesnys kicked it away then put a boot to Sianna’s back and slammed her to the ground, pinning her, the boot heel digging painfully into her back.

Nesnys’s sword seemed to detach into thousands of small teeth and lengthened into a whip. She snapped her wrist, and the lash cracked loudly. It snared the leg of one of the men struggling under the sagging tent. She yanked the man off his feet, and Sianna saw it was Creel. He was still fighting a couple men, one of whom dropped on top of him. All the while, the lash tightened around his calf, blood pouring from the wound. Moments later, the lash constricted all the way, tearing through Creel’s leg, severing it in a fountain of blood.

Sianna cried out in shock.

Nesnys laughed gleefully. She seized a fistful of Sianna’s hair, wrenching her head back roughly, and knelt beside her. Her whip was once again a sword, the edge held against her neck. She leaned in close, her lips brushing Sianna’s ear, breath hot on her skin. “I must say your men made a good effort of it, Your Majesty. I wasn’t expecting them to get this close to you. Most impressive.” The fiend turned her attention to the fighting men. “Surrender now, or your queen dies,” she barked.

Sianna’s eyes met Edwin’s. He stood about halfway from her to the entrance, where he’d been fighting valiantly to reach her. His two foes lay at his feet, the path momentarily clear to Sianna, but he had balked at the sudden appearance of Nesnys. She stared into Edwin’s eyes, wishing for him to strike Nesnys down. The threat against her own life didn’t register.

“Don’t listen to her! If you surrender, they’ll kill you,” Sianna pleaded.

Edwin’s face filled with dismay. The sword wavered in his hand, eyes locked on Nesnys. Then, without meeting Sianna’s eyes, he turned and lunged through the opening Nesnys had cut in the tent wall, disappearing outside.

Sianna sat there shocked, unable to comprehend what was happening.

What is he doing? Perhaps he is bringing reinforcements! Directing them here—that’s it.

But she couldn’t hear any sounds of fighting anymore. The combatants in the tent had ceased their struggles, the sounds of heavy breathing and groaning of the wounded filling the silence.

But then Nesnys derisively spoke the words Sianna didn’t want to consider: “Your man holds you in such high regard, little queen. He’d rather flee and save his own wretched hide.” She laughed.

Crushed by Edwin’s cowardice, Sianna could only watch as the others were beaten, unresisting, and forced to their knees. Creel, face spattered in blood, had either fallen unconscious or died, his stump still leaking blood onto the ground. A dwarf whom Sianna had never seen before took a vicious kick to the head and fell over, and a pair of soldiers relieved him of his weapons. A fair-haired warrior bleeding from a deep gash to the scalp was beaten by a pair of Nebarans until he lay still.

Rafe was on his knees, a sword at his throat. His eyes were filled with resignation as they met Sianna’s. “I’m sorry we failed you, Your Majesty.”

A man struck Rafe brutally in the temple with the pommel of his sword. Rafe’s eyes rolled up in his head, and he fell facedown, unmoving.

A numbing sense of loss and crushing disappointment fell on her like an avalanche. That was tough enough to cope with, but then there was also the stinging betrayal of watching Sir Edwin flee to save himself and leave her to this awful fate. Hot tears slid down her cheeks.

Nesnys’s callused thumb stroked her cheek gently, wiping a tear away. “Don’t weep, little one. I’ll be sure to take good care of you. Haven’t I done so thus far?”

Her laughter echoed in Sianna’s head, and she turned and retched on the ground, distraught and miserable. Hot waves of pain pulsed steadily from her broken ankle.

“Drag any that yet live out of here,” Nesnys ordered. “Chain them up outside as an example to any other would-be heroes. Burn the bodies and find the coward. He can join them. And search for any more accomplices lurking out there in the darkness.”

I can’t bear being used as bait like this while good men give their lives for me, she thought in despair. She believed this was likely all the aid forthcoming, although she couldn’t decide if that was a good thing or not. It probably is, she decided. This way, no more lives will be needlessly lost on my account.

Two men grabbed Rafe by the arms and dragged him from the tent. They did the same with Creel and the others.

“I see you were resourceful enough to kill one of my men. No great loss, yet a price must be paid for defying me.” Nesnys lifted Sianna with one strong arm around her waist and carried her against her hip like a toddler before setting her back down on her cot in the corner. She stood beside her and stroked Sianna’s hair, one arm draped companionably across her shoulders. “What shall the price be? Hmm… I do commend your spirit and respect a fighter. For that, I’ll spare your sword hand.”

Sianna shuddered, feeling the strength in Nesnys’s muscular arm as it tightened. She’d been manhandled by the fiend with ease, feeling as powerless as a small child. Nesnys took Sianna’s left hand in her own, strong fingers intertwining with Sianna’s, her long sable talons scraping lightly across the back of her hand. But then, Nesnys abruptly grasped her last finger and wrenched on it forcefully. Bone snapped, and Sianna cried out. She tried to pull free, but her captor’s strength was much too great. At the sight of her smallest finger jutting out to the side, askew in a way no digit should move, her stomach flopped and, even though empty, threatened to heave once again. Waves of pain throbbed up her hand and arm. She hoped she’d swoon to make the horrifying scene go away. Perhaps this was all an awful dream and she’d awaken back in her bed in Castle Llantry.

Nesnys grinned, displaying a mouth full of pointed sharklike teeth. “Stay with me. Just a few more moments.”

With Sianna unable to resist, she could only watch, entranced and horrified, as the demoness raised her hand to her lips as though she’d kiss it. Instead, her jaws parted, and with agonizing slowness, she inserted the broken finger into her mouth. Nesnys bit down, and blood spurted, splashing across Sianna’s cheek. She screamed, watching a final strip of bloody flesh part as Nesnys ground her teeth together. Blood was everywhere, spurting from the stump where her finger had been, covering Nesnys’s lips and chin, soaking into her own breeches.

The pain was extraordinary, and she willed herself to faint away but could only watch, transfixed and horrified. Her vision narrowed until she only saw the blood as if viewing it from down a tunnel. From somewhere came crunching and smacking of lips. The tent tilted like the deck of a ship tossed about in a storm.

Her head rocked from a stinging smack on one cheek then another to her other cheek. She blinked, and her vision righted itself.

Nesnys leered at her, chin glistening crimson. “Not so fast, Your Majesty. I must cauterize your wound—it wouldn’t do for you to bleed out, now would it?”

Sianna’s gaze went to the awful, mangled flesh where her finger had been. She suddenly felt as if she was falling, agony throbbing through her and pounding behind her eyeballs, her vision swimming out of focus.

She could only watch helplessly as the fiend with the awful silver eyes walked to a burning brazier. A hand reached in and plucked free a burning coal as if it were nothing but a cool stone. Nesnys reappeared above her. Then came a sizzling sound, the stink of burning flesh.

What is happening?

Her eyes regained focus long enough to see her skin blackening and sizzling as Nesnys held the burning coal to cauterize her wound.

The steady, throbbing waves of pain from her broken ankle were crushed beneath a thunderclap of newfound agony. A strangled scream threatened to rip her vocal cords apart.

Then, finally, blessed darkness folded her in its embrace.




















Chapter 53

The day passed in a haze of pain and discomfort. Elyas swung training blades as best he could, ate and drank to keep his strength up, then rested in the hours before the fight was to take place.

Even though the day’s training and exercise were light, he was hurting again by the time he returned to his room. His legs were weak, thighs filled with a constant dull ache, but at least they managed to keep him upright. An occasional sharp stab wracked his chest from the broken ribs. Yet all in all, he could move and fight thanks to Edara’s healing magic. Facing the champion of the fighting pits in battle was another matter altogether, though.

I’ll give it my all and try my best not to disappoint, Da.

For some reason, the thought of his father’s approval of how he acquitted himself meant more than anything else as the sky darkened and the gladiators made ready to board the wagon. He could imagine his parents, happy and reunited once more, watching him from the afterlife. That thought heartened him, and his dread became a simple acceptance of his fate—that of a man satisfied he had done the best he could with his lot and was now ready to face the gods’ judgment.

Caul regarded him with a pleased smirk when Elyas clutched his ribs after a particularly acute stab of pain caused by climbing into the wagon. He ignored the others and stared into the night as the wagon team got underway, surrounded by a caravan of guards.

Anhur, grant me a clean death. I’ll die a warrior this day, not a slave or a puppet for Nesnys or anyone. The thought brought him some additional peace of mind.

The wagon brought them into Leciras proper, where a magnificent stone arena stood in the city center, much larger and more impressive than the one in the countryside. He assumed only such a grand venue was suitable to host any fights the royal family chose to participate in. Several thousand people filled the stands, more than he’d ever seen in one place in his life, save for on the battlefield. Their roar was audible from nearly a mile away.

Once the men disembarked from the wagon, Dirich led them to the holding pens, positioned beneath the first row of the arena seating. The pens were situated partway belowground with barred windows providing a view of the arena so that the fights could be observed. The ceiling reverberated above from stomping feet.

No expense was spared for the prefight entertainment. Handlers prodded great orange-and-black striped cats to run around and jump through flaming hoops, to the delight of the masses. Dancing women spun and twirled, garbed in silks that concealed very little. Jesters, jugglers, and flame-swallowers added to the entertainment, while minstrels set below the royal box kept up a steady stream of jaunty tunes. Elyas suspected their instruments might have been somehow magically enhanced, for the music was audible even over the din of the crowd. Ale flowed, and bettors stood ready to place wagers once the matches were announced.

The golden lion flew on a pennant above the black-and-gold-curtained box where the royals sat. In addition to the royal House Isiratu, seven other noble houses were in attendance. House Pasikos was separated from the royals by one other house, obviously the more prominent family, judging by the placement of the boxes. The less-favored families were positioned farthest away from the royals.

Elyas spotted Nesnys sitting in the royal box, lounging on a cushioned divan with a goblet of wine in hand. To her side was an elderly man and several young wives or consorts, along with several children and young adults ranging from less than five summers to perhaps Elyas’s age.

The Pits of Leciras had always engendered a connotation of sordid brutality, at least in Elyas’s mind, and he’d never expected such grandeur as this magnificent spectacle encompassed. For a moment, he could almost forget he was a slave about to meet his death.

Once the matches finally began, after what felt like an hour of preliminary activities, the lesser bouts went quickly, with House Pasikos performing well, perhaps in the top three finishes along with House Isiratu and one other house that Elyas wasn’t familiar with.

After what seemed a short time, Caul and his four cronies were gearing up for the melee, choosing their weapons and armor amid a rapid volley of cocksure jibes and boasts. The remaining gladiators wished them well, but Elyas paid little attention and had no well-wishes to give.

Once Caul’s ilk stepped out onto the arena floor, Shoat came to stand beside Elyas. “Anhur grant you a good death, Ironshanks.” He shoved a small vial into Elyas’s hand. 

He met the trainer’s gaze and nodded his thanks, then Shoat moved away to watch the melee.

Edara’s potion had a slightly sweet smell although it left its usual bitter aftertaste in his mouth. Fortunately, it provided swift relief for his pain, which had slowly been returning as the day wore on, and he even felt a renewed vigor in his muscles after several minutes. He knew the effect was only temporary but was glad for it. This way, he could at least hope to make a decent showing of himself. He stretched and warmed up his muscles and joints slowly, pleased that the pain of his cracked ribs had subsided.

The melee was a brutal free-for-all, unusual in that so many top fighters were competing in a no-submission bout. Twenty-five gladiators squared off, five from each participating house, all of them surrounded by a circle of flame. Many fought as teams, house against house, although others chose to battle individually. The only way to achieve victory was by either casting their opponents outside the burning ring or slaying them in the circle. Whoever defeated all other foes would be declared victor.

Elyas took some small pleasure in seeing two of the men who had beaten him the prior night slain. Caul, however, survived, as did Udarr. The two managed to defeat the lone Isiratu gladiator remaining although each took significant wounds in the process. Cheers thundered throughout the arena as House Pasikos’s gladiators claimed victory.

Mayhap that will provide a soothing balm for what is sure to be chafed honor at my ignoble defeat.

The moment for the prime match arrived sooner than Elyas had hoped. He chose a broadsword and shield and was dressed in the traditional piecemeal boiled-leather armor.

“Ironshanks, you’re up.” Dirich beckoned Elyas to join him at the threshold of the arena floor. “Do not fight too wretchedly. Try to save some face for our lord.”

Elyas grunted his acknowledgment but made no other reply. He truly didn’t care about Lord Pasikos and his house’s honor, for he didn’t expect to survive past the next few minutes. His gaze sought out Nesnys across the arena. He was unsurprised to see her watching him, and he gave her a small nod.

A well-groomed man wearing expensive-looking silk robes entered the arena once the melee’s dead and wounded were carted away by a small legion of slaves. A blackened circle was scorched into the sand where the flaming oil had burned, and the sand was stained dark in other places with large bloodstains.

“And now, gentlemen and ladies, allow me to present your prime match this evening. The challenger hails from the renowned gladiator stables of House Pasikos, a young gladiator known as Ironshanks. He recently proved his mettle by defeating the Blade Brothers with a mere dagger while chained to a gladiator comrade for the duration.”

The crowd cheered obligingly as Elyas strode onto the floor, broadsword and shield raised in the air. Huge braziers ringed the arena floor, casting a ruddy firelight for illumination. The firelight’s brightness limited his view of the crowds above, the indistinct masses filling the many tiers of seats.

He could feel Nesnys’s searing gaze upon him as he walked stiffly to the center of the arena. Her eyes narrowed suspiciously as she regarded him. She must have suspected he wasn’t in peak health but could do nothing at that point but watch him get slaughtered.

The thought heartened him, to his surprise. Not only would he be at peace, free of her clutches at last, but her egotistic plans for him would be thwarted in the end.

“And now, may I present the Champion of Leciras and all of the Nebaran Empire, hailing from His Imperial Majesty’s own revered gladiator stables of House Isiratu. He remains undefeated after more than half a hundred challenges! Raise your voices and welcome the Sledge!”

The crowd’s earlier noise was nothing compared to the thunderous eruption as they welcomed their beloved champion. The very ground seemed to quake beneath Elyas’s feet from the roaring masses, who undoubtedly knew their champion would make quick work of his latest challenger, a virtual unknown.

The Sledge was a half-giant, a very rare species in all Easilon, perhaps the only one of his kind, and was built like a statue carved crudely from granite, with bluff, squarish features, and a body massively thick in proportion to his eight-foot height. Elyas guessed him to weigh probably a thousand pounds if not more. His limbs were thick slabs of muscle and his skin the bluish-gray color of mountain stone. Ridges of white scars mottled the Sledge’s hide. His black eyes, a normal human size, looked unnaturally small beneath his heavy brow. He wore a simple helm and was bare chested, with a broad studded belt and heavy plate leg armor: cuisses, poleyns, and greaves that covered him from hip to ankle. A gigantic greataxe was clutched easily in a fist larger than Elyas’s head. In his other hand, he held a massive tower shield nearly Elyas’s height.

Balor’s balls… Strength is useless here. I have to rely on my maneuverability, which unfortunately is lacking at the moment. If I can flank him and strike hard at his back, I may have a sliver of a chance.

Elyas waited while the Sledge drank in the crowd’s adulation. The giant walked the perimeter, thrusting his axe and shield high to renewed waves of cheers. Eventually, once he’d made his rounds, the cheering subsided enough for the announcer to continue.

“May the gods bless this glorious battle, and may the greater warrior prevail! Begin!”

The Sledge moved well for a creature of his size. Though not quick by any means, the giant was fairly agile, careful to avoid being flanked as he and Elyas circled each other warily.

“This is not my day to die, little man,” the Sledge rumbled, displaying blunt teeth resembling tombstones in what might have been a smile.

I fear he’s right about that.

Elyas didn’t reply. Instead, he took a quick step forward and thrust with his sword at the Sledge’s abdomen just above his belt. The Sledge saw the move coming, for he stepped back and brought his shield across to hammer Elyas with it. Elyas stepped to his left, out of the shield’s range, and swung his broadsword upward, thudding into the thick gauntlet of the giant’s axe hand. The Sledge responded by dropping his axe like a falling tree at Elyas’s head. He blocked with his shield, deflecting the strike aside, yet the power behind the blow still sent him staggering. A follow-up shield bash grazed his sword arm, but he used the momentum of the blow to spin clear of danger.

The Sledge pursued, the spiked tip of his greataxe prodding at Elyas, forcing him to duck and dodge from his opponent’s huge reach advantage. Twice, he tried to get inside the Sledge’s reach to strike, but on each attempt, he was met by the monstrous tower shield blocking his path. They circled around the arena in such a manner, Elyas relegated mostly to dodging, for he couldn’t get close enough to score a blow to the giant’s unarmored hide.

Mayhap he’ll tire quickly and provide an opening, though I fear I won’t have the stamina to hold out long, myself.

A few boos reached his ears from the impatient crowd. Elyas feinted high, and his opponent raised his shield for an easy block, but instead Elyas dove beneath the shield’s rim, rolling in the dirt and hacking at the back of an armored leg, trying to hamstring the behemoth. His sword didn’t quite reach the intended target and instead clanged off the thick greave. He rolled to his feet and immediately stabbed at the giant’s back. He was rewarded when his sword tip thudded into the thick muscle beneath the shoulder.

The Sledge grunted and spun. Elyas’s blade tore free of the muscle, and blood spurted, although much too little to indicate any serious wound. The crowd’s boos turned instantly to cheers at the sight of blood, however.

Elyas threw himself backward, out of the way of the giant’s sweeping axe and shield. His roll and desperate evasion left him wobbling on his numb thighs, a stab of pain again making itself known from his injured ribs.

The crowd roared in anticipation as the Sledge bulled forward, shield cocked back as he unleashed his greataxe in a mighty horizontal slash. Elyas saw the opening but was too weak to leap over the attack and strike at the giant’s head. Instead, all he could do was stay out of the deadly reach of the axe as he circled away. A painful twinge formed in his left thigh, and he knew he wouldn’t last much longer.

“Fight me!” the Sledge roared, frustrated at Elyas’s continued evasions.

The giant’s probing axe swings abruptly turned into a downward chop, and Elyas saw his chance. He sidestepped, feeling the airflow of the missed strike buffet him, and the Sledge’s enormous axe blade buried itself into the ground. Elyas hacked into the giant’s unprotected upper arm. His strike was solid, and the blade bit several inches into the dense muscle.

But then Elyas’s bruised left thigh spasmed, and he nearly collapsed. Had he fallen, he might have avoided the sweeping tower shield. Instead, he stumbled, remaining on his feet long enough to get blasted aside as the Sledge pivoted, leaving his axe lodged in the ground, and shield-bashed him. The blow launched Elyas off his feet. He cartwheeled in midair and came down hard on his back. Stabs of agony from his broken ribs rendered him momentarily unable to draw breath. He tasted blood in his mouth from where he’d bitten his inner cheek. His head rang from the impact, and the arena seemed to be spinning around him. He was dismayed to find his sword no longer in his hand. He tried to sit up, but his cracked ribs would have none of that—in fact, the number of shattered ribs seemed to have multiplied following the Sledge’s blow, for now both sides of his chest throbbed with agony.

The crowd’s roar grew deafening, the masses eager for Elyas’s death, even as sorry as the fight had been. He suspected they wanted a bloody fatality to make the match worthwhile.

An enormous shadow loomed over him, blotting out the firelight. “Perhaps one day I shall face a worthy challenger, but not this one,” the Sledge boomed. “As I said, this is not my day to die.” The head of the greataxe gleamed wickedly in Elyas’s peripheral vision, resting casually beside one of the half-giant’s heavy boots.

Elyas struggled again to sit up, but his vision blurred and dizziness swept in, his aching ribs stealing his breath. Something hard struck his sternum and pushed him back to the ground almost gently, as easily as a cat’s paw pinning a baby mouse. The bottom rim of the Sledge’s tower shield pressed across Elyas’s chest with a weight that felt like a thousand-pound bar of iron.

“Go now. Meet your god. I grant you a warrior’s death, Ironshanks.”

The greataxe rose up, impossibly high overhead, axehead blazing orange with firelight as it poised there a moment before it came back down, as unstoppable as a falling star. Elyas forced himself to keep his eyes open to witness the finishing blow. The axe hurtled down like Anhur’s own judgment, whipping past Elyas’s ear and thunking through meat. The ground shuddered beneath him at the impact.

Then the pain in his ribs was nothing compared to the lightning bolt of agony that struck him. His vision dimmed, and he screamed, voice ragged as it tore from his throat. A moment later, the axe lifted away, dark blood pouring off the blade’s edge. Horrified, Elyas saw his sword arm lying apart from his body, cleaved off at the shoulder. Blood spurted from the awful wound, and he could no longer feel his aching thighs or pained ribs, nothing but the hot agony where his arm had been.

Thunder sounded in the distance, a roaring sound as thousands of voices celebrated his death. But soon, even that clamor faded into nothingness.

I did my best, Da. I at least died a warrior’s death.

He welcomed the relief of oblivion.




***




Nesnys could only watch, stunned at the result of the battle. She wasn’t shocked that Elyas had been defeated but that it had occurred in such a manner. It was not meant to happen like this. He had posed a poor challenge for the champion, sluggish and awkward on the sands. She had honestly believed he had a fair chance of defeating the half-giant. But Elyas had obviously fought while afflicted by previous injuries.

The ashes of bitter disappointment filled her mouth. She cast aside the goblet of wine, the gold-plated cup denting badly where it struck the low stone wall before her. She rose to her feet, a slow, simmering rage building.

Was this orchestrated as an insult to me? If so, it cannot stand.

Slaves were dragging Elyas’s corpse off the arena floor, two men each gripping an ankle, a third bearing his severed arm, a fourth his sword and shield. A trail of blood led away from the dark pool where he’d fallen.

Off to one side, Pasikos’s healer woman looked as pale as a specter. She rushed forward to examine the body, clearly hopeless about what she would find, but after a moment, she grew agitated and began shouting orders to clear the space around her while the slaves set Elyas’s body down. The healer carried over a large sack full of healing paraphernalia and knelt over the fallen man. A young servant boy scurried off at some order given him.

He lives? Nesnys blinked in confusion. Surely there wouldn’t be such a stir if he were already dead.

Graecin Isiratu, the emperor’s son, was saying something to her, but she ignored him, vaulting over the low wall to the floor of the arena and moving toward her fallen champion.

Elyas’s skin had turned an ashen hue, and his shoulder was a raw, bloody ruin. But the giant had cleanly severed the limb. The healer was desperately trying to stanch the bleeding with a tourniquet bound around what little of the shoulder remained. Oddly, the woman had tears on her cheeks as she worked.

“Will he live?” Nesnys asked, standing over the healer and dying man.

The woman spared a moment to glare at her. “This is your fault,” she snapped.

Nesnys resisted the urge to strike her for her insolence. Instead, she reached down and seized the healer’s jaw roughly in her hand. “I asked you a question, woman.”

Hatred filled the healer’s brown eyes, but she lowered her gaze after a moment, and Nesnys released her grip. 

“Too soon to say,” the woman said. “With the gods’ favor, I may be able to halt the bleeding and tend the body’s wounds. Yet without a reason to live, he may choose not to keep fighting.”

With the gods’ favor… My god would never favor a fallen warrior, so why should I? Nesnys stared at Elyas’s face. He looks… peaceful.

A confusing blend of emotions swirled through her in that moment: fury over the insult of the attempt to sabotage her ambitions, a greedy possessiveness when faced with the likelihood of losing a favored plaything, confusion that the man should find peace in death, along with a resentment for his doing so.

Nesnys took a deep breath, one thought surfacing above the rest at the forefront of her mind. “I want him to survive. See that he does, or you shall face my wrath.” The thought of losing her champion was aggravating, all her plans for him poised to come crashing down in ruins.

The healer seemed to hesitate, perhaps tormented as to whether she should defy Nesnys and allow Elyas to be at peace. Before Nesnys could give the woman a taste of the punishment for failure, she obviously made her decision and redoubled her efforts to stanch the flow of blood, which seemed to have slowed considerably, the man all but bled out.

“Ikrem, I need that hot iron,” the healer shouted over her shoulder.

The servant boy returned from the nearest massive brazier, carefully gripping with a piece of leather the hilt of a broad-bladed dagger that was glowing orange. Flesh sizzled when he applied the heated metal to the terrible wound at the healer’s direction.

Gladiators, guards, slaves, and the public all milled around, craning necks to get a glimpse of the spectacle, jabbering excitedly amongst themselves. With great difficulty, Nesnys restrained the urge to dash them all aside with a powerful blast of magic.

As the smell of cooking meat filled Nesnys’s nostrils, she could only watch helplessly, furious at her sudden and unfamiliar impotence, as Elyas’s life rested firmly in the hands of the gods.




















Chapter 54

Taren was walking along the boulevard of a burning city. Clumps of ash and glowing cinders rained down from a smoky sky lambent with an infernal red-orange hue. Corpses littered the street. One man dragged himself weakly along the ground, leaving a trail of blood behind and calling out a woman’s name. Black-and-gold-clad soldiers swarmed around Taren, overwhelming and swiftly cutting down sporadic defenders. Homes and stores were looted, women and children dragged into the streets, many of them put to the sword. Others were raped or taken prisoner… or both.

The horrific scene was taking place in the streets of Carran, he somehow knew, though he’d never set foot in the city before.

No, this cannot be. It cannot have already come to this.

He tried to summon the magic to destroy a nearby group of enemy soldiers bursting into a home, which should have proven a simple matter, but he felt nothing—the earth magic wasn’t there. Holding up his hands in confusion, he saw they were insubstantial, and he could see right through his flesh as if he were a phantom.

Nebaran attackers ignored him as they went about their grim business.

A large, powerful man in full plate armor strode past, issuing orders. His voice was muffled and face covered by a hideous full helm sculpted to resemble a horned fiend. The helm and matching suit of armor were covered in burning runes. The armor’s foul enchantment blazed a sickly red in Taren’s second sight, and the warrior laid about himself with his sword, hewing down defending soldiers and civilians alike.

“This shall soon come to pass, Taren.” The voice was calm yet powerful. “Our foes are poised to gain the upper hand.”

He turned to find Sabyl standing beside him, her cloak of shadows stirring in the inferno’s scorching air, bleeding off wisps of shadow like smoke.

“Already, events begin to spin out of control, and your friends have suffered a great defeat. The Balance is in jeopardy.”

“What has happened, Grandmother? I thought Sianna was to travel to Carran and summon the Free Kingdoms to a conclave to organize the kingdom’s defense.”

Sabyl’s starscape eyes threatened to mesmerize him as she regarded him sadly. “Nesnys has captured the young queen and nears her master’s goal of unleashing destruction on the planes. Your friends attempted to rescue her and failed. Sianna Atreus is the key to victory—she must be freed and kept alive. Only then shall her charismatic pleas enlist the aid needed from the other races to band together to resist the invaders. One last thing—the deathless wanderer must stand beside you at the end. This I have foreseen.”

Taren nodded slowly, considering, then made a decision. “I must go to them. Can I turn the tide with my magic?”

The goddess was silent for a moment. “The future remains murky, yet I am confident you have the talent and character to do what must be done.” She placed a pale hand on his shoulder, and strength and courage filled him. “Your training is not yet complete, yet you know enough, Grandson. Beware of Nesnys. She lays a cunning trap with the queen. Awaken now, and fare thee well, Taren.”

He sat up in bed with a gasp, his pulse racing from the intense dream. Not a dream—a vision.

The Nexus sky was still dark outside, and the castle was silent. Before he could get out of bed, a quiet knock sounded at the door.

Nera poked her head inside. “You’re awake—good. I take it Mother spoke with you also?”

“She did. I must go help my friends before it’s too late.”

“Aye. Meet me at breakfast shortly. I’ll summon Flurbinger, for he has vital information to impart.” She closed the door and departed.

Taren slid out of bed and dressed in the stately yet comfortable robes he’d become accustomed to wearing. He focused a moment and projected his thoughts to his friends.

“Mira, Ferret, I need you. We must return to Easilon shortly. Meet for breakfast as soon as you are able.”

He sensed their acquiescence. Mira was asleep but woke at his summons. Ferret was resting in her own way but agreed immediately, eager to return.

Taren buckled his belt around his waist, adjusting Lightslicer to hang on one hip, an ordinary dagger on the other, in the same fashion as his mother had oft done before him. He stowed the rest of his clothes in his pack, donned his boots, and met Mira, who was already packed and ready, in the hallway.

Ferret was awaiting them in their gathering room, as were Nera and Arron. Also present was an elderly gnome who must have been Flurbinger. He wore grubby, grease-stained overalls and a set of wire-rimmed spectacles perched on the end of his long nose. He acted very uneasy, fidgeting and sweating, continually glancing nervously toward the window.

“Easy, old friend.” Nera rested a hand on the gnome’s shoulder, and he instantly relaxed. “Flurbinger has some information crucial to your quest.”

“To stop Shaol’s disciple from opening the portal to Voshoth, you must claim the control rod from the overseer of the Order of Artificers first.” The words tumbled rapidly from Flurbinger’s mouth as though this were an onerous task he was anxious to be done with. “If you fail to secure the control rod and your foes activate the Tellurian Engine, it will be impossible to disable. Return with the rod to the Hall of the Artificers and cast it down the inferno chute, where it will be incinerated in the magma beneath the earth. That is the only sure way to destroy it and ensure Voshoth cannot be accessed.”

“If Nesnys and her minions secure the rod and use it to start the machine, then all is lost?” Taren asked.

Flurbinger rubbed at his balding pate and shrugged. “If the Tellurian Engine is activated, ’twill be nigh on impossible to stop, for it consumes all vitality and earth magic alike as a lamp burns oil, only this lamp is thirsty enough to drink an entire plane dry. You will be destroyed upon entering Voshoth. As the Engine runs its course, all of Easilon will be consumed and the planes reordered.”

“What does ‘the planes reordered’ mean?” Taren exchanged a worried glance with Mira.

“Nexus will no longer be the crux of the multiverse and will be isolated,” the gnome replied. “Like iron filings to a lodestone, the planes will be reordered, drawn to Voshoth and linked there.”

“And Shaol’s minions will control access throughout the planes,” Nera said. “So this Voshoth would become a new Nexus?”

“Such is the theory, the machine yet untested, of course,” Flurbinger said.

“So get this rod before that bitch Nesnys, or we’re all buggered,” Ferret said.

Flurbinger nodded. “Just so.”

“No pressure, then.” Taren looked around at his friends and family, taking note of their grim expressions. “What can you tell us of Kaejax Outpost, where this Lenantos has retreated to?”

“Kaejax Outpost is a bastion of the artificers,” the gnome said, “a colony founded there upon a plane with its landmass destroyed at the dawn of time. I have no specific knowledge other than that.”

Taren put a hand on Ferret’s armored shoulder. “And what do you know of this Shirak Research Station? We’ll be going there for Ferret shortly after finding the control rod.”

The gnome removed his spectacles and wiped them with a greasy rag pulled from a pocket, which looked as though it only made them dirtier. “Shirak Research Station is located on the Elemental Plane of Water. The artificers conducted advanced metallurgy and alchemical research there for a time, but the facility was decommissioned after a couple centuries and has lain idle since. Too many problems with the pressure regulators, I imagine. Foolish place to conduct research, beneath the sea.”

“Beneath the sea?” Ferret blurted out.

“There an echo in here? Aye, beneath the sea. No wonder it was closed—waste of good materiel and labor, I say.” Flurbinger snorted and put his spectacles back on. He peered at Ferret, and his annoyed expression softened. “If you’re still dead set on reverting to your frail, soft flesh, then you need to use the Reverse Transfiguration Tank.” He removed a crumpled scrap of parchment from a pocket and started to hand it to her then thought better of it and gave it to Taren. “Those are the settings you need to adjust the control panel’s instruments to. You’ll figure it out from there.”

Taren studied a rough sketch of the contraption, along with scrawled figures and notes on the parchment, which made little sense without context, then folded it carefully and placed it in his pocket. “Thank you.”

His mind was racing at all the information provided. Destroyed landmass? And the Shirak facility is on the Elemental Plane of Water? Should be an interesting quest, to say the least.

“Anything else they need to know?” Nera prompted the gnome.

“I’m sure there is plenty they need to know, yet I’ve no additional knowledge to impart,” the gnome replied brusquely. “May I return now?” He was starting to act jittery again.

Nera leaned over and planted a kiss on the gnome’s bald head, causing his cheeks to redden. “You may return, and thank you, Flurbinger. You’ve been most helpful, luv.” She snapped her fingers, and the gnome disappeared with a pop.

“I’ve something to give you.” Arron stepped forward and held out a worn leather pouch with a belt loop. “In case you get stranded or need to travel interplanar in a hurry. It’s an artifact called the Bracer of Fellraven.”

“Gifted by my father to one of his trusted cohorts during the Planar War,” Nera added.

From the pouch, Taren removed a bizarre glove fashioned of interlocking rune-inscribed rings attached with tiny chains. He nearly dropped it in surprise, for the device contained a tremendous amount of magic—as Arron said, an artifact of power. He could tell right away it was crafted by the same brilliant minds responsible for the factotum and his own Ring of the Artificers.

“That large band slides on your wrist like so,” Arron said, helping Taren don the awkward device. “Once you get your fingers in the sheaths, it will adjust itself.”

The device dangled awkwardly as he slipped the individual rings onto his fingers, followed by the clawlike sheaths for each finger. Once each finger was in place, the glove suddenly grew warm and glowed a bright orange as if the metal turned molten. Taren gasped in shock, expecting it to burn him, but it didn’t. Instead, the glove smoothly shrank until it was a perfect fit for his hand, and the molten glow faded. Ferret made a sound of awe that mirrored his own.

“This is incredible,” he said.

“Aye, until the damn thing opens a portal to an ice world that’ll freeze your stones solid in seconds, right Sis?” 

Nera smiled in response to Arron’s question. 

“I’d recommend not using it unless absolutely necessary,” Arron said, “for it tends to be a bit, uh… erratic. And by that, I mean dangerous. Anyway, you must ensure you’ve a distraction-free mind and visualize your destination quite clearly.” He suddenly looked nervous and glanced at Nera. “About those command words…”

“Speak the words ‘Azi’ahur i’ars si’ahu’ followed by a destination,” Nera said in his mind. “You’ll remember them—fear not.”

And indeed Taren did remember, for the alien words burrowed into his brain like a parasite. He wondered if that was Nera’s doing or the nature of the device’s magic.

The bracer slipped off easily when he pulled it free and stowed it back in the pouch, which he then affixed to his belt. When that was complete, everyone looked at each other expectantly.

“Well, let’s eat so you all can be on your way,” Nera said, turning to the empty table.

Just then, the door swung open, and several servants entered, bearing dishes and silverware for each place setting, along with platters of fresh food, the warm courses still steaming. With practiced efficiency, the table was set and stocked within moments.

“Dig in, and don’t be shy.” Nera gestured for them to sit and eat. “A journey best begins with a full belly.”

Taren helped himself, filling his plate with a scoop of scrambled eggs, a thick slab of ham, and some hash browns. He added a bowl of honeyed porridge and bread slathered with berry jam. A cup of cider completed the meal. He suspected it might be some time before he ate so well again. The others joined in with hearty appetites, although Mira ate much more sparingly, while Ferret seemed to gaze longingly at the food.

“Oh, just thought of something else.” Nera reached into a pocket and withdrew a heavy silver ring studded with small gems. She studied it a moment, sadly, it seemed, before handing it to Taren. “This was your father’s. I don’t suppose I mentioned how we met, did I?”

“No, you didn’t,” he replied, as interested in her pending tale as he was the ring.

Nera smiled, looking lost in thought. “I spotted him at the Zombie, green as a newly budded leaf. He was flashing that ring and a heavy coin purse around, which proved too tempting a target. He wasn’t hard on the eyes, either, I suppose. But I overheard him asking about his master, who’d been abducted, so I felt obliged to aid him.”

“Taking advantage of the poor lad and robbing him, she means,” Arron interjected with a crooked grin. “She knocked him out cold, lightened him of his belongings, and then abandoned him in a dark alley.”

Taren regarded them both with raised eyebrows, and he noted the others listening with interest.

Nera shot Arron an annoyed glance, but her face softened almost immediately, then she smiled wistfully. “Aye, I suppose I did. Like I said, I was a narcissistic little shite in my youth. But Malek learned his lesson about trusting overly altruistic wenches, I reckon. Anyhow, he tracked me by using his second sight, and then we got jumped by thugs, which was a nice bonding moment. Eventually, we put that little misunderstanding behind us and got on well enough after. And the rest is history.”

“What about the ring?” Taren asked after a moment, pleased to have learned more of his parents. Nera had mentioned their adventures together, but this was the first time she’d spoken of how they met.

“It makes the wearer undetectable by magical scrying and tracking. Certain types of creatures, such as undead, won’t be able to sense your presence either. Hopefully, it will aid and protect you from my foul sister’s chicanery. Watch what happens.”

Nera took the ring from his hand and slipped it onto her finger. While nothing about her seemed to have changed physically, in his second sight, she suddenly disappeared, her chair appearing empty.

“Ah,” he said, nodding.

“What happened?” Ferret asked. She was staring at Nera, and Taren sensed her puzzlement. “Did she magically teleport away again?”

Nera’s eyebrows rose, and she exchanged looks with Taren. “You can’t see me?”

“Nay… Did you turn invisible?”

Nera removed the ring and handed it to Taren.

“Oh, there you—oi!”

Taren grinned at the others, having just slipped the ring on himself. “So you can’t see me at all, Ferret?”

“Nay. Not funny, by the way.”

He pulled the ring off again, unable to restrain his grin. “Interesting to know your vision is magical, in a sense. Thank you for this, Mother.” Taren studied the ring, marveling at the fact it was an heirloom passed on from his father, the only thing he had from him. It also somehow appeared completely nonmagical in his second sight. He slipped it into his pocket for the time being.

Soon after, they finished their repast. Taren felt reluctant to leave the mother he’d just gotten to know so soon, but his friends needed him back in Easilon. He pushed his chair back and rose. The others joined him.

Nera opened the door, and a servant handed her a sack filled with provisions, which Taren added to his pack. She also gave him a heavy coin purse that glinted with gold when he peered inside, a small fortune worth more than he’d seen in his entire lifetime.

“Looks as if it’s about time we part ways,” Nera said hesitantly. For the first time since Taren had known her, she seemed at a loss for words.

Taren gave her a warm embrace, which she returned. “I’m glad I got to meet you, Mother.”

“As am I. And ‘Ma’ is fine, I reckon,” she replied, her horn pressing against the side of his jaw. “Once this business is done with, come back and visit. And bring that pretty little queen with you so I can meet her.”

Taren smiled. “I can’t make any promises as to the latter, but I’ll certainly come back to visit.”

“I’m proud of you, Taren. Take care of yourself.” She surprised him by giving him a quick kiss on the cheek then stepped back. She turned to Mira and embraced her warmly as well, then she clasped Ferret’s hand.

“Taren, give that wench a good smiting from the both of us. And from Wyat too.” Arron clasped his hand then pulled him into an embrace and slapped him on the back heartily.

“You can count on that,” he answered fervently.

Once the goodbyes were completed, Taren and his two friends gathered their gear.

Nera smiled at them, though she seemed sad at their departure. “One thing I’ve learned in all my adventures—it’s good to have trusted friends by your side. Go with Sabyl’s luck and look after each other. Farewell.”

Then, with a wave of Nera’s hand, they were instantly teleported to the Ashen Plains, standing before the broad portal to Easilon.

Taren turned and looked back over Nexus, hoping he would be able to live up to his word and return someday. The sun had barely crested the edge of the disc, and the two moons were still visible opposite in the sky. At the heart of Nexus, the ceaseless foundry leaked smoke into the air, and beyond that stood the massive fortress where they’d spent the past month.

“I think I may miss this place,” Ferret said, echoing what Taren was thinking. “I reckon I’ve only scratched the surface of the interesting things to be discovered here.”

“You’re probably right about that,” he agreed.

He studied the enormous oval void of the portal, the plane of nothingness limned in crackling blue flames. The inky surface rippled to the left of them, and a pair of travelers entered Nexus, stumbling from the transition’s disorientation then gawking at the sight of the city

Must be their first visit, he thought, remembering his own first time stepping through the portal. 

Mira put a hand on his shoulder, a steadfast and reassuring presence at his side as always. “Now we shall find out where your destiny leads us next, Taren.”

“Aye, let’s go save Ketania,” Ferret added.

Taren smiled, glad to have their companionship. He thought briefly of Elyas, Sianna, Creel, and all the other friends and acquaintances he’d met during his adventure, who needed his help now. What had once puzzled him before had become clear: Elyas’s driving motivation to reach Ammon Nor during their travels. He knew his cousin had felt a strong sense of purpose compelling him—a duty to defend his kingdom and protect those without the means to do so for themselves.

And for the first time in his life, Taren truly felt as though he himself now had a purpose, one that mirrored Elyas’s. And with his newly honed talents, he was finally in a position to do his part to help turn the tide and restore the Balance. I just hope it is not too late to set things right.

“Let’s go home, ladies.”
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