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Chapter 1

 

 

I emerged through Jack’s swirling portal back into the Sodden Hold, incandescent with purpose. In one fist I held the fallen death knight’s frost blade, its wicked length exhaling a constant stream of mist. In the other I held the gloom bow, purple and blue flickers of light playing across its surface. My heart was molten with horror and purpose, my body wracked with pain, but even as I emerged into that great alcoved room where my friends lay waiting, the last of my wounds were healing over, the physical damage no match for the heritage my father had gifted me.

The powers of a king troll.

Screams filtered down from where Iris’ undead were savaging the remaining denizens of the Hold, tearing thieves and smugglers and whores and beggars apart limb from limb. The two great candelabras swung and bounced as violence took place on the boards above them, and dust sifted down here and there onto the heads of my companions.

Cerys was up. The sight of her lifted my heart. She was pale, with great smears of purple beneath her impossibly blue eyes, but she was alive, recovered from that devastating wound that had nearly killed her, blade once more in hand.

Yashara, the half-orc queen, was also recovered, and sitting up, arms wrapped around her knees, willing herself to overcome the pain. Havatier, the weather mage, leaned against the far wall, face cadaverous. Tamara and Netherys the dark elf, however, were knocked out. Tamara no doubt for having expended too much of her healing power, the dark elf still recovering from her terrible wound she’d been dealt. 

“Kellik!” Cerys rushed to my side and embraced me, then pulled back in shock and stared at the extent of my wounds. She blinked, mouth opening to protest, but the words died in her throat.

I knew precisely why. From the extent of my wounds, I should have been dead. 

“Still walking,” I said, voice rusty.

Her voice was a ragged whisper. “Jack?”

“Dead. I cut him down, but not before he told me everything I needed to know.”

Havatier limped over, one hand clutching the bandolier that crossed his bony chest. “Success, then. We have triumphed?”

“No. We’re just getting started.” Purpose washed through me like a wave of fire. “But first we need to get out of the Hold. Shock will give way to fury and the city guard will be piling in here along with everything the Family can throw at us. Netherys? Tamara?”

“Not good,” said Havatier, blinking rapidly as he swayed. “Alive, however, which is a blessing. We may have to carry them out.”

“Yashara?”

“I’m fine,” she growled, voice dark and curdled like a wolf’s snarl. “Just… just catching my breath.”

“Your neck was cut,” I said. “You’re not fine. But you need to get up.”

Muscles stood out along her arms as she levered herself up off the ground, rose to her prodigious height, her beauty monstrous, her expression grim, her eyes promising swift pain to anyone who dared comment on her momentary weakness.

“We’re going to need to move fast,” I said. “Iris had access to an entire graveyard’s worth of the undead, but not an inexhaustible supply. I’ll carry Netherys. Havatier, can you handle Tamara?”

“I’ve got her,” said Yashara, moving to crouch beside the fallen healer and sliding her arms under her knees and shoulders. “She saved my life. I’ll return the favor.” And with a grunt she stood, her green features going pale as she hefted Tamara’s weight. 

There was no time to argue. I threw Cerys the gloom bow as she simultaneously tossed me the frost blade’s scabbard, both weapons passing each other by an inch in the air, and set to belting the scabbard at my waist as I strode over to the dark elf. 

Netherys’ temple was a purple mass of lacerated skin, pulpy flesh and glistening blood. But Tamara had worked her magic, and the elf’s chest rose and fell as she lay there, breathing shallowly, clinging to life.

I slid my arms under her form and stood, and was surprised by how light she was; Netherys was so intense, had such a forceful personality that I’d expected her to weigh more than the sylph she proved to be. Her head rolled to my chest, and gazing down at her unconscious features I could almost pretend she was an innocent; that this open, vulnerable expression on her face was her truest self, and that I wasn’t holding a murderous adherent to Mother Magrathaar, the witch goddess who rode the storms and had prophesied that I’d bring about such terrible chaos and bloodshed that Netherys had willingly bound herself to my side.

“Havatier,” I said, “you’ve got point. Cerys, cover our rear. Let’s get the fuck out of this place.”

“Very well,” said Havatier, drawing a deep breath and raising a hand before him as he limped down the length of the rotten crimson and yellow carpet toward the stairwell. “Though I must warn you, I am near depleted. I shan’t be able to manage more than a spell or two.”

I laughed darkly. “I’d never have guessed. Do your best, and by the Hanged God’s raging cock I swear I’ll destroy anyone who survives your first blast.”

Strength was continuing to flood into me. The hideous wounds dealt by Everyman Jack were receding with each passing breath. I could feel my muscles itch, my skin prickle as they grew back, my energy rising. I moved ahead of Yashara, only three steps behind Havatier as he climbed back up to the elite quarters of the Sodden Hold, back into the madness.

Iris had turned the Hold into a charnel pit. We emerged into the broad hallway that led past the finer rooms and found it festooned with the dead: gutted corpses, torn off heads, blood sprayed across the walls and even the ceiling. The lighting was fitful, most of the lanterns having fallen to shatter across the wooden floor, and the smell of smoke was thick. Fires were starting up. Everywhere the shadows moved, birthing hideous shapes of the long or recently deceased who stalked the hall in search of fresh prey.

Havatier hesitated, so I moved past him, driven by my feverish confidence, straight at a mass of Iris’ undead who lingered at the mouth of the hallway. They turned to regard me, putrescent features dripping with fresh gore, but made no move to attack. Instead, they stepped aside as I drew close, and bowed.

Now that gave me pause. To have the monsters who’d torn apart my old family bow to me as if I were their sovereign? Unease churned in my gut, but then I shoved it aside and moved on, entering the Crimson Boudoir, that old den of iniquity and sin where I’d spent some of the best days of my past life. The life before Jack’s betrayal.

It was now a scene of bloody ruin. Tables were overturned, the ornate drapes and tapestries torn and shredded along the walls, the great cartwheel chandelier hanging obliquely from its dusty chain. Bodies lay strewn across the floor, eyes staring accusingly up at me as I stepped over them. Flames were crawling along the rafters on the far side of the room, choking the air with dark cottony smoke, and everywhere stood Iris’ servants, waiting, staring at me, their sunken, milky eyes barely reflecting the incarnadine flickers of fire.

My mind was racing. To climb to the surface and reconnect with Iris, or return to the sewers? We needed to collect Pony the war troll and Pogo, his goblin handler. But it was so hard to think; I felt flushed with the desire to fight, to kill, to fuck. My entire body was on edge, the power rushing through my veins making me near delirious, my thoughts feverish, and I craved nothing so much as more confrontation, more death, more destruction.

The dead at the far end of the Boudoir parted and Iris stepped forth, emerging like the Hanged God’s bride in her black wedding dress, her features as pale as bone as she parted the black veil she wore over her face to reveal her rosebud lips, her black-rimmed eyes. It was like witnessing a queen’s arrival at her court, the dead all orienting on her, and the thought that each and every one was bound by her power, moved by her will, that throughout the Sodden Hold she manipulated a force so destructive it had annihilated a Family stronghold, was made all the more terrifying by her beatific smile.

“Kellik!” There was real joy in her voice, and she ran forward, hands extended to me, moving lightly over the corpses her creations had torn apart, to stop and reach up and cup my cheek.

Her touch was cold but welcome, like a cool towel on a fevered brow.

“Success,” she said, eyes gleaming. “I can read it in your face. You found him.”

“Yes,” I said, hitching Netherys higher up my chest. “He’s dead. You were fantastic, Iris. Flawless execution of our plan. Thank you.”

And in that moment, sunken in the madness of my own revelation, surrounded by smoke and flame and the undead, my companions about me and our enemies flown, I meant it. No matter that it was delivered by the destruction of my childhood memories and home. We’d done the impossible. 

She cocked her head to one side, smile widening. She’d daubed something dark upon her lips. Black ink? Old blood? I didn’t want to know. “It’s but a small repayment of the debt I owe you, dear Kellik. But we must hurry. Enemies are pressing down upon us from above. I can feel my children being snuffed out rapidly on all sides even as we speak. A great force must be fighting its way toward us.”

“The sewers,” said Cerys, stepping up alongside me, all business, an arrow nocked to the gloom bow. “We have to collect Pony and Pogo regardless.”

“True,” I said. “Iris, how many of the undead do you have left? Can you hold them off?”

“The Sepulcher of Insufficient Mercy was a treasure trove,” said Iris. “Far more corpses were piled into those catacombs and basement rooms than I’d have ever thought possible. But alas, they were badly rotted and in poor condition. Most of them are gone.”

“Then we’d best hurry,” I said.

“Oh Kellik. Don’t you understand? Wherever I walk, flowers bloom in my path.” And she rose on her tiptoes to brush her lips against mine, pressing her chest against Netherys’ still form, the lightest of kisses, but what a charge, as if a bolt of power had flown between us at the touch of her lips.

I blinked, not understanding, and then Iris stepped back and extended her arms out to the sides, palms raised, and closed her eyes.

And the dead about us began to stir. Old thieves, wretched beggars, young gentlefingers, the ruffians and brigands and burglars and whores of the Sodden Hold. One and all they began to rise, twitching and clawing at the shattered furniture, dragging their ruined bodies erect, swaying and gaping mindlessly at us as Iris bound them to their will.

“There,” she whispered, her voice husky, eyes opening once more. “My numbers are replenished. That will slow them down nicely.”

“The White Sun have mercy,” croaked Havatier, turning about as if trying to keep all the undead in sight. 

“Let’s go,” I said. No time to ponder the ethics, the implications, the dangers inherent in Iris’ company, her very instability. I led the way through the Boudoir, not looking at the faces of the undead, not wanting to see an old friend brought back to ghastly unlife, and into the hallways. The sound of shouting and the clangor of battle sounded dimly from above. I moved quickly to the entrance point we’d used, passed through the rooms and back into the muck chamber. A lantern illuminated the knee-high boots, the racks of goggles, the benches toppled on their sides, and three young teens stood to one side, not caring that their throats were slashed and coils of intestine hung from great wounds in their guts. 

Don’t look, don’t look, don’t look, I commanded myself as I hurried past them, toward the stone door that led out of the warrens and back into the sewers. I could feel entire sections of my soul being assaulted by the horrors around me, but closed those portions down, slammed those doors shut, and bolted away the emotions that I knew I’d have to deal with at some point or another. Instead, I wrested the stone door open and climbed through into the sewers, back out into the large tunnel and its humid stink.

Two mismatched shapes stood close by; one was massive, its great bat-eared head nearly scraping the rough tunnel ceiling, a huge hammer held loosely it its claws, piss-yellow eyes gleaming in the gloom as it studied me: Pony the war troll.

The other was tiny, a hunchbacked goblin in a filthy and torn black suit, who paced back and forth, rubbing his hands together in concern. At the sound of our footsteps he spun around with a cry of relief: Pogmillion, quartermaster and accounts keeper of Yashara’s Mailed Fist.

“There you are!” His voice rung off the mildewed walls. “I must confess I was succumbing to doubt, perhaps even despair, and was about to advise Pony that we retreat, but - Mistress Yashara! Your neck!”

The half-orc warrior growled at Pogo, striding past him and forcing him back against the wall as she emerged, Tamara in her arms.

Pony lumbered forward and without asking took Netherys from me, his sinewy blue arms lifting her with the utmost ease, and then accepted Tamara from Yashara right after. The sight of him gave me more comfort that I’d imagined possible; there was something fantastically reassuring about a placid war troll who’d crush your enemies without any compunction and take any amount of damage only to rise again with a blink to stand once more by your side.

But it was more than that: I just really, really liked Pony, I realized.

“Good to see you back up,” I said, clapping his stony shoulder. It was like patting a cave-in. The last I’d seen him he’d been nearly dead from acid damage. You’d never have guessed it given how well he’d recovered.

“Plans?” Pogo hurried over to where I stood. “Retreat, yes? Shall we flee to the far side of the world, never to return? I hear Paruko is particularly pleasant this time of year, or perhaps Mendev with its fiery mountains and -”

I drew the frost sword. It immediately began to exhale thick condensation which flowed down its length and over my fist. The blade itself was a snarl of black metal, inlaid with subtle glyphs I could barely make out, and it chilled the air all about me.

“What is that?” asked Pogo, clearly impressed. “To be clear, I know it’s a sword, that much is self-evident, but -”

“We move to the Snake Head,” I said, turning to address my small crowd of friends. “Same route we came in by. This entire part of the city will be swarming with guards and Family enforcers. We’ll requisition a boat and cross to the far bank, then make our way to the Field Gate. We need to be quit of Port Gloom as quickly as possible.”

Cerys blew a lock of red hair from her face. “Cross all of Port Gloom on foot? We’ll never make it.”

“You’re planning too far ahead,” said Yashara. “We need to take this one step at a time and assess each development as we come to it.”

“Wise words,” said Havatier. “I’d argue in favor of getting a boat and heading out to sea. I’ve enough magic to fill a sail for an hour or two.”

“It might come to that,” I said. Screams were starting to become audible from the far side of the muck room. “Yashara, please close that stone door. Pony, see if you can’t damage the door so it can’t be opened. Iris, can you sense the enemy’s progress?”

“My children are dying quickly. Whomever is leading the attack is remarkably…” She trailed off, staring into the middle distance. I was about to speak, but then she gave a quick shake of her head as if clearing her thoughts. “We had best hurry.”

“Sounds good. Cerys, take point with me. Yashara, bring up the rear. Let’s go.”

I hurried back along the tunnel we’d traversed only an hour or so before. Over the now washed-out acid pit trap, moving carefully around the perils we’d evaded, till we emerged at long last once more at the exit pipe that speared out into the muddy bank of the Snake Head.

I ordered our lantern doused as we took the final turn, and then cautiously approached the rusted iron mesh that feigned a barrier to the outside world, listening intently. Dawn was now an hour passed, and faint pearlescent light stole in through the grating. If anybody was going to lay an ambush, it would be right here, as we emerged from the pipe onto the wooden pilings that we’d have to traverse so as not to sink thigh-deep into the slimy muck. 

I chewed the inside corner of my lips as I reached the iron grating. It was cleverly hinged so as to open with but a push, but designed so that doing so would make an awful racket; coming in, Netherys had disguised the sound, but that wasn’t an option now. What had served as a defensive measure to warn the Family guards of an approach would now serve any ambushers just as well. 

“What is it?” whispered Cerys, ghosting up beside me.

“We can’t underestimate the Aunts and Uncles,” I whispered back, staring at the great shadowed river flowing just five yards away down the bank. “They know about this exit. They’ll guess we might use it to bolt, which means trouble might be waiting for us outside.”

Cerys bit her lower lip and gazed at the grating. “No way we can open it silently, which means they’ll know we’re coming. What can we hit them with that will throw them off when we appear outside?”

Somehow Iris heard our low conversation. She looked like a ghost where she stood, her black wedding dress melting into the darkness, her pale face seeming to float in the gloom. “They would be surprised to see the dead emerge.”

I exchanged a look with Cerys. “She’s right.”

“They spill out, take the first few hits,” said Cerys, “then just as the ambushers realize they’re not their real targets, we send Pony out to charge at them. He can take the brunt of the damage, and Havatier and I hit them with ranged attacks while you and Yashara close.”

“Sounds like a plan. Iris, how quickly can you bring some of your dead here?”

“They’re always close,” said Iris, and the sound of shuffling feet sounded in the tunnel behind us. “Always close by my side. Go, my children. The wide world awaits you.”

We pressed to the sides as the undead streamed past us, a good fifteen or so of them, most of them freshly killed, to shove open the grate with their shoulders and fumbling hands. As predicted, the rusted hinges shrieked in protest. I watched, frost blade in hand, as the dead stumbled forth into the dawn, emerging from the mouth of the tunnel to flounder in the mud.

A half-dozen crossbow bolts slammed into their heads and shoulders, dropping three of them, and then muffled curses and a quiet bark of command stopped their fire.

I looked to the war troll. “Ready Pony?”

He set Tamara and Netherys down carefully, rolled his great head around his scrawny neck so that a series of violent staccato pops filled the air, then unslung his hammer and lumbered out past the grating. Just as he reached the mouth of the pipe he broke into a charge, swinging himself around by grasping the edge of the pipe and roared as he ran out of view up the bank.

Screams sounded from above, and I couldn’t help but grin. I bet half the ambushers had just dropped a load in their pants. Being charged by a war troll will do that to even a seasoned soldier. 

“Havatier, with me!” Cerys ran forward, arrow at her bow, and then peered around the edge of the pipe to take her first shot.

Her whole body tensed and she ducked back in. “Shit! Kellick! There’s too many of them!”

“Too late!” I jogged forward, Yashara by my side. “We can’t lose Pony. Go, go, go!”

Cerys nodded. She stepped out and around, Havatier following, both of them moving on the wooden boards that lay over the treacherous mud.

A second later I rounded the other side and gazed up the bank at where the River Walk swept above. My heart sank at the sight of a score of crossbow men lining the berm, all of them frantically reloading as Pony churned through the mud toward them, but it was the sight of the Gloom Knight perched upon a lone pylon off to the left that really felt like a kick to the teeth. 

“Cerys, the knight!” I shouted as I leaped from wooden plank to wooden plank, angling wide to approach the pylon. The knight was crouched nearly five yards up like some maleficent crow, draped in a black and iridescent green cloak, two bandoliers of miniature knives crisscrossing their chest. 

One of which they then drew. The knife was no wider or longer than my index finger. A flick, and it blurred through the air to sink to the hilt in my chest.

I’m dead, I thought as a wave of shock washed through me. There was no pain, just a profound sense of wrongness that came from having two inches of steel slide between your ribs. 

I slowed, almost stopped. Stared up at the gloom knight’s ornate mask. It was shaped like an owl’s face, slivers of jade radiating from the pinprick eyeholes to imitate the night bird’s great eyes. The knight stared back down at me, waiting for me to fall.

I swayed. Dug my fingertips into the wound and found the rectangular pommel of the miniature blade. Pulled it free, flesh tearing as tiny prongs slashed me apart on the way out.

I held up the tiny knife. It was slick with my blood. I felt my chest prickle as the wound began to heal. With a laugh I hurled the blade aside and resumed my march toward the knight.

Off to my side and above I heard Pony reach the rank of crossbow men. An ensorcelled arrow flew overhead from Cerys’ bow at the knight, but they simply swayed aside so that it missed. This time it drew two blades, held them up in each hand by the points, then flicked them down together at me.

I turned at the last second to present my profile, but the knight must have anticipated this dodge as both were thrown at my center line and sank deep into my left arm. Pain blossomed like roses of fire, but now I was close enough that I let out a roar of fury and sprint over the last few boards to leap, frost blade drawn back to swing with everything I had at the base of the wooden pylon.

The knight leaped just before the black blade hit. There was an explosion of splinters as the blade cleaved clean through the seven-inch thick pole, severing it neatly in twain. The knight did a flip, landed in a crouch on another, shorter pylon, even as the first toppled over to collide wetly with the bank and send mud spattering everywhere. 

Cerys let loose another ensorcelled arrow, forcing the knight to dodge once more as I closed, pulling its blades free of my arm. I could sense its frustration as it cast Cerys a glance - it clearly wasn’t used to any battle lasting more than a few seconds - and then let out a cry of horror as it flung a blade her way.

The flicker of steel was lost in the dull gray morning light as it flew toward Cerys, only to blaze with purple fire and miss her head by an inch. Relief turned my cry of horror into elation - Netherys had appeared at the pipe’s mouth, holding onto the ancient iron side for support. 

Iris was right behind her. She extended her hand and four of the undead who were wading up the bank suddenly imploded wetly. Their bodies rippled, tore, collapsed upon themselves as bones were sucked out and into a floating flail that sharpened and merged into a cataclysmic whip which she whirled once about her head and then snapped at the gloom knight.

I just stood there and stared, awed by the necromancer’s power. The gloom knight let out an unlady-like curse and backflipped off the pylon just before it exploded into shards of rotten wood, the bone flail moving so fast it shrieked as it tore through the air.

The knight landed on a wooden board which sank a good four inches beneath her weight, causing her to wobble just as I threw myself at her, frost blade coming in fast and low. The pain in my chest was already fading, my left arm stinging as if a horde of fire ants were burrowing into my flesh, but I used that to fuel my anger, my strike.

But by the Hanged God’s turgid hopes for a good night’s sleep the knight backflipped over my blade as she threw a blade into my neck and another in Iris’ direction. The knife dug into my right forearm, causing my grip on the frost blade to weaken so that it slipped from my grasp. I couldn’t track who the other one hit, because I simply turned my charge into a tackle and threw myself into the gloom knight’s side as she landed anew on another board, plowing her into the mud.

It was like tackling a giant snake. The knight was all muscular, wiry strength, flexing and contorting beneath me as we sank into the foul mud. My left arm was sufficiently healed that I was able to embrace her around the hips. We rolled down the bank, the mud sucking at us but failing to arrest our descent, then out over a lip to fall into the Snake Head itself.

The crash of frigid water was all around us and then we sank into the darkness. Bubbles exploded from my mouth before I was able to clamp it shut, and then pain lanced into my shoulder and side as the knight stabbed at me. 

I tucked my chin and held tight, wriggling around so that I held her from behind, my cheek pressed between her shoulder blades as her cloak rippled around us. 

Down we went. She contorted and stabbed at me over and over again - into my thighs, into my ribs, up and into my shoulders, scoring deep cuts along my scalp.

Down we sank, the Snake Head’s slow current carrying us along, deeper into the silty blackness. My body was a mass of lacerated flesh, and still the gloom knight fought to break free, turning her blade upon my interlocked fingers, cutting at them and stabbing into my wrists.

The pain was terrible, but the cold and rush of combat made it feel distant; I brought my legs up and clammed them around the knight’s waist, then released my grip just long enough to bring my forearm up around her throat, clutching my wrist with my other hand as I hauled back and choked her as hard as I could.

We sank deeper, pulled down by her voluminous cloak and my own chain shirt, and darkness danced before my eyes. My head was pounding as if it were being battered from within by a hammer, my lungs were swelling, demanding air, overriding my common sense, begging me to suck in a deep drag of the Snake Head.

The gloom knight was flailing now, her attacks no longer precise, bubbles erupting from beneath her mask, her whole body shaking and writhing. I squeezed, ignoring the pressure in my chest, the agony that seared every length of arm and leg and my sides where I’d been stabbed dozens of times. I squeezed harder around her throat, clenched her to me as if my whole body were a fist, and then she went limp.

Almost I let go. My need for air was overwhelming. Yet I bit down on my desire, courted my own death, allowed darkness to cloud my mind, my whole universe exploding in one frenzied desire to breathe, and held on, a little longer, a little longer – 

Suddenly, the knight exploded into frenzied flailing once more, a final burst of clouds erupting from beneath her mask. For three, four, five seconds she flailed, and then she went limp again. Twitched, shook, and went still.

Enough. If she was trying to trick me a second time I’d concede the field to her cunning. I released her and fought to swim up - but couldn’t tell what direction to go. The dark waters of the Snake Head were inscrutable in all directions. I couldn’t think. Couldn’t reason. It was my turn to flail, to fight free of her smothering cloak and claw and kick as I finally released my last breath of air and screamed as the waters rushed into my mouth, thick and cloying. 

 Something wrapped around my waist. A snake. No, an iron chain - something - I couldn’t tell what. It hauled me sideways, yanked me through the water, and then I burst back out onto the surface, my vision blurred, to be hauled up onto the muddy bank and there lie choking and gasping as someone slid down to where I lay and turned me onto my side.

I couldn’t breathe, but a series of hard thumps on my back caused me to gag and then vomit a stream of Snake Head water out onto the mud. I felt like I’d been raked over a bed of live coals, and every part of me ached and burned. I dragged in a heaving gasp of fresh, delicious air and closed my eyes, focusing on not passing out.

“He’s alive!” Cerys’ voice, coming as if from a distance. “Barely.”

I don’t know how long I lay there, just breathing and letting my body start to heal, but it couldn’t have been longer than a minute. The crash and screams of combat ended, and then arms slid under my armpits and hauled me up.

“Pony, put Kellik over your shoulder.” Yashara’s voice, no nonsense. “We’ve got to keep moving.”

“No,” I said, wiping my wrist across my eyes, clearing them. I staggered away a few steps, then bent over to rest my hands on my knees. “I’m fine.” This assertion was met with silence, so I looked up through my wet hair and saw everyone exchanging glances. “What?”

“You’re… you’re bleeding out from over a dozen wounds,” said Cerys. “You can’t be fine.”

I gazed down at myself. My hands were a gory mess from where the gloom knight had raked her knife over them again and again. My clothing was dark with river water and blood. The pain that was generalized all over me seemed to be coming from a dozen very specific stab wounds.

I grunted and forced myself to stand up straight. “It’ll pass. What’s the situation up top?”

More looks, but then Pony reached us, Pogo standing in the crook of his arm. The war troll was plucking crossbow bolts from his body and flicking them away, brow lowered in concentration. Pogo, however, was almost vibrating with urgency.

“I caught a glimpse of the River Walk,” he said. “Alas, reinforcements are en route. I fear that we need to move with all haste.”

“Havatier?” I glanced around, saw the mage standing by the main pipe, Tamara lying unconscious at his feet. “Can you still conjure a wind?”

“I believe so, yes.” His face was gray and drawn, but he still stood tall. “Enough to get us out of the bay, at any rate.”

I cast around. There was nothing moored by the outflow pipe. The closest wharf was a block closer to the bay, a morass of drunkenly tilted boards on hoary green posts before what looked to be a half-sunken warehouse. Beyond that? A larger port, a dozen reputable ships at dock. 

“Go with Yashara and Cerys. Requisition a ship, then bring it back here.” The thought of trudging through the mud all the way there was too much to consider. “The rest of us will hole up in the pipe. Bring the boat up before us and we’ll board.”

I wasn’t sure if it was the best plan, but too many of us were injured to risk a scramble across several blocks while under fire. Havatier gave a curt nod, glanced at Yashara and Cerys both, and then began to hurry along the river’s flowing edge, pulling his boots free with an audible sucking sound with each step.

“Back in the pipe,” I said, walking over to where my frost blade lay. My strength was starting to fade on me. King troll blood or no, I was clearly not invincible. “Hurry.”

We piled back into the pipe, but didn’t pass through the grating into the farther dark. Instead, we crouched just within the lip, listening intently as the river flowed by, the southern bank a distant line beneath the overhanging buildings and distant docks. 

I refused to sit. Fought to remain on my feet, waiting, hoping that my strength would recover. “Netherys? You all right?”

The dark elf had no such qualms; she’d slid down into a crouch, shoulder pressed to the ancient pipe’s side, cheek propped up on her palm. She didn’t even open her eyes as she answered, her voice smooth as crushed velvet. “I live, which is miracle enough. Mother Magrathaar must have need for me yet. If we can get out of this filthy pipe then I’ll have real reason to rejoice.”

“Pogo,” I said. The squat little goblin was peeking around the pipe’s edge. “How’s Tamara?”

Pogo hurried to the fallen healer’s side and pressed fingers to her neck, then peeled up an eyelid before pressing his large ear to her chest. “Alive,” he said, pulling back with clinical fastidiousness, “though her pulse is erratic and her temperature low. She needs rest, heat, and good nutrition if she is to pull through.”

Voices called from above. Iris sighed. “My last child has been killed. The forces of the enemy are here.”

“How many?” I asked.

“Would that I could see through their eyes,” said Iris, voice distant. “That would be one step closer to slipping into their skin. Would that be a form of death? It would be too tempting to remain, to slip into a penumbral state, to taste, to… no.” Her eyelids fluttered and she smiled at me. “I’m sorry. I can grant them some modicum of self control, but cannot use their senses.”

There was nothing else to do but wait. Nothing flowed by on the Snake Head. We all listened in aching silence, and I thought I could hear the sound of something sliding and squelching its way down toward us with extreme caution.

“Someone comes,” said Netherys. Her eyes remained closed. “Let us hasten their approach.”

A cry of alarm sounded out and then a squelch as someone fell and slid the last few yards into view. A young soldier, his mouth a dark ‘O’ of alarm, eyes widening in terror as Pony leaned out to slam his fist down upon him like someone else might swat a bug, burying the youth’s shoulders and head a foot deep in the mud as a bunch of bones cracked and gave away.

“A scout,” said Netherys. “He served his purpose.”

Indistinct voices sounded from above, the terse tone of someone giving commands. Feeling a little stronger, I moved up alongside Pony to block the tunnel’s entrance. “What do you think they’ll do?”

Pogo was a smaller shadow within Pony’s own. “If the commander is wise, he’ll order crossbow men down to the edge of the Snake Head, positioning them out as wide and far away from us as they can get while still retaining an angle of fire. We’ll then either be driven deeper into the tunnel by their continuous shots, or tempted out to charge them and therefore exposed.”

More shouts, and then the generalized squelch and slurry of many people making their way down the bank.

I held my frost blade tightly. Retreating into the tunnel was a losing proposition. Taking a deep breath, I risked a glance around the side of the tunnel, little more than a quick peek up the bank at what was coming.

I snatched my head back in as a crossbow twanged, and a moment later the whole pipe bonged as the bolt bounced off its iron side. 

“Shit,” I said. “There’s at least forty of them out there. Ten coming down on either side, twenty lined up to shoot at us as we emerge. I think I saw four or five city trolls with them.”

“Not good,” said Pogo. “No, no, not good at all.”

Netherys grimaced. “It’s a risk, but I might be able to beseech Mother Magrathaar for the aid of one of her servants.”

“How big a risk?” I asked.

She opened one eye, squinting as if even the dawn light pained her. “I’m weak. I might lose control of it, in which case it could very well attack us instead.”

Another barked command, and then the crossbow men moved into view, shuffling nervously a good ten yards out on each side, down to the water’s edge where they had an oblique line of sight into our tunnel. 

Pogo stepped judiciously behind one of Pony’s legs. “Orders, Master Kellik?”

“Netherys? Can you help them miss?”

“Some,” said Netherys, voice faint. “My mind… my focus. It’s hard to summon my reserves with this… this splitting headache.”

I glanced down at the terrible knot of raw flesh at her temple. “Pony? Mind, ah, stepping in front?”

Pony grunted and lowered himself slightly into a crouch, arms out wide as he filled the center of the tunnel.

“Ready?” The command was barked from someone out of view. “Aim!”

Twenty crossbows came up, bolts already loaded. Fuck me if that wasn’t a harrowing sight. 

“Fire!”

They all twanged and kicked at once, and purple fire wreathed a good half of the bolts causing them to spiral and fly in every direction, missing the tunnel as they flashed out of sight. 

Ten or so bolts still thudded into Pony’s form, however, with a couple slipping by him to ricochet down the length of the tunnel. 

“Load!”

“Pony?” I reached up to help pull a bolt free of his side. “You all right?”

He just gave me a resigned shrug as he swept the haft of his hammer across his torso, dislodging three or four bolts in one go.

“Ready?” came the cry. Crossbows came back up.

“Kellik,” said Netherys, voice little more than a whisper. “I’m… I don’t think I can…”

“Aim!”

Twenty bolts. Could even Pony take that kind of punishment? And if he fell? Sure, he’d get back up, but what would we do in the meantime? Retreat? The wise move was to back up, but then we’d never emerge again, not through this pipe, and how would we connect with Havatier -

An arrow wreathed in purple and green fire cut through the ranks of the crossbow men like a wire through cheese, followed almost immediately by a scythe of raw wind so violent it sent six or seven more men tumbling to the ground, elbows, arms, and hands shorn off by its cutting edge.

“Kellik!” Cerys stood at the prow of a small ship as it hove into view, gloom bow in hand. “Run!”

Pony grunted, scooped up Tamara, and lumbered out of the pipe, down toward the boat as it slid up onto the muddy shore. Immediately, shouts rang out and a hail of bolts rained down upon his back. He hunched over, wrapping his arms protectively around Tamara’s still form, struggled on, then dropped to one knee.

I looped an arm under Netherys’ own and helped her rise and race forward, Pogo screaming as he sprinted after Pony, Iris a dark shadow in our wake. Frantic orders were being yelled, men were feverishly loading crossbows, but I focused on the boat, tearing my way along the mud, my boots sinking shin deep with each step, my whole body aflame with the agony of exertion. 

“Fire!”

Bolts sped amongst us, but these were wreathed in Netherys’ purple magic and missed, some shooting right over our heads to slide into the Snake Head, others flying out wide to hit the crossbow men by the river’s edge. Screams, and then my left foot got stuck, going too deep into the mud, and I nearly fell face-first. 

Yashara leaped off the ship to get a shoulder under Pony’s arm. Cerys was firing arrow after arrow over our heads. Calling on what remained of my reserves, feeling feverish, seized by vertigo, I hauled my left foot free, leaving the boot behind, and wrestled forward, hauling Netherys along. Iris took her other arm, and together we half slid, half waded to the ship’s side just as Pony placed Tamara with extreme gentleness aboard the ship and then turned to help us.

He grasped Netherys, raised her with a grimace of effort and set her aboard the ship. There were some twenty or so bolts lodged in his chest, shoulders, and neck; his blood was running down his front in copious amounts, but he didn’t complain. Instead, he took up Pogo, closing his fist around the goblin’s waist, and deposited him onboard as well.

I turned to face the enemy. Four city trolls were nearly upon us, crossbow men were frantically loading their bows, while others were picking themselves up out of the mud or drawing blades.

“Get on the ship!” Cerys’ cry was savage and imperative.

Fuck. I sheathed the frost blade, turned, and leaped up to grab the railing. A bolt took me in the back of the thigh, but all I could do was grunt. Havatier reached down to grab me by the arms and pull me up, Yashara almost throwing Iris aboard beside me.

“Pony!” Cerys slapped her quiver in obvious frustration - all her arrows were gone. “On the ship!”

“We have to go!” Havatier began weaving his fingers together as he chanted a spell. “We’re out of time!”

“Pony!” I climbed to my feet, leaned against the railing. “Get up here!”

The war troll was swinging his hammer back and forth in low sweeps, keeping his four smaller city cousins at bay even as more crossbow bolts kept punching into his blue frame. He backed up into the water, was knee-deep now, but one turn and the city trolls would be on him.

Instead, he reached back, his massive hand fumbling at the prow of the ship, and with a deep grunt gave it a powerful shove, sending us off the mud and sliding into the Snake Head’s current.

Yashara leaped up, caught the railing, then turned to extend her arm back to the war troll. “Come on!”

Pony glanced around at her, considered the ship, then simply shook his head and turned to face the growing crowd of enemies.

He wasn’t going to come. 

Panic filled me. 

What could I - there!

I stumbled over to where the anchor lay over a coil of chain at the stern. It was an iron cross, as large as a seagull, its points wicked and tapering.

“Bad idea,” I growled as I hauled it up, “bad idea, bad idea!” It took all my strength. “Havatier! When I jump, hit the sail with everything you got!”

Cerys grabbed my arm. “What the fuck are you doing?”

“Havatier?” I shouted. 

“Ready!”

I took three explosive steps, put my foot up on the gunwale, the second on the railing, and leaped.

The chain uncoiled. Two bolts sped by me, and then I crashed down on Pony’s back, slamming the point of the anchor as deep as I could into the great rope of muscle that ran from the base of his skull to his shoulder.

Sheer weight and momentum caused the point to sink deep. Pony roared in confusion, flailed, and then a terrific wind blew in over our heads, powerful enough to send the city trolls staggering, sending bolts careening in every direction, the ship tearing away from us as it sped into the Snake Head.

For a moment Pony just stood there, with me clutching onto his back, and then the chain went taut and he was ripped off his feet, flying back nearly five yards into the river.

We crashed down into the Snake Head, going under, dragging along at an incredible speed, and then surfaced amid an explosion of continuous froth that broke around our heads and shoulders as we were pulled away, the bank rapidly receding as a few more bolts were shot in our direction. 

I held on tight to Pony’s rocky hide, too invigorated by the cold water and our escape to feel my pain, the many wounds, to do anything more than whoop with exultation as we sped out into the Bay of Despair.

 


Chapter 2

 

 

Our combined weight tore the anchor loose of its mooring just as we entered the Bay of Despair, so that Havatier was forced to cease his magic and stop the boat altogether. Pony, as it turned out, couldn’t swim; for a frantic few seconds I thought I was going to go down with him, desperately trying to keep him afloat and failing, but then Yashara dove into the water and swam over, looping an arm around his chest and swimming powerfully back to the boat. I swam alongside, marveling at her sheer athleticism as she pulled the war troll over to where the others could help lever him onboard, and when he finally smashed through the railing and onto the deck more than one person gave an exhausted cheer.

Cerys leaned down to give me a hand. My own strength was rapidly giving out; I’d simply pushed too hard for too long. She had to reach down to grab me by the back of the belt and strain to get me onto the deck through the opening Pony had made in the railings.

The boat settled in the chop. I lay there panting, gazing at the Port Gloom skyline and the myriad lights that smeared themselves in vivid trails across the bay’s waters to where we rocked back and forth. And only then, as I stared at the Royal Provost’s tower in the distance, did it finally hit home: we’d fucking done it.

We’d found Everyman Jack, got the answers I wanted, found my revenge, and then gotten away with it.

I think the same realization hit everybody at roughly the same time; Havatier sagged behind the steering wheel; Yashara sat on the edge of the boat, legs over the side, arms resting on the railing and staring back from whence we’d come. Cerys sank down by my side, while Iris stepped up to rest a hand on my shoulder. Only Pogo moved about, climbing around Pony’s supine form, plucking out crossbow bolts while tsking angrily.

“We did it,” I said, voice numb with shock. “By the Hanged God’s empty nutsack, we fucking did it.”

Yashara snorted. Netherys groaned and rested her forearm over her eyes. Cerys leaned her temple on my shoulder. The boat rose and fell with each wave, and I almost thought I could hear shouts and excoriations coming from the distant shore where the forces of the Family and Port Gloom were no doubt in a frenzy.

“We can’t rest here long,” said Havatier at last. “Word will be sent to the dock as to how we escaped. They’ll be sending boats after us soon.”

“Where to?” asked Cerys. She looked up at me, at once somehow serious and yet with a warmth in her gaze that made me feel like I’d done more than just wrest secrets from Jack. “Down the coast?”

Pogo paused, one foot on Pony’s shoulder, bent over to tug out another bolt. “We clearly cannot return to Port Gloom, tomorrow or the year after. I suggest we stop at the closest friendly port, embrace each other out of cordial respect, and then disappear as quickly as we can in every direction. The Family will hunt us down.”

Yashara roused herself like a lioness pulling herself from slumber. “The Mailed Fist is no more. We’ve lost everyone along the way. Only Pony, Pogo and myself remain.”

“We can build anew!” said Pogo, holding up a tiny fist. “From the ashes shall rise a new company, forged by adversity and the copious amounts of gold Kellik owes us!”

“Pogo’s correct,” said Cerys. “The Family will chase us wherever we go.”

“Agreed,” said Havatier, tone heavy with exhaustion and perhaps regret. “They cannot forgive this black eye. They will haul us back one by one to make an example of us.”

Netherys spoke from beneath her forearm. “Kellik’s not finished with them yet.”

“No?” Havatier and the others turned to me. “But you had your audience with your Everyman Jack, didn’t you? Wasn’t that the sole goal of this operation? What else is there left to do?”

Cerys sat a little straighter. “And what did you learn from him? Why did he betray you?”

Time to speak. I wanted nothing so much as to lie back on the deck and pass out, but alas. With a groan I forced myself to stand. Everything felt off. My arms and legs, hands and chest, shoulders and back. Everything hurt. Was stabbed, scraped, sodden, covered in blood, lacerated or badly bruised. Was it not for my king troll blood, I’d be dead many times over. 

“There’s much to tell you all.” I gazed at each of them in turn. “Yes, I spoke with Jack. Yes, I got the answers I wanted. But Netherys is right. I’m far from done. I’m actually only getting started, because what we’ve begun here won’t end till we’re either swinging by the neck on Execution Hill or have destroyed the Family and the city government completely.”

Cerys gave a low laugh. “So you’re saying we’re all dead.”

“Not at all.” I smiled at her. “I’m saying we need to get out of this damn bay before we’re surrounded.”

“Where to?” asked Havatier. “Skull Bay is a half day’s sail to the south, though it’s often occupied by pirates. Or we could tack into the wind and try the northern coast, make for Ilstender - it’s small, but the people there would pay ready coin for this ship and let us go about our way.”

“We’re not making for port,” I said. “Nowhere that close to Port Gloom is safe. No. You’re going to give us one last effort, Havatier, and blow us right after the Bonegwayne.”

“Maestria’s ship?” Cerys’ doubt was obvious. “We were lucky she let us aboard the last time.”

“We won’t give her a choice. She’s going out into deeper waters where it’ll be hard for the Family to follow us, and she’s no doubt moving fast. If we can catch up with her, we can sail in safety until we’re healed up and have devised new plans.”

Havatier shook his head. “She’s more likely to open fire with her cannons at our approach than take us aboard.”

“Something tells me she won’t,” I said. “If we can get in close enough, I’ll charm her with my roguish ways and the promise of gold. Either way, it’s a risk we’re going to have to take. I can’t think of a safer berth. Can you catch up with her?”

Havatier scowled up at the sail, scanned the deck, turned to the distant horizon. “I…I honestly don’t know. The Bonegwayne’s been underway for at least a couple of hours. With this wind, she’ll be going a good twelve knots. That means we’ll have to double her speed and travel for four hours just to catch up. I… I may not have that in me.”

“Try,” I said, “we’ve no other choice. Anything else will most likely see us dead in a day or two. The Family’s not going to fuck around. When word gets out that we destroyed a Family stronghold and killed an uncle and got away, they’ll be livid. We can expect gloom knights to be sent after us, and worse.”

Havatier blew out his cheeks. “Very well. You make a convincing argument. Let us see what I can do.”

I gave him a nod and sank back down to the deck, where I leaned against a chest that had been bolted to the boards. 

Yashara offered her services in sailing the ship, given her experience pirating during her youth, and Cerys was another set of hands. The two of them arranged the sails just as Havatier wanted, and then he invoked his powers and a steady wind began to blow, causing the triangular sail to billow out and ease us forward with ever greater speed.

Port Gloom began to fall away. Its towers and great encompassing harbor, the mouth of the Snake Head, the distant bridges, the stench of tar and wood smoke, pollution and filth, all grew steadily more distant. Ten or so minutes later we slid out through the mouth of the bay into the larger waves of the ocean itself, and there our sea journey began in earnest.

It was a mild morning, however, and the waves weren’t a problem. Our boat ran before Havatier’s wind, moving further out till Port Gloom was but a bruise on the horizon, and then, muttering to himself, the weather mage changed our course to a rough southerly one. 

“She was heading for Port Lusander,” he called over to where I sat. “That’s about a two-week voyage. Aiming to reach it in time for some grand annual festival. She’ll stay in the offing -”

“Offing?”

“What we call the sea that’s in sight of the land. We’ll stay in the offing for the first few days, then once the Dead Man’s Trench ends she’ll take the direct route right across to Green Haven, leaving all sight of land for a week.”

“Dead Man’s Trench?” I asked. “What the hell is that?”

“Deep trench that follows the coast about five miles out. Steep drop-off. Filled with unholy horrors. Nobody sails over it for fear of being destroyed or eaten alive. Keeps everyone in sight of the shore till it ends just shy of the route to Green Haven.”

“Well, let’s avoid that,” I said, “and catch her before she makes that crossing.”

Havatier gave a bitter laugh and tugged on his bandolier, his gray wispy hair stirring in the wind. “If we don’t, we’re dead. This barge isn’t fit for waves any rougher than this. We’ll capsize and be eaten by soulfish.”

“Let’s avoid that if we can,” said Cerys, walking up from the bow, wiping her hands on her hips.

I drifted in and out of sleep. Much as I wanted to stay alert, I was simply too worn out. The others rested as well; Pony passed out. Yashara dozed at the prow, waiting for commands from Havatier. Tamara remained unconscious. Netherys lay still by her side, taking advantage of her lap with which to cushion her head. I sat with my back to the sole cabin at the rear of the ship, Cerys by my side, head bobbing up and down as I fought sleep.

The hours slid by. Havatier grew ever more hunched where he stood at the wheel. His wind blew on and on, a gale that he summoned out of the clear morning sky, driving us over the waves whose constant impact sent shudders through the wood.

Finally, I clawed my way to my feet and staggered over to him. I felt near delirious with exhaustion. Would have given my left fist for a cup of coffee. But when I reached Havatier’s side and glanced at his face, I realized just how good I had it.

His eyes had grown sunken, his lips pulled back from his teeth, and in the early morning light I could see how pale his gums had grown. Lines were carved deep into his face as if by a hot knife.

“By the White Sun,” I said, reaching out then drawing my hand back, “Havatier, you’ve got to stop.”

“No,” he rasped. “There. See them?”

And I turned and stared and made out a shadow of a ship moving far ahead of us.

“You did it,” I said, disbelief and joy banishing my exhaustion. “You gorgeous bastard, you did it!”

“Not yet.” His grin grew predatory. “They’ve sighted us. Somehow. Must be Wracken up in the bird’s nest. Got the eyes of an eagle, that bastard does. Makes sense. They’ve unfurled every sail so as to catch every drop of wind there is. But they don’t have me on board. Don’t have my magic. The race is on, Kellik. If I can keep my heart from giving out, we’ll catch them within the hour.”

“What can I do?”

“Brandy. Rum. Anything to wet my throat. Find it. Now.”

The scratchy desperation in his voice was all the urging I needed. I hurried to the cabin, forced open the door, and ransacked the small room, opening drawers, rummaging through the small chest, until I found a metal flask that sloshed when I shook it by my ear.

“Here,” I said, unscrewing it and handing it to him when I returned to his side. “All I found.”

Havatier never took his eyes from the Bonegwayne. He put the flask to his lips and took four long pulls, his scrawny throat bobbing as he drank, then tore the flask away with a hiss and leaned forward. “That’s the good stuff. Come, my precious winds. One last breath before we die.”

And the gale overhead intensified, causing the mast to creak, the canvas to stretch to bursting, and we surged forward through the endless rolling waves, across the pewter ocean furrowed by shadows beneath the great unwinking eye of the sun.

The Bonegwayne drew ever closer, but it was a gradual process, and soon Havatier was wheezing where he stood, the gale growing fitful. We were but a half mile from the ship when the wind died away altogether and his head slumped down, his whole body draped across the steering wheel as if he were to be broken upon it.

“Kellik?” Cerys’ voice. “What’s wrong?”

“Havatier,” I hissed, giving him a shake. “Wake up! We’re almost there.”

“Aye,” he said, rousing himself, eyes bleary. “Where’s that flask?”

I pressed it into his hand and he drained it, drinking the alcohol as if it were water, then cast it aside with a ragged cry and stretched forth his hand. “Blow, you whoreson winds! Blow, till your cheeks tear and your throats seize and the land is shriven before you. Blow!”

The gale picked back up, and to my horror I saw blood begin to stream from the corners of Havatier’s eyes, from his nostrils, from his ears. He stood like a man pilloried, shaking and shivering as he clutched the steering wheel, leaning into it as if facing an invisible wind all of his own.

The Bonegwayne drew ever closer. Four hundred yards. Three hundred. I could make out scurrying shadows on her deck. 

Two hundred yards, and then Havatier let out a choked cry and fell to one knee. I was by his side immediately, arm around his waist, and helped him stand. “Two hundred yards!” His head lolled about his shoulders. “Come on man, one last stretch!”

“Can’t,” he muttered, tongue thick in his mouth. “Nothing left.”

The Bonegwayne began to pull away. Maestria hadn’t recognized us. Wanted nothing to do with us. I fought down the urge to scream after it, to yell for Maestria. Instead, I focused all my energies on Havatier. “One last push, you bastard. One last push!”

He muttered something glottal and thick. It might have been ‘nothing.’

Panic seized me. Even if we got Pony to row we’d never catch up with the galleon. So close! I seized Havatier by the chin and forced him to look me in the eyes. 

“You failed your girlfriend in Port Gloom, strangled her with your own hands, didn’t you?”

He roused, batted at my hands, mouth pulling into a frown.

“You failed her then, and you’re going to fail us now. That what you want? To be a failure? Or will you show us what you’ve got? Show us your true strength? Dig deep, you fucking wizard, dig deep and make that wind blow!”

I felt a golden rush arise within me, felt my words grow turgid with power, the pain and exhaustion and fear push back before my own terrible confidence, and somehow I knew I was reaching him, piercing his pain and lethargy to blow the last flickering ember in his soul back into flame. 

Havatier growled deep within his chest, his fingers closed painfully tight around my arm, and he raised his long, hollowed-out face to glare with death’s head eyes at the retreating Bonegwayne.

“Blow,” he rasped, and I shuddered, for it sounded as if the Hanged God himself were whispering in my ear.

The gale sprang up, the sail billowed forth once more, and the boat creaked and surged through the waves. Havatier clenched his jaw, gritted his teeth so tightly I heard the enamel creak, his fingers digging into the flesh of my arm like hooks. 

“Blow!” he cried, and with a roar the wind blew spume off the top of every wave for nearly a hundred yards around, sent me staggering to my knees, and the boat nearly foundered, driven into the water instead of over it. Yashara let out a cry and did something with a rope, letting it out so that the sail swung over and the prow rose and we slid forward, skimming over the ocean, Havatier’s whole body shaking like a leaf in a storm.

The Bonegwayne came rushing back toward us, and then I heard the dull report of a distant explosion.

“Cannon fire!” roared Yashara. “Brace yourselves!”

A purple star flared to life as it rushed through the morning air at us and flew right over our sail to sink into the ocean beyond our boat. The cracking report of more cannon fire sounded, but then I heard Netherys laugh and the next explosion was followed by shouts and screams of dismay from the galleon’s deck.

Havatier let out a rattling cough, so deep and violent I felt blood spatter across my hand. His eyes rolled up, his whole body went limp, and I caught him as he fell and lowered him to the deck. 

The gale died, but it had been enough; the Bonegwayne loomed above us, its side lined with men, and we slid right alongside it with the last of our momentum.

“Prepare to board!” shouted a voice I recognized well: Maestria, the ship’s captain. 

“Wait!” I moved out into the open by the ship’s side, arms raised. “Maestria! Wait! It’s Kellik! Havatier’s with me!”

A pregnant pause as the men glared down at us, naked blades gleaming in the sunlight. Where was she - there. A slender figure amongst the larger men, yet radiating command and fury. 

“Kellik?” The incredulity and rage in her voice was searing. “What by the puckered ass of the Death Kraken are you fucking doing out here?”

“Long story!” I didn’t know if I wanted to laugh or collapse. “But fancy meeting you here! Want to, ah, grab a drink?”

Another pregnant silence. 

Finally she broke it. “You’re dragging me deeper into the very shit I was trying to flee from, Kellik! What part of ‘I want nothing to do with the Family or its vengeance’ didn’t you understand?”

“We can debate this all you want once we’re on board,” I shouted back. “C’mon, Maestria! Havatier’s bleeding out of his eyes and ears here. Let us aboard and I’ll answer all your questions. 

“Fuck!” I saw her pace back and forth. “You being followed?”

“Not by anyone we’ve seen. Havatier put everything he had in catching up with you. I’m sure we’ve lost anybody that hoped to catch us.”

“Blind Fortuna’s fucking us in the ass with her gilded strap-on,” I heard her mutter, and then she froze, as if hesitating, only to hawk and spit over the side of the Bonegwayne. “Damn their eyes. Bring them up.”

Relief shot through me and my knees went weak. Were it not for the dozens of sailors staring right down at me, I might have sat. Instead, I helped with Tamara and Havatier as the Bonegwayne lowered ropes. Sailors shimmied down and took control of the boat, moving it around to where they could improvise a crane with which to haul Pony up on board. Perhaps twenty minutes later we were on the large deck, the rolling of the waves greatly reduced but still present.

Maestria strode up to me, hand resting on the pommel of her cutlass. She wore her bandana across one eye, her black hair pulled back into a score of dreads, her expression livid as she stared me up and down. Then, to my surprise, she laughed. “You look more dead than alive, Kellik! Did you succeed in your mission, or have you retreated after me like a pup with its tail between its legs?”

A large crowd had formed behind her, with a bunch of other men up in the crossbeams. My own crew stood beside me, but we were a wounded and ragged lot. So I dug deep and forced a smile upon my lips.

“Everyman Jack’s dead, Maestria. I killed him myself. The Sodden Hold is destroyed, and Port Gloom looks nothing more than an anthill a cow stepped on.”

Whispers and actual gasps erupted from the sailors, and I didn’t fault them; I’d have called myself a liar to my own face if I didn’t know better.

Maestria placed her hands on her generous hips, her gold hoop earrings flashing in the sunlight. “Well, well. I’d never have guessed it possible. So you’re finished, then? Done with Port Gloom? I’ve no room on this ship for you and your friends, though I’m happy to drop you off at the next port. The sooner the better, to be honest.”

“No, not finished.” I fought for my roguish smile, to keep the pain at bay, to exude bravado and confidence and not my desperation. “Just getting started. I’m happy to tell you what I learned from Jack before I killed him. But Port Gloom hasn’t heard the last of me, not by a long shot.”

Maestria gave an incredulous laugh, delighted and amazed. “How the fuck do you sit down, Kellik, with balls that big? I’d say you were a raving lunatic were it not for that gleam in your eye. Very well. We’re going to scuttle your ship after stripping it to the decks and keep making for Port Lusander. We’re going to follow the Dead Man’s Trench down the coast till we’ve reached its end, then make the crossing to Green Haven, so you can put off there or come all the way south. Either way, passage isn’t free. You pay or you work. No way around it.”

“Sure you want me to work?” I cocked my head to one side and closed one eye. “I’m as liable to launder your sheets - badly - as climb up them and tie those ropes in knots.”

Maestria arched an eyebrow. “You’re going nowhere near my rigging. We’ll figure out payments come tomorrow. For now, you all look one foot in the grave. Jonas!”

“Aye, Captain?” Her first mate stepped forward, a large, shaggy-haired man with an impressive amount of ink scrawled all over his muscular frame. 

“Bunk them down and get Isha to serve them some hot food and brandy if they’ve a hunger. I want that boat they came in underwater and us back on course before I think to complain. Keep an eye out for pursuit. Kellik, with me.”

I was too damn tired to argue, so I followed after her as the crowd dispersed, men helping my friends to the hatch that led below decks. I thought Maestria wanted to step aside to discuss something, but when I saw her making for her forward cabin door, I slowed and then stopped.

She turned, eyebrow arching anew. “What’s wrong? You need rest and I want to hear your tale.”

I looked back to the others. Cerys was watching, as was Iris and Yashara.

“My friends,” I said. “I should stay with them. Make sure they’re all right.”

“You’re the captain of your crew,” she said. “You deserve some comfort after the morning you’ve had. But I understand wanting to see to your people. Come find me when you’re ready.”

I nodded and returned to the others, following them below into the hold. Tamara and Havatier were taken into his old cabin, where they were laid down foot to temple, both insensate. Cerys set about taking care of Tamara, removing her boots and calling for a bucket and cloth, while I tugged fitfully on Havatier’s massive boots and finally managed to wrench them off.

We worked in silence for a spell, and the bucket of water that was brought to us was soon black with mud. I finished first, and leaned back against Havatier’s table, feeling woozy and almost nauseous. For a few moments I just watched as Cerys cleaned Tamara, cleaning her face and washing out a few cuts with surprising tenderness.

“You all right?” asked Cerys at last, dropping the rag in the bucket and reaching out to curl a strand of hair behind my ear.

“I could sleep for a hundred nights,” I said, but forced a smile nonetheless. “You?”

“Actually, I’m remembering our first night in Tamara’s shack.” Then she snorted. “No, not that part, though that was nice enough. About how she took care of us there. Healed us. Worked her magic to mend my broken arm. Now here she lies, and we’re doing our best to return the favor.”

“Aye.” I studied Tamara’s still features. Like Havatier, her face was carved by deep lines of fatigue, her skin ashen, her eyes ringed by dark smudges. “She did too much down there. Brought too many of us back from the Ashen Garden’s gates. Do… do you think she’ll recover?”

Cerys leaned forward to lay the back of her hand against Tamara’s brow, then pressed her fingers against the side of her neck. “I’m not sure, but I think her pulse is a little steadier. She’s strong, stronger than she looks. I think she’ll pull through.”

“I pray she does. Havatier as well. He pushed far past the point of safety to get us here. We all owe him.”

“I heard your words to him at the end there,” said Cerys, crossing her arms and staring down at the comatose weather mage. “They sounded… excessively harsh, and hard to credit, but I guess they worked. I hope you’re right. I hope he didn’t sacrifice himself for the rest of us. He seems a decent man.”

“Agreed.” I pinched the brow of my nose. “Fuck, Cerys. But we did it.” I dropped my hand and gave her a tired smile. “We’ve come a long way from Tamara’s shack.”

She reached out again and ran her fingers through my hair, plucking a few splinters of rotten wood free. “That we have. But what now? We’ve little gold, no resources, and no direction. You say you want to tackle all of Port Gloom, but I can’t help but feel our luck has run its course. They’ll be more than ready for us the next time. The days of being underestimated are over.”

“Agreed.” I took her hand in my own. “But we won’t be returning till we’re ready. I’ve lots to share with you about what I learned from Jack. But I want to talk about it with the others present. We’re going to really need to think this through if we’re to find a solution.”

Cerys’ smile was fond. “Your optimism is irrepressible, Kellik. Nigh on suicidal. I can’t help but think -” But her words were cut off by a jaw-cracking yawn. “Oh. Excuse me.” She promptly yawned again.

“Let’s find you a hammock,” I said, and drew her to the door. “Come.” 

The main cabin was a large room across which thirty or so hammocks were strung, each so close to its neighbor that a resting sailor could share a thimble of rum with ease. Iris had sunken into one such, her presence indicated more by the explosion of black, muddy hems from her lacey dress than her own features. Yashara was already snoring lightly, lying with one great leg hanging over the side, while Pony had simply lain down on the floor to pass out, a stony blue eye resting over his face, Pogo asleep in the curve of his other elbow. Netherys wasn’t in sight, but I wasn’t worried; she’d find the right corner for herself.

The ship rolled and creaked. We found two empty hammocks that were strung up next to each other and fell into them. I wanted to pull my boots off, to unstrap my scabbard, but exhaustion rolled over me like a great filthy wave coursing down the length of the Snake Head. I closed my eyes. My body cried out for rest. My wounds, uncountable as they had been, had mostly healed over already, so that I was a forest of scabs and red raised welts. But the pain was distant, numbed by fatigue.

When we rose, I promised myself. I’d tell them everything. My plans for revenge. How I’d slain Jack, though he’d begun turning into a demon. 

How I was the son of a king troll.

The words caused me to open my eyes and stare up at the underside of the deck. I lay there, swinging gently, heart thudding. Would they still accept me as one of their own? Would they still count me as a friend once they learned that a monster’s blood ran in my veins? 

Or would they cast me aside - or worse yet - demand my death?

Even the horror of that thought couldn’t stave off exhaustion for long. My eyelids fluttered, I draped my arm over my eyes and slept.

 

* * *

 

It was dusk when I awoke, confused and alarmed at being enclosed within a rough canvas hammock with a bunch of strange voices laughing and talking about me. My hand dropped to the hilt of my blade only to find a strange design on the pommel and the binding cool to the touch; this threw me off further till I remembered the frost sword and with that the rest came rushing back, a cavalcade of memories, of bloodshed and violence, the undead and Jack, the flight across the ocean and the refuge we’d taken on Maestria’s ship.

I relaxed, resting my head back, and listened to the voices in the hold.

“Ah, but I’d die a happy man,” said one voice to the amusement of many. “I’ve always dreamed of such sweet death, my head crushed like a watermelon between her great green thighs.”

“That your idea of ruttin’, Marl?” An older man, his own laughter barely kept in check. “No wonder you’re a solitary creature, if you think pleasing a woman involves having her squeeze your fool head betwixt her thighs!”

“No! That’s not what I meant,” protested Marl, but he was drowned out.

“Not even that orc lady could crush that thick head of his,” cried out one.

“I’d pay gold to see her try!”

“Too good an end for him!”

“I’m more interested in what’s between those legs, if you ask me,” piped up a younger voice.

“Lookit him! A lad no older than fifteen and already he courts the Hanged God!”

“Aye, Simon, the only thing the likes of us would find between those heavenly green thighs is the Ashen Garden,” said the older man, “for to venture into that sweet glade is to court death, no matter how sweet the nectar may taste upon our tongues -”

“There he goes,” said a fourth. “No raptures tonight, Ezik!”

“- and though we might tread with gladdened hearts into that moist forest -”

“Moist forest? Moist forest?!”

“- with our quivering lance in hand -”

“I’m going to be sick. He talking about his lance again?”

“Pennants fluttering!” crowed someone else.

“- with our pennants fluttering -” continued Ezik, but was then drowned out by the raucous laughter.

I couldn’t help but grin ruefully. Their camaraderie was bittersweet; it reminded me of life with the Family, down in the Sodden Hold, ragging each other and trying to score points off each other’s foibles, laughing and drinking and feeling at home.

A home I’d just finished razing to the ground, choking with the very corpses of the men and women I’d once joked and felt at home with.

Tears stung my eyes and I dashed them away angrily, sitting up and swinging my legs over. This silenced the sailors, who’d gathered around a small barrel on which a single stub of a candle burned, most of them sitting in their hammocks or standing with their arms crossed.

“As you were,” I said, painfully aware of how stiff and formal the air had become. I raked my hands through my hair and glanced at Cerys’ hammock: empty.

Ignoring the stares, I walked down the length of the room to Havatier’s cabin, where I gave a light knock and then opened the door to peer within. Both the weather mage and Tamara lay still, breathing softly, so I pulled the door closed and made my way up to the mid-deck.

Pony was sitting with his back to the main mast, a hat someone had made him from rough canvas pulled down low over his eyes. It was a jaunty thing, with a wide, upturned brim in the back and pointed in the front like a great bird’s beak. All it needed was a trailing feather and the war troll would be ready to court another of his kind.

Amused and slightly perturbed by the idea of war troll sex, I strode over to where Yashara and Pogo were standing by the rail, watching the last glimmers of the setting sun scintillate off the waves. It was a beautiful sight; land was barely visible on the horizon, a continuous and undulating line of darkness, while the ocean glimmered and swelled and ebbed about us, seagulls crying out and wheeling about the prow. The great sails above us were a dizzying sight, and I could actually feel the ship straining and coursing through the waters through the soles of my boots, the whole of it lashed to the wind and seeking the horizon.

“Master Kellik,” said Pogo, half turning to regard me and giving a sketch of a bow. “Greetings and contextually appropriate salutations.”

“Pogmillion.” I moved up to cross my arms over the railing and gazed out over the ocean. 

Yashara loomed over us both, seven feet of savage beauty, her black full mane of hair held back by the crown of iron spikes that she wore around her brow. It was easy to see why the sailors were fascinated; she exuded a predatory power that was obvious in every line of her frame, every curve of muscle, a latent sense of danger hanging about her like the coppery tang of blood did a murder scene. 

Had we really fucked down in the sewers beneath Port Gloom? Glancing at her out of the corner of my eye, I found it hard to believe; that she’d hooked one muscled leg over my shoulder as I’d licked her green slit, causing her to gasp and tremble as she’d dug her fingers into my hair.

Heart racing, I turned away to gaze back at the ocean, glad for the cool sea breeze on my suddenly hot cheeks. 

“We have a problem, Kellik,” she said, voice low, brooding.

“I can think of a dozen off the top of my head.”

“There’s only one that matters to me.” She shifted her weight, causing her triceps to momentarily appear in sharp relief down the back of her arm. “Pogo, how much does Kellik owe the Mailed Fist?”

“The agreed upon sum for the completion of our mission at the Baron’s castle was two hundred and eighty gold; of course, that sum no longer reflects our actual balance, as we have lost Ashrat, Skaxa, even Harusk. All our equipment is gone, our letters of charter, our registrations and licenses which we’ll need to apply for once more. I took the liberty of working out some sums while everyone slept, and have come up with a grand total of two thousand, six hundred and eighty-seven gold crowns owed -”

I spluttered and turn to stare down at him in disbelief. “Two thousand?”

Pogo displayed admirable sangfroid. “The bill is, of course, itemized. I would be happy to review it in its entirety at your leisure, Master Kellik. It includes the two hundred and ten gold coins of mixed denomination I lent you before so as to secure Havatier’s aid. However, I must admit that the bulk of the new charges comes from my estimation as to how dangerous a bounty has now been placed on our heads following our escapade in the Sodden Hold -”

“OK, wait. Wait.” I raised both hands forestalling him. Yashara hadn’t looked my way yet, her expression bleak as she studied the far shore. “Fine. Whatever the balance, I won’t argue it. But something tells me it’s not the gold that’s got you worried, Yashara.”

Now she did turn away from the railing to stare down at me, her eyes slitted, her dark lips pursed. Damn but her presence was so physical. With my current trend of thought set by the sailors’ commentary below, it was hard not to admire her cut torso, the swell of her hip, the deep cleavage that was just visible above her wrought iron breastplate. 

“What’s got me worried, Kellik, is that we’re sailing across half the known world without a goal, without a plan, and without expectation of payment. Your employment has proved ruinous to the Mailed Fist. Events have carried us this far together, but I won’t be content to simply follow your lead because you will it. You have until our next port of call to satisfy your debt. If you cannot pay the two thousand, six hundred gold, we shall take the payment in the form of your weapons and armor. That ensorcelled bow and the blade you now wear at your hip will go a long way to satisfying your bill.”

“I hear you,” I said. “You’re upset and with good reason. I miss Ashrat, Harusk _”

“No,” she said, voice low and intense. “Don’t pretend to understand. The Mailed Fist was not just a group of soldiers. We were all of us cousins, half-orcs, full bloods, goblins and war trolls. Outsiders in this world that either hate us or seek to use us as expendable war fodder. It was my responsibility to not just make money, but to take care of them, to give them a purpose and a future in this world that would deny them both. I failed. I got caught up in your quest and now they’re all dead.” She leaned forward, eyes slitted. “I won’t deny that I’m fond of you, Kellik, but my first duty is and always will be to my people, my cousins, all those who struggle to find a place in this world that would rather see them dead. Do you understand?”

“Maybe better than you think,” I said. “I just finished slaughtering everyone I once called family. Burned my old home to the ground. And, oh yeah, saw them raised as undead and forced to fight on. So maybe I do have an inkling of what you’re going through. And I know gold will prove a scant comfort, but it’s a minimum, right?”

“Gold is always the baseline against which all other values may be measured,” said Pogo. 

“I’ll see you paid before our next port,” I said, leaning heavily on Blind Fortuna’s favor to make my words true, “and will reveal my plans shortly as to our next steps. If you don’t want any part in it, I’ll understand. But I think you’ll appreciate the opportunity for greater wealth and a chance at true power.”

Yashara leaned back on one heel as she crossed her arms over her large chest. “True power.”

I gave her my best roguish grin. “Isn’t that what gold’s all about? A means to impose your will upon the world? Well, let’s cut to the chase. You can have just gold, but I’m going to offer you much more than that. But I won’t get into it now. I want to speak with everyone at once. As soon as Havatier and Tamara are up, we’ll gather and talk.”

“I’ll hear you out,” said Yashara, “but it will take more than empty promises to satisfy me.”

I almost made a suggestive quip, but the smoldering intensity in her eyes promised I wouldn’t get away with it lightly. What friendship, what intimacy we’d developed over the past few days had been subsumed by her current mood. Like I’d said, I couldn’t blame her. So instead I sketched a bow, much as Pogo had done. “I’ll let you be the judge.”

“Two thousand, six hundred and eighty-seven gold,” said Pogo.

I gave what I hoped was an ironic twist to bow, then turned and walked away. Fought to keep my expression serene as I wandered up the deck toward the front. Two thousand, six hundred gold? When I’d not a penny to my name? I glanced down at my frost blade. I was sure it would fetch a much higher price than two thousand, but only to the right vendor. And who on the Bonegwayne would pay that much coin for a sword? Maestria? Unlikely. 

My sales pitch was going to have to be absolutely perfect.

At loose ends, stomach gurgling with hunger, I paused by the railing anew to stew in my thoughts. Whom could I count on? Cerys, probably, though our initial trajectory had involved vengeance on the slave trade that had seen her sister killed. Would she declare herself satisfied with Wargiver’s death and our strike against the Sodden Hold and call it quits? Iris had sworn to repay her debt to me for saving her life - but had already made great inroads in that direction with her help at the dust yard and the Sodden Hold thereafter. At what point would she consider the debt repaid?

Havatier? A reluctant ally against the Family. Netherys? She I could probably count on for as long as my fate promised ruin and flames to enough innocents, which was a joyous thought to take comfort in. Pony? Pogo? They’d go with Yashara. 

I ground the heels of my hands in my eyes until I saw crimson stars and then sighed. One grain of sand at a time, as Jack used to say. So what was the first grain?

“Hello, Kellik.” The voice was a shadowy purr which sent a shiver down my back as an impossibly graceful form appeared by my side, leaning the small of her back against the railing as she looked over at me with a subtle smile playing on her purple lips. 

“Netherys.” I turned to regard her, crossing my arms as I did so. “You look better.”

Understatement of the year. She wore a voluminous black robe, hood pulled low over her face, but even so I could make out her flawless ashen skin, the purple hair so dark it was nearly black as it cascaded down over one shoulder. Her slanted eyes were alive with cruel amusement, and her full lips were quirked as if at some inside joke I would never - could never - be privy to. 

But it was more than that - just as Yashara had had her own savage physicality, Netherys exuded her own inhuman grace, a lightness of being that made her seem lithe and sinuous in a way that no human dancer could ever hope to mimic. Her beauty was haunting, and I felt a frisson of lust pass through me as I recalled those very lips sliding down the length of my cock…

“Mmm,” she purred, moving her body in a subtle and provocative manner. “You humans are so easy to read.”

For the second time in as many minutes I blushed, but this time I didn’t avert my eyes. “Yes, well. There’s something about indescribably attractive dark elves that have a certain effect on us males.”

“Not just the males,” she said lightly, reaching out to trace a line down the front of my shirt. “You’d be surprised at how many human women treasure the company of someone softer, more understanding, more patient and playful than you masculine brutes.”

“So that’s what I am now? Feels like a promotion.”

Her lips curled a fraction more. “It’s easy to climb when you’re starting at the very bottom. All you need show is a willingness to work very, very hard.”

I took hold of her wrist just before her hand could pass below my belt. “If there’s one thing I have, it’s an endless desire to accomplish my goals.”

“And what goals they are.” She made no move to pull her hand away. “Mother Magrathaar is most pleased with you. You are rushing full tilt toward your destiny. Your strike on the Sodden Hold solidified your trajectory.”

“Toward fire and ruin?” I asked, releasing her wrist. “That’s what you still see?”

“What she sees, yes.” She leaned back, both elbows on the railing, causing her chest to thrust forward ever so slightly as she gazed out across the deck. “You are an agent of chaos, Kellik. Where you go the Hanged God follows, with Mother Magrathaar circling overhead, her cackles riding the storm winds of destruction and doom.”

“Great. I’ll have that put down on my calling cards. But… does she see anything more definite? Has she hinted at what we should do next?”

“Oh my, taking your cues from my goddess? What a delicious turn of affairs.” Her eyes glimmered. “When we first met you feared her to the point of painfully detailed contracts. Now you seek her counsel?”

“Not quite. But if I know what she desires, I can use that to make sure things don’t get quite as cataclysmic as she hopes.”

“Alas, no. She hasn’t vouchsafed me a vision of the future. I am to remain by your side, however, and nurture your instincts to dominate your opponents.” She looked me up and down, making no attempt to disguise where her gaze lingered. “Of course, there’s nothing to prevent us from having a little fun in the process.”

I gave a husky laugh. “On a crowded ship? I don’t think we’d find a quiet corner.”

“I don’t mind being watched.”

By the gods she knew just how to throw me off my balance. “Ah, no, thank you. Plus I’m rather focused on what I’m going to say to you all once Tamara and Havatier awake.”

“Hmm. Let’s see if your resolve lasts all night. I’m willing to wager it won’t.” Her tone was light, playful, but there was something in the depths of her eyes that spoke of a more base desire, a hunger at odds with her own teasing words. “However, in the meantime, I’m willing to offer any advice that might help you with your decision.”

“Thanks.” I pushed away from the railing. “But you’re liable to just advise me to burn everything to the ground.”

She laughed, the sound causing more than a few sailors to turn our way. “Oh Kellik. Do you think I’ve lived this long by being that unsubtle? No. Your corruption will be a very gradual, delicate process. If I lead you too hard, you’ll balk. You must fall by very slow degrees, making one inconsequential decision after another, till their sum adds up to your irrevocable corruption. Have no fear. I’ll never be so crude as to push hard against your conscience.”

She leaned forward, smooth hand cupping my cheek as she raised her dark lips to my own. “And I promise you this: you will enjoy it, enjoy each step down that dark road. It’s why most walk it, after all: it feels so damn good.”

I stood there, frozen, as she brushed her lips against my own, then watched as she walked away, her whole body an orchestra to feminine beauty, her hips and long legs drawing the eye of every man she passed so that in her wake stood a dozen dullards, all of them gaping.

Me, unfortunately, amongst their number.

Rubbing vigorously at my face, I turned back to the ocean. By the Hanged God’s empty ball sack it was hard to focus on strategy with so many lethally gorgeous women around. 

I stood at the railing for another hour, watching the sun slowly sink behind the horizon, its death a conflagration of spectacular hues, a molten trail of undulating gold extending from our ship across the entire ocean. The skies darkened, the wisps of cloud going from salmon pinks to burgundies and fuchsias until at last they became dark purples, cobalt blues, and finally slate gray.

The wind picked up, bringing with it a stinging spray as the waves grew larger, and with a grunt I finally straightened up, no plan decided upon. I’d have to do what I did best, and improvise.

Cerys approached, bundled in a thick seaman’s knitted sweater, her chin buried in the heavy collar. “Kellik. Good news. Tamara and Havatier are both awake.”

“Thank the gods,” I said, a wave of relief coursing through me. Until then I hadn’t realized just how afraid I’d been of losing her, of losing them both. “At the same time? That’s damn lucky.”

“No.” It was fascinating how her smile was so different from Netherys; where the dark elf’s was cruel amusement, alien and hinting at centuries of experience, Cerys’ was warm, simple in comparison, yet speaking of her own wit and quick mind. “Tamara woke first then healed Havatier, enough for him to awaken. She said he’d not have done so without her intervention. He owes her his life.”

“As do most of us. I’ll head down and say hello.”

“No need,” said Cerys, pushing me back gently, hand on my chest. “They’re coming up to Maestria’s cabin. Everyone’s agreed. We want to hear you out, immediately.”

I actually gulped, forcing down a dry swallow as my stomach knotted up and my palms suddenly prickled with sweat.

“Oh. Great. Fantastic. I’ve been, ah, eagerly awaiting this moment. All day, actually.”

She considered me. “I can tell. We’re all dying to know what happened between you and Jack. What you’re planning next, and whether we figure in those plans. Whether we want to take part.”

I forced a grin. “Oh, just you wait. You’re going to love it.”

“Sure we are.” Cerys lowered her hand. “Come on. They’re waiting.”

I took a deep breath, held it, then exhaled slowly as I followed her across the deck toward Maestria’s door. Pony was ducking his head as he entered, Iris waiting just behind him, a black shawl wrapped around her slender shoulders. She smiled brightly at me, the wind blowing her veil across her high cheeks, and I couldn’t help but smile back.

At least someone here wasn’t going to be too upset when I revealed that I was descended from the worst monsters out of legend.

Cerys entered behind Iris, and as I stepped into the doorway I saw that everyone had already gathered within around Maestria’s table. 

All eyes turned to me.

Another deep breath. I forced a confident smile, entered, and closed the door behind me.

 


Chapter 3

 

 

Had it been only last night that I’d slept in this cabin? Stepping forward, I was struck by a sense of surreal disbelief; already that night in Maestria’s arms seemed a year behind me. But the cabin was obviously the same and unchanged; the rear wall composed of five diamond-paned windows, thick drapes hanging on either side, while the other walls were the hull of the ship that curved up to the foredeck. Thick, richly woven carpets lay strewn over the boards, while a great four-poster bed dominated much of the space. Swords were crossed over the walls beside gilt mirrors, heavy furniture was bolted down, and a large circular desk was currently crowded with my companions, their faces illuminated by lamp light.

Maestria had settled into a large chair, and was leaning back, ringed fingers interlaced over her stomach. Pony was a gently subsiding mountain at the rear of the room, while Yashara eschewed the chairs which looked too small regardless to lean against the wall, arms crossed. 

Tamara’s smile warmed me like nothing else. Face still waxen, she was obviously cheered at the sight of me. Havatier looked more a cadaver than a living man, and it was probably a coincidence that Iris had chosen to settle in the chair by his side. Cerys and Netherys rounded out the group, each of them settled in their own chair, and each and every one of them considered me as I moved forward.

I felt like a man on trial. A man being judged by a jury, most of whose members I’d fucked. Maestria, Netherys, Cerys, Yashara, Iris - had I really been intimate with all of them in some way or another over the past two or so days?

“Evening, everyone,” I said, raking my hands through my hair and forcing my shoulders back. I tried for a smile, but only Tamara seemed willing to return it. “Thanks for, ah, forcing me to have this meeting as quickly as possible. Far be it for us to lounge about on deck for a day or two, drinking rum and enjoying the sea breeze, right?”

Yashara shifted her weight from one foot to the other, causing the boards to creak.

“Right,” I said, “that was a joke, to ah, lighten the mood. But never mind. To business. First off, Tamara, Havatier, it does my soul good to see you back up and about. Thank you, Havatier, for getting us back aboard the Bonegwayne. We’d all be dead if you hadn’t pulled off that miracle.”

“You spoke some inspiring words at the end,” said Havatier, voice little more than a rasp. “Spurred me on wonderfully, they did.”

“Ah,” I said, “you remember that part.”

Havatier eyes narrowed a fraction. “I do.”

I clapped my hands together. “Well! It worked, because we’re here drinking wine with Captain Maestria, and who’d rather be slowly dying of thirst aboard that old tug? Not me. So, yes: thank you. Thank all of you, for that matter. Each and every one of you played a crucial role in last night’s success. We snuck into the Sodden Hold, defeated our enemies, gave the Family a black eye that it won’t forget, and most importantly, afforded me my confrontation with Everyman Jack.”

This caused several people to shift about in their seats.

“So you managed to speak with him?” asked Cerys. “Did he tell you why he ordered your death right after you passed your trial?”

“It’s hard to believe,” said Yashara, “that all this - all the fighting and death and the destruction of my Mailed Fist - came about because of that one little betrayal.”

I coughed into my fist. “Indeed. Seems like a lifetime ago, but it’s what started this avalanche. Yes. We spoke. The black portal led to some private mansion of his that was suspended in a swirling void. A magical realm, I’d guess, which he could retreat to whenever he wanted. No wonder we never saw him coming and going. But we spoke, and he revealed… a lot.”

Eyebrows raised. Nobody spoke. My throat was parched. I felt like I couldn’t catch my breath. I took up Cerys’ goblet and drank half the wine, and only stopped because draining the full amount would stink of desperation. 

This was it. Everyone was staring at me. Waiting. Even Pony was leaning forward, huge arms wrapped around his knobby knees.

“And… Everyman Jack told me that the Aunts and Uncles don’t really run the Family. I’ve always thought they were a society of equals, that they formed a council of some sort, and managed business between them all, but no. There’s been a single leader all this time. Someone Jack called ‘Grandfather.’”

“A secret leader?” Havatier rubbed at his jaw. “Fascinating. I’ve never even heard a rumor to that effect. Secret indeed.”

Cerys reached out to retrieve her goblet. “That would make this ‘Grandfather’ the true ruler of Port Gloom. And what manner of person could command the Aunts and Uncles, keep them in line?”

“An impressive individual,” said Yashara. “To run an organization of such size for so long without even its lower members being aware of his presence - he’d have to be both brilliant and subtle.”

“Did this ‘Grandfather’ order your death?” asked Cerys. “Is that why Jack betrayed you?”

“In a manner of speaking.” I began to pace back and forth. “Jack hid me from this Grandfather for all these years. Tried to protect me, or let me die as a result of my own stupidity or bad luck so that he’d not have to get rid of me himself. But I didn’t die. Instead, I did annoyingly well. It’s why he set me such an impossible trial: raiding the custom’s house was supposed to be a deathtrap, especially after he made sure all my inside information was wrong. But I survived that too, forcing his hand. He didn’t have a choice when I showed up at the Sodden Hold. He had to kill me there and then before I came to the Grandfather’s attention.”

“But why?” Maestria pushed back on the rear two legs of her chair. “You still haven’t told us why this all-powerful figure wanted you of all people dead. What were you to him?”

“His son,” I said.

That caused a stir. People exchanged glances, and Tamara even placed her hand over her mouth. 

“His son?” asked Cerys, leaning forward. “You’re the son of the leader of the entire Family?”

“Yeah,” I said, not wanting to meet her eyes. “His unwanted son. Jack was supposed to kill me right after I was born, but didn’t have the heart. My making the grade, however, would have brought me to his attention, and then Jack would have paid the price for his disobedience.”

“But how would he know?” Cerys gave a quick shake of her head. “Was your family resemblance so strong he’d recognize you? The man hadn’t seen or thought of you in almost twenty years. Why couldn’t you have disguised yourself a little and avoided his attention?”

“He’d have known.” Here it was. I stopped pacing and linked my hands behind my back. “Jack was absolutely positive that the moment Grandfather clapped eyes on me he’d know me for his son without a shadow of the doubt. Disguise or no disguise.”

“Magic?” asked Havatier. “Does he have some perpetual warding spell that alerts him to blood relations…?”

“Something like that. But not a spell, no.” A deep breath. My heart was pounding so hard I felt like I was going to burst an artery. “Jack said… I mean, Jack told me….” I coughed into my fist again. “I didn’t believe it myself, but it all made sense after. In retrospect, as it were.”

“Spit it out,” growled Yashara.

“Jack said my father was a king troll.”

Silence. It was immediately obvious that nobody quite understood what I meant. That the words I’d just said out loud didn’t make sense. Cerys frowned, leaned forward as if to ask a question, then stopped. Maestria quirked a brow as if I’d just recited a garbled children’s rhyme. Havatier, Tamara, Iris - they all just stared at me in confusion.

Yashara, however, uncrossed her arms as she pushed away from the wall. “You’re joking.”

“I’m not.”

“Then he lied to you.”

“He didn’t.”

Her eyes narrowed as her hand dropped to the hilt of her great scimitar. “Let me rephrase that then. He’d better have lied to you.”

“A king troll?” Havatier placed both hands palm down on the table and leaned forward. “Like the children’s tales?”

I fought for calm. “Apparently, those stories were based on some really ancient history.”

To my surprise, it was Tamara that rose to her feet. “That’s not possible, Kellik, because the king trolls were wiped out over five centuries ago. To the very last one.”

“Aren’t you listening to me? Apparently, they weren’t.”

Her voice brooked no dissent. “No. They were. I know this.”

“Know it how?” My impatience was starting to slip my control. 

She crossed her arms, uncrossed them, then flushed and sat down. “I was a member of the Sworn of the White Sun. I was fascinated with the lore of my order, which is in part what led my asking the questions that got me cast out. And much of it concerned the king trolls, though it made little sense. What was clear, however, abundantly so, was that my order was instrumental in wiping out the king trolls over half a millennia ago. In fact, I’ve come to believe that was the very reason it was created. That the Sworn were formed to eradicate the great evil embodied within the king trolls. And this they did successfully, as evinced by the complete lack of monstrous tyrannical despots ruling the world with their cruel magics and indomitable wills.”

“Will someone please tell me what a king troll is?” asked Maestria. 

“Jack was fucking with you,” said Yashara.

“I’m sorry, Kellik, but I agree.” Tamara gave a curt nod as if cementing her opinion. “I can’t guess why he lied in such manner, but that’s as ridiculous as claiming your mother was a sun dragon.”

Iris watched all this without much concern; she simply turned to listen to each speaker with polite interest. 

“Look. Shut up. All of you.” I moved to the edge of the table and leaned forward on both arms, staring each person down until they subsided. “I know he told the truth because it explains a lot of mysteries which were confusing the fuck out of me.”

“Like what?” asked Tamara. “Your desire to rule Port Gloom like some monstrous tyrant -”

“Like how I survived Jack’s first assassination attempt,” I said. “Black Evelina shot me in the chest and then cut my throat. Remember Tamara? That first time we spoke? You said I received a cut that nearly opened my throat?”

She nodded unwillingly.

“Black Evelina didn’t nearly open my throat. She was going to be made a fucking gloom knight. She did open my throat, right before they threw me in the Snake Head. I’m sure of it. No way she’d be sloppy enough to just lightly cut me. She opened my throat, and I healed the wound while I drifted into the bay.”

Tamara scoffed. “Nobody heals a cut throat.”

“You said it yourself: it was a miracle I hadn’t been thrust into the Ashen Gardens. You said my wounds should have been mortal, and couldn’t explain how I’d survived. Remember?”

She subsided with a frown.

“Or - how about how I could give more spirit stuff to you to fuel your magics than anyone you’ve ever met? Or how I’ve fucking healed the wounds dealt to me by Jack? Or the ones I received from the gloom knight outside the tunnel on the banks of the Snake Head?” Furious, hands shaking, I tore my shirt off over my head and spread my arms, showing the dozens of scabbed over knife wounds to my arms and sides, the huge swathe of scar tissue that covered my side where Jack’s claws had torn through my flesh and ribs.

“You have to have noticed how I’m healing. Healing faster than anybody but a troll can.”

“So maybe you’re half troll like Elias was,” said Cerys, “and like him you’re coming into your power now.”

“Right,” said Tamara, “how do you know it’s not regular troll blood in you?”

Havatier’s mouth was puckered as if he’d tasted something foul. “You think Pony could rule the Aunts and Uncles?”

“Exactly,” I said. My fury was a dull drumbeat in my temples. Their protests had aggravated me beyond reason. “You think a city troll is ruling Port Gloom? I’d give my fucking life for Pony at this point but I’d not appoint him the secret head of the Family.”

“So another half troll,” began Cerys, but I slammed my palm down on the table top so hard that every goblet bounced.

“Enough! And more than enough! The Grandfather is a fucking king troll, and yes Tamara, that’s why he’s running Port Gloom like a power-mad despot, steeping it in depravity and corruption, making it so that nothing good can grow there, so that the closest thing to a real government is a band of murderous cutthroats and conmen who hold onto their monopoly on crime through a web of mutilated and shattered female magic users. Doesn’t that sound like the provenance of a king troll?”

Tamara’s face paled as she sat back. Her eyes were wide, almost glassy.

“The leader of the Family is a fucking king troll, and I’m his son. He’d have recognized me the moment he saw me because king trolls apparently recognize their own. Jack said I was growing into my powers, and healing’s not the least of them. You’ve all heard me persuade people to take my side. You’ve commented on my ability to bring this group together. Come on, people. Think about it. Think about what we accomplished in Port Gloom. Who we fought. Who we crushed. Could any regular street rat have pulled that off? There’s a power in me. A power that’s growing. A hunger for control. But.”

I had them. They were staring at me, spellbound. 

“But. Tamara here, our dear Foresworn, healed me with her White Sun magic. And as we’ve since learned, that shit changes people. She changed me. I went from being an asshole of an aspiring thief to giving a damn about justice, about killing monsters like Elias, about stopping criminals like Wargiver, about freeing the mutilated women they’d enslaved, about taking down the Sodden Hold where Jack stood laughing at me. I’m a king troll with a bloody conscience, and I tell you now, I’m not done getting my revenge. Not while my father is out there, sitting in the center of his damned web, pulling strings and keeping Port Gloom under his fucking thumb.”

I stepped back, panting for breath, feeling aflame with passion and resolve.

Nobody spoke until Iris broke the silence. “Are you using your powers on us now?”

That got everyone’s attention. Before they could cry out, I held up my hands. “No. Not that I know of. I’m just talking here.”

Cerys rose to her feet and stepped behind her chair. “You can tell when you use it?”

“I - yes. Sometimes. After the fact. It feels like a fucking rush. Like Blind Fortuna herself has gazed upon me and is raising me up on her wheel. I felt it with Neko, after Wargiver, when I convinced him to join us. With Pogo, remember?” I turned to the goblin. “When you wanted to leave after the first gloom knight’s attack? A few other times. But not now. Now, I’m just pissed and wanting my father’s head on a plate.”

“You used us,” said Yashara, voice laden with menace.

“Yes, and I gave you gold in exchange, it’s called hiring your mercenary ass in case you’ve forgotten -”

Havatier was staring at me, face dangerously blank. “So my desire to help you fight the Family, the way I suddenly resolved to do something after decades of inaction…?”

Maestria’s face had gone as hard and cold as marble. “Is that how you got back on my ship and into my good graces? Used your powers on me?”

“No! Listen to me, all of you.” I raised both hands, chest rising and falling, searching for the right words, trying to find a way through to them. And then I felt it - a rising sense of potential, a warm, tingling excitement at the prospect of swaying them, at exerting my will over their own and bringing them back to my side. It arose within me like some dark predatory fish rising toward the surface of the ocean. No, not a fish, a great whale, vast and unstoppable, a force of nature that would sweep aside their objections, make them see reason, my reason -

I turned away from that urge, that inclination, and with a shudder forced myself to speak with my words alone. “Listen. Please. All of you. I - I just learned about this. Who I am. What I am. I had no idea until I spoke with Jack. No awareness that I might be doing anything wrong. Just… just a desire for justice. To do the right thing. And if I crossed a line in doing so, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to. I didn’t know what I was doing. I just thought I was being extra fucking persuasive. And I swear to you. Right now, right here, that I won’t use that power again. I’m not using it now. I’m just trying to connect with you as a friend. Someone who’s placed his life in your hands numerous times in battle. I respect and admire every single one of you. I’m honored that you’ve fought by my side, and if you want to get the hell away from me, I’ll respect that, too. But please.”

I looked about the table. “Please believe me when I say I never meant any of you any harm, and that I’ll never use my powers on you again.”

Silence. Cerys remained frozen behind her chair. Yashara’s glower had been reduced to a pensive smolder. Maestria was scrutinizing me, Havatier staring out into the middle distance.

Tamara glanced down at her hands, cleared her throat, and then spoke to the table at large, not looking at anyone in particular. “I can attest to what Kellik’s saying. I mean, in terms of his learning more about himself and his own powers. How… how awful it feels. To know that you did something to those you care about, that you might have changed them against their will. It’s why I was cast out of the Sworn. I asked difficult questions, and when I wasn’t satisfied with the answers, I swore not to use my powers again. They didn’t like that. But it was only later that I really understood how wrong what I was doing really was. That I was changing people on their most fundamental level by healing both them and their spirits. And when Kellik found that out about me, he… he didn’t cast me out as most other people might. He didn’t call me a monster. He told me instead to stop, and then trusted that I would.”

She looked over at me then, her eyes bright with tears, her face flushed, her smile tremulous. “I haven’t even begun to process what you’ve told us. With your being a… you know. The son of everything my order was created to fight, the son of… something so ghastly and foul I can’t begin to wrap my mind around it. But… I do trust you. You’re the man I’ve seen fight for all the right reasons these past few days. I trust you, Kellik, no matter your heritage, and I’ll stay by your side.”

I can’t begin to express how good that felt. My own eyes prickled with tears and my chest swelled up with emotion. I didn’t trust myself to speak, so all I could do was give her a curt nod, my throat working as I swallowed. 

“By the Hanged God’s shriveled dick,” said Cerys, falling bonelessly into her chair. “A king troll?”

“Yeah,” I managed, and forced a smile. “Tell me about it.”

“I’ve no problem with your heritage,” said Iris. “You saved me from a literal lifetime of madness and slavery, and have accepted me and all my proclivities ever since. I’ve never met someone as open-minded or just. Your being descended from some kind of legendary monster is perfectly acceptable to me.”

I gave a weak laugh. “Thank you, Iris. You don’t know how much I appreciate that.”

“I don’t know,” said Havatier, slowly shaking his head. “To know I was so crudely manipulated, and by a child of the most heinous monsters in recorded history? I don’t know if I can make peace with that.”

“Fair,” I said. “More than fair.”

Netherys had remained quiet all along, a slender shadow to one side, her long, clever fingers toying with her goblet. Her smile was mercurial. 

 “I’ve no problem with it at all,” she said, “but then again, I doubt that comes as a shock to any of you. Wherever you go, Kellik, I shall follow.”

“Thank you, Netherys.” I wasn’t quite sure how uplifting an endorsement it was for a dark elf to pledge her allegiance to you, but right now I’d take all the support I could get.

Cerys was studying me, doubt and fear and anger in her limpid blue eyes. “I don’t know, Kellik. I want it to be that easy. To say I know you, trust you, and that this doesn’t change anything. But that would be a lie. I just don’t know.”

That hurt. Cerys had been with me from the start. I wanted to argue with her, ask if our going after Wargiver at her insistence hadn’t meant anything, if all the times I’d saved her life and she’d saved mine weren’t proof of something - but I bit my tongue. I was the son of a fucking king troll. Elias, another half troll, had enslaved her, killed her sister, and brutalized her past anything I could begin to understand. I couldn’t expect anybody to make their peace with that, to suddenly throw in with someone like myself.

“I’ve fought beside trolls my whole life,” said Yashara, voice low and uneasy. “City trolls, war trolls, even mountain trolls. But a king troll? I thought that a myth.”

Pogo was gazing pensively at Pony. “Perhaps that explains why our big friend here was always so amenable to Kellik’s commands.”

Yashara nodded pensively. “True. But regardless, every troll I’ve met has been defined by his circumstances. I’ve met bad ones and good ones. I’ve seen bad ones turn good, seen good ones turn wicked. But king trolls. I’ve never heard anything but bad of them. Ever. Every single one I’ve ever heard of wanted nothing more than to rule, to dominate, and to pervert.”

“I just want justice,” I said.

“I’ll wager most of them could justify their actions,” said Yashara, “that they all saw themselves in some manner or other as the dark heroes of their own tragedies. Doing what was necessary right up until they realized that they could now do whatever they willed. What is it you want, Kellik? To kill your father? To destroy the Family? What then? What exactly are you trying to accomplish, and what will you do once you’ve achieved it?”

“What am I trying to accomplish?” On this I was on firmer ground. Once more I began to pace. “We’ve all seen the dark underside of Port Gloom. Seen how the Family sees fit to run the place. How ineffective the government is in reining them in - if there is any difference between the two. In the Garden District the nobles enjoy lives of pampered privilege while Execution Hill looms over them all, the site of miscarried justice where only those who defy the Family are hung. The rest of the city? Slums, tenement homes, filthy streets choked with trash. It’s a pisshole, a vast, reeking, rotten ship that’s run by the rats, where the smartest, most ambitious, and most talented people seek entrance into the Family so as to get a chance at fortune and wealth.”

I turned to stare at Yashara. “What do I want? To tear it all down. To root out the Family, Auntie by Uncle, to crush each Sodden Hold, to liberate their mutilated watchers, to kill every gloom knight, to shatter their webs of corruption, to make it clear to each man, woman, and child that the Family need be feared no more.”

Cerys slashed at the air with her hand. “An admirable dream, but utterly impractical -”

“I’m not done,” I growled at her, and she cut off, blinking in surprise. “I’m no fool. No addle-minded idiot who believes we can bring love and happiness to that rotten city through good intentions alone. Nor do I think killing off random Aunties or Uncles like we did with Jack will accomplish anything. The hopeful and ambitious will ever swarm in to take their place. Might as well stop a river by chopping at it with an ax. No. What I want is systemic change without destroying the city itself. No conquering army, no looting and burning Port Gloom to the ground. I want it cleansed. But how?”

I stopped by the table and rested my hands on the chair back. “Our attack needs to be two-fold. We need to dismantle the official power structure piece by piece, removing the corrupt officials that run the city. The Royal Provost, the Provost of the Merchants, the civil and criminal law lieutenants. The Municipal Council itself if we have to.”

Cerys snorted and rolled her eyes. “Ah, wonderful. We just kill off every major noble in the city then. Simple.”

“While we do this, we wage war against the Family. Not by killing random members or even destroying strongholds like the Sodden Hold. We attack the culture of fear and omnipotence they’ve created. The faith the people have in their invulnerability. Last night we struck our first blow, but next time we return to Port Gloom? We’ll wage a calculated war of propaganda and humiliation. We won’t kill an Uncle, we’ll leave him tarred and feathered in the center of Market Square. And this.”

I dug into my pouch and pulled out a crumpled piece of paper I’d taken from Market Square days ago. It depicted a man wreathed in flames, block script printing out the title overhead: On the Return of the King Trolls. “This caught my eye. Not just for the title itself, which is provocative and merits further investigation, but for the way it was mass produced. There were a bunch of other posters identical to it plastered over the post. These weren’t drawn and written by hand, but produced by some new, revolutionary method. I want to find their creator and turn his hand to our purpose. I want to plaster Port Gloom with inflammatory pamphlets and in doing so wage a new kind of war against my father.”

Even Havatier looked interested. 

“Impressive goals,” said Yashara, and I could immediately tell she wasn’t convinced. “Why not add ‘recruit the Hanged God to our cause’ and ‘pull down the moon with our bare hands’ while you’re at it?”

I grinned at her. “Maybe I will. And yes, those goals sound far-fetched. But when I return to Port Gloom I will no longer be Kellik the failed apprentice thief. I mean to learn about my heritage. What it means to be a king troll. What I can do with my powers, how I can push them, grow them, so that I can sit across the chess table from my father and play him at his own game. Which is why our first order of business is to learn everything we can about king trolls. From there, we shall put together a plan so cunning that Port Gloom won’t know what hit it until it’s far, far too late.”

Cerys crossed her arms, clearly skeptical. Havatier drummed his fingers on the table. Tamara looked troubled, running the ball of her thumb over her full lips. Only Iris and Netherys looked at ease, both of them clearly on my side. 

Havatier pushed himself to his feet. “Kellik, I wish you well. I admire what you’ve accomplished thus far, even if I don’t approve of your methods. But I cannot overlook what you claim to be. This power you seek to master is a pyre on which you and everyone associated with you shall burn. King trolls are the greatest monsters from our past, and the history texts only hint at the atrocities they committed. I will have no part of your future plans. Captain Maestria.” He nodded to her, then walked across the cabin and let himself out the door.

Yashara placed her hands on her hips. “I admire the sheer scope of your ambition. But words are not enough. Too many of my people have already died following your ambitions. If you come to me with the gold I am owed and a concrete plan, then perhaps I will listen. Otherwise, you’d best find that gold before we reach our next port. Pogo? Pony?”

The goblin and troll followed her out of the cabin in turn, Pony nodding to me as he passed.

The room seemed much emptier without their presence. I turned to Cerys. “And you?”

“I… I will listen further.” She pulled out her chair and sat. “It’s not like I’ve anywhere else to go. My mind’s not made up. But I won’t leave just yet.”

“Good. Thank you. Maestria? May we continue to use your cabin?”

“Aye,” said the captain. “I’m still trying to decide whether I’m sufficiently appalled to order you flung off the side of my ship. But while I deliberate, I want to keep you in sight.”

“Fair enough.” I pulled out a chair and sat down, my feverish energy leaving me as I did so. Maestria, Cerys, Netherys, Tamara, and Iris all gazed back at me, their expressions equivocal. “Let me throw this out to you all then: what can you tell me of king trolls?”

Tamara stirred in her seat. “As I said, they were - or are - the ancient enemy of my order. The common belief amongst my brothers and sisters, however, is that they’re long gone; we’ve turned our attentions to general good works and healing those in need. But the records I read indicate that once we were a militant force, and we rose up to contest the king trolls’ dominion of the cities. We rallied armies and through the powers of the White Sun inured our followers to the powers of the king trolls. Over the course of four decades and under numerous leaders and generals we rooted them out in a crusade that burned across Khansalon, though it’s said the king trolls had no influence in Mendev in the far east, the deserts of the far south, or the far flung islands of Heshaman. Still, from Olandipolis and Carneheim to Port Lusander and Jarjute we toppled them, sealed their homes, destroyed their artifacts, and set guards over their places of power.”

“Places of power,” I said. “That sounds promising.”

Tamara gave a one-shouldered shrug. “These were their tombs, the rooms or complexes from where they reigned. Not magical power, I don’t think, but rather symbolic places that people associated with their sovereignty.”

“Still. Something to examine. And this was all five hundred years ago?”

“Ancient history, as I said.” Her smile was apologetic. “Nobody even speaks of them today amongst the Sworn. When I started asking questions I was at first indulged with condescending smiles, as if I had become fascinated with conspiracy theories that everyone knew better than to credit. It’s only when I started making connections between the power granted to us by the White Sun and our efforts to combat the king trolls that the elders began to grow upset.”

“Upset?” asked Cerys. “Why?”

Tamara stared down at her hands. “This is hard for me to speak of, both due to my conditioning and because of my… shame. But,” she drew a deep breath, “when I heal with the power of the White Sun, I knit your physical body together, returning it to its idealized form. The White Sun allows me to see how you would have grown if you had lived a healthy, safe, nurturing life. Whether you are wasted by drugs, weakened by poison, or rent by wounds, I can undo the damage that has skewed you away from your ideal state and return you to optimum health.”

“Sounds good to me,” said Maestria. “I’ve a bad knee you should look at.”

“But,” said Tamara, and her smile became so vulnerable that I couldn’t help but admire her for her bravery in speaking on. “It’s not just the body we heal. It’s the soul. The White Sun also has an ideal state for your mind and spirit. A state that we were taught is in true accordance with a righteous life lived in harmony with its teachings and highest principles. When I heal your body, I also heal your spirit; I realign you, changing you so that you begin to desire to live a virtuous life. Make it easier to resist temptation, strengthen your conscience, your generosity, your patience and capacity for empathy. Curb your crueler impulses, your greed, your desire for dominance, and so forth. It’s why the Sworn are so willing to heal even the most wicked; by healing their bodies, we are able to heal their souls, and help them return to society as productive, kind, and loving members.”

“Oh,” said Maestria, leaning back. “Never mind about the knee then.”

“Yes,” said Tamara. “Exactly. I began to ask why we developed these powers. It seemed to me that our role in fighting the king trolls made such cleansing abilities worthwhile: we could remove the corruption of a king troll’s influence. But since they were deposed, it seems we never stopped; we’ve been ‘improving’ people without asking if it was the right thing to do. This line of questioning began to seriously upset my superiors, and when I refused to be silenced I was first incarcerated, then tortured, and then cast out and made anathema. Apparently, my superiors were too ‘good’ to order my execution.”

Her smile twisted with bitterness. “I made my way down to the docks, where I eventually found work at an inn’s kitchen. Over the next few months I began experimenting with herbalism, refusing to touch the White Sun until Kellik was wheeled into my shack, more dead than alive.”

I smiled at her, and she smiled back; a light danced in her eyes, perhaps made more visible by the tears drawn forth by her emotion, and on impulse I leaned forward to squeeze her hand.

“So this is all your fault,” said Maestria, tone deadpan. “You healed him and set this all in motion.”

Tamara took a brisk breath and sat up straighter. “I suppose it is.”

“I know something,” said Iris. She had removed her veil, though her eyes were still lined with black that had smeared slightly down her cheeks. 

“Yes?” I prompted. “Something that came up during your study of necromancy?”

“Oh - no.” She blinked at me, as if I’d suggested something ineffably foolish. “No, not at all. I’ve never heard mention of the king trolls in my books. Do you recall what I told you of my past? I am a native of Port Lusander. There I was courted by the magistrate, a former warrior by the name of Beauhammer. He was old enough to be my father, but found me… appealing. I don’t know why. Perhaps it was my family’s wealth. I made no attempt whatsoever to capture his attention. My father arranged our engagement before he died, after which I immediately broke it off. I thought that would send a definitive message to Beau, but instead…”

She gave a slight shake of her head, her lips quirking in a bemused and private smile.

“He’s the one that sold you to Elias, right?” Her tale came back to me, told to us all within the carriage we’d hired after fleeing Wargiver. 

“Yes. But during our engagement, before my father died, I would often go visit him at his castle. It was a picturesque fort, half destroyed by time, covered in dark ivy and gazing out over the city and bay. I would stand for hours at its battlements, thrilling at how the wind would nearly pluck me up and toss me to my death…”

Again she trailed off. This time I decided to wait. After awhile she blinked, smiled anew, and continued. “He was fascinated with the history of the city. ‘His’ city, as he called it, though, of course, the xanthan vine companies would sneer at such a claim. Fascinated with the castle, its previous owners, and the ruins on which it was built. Did I mention the ruins? The hill on which the castle stands is rife with them. Ancient dungeons. Perilous in the extreme, however. Beauhammer told me numerous times over dinner about his attempts to cleanse them completely when he first arrived in Lusander, two decades before. He was shipwrecked, you see, him and his company of paladins. En route to some distant war that he never reached. Instead, they decided to take over the fort and the security of the city. Nobody seemed to mind. And a few years in, lacking a challenge, he decided to explore the full extent of the ruins beneath his castle…”

If her tale wasn’t so fascinating I’d have begun growing frustrated with her meandering way of telling it. But something about her, her dream-like manner, the knowledge of what had been done to her mind, her mesmerizing beauty - all of it served to hold my tongue.

“His men failed to return. He grew impatient, sent more below - oh, he grew quite upset when I asked him why he didn’t go himself - but… no. Nobody it seemed had attempted to explore the ruins before. Apparently, everybody knew them to be cursed. Beauhammer kept sending his men below. He grew obsessed. And one night a soldier of his finally returned, and spoke to him of what he had seen, and Beauhammer summoned priests of the White Sun, and they sent their own below to cordon off a section of the ruins.”

I sat up. “The White Sun did?”

“Yes.” Iris blinked at me, as if losing her train of thought.

“And what happened then?”

“This was a few years ago… but they’ve remained below ever since. They purchased a grand manor off Galleon Square, converted it to a temple. I believe financed by the Nautilus company. They never approved of me… the White Suns, that is. I can’t say I blame them. I remember one afternoon as the sun slanted in through my drapes and I sat in the grand hall, playing with my toys, and his holiness came to visit my father… they were shouting in the dining room. I grew upset. I forget what I did, but the shouting stopped. His holiness left the manor, but the next day several of their order appeared and demanded I be handed over to them…”

Iris reached up to rub at her temple. “I… no. The memory is gone.” She glanced up, smile apologetic. “What was I saying?”

My throat was dry. “The, ah, ruins under the fortress.”

“Ah yes. Beauhammer ceased sending his men below. Instead… he was so proud of his innovation. Four years - or was it five? Four years ago he declared the entirety of the ruins his domain - besides the area cordoned by the White Sun - and once a year would sell five licenses to adventurers, archaeologists, fortune seekers, and madmen. To anyone who wished to delve below for riches. And… they came. Curious, is it not? That what was freely available before was not valued, but the moment access became limited, oh, how they did clamor and bid for those licenses, all so that they could go below and die, and die, few of them ever returning, and those that did…”

Iris looked down, a thin vertical line between her brows, to stare at the table, lost in thought.

Nobody spoke for a minute or so, waiting to see if she’d pick up her train of thought once more.

Finally, Maestria broke the silence. “As you know, I’m sailing to Port Lusander. It’s my final destination on my voyage south before I plan to turn around and return back up the coast. They’re having their big annual festival in ten days’ time. The Maritime Equinox. Meant to celebrate a strange compulsion the whole town used to feel centuries past that would send everyone diving into the bay. They don’t feel it anymore, but they celebrate the day all the same, diving into the water of their own free will, and it’s now the high point of trading as well as during the week prior xanthan vine can be purchased in bulk amounts by enterprising souls, right up till the day after the festival when the Nautilus’ flagship sets sail for Olandipolis, laden with so much gold it can but wallow through the waves. It’ll be my third year in a row that I visit, and I’m hoping it’ll prove as profitable as the previous two.”

“What’s this xanthan vine?” I asked.

It was Tamara who answered. “You might have heard of it by its more common name, ‘Cure All.’ It’s a swamp plant with remarkable healing properties. A critical component in the healing salves produced by the White Sun.”

“Aye,” said Maestria. “And I know Mendev buys it in vast quantities, though for what purpose I can’t rightly say. Perhaps the same.”

I let out a low whistle. “And it all comes from Port Lusander?”

“Aye,” said Maestria. “From the swamps in its hinterlands, to be exact. Large bulbs put out vines that can be endlessly harvested as long as the bulb itself isn’t damaged. Doing so carries the death penalty.”

“Bit intense, wouldn’t you say?” I asked.

Tamara shook her head. “The bulbs grow very slowly. They’re as easy to replace as centuries old trees.”

“Well, xanthan bulbs aside, I think we have a destination,” I said, a quiver of excitement passing through me. “Port Lusander it is. While everyone focuses on Cure All, we’ll get to work under the castle. Tamara, what are the odds that Beauhammer found something related to the king trolls in the ruins? That would explain why the White Sun moved in, wouldn’t it?”

“It’s possible,” said Tamara, though her tone was cautious. “But not certain.”

“If there’s a king troll ruin beneath Beauhammer’s fort, and that’s where we’re already going - then I think our course is obvious.” I grinned at them all. “Looks like Blind Fortuna’s giving us a sly wink.”

“Or the Hanged Man,” said Cerys, “unless you missed that part about nobody returning alive from the ruins?”

Netherys bestirred herself. “Oh come, Cerys. We are no casual fortune hunters. Between our varied abilities I’m sure we are the match for whatever dangers may lurk in some centuries-old crypt.”

“You still need to acquire one of those five licenses,” said Maestria. “And if I recall correctly, you are currently out of funds.”

Cerys’ smile was cruel. “Actually, I think our dear Kellik finds himself in some serious debt.”

“Details.” I waved the matter away. “We have our course charted. We arrive in Port Lusander, we acquire a license or find another way to break into the ruins, make our way to the king troll’s area, slip past the White Sun guards, and then learn what we can about my heritage.”

“I like it,” said Netherys, stretching much like a cat, arms rising, chin turning, breasts thrusting out. “Mother Magrathaar shall bless our venture. Who knows? It may even prove amusing.”

“Well, I don’t like it,” said Cerys. “What if we get there and the ruins have nothing to do with the king trolls? Or even if they do, what’s to say there’s anything of practical benefit to us hidden in a centuries-old tomb? Or whatever it is? And that’s if we can avoid the White Sun, Beauhammer’s men, and whatever other horrors lurk in the ruins.”

“I don’t have a strong opinion as to whether the ruins will reveal much to us,” said Tamara. “But I do feel as if Blind Fortuna is gracing us here with an opportunity. However, Iris - is it safe for you to return to Port Lusander?”

“Hmm?” Iris smiled at her distractedly.

“Is it safe for you to go back?”

“Oh - no. Not at all.” Her smile remained fond. “The last time I was there the people sought to burn me on a pyre, and Beauhammer, well… he would be only too pleased to put me in his dungeon to torture at his leisure.”

“You are one seriously disturbed lady,” said Maestria, and I realized that she’d no knowledge of what had befallen Iris while she’d been in Wargiver’s care. “The prospect of all that doesn’t bother you?”

“No, not really.” Iris leaned forward slightly, her black wedding dress whispering as she did so. “You see, I’ve become more powerful since then. Much more powerful. In fact, I’m rather eager to return.” Her eyes shone. “I feel as if I’ve much to share with the good people of Port Lusander now.”

I’ve never heard anyone sound so sweet yet make my blood run so cold. “Well, ah, great. With a little luck there’ll be no need for that, Iris.”

She leaned back, smile subsiding but not quite leaving her lips. 

“So.” I sat up straight. “That’s our plan for now. Arrive in Lusander, find a means to infiltrate the king troll ruins, and then learn what we can of my powers and past. Agreed?”

“As you will, Master,” said Netherys, smiling wickedly at me.

“Master?” Cerys’ disgust was obvious. “Seriously?”

“Oh yes,” said Netherys, not taking her eyes off me. “I live to serve his every whim.”

“I’m in favor,” said Tamara. “Unless something better presents itself. We can at least investigate further when we arrive in Port Lusander. Perhaps I can learn something from my former order before we make an attempt at the ruins.”

“Like I said, I don’t know.” Cerys stood up. “I admire your bravery as always, Kellik. No one will ever accuse you of cowardice. But… I don’t know.”

I held her gaze. I searched for words, something with which to reassure her, but had nothing left to say. Instead, I slowly rose to my feet. “Thank you for hearing me out, Cerys.”

“Of course. If you’ll excuse me.” She bowed her head, bit her lip, then brushed past me to exit the cabin.

“Don’t look at me,” said Maestria. “I’m still deliberating whether to give you passage to Port Lusander. Even if I do, we’ve not yet negotiated payment.”

“Why is everyone so obsessed with gold?” I asked.

“I’m quite eager to return,” said Iris. “I’m with you, Kellik.”

“Well, great. Thank you. Netherys, Tamara, Iris, I can’t tell you how much I appreciate your sticking with me.”

“We’ll need to convince the others to support you, however.” Netherys traced the outline of her lips with one long nail. “Yashara, Pogo, Pony, Cerys, Havatier - they’re all of great use to us. Let us speak soon, Kellik, so that I may counsel you on how best to win them back.”

“Sure. But nothing underhand. If I’m to win back their loyalty, I want to do it honestly.”

Netherys pouted. “You’re such a child.”

“No,” said Tamara, rising to her feet. “He’s a man worth following. If you’ll all excuse me, I’m famished. Captain Maestria, may I avail myself of the galley?”

As if on cue, my stomach gurgled audibly. 

Maestria chuckled. “Be my guest, though I can’t promise that you’ll find anything hot there at this hour.”

“I think I’ll join you,” I said. “If I may?”

“Always,” said Tamara, and with a smile she took my hand. And by Blind Fortuna’s bounteous breasts, my heart actually surged with gratitude and happiness to have her by my side as she led me to the cabin door and out into the oceanic night.

 


Chapter 4

 

 

Tamara and I carried our bowls of cold stew up to the deck and found a quiet space by the main mast. There was a minimum crew keeping her moving through the night, and I saw that Maestria had moved up onto the rear deck by the steering wheel, gazing out ahead as the wind stirred her dreads. The Bonegwayne slid through the water with an ever-present hiss, rising and dipping subtly as it crested each wave.

Tamara took a seat on a coil of rope, while I made do on a covered bucket of sand. For a moment neither of us spoke; we were sufficiently famished that we devoured our food, enjoying the quiet intimacy of each other’s company, until far too quickly our spoons scraped the bottom of our bowls and we were done.

“I could eat five of those,” said Tamara with a guilty smile, setting her bowl by her boots. “Back in the Sodden Hold I had to give a lot of myself. My… soul stuff, I think we’ve decided to call it. It was that or let Yashara, Netherys, and Cerys die. I think I’ll be eating enough for three for a week to come.”

“You were amazing down there,” I said, and when she went to protest I grinned. “Seriously. You just said it yourself. Without you how many of us would have made it out of the Hold? I don’t think any. You saved us.”

“The White Sun saved us,” said Tamara, looking away over the railing at the cobalt-blue ocean. The moon was slipping in and out of cover, and each time it did the dark waves turned pewter under her lambent glow. “I don’t know how well I was filtering out its influence at the end there, either. Whether I changed people or not.”

“In this case I’d rather them alive and marginally nicer than dead and their authentic evil selves. And you got a chance to nudge Netherys onto an ever so slightly better path. That has to be worth something. Remember how back in the sewers she’d rather die than let you touch her?”

“I don’t necessarily blame her.”

“Well, she’s been uncomfortably friendly since you healed her, so you have my thanks at any rate.”

Tamara snorted. “I’m sure you won’t mind. She’s not made her interest in you secret.”

“It’s like flirting with…” I paused, trying to think of an apt simile. “Actually, I can’t think of anything else quite so dangerous and sociopathic as a dark elf. So, exciting, sure, but also terrifying.”

Tamara propped her chin on her hand and gazed at me. “I’m sure you’ll find a way to cope.”

“Maybe. Thank you, by the way. For speaking up as you did in the cabin. I really appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome.” Simply said, and a fetching smile to go with it. “When I think of where I was when you met me… this is immeasurably better, Kellik. Even if it’s all kinds of complicated. I was in a really bad place. Just trying to get by day to day.”

“I know,” I said. “I saw.”

“No, you don’t know.” Said kindly, without rancor. “I’m not sure I’d still be alive now if you hadn’t come into my life. I was having trouble finding a reason to get up each morning. The prospect of a life spent fighting my own gifts, alone and in the slums of Port Gloom… it wasn’t an appealing one.”

“Then I’m glad Lugin saw fit to have me brought to you. I wonder how he’s doing now.”

“He seemed to have taken your advice to heart the last time I spoke to him. I’m sure he’s better off, too. I left his gold with the inn keeper, Jessin. Told him to watch out for the boy. I hope he does.”

We subsided into silence for awhile. On impulse I reached out and took her hand, then immediately felt self-conscious. She didn’t object, however, and squeezed my own before turning her gaze back out to the vast ocean.

“It’s funny, isn’t it?”

“What?” I asked.

“You and me being friends. With my being raised by an order that was founded to kill people just like you.”

“Ha,” I said. “Hilarious.”

“No, I’m serious.” She rested her cheek on her palm as she considered me. “That you and I should have been thrown together like that. What are the odds?”

“Blind Fortuna was feeling exceptionally benevolent that day, I guess. Maybe she felt bad for having me killed by Black Evelina mere hours before.”

“Maybe. But I can’t help but wonder if there really is some greater reason behind our meeting. I mean, if your father is secretly running Port Gloom, who knows how many other cities might not have already fallen under the influence of king trolls again? My order certainly isn’t being watchful.”

“I don’t know.” The thought made me uneasy. “I’ve never been anywhere else.”

“Port Lusander, for example. It sounds like an awful place from everything I’ve heard. What if there’s a king troll in command there?”

“Doesn’t seem likely, does it? With the White Sun moving in on Beauhammer’s ruins?”

Tamara shrugged. “I don’t know. But if their evil is more widespread, then… perhaps our adventures will grow eventually to encompass more than cleansing Port Gloom.”

I gave a weak laugh. “Ha. Haha. Right. Because defeating the Family, my father, and cleaning out the entire noble ruling class is oh so manageable.”

She squeezed my hand. “I believe in you, Kellik. I know you’ll pull it off.”

“You do?” I don’t know why I was so surprised. Didn’t I believe it myself?

“I do. Maybe it’s your king troll magic working on me, but what I’ve seen you accomplish over the past few days… it’s nothing short of miraculous. Ambushing that transmuter wizard. Killing the gloom knight. Defeating Wargiver and freeing Iris. That battle in the dust yard. Destroying the Sodden Hold. You’ve been throwing yourself over and over against the most perilous foes you could find, never stopping, and each time coming out victorious. You even killed an Uncle. Unheard of. And now here you are, sailing on to your next challenge. Why wouldn’t I believe you capable of the impossible when you’ve proven yourself time and time again?”

I didn’t know what to say. Her gaze was so direct, her faith in me so palpable, that I found myself both embarrassed and self-conscious. 

“Thank you,” I managed at last. “Though to be honest I did have a little help along the way.”

She laughed, pulled her hand free of mine and thwapped me across the shoulder. “Oh really? I had no idea. How modest of you.”

I gave a shaky laugh, half glad that moment of intensity had passed, half regretful. “But I mean it. Thank you. This has all moved so fast, is all so strange. Half-orc mercenary queens, dark elf witches, unnervingly polite necromancers, erudite goblins and amiable war trolls - most of the company I keep these days is so bizarre that having you by my side makes me feel - well - grounded. Sane. Myself.”

Cheek resting on her palm, Tamara studied me, a slight smile plucking at the corner of her lips. “That all I make you feel?”

“I - ah - excuse me?” And to my surprise she didn’t blink, didn’t blush, didn’t look away. 

“Just curious,” she said, that teasing smile still pulling at the corner of her lips. “Since we’re being so honest with each other.”

“You should, ah, expend your soul stuff more often,” I said, trying for a lighter tone. “It does wonders for your confidence.”

“I’m sure you’ll give me cause in short order.”

Was that an innuendo or a simple statement of fact? And still she watched me, smiling that secret smile, brown hair falling down past her shoulders, eyes catching the distant lantern light atop the rear deck which caused them to glimmer. The air between us was fairly crackling with intensity.

And before I knew what I was doing, not allowing my thoughts to trip me up, I leaned forward and kissed her.

Her lips were full and soft, the kiss gentle. She rose to sit upright, hesitant, but then she kissed me more vigorously, hand curling around the back of my head. Her lips parted, and I felt the flickerflash of the tip of her tongue against my own, probing, exploring, and suddenly my pants felt three sizes too small.

“Lights off the starboard bow!”

The cry rung out from the crow’s nest above, and immediately the languid shapes of the crew stirred into action. I pulled away from Tamara, my hand finding her own, and together we hurried to the rear deck and climbed the ladder to join Maestria.

The captain had pulled a gleaming cylinder from her coat and put it to her eye. “By the Hanged God’s choking cockhead,” she hissed. “Two ships. Hard to make much out but I’d guess them to be frigates. Good eye, Wracken! Samel, I want all canvas spread! Let’s see if we can’t lose them before dawn.”

“How fast can the Bonegwayne go?” I asked.

Maestria had the telescope back up to her eye. “She’s a swift boat, but not the fastest.” Lowering the copper tube, she scrutinized her sails. “We’re going to milk this wind for everything we can. See there? We’re opening everything we’ve got, from the studding sails to the three triangular jibs along the bowsprit. With luck they’re but a couple of merchants trying to make for lost time and we’ll lose them in a few hours.” She didn’t sound convinced. “Go below and get Havatier. If he’s capable of coaxing up more wind, I want every breath of it.”

Tamara and I nodded and went below deck. Havatier was writing in a journal when he bade us enter, but set the book and quill away without a word when we delivered Maestria’s summons.

“Stay in the hold,” he advised. “It’s going to be busy on deck and you’ll only get in the way.”

“Sure thing,” I said, and watched him go.

Tamara found my hand again and gave it a squeeze. “What do you think? Merchant ships?”

A sour sensation in my gut caused me to frown. “I guess we’ll find out.”

Despite only having awoken a few hours before, I was able to pass out again in a hammock but a short while later. My exhaustion proved to be bone deep, and with there being nothing for us to do but wait, I found it preferable to the growing tension. 

A hand shook me back to waking. Samel, the sailor that Cerys and I had accosted back in Port Gloom and who had led us to the Bonegwayne stood over me, as massive and tattooed as ever.

“The captain summons you, Kellik. Follow me.”

I climbed out of the hammock. “The pursuing ships? Have we shaken them?”

Samel but shook his large head and climbed up the ladder to the deck with surprising alacrity. I followed after and saw that dawn was breaking; I’d slept through the entire night, and now felt sluggish and slow for the excess of sleep. 

Men were aloft in the rigging, and even a novice like myself could pick up on their tension and the way they kept casting glances behind us. I wasted no time, but climbed up the second ladder to the raised deck on which Maestria stood.

Her face was hardened by fatigue, but she stood straight and her eye was clear. I moved past her, however, to gaze over the rear of the ship. Last night’s distant lights had resolved themselves into two large ships perhaps a mile behind us. 

“Frigates,” said Maestria, stepping up beside me. “I recognize them both. Their captains are good men - well, decent enough - but are currently in the employ of Port Gloom’s municipal council.”

“Shit,” I said.

“Aye, shit. That’s what you’ve dragged me into. Havatier’s been blowing up a gale all night, but they must have a couple of weather mages each on board and they’re faster than the Bonegwayne regardless. Those ships were made for speed. There’s no outrunning them.”

And like that I was wide awake, my heart pounding, staring at the inscrutable ships that were creeping up on us. Even at this distance I could make out the activity on their decks, the sailors moving smartly as they prepared to close. 

“Can we fight them off?”

Maestria laughed, a bitter, hollow sound. “The Bonegwayne has a complement of twelve cannons. Each of those bastards carries sixteen. So yes, we can fight them, but no, we can’t win. And even if Blind Fortuna herself spread her legs and shat pure luck upon our heads, we’d be so torn up by the engagement that we’d needs put into port for extensive repairs that might take a season. But no. That won’t happen. We’re not a ship of war. They are. We can’t win this fight.”

“Then?”

“They want you, Kellik.” Her gaze turned flinty. “That’s why they’ve come all this way, is it not? You’ve affronted the Family so badly they’ll hound you to the ends of Khansalon. I’m of a mind to put you and your friends aboard a jolly boat and row you over to them in an attempt to buy clemency.”

“Clemency.” I tasted the word. “You think you’ll get it?”

“Better chance of that then trying to fight them off. Best to give them what they want while I get as much distance from them as I can, and hope they won’t come after me.”

I grinned. “Come on, Maestria. You think the Family’s going to go soft on you? After you killed off their mage and the guards they’d put on your ship back in the Snake Head?”

“You killed them,” hissed Maestria.

I spread my hands. “Do they know that? No. What they know is that you lent us your weather mage, and then the guards they placed on your ship were murdered and you sailed off into the bay. After which we rendezvoused with you, and we all sailed happily toward the horizon.”

A band of muscle appeared over the joint of her jaw.

“Sorry Maestria. In their eyes we’re in cahoots. You’re going to need to be punished as much as I am as a warning to all other ship captains who think they can meddle in Family affairs.”

“The Hanged God stop your heart,” she said, and there was pure venom in her words. She turned away to sight through her telescope at the distant ships. “Damn it!”

“How long till they catch up with us?” I asked.

She socketed her telescope closed with a snap. “Two hours. I’ll have to stop fleeing and turn to engage them before then if I’m not to be taken with my pants down.”

I rubbed at my jaw. This wasn’t the time to feel guilty for dragging Maestria into my problems. Again. No, it was time to plan. Could we launch Pony onto one of the ships…? No. The risk of missing and having him sink into the ocean was too high. Netherys could help by causing all manner of mishaps on their ships, perhaps even stopping some of their cannons, but it wouldn’t be enough to win the fight. 

“What if… could one of us go overboard with a barrel of powder and light it under their hull as they sailed by?”

“No,” said Maestria. “They’re watching us like hawks. Anybody goes over the side or lies bobbing amidst the waves will be noticed immediately. And powder doesn’t work that way.”

I bit my lower lip, thinking furiously. How could we outfight two superior frigates who were both faster and better armed than we were? If we could get on their decks we could perhaps overwhelm their sailors with our abilities, but Yashara’s scimitar and Pony’s hammer were useless if we were trapped on the Bonegwayne while they pummeled us with cannon fire.

“We’re going to have to surrender,” said Maestria, voice dull with despair. “At least that way I’ll save the ship.”

“No,” I said. “Surrender is tantamount to exceedingly painful death. Even if these two captains treat us well, the moment we’re handed over to the ‘authorities’ in Port Gloom we’re done for. How about -” I looked around, desperate for inspiration, and saw the beckoning expanse of the ocean that extended toward the distant horizon. “What if we left the offing? Sailed into the Dead Man’s Trench? Would they follow us there?”

Maestria laughed. “’Course not. Because nobody fucking sails over the Dead Man’s Trench. Not if they want to return.”

“We’re dead men, Maestria.” I wanted to seize her by the shoulders, but was worried doing so would result in a dagger in my gut. “Either we’ll be blown apart by their cannons, or we’ll be carted back to Port Gloom and tortured slowly over the course of months till our minds snap and we’re cut up so that our body parts can be posted around town. The Hanged God’s right here with us, right now, unless we try something desperate.”

She scowled. “So a slow, terrible death at the hands of the Family, or a quick and horrendous death at the hands - or tentacles - or pincers - of whatever rises out of the Trench.”

“That sounds about right,” I said, and by the Hanged God’s irrepressible cock I couldn’t help but grin. “We try to fight those frigates we’re done for. But if we risk the Trench, there’s a chance we’ll get through, isn’t there?”

“Not really.”

“But a little one. A tiny chance.”

She glared at me. “Infinitesimal.”

“So like I said, I’ll take a small chance over no chance any day of the week.”

“You are mad,” she said. “No, not mad. Divinely ignorant. You’ve no idea of what you suggest.”

“Look, I’d apologize but that’d just piss you off. So instead, let’s heel to starboard or whatever and get the fuck over that trench. Soon as we lose the frigates we turn to port and get right back into the offing. How long would we to stay out there till they gave us up for lost?”

Maestria tapped her tattooed chin as she strode to the far side of the raised deck and stared at the horizon. “Three and a half leagues till they can no longer see us from their crow’s nest. Take us about an hour and a half. No knowing for how long they’ll try to keep pace, expecting us to dart back out. They’ll slow, deliberate amongst themselves. If we go four or five leagues south while out of sight of land - if the wind holds steady - that should take us another three hours or so. Another hour to cut back into the offing. Say six hours all told over the Trench.” She dragged her hands down her face. “We might as well be sailing right into the Ashen Gardens.”

“But they won’t follow us?”

“No, they won’t follow us, because they’re not damned suicidal fools with no better options in life than to sail into the fucking Dead Man’s Trench!” If her voice had been a weapon, she’d have cut me in half right there and then. “Damn it! Get off my quarterdeck before I have you thrown off my ship!”

I raised both hands and backed away, trying for a studiously neutral expression that wouldn’t provoke her further. Down the ladder to the main deck, where Cerys, Yashara, and the others had gathered.

“What’s the plan?” asked Tamara, hugging herself.

“Nothing good.” I moved to the railing so that I could gaze back at the frigates. “That’s Port Gloom on our tail. They’re faster, have more weather mages and more cannons. We can’t outrun them and we can’t fight them.”

“We should have gone out the Field Gate,” growled Yashara. “We’d have had the whole countryside in which to hide ourselves instead of being trapped inside this wooden bucket.”

“Easy,” I said. “Anybody hears you call the Bonegwayne that they’ll toss you overboard.”

“They’re welcome to try.”

Cerys pinched the brow of her nose. “Enough with the posturing. Kellik, what’s Maestria going to do?”

“Well, to be honest, I’m not completely certain. What I advised her to do, however, was sail out of sight of land and over the Dead Man’s Trench.”

They all stared at me. 

“The Dead Man’s Trench,” said Cerys. “Where nobody sails because they become sitting ducks to all kinds of ancient horrors from the deeps.”

“Precisely,” I said. “The frigates won’t follow us. As I told Maestria, we’d be risking near certain death instead of absolutely certain death against those frigates.”

Silence.

Pogo removed his glasses and cleaned them with a spotless white cloth. “Mistress Yashara, could you please remind me why we thought it wise to accept Master Kellik’s contract?”

“I can no longer remember,” said Yashara.

“Enough already,” I said, patience wearing thin. “Did you think the Family would allow us to humiliate them so thoroughly and not attempt a response? Well, we’re paying for the outlandish size of our success. But look at what we’ve survived already. This’ll be just another miracle to add to our list.”

Cerys shook her head. “Blind Fortuna delights in punishing those who count on her favors.”

“Yeah, well, she and I have a thing going. I dare her to crush me for my outrageous gambles, and she delights in my foolishness and lets me live another day. But fine - does anybody else have a suggestion?”

Iris raised her hand. “If we determine the absolute minimum number of sailors needed to sail the Bonegwayne, we can kill the rest so that I can send them against the enemy. I could perhaps amalgamate them into some manner of swimming creature that could puncture the hulls -”

“Ah, no, Iris, I don’t think that would go over very well with the rest of the crew.” I tried to keep my tone even. “They’d probably, um, protest quite vigorously.”

“Hmm,” said Iris. “Even if it meant some of us survive?”

“Even so,” I said.

She shrugged and looked away, apparently mystified.

Netherys tapped her lips. “I could, if pressed, summon a servant of Mother Magrathaar… though I can’t vouch with complete certainty that it wouldn’t attack our ship instead of theirs.”

“Could it destroy one of their ships?” I asked.

“Hard to say. It would depend on the servant sent, and how well I was able to instruct it… they are by nature, agents of chaos. One might be able to pierce the hull of a ship, but then again it might choose to go aboard and attack in person.”

“Leaving us with one frigate to fight,” I said. “Which is perhaps more manageable.”

“Unless her servant attacks us,” said Cerys. 

Netherys gave a sensual shrug. “A possibility, alas.”

“Tiller to port!” Maestria’s voice rang out over the decks, drowning out some kind of argument that was taking place up on the quarterdeck. “I’m the damn captain of this ship, and that’s my command! Tiller to port, and if you don’t like it, I’ll throw you headfirst into the brine to be picked up by a frigate!”

“Looks like she’s decided,” said Tamara.

“Blind Fortuna wept,” said Cerys.

“We’ve cheated the Hanged God before.” I tried to inject optimism into my voice. “Let’s see if we can do so again.”

The Bonegwayne began to veer away from land, cutting an oblique angle that grew ever more severe. I watched the sailors manage the ship, doing all manner of incomprehensible things with the many smaller sails and rigging, and soon we were cutting our way out toward the horizon.

“Kellik! Get your miserable hide up here.”

I looked to my companions. “Anyone care to join me?”

“I’ll come,” said Cerys. 

“As will I,” said Netherys. “Lead on.”

The three of us ascended to the quarterdeck once more, where I was subjected to numerous furious glares from Jonas, Samel, and a few of the other officers that I’d not yet been introduced to.

Maestria stood with her fists on her hips, chin raised, staring out with her one good eye at the endless oceanic horizon. 

“Made your decision?” I asked.

“Six hours.” She reached up to rub at the scar tissue that extended like pale pink webbing over her tan skin from under her bandana. “That’s my wager. Six hours in which to lose them. I won’t stay out there any longer.”

“Whatever you think best,” I said.

“Don’t you get all damned polite and agreeable now, Kellik.” She turned to step right up and thrust her face into my own. There were lines drawn under her eyes from her fatigue, but if anything her simmering anger made her all the more striking. “I curse the moment I laid eyes on you. In fact, I curse the moment Samel decided to try and talk Cerys here into his bunk.”

“How was I to know -” began the boatswain, but Maestria cut him off with a chop of her hand. 

“You’re bad luck, Kellik. The worst kind of bad luck, because you disguise how cursed you really are with a string of impossible successes. But as you go winning battle after battle, everyone around you pays the price, slowly but surely losing the damn war.”

I raised both hands. “Listen, I never meant to -”

“No, you better damn well listen. I’m doing something no captain would ever command. I’m risking my ship and crew on the most insane gamble of my life, one that I’d never have had to have made were it not for your reckless vendetta and inability to keep me out of it. If we survive this, if we make it through the next six hours alive, I swear to you that I’ll have my pound of flesh from your hide. And I won’t settle for mere gold, either. Whatever I take from you is going to hurt, and I aim to leave you bleeding and gasping on the deck with something that will remind you for the rest of your life that nobody fucks with me and the Bonegwayne and walks away unharmed.”

I stared into her one good eye, at the fire flashing in its depths, and inclined my head. “We get through this, you come collect.”

“Now, get your people ready. We’re going to need all hands on deck to fend off whatever rises from the deeps. And while we wait for the Hanged God to summon us to the Ashen Garden, you’d best be on your knees begging that Blind Fortuna sucks your cock. Understood?”

“Understood.”

Maestria stood there, practically shaking with rage, looking like she was trying to find some pretext right there and then to draw her blade and cut off a piece of me, but finally nodded and pointed at the ladder. “Get.”

We withdrew. 

The frigates changed course to follow us for the next half hour, betting, no doubt, that we were bluffing with our approach to the trench, but eventually shied away, sailing back toward the mainland as they realized it was no bluff.

It was surreal. It was a beautiful day. The sky was a peerless and infinite blue, and as land disappeared I felt for the first time that sense of insignificance and wonder that came from being surrounded on all sides by only water and sky. The sun was an inch above the horizon, a blazing coin too wondrous for any man’s purse, and a few huge seagulls kept circling our main mast, their wing span easily several yards across.

The wind was fresh, the Bonegwayne’s passage smooth, and as I stood by the railing gazing out over the dark waters, I kept having to remind myself of the peril we were entering. To my untrained eye there was nothing to hint at the dangers that lay below. The constant surging motion of the ship, the taut sails creaking and straining overhead, the occasional dash of spray, the warmth of the sun - all of it amounted to a delightful experience. Would that I could sit back with a mug of good heavy, feet up with a hat over my eyes. 

But the nervous energy that ran through the crew kept me from relaxing for even a moment. Key ropes were replaced with lengths of chain, while a couple of men were sent aloft with buckets of alum with which to douse the sails. Cannons were trundled forward so that their muzzles poked out the ports, and everyone on deck kept glancing up at the lookouts, as if expecting a warning shout at any moment.

The two frigates diminished into specks and then finally were swallowed up by the horizon. Maestria paced the quarterdeck, telescope at her eye more often than not, barking out commands to reef that sail or turn a quarter of a degree that way with the wind.

The Bonegwayne ran smoothly over the deep waters. An air of breathless expectation settled over the ship. A sense of inevitability. Havatier appeared from below, once more cadaverous in appearance, to brace himself on the poop deck at the far rear of the ship and coax the wind to blow with greater vigor into the sails.

Tamara stepped up alongside me. “Hard to believe we’re sailing over such depths. I wonder how far down it goes.”

“Impossible to say.” I gazed out over the dark waters. “Miles? Maybe there’s no bottom. Maybe it’s just clogged with horrors, a vast, squirming mass of terror waiting for…” I stopped at the sight of her expression. “Um, never mind.”

Time crawled by. With no geographic markers beside the endless ocean it was hard to tell just how much; I remained by the railing, gazing out over the waves, finding myself lulled despite my nervousness into a state of placid staring, again and again. The sun inched higher. The crew remained alert. Maestria never ceased her pacing. Even Pony came out on the deck to hunker by the main mast.

“Starboard!” The cry from above galvanized the deck. Men startled, some ran to the far railing, and I was amongst them, crossing the deck faster than I’d ever thought possible, rushing to belly up to the rail and gaze out over the ocean at a huge fin that undulated through the distant waves, easily a dozen yards long and glistening wetly in the sunlight, its length divided by sharp-tipped spines. It was moving parallel to the ship, and even as I saw it the fin descended back amongst the waves and was gone.

The sailors’ voices rose in panic, and though I wanted to ask the same questions I knew them to be fruitless. Jonas was bellowing and shoving men back to their posts. Tamara was by my side, Netherys on the other. 

“I can feel Mother Magrathaar’s attention upon us,” whispered the dark elf. “Events are such that even she is curious as to what shall happen next.”

My grip on the railing tightened. “That’s not good.”

“Not for us, no.” Netherys smiled. “But you never know.”

I watched the distant spot where we’d seen that huge fin until I could no longer be certain I was even gazing at the right location, and then reluctantly crossed the deck back to my original post. The crew settled, though I heard more than one man making a ragged prayer to Blind Fortuna or curse their Death Kraken. 

It was deeply unnerving, to stand on that deck and think of the fathoms of dark water beneath us. Of that creature, whatever it had been, swimming either alongside us or having disappeared back into the depths. How did we look from below? How did the ocean’s surface look, for that matter? A great shimmering mirror of light? Would we stand out upon it like a blot, an inviting, intriguing anomaly?

I shivered, despite the heat of the sun, and rested my hand on the pommel of the frost blade. Cerys, I saw, was up with Havatier on the rear most deck - the poop deck - high above the rest of the ship, gloom bow in hand. She’d requisitioned a quiver of arrows from somewhere, and had one nocked but not drawn. Good.

Netherys and Tamara were close. Yashara had moved to the front of the ship and was up on the forecastle, drawn scimitar in hand. I couldn’t find Iris or Pogo, but Pony had risen to his feet, hammer across his shoulders, one hand resting lightly on the mast.

On we sailed, and to my immense relief Maestria finally gave the order to correct our course and turn south. Two hours remained as we sailed over the trench. Two hours of silence but for the rushing whisper of the waves sliding by the prow, the creak of planks and the straining of the canvas. 

Whatever that finned creature had been, it clearly hadn’t been interested in us. The minutes passed, and eventually everyone relaxed once more. Men up on the spars kept a constant lookout, but that one threat, if threat it was, had passed.

Maestria ordered a ration of rum to be passed out to all hands on deck, and a rawboned youth came by with a small barrel, pouring out a dram for each eager sailor. I took my thimbleful and threw it back; the rum tasted of currants and rich molasses, was thick and bracingly powerful.

“Shadow beneath us!” came a cry from aloft. Everybody ran to the railings once more despite Jonas’ cries of anger,  and dozens of sailors peered out at the waves that slid by. I did the same, fighting the urge to draw my blade. Was the water darker? Had it passed by already?

“What shadow?” roared Maestria. “Where did it go?”

The sailor who’d made the cry was balanced on a high spar, gripping the rigging with one hand and hanging out over the void. He scanned the waters below, other hand visoring his eyes. “Large, Captain! Bigger than the Bonegwayne! Came up portside, thought it was the shadow of a cloud, passed under, then disappeared! Must have gone below!”

Tamara looked sick. “Bigger than the Bonegwayne?”

“Unlikely,” I said, more because I thought that was what she wanted to hear. “Either way it’s gone -”

A scream tore through the air and I saw a sailor rise up with a great mottled snake wrapped around his waist, squeezing him so that blood gushed out of his mouth, choking off his cries as he flailed and hammered his fists down upon the coils. Up he went, everyone frozen, staring in horror, higher and higher, and only then did I see the tentacle that suspended him, rising up from behind the railing, from the ocean, from whatever swam below.

Shouts erupted from a dozen throats and then a purple and blue ensorcelled arrow thunked into the coil, causing the entirety of it to spasm and release the man, who collapsed to the deck where he lay convulsing and drumming his heels.

“Tentacles to port, tentacles to port!”

“Starboard! They’re coming in from starboard!”

The lookout’s cries rained down upon us as men drew cutlasses and backed away from the sides of the ship. The waves had grown confused, crashing against themselves all around us, no longer sweeping by in ragged rows, and the great winged gulls that had accompanied us let out screeches of alarm and peeled away, fighting for altitude as they abandoned us.

Tentacles began to arise from every side. They were massive, each as thick as a tree and utterly boneless, so fluid in their movements that they slid across the deck without any difficulty, as if able to blindly make out all obstacles in their path.

Shouts gave way to screams. Men were snatched up, some suspended upside down as their legs were snagged, others hacking desperately at the coils that tightened around their chests or abdomens and squeezed till organs ruptured and blood burst forth from orifices.

Tamara cried out and shied back as one such tentacle insinuated itself through the air toward us, its tip ringed like the end of an earthworm. At the last moment it struck, darting toward her as fast as a bolt of lightning, and I yelled and leaped to hack at it even as it pulled her off her feet and across the deck toward the railing.

The frost blade left a trail of mist in the air as I hacked through the tentacle, cutting through muscle and cartilage without difficulty, severing it entirely so that pink ichor gushed forth, and I caught a brief glimpse of radial muscles, arteries as thick as my fingers, the glistening white slabs of fat or bone or -

The ship listed, groaning terribly as it began to sink toward port, timbers protesting, men shouting in fear. More tentacles were rising up, but these were wrapping around the entirety of the Bonegwayne and not seeking to simply ensnare sailors. 

“Cut them off!” Maestria’s cry rang out across the deck.

Yashara let out a roar of elation or fury as she rose up in the air, riding a tentacle which she’d gripped between her muscled thighs. With a huge swing she severed the part before her, spraying pink blood over the deck, and then was flung into the rigging as the tentacle thrashed in pain and cast her off.

Havatier appeared on the edge of the quarterdeck, and with a shout he cast down a scything blade of air which severed three tentacles that were lashed across the deck and pulling the ship down. The Bonegwayne sighed as she righted herself a fraction, the tentacles slithering back across her deck and into the water.

Arrow after ensorcelled arrow flew through the air to impale tentacles, causing them to release their prisoners. I dashed along the railing, frost blade held in both hands, and swung as hard as I could at each tentacle I passed, the blade blistering the pink flesh with jagged crystals of ice where it didn’t hew all the way through.

And then, as one, the tentacles retracted, carrying a half-dozen sailors with them, pulling back and abandoning the ship. Screams were silenced as men were jerked underwater, and the ship leveled off, creaking and groaning, men staggering as they fought for balance.

A moment of silence as everyone stared about themselves. I moved back to where Tamara was crouching by a crushed man. Silence. An eerie silence made all the worse by the groans of the wounded.

“That it?” asked someone. “We drive it off?”

Some four or five tentacle parts yet remained on the ship, still writhing and flipping about like leeches placed too close to a fire. Pony grunted, grasped one by the tip with both hands, then spun around and hurled it over the railing to arc over the waves and splash down into the sea.

“On your guard!” Maestria was at the quarterdeck railing, leaning on it with both arms. “We’re not done yet!”

I looked up to where Cerys stood alone on the high poop deck, bow held at the ready, arrow half drawn. I couldn’t help but admire her - she looked amazing, the wind plucking at her red hair, her bow blazing with gloom knight magic. She caught my eye, gave me the first real smile since I’d revealed my heritage - and then raised an eyebrow at my sudden change in expression.

Two gargantuan snakes were rising up behind the rear of the ship. Eels? Their milky white eyes were ghastly, their maws filled with translucent teeth as long as my arm and needle thin, their bodies a mottling of scabrous pink and algae-green. Each was large enough to swallow a man whole, and they rose, swaying like cobras, twenty, thirty yards up into the air, utterly silent as water dripped and ran from their jaws and sheeted down their rough lengths to tower above Cerys.

“Watch out!” I was already running, slamming the frost blade home in its scabbard as I made for the ladder to the quarterdeck. I heard grown men scream like children. Heard at last the terrible hissing that came from those twin throats, saw Maestria turn and stagger at the sight. I took the rungs three at a time, near flew up them, and leaped onto the quarterdeck in time to see Cerys loose an arrow straight through the underjaw of one snake as the other dove down to bite her.

“Cerys!” The scream near tore my throat in half. I sprinted across the quarterdeck, to the far ladder, and there leaped, placing my foot six rungs up and leaping again to clutch the curved railings at the ladder’s top and haul myself onto that high, rear deck. 

Cerys had thrown herself aside, causing the snake to smash into the poop deck and shatter timbers. The second was coming for her though, faster than I thought, and to my horror I saw Cerys turn her roll into a springing leap, turning to face the snake as she flew backward, notching an arrow which caught fire, sighting down its length for just a fraction of a second before releasing and disappearing from view over the railing as she fell to the waters far, far below.

A snake came lunging at me. By the Hanged God’s dusty tear ducts it was huge, like being charged by a carriage, all flashing teeth and milky eyes. I roared and threw myself into a dive, blade flashing out to score a deep cut along its cheek, freezing flesh and causing it to rear violently back.

Then somehow Yashara was there, flying up, knees drawn to her chest, arms flung out wide, literally sailing up from below, and I caught a glimpse of Pony completing a circle on the main deck, arms whipping around, having hurled her body up and over the quarterdeck.

She screamed, a wild and savage war cry, her mane of black hair streaming behind her, and brought her scimitar down on the second snake’s head as it swung out wide. Purple flame wreathed her sword - Netherys! - and it bit deep, slashing open a massive cut that near took its head off. 

The snake heads reared back up, higher and higher, climbing into the sky above us, and I heard a vast rushing roar, as if the ocean itself were seized with furious indignation, and then - 

I staggered back, heart in my throat, the bottom of my stomach dropping out as I took in the true scope of the monster. 

The snakes were but appendages that grew out of the sides of the actual foe. As large as a mountain, it rose up from the depths, its green hide rippled with pink striations, eyeless, its maw large enough to take a bite out of the Bonegwayne herself, teeth as large as my whole body, huge arms extending to grip the back of the ship and causing it to founder, the prow rising up as the stern sank into the frothing waves, supporting its terrible bulk as timber splintered and shattered beneath its grasp.

Yashara lowered her blade, looking up, then higher up, into that world-spanning maw. For a second she simply stood there, overcome, and then she screamed and broke forward into a sprint, racing right at it.

“Yashara!” For a second I stood rooted to the spot, unable to comprehend what she was doing, and then she leaped, placed her foot on the rear railing, and hurled herself out into the void, scimitar clutched behind her head with both hands, her whole body curved into a glorious green arc of muscle and fury.

Only to be snapped up by a pink tentacle that wrapped around her waist mid-flight and dragged her away, up into the sky. More and more of them were emerging, slithering around the ship’s stern, pushing it farther down so the deck canted beneath my feet at an ever-steeper angle.

Havatier was there, lips pulled back from his bloodless gums, shouting and hurling blast of wind after blast of wind at the behemoth. My frost blade suddenly incandesced with purple flame, and in that moment I knew I had to act, had to move, had to do something before this nightmare snapped the ship in half and killed us all.

“Blind Fortuna!” was all I could scream as I ran down the deck, and like Yashara I placed my foot on the last of the railing and leaped, hurled myself out into the air, high above the thrashing waves that boiled around the monster’s base. A pink tentacle came whipping in toward me, but purple fire flashed and I saw it come, swung my blade, severed it mid-swing, but was knocked off course by the impact.

The world spun around me and I hit something slimy and huge - the back of one of the huge snake appendages. The frost blade sank down to the hilt and it shrieked, throwing its head back and nearly tossing me into madness. My weight caused the frost blade to cut a yard down the back of its neck so that pink ichor boiled forth, and then it thrashed from side to side and went still, dropping beneath me, falling faster than I could keep up with so that my legs rose up behind me as we fell toward the boiling water.

Screaming, I brought my boots down, planted them on the back of the snake’s head, and yanked the sword free, hurling myself upward as I did so. A tentacle took me, slammed into my side and wrapped around me, bearing me up, up, toward the main monster’s maw which yawned open like a chasm.

Yashara was off to the side, hacking at her own tentacle, but her scimitar, wicked as it was, lacked the magic that my sword did. I drew the edge of the frost blade across the coils that were crushing me to death, and they loosened, releasing me.

Momentum kept me going up; it was as if I were flung, flying toward the beast’s maw, that forest of milky white stalactites, a toad-like tongue the size of a lord’s bed extending to catch me on its bed of gluey madness.

I slashed wildly to no avail and smacked into the tongue. It was like hitting a giant wall of rice pudding. I sank into it, was immediately affixed. I screamed as it began to retract, and then a spear as thick as my leg flew past me into the monster’s mouth to shatter against its palette.

It coughed, jerked back, its own teeth slashing down into its tongue. The world blurred anew and I drew the frost blade across the tongue, severing the muscle deeply, causing more pink blood to well up. The damage was enough; like a suddenly hinged door the tip on which I’d stuck flapped down, tore. I fell, screaming, struggling with the gluey surface, and then smashed into the ocean water and went under.

All sounds grew muffled. The water was so suffused with bubbles that I couldn’t see. The gluey substance on the tongue, however, began to weaken immediately, and I was able to kick free, only to be buffeted by a tentacle as it cut through the water and sent spinning, air exploding from my lungs. 

Desperate, fighting to figure out where the surface was, I saw a wall before me, black and churning - the monster’s side. A glimpse of what had to be a mile-long tail thrashing beneath it. Seized by a desperate idea I swam toward it, lungs crying for air, and then it did me the favor of surging in my direction. I stabbed the frost blade into its side, shoved it in as far as I could, right to the hilt, and then held on as I was wrested back up out of the water as the monster pulled itself up.

Gasping, holding on for dear life, I rose up into the air, the Bonegwayne to one side, the windows of Havatier’s cabin half under the surging waves. The monster had both hands on the stern, but reached down with one to grasp me and pluck me from its side, tearing the frost blade free.

Madness. I was delirious with shock, overwhelmed by the volume of its roar. It was like trying to fight a mountain. Its hand enveloped me completely, and had I not fitted into a crease that ran down its palm it would have crushed me to jelly. 

Up I went, higher, and then it flung me into its maw. Darkness swept over me. I hit the back of its gullet, fleshy and red, fell, eyes stinging with its blood, and then the world convulsed around me and I was swallowed. 

Darkness. Muscular walls around me flexed, rippled, forcing me down. That gluey substance from its tongue was everywhere, and when I opened my mouth to scream it nearly poured in, forcing me to gag and cough.

Some kind of sphincter closed around me, a great rippling ring of muscle that nearly severed me in half, and I screamed again, spraying the choking glue from my mouth, feeling my innards compressed, the component parts of my pelvis grate against each other.

In a frenzy of desperation I reversed the frost blade, still clutched in my hand, and slid it down, filling the little air around me with blood, down till its point met the sphincter and cut through it.

The whole world shook in protest around me, the sphincter opened, and I was sucked down, falling through a last passageway of undulating muscle to collapse into a rubbery sack filled with blood and salt water. 

No, not salt water.

Acid.

I inhaled a shuddering breath, nearly paralyzed by the pain, and began hacking at the walls around me. Everywhere the frost blade landed it scored a deep laceration, but all I succeeded in doing was reducing the walls to ribbons. I was jostled, thrown about, and nearly lost my grip on my blade. The acid was eating away at my skin, burning my face. It was hell. I shrieked, terror engulfing me, and hewed as best I could.

The rubbery sack contracted, nearly breaking my bones, and then half of its contents were sucked down leaving me to flounder amongst ghastly rubbery shapes that could have been the remains of sharks or god knows what. I pulled my head up, sucked in a horrified lungful of humid, sickening air, and then the sphincter above me exploded and an avalanche of blue rock cascaded down upon me.

I was driven deep into the acid, thrust against the bottom of the muscular sack, felt my arm break with a clear, distinct snap that I heard over my own bubbling roar. Then a hand closed around my neck and yanked me up, and I rose to stare right into Pony’s burning piss-yellow eyes.

I couldn’t process what I was seeing. That he was in here with me. But then the walls contracted and we fell over, a tumble of stony limbs and half-dissolved objects and I screamed at him. “Pony! Take my sword! Take it!”

I don’t know if he heard me or simply felt the force of my will. His great hand closed over my own, and I relinquished my death grip on the frost sword’s hilt, falling back against the undulating wall.

Pony drew the blade back and then thrust, spearing it to the hilt. The whole world around us trembled, and when he grasped the sword with both hands and cut down in a great swathe the world exploded.

The stomach contracted again, up became down, I fell screaming once more into darkness, and then felt Pony’s hand clutch at my ankle. I closed my eyes against the acid. Wrapped my arms around my head. Felt Pony jerk and flail, hauling me after him.

I was yanked into a rubbery, fibrous passage. No air. Nothing but blood and acid. Another jerk and I slid further along it. Pony’s hand was crushing my ankle. Literally shattering it. The pain was obscene. I tried to scream again, inhaled a mouthful of acid that burned all sensation out of my mouth and throat.

My head felt like it was going to burst. I vomited. Another great jerk, and then a great sliding rush and the world became a continuous flash of lightning. Pony’s grip on my ankle disappeared. I fell, spinning, and hit water. The impact near concussed me. I went under, struggled, the water washing away the acid, and then my head broke the surface and I looked up but couldn’t see more than a vague, cloudy shape pulling away from a darker mass that had to be the Bonegwayne.

My eyes. I was nearly blind.

“Pony!” My voice was a hoarse rasp. “Pony!”

The bastard couldn’t swim. Desperate, I dove down into the mass of whirling tentacles that were withdrawing, and thought I saw a shape just beyond. Praying to Blind Fortuna, begging for her mercy for just a moment more, I swam down to it, ran into a rock wall, and knew I’d found him.

He was struggling and sinking fast. I wrapped my arm around him and tried to swim up. It was like trying to wrench a pylon out of a dock. 

I released him, fought to get behind him, and wrapped my arm around his neck. The dark hull of the Bonegwayne was rising up beside us as we sank. I gritted my teeth and kicked my legs as hard as I could, biting back a scream as my broken foot wobbled loosely. Fought with my broken arm, swimming with everything I had, summoning the fire that burned deep in my core so as to ignore the agony, drawing on that resolve to never quit, never surrender. 

Motes of black and red swam in my vision. My head felt like it was going to explode. Pain was generalized all across my body. Pony thrashed, jerking me from side to side. 

I couldn’t do it. 

I was sinking with him.

I had to let go.

Every instinct bade me release him and fight for the surface. 

To at least save my life if I couldn’t save his.

I clenched my jaw. Fuck that. I held on tighter, and put everything I had into swimming up. One more second. One more beat of my heart. Just - one - more -

Hands pulled me away. I pushed at them, tried to fight, but was too weak. Someone gave me a shove, forcing me up, and I lost my grip on Pony. Sheer survival instinct overrode my thoughts. I kicked, fought for the surface which glimmered like a great undulating mirror above me. 

My head broke the surface and I inhaled with a great ragged whoop. People were shouting. Were we still under attack? I tried to orient myself, but couldn’t see. My vision was shot. All was flashing brightness and shadow. My head went back under and I inhaled salt water. Spluttered, coughed, inhaled more.

Hands grasped my arms. Pulled me up. I vomited, everything aflame with pain, and then the Hanged God himself welcomed me to his arms and all grew dark.

 

 


Chapter 5

 

 

I awoke by slow degrees. I don’t know how long I was aware of the gentle rise and fall of the Bonegwayne before I became aware of my own awareness, but at some point I blinked and comprehended what I’d been gazing at. Returned to myself, and realized that I lay in Maestria’s four-poster bed, the covers puddled around my waist, a wealth of pillows propping me up, the rear windows with their diamond panes revealing the night above the ocean. 

Yashara was seated by the side of the bed, her arms crossed over her chest, chin lowered in light sleep. But even as I stirred back to life her chin rose, eyelids blinking as she awoke in turn.

“You’re awake.” Her words were pregnant with emotions I couldn’t decipher.

“Working on it,” I said. “How long was I out?”

“Two days.” She sat up straight, stretched, arms extending above her head as she arched her back, head turning from side to side, wincing with pleasure as she worked out the kinks, and then relaxed, leaning forward so as to rest one elbow on her knee. “Tamara assured us you’d awaken, but we were starting to grow worried.”

“You, Yashara? Worried?” I was only half teasing. My body didn’t hurt. In fact, I felt fine. Rested. Ready for whatever came next. “Unless it’s your gold you were thinking of…?”

She scowled and chopped at the air as if clearing away a messy table by shoving everything on the floor. “No, Kellik. It’s not the gold.” She glared at me, eyes narrowed, clearly searching for the right words. “I was upset with you.”

“I know. I remember. You made that clear, and had good reason.”

She rose to her feet, tried to pace, but the low ceiling forced her back into the chair. “You don’t understand. My kind. Goblins, orcs - we value our freedom. Too many of us have labored under the yoke. Too many of us work under the lash today. But my company. The Mailed Fist. We forged ourselves anew. Each of us from a different tale of woe. We came together and became a family. A violent, disagreeable family who killed for gold, but we did so by choice.”

And suddenly I saw where she was going, and understood with utter clarity why she’d grown upset. But for once I kept my mouth shut. Let her explain.

“When I decided to take your commission, it was my decision. But somewhere along the way that sense of choice disappeared. Events happened too fast. Too many were dying. It felt as if my people and I had to help you so as to survive. And…” She trailed off, rubbing at her slender chin with one hand. “And I was fascinated by you. So small, so weak. Yet daring the mightiest of forces. Forces that my Mailed Fist and I would never dare assault. The nobility. The masters of society. Those who have oppressed me and mine since the Broken Wars. Yet you dared fight them, and time and again, you won. It was impossible. It was mad. But you did it.”

“It’s been pointed out to me that I had help.”

“You did. But then you revealed your blood. You are a half-breed, like me. But where I used my heritage to build a new family, you used yours to - what? Coerce obedience? Force Pogo, Havatier, Neko - others to do as you wished?”

“Yeah.” I stared down at my hands. My skin looked strangely smooth and pink, but I couldn’t remember why that might be the case. “I didn’t know what I was doing.”

“No.” Yashara studied me. “I didn’t know whether to believe you. I was upset. But after what happened in the Dead Man’s Trench…”

The words summoned a flicker of memories. Great pink tentacles sliding across the deck. Screams. “Wait. I don’t remember it. What happened?”

She sat up straight. “You don’t recall?”

I closed my eyes. “We’d sailed out to avoid the frigates. I remember the sunshine, being by the railing. Then… tentacles? But… something more. Something big.” I forced my memories to resurface, and for a moment a vision came to me, a nightmare as large as a mountain, its mouth riddled with slender teeth as long as my arm, its glistening hide a mixture of pink and green… but then it was gone. 

“We were attacked by something from the deeps. A ship killer. We had no right to survive the encounter. But we fought it. It swallowed you, and Pony leaped in after, though it was death for him to leave the boat.

A flash of a memory: sticky, dark hell, the walls undulating and crushing me, the pain, the burning - 

A cold sweat prickled my brow. “That’s right. I was swallowed.” Though I said the words, though I had a brief flash of recollection, it didn’t make sense. “I was swallowed?”

“Pony came after you. He tore a way out through its stomach. The pain drove the ship killer away. But he began to sink. He should have sunk to the depths of the trench. But you held onto him. You fought to keep him up long enough for me to dive down and find you both. Netherys’ magic illuminated you, but still. It was close. I pulled Pony up. Cerys helped you aboard. We all survived the impossible.”

“Shit,” I said, leaning my head back and closing my eyes. “Blind Fortuna really does love us.”

“Kellik.” The seriousness of her tone caused me to open my eyes. She leaned forward. “When I saw you risk your life for Pony, as he’d done for you. When I saw you leap off the rear of the ship to attack that ship killer with just your blade, I felt awed. It is one thing for me to do so. I was bred for war. I’ve known nothing but violence since I was little. I was broken into it, again and again, till it became all I understood. Violence is the prism through which I see the world. But to see you do so, to see you fight for all of us, to then, with one foot in the Ashen Garden, struggle to keep Pony from death…” She shook her head. “I realized then. You’re a man worth following. King troll or not. Those weren’t words. Those weren’t powers. That was…”

“Insanity?”

She couldn’t help but crack a smile. “True bravery.”

We gazed at each other. By the Hanged God’s raging cock she was beautiful, and right now, with her expression somber, her eyes haunted by an emotion I couldn’t define, I felt like I was being afforded my first true glimpse of her interiority. Not just her strength, her disdain, her defenses and walls, but the woman at her core. 

“Thank you, Yashara.”

“It’s me who should thank you, Kellik.” Her voice grew low, husky. “For showing me your true colors. For helping me set my doubts aside. Pony, Pogo, and I will help you on your quest. We’ll journey with you to Port Lusander, and assist you in raiding the king troll’s tomb. But never forget. My people and my kind come first. I will never place your quest above their misery. You have your war to fight, and I have mine.”

My breath caught. Despite my intentions, I’d never thought this an actual possibility. “I - Yashara. That’s fantastic - thank you -”

She moved forward, one hand on the bed, leaning over to bring her face to mine. A face that was all too human despite her slate green skin, with its straight nose, her dark lips, her harsh cheekbones. Her hair hung down her back like a lion’s mane, and the air between us turned electric, the tension such that I couldn’t breathe.

She gazed deep into my eyes. Studied me from this close angle, and moved her lips a fraction closer to mine. Tentative, exploring. I reached up to cup her muscled shoulder and kissed her. She tasted faintly of salt. Her eyes closed as we kissed, and she moved onto the bed altogether, which groaned and protested under her weight. 

I buried my hand in her hair. It was rough, thickened by salt water, but I thrilled at touching it. Kissed her with more passion, turning to face her as she lay beside me. Her hand rested on my hip. Her lips parted and I felt her tongue probe between mine. 

By Blind Fortuna’s perfectly globular breasts was I glad I was healed.

Finally, she pulled back, breaking our kiss, and straddled me. I lay back, marveling up at her statuesque glory, and watched, breath trapped in my throat, as she unlaced the front of her jerkin, her eyes smoldering, her expression grave. Her large breasts burst free at last, their nipples dark and hard.

I reached up and ran my fingers up her abdomen, tracing the V-cut that rose up over her belt, her abs, the arc of her ribs and then her breasts. 

Yashara groaned and raised her face to the ceiling as I sat up and took one large nipple in my mouth. She was so large I could barely reach; I considered working my way out from under her so as to lick and nuzzle them better, but finally fell back, content to gaze up at her as she reached down to pull the hem of my pants down and took my cock in her hands.

She shifted her weight to one side, did something with her own clothing, and then settled on top of me, taking all of me in one smooth, delicious slide. I groaned and arched my back, yearning to go deeper, straining for more.

“Fuck,” I gasped. “I should have killed a ship killer sooner.”

The corner of her lips quirked up. “You didn’t kill it.”

“If this is what I get for driving it away, I can only… only imagine what you’d do… if I killed it.” She was riding me now, rising and falling, gyrating her hips as she did so, that I slid in and out with effortless ecstasy.

“If that were the case,” she breathed, voice low, “then what I’d do to you would probably break your back.”

“That’s it,” I said, clutching at her broad thighs. They were so muscled it was like clutching at huge river stones. “Talk dirty to me.”

Despite herself she laughed, and then as I bucked my hips up to plunge even deeper, her laugh cut off with a gasp, and that turned me on even more.

Yashara held her own breasts as she rose and fell, the bed squeaking and groaning with each oscillation, my pelvis feeling poorly used as she came down harder and harder upon me. It was like fucking a goddess. A great, savage, green goddess who for some reason had decided to reach down from on high and invited me into her divine realm. 

Yet there was something detached about her as we fucked; she rode me, yes, and was clearly enjoying it, but there was almost a melancholy air to her expression, to her sighs of pleasure. Compared to that first time we’d fucked in the sewers, when she’d nearly killed me with her need and strength, this was… disorienting. Was I doing something wrong? Should I draw a knife? 

But she was moving faster now, and with a moan she fell forward, hands on either side of my head, heavy breasts swinging as we fucked, her hair cascading down like a curtain as if to afford us privacy. I held onto her broad hips as I fucked her harder, ever harder, her gasps coming faster, till she cried out and sat up, her pussy clenching my cock so hard that my own orgasm erupted from deep within me and I came, my whole body clenching so that I actually lifted her up off the bed for a glorious eternity as lights flashed before my eyes and the world spun - and then we fell back down to earth, to the Bonegwayne, and she slid down beside me.

Gasping, slick with sweat, I lay beside her, heart pounding as if I’d just fought off a ship killer. Her chest rose and fell as she caught her breath, and then she rested her forearm across her brow as she gazed up at the cabin’s rafters, expression distant once more.

I rolled up onto one elbow and gazed down at her. “Are you all right?”

“Yes,” she said, and reached up to cup my cheek with one large hand. “Of course.”

“Wrong answer,” I said, trying for levity. “You should have said something like, ‘I’ll never walk normally again’ or whatever.”

She snorted, ran her thumb over my lips, then dropped her hand over her chest. “Something like that.”

“No, seriously. What is it?” Even now, after fucking, my cock sticky with her juices, I hesitated to just touch her. To caress her body.

“Nothing,” she said.

“Yashara.” I pulled gently at her chin, forcing her to turn and look at me. “The last time we fucked it felt like a hurricane was trying to squeeze every drop of come from me. This time…”

Her hand reached down to cup my balls and squeeze them gently, a playful smile tugging at her dark lips. “You saying you want more?”

“Ah - yes - in a minute, perhaps.” I took her hand, pulled it away, and then refused to release it. “But c’mon. What is it?”

For a long time she didn’t speak. Just lay there, looking up at me, her hair spread out across the pillows, the sweat slowly drying on her chest. Then she squeezed my hand, and I felt the enormous strength that lay latent within her fingers, how easily she could crush my bones. “I’m starting to… I don’t know how to say it. Respect you, Kellik.”

“Respect me?” I arched an eyebrow. “And that’s making you sad? Did you prefer me when -”

She reached up to press her finger to my lips. “Shut up.”

I shut up.

“Respect you, or… care for you, or… I don’t know what the word is. You’re starting to feel… important to me. And given what we’re about to attempt, that is a… difficult emotion to accept. It is easier to rut, like we did in the sewers. If you had died thereafter, I’d have felt regret, but little more. Now? This world does not reward vulnerability, Kellik. Opening your heart to another is the quickest way to feeling a pain you cannot ignore. I won’t lie to myself about what is happening between us. Tell myself stories, the kind you humans enjoy. I have lived too long, seen too much, learned too many bitter lessons to lie to myself. This cannot last. We tread too perilous a path. Our foes are too great. Sooner or later they will catch us, kill you, and then this… this thing that is happening between us. It will be but another implement for the world to use against me.”

That sobered me up fast. I’d never seen her look so unsure of herself, so vulnerable. For all her might, her lethality, she gazed up at me with something akin to fear. The only thing I could think to do was lean down and kiss her. Gently, carefully, to simply press my lips against her own. She didn’t kiss me back at first, but then cupped my head and returned it.

When I finally pulled back my heart was hammering once more. I took her hand again in mine. “I won’t make any empty promises. You’re right. The odds of our success are… slim. But despite the promise of pain to come, I mean to live to the fullest for as long as I can.” 

She searched my face, as if seeking to see the meaning behind my words, trying to decide if I really meant them. I squeezed her hand harder. 

“I had a tough time growing up on the streets. Nothing was guaranteed. Hunger and disease and pain and abuse were the only constants. And yet, looking back now, those years as a kid were some of the happiest I ever had. Before I was made a gentlefinger. It’s almost as if the hardship made the small victories all the more wondrous. As if I sensed on some level that I had to extract what joy I could from this life before it crushed me beneath its heel. Like it did to so many others around me. And I learned… I mean, not everybody walked away from that life on the streets with the same lesson, but what I came to believe was that you can’t let pain stop you from living. You get one life before the Hanged God summons you to dance in the Ashen Garden, and you’d better make the most of it. What else is there for us to do? Live in fear of the inevitable? Let the promise of pain keep us from even trying to live? No.”

My heart was in my throat. I’d never said these things. Never even put them into words, not even to myself. My own philosophy was crystallizing as I needed it, as I spoke it. “I know that what’s happening between us can lead to great pain down the road. That your causes might tear you from my side. But I’ll risk it, because right now I feel alive, feel glad to be alive, feel… I don’t know, fucking joy at being by your side, knowing that a woman like you feels anything for a guy like me. So I’ll take it. Again and again and again till Blind Fortuna turns away from us and we’re cast in shadow and the wheel plunges us down into misfortune and we die. But I’ll die unrepentant, Yashara. No matter what comes, no matter how it hurts, I’ll never regret this. Never.”

Tears brimmed in her eyes. She wiped them away, gave a curt nod, and climbed out of the bed.

I sat back against the pillows and watched as she dressed. Something about her expression forestalled further words. Had I presumed too much by offering my own childhood experiences as a comparison? Had she suffered much more than I? What did I even know of her background, other than she had once spent time aboard a pirate vessel? Suddenly, I was filled with questions, and wished for nothing more than to call her back down beside me, to ask about her life, how she had begun the Mailed Fists, what she had seen, done, and suffered.

But something held my tongue. She laced up her jerkin, picked up her scimitar where it was propped against her chair, and then leaned forward once more to kiss me.

“I’m glad you’re well, Kellik.” Her whisper revealed nothing of her emotions, and her face could have been a mask. Then she stood, turned, and left the cabin, closing the door quietly behind her.

I sank down amongst the pillows and draped my arm over my eyes. By the Hanged God’s withered asshole. Had I fucked up? Should I have kept my mouth shut? Or was that what she’d needed to hear? 

Either way, there was no denying how amazing it was that she’d agreed to help me in Port Lusander. With her, Pogo, and Pony by my side, my chances of success had just risen immeasurably.

And… what of life after I defeated the Family, cleansed Port Gloom, and killed my father? I interlaced my fingers behind my head and stared up into that foggy future. Could it involve something with Yashara? 

I thought of a small cottage somewhere, a farm holding perhaps, or no - a shop down by Port Gloom’s Bay of Despair, or maybe an inn - 

I snorted. The idea of Yashara doing anything but fighting was ludicrous. And then, of course, there was Tamara and Cerys. Complex feelings surrounded both women, ardor and desire but more than that - something akin to… love? No. Surely not. Companionship? 

I twisted about, pressing my cheek into the pillow and stared at the cabin wall. I didn’t know what I felt for them other than a desire to be close, to have them by my side, to protect them, to enjoy their company, to make them laugh, make them smile…

Netherys. Iris. I imagined each woman standing side by side, the svelte dark elf with her cruel smile, the polite necromancer with her black-rimmed eyes and distracted manner. Were they but tools? No. That felt wrong as well. Did I have feelings for them? 

I chewed the inside corner of my lips as I tried to sort out how I felt. I wanted the best for Iris - to protect her, help her regain her mental balance, to find a way to… to what? Gift her a mausoleum of her own and make necromancy acceptable to one and all? And she hardly needed my protection; she’d been the primary cause of the Sodden Hold’s destruction. 

As for Netherys… how was I to even begin describing my relationship with an infamous dark elf? She was with me because of her visions of destruction and blood. Supported me as long as my path led to ruin. I thought of her back at Skurve’s butcher shop, drawing me into that dark side room, going down on me, relishing how I’d sought to dominate her, had fucked her throat as I’d abandoned myself to lust. 

No. She was like fire, perilously beautiful but utterly destructive. She’d be sure to draw out my worst tendencies at any opportunity. I had to keep her close, but be wary of her, lest she turn me toward my worst instincts. But oh, how she was useful. Without her, for example, I’d never have found Pony as he’d sunk in the waves. 

I sighed. Tamara, Cerys, Yashara, Iris, and Netherys. Not to mention Maestria, in whose bed I now lolled, who’d fucked me here with hearty abandon only a few days - no, maybe a week at this point - ago, and was now bearing us to Port Lusander. How had I become enmeshed with so many dangerous and beautiful women? 

A knock sounded at the door, peremptory as if a mere formality, and then Maestria strode in, doffing a three-cornered hat and studying me with her one good eye. 

“Yashara said you’re recovered.” She paused, examining me, and then a wry smile cracked her stern expression. “More than recovered, it would seem. I should have known better than to lend you my bed.”

I sat up, went to stammer some apology, but she waved my words away and turned Yashara’s chair around so that she sat with its back between us.

“Enough, Kellik. After what you went through you’re welcome to a celebratory fuck. Now, I’m in a difficult situation.”

My heart skipped a beat. “Are we still over the trench?”

Maestria pulled out a long-stemmed pipe from her jacket. “The trench? Hardly. We left that a few hours after that monster swam away. It’s been smooth sailing since. No, my quandary is this: I want to thank you for your bravery in driving that beast away, but on the other hand, I’d never have had to risk the Bonegwayne if it weren’t for your presence on her decks. So what do I do?”

I didn’t know what to say, so instead watched as she packed her pipe, leaned over to open a lantern and inhale the flame into the bowl, then puff out several clouds of aromatic smoke.

“The point is moot.” She tapped the pipe’s stem distractedly against the chair back. “The crew is taken with you. Something about your being swallowed by that nightmare and birthed right out of its stomach with a war troll as your midwife has caught their imagination. If I were to throw you overboard I’d face a mutiny. No. You’re safe enough, so I guess I should accede to public opinion and thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” I said, nonplussed. “Any time.”

“Ha. No. Absolutely not. But when you’re feeling up for it, I’d like to present you to the crew. They’re looking forward to giving you a cheer and an excuse for me to break out the rum.”

“Whenever you like,” I said, feeling nothing if not agreeable. “I’m at your disposal.”

She glanced down at my crotch then back up at me, a smirk crossing her face. “It seems I’m ten minutes too late, so another time, perhaps. Now. You must be hungry?”

My thoughts scrambled as I tried to keep up with the twists and turns of the conversation, so I settled for the easiest answer. “Famished.”

Maestria exhaled a puff of smoke. “As I imagined. I’ll order some victuals brought in. Don’t get too comfortable, however. You’ll not be staying in that bed indefinitely.”

“I should be so lucky.”

She grinned around the stem of her pipe. “So you should, but I caution you not to bank on Blind Fortuna’s favor any more than you have. We lost two days making repairs following the attack, but despite the loss of my poop deck and some damage to the stern the Bonegwayne emerged from that battle with surprisingly few structural problems. The rudder required some seeing to, but we’re fine now. I anticipate making the crossing to Green Haven in three or four days’ time, and from there it will be another week to Port Lusander.”

“Excellent,” I said. “Let me know what I can do to pull my weight.”

“I’ll settle for your not thrusting us into any more mortal adventures.” She exhaled an oily plume toward the ceiling, then stood. “I’m glad you’re better, Kellik. It’s a certified miracle that we survived that encounter. By all rights we should be touring the bottom of the trench right now.”

I couldn’t help but grin. “Told you it was a good gamble.”

She raised an eyebrow. “You’re ever so slightly in my good graces right now. Don’t fuck it up by talking shit, aye?”

“Aye, aye, Cap’n.”

She lowered both brows.

“I mean, yes Captain Maestria. As you command.”

“Hmm. Very well. I’ll have the food sent in. You can rest here one more night and then I’m turning you out. Understood?”

“Understood.”

Maestria considered me a moment longer, her gaze lingering as she looked me up and down, then gave me a final nod and left, leaving the door ajar behind her. 

By Blind Fortuna’s bellicose bottom, I should really throw myself at ship killers more often. 

I’d just settled back when the door was flung open and Tamara entered, a tray held in both hands, Cerys and Pogo just behind. 

“He’s awake!” Tamara’s joy was obvious, her smile unrestrained. “And ready for a feast!”

“You’re fast running out of lives, Kellik,” said Cerys, shaking her head in mock wonder. “You keep pulling off these impossible feats and it’ll catch up with you.”

Pogo sketched a formal bow, one arm flung out to the side, the other crossed over his belly as he bent over as best his twisted back allowed. “Let me thank you from the depths of my withered heart, Master Kellik, for saving Pony’s life. He is dear to me, and though it could be argued quite plausibly in any court of law that he was forced to risk his life due to your reckless behavior, you demonstrated admirable loyalty in turn when it was needed most.” He straightened. “The maxim that I think can be drawn from this exchange of favors is that -”

“Pogo, hush,” said Tamara, setting the tray on my lap and sitting on the edge of the mattress. “You promised not to lecture.”

“I am not lecturing! I am eulogizing! There is a distinct difference, in that a lecture, or to lecture, is to give an oral presentation intended to convey information or teach people about a particular subject, whereas to eulogize is -”

“Pogo?” Cerys had opted to lean across one of the far bed posts, crossing her arms over her chest. 

“Yes, yes, very well.” He sniffed in annoyance and adjusted his glasses. “But since when are we all on such familiar terms? My name is “Pogmillion,” and though I don’t insist on ‘master’ as a prefix, it would not go amiss.”

“Very well, Master Pogmillion.” Cerys couldn’t help but smile. “Now, can we get a word in edgewise?”

“Of course.” He hopped up onto Yashara’s chair and there sat, swinging his boots back and forth. “I am not so garrulous as all that. You going to tell him about his lost blade?”

“Lost blade?” I felt a lurch of panic. “The frost sword?”

“Gone,” said Cerys, expression apologetic. “I think it’s somewhere at the bottom of the trench.”

“Ah well.” I tried not to feel glum. I’d begun to really like having that sword at my side. “A small price to pay for defeating that monster.”

“How are you feeling?” asked Tamara, reaching out to touch my brow. “You’re sweaty. Did a fever just break?”

“Something like that,” I said. “I’m doing much better. In fact, good as new, really. I think this king troll business is going to prove really useful. Did you use the White Sun to heal me?”

“Of course. You were near dead when Cerys pulled you over the gunwale. Shattered ankle, compound fracture in your left arm, acid burns all over your body, but worst across your face. Your eyes…”

Cerys shook her head in wonder. “How you survived that I’ll never know.”

“How did you survive that?” asked Pogo. “It all seems rather improbable to me.”

“Netherys played a large part,” I said. “I saw her witch fire almost constantly. But beyond that… I don’t know. I don’t actually remember most of it. Just a blur of the monster’s tentacles, its body. I was leaping, then falling, in the water then inside it…” I shook my head as beads of sweat prickled forth across my brow, and gave a husky laugh. “Just thinking about it makes me afraid.”

“I don’t think anybody saw all of what you did,” said Cerys, “though we’ve tried to piece it together. I fell into the ocean shortly after those snake things attacked, and missed most of what followed climbing back on board.”

“Yashara says you leaped right after her and fought the tentacles,” said Tamara. “That you fell into the ocean, but then were somehow flung into the monster’s mouth. It was going to bite you in half but Pony flung a spar of wood into its maw, causing it to bite its own tongue. She lost track of you after that.”

I shrugged helplessly. “No idea, sorry. That all sounds right? How’s Pony?”

“Pony?” Cerys snorted in amusement. “The war troll? He’s fine. You’d never guess he nearly drowned after being partially digested. He’s been learning how to smoke from the sailors. Seems quite content.”

“Good.” I turned my attention to the tray on my lap. Hard biscuit, chickpeas, beans, and salted fish. My mouth flooded with spit and I immediately placed the biscuit in the beans to begin softening it. 

“What did Maestria say?” asked Tamara. “She’s been tight-lipped ever since the trench.”

“We’re good.” I spooned up chickpeas and shoveled them into my mouth. Suddenly, I was utterly ravenous. “Maybe ten days to Port Lusander. Seems I’ve become a local hero and she’s got no choice but to bow to popular opinion.”

Pogo sniffed. “As far as I can tell all you did was get yourself swallowed by a particularly large fish. If I’d known that was all it took to be beatified, I’d have done it myself years ago.”

I grinned at him as I chowed down on the food. “Next time, eh?”

He peered sagely at me over his glasses. “Indubitably.”

“Yashara’s with us,” I said to Tamara, then turned to Pogo. “You and Pony as well, she said.”

“It’s a remarkably terrible business decision.” He leaned forward and took up a corner of biscuit, which he held up to the light as if examining it. “I advised strongly against it, or at least to negotiate unparalleled terms. But she decided there are greater matters at stake, and asked that I not needle you for a daily fee of a hundred gold to be added with compound interest to the two thousand, six hundred and eighty-seven gold you already owe us, nor to draw up a formal contract which I may or may not have with me, and which I should definitely not encourage you to sign while you may still not be possessed of your complete faculties.”

“Very kind of her,” I said, taking a cup of water from Tamara and washing down the salted fish. “Very generous of you.”

“Yes,” sighed Pogo. “I am nothing if not generous. It is, perhaps, my greatest weakness. But here. In case you lack reading material later tonight. I’ll just set the contract beside this lamp. Please pay particular attention to clauses seven, nine, and thirteen.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Understood.”

“However.” Pogo’s expression turned serious. “I must make my abhorrence for Port Lusander clear. These swamps are home to numerous ancient goblin tribes; it is speculated by the few professional historians of our race that we originated from this region, many millennia ago. ”

“Interesting,” I said, “and… you abhor this, why?” 

“For decades now they have been enslaved by local companies who force them through utterly reprehensible means to harvest local resources against their will.” Pogo’s features wrinkled in disgust. “Port Lusander has a terrible reputation amongst my kind. I visit it only because I must.”

“Damn,” I said, sitting upright. “I’m… I don’t really know what to say.”

“There’s nothing to be said.” Pogo wiped his hands on his legs. “I am loyal to Yashara and yourself, Master Kellik. If our adventures bring us here, then that’s all there is to it. I shall not enjoy the experience, however.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to. Thank you, Pogo. And that means our team is now composed of Yashara, Pony, you, Tamara, Iris, and Netherys.” I looked over to where Cerys still leaned. “Almost a full complement.”

“Mmhmm,” said Cerys, noncommittal. 

I shoveled the last of the beans in my mouth, washed them down, then sat back, chewing. There was no doubt as to the nature of my inquiry.

She stood there, svelte, poised, every inch of her a Crimson Noose assassin, looking at once entirely relaxed yet ready at a moment’s notice to fling herself into action. 

“And to think,” I said, “that when we first met you were posing as an innocent noble woman.”

“We’ve come a long way since then.”

“We have indeed.” 

Tamara turned to look at her. “You never did tell me the specifics of how you two met. I heard about Elias after, but…”

“I was trying to get the gold I owed you,” I said. “Snuck into the Gardens dressed as a priest of St. Endelion. Cerys here was walking with some pompous lord, looking as innocent as she was beautiful. I saw her pouch of gold and thought she’d make an easy mark.”

Pogo snorted. “You are a terrible judge of character.”

“I have my moments,” I said. “But I have to admit I was surprised when she attacked me, then chased me across half of Port Gloom and nearly cut my throat. That I didn’t see coming.”

“And to think,” said Cerys, smile wry, “how everything would have turned out so differently if you’d just chosen someone else’s day to ruin.”

“Port Gloom would be a much calmer cesspit of corruption,” I said. “Elias would still be working you and holding your sister’s captivity over your head. I’d probably be dead, face down in the harbor, Iris would still be at Wargiver’s -”

Cerys raised a hand. “Enough. I get the picture.”

“We’ve effected some real change already,” I said. “We’ve killed some very bad people. Elias. Skurve. Wargiver. That horrible woman who was taking care of that mutilated wizardess. Everyman Jack himself.”

Cerys narrowed her blue eyes. “True.”

“I’m looking to continue that trend. You’ve been with me since the beginning, Cerys. You’ve seen what kind of person I am. You’ve been instrumental in our success.”

“Is this your official recruitment speech?” She pushed off the bedpost and uncrossed her arms. “What are you going to do if it doesn’t work? Force me to join you with your powers?”

“I already said I wouldn’t.”

“You’re a king troll, Kellik.” Her tone was bleak. “In Carneheim they still perform street plays about their fall. Even after all these centuries, echoes of their depravity ring down to us. You’re a king troll. I can’t wrap my head around that.”

Pogo shifted in his seat. “To be precise, he is half a king troll. Though I can’t help but wonder as to the normal methods of procreation employed by his father’s kind: do they always pair with a human, or do they pair with each other? Can they -”

“Pogo,” I said.

“Ahem. Yes. Apologies.”

Tamara reached out and placed a hand on my knee. “Cerys. You know who I am, who I was, at any rate. The order I served, and the power I still wield.”

Cerys glanced at Tamara’s hand on my knee then back up to her. “Yes?”

“I have healed Kellik more times now than anyone else in our company. And the majority of those times were before I began struggling to refrain from healing his soul. The White Sun has already affected him. He is not who he might have been if left to grow into his powers alone. The influence of the White Sun guides his thoughts, affects his morals. This is uncomfortable to talk about, but his actions thus far are in large part because of that healing. Kellik himself has said how the old him wouldn’t have cared about Wargiver or any of the issues he took up since his fall.”

“What are you saying?” Cerys shifted her weight uncomfortably. “That you’ve neutralized the inherent evil in him?”

Tamara gave an unhappy shrug. “Perhaps? I don’t know. Nobody does, not any more. That lore is long lost. But his actions. His care for the abused. No king troll would act that way.”

I remained still, watching Cerys. Glad for the first time to have had Tamara fuck with my very sense of self.

“True,” said Cerys reluctantly. “I’ve seen him… I can’t deny that he’s shown admirable qualities.”

It was my turn to laugh. “What an endorsement. I want that on my tombstone. ‘It could not be denied that he showed admirable qualities.’”

Cerys didn’t smile. “But as he grows in power, who’s to say he won’t change back to his old ways?”

Tamara glanced at me. “I don’t know. But I’m here. I can… monitor him, I suppose. Check those inclinations if they arise with more healing. Kellik?”

I rubbed at my jaw. “Fuck me. I’d hoped for no more of that. But!” I raised a hand to cut off Cery’s protests. “If it sets your mind at ease? If it means you’ll join me again in doing what’s right? Fine. Anytime you think I’m acting… off… you can ask Tamara to check in on me. And if I refuse? Then you’ll know right there and then it’s time to put a crossbow bolt in the back of my head.”

Pogo raised a finger. “This calls for a contract.”

“No, Pogo,” said Cerys. “We don’t need this in writing. Because Kellik’s right. The moment he refuses to go along with this verbal agreement we’ll all know what he’s become. So yes. I’ll come with you. I’ll follow your lead. On the one condition that you are always willing to let Tamara check the nature of your soul. And if Tamara refuses? I’ll assume you’ve suborned her, and that will also count as a disqualification.”

I hesitated. Could I count on Tamara always being willing to back me up? This was no idle threat from Cerys. If she decided I needed a bolt in the back of the neck, her Crimson Noose training would see it done.

“Deal,” I said.

Cerys blinked, as if surprised I’d agreed. “Deal?”

“Deal. So. You in?”

“I - yes. I suppose I am.”

“Very impressive,” said Pogo. “I just lost my wager with Iris.”

I turned to stare at him. “Iris wagered on this outcome?”

“Not in so many words. But she also didn’t decline the wager when I proposed it. To be honest, I’m not sure she was paying attention. But alas, I am nothing if not scrupulous with my bets. I’ll pay her the three copper.”

“Three copper,” said Cerys, lip curling. “That’s how much you bet on the outcome of my loyalty.”

“To be fair,” said Pogo, “Kellik has left the Mailed Fist with almost no funds.”

“Welcome back, Cerys.” I smiled at her, a sincere expression of my simple happiness. “You had me worried there.”

“I’m still worried,” said Cerys. “You’re still a king troll. I grew up being spooked by stories of your kind. You’re the monster in the dark, Kellik. You’re the tyrant upon the bloody throne. You’re the reason humanity and other species toiled in a dark age that lasted untold centuries. Yes, I’ll work with you, but don’t think we’re back to where we were. I’ll be watching you. Please don’t give me a reason to regret this decision.”

I didn’t know what to say. All I could do was nod.

“I’m glad you’re feeling better.” Cerys made her way to the cabin door. “Good night, everyone.” And she stepped out.

“I, too, shall seek some restorative sleep.” Pogo slid off the chair. “I am remarkable adroit at interpreting social dynamics, and can sense that you two would appreciate some time alone. Please. Enjoy yourselves. Good night.” And he, too, stepped outside.

Tamara was blushing furiously when she turned back to me. “Enjoy yourselves? Adroit at social dynamics?”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Have you noticed how he always bets against me?”

Tamara curled a lock of brown hair behind her ear. “And how he always loses?”

“There’s a lesson in there somewhere.”

“Mmm,” said Tamara, and eyed me speculatively.

“Thank you.” I took her hand. Squeezed it. “For being there for me. For believing in me. For, ah, cleansing my evil king troll soul against my will so that I can now merit a little trust from my friends.”

She smiled. “You’re welcome. Here. I’ll take your tray with me.”

“You’re going to go?”

Tamara had already half risen, but paused, eyes widening. “I assumed…?”

“Stay.” I pulled her back down. “I mean, if you want to.”

“Stay?” She sat once more on the edge of the bed. And suddenly blushed. “I, ah, am not sure if we should… I mean - I know Yashara was here earlier, and that’s not -”

It was my turn to blush. “That’s not what I meant, exactly. I just, well.” And like that my tongue felt like a block of wood. Tamara was studying me, her brown eyes lively and bright.

“Let me try again,” I said. “I’d appreciate your company tonight. If you don’t mind. Maybe that makes me sound like an asshole? It probably makes me sound like an asshole. But… these past few days - well, the days during which I was awake - were kind of rough. And learning about my heritage, hearing Cerys say those words - I’m still dealing.”

Tamara reached out and brushed my cheek with the back of her fingers. “I can’t imagine.”

“So, yeah. This is my incredibly smooth way of asking if you’d like to just spend the night with me. As a friend. Someone whose company makes me feel better. By the Hanged God’s ashen asshole I’m fucking this up.”

“No,” said Tamara. She picked up the tray, set it on the table, and then came back to lie down on the mattress beside me, her head on my shoulder, one hand resting on my chest. “You’re not.”

“Oh.” Her hair smelled of lavender. I shifted a fraction of an inch beneath her to get more comfortable, and moved my arm around so that it curled about her shoulders. “Good.”

“Mmm,” she murmured. “Agreed.”

We lay there in silence. The ship rose and fell as it cut through the waves. I heard distant calls of sailors doing sailor things. And holding Tamara, my nose close to her hair so I could breathe in her scent, her head warm on my shoulder, her presence close and comforting by my side, I eventually drifted back into sleep, certain, for the first time in what felt like forever, that the odds were finally shifting in my favor.


Chapter 6

 

 

Though I’d been warned, I was still surprised at how long it took Port Lusander to come into view once we’d arrived. With sails trimmed we drifted before the wind along the coast, an air of pregnant expectancy hanging over the sailors. I stood at the railing with the others and watched the land slide by, unimpressed by the dour nature of the coastline: heavy undergrowth that grew right up to the water, thick and dark, without any hint of what lay beyond. 

No beach, no break in the foliage. Just a mass of roots that sank into the saltwater as if it were fresh, the trees growing so closely together they formed an indistinguishable mass.

“That looks inviting,” said Cerys, handing the telescope she’d borrowed from Maestria over to Yashara. 

“It’s not,” said Iris, voice calm and distant. “Beyond those trees lies endless miles of swamp. Channels of water that shift with the currents. Trees bound in ropes of moss that reach for bare skin. Mosquitoes as large as a gold coin that try incessantly to drink your tears. The occasional hills that rise from it all are said to be ancient barrows dating back to the time of the king trolls; those who dig their way in almost never return.”

“Like I said.” Cerys screwed her face in distaste. “Inviting.”

I stared morosely at the endless green coast. Here and there I thought I could see a dark opening where a rowboat might force an entrance, but only if its rowers were to duck their heads and force their way under the low canopy. “And Port Lusander is built in the center of this mess?”

“No,” said Iris. “I could attempt to describe it, but you shall soon see with your own eyes.”

“How are you doing?” I asked, rolling on my hip to consider her. “With returning home, that is? You all right?”

“All right?” She considered the words as if unsure what state might constitute being ‘all right.’ “I suppose so. I am excited, and the elevated rate of my heart indicates that I am nervous as well. It shall be a bitter-sweet homecoming, for I know this can only be a temporary visit. So yes. I suppose I am ‘all right.’”

“Good,” I said, not knowing what else to say. 

“Up ahead,” said Yashara, telescope pointed past the prow. “A break in the trees. There’s fog lying over the water, however. I can’t make out much.”

A cry broke out from the crow’s nest. “Fish hut to port!”

“Fish hut?” I asked.

“Where the lampetramen await new ships,” said Iris. Her smile became almost coquettish. “Oh, you will be surprised and most probably disgusted. I am looking forward to watching your faces when you see them.”

“Lampetramen,” I said. “They live in this… fish hut?”

“I see it,” said Yashara. “It’s a single-story home built of… limestone? A strange-looking white rock. Right out on the water. Is it on stilts?”

I leaned over the railing and peered ahead. Yashara was right; the tree line peeled away, receding out of sight suddenly, only to be replaced by a bank of fog that hid everything beyond. Before it all arose a small square house, incongruously situated right out on the open water. Waves lapped at its walls. No light shone within its rough square windows. Nobody stood upon its flat roof. I’d have thought it abandoned were it not for the way everyone was staring at it so intently.

“Brace the sails,” shouted Samel, “easy now, into the wind.”

Sailors rushed to the ropes that connected the yards to the sides of the ship and under Samel’s directions hauled on them, turning the sails so that they began to sag as they went from being before the wind to oblique. The ship began to slow, and at another of Samel’s cries sailors in the rigging hauled up the canvas so that we slowed even further as we drifted close to the fish hut, and once we were within a score of yards, the anchor was lowered and we came to a stop.

The silence was eerie. I waited, one hand on the railing, watching the limestone house, waiting for some sign of these lampetramen. But nobody appeared in the doorway. Maestria descended to the main deck, Jonas by her side, and marched up to the railing a few yards away from me to gaze with hands on her hips at the iron gray waters before us.

Nobody spoke. I saw more than one sailor make the sign of the Hallowed Oak or kiss their whale bone talismans of Blind Fortuna. The ship creaked as it slowly turned to align with the wind once more, held at the stern by the anchor while the last of the sails were furled by the sailors above.

“There,” whispered Cerys, and I saw ripples spread from a ghastly conical, human-sized head that emerged from the still waters. It was a fleshy pink at the tip, a delicate hue that gradated to a slimy fish belly white by the time it reached the lower half of its face, and I saw to my horror that it had no eyes whatsoever, just that expanse of near gelatinous flesh that was pockmarked with a score of small holes in concentric arcs. But it was the lower half that gave me chills; it had no nose, just two neat oval holes punched into its broad upper lip or fish bone mustache that flared down the sides of its mouth. When it spoke, I saw an inch-long ridge of striated shell emerging from its upper gums, but nothing else in its otherwise unnervingly large mouth.

“Greetings,” it hissed wetly. “You seek passage to Port Lusander?”

Other heads emerged around it; each of them exactly identical to the first, and gleaming with the fresh, raw colors of a large fish.

“Greetings!” Maestria’s voice was bold and broke the otherwise ghostly air of the scene. “I am Maestria, captain of the Bonegwayne, and do indeed seek safe passage. Is Icthysanch amongst your number? He guided me the last time I was here.”

“He is not,” hissed another lampetraman. “Enough of us are present to guide you in now. Send a boat over to the office to sign the papers and deposit your payment and we shall proceed.”

“Very well! I shall do so immediately. You have my thanks.” Maestria turned to Jonas and a few other sailors. “Lower the jolly boat. Jonas, fetch the funds. I mean to be back and navigating the maze within the hour.”

The lampetramen sank back into the ocean without a sound. I shuddered. “Why do we need them?”

“Port Lusander’s bay is guarded by a maze of coral,” said Iris, voice soft as if recounting a fairy tale from her childhood. “It grows quickly, and is as treacherous as the swamp passages. The lampetramen are said to pare it back by grazing upon it, and in doing so maintain control over the approach to the city. Everyone must pay their fee, or risk being scuttled.”

I shook my head. “That’s… that’s madness. Why do the authorities of Port Lusander put up with that? Actually, scratch that question. Why by the Hanged God’s lackluster curiosity in all things carnal did they build Port Lusander behind such a maze in the first place?”

Iris shrugged. “It is simply the way things are. The lampetramen are part of Port Lusander just as the Family is part of Port Gloom.”

Yashara closed the telescope. “There’s no fighting them, I’d imagine. Give offense and they can just swim away and leave the town completely isolated. You could perhaps capture a dozen individuals, but if they rarely emerge from the water, even that would be a challenge.”

I rubbed the back of my head. “It just all seems completely impractical. Port Gloom was built where it stands because of the Snake Head and all the trade that runs up and down its length. But out here - what’s the point of a large city in the middle of a swamp behind a maze of coral that nobody can navigate without paying a toll?”

Iris smiled. “Life is not always logical, Kellik.”

“True,” said Cerys, “but certain economic laws are pretty inflexible. There has to be a reason Port Lusander was built here and thrives.”

Iris shrugged one shoulder. “You’ll have to ask the xanthan vine companies, I suppose.”

We all watched as Maestria was rowed out to the fish hut, and there entered the limestone - actually no, I realized, it would be built out of coral, wouldn’t it? The coral house. Ten minutes later she emerged, securing a tie around a leather folder, and with Jonas entered the jolly boat and returned to the Bonegwayne.

“All is in order,” she said briskly, climbing up the rope ladder and over the gunwale. She handed the folder off to Jonas and nodded to Samel, who ordered sailors to take up the hawser ropes that were coiled around the gunwale in readiness.

“They’re going to tow us in?” I asked. “They can handle a ship this size?”

“Won’t be just one lampetraman to a rope,” said Havatier, stepping up alongside us, one hand clutching his bandolier. “Each will be clasped by a dozen of their kind, so that over sixty or seventy of them will ease us through the maze.”

“So you’re talking to me again?” I asked.

“Making polite conversation, shall we say.” Havatier glanced up at the overcast skies with a troubled frown. “I’m going to have Samel unfurl at least the spinnaker. I’m of no use without any canvas to work on. Excuse me.”

Glistening, fleshy heads emerged from the choppy water, and I wondered how they could sense us without eyes. Did they taste the ship through the holes in those great conical heads? Some magical sixth sense? 

Samel gave the command and the hawsers were tossed into the water, each rope as thick as my wrist, and then played out as the lampetramen took them up and dove below the surface. Soon all the mooring ropes extended in stiff diagonals into the water, and a lone lampetraman’s head emerged from the chop. To my surprise he lifted a pale, human-looking hand into the air and gave us a thumbs-up sign; it looked like he had a normal arm as well.

“Anchor aweigh!” shouted Maestria, and six sailors began to turn the great wheel at the stern of the ship, causing the chain to clunk rapidly as it was drawn up and out of the water. 

“Anchor stowed!” shouted a sailor and the lampetraman ducked down underwater.

The hawsers began to move, sliding forward through the water till they radiated out before the prow in a quarter-circle, and then, when they were at their fullest extent, the Bonegwayne began to slide forward.

Havatier returned, and together we stared at the quivering mooring ropes as they towed us gently through the ocean toward the fog. 

“It should take us about two hours to clear the maze,” said Havatier. “Unless its grown considerably since we were here last. It’s delicate work. The lampetramen keep the coral carefully trimmed so that only exact knowledge will allow a craft to sail through; we’ll slow down when we get to the trickier bits.”

We slid into the fog which parted at the bow, obscuring the water and rippling just below the gunwale so that it looked for all the world as if we sailed through an ocean of spectral mist. I peered out, trying to catch sign of any landmark, the forest, perhaps, forming the edge of the coast, but couldn’t discern a thing.

“It’s a broad delta here,” said Havatier, voice tense. Was he speaking with us to ease his nerves? “There are countless small islands of coral covered in muck across which iridescent crabs the size of turtles crawl. A Port Lusander delicacy - ask for the sapphire crab chowder when ashore.”

Nobody made a comment. I glanced about the ship; sailors aloft on the ratlines were peering with equal unease ahead, while Maestria had returned to her raised deck to stand in obvious frustration, a telescope in one hand, peering into the fog.

“If these lampetramen can be trusted,” I asked, “why is everyone so nervous?”

To my surprise it was Cerys that answered. “I’d imagine no captain or sailor enjoys giving control of their ship to another.”

“Cerys is correct,” said Havatier, “and though the lampetramen have yet to double-cross any paying customer, no captain relinquishes the helm without misgiving.”

The fog swirled about us. The ropes remained taut and leading directly ahead, and then, after perhaps five minutes of silent progress, a rope on each side of the ship went slack, drifted to stern, and then went taut again.

“To control our forward motion?” I asked. Nobody responded. There was no need.

And as we continued, a dance began, the dozen or so mooring ropes moving back and forth, to the sides even, tugging and relaxing to guide us through the invisible channels beneath the fog and waves. Sometimes they would flash forward, moving with startling speed to go taut immediately, checking our progress, whereas at other times they would relax, allowing us to drift as if without any concern. 

“A question, Master Havatier,” asked Pogo, who’d appeared at our sides and was peering out between the railing. “These lampetramen are paid in gold, are they not?”

“Indeed,” said Havatier. “Passage in usually costs about a hundred gold crowns.”

Pogo nodded sagely. “And I’d imagine it costs double to leave?”

Havatier raised an eyebrow. “An excellent deduction.”

“A captive demographic,” said Pogo, shrugging as if he weren’t inordinately pleased with the praise. “But what, pray tell, do they do with this gold?”

“I’ve often wondered the same,” said Havatier, “but I don’t know. Perhaps if you ever have a chance to speak with one of them you could ask yourself.”

Pogo scoffed. “I am hardly one to engage in such mean conversation. But I am curious…”

On we were pulled, twisting about like a cork caught in invisible currents, sometimes coming to a complete halt as we turned ninety degrees, other times picking up speed and making good progress. Havatier stepped away with a polite smile that was almost a grimace, and with him went any hopes of mending bridges. 

“Fog’s clearing,” called a sailor from above, and then we knifed out of that spectral world into a small bay encompassed on both sides by greenery amongst which shacks and rickety homes were built, while Port Lusander proper rose before us, five large hills framing it from behind.

Wharves, jetties, docks and spindly piers bristled about the base of the town, from which arose a forest of masts on boats as varied as sloops to Heshaman junks. Port Lusander’s trident flew from a half-dozen masts, but it was obvious that the majority of the ships were foreign; the docks were as busy as those of Port Gloom’s, and I saw dozens of ships loading and unloading goods, cranes swinging large nets filled with barrels or crates onto decks or over the water onto the docks themselves. The largest ship was a vast galleon flying a black flag emblazoned with a nautilus shell; it was massive, a lumbering monster nearly twice the size of the Bonegwayne, and commanded its own private pier.

The town itself wasn’t large. Having grown up in the sprawling monstrosity that was Port Gloom it seemed to my jaded eye almost quaintly small, perhaps a quarter the size of my home city, and composed of a medley of crudely built wooden edifices by the docks, larger, more stately homes that rose to several stories further in, and actual manors built upon the lower slopes of the hills. Upon the peak of the highest hill loomed a moldering monstrosity of a castle, its curtain wall breached in a dozen places, half of it collapsed and covered in vines, though a pennant bearing the Lusander Trident snapped from the top of the tallest remaining tower. 

“Home,” said Iris, and I wasn’t sure if I heard resignation or quiet contentment in her voice. 

The hawsers were still pulled taut ahead of us, and we were guided to an open space alongside a broad pier. As we drifted in, twenty or thirty lampetramen swarmed up out of the water onto the dock itself to fasten the hawsers to the wooden bollards that emerged from the pier’s edges.

I gaped.

The lampetramen were hideous from the neck up, but their bodies were paragons of human beauty. Their skin was pearlescent and flawless, their bodies covered in long, defined muscles from a life spent swimming, with broad shoulders, narrow hips, and thighs that rippled as they braced themselves upon the pier, triceps that snarled into sharp definition as they tugged.

Moreover, not all lampetramen were male. I stared, amazed, at the visions of feminine perfection that worked amongst the men, bare chested and dripping water, completely unabashed of their nudity.

“The lampetramen…” said Cerys, voice hesitant. “They’re… mammals?”

Yashara snorted. “I’ve never seen fish with tits before, so, yes.”

My gaze would flicker up to their eyeless, hideous heads, then down to their perfect bodies. Up - then down - and the result was a sickening disorientation as I failed to reconcile the two constituent parts. 

A meaty hand clapped me on the shoulder, and I jumped as I turned to see Samel grinning at me. “You are not the first to be curious, my friend! There is a brothel, I forget the name, but you can ask, I am sure, where it is said lampetrawomen can be sampled for only a dozen crowns.”

“You’re joking,” said Cerys, face wrinkling in disgust.

Samel laughed. “It is a wide and wonderful world! If you go, be sure to take a bag to pull over her head!” Laughter redoubling, he walked away, smacking his huge belly and shaking his head.

“He was joking,” said Cerys with firm conviction. “I mean, he had to be.”

The Bonegwayne drifted gently up to the pier, a half-dozen mooring lines controlling her approach from the far side, and then bumped against the pier, her sides cushioned by rope fenders. The lampetramen tied off the lines and slipped back into the water without a splash.

I shuddered.

A gangplank was lowered to the pier, where three officials in ornate coats were waiting, a half-dozen guards lounging behind them. None of the sailors seemed alarmed, however, and when the officials boarded the ship Jonas appeared to speak with them, bringing forth several folders which he handed over for the men to inspect.

Tamara emerged from below deck, Netherys one step behind. “We’re here? We’re here! It’s - it’s smaller than I expected.” She frowned at the town, eyes rising up to the distant castle. “Not exactly a welcoming place, is it?”

“A city is what you make of it,” said Netherys, leaning out over the railing as she studied the docks. “Even then, you can never grasp the whole. There is very little in common between the city that a nobleman lives in with that which a beggar experiences. Each sees but a facet. The challenge one faces, therefore, is to find the facet most fitting to one’s temperament, and there make your home.”

“Perhaps,” said Tamara. “I still don’t like the look of that castle.”

“Over there,” I said, pointing out an iron dome that rose between the larger homes. “Is that the White Sun temple?”

“Yes,” said Tamara, hugging herself. “And a large one, it seems. Oh joy.”

“What is the plan?” asked Yashara. 

“The plan,” I said, “is simple. We go ashore and learn what we can of the goings on in town. The local news. We keep a low profile, see what we can dig up about Beauhammer and his dungeon, and plan accordingly.”

“That is not so much a plan as a desire to come up with a plan,” said Yashara.

I smiled. “Fair enough. But what use is a plan that doesn’t take into account local variables? For all we know Beauhammer may be dead. Let’s get the lay of the land. Iris, how friendly are the locals to, ah, different types of people?”

Iris was pulling her black veil from her satchel. “Different kinds of people? I don’t understand.”

“Half-orcs,” I said, “or dark elves, or war trolls…?”

“Not very. There is a lot of ignorance here.” She considered Netherys. “Dark elves would most likely be pursued and burned. A war troll would lead to your being brought before Beauhammer to have your intentions interrogated. Yashara and Pogo? Tolerated, though Pogo should not walk the streets alone.”

“That should not be a problem,” said Pogo, voice rich with distaste, “as I have no intentions whatsoever of treating this like a vacation of any kind.”

“For now,” I said, “let’s keep things simple. Cerys, Tamara, and I will perform our initial reconnaissance. We’ll return to the Bonegwayne once we have enough information to work with and make further plans.”

Yashara’s eyes slitted. “I’ve been on this boat long enough. If the locals have a problem with me, they’re welcome to address it to my face.”

“I doubt they would,” I said, “that is, if they have any instincts of self-preservations. But my goal is to not cause a stir right off the boat. Give me an hour or two. Once I know the basics, we can go from there. All right?”

Yashara crossed her arms and gazed sullenly out over the bustling docks. “Don’t dally.”

“No dallying, got it.” I fought not to smile. “Cerys? Tamara? You ready to take a stroll?”

“Perhaps… perhaps I should remain behind,” said Tamara.

“What? Why?”

“The Order of the White Sun… if they’re a strong presence here, we might run into them. And if we do…”

“Can they tell that you’re Foresworn?” I asked.

Tamara glanced down, brown hair falling before her face. “I don’t think so? But perhaps… perhaps we shouldn’t risk it.”

“Tamara.” I reached out and touched her arm. “I know this is difficult for you. But it sounds like you’re choosing to hide in the ship not for fear of being discovered, but out of a reluctance to face your past.”

“Very smoothly put,” said Netherys with a smile, leaning back on both elbows on the railing. “Absolutely no chance of leaving her flustered and at a loss for words.”

Two spots of crimson appeared high on Tamara’s cheeks. “I am not at a loss for words. And, as a matter of fact, I am not hiding from my past. I was simply being - well - cautious. But if caution isn’t called for, then lead on, fearless leader. I shall follow you into whichever tavern you choose to visit first.”

“Now we’re talking,” I said. “All right. With a little luck we’ll back in a few hours. And may Blind Fortuna shake her bellicose breasts in your general direction until then.”

Yashara snorted. “Keep those kinds of blessings to yourself.”

“Would that I could,” I said with a grin. “Ladies?”

Cerys hefted her gloom bow. Tamara pulled her hair back, tied it off in a ponytail, and gave a curt nod.

We made our way toward the gangplank, but Maestria peeled away from the officials she was speaking with to intercept. 

“Leaving without saying goodbye?”

“I’d never do such a thing,” I said. “We’re just heading ashore to learn the lay of the land. We’ll be back shortly to enjoy your company once more.”

Maestria raised an eyebrow in obvious skepticism and placed her hands on her hips. “You think the Bonegwayne’s going to act as your inn while you gallivant onshore? I’ve a mind to tell you how much I’ll miss your bony ass and then kick you off my ship once and for all.”

“First off,” I said, ticking off my fingers, “I’ve it on good authority that my ass is decidedly not bony. Second, I know you’d miss me too much to get rid of me like that. Admit it, Maestria. I keep things interesting. Thirdly, how are you going to get your gold if you kick us out in such manner? No. Far better to let us linger a little longer, and then wring every gold crown you can from our innocent fingers.”

Maestria snorted, but I saw an amused gleam in the depths of her dark eye. “You’ve a way with words, I’ll give you that.” She considered me, and something subtle about her expression changed. Something that caused my pulse to quicken. “Very well. You do owe me payment after all. Here is my offer: you and yours can remain aboard for as long as you desire at a rate of a gold crown a head. Failure to pay will be ameliorated by your joining me for a private dinner each night in my cabin.”

I laughed. “Dinner it is!”

“Very well.” She looked me up and down. “Don’t be late. I get very hungry when I’m forced to wait.” And she turned to rejoin the dock officials.

“That didn’t just happen right in front of us,” said Cerys.

“Did that just happen?” Tamara looked to the Crimson Noose assassin. “Did she just bargain to sleep with Kellik in exchange for letting us all stay aboard the ship?”

“You’re leaping to conclusions!” I began walking toward the gangplank once more. “We were simply discussing dinner. And why are you all so shocked that the good captain would desire the pleasure of my company? I am a witty conversationalist, and can discourse skillfully on a variety of stimulating topics.”

“I don’t believe this,” said Cerys. “I am not going to sleep on this ship if you’re paying for my bunk with your ‘stimulating topics.’”

I shrugged and leaped onto the spring board that descended to the pier. “Your call, my dear Cerys. But think what you could be depriving yourself of if I satisfy Maestria early enough in the night: I might wander the deck seeking new people with which to discuss the economics of Port Gloom’s supply chain or the best way to con large discounts out of wary stall keepers.”

“I’m going to shove you into the water,” said Cerys, “and let the lampetrawomen have their way with you if you keeping talking.”

I shuddered. “You think Samel was serious about that brothel?”

We stepped down onto the broad pier. The boards were broad and thick but warped by years of exposure to the salt water, faded by the sun to a light gray, and so splintery that it would be death to walk on them unshod. Sailors were already unloading goods from the Bonegwayne and hurrying them over to a demarcated loading zone where other officials were tallying the crates and checking the contents against Jonas’ ship manifest.

Tamara rubbed her upper arm uneasily. “I sincerely hope he wasn’t.”

Cerys sneered. “Yet my knowledge of human nature and the depravity of which we’re capable of says it’s entirely possible. The Hanged God have mercy.”

“That he never does,” I said, leaving the pier for the broad docks proper. They wrapped around the curve of the bay, multi-tiered and bustling with activity. Despite being completely different from Port Gloom’s, I felt strangely at home; I’d grown up amongst such bustle, and the cries of vendors, porters, and costermongers blended with the calls of seagulls, the sound of shanties being sung by men mending sails and nets, the laughter and cry of children racing in ragtag groups through the crowds, the stench of fish and tar, the savory scents of cooked meat and woodfires. Everywhere I looked I saw the multifarious faces of humanity, everyone intent on their own business, pursuing their own goals, believing their needs to be the single most important one in all of the world. 

Just as I did my own.

A two-masted frigate caught my eye. There was nothing distinctive about it; if anything the ship looked old and run-down, the hull and gunwale in need of a fresh coat of paint, the crew that moved about its deck doing so in a sluggish manner.

But the name.

The Filthy Spume.

“Cerys, Tamara, that ship over there.” I pointed it out. “Why’s that name sound so familiar.”

Tamara studied it for a moment before shrugging, but Cerys opened her satchel, rummaged through the thick sheaf of papers she’d accumulated over the past few weeks, and pulled forth an official looking document.

“Here,” she said, sounding excited, “this is why. Remember? The Filthy Spume belonged to Elias, the bastard who was holding my leash back in Port Gloom? Here’s the deed or whatever you call the document that proves ownership.”

I took the paper, scanned its legalese quickly, then handed it back. “Does that mean it’s ours?”

“No,” said Cerys, storing the sheet away. “Elias would have to sign it over to us, and there may be some more documents involved. I don’t really know. But I know someone who would.”

“Pogo,” Tamara and I said in unison.

“Exactly. I don’t see why we’d want to claim the ship with the Bonegwayne available to us, but it’d be an interesting notion to explore.”

“Good to know,” I said. Relaxing, thumbs in my belt, I led the way through the crowd, keeping an eye out for a likely tavern in which we could gather the local news. 

Yet the differences from Port Gloom quickly became evident; the Port Lusander Trident was displayed on various limp flags that hung from poles scattered across the docks, but a good half of all the mercantile activity was taking place on what looked like a set of private docks on the far side of the bay. Large ships equal to the Bonegwayne but in better states of repair and boasting obvious complements of guards on deck were loading serious amounts of cargo into their holds. 

I slowed as I examined them; there seemed to be three different groups using these private docks, each distinct from the other. 

“Look,” I said, stepping out of the flow of traffic beside some lobster crates and nodding at the ships. “What do you think that’s all about?”

“Much better organized,” said Cerys. “And private; see that line of demarcation between the common docks we’re on and their property? Looks like an actual fence with guards at a gate there.”

She was right; the fence was more symbolic than anything else, but the pair of guards stationed at the gate were obviously serious about their charge, wearing professional-looking chain and leather armor, halberds at the ready, watching the goings on of the public docks with a wary eye.

“Three sets of flags,” said Tamara. “See? Two ships with that blue ram’s head, three with the red griffin on a black background, and - is that a snail’s shell?”

“A nautilus,” I said. “What? There used to be an inn at the harbor called the Nautilus. Burned down a few years ago. Everybody stopped serving city trolls after that, but - yeah. Looks like three ships with that on their flag, including that monster of a flagship.”

“The private companies,” said Cerys. “The ones that ship the xanthan vine.”

“The slave owners,” said Tamara. “Right? The one’s Pogo complained of?”

“Interesting.” I rubbed my hands on my hips. “They must have some serious clout if they can requisition half the bay for their private usage. Regardless. Unjust as it all seems to be, it’s got nothing to do with our quest. Thirsty?”

“I could drink a glass of wine,” allowed Cerys.

“Wouldn’t go amiss,” agreed Tamara.

“Then let’s head over there. That mermaid with a foaming tankard looks promising.”

We climbed up several ramps to the top tier of the docks where shops, warehouses, and taverns faced the bay, shoulder to shoulder like a crowd of eager workers hoping to be picked by the dockmaster for a day’s labor. 

The Mermaid was doing good business even at this early afternoon hour. Pushing open the heavy door I saw a welcoming if gloomy interior; a massive fireplace was devouring a heaping pile of logs, the flames dancing and warming the largest dog I’d ever seen who had claimed the area immediately before it. The bar was a thing of beauty, waxed so heavily that it glimmered like a lost gold necklace espied at the bottom of a murky pond, stools lined around its curving edge, while patrons sat in booths set around the walls or in small clusters by the bar. The walls were covered in old portraits in heavy gilt frames, paintings of old sailing ships, and I saw a curious series of charcoal sketches depicting mermaids resting on spray-tossed rocks, swimming beside ships, or reclining on beds of kelp and looking out at the viewer in a manner that could only be described as seductive.

An old man was sitting in the corner, a guitar on his lap, and from this he was absent-mindedly plucking a melancholy song, strumming it quietly as if to pass the time and without real intent of entertaining the clientele. 

“This is nice,” said Tamara with obvious surprise, rubbing her hands together. 

And it was. The air was warm and smoky from the fire, the murmur of conversation subdued and pleasant, as if those gathered here knew each other well and were catching up on recent news, and the smell of what might have been chicken being fried filled my mouth with water.

I stepped up to the bar where a young man with a long face and thinning hair was staring out into the middle distance. “Good afternoon.”

“Hmm.” He blinked, slowly drew his thoughts back, and turned to me with a professional smile. “Possibly, possibly. The verdict is still out. New to the Frothy Mermaid? I’ve not seen you here before.”

“Just arrived on the Bonegwayne,” I said. “Could we have three ales?”

“Assuredly. But you can have them for free if you can answer a riddle. Care to try it?”

I glanced at my companions. “Why not? Free ale’s a goal always worth striving for.”

“This was told to me by a goblin shaman when I was but twelve,” said the young man, leaning one elbow on the bar. “She said I’d not achieve my heart’s desire until I puzzled it out, and thus far she’s been proven correct.”

“Wait,” said Cerys. “Achieving your heart’s desire is only worth three ales?”

His smile was wry, knowing, and self-deprecating all at the same time. “I’ve discovered that I need not offer much more in order to interest people in giving it a go. Originally, I offered ownership of the entire Mermaid, but have learned that three ales will get just as much attention. Now: ready?”

“Try us,” I said, placing both hands on the bar.

The young man cleared his throat. 

 

“Treasure waits beyond the reach,

gold within a hold,

remnants of the dead are stitched

to keep the living whole.

Broken bones among the weeds

scattered 'round and ‘round,

where untouched gems wait silently

o'er blades upon the ground.”

 

I played the words over in my mind, then glanced uncertainly over at my companions. After a few moments of consideration, they both shook their heads.

“Sorry,” I said. “No idea.”

“No need to apologize. Six years I’ve been putting that riddle to my customers, and nobody’s guessed it yet. I just hope someone comes up with the right answer before the shaman passes away.”

“I don’t understand,” said Cerys. “How is this riddle preventing you from achieving your heart’s desire?”

The youth’s smile was bitter. “My dream is to book passage to Carneheim and there enroll in the Magisterial Academy. I believe I have some talent for magic, but tuition fees are exorbitant. Even if I sold the Mermaid for a profit, I’d never be able to afford it. Yet there’s a family legend that my great, great uncle was a buccaneer, and buried his treasure somewhere close to Port Lusander. When I was but twelve I searched for any hint as to where it might be, and eventually found myself deep in the swamps asking for help from an ancient goblin shaman whom everyone said could converse with the spirits. She told me the treasure existed, but when I pressed for its location, she gave me that riddle. I’ve been trying to crack it since. No luck yet.”

We stood in contemplative silence until the youth pushed away from the bar. “But never mind. Three ales, you said. We’ve Trident good heavy, thick and muddy, a small batch of swamp apple cider, and a golden Mermaid Ale that tastes like condensed sunshine. What’ll it be?”

I ordered the good heavy, Cerys the ale, and Tamara the cider. When the youth returned I slid over a gold crown. “As we said, we’re newly arrived. Anything going on we should know of?”

The youth flicked the coin up and snatched it out of the air as it spun. “Festival of the Maritime Equinox is upon us. Old custom, that, particular to Port Lusander, I hear, but quite fun. We all get soused and then leap into the water at midnight. The White Sun’s trying to put a stop to it, says it hails from our dark past, but nobody cares. There’s a young woman who calls herself the Emerald Enchantress who’s putting on a popular show at the Fever Dream, or so I’ve heard. Too rarefied for me, plus I’m not one to pay for love. Not to cast aspersions on those who do, of course, namely the companies. Mighty fond of the Fever Dream, they are. What else? The magistrate’s offering a copper for each slankwort scalp that’s brought up to the castle, in case you’re in need of coin -”

“Slankwort?” asked Cerys.

“Aye, imagine an amphibious rat with six legs and the cunning of a monkey who likes nothing more than to raid food stores and piss on what they don’t eat. Nasty buggers. Port Lusander’s overrun with ‘em.”

I sipped my Mermaid’s Ale. It was surprisingly good. “That’d be Magistrate Beauhammer?”

“The very same.” The youth’s voice was studiously neutral.

“Oh,” said Tamara, voice artless as if she didn’t care. “The same who sells tickets to people who want to explore the dungeons in his hill?”

I winced. Her artlessness couldn’t have come across as more artificial. 

The young bartender paused in the process of drying a glass. “Why yes, actually. Incidentally. The very same. Magistrate Beauhammer. He’s hosting his annual delve in a few days. Was going to mention it.”

“He’s still alive and well then?” Tamara clearly thought she was being very casual. “How nice. Do you know when these licenses are going for sale? Just out of curiosity, of course.”

“Of course,” said the bartender, clearly restraining the urge to smile. “Actually, the licenses are for sale now. They’re a constant source of speculation amongst us locals. There’s a gambling pool as to how expensive they’ll be this season. Not that you’d be interested in that, of course.”

I went to interject, but Tamara was on a roll. She shrugged her shoulder casually and leaned on the bar with one elbow. “Not really, but that sounds like a mildly interesting topic. How much did they go for last season?”

The bartender placed the glass under the bar and drew another from what was probably a soapy bucket by his feet. This he set to drying in turn. “Of course, of course. Only around a thousand six hundred gold coins, though Beauhammer insists they be of either Port Gloom or Carneheim denomination.”

“A thousand six hundred?” Tamara’s voice quavered, but she took a quaff of her cider and sighed. “The price people will pay to engage in foolishness. Do you, ah, know how many licenses are still available?”

I saw the bartender hide his smile as he ducked to set his glass under the bar and draw out a fourth, his expression neutral when he straightened once more. “I don’t, alas. I guess it’s not all that interesting. But if you want to learn more, you could visit the magistrate’s office off Galleon Square. They’ll be able to tell you the going rate, number available, and so forth.”

“Oh, the magistrate’s office? No, I don’t think we need to go so far as that, not to satisfy idle curiosity.” Tamara looked out over the Mermaid as if bored. As her gaze passed mine, she gave me a conspiratorial wink. 

The front door opened and five men entered. The mood in the Mermaid immediately shifted. Conversation stilled, patrons tensed, and the young bartender paused mid-mug shine.

I turned to consider the new arrivals. Nothing special. They were a group of wiry humans that could have served as a band of enforcers back in Port Gloom. All of them in need of a good bath, their greasy hair pulled back in ponytails that had been chopped off short, the nub at the back dipped in tar to hold it together. Their leader was a surprisingly bland-looking fellow, balding, round shouldered, with a bit of a belly and his thumbs tucked into his bright yellow suspenders. I immediately got the impression he was proud of them, thought their bright yellowness served as a badge of some kind.

“Hello Matteo,” said the leader, moving up to the bar and ignoring us completely. “How’s business?”

“Slow,” said Matteo, putting his mug down carefully. “Surely you can tell?”

“Aye, it’s a hard life, the business-oriented one. You have my sympathies! Our collective sympathies, don’t he, lads?”

It was obvious what was going on. To my professional eye, it was even amateurish. The only question was: should I do anything about it?

Matteo stayed silent, hands on the bar top, jaw set.

“Heard about the Lovey, did you? Aye, sad business that, tragic. Down at sea with all hands. Twenty-five doughty souls, good lads, and all the cargo in her hold. Jessie had her heart set on that windfall, and now, well. She’s heartbroken.”

“I did hear,” said Matteo. “Please convey my sympathies. Business ventures can be, as you said, challenging.”

“Aye, aye, challenging is the right word.” The man snapped his suspenders. “But now Jessie finds herself short of funds. We’re not quite ready to outfit another ship, but she’s an eye on a sloop, and if we can raise the capital from good and willing friends, well, this time she’s sure she’ll turn a profit like no other.”

“I already paid my dues last week,” said Matteo, voice stiff. 

“But that was last week, and the Lovey done sunk since then, hasn’t it? Now, as one of Jessie’s constituents, you’ve a moral obligation to helping her out. It’s the basic premise of all civilized society, isn’t it? The social contract. The people gotta support their leader, pay their dues so that their leader can do what needs doing. As such, and this pains me more than you know, Matteo, I’m going to have to insist on next month’s dues… well, a little ahead of schedule, shall we say.”

I glanced at my companions. Tamara was pale, eyes wide, clearly alarmed. Cerys was in turn watching me, her expression inscrutable. And suddenly, I was filled with doubt. Was she judging me? Waiting to see how I would act? Our conversation back on the Bonegwayne came back with complete clarity. Did she expect me to intervene? Would that demonstrate good character? Would my staying out of it indicate a rise in my king troll nature?

Cerys raised an eyebrow and then looked back to the five men.

Time for some quick calculations: Tamara wasn’t a combatant, which meant Cerys and I against the five, not impossible odds but I’d not yet replaced my blade which was idiocy on my part and these guys, while not exactly Exemplars of the Hanged God, were clearly no push-overs. 

The smart thing would be to stay out of it. I knew exactly how this would play out. We’d rebuff these five, they’d come back with larger numbers and rough up the place, shake Matteo down for more, make a show of it to intimidate the others and send a clear signal: don’t fuck with Jessie. 

The only way to stop this sequence of events was to come in with extreme force. Kill these five, track down Jessie and kill her, kill her lieutenants, burn their base, and then let it be known that the Mermaid was under our special protection and whomever replaced Jessie had best be wary.

But that whole sequence wouldn’t really reassure Cerys as to my good nature now, would it? 

Fuck! What should I do?

“Listen, Bennie.” Matteo’s voice shook ever so slightly as he clearly fought to hide his emotions. “I don’t have those dues. I just don’t. So I can’t pay you. I can pay you next month. But not before.” He hesitated. “I’m sorry.”

“Oh, I’m sorry too. It’s been quite the morning. Nobody’s been pleased. Everybody’s said the same thing, at least at first, and, of course, it’s understandable, more than understandable, who appreciates a volatile market? No, no, predictability is where it’s at. Even Jessie loves predictability, because all this is only going to stir the pot, and no doubt some folk are going to get it into their heads they’d be better off without Jessie’s protection, and then she’ll need to bang those heads, and that takes effort, and who do you think will do the banging? Me and my lads. And believe you me, Matteo, our knuckles are already plenty sore. So how about you save us all a spot of bother and just dig real deep into your reserves. Think of those twenty-five poor souls who went down on the Lovey and cough up a little coin, hey?”

No sword. I could step forward, kick the large man next to Bennie in the side of the knee, make it fold the wrong way. Bennie himself didn’t look tough, he was the talker, he could wait. Draw the large man’s blade as he went down. Cerys would move at the same time, her reflexes were good. Ignoring Bennie, that would make it two against three, much better odds. Could all be over in seconds. 

And then? We’d have committed ourselves to some savage gang warfare minutes after stepping off the boat.

“You all right there, son?” Bennie was scrutinizing me. “You’re looking a little off. You eat something that didn’t agree with you?”

“I’m just thinking about the poor sailors who went down with the Lovey,” I said, spouting the first thing that came to mind.

“Oh aye? Taking the piss, are you?” Bennie’s smile didn’t reach his eyes, and I revised my opinion of the man right then and there. Took a hard man to exude such a hard stare. “I’d advise you to step back and not get involved.”

“Well, funny thing that. I’d no intentions of getting involved, but this day and age everyone’s got opinions, and some of us can’t help but open our traps as to share them.”

The other four men turned to orient on me as well, a subtle air of menace rising up amongst them.

I plowed on with absolutely no idea as to what I’d say next. “See, I’m not exactly a stranger to these kind of affairs, and understand you’re just doing your job, maybe enjoying it a bit more than is strictly necessary, but what’s the harm in that? You’re just earning your pay like any other man, and if you derive a little satisfaction from crunching fingers and breaking noses, well, that’s icing on the cake, and why shouldn’t you enjoy your trade? But see, your line of work has certain specific perils, and those perils can suddenly escalate matters from the broken fingers tier to the broken jaw tier, the shattered spine tier, the head-held-down-in-a-bucket-of-shit tier until you stop blowing fecal bubbles out your nose and instead inhale all that gloopy mess into your lugs and drown in another man’s black tar.”

The men exchanged glances. 

“What’s he going on about?” asked the largest, a looming fellow with a head like a badly treated anvil. “He threatening to put me head in the shitter?”

“Not threatening,” I said, and within me began to arise that swirling, delicious sense of confidence, of power, the knowledge that I could impose my will upon these men by simply leaning on them, showing them how I was superior in every way. My words, when I spoke next, felt charged in exactly the same manner the air becomes before a terrible storm. 

“Simply implying my own awareness as to the specific pitfalls of your line of work. Say you decide to lean on Matteo here, and friends of his object, and those friends, well, they weren’t born yesterday. They know what it takes to stop this line of inquiry, know that it’s not enough to knock your proverbial hat off your head but rather we’d need to pass that hat through your intestinal tracts, one orifice to the other, to really show you we mean business. And that we’d then have to immediately escalate, go find this Jessie who seems intent on taking her shitty business skills out on the innocent, and wrap her lower jaw up over her face so that she swallows her ugly mug and spends the rest of her life looking down into the contents of her stomach. And we find your friends and family, we find your homes, your hangout spots, and we burn them all to the ground. We kill everyone, and don’t stop till you and your gang are just a warning to everyone around that you don’t fuck with our gang, you don’t fuck with our friends, and you most certainly don’t do it while wearing ridiculous yellow suspenders.”

Bennie was gaping at me. Actually, everybody was gaping at me. 

I reached out, oh so slowly, and in the complete silence that had befallen the Mermaid snapped one of Bennie’s suspenders. “Now, do you understand what I’m saying?”

Bennie stepped back and glanced at my hip. At my obvious lack of a weapon. Took in Cerys and Tamara. Tried to add up the component pieces with his rational mind, to construct some kind of logical narrative, but failed. 

“Unwise,” he croaked. “I don’t know who you are, lad, but you’ve made life very difficult for yourself and Matteo here. We didn’t want any trouble, but it looks like that’s been made inevitable now.”

“Want me to cut off his fingers?” asked the large, looming fellow. 

“No, no, I don’t think that would be wise,” said Bennie. “Let’s bid everyone good day. I’m sure new opportunities will present themselves.”

“But there’s just the one of him, and he ain’t even got a sword,” said the large man, clearly confused. “Why don’t -”

“Good day, Matteo.” Bennie’s eyes glittered. “We’ll talk soon.”

“Bennie,” began Matteo, “I don’t know who these people are -”

But Bennie took three steps back, turned smartly, and led his people out the door and was gone.

“- or why they’re… oh fuck me.” Matteo stared forlornly at the front door. Then, shaking his head in disbelief, he turned to me. “What by the Hanged God’s withered asshole was that for?” 

“Kellik?” Cerys’ own tone was rife with disbelief. “What did you just do?”

“What did I just do?” Gone was that sense of mastery, that sense of overwhelming power. “What you wanted me to do!”

“Wanted you to do?”

“Yes, I saw the way you were looking at me. This was a test. You were waiting to see if I had the goodness of heart to intercede, and if I didn’t, I knew you’d take it as a sign -”

“I never said any such thing, I mean - a test? You’ve just started a war with a local gang - we don’t even know how big they are, how strong -”

I felt anger and bewilderment rise up within me. “Then you shouldn’t have given me that look -”

“What look?!”

“That look! I - I - oh fuck.” I sat on a barstool and pressed the heels of my palms to my temples. “Fuck.”

“Fuck,” said Matteo.

“Fuck,” said Cerys.

“What just happened?” asked Tamara.

 


Chapter 7

 

 

Matteo pulled out a bottle of gold liquor and poured himself a stiff drink. “Tell me you have a plan. Tell me you’re not going to just run away and leave me to handle this disaster.”

“Not going to run away,” I said, grabbing my good heavy and taking a deep draught. “We’re going to deal with it.”

“I can’t believe…” Cerys scrubbed at her face. “You honestly thought I wanted you to take on a local crime syndicate to prove your character?”

“I’ve been nervous since our talk.” I stared morosely down into the black drink. “Thought… I don’t know what I thought.”

“Well, you had better start thinking,” said Matteo. “Jessie’s not one to take that kind of insult lightly.”

“I know, I know.” I raked my fingers through my hair, rubbed my scalp, then sighed. “I actually do know how this works. I just don’t want to have to go through all the steps to resolve it. We’ve other concerns. Which!” I raised a hand, forestalling Matteo’s protests, “isn’t your problem, and obviously I should have considered that first.” I shot Cerys a troubled look. “We’re working our way through things. Communication is a little… off, right now.”

Tamara crossed her arms. “We definitely need to clarify some issues before going much further, but right now we’ve got a situation on our hands. Matteo, what can you tell us of Jessie?”

Matteo took a sip from his drink and winced. “That’s right. You don’t know anything. Fresh off the boat and already… never mind. Jessie’s all right. She replaced Hookbill a couple of years ago when he and most his crew died of pustule fever. She runs a lighter operation, doesn’t ask too much. Keeps out of our business otherwise. Has perhaps ten or fifteen enforcers on her payroll, operates out of a warehouse down the far end of the docks. Word is she’s been trying to transition out of the protection racket and into being an honest merchant, but… you heard about the Lovey.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad,” I said, brightening up. “So here’s what we do. We grab Pony, head over to her warehouse, and have ourselves a little chat. I apologize for being rude, and ask her to leave you alone moving forward. We reach an understanding, and go our separate ways.”

Matteo was giving me a deadpan look. “A little chat.”

“Sure,” I said. “Make things clear.”

“Pony is a war troll,” said Tamara helpfully.

“A war… what?”

“War troll. I know.” Tamara gave an apologetic shrug. “It’s a long story.”

Invigorated, I drained my good heavy and shoved the mug away. “That’s what we’ll do. Not without risk, of course, but if Jessie’s heart isn’t set on becoming the unofficial dock master and instead has pretensions of respectability, she won’t want to draw undue attention to herself from the authorities by getting into a murderous fight with a war troll.” I paused. “What about the authorities, actually? How involved are they in the day-to-day business of Port Lusander?”

“Magistrate Beauhammer?” Matteo snorted. “He lets us take care of ourselves. He and his ‘paladins’ get involved only if there’s a real danger to the city itself, or if anybody insults him. You should have seen how quickly he had Rathbone’s street theater closed when they lampooned his rise to power. He’ll not get involved unless things get out of control. As for the companies? They stay out of everybody’s business as long as nobody threatens their bottom line.”

“Fair enough. So that’s what we’ll do. Wait till dusk aboard the Bonegwayne, then pay the warehouse a visit. Tidy up this issue, then come tomorrow morning we’ll head over to the magistrate’s office to inquire about Beauhammer’s licenses.”

Matteo set his glass down and stared at us in wonder. “Just who are you guys? A professional ruin exploration team? Amateur historians?”

“Something like that,” I said. “I’m sorry for getting you all mixed up in this, Matteo, but I’ll sort it out. And it’ll even save you money in the long run.”

“No offense, but I’ll believe it when I see it.”

“Wise man,” said Cerys. “Now, I think we’d best be going before Kellik here decides to improve any other aspects of society.”

“Ha ha,” I said. “But fair enough. We’ll see you soon, Matteo, and hopefully with some good news.”

“I - yes. See you soon.”

We let ourselves out the front door and emerged carefully onto the docks. The afternoon light was flat and gray, bleaching everything of color, but the frenetic activity on the docks was bracing all the same after the calm of the Mermaid.

“Look sharp,” I said. “I doubt it, but Bennie might be waiting for a word.”

“At the very least he’s probably left someone to watch the door,” said Cerys.

“Back to the Bonegwayne?” asked Tamara.

“Yes, indeed.” I led the way down the ramps to the water’s edge, then circumnavigated the knots of activity till at last we reached our ship’s gangplank. Goods were still being offloaded, Jonas watching with a careful eye. There was no sign of Maestria, but he nodded to us as we came aboard.

Gathering our friends, we retreated into Maestria’s cabin, and there I recounted what had taken place, pacing as the others listened.

Yashara shrugged. “It sounds simple enough to remedy. A show of force should quell a small group of dock thugs. There may even be some benefit to this.”

“Benefit?” asked Cerys, brow rising archly. “How so?”

“This Jessie will be very aware of the local scene,” said Yashara. “We can interrogate her for information. Ask about the ruins beneath the castle. If anybody knows of alternative means to enter, it will be a criminal and smuggler like her.”

“See?” I turned to Cerys with a grin. “My move was inspired after all.”

“Not inspired,” said Pogo. “Simply salvageable.”

“Thank you, Master Pogmillion,” said Cerys.

“I would like to see my old house,” said Iris, chin on the base of her palm, gazing out the windows at the rear of the cabin at Port Lusander.

“Excuse me?” It took me a moment to make sense of her words. “Your old home?”

“Yes,” said Iris. “I’m sure its contents have been sold at auction, and the house itself might have new owners, but… I find myself in a sentimental mood. I’d like to see it soon.”

“Soon?” The thought of Iris wandering Port Lusander by herself in the dark was a chilling one. “All… right. How about this? If you wait for me to resolve this issue with Jessie, I’ll, ah, escort you to your home?”

Her smile was equal parts sad and amused. “How noble of you, Kellik. I accept.”

“Great.” What had I just agreed to do? Should I bring Pony on this mission as well? “Then, ah, it’s a date?”

“It’s a date.” She smiled once more, then turned away, expression turning pensive.

We all exchanged nervous glances.

“We need to scout out Jessie’s warehouse first,” said Yashara. “Once we know the layout, we can estimate where and what her defenses will be and plan our strike accordingly.”

“We’re not looking to kill everyone,” I said.

“Understood. But we need to display overwhelming mastery of the situation to ensure she doesn’t consider retribution. Cerys, you are our most qualified scout and spy. I suggest you change into different clothing, find a cloak with a hood, and then investigate the warehouse’s environs an hour or so before we strike.”

“I can do that,” she said. “After all we’ve been through, this should be tantamount to child’s play.”

“Don’t be overconfident,” said Yashara. “That is precisely when accidents occur and good people die. Treat this as you would any other serious engagement.”

“I know how to do my job,” said Cerys. “No need to lecture me.”

I winced, but Yashara simply nodded. “Good. We are only a few hours from dusk. I suggest you go forth as it gets dark, and that we plan our attack immediately after you return. Much later, and the odds of Jessie’s retiring to her home for the night will be too high. If its the standard setup, then there will be a sentry posted on the roof, a couple at the door, and if Jessie is feeling exceptionally cautious following Kellik’s threats, a fourth posted across the street to watch for people casing her warehouse. Our approach will be simple. With Netherys’ blessings, we can neutralize the lookouts, then march up to the door with Pony and intimidate our way in. Shock will do all the work for us from that point on.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “I feel like we’ve already pulled this off. Is it too early to celebrate?”

Everyone fixed me with a flat stare.

“Too early,” I concluded.

Tamara rose to her feet. “I think you and Cerys need to have a conversation. Alone. So that we don’t find ourselves in this predicament again.”

“I… right.” I gave Cerys a sickly smile. “Lovely.”

“I don’t think I’ll be getting involved,” said Netherys. “This sort of dockyard scuffle doesn’t warrant my revealing myself, and to be honest, feels beneath me. I shall reserve Mother Magrathaar’s blessings for when they are truly needed.”

Yashara looked to me.

“Fair enough,” I said. “Can’t really argue with that.”

The others rose and exited the cabin, leaving Cerys and I alone. I sat, laced my fingers behind my head, and pushed back onto the rear two legs of the chair. “So.”

“So,” said Cerys. She crossed her arms over her chest, chin lowering, acidic blues eyes narrowing as she considered me. 

I rocked back and forth. Neither of us spoke, and the silence was disturbed only by the sounds of Port Lusander from without.

Her smile was mockingly sweet. “Perhaps we can settle this matter by your agreeing to not be an idiot moving forward.”

“Idiot?” I let the forward legs of my chair drop to the floor with a thunk. “I was trying to do right by you. It’s not my fault you’re completely erratic in your morality -”

“Erratic in my morality? Excuse me?”

“Sure, you’re against slavery, but you’re fine with extortion. You don’t trust me to behave myself, but planned to spend your life assassinating people.”

Her freckled face darkened. “You know nothing about why I entered the Crimson Noose. And you know why? Because you’ve never even asked.”

That stopped me. She was right. I’d never asked about her past, what had led her to join that dreaded Carneheim organization. But I was too angry now to be derailed. “Regardless. How am I supposed to know what you’ll consider suitable behavior and what will indicate my sinking into king troll depravity? I feel like I’m on a tightrope, and one false step will see you crying foul. Even this might be getting me in trouble - can I even argue with you without your declaring that I’m becoming corrupted?”

“I can handle an argument, Kellik,” said Cerys, eyes narrowing further. “What I can’t handle is this posturing insecure bullshit where you claim not to know what’s right from wrong and seek to divorce your actions of basic common sense. Killing children? Wrong. Interfering with low-level racketeering in a foreign city? Stupid.”

I stood up, pressing my fingers to my temples as I scowled and tried to process the roiling emotions that were surging through me. “I only acted out because I was afraid you saw it as a test.” I ground out each word. “You don’t see me anymore like a normal person, someone who’s faced with normal tests of character. So I don’t even know how to act around you anymore. I’d say I can see it in your eyes, that you see me as a monster, but that’d be a lie. Back there, in that tavern? I couldn’t read you at all. Didn’t have any idea what you were thinking. And that terrified me. I acted for fear that not acting would ruin things between us. And what do I get as a result? Scorn and insults!”

Cerys also rose to her feet. “I appreciate what you’re saying but it’s because you’re correct - you’re not Kellik, the charming rogue I thought I knew back in Port Gloom. You’re Kellik, son of the Grandfather, a fucking king troll and possible threat to civilization and everyone around you. You wonder why I look at you like that? It’s because every moment I have to ask myself if you’re about to work your power, if you’re going to turn me, begin turning everyone before I can catch you at it. You think I like thinking this way? I - I was beginning to care about you, Kellik, and then this happened, and now - now I just don’t know what to think. I’ve already been in the thrall of one half troll. Already forced to work against my will for a man who was growing increasingly monstrous, using me as little more than a tool, forcing me to dance to his tune for fear he’d murder a sister he’d already killed!”

Her voice rung out in the cabin, her face pale, her fists clenched.

“I am not Elias,” I ground out.

“No. You’re not. But neither was he when his blood first began to betray itself. If there’s a chance you’ll turn out like Elias, or the gods forbid even worse, is it my moral obligation to run to the White Suns and tell them what you are? Can you even control your power, or will you turn it against me without realizing?”

“I’ll never do that,” I said, voice dark with anger. “I swore that I wouldn’t.”

She raised her chin, eyes flashing. “You swore, but oaths can be broken, and all it would take is one mistake, one moment of anger or pride and suddenly I might not be myself anymore. I’d be back to being a slave. Something I swore when I discovered my sister was dead that I’d never, ever allow myself to return to. That’s what I have to live with. That’s why I stare at you that way. And you know what’s really driving me crazy?” She began to walk around the table toward me.

“What?” I asked, crossing my arms and leaning back on my heels. 

“I’ve started wanting to push you to the edge. See how far I can provoke you before you snap. See what your breaking point is. Force you to break your oath, so as to get your betrayal out of the way. Force you to confirm my fears once and for all.” She stopped right before me, looking up at my face, crimson hair falling back over her shoulders. “And that instinct fills me with horror. It’s the same as the impulse I used to have to leap off the tops of tall buildings. Around you, Kellik? I feel a suicidal urge to destroy myself.”

I stared down at her in horror.

“And…” Her voice had dropped to a shaky whisper. “What does it mean for me to still care for you even after your revelation? That… that I can still have feelings for a monster? Doesn’t that make me a monster, too?” She pressed her hand to my chest, eyes wide, staring as if expecting dark tendrils to emerge from me and wrap around her arm. “That I have it within me to care for someone born of such darkness, such horror?”

“Cerys,” I said, voice broken.

“And last night, as I lay awake, I wondered: would I be able to turn you in even if I saw you break your oath? What if… what if my feelings for you stayed my hand? What if I chose to follow you down into the dark… do I have it within me to do that? Could I be so weak? And if so… wouldn’t that make me as bad as you? As monstrous?”

Tears glimmered in her eyes, brimmed over and ran down her cheeks. I didn’t know what to say. How to comfort her. The very act of trying to change her mind would make my words suspect. Would reinforce her fears. 

Instead, I placed my hand over hers where it rested on my chest.

She looked up at me, eyes wide, lips parted, vulnerable and raw and afraid.

I leaned down and kissed her.

She didn’t respond, remained frozen, and just when I was about to pull back, certain I’d made a terrible mistake, she moaned and kissed me back.

It was like a torch being touched to oil-soaked kindling. I pulled her against me even as her fingers sank into my hair and we kissed passionately, our tongues touching, sliding over each other, heads turning from one side to the other as my hands moved down to clench her tight ass and press her against my throbbing cock. She moaned, gasped, and pulled her head back, eyes closing, as I bit her lower lip.

Then her hand was under the hem of my pants, her cool fingers curling around my straining cock, and I knew exactly what she wanted. No time to play, to tease, to arouse each other further or explore each other’s bodies - she wanted, needed, for me to fuck her.

I dropped into a crouch, undid her drawstrings and then yanked her pants down to her ankles, exposing her pale, sculpted legs, and could smell immediately her arousal. No time. I stood, grabbed my dick by its base and then guided it into her pussy as she pulled her panties aside, revealing but a glimpse of her red pubic hair before I slid all the way in.

She cried out and then clasped a hand over her mouth as she clung to me with her other, and I curled an arm around her slender waist, my other hand clenching a fistful of her crimson hair as I began to pound into her, my own anger and misery, fear and doubt fueling my lust till all I wanted to do was obliterate her for fearing me and destroy myself for giving her justification.

Cerys held on for dear life as I pounded into her, one hand remaining pressed over her raw lips so as to muffle the cries that our fucking tore from her depths, bouncing up and down jerkily with the force that I was driving myself home into her. We staggered back, back to the cabin wall, and there I pressed her hard against the bulkhead as I leaned in to bite the side of her neck, lick her from collarbone to the hollow behind her ear, and always, faster and faster, I drove into her pussy, into that tight wetness that was so slick I could feel her juices running down my cock.

She shoved me away. Turned, put both hands against the wall, and pushed her perfect ass out toward me, not even looking over her shoulder as she waited. Her red hair had slipped free, hung over her face, her chest heaving as she panted for breath, and then I was on her, hands on her hips, cock sliding in even deeper, all the way inside her till I could go no further.

“Hard,” she whispered, voice raw with need. “Fuck me hard, Kellik. Harder.”

I complied, and fingers pinching cruelly into the flesh of her hips I hammered at her, drawing a rising wail that she couldn’t bite back, her whole body shaking as we came together again and again, my own orgasm appearing like an exploding sun in the back of my mind, rising, growing, consuming all thought, all emotion, leaving only my need, my desire, my lust. 

She screamed, her pussy clenching tight around my cock, her whole body shaking like a sail that had slipped its ropes, and then I came explosively deep inside her, bent over her back, one arm wrapping around her chest to pull her tight against me, up straight so that my cheek was pressed to hers. I felt her shiver in my grip as I pulsed again and again, her hands on my forearm, her eyes closed, berry-ripe lower lip bitten on one corner as she rode out her orgasm which hit her again and again and again, drawing whimpers even as I groaned and thrust into her, until at last, after an eternity, I was spent.

Cerys turned within my embrace and pressed her brow to my shoulder, her own arms crossed over her chest as if she lay within a coffin and were ready to be presented to the Hanged God. For a long while we said nothing, simply gasped together, fought to catch our breath, sweat mingling where our temples touched. I held her against me, reveling in the afterglow of our fucking - only to feel like a bucket of ice cold water had been dumped over me when I realized she was crying.

“Cerys?” I pulled back, uncertain. “What is it?”

She wouldn’t meet my eyes. Reached down to pull her pants up, tied them off quickly, then rubbed her sleeve across her cheeks and sniffed sharply. “Nothing.”

“Cerys, wait.” I took hold of her shoulder, but let go when she pulled gently away. “What - what happened?”

“I don’t know. Nothing.” 

“What do you mean, nothing?” I felt bewildered, lost. “Hey, talk to me. Cerys -”

She moved to the cabin door, paused, then looked back over her shoulder at me. “Don’t worry about it, Kellik. Just promise me something. Promise you won’t try to be something you’re not. Whether it’s bad or good. Just be yourself, and - and then at least I’ll know who it is I’m with.”

I reached for her. “Cerys -”

But she opened the door and slipped away. 

I dropped my hand. “Fuck. Fuck!” Finished lacing myself up, and then sat on the edge of one of the chairs, chin resting on my hands, staring out at nothing. Promise you won’t try to be something you’re not. Did she mean stepping up to men like Bennie, or…? I felt her lips again on my own. Or did she doubt that I was actually interested in her? Did she think I’d made that move to quiet her doubts? That I could be so cold and calculating?

That sent a chill through me. She couldn’t think that. She had to have felt my ardor. Unless - was she worried I was using her for her body, to bring her to my side, while secretly not caring for her?

I pressed my thumbs into my eyes and grimaced. How by the Hanged God’s dolorous visage had things become so complicated? 

 

* * *

 

A diaphanous fog had arisen by the time we quit the Bonegwayne, gifting every torch and lantern along the Port Lusander docks with its own amber corona of light. Buildings loomed before us quite clearly, but quickly faded into indistinct squares and rectangles just a stone’s throw away. The boards beneath our feet were wet with dew, the air thick with a swampy taste shot through with salt, and the raucous laughter and shouts that spilled out from the many tavern windows that dotted the breadth of the docks above somehow made me feel more alone and cut off from society than anything else. 

Still, there was work to be done, and that alone helped center my mind, turn my thoughts away from the labyrinth of perplexities into which I’d spent the remaining evening hours steeped in. I’d borrowed a serviceable blade from the Bonegwayne’s armory, and its comforting weight at my hip seemed to balance me out, as if I’d been listing to one side without a sword’s presence to keep me level.

Tamara and Yashara stalked by my side, Pony bringing up the rear like a slow-moving avalanche. The pier groaned piteously beneath his weight and I heard more than one plank actually crack under his stony feet. Down the pier we went, past the pylons at their end where a couple of watchmen nodded dismissively at us until Pony appeared out of the fog, upon which they simply gaped and then ran away.

“Pony’s officially arrived,” I said, patting him on the arm. “Of course, their fellows are more likely to believe those two hallucinated than an actual war troll came off the Bonegwayne.”

Yashara’s expression was all business. She’d donned her cruel iron armor, had her great scimitar lashed to her hip, and wore her iron crown of spikes so as to keep her glorious mane of hair out of her face and cascading down her back. She didn’t see fit to acknowledge my quip, and instead led the way along the docks, down to their very end at the far right where they dwindled away to muddy banks that hugged the far bay’s curvature before giving way to marshy jungle and miserable shacks.

Jessie’s warehouse was one of the last serious buildings along the final stretch of boarded docks. It rose three stories high with a peaked tile roof, the ground floor being of worked stone, the upper two of well-built wood. It wasn’t a neat building, but rather something that had accreted additional wings and sections seemingly over the years, giving it an irregular footprint and a complex perimeter composed of small indentations, tiny courtyards, and cramped alleys. The word ‘STORAGE’ was painted in large, faded black letters across the front, and scaffolding was erected over various small courtyards from which pulleys and ropes hung, ready for the loading and unloading of wares. 

There had to be at least a dozen entrances, ranging from massive double-wide loading doors beneath the faded stencil to various side doors seemingly punched into the walls at random. Few windows though, and those that I spotted as we drew close were boarded over. 

“Cerys said she’d take care of the two guards up top,” said Yashara, drawing us to a standstill about a block from the warehouse. “They apparently circled a parapet around the base of the roof. She said there were two guards in the courtyard off the main loading doors, and another human with a hound that patrols the perimeter.” 

A flash of a random memory: Cerys and I creeping down Skurve’s stairs to the ground floor, and there coming across his sleeping hound. I felt a twinge of guilt. “Let’s not kill the dog unless we have to.”

“Unless we have to,” said Yashara. “We’ll intercept the patrolman when he’s on the opposite side of the building from the courtyard. You approach him openly asking him for directions to the Mermaid. I’ll knock him out from behind. Pony will make sure the dog becomes very interested in being anywhere else but here.”

“Simple enough,” I said. 

“Then we’ll walk in through the front like we own the place,” said Yashara, eyes gleaming. “Which, in short order, we probably will.”

“I like it.” I felt a flicker of excitement. Nothing like the prospect of well-controlled violence to help quell the doubts and insecurities of an anxious mind. “Shall we?”

“Cerys was going to light a candle from the roof when the - ah. There. You see?”

I peered up into the foggy night and saw a tiny yellow star incandesce in the shadows beside the tile roof. “Let’s go.”

The fog dampened all sound, so that the merriment and occasional shout from the docks behind us were almost inaudible. Rats with far too many arms rippled like small shadows along the edge of the building as they fled before me, diving into countless holes, and up ahead as I rounded the corner, I saw a lantern swaying gently as the sentry made his way toward me. 

He was an older man, long of face and with a lugubrious expression, unshaven and with a three-cornered hat shoved so far back on his head that it looked as if it should have slipped right off. He wore a heavy crimson coat that had once no doubt been quite fine, and slouched along, lantern raised, a bloodhound at his heels who looked so comically like his master that I almost expected him to wear a small hat of his own.

“Who goes there?” he called as I drew near. “Private property of the most private kind, that’s what you’re trespassing on, so private it’d make your own privates as public as the public square in relative comparison, if you’re catching my meaning. You’d best be off, my good man, off to the haunts of men, for this here is the domain of shadows and regrets, the harbor of -”

Yashara appeared behind him like a vengeful shadow, and with one cuff of her fist sent the man sprawling to the ground even as she reached out to snag his lantern from his relaxing hand, catching it before it could fall.

I have to admit, it was masterfully done, all the more so for how easy she made it seem. The hound turned about stiffly, chuffing and snuffing angrily as if working up the energy to bark, and then Pony stepped into the lantern light and the poor dog whined and hunkered down beside the man, burying its nose in his armpit.

“You know, I actually wanted to hear more of what he had to say.” I crouched beside the man, watching the shivering dog cautiously as I patted his pockets and drew out a ring of keys. “He was just about to tell me what this place harbored.”

There was a strong reek of alcohol coming from the sentry’s supine form, and I pulled out a half-empty flask from a second pocket. At this the hound raised its silvered snout and growled at me.

“Ah,” I said, freezing. “You know what your master values, do you? Fair enough, loyal friend. Fair enough.” I slipped the flask back into the man’s pocket, and the hound cast one fearful look up at Pony and dug his snout back under the man’s arm.

I stood up. “Shall we?”

We rounded the warehouse, passed the huge double doors through which you could have driven an entire wagon, and rounded the corner to enter the small pocket courtyard in which the two guards stood within a pool of honeyed lantern light, both of them smoking ratty cigarettes as they spoke softly to each other.

“Private property,” said the first without unclenching his jaw from around his cigarette. “Bugger off befoooooore -” He elongated that last word as it turned into a moan of disbelief and then fear as Pony came into view. I turned to appraise him, trying to see him as the sentries might, and had to admit he was an absolutely terrifying sight.

His cobalt-blue hide was rough and pebbled, looking to be made of actual stone chunks around the shoulders and down the length of his lean forearms, though his bare chest and paunch of a belly were a pale gray. His massive head hung down over his chest, great, tattered bat-wing ears spreading out like sails, his nose hanging down to his chin while his mouth seemed to split his head nearly in two. Massive hands that looked like they could crush rocks to fragments ended in huge black talons, and a warhammer bigger than I was tall was slung over his shoulder.

“Yeah,” I said, feeling like the poor men deserved some commiseration. “Not exactly fair to bring a war troll to a knife fight, is it? But sometimes Blind Fortuna goes down on your eager cock, sometimes she pegs you in the arse with the leg of a splintery bar stool. Which one do you think’s happening to you tonight?”

The shorter of the two men - I recognized him as one of Bennie’s lads from the Mermaid - made a croaking sound and began to edge toward the door.

“Easy there,” I said. I passed his still-stunned companion and placed my hand on the shorter man’s shoulder. “You wouldn’t want to make a mistake right now, would you?”

The man gazed up at me. Even at night, in this foggy gloom, I could tell he’d gone pale under his sailor’s tan. “N-n-no.”

I reached down, pulled his blade free of his scabbard, and then turned him around so I could take the knife socketed into the side of his boot. “Good man.”

Yashara had relieved the other guard of his weapons, which we dropped into an empty barrel, and then glanced at each other. “Ready?” I asked.

Yashara tapped the pommel of her scimitar as if debating the need to draw it, then chose not to. “Yes.”

“Tamara,” I said, turning to where she stood at the entrance to the courtyard. “This should go smoothly, but stay clear and close to the door, all right?”

She swallowed and gave a sharp nod.

“Well then,” I said, smoothing down my coat, cracking my neck, and shooting my cuffs. “Let’s say hello to Jessie. Gentlemen, anything I should know about this door and the protocol for going in?”

Pony chose that moment to rest one of his huge hands on the taller man’s shoulder, who immediately began to hyperventilate.

“The - ah - you give a knock, it goes like this -” The man’s face gleamed in the lantern’s light with sweat as he turned to rap his knuckles on the barrel, a jaunty little series of knocks with complex pauses. “Ernie then slides open the panel, checks its us, and opens the door.”

“Hmm,” I considered. The urge to have Pony just shove the door in was tempting; it would alarm everyone inside, immediately let them know what sort of danger they were in… but also raise the odds of someone doing something stupid, like firing a crossbow at us in a state of panic. Also, it would simply portray us as brutes. We could use a gloom key to subtler effect, but still, Ernie might shout, draw his blade, get killed by accident as he charged us…

“Go ahead then,” I said. “Pony, will you stand with Yashara to the side here? Tell Ernie that Kellik of Port Gloom has come to pay his respects to Jessie.”

“Yes sir.” The shorter man took a deep breath, held it for what must have been a five count, then knocked on the door. The panel slid open and I smiled pleasantly at the incredibly bearded face that peered out suspiciously at us. The man’s brows were bushy beyond anything I’d ever seen, while his beard grew so high up his cheeks they almost reached his eyes. 

He squinted at us suspiciously. “Aye?”

“Ah, a Master Kellik of Port Gloom here to speak with Jessie,” said the short man, voice tight with fear.

I gave the hairy man a pleasant smile. “Just a quick chat.”

Ernie peered at the three of us, but his fears no doubt allayed by the short man’s giving the right knock and vouching for me, he unbarred the door and swung it open. 

Ernie revealed himself to be an inordinately tall man who stood so stooped over as to be of normal height; his beard was chopped off just below his chin, but grew into a perfect brown rectangle so dense it was like a sponge. “Leave your weapons here with me. Mistress Jessie’s got company, so you’ll have to waaaaaaaaait-”

“Interesting how everyone drags out their last word when they see Pony, isn’t it?” I said, tone conversational as I stepped between the guards to pat Ernie on the shoulder. Pony had ducked his head into view. “It’s as if the sight of a war troll causes people to immediately forget how to speak. Excuse me, let me just take this hatchet, and this knife - thank you.” I passed them out to Yashara, who dumped them into the barrel. “Now, hands behind your back?”

“Blind Fortuna wept,” rasped Ernie as he turned around, sticking two stout wrists out behind him. “Who the fuck are you?”

“Didn’t you hear?” I turned to consider the small room in which we stood. Rudely built, the gaps between the planks caulked with black tar, it featured Ernie’s stool, a small fire burning down to embers in a metal pail, and a large bell set within easy reach on the floor. What might have been half a scarf along with a ball of wool and knitting needles were resting on the stool. “Name’s Kellik. Kellik of Port Gloom. Now, what lies beyond this door, and what’s the protocol for going through?”

“Ah, it’s… it’s… ah….” Ernie was staring, wide-eyed, as Pony levered himself in through the door, having to lower himself almost to his knees to swing his head inside. 

“Never mind,” I said. “I think I can take it from here.” I paused by the inner door, listened, heard nothing, so pushed it open and stepped within.

And stopped, surprised and impressed both. Whomever Jessie might be, and regardless of her misfortunes in shipping, she was clearly a lady with a taste for finery. The interior of the warehouse was a massive space, vaulted high overhead with rafters and for the most part dark, but a good third of it had been artfully screened off and illuminated by scores of large candles clustered in attractive groups here and there by the bases of ornamental stone pillars; large, white enameled vases from which great leafy bushes grew, upon side tables with glass tops or before hammered bronze mirrors so that their glow was magnified. Thick carpets of luscious crimson and burgundy were strewn across the wooden floor, while piles of battered, plush red pillows were formed into mounds that invited one to plunge into their midst and never be seen again. 

Armchairs, recliners, and chaises formed a nucleus at the center, all of them arranged around a coffee table on which trays of pastries and finger foods were displayed along with wine glasses, decanters, more candles and finger bowls. In one corner a blindfolded young Mendevian girl with skin as pale as milk was playing a violin, the tune mournful and haunting, and I swore I could hear a pleasant splashing sound as of a fountain coming from somewhere just out of sight.

A half-dozen individuals were reclining on the chaises and chairs, while another six or seven men were seated off to one side around a circular table playing a game of cards.

My entrance drew idle glances and then immediate consternation; Bennie cast down his cards as he jumped to his feet and pointed a quivering finger at me. “There he is! That’s the fellow from the Mermaid!”

The scrape of chair legs filled the air as the other thieves and thugs stood, but I ignored them, searching out the reclining figures for Jessie.

There were three men and two women, all of them sitting up. Two of the men had the appearance of soldiers, or nobles playing at being soldiers, their hair trimmed short, their shoulders square, their faces darkening with anger. The third was more of a dandy, a fox fur scarf tossed around an aristocratic face painted bone white.

But it was the women who caught my eye. Both were attractive, both young, both with calculating gleams in their eyes as they considered me. 

One, however, was easily more striking than the other; the right side of her head was shaved clear to the skin, with her honey-blonde hair raked over from the top to fall past her left shoulder. Wide lips, an angular jaw, high cheekbones and deep, cobalt-blue eyes, but there was something more to her; a sense of danger, of amusement, of wary appraisal that was devoid of true concern. As if she were a visitor here, and nothing that could unfold could really affect her in any way.

The other woman was dark-skinned, her frizzy black hair pulled back so tightly across her head that it lay smooth until it burst out of its binding into a cloud. Wearing a bronze dress that was layered and wrapped around her slender form, she gazed at me with something akin to outrage; her eyes narrowed in haughty anger, and she was clearly on the verge of giving me an imperious command when Pony ducked into view.

A better man than I wouldn’t have anticipated this moment with quite as much relish. It was all I could do to not grin. The thieves and thugs let out a series of curses and moans as they swayed back on their feet, while the two angry soldier-types sat back down on their chaises, their surliness immediately replaced by an emotion somewhere between shock and dismay. 

The dark-skinned lady’s mouth sagged open so that instead of barking a command she merely gaped, but it was her companion whose reaction interested me most; she smiled, as if being presented with a gift, and leaned back into her chaise, drawing up a leg so that she could rest her arm on the knee.

“Good evening, everyone.” I stepped forward, hands linked behind my back. “Excuse the interruption. But as I promised Bennie over there - hello, Bennie - I promised to come pay a visit, because I really do understand how these things work. Jessie?” I glanced between the two women. “Which one of you is Jessie?”

“I am,” said the dark-skinned lady, regaining her composure and raising her chin. 

“A pleasure to meet you. I’ve come to apologize and hopefully reach some manner of agreement. Can we talk?”

And to her credit, Jessie was able to regain her composure, smoothing down her dress and giving a stiff nod, as if it really had been a request on my part. “Stand down,” she said to her table of men.

Yashara and Tamara had entered by this point, and the half-orc mercenary queen drew almost as much attention as Pony had. Pony, for his part, had picked up a small tray of what looked like breaded cheese rolls and was sniffing at it curiously.

“What do you want?” asked Jessie. She was fighting to regain what was no doubt her normal character; imperious, commanding, impatient. Apparently, that was tricky to do with a war troll sniffing your hors d'oeuvres.

“As I said, to talk and reach an agreement. My name’s Kellik, newly arrived and most recently of Port Gloom. I had an unfortunate exchange with your man Bennie over there earlier today at the Mermaid -”

“I heard,” said Jessie.

“And as promised, have come to set matters straight. Let me make something clear. I have no intentions of taking over your operations, of meddling with your affairs, or causing any of your people trouble. In fact, none of your sentries outside have even been hurt. At least, nothing more than receiving a bump on the head. All I want is for you to exempt the Mermaid from any emergency taxes or special requisitions as you move forward, and to not come after me to save face after our meeting tonight.”

Jessie sat back down and took up her glass of wine. “Oh, sit down,” she snapped at the two soldier-types who had regained enough of their composure to rise and bristle at me, hands on the hilts of their blades. 

“Yes,” said the blonde lady with the partially shaved head. Her voice was caramel rich and low. “Do sit down, gentlemen.”

The men glowered but did as commanded.

Jessie considered me, then studied Yashara, Tamara, and Pony in turn. “You’re clearly a man of surprisingly resources, Kellik of Port Gloom. I’m amenable to being, if not allies, then clearly not enemies. What brings you to Port Lusander? Are you related to Matteo from the Mermaid?”

“No, not family.” Nicely done, I thought. Way to shift the balance of power. I moved forward, poured myself a glass of wine, and took a sip. “I just took a liking to the artwork on his walls. As for why I’m here, well, it’s a quixotic quest, but I’ve a mind to learn more about Port Lusander’s storied history, and perhaps to do a little exploring while I’m at it.”

“Lusander’s history is steeped in blood,” said Jessie. “This city was built by the labor of slaves, and on such labor it lives on still. Blood is mixed into the cement and bone meal into the bricks.”

“Hmm, reminds me of home.” An idea came to me. Neat, simple, and something Jessie would believe. “Actually, since I’m here, I have a proposal for you.”

She leaned back. “I’m listening.”

“I may be about to enter into a tidy sum of money. I heard from Bennie that you are looking for business partners with which to launch your next trading venture. Would you be open to a partnership if I funded half of your next mission?”

A gleam entered her eye. “In theory. The Hanged Devil, of course, dances amongst the details.”

“Of course. I’ve just the man to discuss the contract with you. I’ll arrange to have you meet with Master Pogmillion tomorrow at some point to discuss possibilities.”

Jessie ran her finger around the rim of her cup. “If such was the thrust of your interest, you could have simply knocked without all this… fanfare.”

I tossed back the wine - it was shockingly good, actually - and set the goblet down. “Then you wouldn’t take me half as seriously, would you? Now, if you’ll excuse us. We’ve a big day tomorrow, and need to make an early start of it.”

“Stay,” said Jessie, sitting forward. “You’re an interesting man, Kellik of Port Gloom. I’d hear more about your business in Port Lusander. You haven’t even introduced us to your friends.”

I glanced around her opulent warehouse, my gaze lingering for a moment on the enigmatic blue eyes of her friend, and then gave a courtly bow. “I’m afraid I must decline. Familiarity breeds contempt, and I would hate to lower myself in your esteem. Until the next time, Mistress Jessie.”

She rose and gave a shadow of a curtsy. “Until the next time, Master Kellik. And pray may it not involve a war troll.”

I inclined my head, turned, and strode back out the door. Past Ernie and his two sentry companions, out into the small courtyard, and as I marched past the warehouse’s double doors, Cerys leaped down from the shadows above to join our group.

“Business partners?” she asked.

I shrugged. “I had to come up with something that would make sense to her. If I remained too enigmatic she’d only pry and draw attention to me. Now, she thinks me but a common enterprising merchant, and can fit me into a box and label me. And all this, our confrontation with Bennie, our breaking into her home? She’ll think I did it to impress her as to how worthwhile a partner I am, and feel both flattered and a little contemptuous of me. Leaving Matteo out of future exchanges should be a negligent matter in comparison to my funding her next trip, and as such, all is resolved neatly and without cause for bloodshed.”

Yashara grunted. “Well done. These are the kinds of operations I prefer. Well planned, well executed, and with a clean extraction.”

Tamara smiled sidelong at us. “And I am always happy to be extraneous. I think this is the very first time you did anything that doesn’t result in almost everyone dying, Kellik.”

“I’m growing wise in my old age,” I said, smiling back.

“How serious were you about this business venture?” asked Cerys. “You anticipate coming into some coin?”

Before Yashara could speak, I raised a hand. “First, any coin I earn will go toward my debt with the Mailed Fist. But who knows? We may find a fortune squirreled away beneath Beauhammer’s castle. If so, it will be a small thing to give Jessie a few hundred gold crowns to remain friendly to our cause.”

Cerys gave a grudging nod, and with that final seal of approval, I felt my spirits lift. Leading my friends through the fog back to the Bonegwayne, I felt focused, efficient, and capable of handling whatever came at us. We were coming together as a team, had operated flawlessly while handling Jessie and her crew, and we were slowly regaining that sense of trust we’d lost since I’d revealed my heritage to the others.

I waved to the guards as we climbed the gangplank back onto the Bonegwayne, not particularly caring if whomever Jessie had sent after us was watching. Tomorrow we’d figure out how to get into the ruins below the castle, and then our real trials would begin.

 

 

 

 

 


Chapter 8

 

 

We arose with the dawn, dressed, armed ourselves, and were on the Bonegwayne’s deck as the sun’s first light stole into Port Lusander through the five hills that framed it. The air was brisk, the fog gone, and already the docks were alive with activity. Men shouted, cursed, laughed and grunted, while costermongers hawked their wares, vendors shouted their repetitive refrains from their doorways, bells clanged, the waves lapped up against rotting pylons and sagging piers, and everywhere activity stirred.

The docks above the private company ships were astir with business dealings; large numbers of crates stamped with either griffin heads or rams’ horns were being carried by porters down to the ships waiting below, though almost half of the activity belonged to the Nautilus crew; they weren’t loading their ships, but rather selling the crates to merchants and captains, amongst whose number I thought I saw Maestria, watching as Jonas called out bids to a large team of Nautilus officials who were marking them all down on paper.

I felt filled with a vibrant energy that was tempered with a steely determination, and eager for the day’s events. Accepting a ship’s biscuit and hunk of cheese from a cabin boy, I led the way down the gangplank, onto the old pier, chewing energetically as I surveyed the great arcing docks in all their multi-tiered glory. They were perhaps a third the size of Port Gloom’s, yet seemed almost as busy; cargo was being rowed out to ships too large to actually dock, while everywhere else boats and sloops and even galleons were packed cheek by jowl.

Here and there I saw youths laughing and jeering at each other as they hung up decorations; these were mostly long, narrow bolts of cheap white cloth that they wrapped around anything tall enough to hold them up, so that they extended from the taverns and shops down the several tiers of docks to masts, tall pylons, or even the uppermost of a pile of lobster crates. Atop these other teams were affixing painted masks of what looked like demonic entities, their expressions greatly exaggerated, their mouths filled with fangs, eyes wide and dripping flames. 

I guessed the Nautical Equinox was right around the corner. 

Pony, Yashara, Pogo, and Netherys had opted to remain behind; with me therefor were Cerys, Tamara, and Iris, though our necromancer had allowed herself to be persuaded to don more normal garb, and now wore a white blouse under a tan corset, a pair of leg-hugging pants that made me aware of how tight and perfectly curved her rear was, and knee-high boots of fine brown leather. 

I’d almost asked where she’d found such elegant, tailored gear, but then decided that was a line of inquiry I’d best leave alone. Instead, I walked up the ramps, tipping the three-cornered hat I’d borrowed from Samel to everyone who glanced my way. I’ll admit I might have become a trifle cocky due to last night’s successes.

A number of avenues, streets, and alleys speared deeper into Port Lusander, and I strode toward the largest of these, a broad thoroughfare of packed dirt flanked by tall buildings at least three to four stories tall. As I moved forward through the crowd, fending off costermongers, street waifs, and the evaluating eye of less savory characters, I started to notice a strange dichotomy to Port Lusander’s architecture; behind the gaudy finery, the colorful awnings hung before ground-floor shops, beneath the peeling paint and moss, lay hints of a city that might once have been.

A triumphal arch rose to an impressive height over the avenue, its decorative statues defaced, its murals lost to time. Buildings with elegant, almost alien lines, fronted by curving, organic balconies, their windows narrow and tall, their very walls seeming to have a strange curvature to them as if their architects had spurned all straight lines. Where the paint peeled or was chipped away, the raw stone was revealed, and this was a green so dark it showed almost black, like obsidian, but which, when caught at the right angle to the morning light, glowed with emerald depths as if more glass than rock.

Yet over these buildings, these ancient signs of what once may have been, the residents of Port Lusander had built and layered a patina of their own less-than-glorious presence; wooden shanties clustered in alleyways or crowded what might once have been broad squares; new stories of crude wood were built atop the ruins or even rubble of now demolished ancient homes; coats of paint everywhere hid that dark rock, and altogether new buildings arose to crowd out the old, like eager young country cousins shouldering aside elderly city uncles.

“You know, I quite like this place,” said Tamara, munching on a spit of meat that she’d acquired from the Hanged God knew where. “There’s an energy here that’s lacking in Port Gloom, you know? As if they haven’t quite realized yet just how awful the world is.”

And she was right. That oppressive sense of the Family’s dominance was lacking here; something I’d grown so used to that I’d not imagined any other city could be any different. Yet here voices were raised brashly, laughter spiraled out of large second-floor windows, people moved with purpose, shoulders thrust back, and without casting furtive glances about them all the while.

“I’m not seeing many guards,” said Cerys, walking on my other side. “You notice that? There were private guards on the docks - especially where those three companies were operating - but here? No patrols, no military presence at all.”

“Maybe that’s why everyone seems so cheerful,” I said. “Nobody’s pretending to look out for their best interests in the name of justice and the law.”

We entered a large square. The sun was just clearing the hill on which Beauhammer’s castle stood, and shadows streamed across the ground, though precious little of it was visible. A hundred stalls were set up here, without any order or logic. I slowed, trying to make sense of what I was seeing, but my sight leaped from a tinker’s cart piled high with pots and pans to a man selling what might have been exceptionally scrawny chickens. Beside them a woman was bellowing something about her swamp turnips, while beyond her was a cooper, his barrels gleaming atop his improvised table. 

Nothing like Port Gloom’s Market Square, where different trades banded together, where everyone knew where they were going and how to find what they needed. Here…? Chaos, with a maze of narrow paths winding between the stalls. 

Birds circled overhead, vendors bawled and shouted, six-legged rats darted between legs, children laughed and shouted, old ladies tugged at my elbow, urging me to come see their fish or roots or rugs or spices - until finally I laughed, giving up my attempt to understand how it all worked and simply allowed the crowd to sweep me along, one hand clamped tightly to my meager coin purse, the other fending off urchins and anyone else who sought to get too close. 

Looming over all this was a stately building that glowed a luminous white under its fresh coat of paint. Four stories tall, each of which was fronted by broad balconies set before double doors, it seemed the best preserved of all the ancient constructions I’d seen thus far. 

“The magistrate’s office,” said Iris, her quiet voice cutting through the hubbub. “At least, the first floor is given to that purpose. The rest of the building serves as offices for private interests.”

“Then let’s get to it,” I said, cutting through the crowd to reach the base of the broad steps. Here, despite someone’s best efforts, the white paint was scuffed away to reveal the black stone, so that it seemed a dark path led up the center to the white building.

“You know, if I was into metaphors, I’m sure you could make something of this,” I said, walking up the steps and peering before and behind me. “Something about corruption, or how an innocent veneer can’t fool the people forever…”

“Then I’m glad you’re not,” said Cerys briskly. 

“I’ll await you here,” said Iris, stepping aside as we reached the main doors. There was a covered verandah that ran the front of the whole building, an incongruous crimson-and-white-striped awning extending along its length to provide shade during the midday hours. A dozen rocking chairs had been sent out, none of which were currently occupied. “Best I keep away from those who might recognize me.”

“Would you like me to keep you company?” asked Tamara, reaching out to touch Iris’ arm.

“No, that’s quite all right. My thoughts and memories are company enough, thank you.” Iris gave a polite smile then moved down the length of chairs to take the last on the left, and there she sat, crossing one leg over the other, and rested her pale chin on the base of her palm as she forgot about us entirely and gazed out over the square.

“Very well,” I said, not sure if I had any control over the situation. “We’ll see you soon.”

No response.

I led the way into an echoing chamber. The floor was a checkerboard of black-and-white marble, the ceiling impressively high above us, and even the giant pots of palms couldn’t soften the harsh angles and oppressive feeling of the black walls. Light streamed in from the front windows, but failed to penetrate to the rear of the room; it was as if the black glass walls drank it in, so that the gloom could never be lifted by natural means. Instead, a large chandelier of black iron hung above the center of the room, a score of candles casting their own soft radiance, while unlit candelabras were affixed to the walls.

Most of the room was dominated by crude benches; a dozen individuals already sat waiting upon them, gazing with different measures of impatience at the elderly man who sat behind a magnificent desk and ignored them completely as he wrote with brusque efficiency in a ledger.

I made my way down the center of the chamber, footsteps echoing and drawing everyone’s attention, and stopped before the desk. 

The clerk exuded all the gravitas of a cleric of the Hanged God, his face cadaverous and long and as dark as oiled walnut. Gray hair hung around his ears like clouds at the base of a bald mountain, and a pair of half-moon glasses were perched upon his button nose. His eyebrows appeared permanently raised, as if he were perennially disappointed by the world, and he ignored my presence with sublime indifference as he continued to write in an elegant, slanted cursive.

I decided to start with the basics. “Good morning.”

The man glanced up at me, peering over his glasses, took my measure and resumed writing. “Take a ticket from the bowl by the front door. Approach only when your number is called.”

“Fair enough. How long is the wait?”

It took him almost five entire seconds to respond, though he didn’t look up. “How long is a piece of string?”

I bit back my natural retort. “It’s just a quick question. You can probably answer it in less time than we’ve already spent talking.”

The man stopped writing and looked up at me with the barely concealed disdain of someone who has had to suffer idiots for most of his adult life. “Did I call your ticket number?”

I hit him with my most insincere smile. “Why yes, you did. Don’t you recall? Ah, the perils of senility. Now, if you’d like to get rid of me, perhaps -”

“If I’d like to get rid of you,” said the man, and to my surprise his tone didn’t change in the least, “I’d ring for the guards. I’m about to do so now. This is your last chance to take a ticket and be seated.”

“Kellik,” whispered Tamara. “Come on.”

I gave the man a pained smile which might have been more a grimace and allowed Tamara to pull me back. 

“That is not how you deal with petty bureaucrats,” she said.

“I just about figured that out. I was going to try my second alternative, which was ramming his glasses down his throat.”

Tamara gave me a disapproving look and then marched down the length of the room to a small dispenser from which she drew a slip of paper. Cerys and I met her nearly by the front door. 

“What number are we?” I asked.

“Seventy two,” she said.

“Hmm. Excuse me.” I stepped up to a hunched-over man who sat on the closest bench. He startled as if caught fondling himself, nearly dropped his ledger, and then turned to stare up at me with panicked eyes.

“Yes? What? I mean - yes?”

“I’m sorry,” I said, speaking with deliberate slowness in an attempt to calm him down. “I just want to ask you a simple question. What’s the number on your ticket?”

His shoulders sank even further. “Fifty-two.”

“And what was the last number the clerk called?” 

The man lowered his chin to his palm, a position in which it looked like he could outlast the end of the world. “Thirty-one. That was this morning.”

“Oh,” said Tamara. 

Cerys glanced around the sparse crowd. “There aren’t forty people waiting before us,” she said. “Perhaps ten or so. Do people just give up on their spots?”

“Oh no, no, no, no,” said the man, giving us a pitying smile. “You can pay a runner to hold your ticket and fetch you when your number is called. Since this can take days, or even a week depending on how slowly it’s going, many opt into that system. Of course, the clerk takes a cut from ever runner’s proceeds. It’s… it’s a flawed, nefarious system of dark intent. I refuse to bow to it. But alas… alas… I’ve been waiting here six days now. And if anything, my number seems even further away from being called than when I first began…”

I stepped back, drawing Tamara and Cerys with me. “I’m not going to wait a week for that clerk to call our number. After our exchange, I bet he’ll make me wait even longer.”

“Then?” asked Cerys. “Approach Beauhammer directly for information on the licenses? Ask around town?”

“No,” I said, biting the edge of my thumbnail. “I don’t want to betray our interest to Beauhammer until we’ve gained more information and can figure out our best approach. As for asking around - what if we get bad information?”

“I’d offer to flirt with him,” said Cerys, “but I think his cock probably only rises when he comes across errors in other people’s accounting.”

I cracked my neck. “We’ve fought off monsters from the Dead Man’s Trench. Killed Uncles. Assassinated murderous barons. We can handle one recalcitrant clerk. I’m going to try again.”

“Don’t get us kicked out,” said Tamara, hurrying behind me. “The last thing we need is to be blacklisted -”

“Hello,” I said. “I know you haven’t called my number. I’m seventy-two, incidentally. I wanted instead to ask you to make an exception, something I know you’d never countenance, but which, perhaps, you could be induced to do with the right amount of persuasion.”

The clerk continued to scritch in his ledger. 

I placed both hands on the desk and leaned in, seeking to summon that fiery sense of dominance, that boundless confidence that was my king troll heritage. “Honestly, my concern is but a trifling one and would take two minutes to answer. Perhaps we can reach an agreement? Wouldn’t it be better to simply lubricate the wheels of government so as to get rid of me, rather than stick to procedure and deal with my scowling mug each and every livelong day?”

The clerk turned the page and resumed writing across the top without pause.

I bit my lower lip. My king troll power wasn’t manifesting. Perhaps I needed to be in mortal danger to summon it? Perhaps it was offended at being used on a bureaucrat? Would a gold coin do instead? Ten? I had but seven crowns in my purse, borrowed by Cerys from Havatier so that we wouldn’t have to walk the city destitute. Seven crowns was a notable sum, but hardly enough with which to shift the White Sun from its orbit. Worse, what if he pocketed the amount and still did nothing? That was a favorite ploy of assholes back home. The more desperate the petitioner, the more you could abuse them.

The weight of my stare must have finally made an impression. He ceased writing again, raised his gaze, and narrowed his eyes.

“You, young man, are the perfect example of all that ails our society. You think yourself special, deserving of unique consideration, thinking nothing of the others who are patiently awaiting their turn, but rather leaping to the head of the line because you believe your own needs to be of more importance than theirs. Let me tell you something. Your needs are not more important. You are not more important. You are nothing but number seventy-two, and if you do not remove your hands from my desk and your face from my presence, I shall summon the guards and note here that from henceforth you are verboten and shall be refused admittance onto any government property. Am I making myself perfectly clear?”

He spoke loudly, with perfect diction, his voice ringing throughout the hall, and in his eyes flashed a righteous anger. But oh, I could tell he was savoring this moment, his opportunity to dress me down in public, and would no doubt enjoy the memory with a wry, small smile later tonight over a thimbleful of cheap wine.

Enough was enough.

I was about to reach for his neck when a hand touched my shoulder. 

“Hadric, does there seem to be a problem?”

I knew that voice, knew its caramel confidence and husky undertones, that lilt of amusement even when there was no reason to think she was being anything but serious. The blonde woman from Jessie’s warehouse stepped up beside me, the side of her scalp freshly shaved, her blonde hair raked over to fall down the far side to her shoulder. Her expression was expectant, impersonal, and her hand left me so that she could cross her arms.

I knew I should turn to consider the clerk, but her dress was so changed from the night before that I couldn’t help but take it in; a cerulean-blue skirt flowed down to her ankles, while her breasts were thrust up by what had to be a corset worn beneath her matching gown; the whole ensemble was elegant, no doubt stifling in the hot, swampy weather of Port Lusander, and immediately marked her as a member of the upper nobility, for who else would be insane enough to spend that much money on something so impractical?

“Mistress Beauhammer,” said the clerk, rising immediately to his feet and taking off his glasses. “An honor to have you visit the hall, an honor, I do aver.” He bowed quite elegantly over his desk, and held the position till Mistress Beauhammer inclined her head.

Mistress Beauhammer?

“You are too kind, Hadric. Now. is there a problem?”

“No problem, Mistress. I was educating this fellow here on our protocols and the importance of patience. I apologize if this incident has in any way alarmed or troubled you -”

“I am not troubled. This is Master Kellik of Port Gloom. I’m sure there has been some misunderstanding.”

Hadric’s face stiffened. “Master Kellik, I… of course, now I understand and can only apologize for the mistake.” His words came out slowly, mechanically, as he desperately shifted me from one category of being into a far more exalted other. More quickly now, more naturally, he continued. “Please excuse me, Master Kellik. I apologize for not recognizing your quality earlier. Of course, I would be delighted to expedite your request.”

Mistress Beauhammer turned to consider me, the corner of her wide lips quirked, and I could sense that she was barely restraining the urge to sit on the edge of Hadric’s desk, despite her elaborate gown. “Something tells me I can answer his questions and save everyone more time and bother. Master Kellik? Perhaps I can be of assistance?”

I bowed low, doing my best to make it courtly. “I would be honored, Mistress Beauhammer.”

“Then please. If you and your friends would follow me?” She inclined her head to Hadric, who bowed deeply once more, and led us past the desk. Hadric, catching himself almost too late, leaped with surprising alacrity to open the door just before the lady reached it, and bowed for a third or fourth time as she swept past.

Mistress Beauhammer strode down a broad hall, her skirts whispering across the stone, and opened one of the many doors to lead into what proved to be a small library. The black walls were painted cream, and a single, tall window provided natural light that played over the dark wooden bookcases, the leather-bound tomes, and the scattering of armchairs arranged around a circular table decorated with a carved wooden map of Khansalon.

She walked to the far side of the room and there turned so that her blue gown swung about her, then leaned against a bookcase, arms crossed beneath her upraised breasts, to gaze at us three from beneath her blonde lashes.

“Master Kellik of Port Gloom. What a coincidence to run into you again so soon.”

Cerys walked slowly along a shelf, running a fingertip across the spines. “One might almost think you planned this encounter.”

“Ah, the lady who was crouching up in the rafters,” said Mistress Beauhammer. “So you do come down and walk amongst us mortals.”

This gave Cerys pause; clearly she’d not anticipated being spotted last night.

“Mistress Beauhammer,” I said. “Would that make you the magistrate’s wife or daughter?”

Her lip curled in amusement again. “Daughter, though I don’t blame you for wondering. Father is rather… unabashed when it comes to the age of his partners.”

“Fair enough. Let me introduce my friends.”

“You’re feeling more civil than last night.”

“I was feeling plenty civil last night. Now, I’m facilitating conversation. This is Tamara, and this is Cerys.”

“Elsa Beauhammer,” she said, and gave a mocking curtsy, her gown rustling anew. “So, what brings you to the magistrates court, Master Kellik?”

I leaned one elbow on the high-winged back of an armchair and crossed my ankles. “Oh, I think you know.”

“Indeed. It wasn’t hard to guess. With the ruins about to open, and your… shall we say, eclectic team appearing for no apparent reason on our good docks, it was a simple matter to put two and two together.”

“The question,” said Cerys, turning away from the book cases as if her interest in them were finally exhausted, “is why you care.”

“I’ll get to that in good time, Cerys. That accent. You’re not from Port Gloom.”

“Carneheim,” said Cerys, her smile perfunctory. 

“Carneheim, yes. Perhaps we can cover the formalities first, and then, if you prove amenable, move to the particulars. You came here to inquire as to father’s licenses.”

“That’s right,” I allowed.

“Three have already been purchased. One remains for sale, another for my father to bestow at his discretion. The current bidding price is three thousand gold coins, either Port Gloom crowns or Carneheim suns.”

“Three… thousand.” I tried to say this casually and failed. I did manage to resist glancing at my companions. “Quite the sum. Hard to believe anybody would pay that much.”

“It’s a gamble. Some have emerged from the ruins with enchanted items easily worth more than that. Others spend their time below chiseling precious marble and gems from the walls and… whatever else they find. Not all recover their investment, but enough make sufficiently large sums that it draws the next season’s hopefuls to our shore.”

“Three teams,” said Cerys. “Can you tell us anything about them?”

“Interested in your competitors?” Elsa arched an eyebrow. “It’s strictly forbidden for teams to fight each other once within the ruins.”

“But not in the streets of Port Lusander,” said Cerys. “What do you know of them?”

“A perfunctory amount. The most impressive comes from Olandipolis. They’re led by a barrow-sorcerer called Lady Haverwort. She has two barrow golems at her command, along with four crypt apostles. The second is composed of four questing knights from Ellosaint; I believe they’re entering the ruins in search of glory instead of gold. The last team is quite enigmatic: a contingent of elves from Celendruin, led by two sisters who claim they seek not gold but to uncover the tomb of their mother, a queen from ages past.” She shrugged one shoulder. “Each year the speculators grow more eclectic.”

“A barrow-sorcerer, four Ellosaint knights, and a contingent of elves,” I said. “Good to know. Thank you. Now, what’s your game, Elsa Beauhammer?”

Her expression remained poised, but a flicker of life flashed through her dark-blue eyes. “One that could potentially put me in great danger if I casually revealed it to a band of strangers. We’re going to hit an impasse soon, as I can’t make my offer without knowing more about you and your friends, Kellik, and you have no reason to trust me and answer my questions. However.”

She pushed off the bookcase with a thrust of her hips, and arms still crossed, began to walk around the table, looking down at the topographical map of Khansalon. “I’ve deduced a few things which this meeting has already confirmed. You’re the leader of a dangerous team of individuals. A war troll. A half-orc of obvious military competence. You’ve legal experts who can negotiate contracts, as well as Cerys here who took out Jessie’s rooftop sentries and then hid with admirable stealth in the rafters. I can’t guess at what you do, Lady Tamara, but I would guess it is of equal weight, and that you might have a few more friends waiting back in the Bonegwayne. And yet.”

“And yet,” I echoed, wanting to see where she was going with all this, and mildly annoyed that she seemed to already have sounded most of our strengths and intentions.

“And yet, your face positively blanched when I mentioned the sum of three thousand gold. You don’t have it, and this ‘tidy sum of money’ you teased Jessie with last night can’t come close, or you’d have shown relief instead of panic.”

“That wasn’t panic,” I said. “More like mild concern.”

She smiled but let my comment pass, finished her circling of the table and turned to consider me. The way her arms were crossed under her chest, and the manner in which her tight gown thrust up her breasts was very distracting. 

“Competent, determined, yet poor. You’re serious about attempting the ruins, but can’t afford a license. There are two other teams in Port Lusander who are preparing to make offers. Once they do, father will hold a ball, dispense his discretionary license, and the ruins will be closed to you until next season.”

“That would be unfortunate.”

“It would. Now, I can’t offer you three thousand crowns with which to purchase the license, but I can offer you something else: a way to earn my father’s gratitude such that he’ll most likely offer you his free one instead of giving it to Gremond’s son, Naveric.”

“Interesting,” I said. “A three thousand crown favor. And why, pray tell, would you do such a thing for us? We are, as you just said, a group of strangers.”

“Hmm, yes.” Elsa leaned back against the wall once more. The shaved side of her head contrasted almost shockingly with her opulent gown; I couldn’t help but wonder how her father had reacted when he’d first seen it. Exactly as she’d hoped, no doubt. What did that say about her relationship with him, and perhaps by extension her relationship with Port Lusander…?

“My father is a controlling man.” Her voice grew subdued, pensive. “His plans for me are as simple as they are direct. This year he’ll give Gremond’s son a free ticket. Next year my father will give me. Though Naveric’s not of a noble house, he’s being groomed by his father to inherit the directorship of the Nautilus company. That will lead to a serious influx of gold that will quite change things for my dear father. I am, as you may have guessed, not in favor of the match.”

“Then book passage on a ship and sail away,” said Cerys, voice hard and unsympathetic. 

“Easily done, to be sure. But then what? Begin a new life without money? There is no ready gold which I can steal on my way out. Call me shallow, but I’ve grown used to luxury and power. But if there’s a way to escape and maintain the lifestyle I enjoy, I’ll take it. Hence, this ploy. I told you it was a gamble to enter the ruins. But a gamble that has richly rewarded the lucky few who have stumbled across the right chamber. I’ll tell you how to impress my father so that you may acquire a free license, but in exchange you must agree to take me into the ruins with you.”

“Out of the question,” said Cerys without hesitation.

“I might agree with Cerys on this one,” said Tamara.

“You’re aware of the dangers?” I asked.

“I’m neither a child nor a fool.” Elsa didn’t seem upset. “Of course I know the dangers. And not only am I willing to take full responsibility for my potential injury or death, but I believe I may even prove an asset to your team - or, given who’s on it, at the very least not get in the way.”

“Let me guess,” said Cerys, “you’ve taken a few fencing classes. Your fencing master even said you had a ‘rare talent’ unlike any he’s ever seen. Your father gifted you a beautiful blade you consider your prized possession. You’ve begun consorting with thieves and thugs, and telling yourself that by spending time with the likes of Jessie you’re proving you’re actually tough, and have what it takes to face danger. That if you ever got in a real fight, you wouldn’t scream and piss your petticoats, but would laugh instead and fight without fear?”

Elsa’s dark-blue eyes glittered as they met Cerys’ acidic ones, but to my surprise she still didn’t seem upset. “Something like that, sure. Look, I’ve no need to prove my bona fides to you all. All I need to do is help you acquire that license. Don’t want me on your team? Come up with three thousand crowns within the next day or two. Otherwise, I believe you’ll have to bow to my condition.”

Cerys scowled at me and turned away. Tamara was gazing thoughtfully at the noblewoman. 

“Just out of curiosity,” I said, “what can you do? Any magical talent?”

“None,” said Elsa. “But as Cerys said, I’ve had a few fencing lessons.”

“I see.” I rubbed at the stubble on my jaw. “Well, it’s an intriguing proposition. How certain are you that your information will result in your father giving us the license? If he’s that set on your marrying this son, he’ll think twice before giving it to us instead.”

Elsa shrugged one shoulder. “I know my father. If you’re able to act on the information I’ve uncovered, he’ll be forever grateful. You don’t have long to decide, however. Acting on my information will take a day or two.”

What was unnerving was how confident Elsa seemed to be. She wasn’t worried in the least; just like last night, she held herself with the poise and sardonic detachment of someone who was above the fray. There was no doubt in her eyes, no hesitation. Interesting. 

“We’ll think about it,” I said. “I, of course, have to discuss with my team. How about we arrange a second meeting this evening? Come to the Bonegwayne.”

“No.” Said without rancor or intent to offend. “A pretty fool I’d be if I danced aboard your ship and into your control. Gallant as you are, Master Kellik, I doubt you’d coerce my secrets from me, but still, a girl must be cautious. Let’s meet instead at the Mermaid. I’ve heard it’s a favorite haunt of yours. Sundown?”

“Sundown,” I said. “Very well.” I pushed off the armchair, stepped around the table and took her hand in my own, raising it to my lips as I bowed low. “A pleasure to see you again, Mistress Beauhammer.”

She inclined her head. “It remains to be seen to whom the pleasure belongs. Good day, Master Kellik. Ladies Cerys and Tamara.”

The other two said their goodbyes, and then we let ourselves out, walked down the hallway, and into the large entrance room.

“Good day, Master Kellik,” said Hadric, rising swiftly to his feet and bowing low. “I do hope that our misunderstanding -”

“Don’t worry, Hadric.” I waved for him to sit down. “You hate my guts, I’m not fond of yours, we’re both willing to play nice because of Mistress Beauhammer. Let’s leave it at that.”

Hadric gave me a hard, small smile. “As you say, Master Kellik. As you say.”

I led the way past the benches and the curious stares from those who still waited, and then out into the sunshine of the front porch. The market yet bustled before us, its clamor and verve a shocking contrast to the cool, dark stillness of the magistrate’s hall.

“I can’t believe her nerve,” said Cerys heatedly, stepping up alongside me. “It was well played, I’ll give her that, and a fine deduction to expect us here this morning, but to think we’d -”

“Iris is gone,” said Tamara.

I startled, scanned the length of the verandah, and saw that she was right. I rushed to the railing and examined the immediate environs below. The closest stalls, the tortured paths between them, the far edges of the market square.

Nothing.

Tamara and Cerys did the same, and together we searched for the necromancer with increasing desperation, until at last I stepped back. “Where the fuck did she go?”

Cerys rubbed the back of her wrist across her forehead. “We shouldn’t have left her alone. She’s not all… well, there.”

“Back to the ship, perhaps?” Tamara bit her lower lip. “Maybe she grew overwhelmed by memories and decided to return to her cabin.”

“I don’t know. But we need to find her before someone from her past recognizes her and sounds the alarm.” My thoughts were racing. “Tamara, head back to the docks and search them, then check in on the Bonegwayne. If she’s not there, return to this verandah so Cerys and I don’t have to go all the way back to the ship. Cerys, you scout the market and surrounding streets.”

“Where are you going?” asked Cerys.

I looked higher up the slope toward the base of Beauhammer Hill. “The noble quarter.”

“Good luck,” said Cerys. She stepped in, kissed my cheek, and then turned to clasp Tamara’s hand before skipping down the steps and plunging into the market.

“I can’t tell if she loathes you or likes you,” said Tamara. “You’ve certainly a way with women.”

“If you say so,” I said, feeling bemused. “Good luck, Tamara.”

She stepped in close, and then, before I knew what was happening, cupped my face with both hands and kissed me lightly on the lips. Pulled back, smiled, and then laughed as she turned, exhilarated. “For luck, Kellik!” 

I watched as she hurried down the steps. Watched her shapely rear, if I’m to be honest, and felt my bemusement grow. Was this part and parcel of being a king troll? Drawing powerful and beautiful women into ever closer proximity? Should I actively make an effort to keep them at a distance? Was there danger down this road? Given what I was, could I even take credit for their attraction, or was there something else at play?

Unsure, I made my way down the steps, followed the market’s bustling edge, and then hurried up the main avenue toward the higher reaches of the city. The sun was beating down on the busy streets, having just cleared the castle up ahead, and I felt sweat trickle down my back and prickle across my brow. No wonder there were awnings everywhere. 

The universal logic of cities made finding the nobility’s quarter easy. Filth ran downhill and downstream, and thus the wealthy always sought to live as high up as they could without unduly inconveniencing themselves; views and fresh air were an attractive quality, as well as being close to nexuses of power, like Beauhammer’s castle. Thus I followed the avenue as it sloped up, the buildings around me growing grander, their estates larger, the walls about their gardens taller. 

For the first time I saw guards. Patrols of two, men in iron helms and breastplates, pikes propped over their shoulders, blades at their hips. Their ballooning sleeves were either yellow or blue, and they seemed at ease, expecting no trouble, but following my passage with curious eyes.

Not much trouble up here, then. Why was that? Didn’t the rabble below spend their evenings burglarizing the wealthier manors? 

The avenue became cobbled, and pavements melted into existence on either side, broad and even and passing beneath the colorful canopies of Royal Poinciana trees. Bright beds of flowers were planted down the center of the broad avenue, and the quality of the phaetons and carriages that rumbled by grew similarly elevated. 

Very nice, and oh-so typical. 

Iris would know this area like the rotting anatomy of a favorite corpse. She’d have made a beeline for her manor if she’d come this way at all. Yet how to find it? The size of the estates up here were such that each block only held two or so at most; I could spend an hour running down endlessly long streets, peering through gates at homes and still not find her.

Inspiration struck. “Excuse me,” I said, approaching an older man in a stiff coat and unseeingly tight leggings that squeezed his fat thighs into fantastic rolls. “Do you know where the necromancer’s house is?”

“The Kargashina estate?” The man blew out his cheeks as if I’d ask him for a loan of ten gold crowns. “Well, yes, of course. Tourist, are you? Come to gape? There’s nothing there to look at but shutters and weeds, you understand. Not worth your time, and to be honest, we’ve all suffered enough with that scandal to have the likes of you come to peer through the gate -”

I channeled my inner Pogo. “My name is William Blocker, Esquire, representing the accounting firm of Demellon and Fairchop, and we’ve been commissioned by benefactors to do a survey of the chattel that remains within the estate.” I sought hard to sound as much as Pogo as I could. “Perhaps you could stop insulting me and my character and instead direct me to where I need to do business?”

The man blinked, clearly unused to being spoken to in such terms, and then spluttered, “Yes, very well, no need to take offense, my good man, just - but never mind, never mind. First left up ahead, down the street, it’s the obviously abandoned home on the right. Good day to you sir, I say - good day!” And he turned and huffed off down the street, cane rapping importantly on the cobbles.

“And a good day to you, kind sir,” I said, executing an overly florid bow in his general direction. “My thanks.”

Iris’ street was the last but one before Port Lusander fetched up against Beauhammer’s hill. I hurried around the corner, made my way past two estates, and then slowed as Iris’ came into view.

The old duffer had been right about one thing: it was impossible to miss.

The manor was huge, a sprawling, elegant affair now draped in melancholic abandon. A gravel driveway curled in a circle around a dry and ivy-draped fountain, the centerpiece of which was a seahorse covered in a mosaic of black and crimson stones. The building was two stories tall, and somehow even in the morning sunlight had a faded air, as if a subtle shadow remained always between it and the light of day. The windows were all shuttered, the garden overgrown, with what once must have been splendid little box hedges and flower beds that now ran rampant with weeds and strangled blooms. 

The gate, I saw, was ajar. 

I glanced up and down the street. A carriage was rolling away from me. A group of men stood on the far corner, engaged in earnest conversation. I pulled the gate open. It creaked loudly, but I slipped inside and pulled it shut.

And immediately noticed a subtle shift in the air. It was oppressive, as if a storm were about to break. The gravel crunched under my boots as I made my way down the driveway, casting glances to the left and right, half expecting to see some horror or other dragging itself my way through the undergrowth. 

A carriage house was set off to the left. A stable beside it. The Kargashinas had been an opulently wealthy family. No wonder Beauhammer had desired Iris’ hand. It also added credence to Elsa’s claim that he was going to marry her off to a wealthy son: the man seemed obsessed with gold. 

I reached the broad front steps and paused. For how long had this home stood empty? Iris had been with us three weeks now. In Wargiver’s clutches for a couple of weeks before that. It would have taken three or so weeks to transport her to Port Gloom. A week while she languished in Beauhammer’s dungeon. So - almost three months since a mob had come for her here, torches burning, crying for her death?

Three months was enough for neglect to creep in. For moss to have grown across the window sills and down the length of the shutters. For leaves and branches to have blown in across the porch. And yet not so long for it to appear a ruin; a good week’s work with a team of dedicated servants would see the place put to right. It stood poised, perhaps, between both states: easily tilted towards greater neglect or restitution.

The massive front door was cracked open.

I crossed the porch and opened it further. “Iris?”

The hall within was impressive, dimly lit by shafts of light that filtered in through the shuttered windows. Two grand staircases flanked the hall, curving up to the landing above, while doors to the left and right led into great, shadowy chambers. Dusty suits of armor stood at attention along the walls beneath dark, heavily framed portraits of pale-faced men and women in stiff, black finery. 

“Iris?”

Nothing. I entered, and felt my pulse pick up. Was I in danger here? I wasn’t sure. I restrained the urge to draw my sword. Moved by curiosity, I paused before some of the portraits. The people depicted therein bore a striking familiarity to Iris; the same heart-shaped faces, the bow lips, the black hair. The fashion of the older portraits was Mendevian; was that from where her family hailed?

I moved to a set of double doors on the left. Peered within. A sitting chamber of some kind, the furniture draped with heavy white sheets, the shelving bearing endless rows of books. Silence. Stillness. Shadows heavy like the palls of the dead.

Moved across the hall to the other set of doors. A small antechamber, I realized, the parquet floor gleaming dully, the furniture again clothed in white, a magnificent chandelier gleaming like a sorrowful orrery of glass stars. I entered, drawn by a whispery sound that came from a large archway leading deeper into the house, and peering through saw Iris dancing in a great dark void, lit candles revolving about her in different directions. 

The scene was captivating in its strangeness and wonder; it was a ballroom, extending back no doubt to the rear of the house, large enough to house hundreds, but now only Iris danced here, alone. Gone was her practical city-wear, replaced by a black dress, reminiscent of Elsa’s gown, intricately stitched with onyx and obsidian and black gems so that she gleamed and glittered like her own dark star, her skirt raised with one hand, the other extended and curled oh-so gracefully as if around an invisible partner.

And how she danced. Twirled, sweeping about as if guided by a pair of powerful, invisible arms, her great skirt flaring out, her head lolling from one side to the other as she smiled, eyes half closed. And the candles, rising and falling as they revolved around her, candles as thick as my arm and by the dozens, their flames streaming and brilliant, surrounding her dark form in an intimate glow that seemed to only accentuate the darkness that consumed the rest of the ballroom.

I stood, unable to speak, not knowing what to say. The only sound was the drifting whisper of her skirts, the almost-silent patter of her slippered feet. 

And then she caught sight of me and the candles ceased their revolutions, her feet slowing and stopping, so that she stood, one arm still raised, her eyes rimmed with dark mascara that had run down her pale cheeks, her lips painted black, and she extended her hand to me, an ineffably graceful and delicate gesture that I join her.

And feeling as if I were stepping into a dream, I did.

I crossed the ballroom floor, the candles parting for me as I approached, and stepped into the circle of her arms. Her chest was rising and falling with her rapid breathing, her breasts pushed up and pronounced by the tight corset she wore beneath her gown, her face upturned, her lips drawn into a pleased, almost innocent smile. 

Carefully, she placed a gloved hand upon my shoulder, slid the other into my palm. I set my hand on her hip, and then it came to me, as if from a different world: the faintest strains of music, a wondrous weaving of stringed instruments, the melody seductive, the pace inducing me to step into her, and Iris followed my lead, smooth as silk.

We danced. The music came ever louder, as if the orchestra grew emboldened, and the pace quickened. Iris was an incredible dancer, as light as a feather, her hazel eyes never leaving my own, her smile joyous, turning and turning as we spun, and somehow I knew this dance, knew how to move, how to guide her, what to do.

The candles were constellations that revolved around us, their flames streaming behind them, smearing their light across the darkness so that we were enmeshed in an amber and golden cage, and the music grew louder, more fevered. We danced faster, our feet barely touching the parquet floor, spinning without ever growing dizzy, and a bubbling urge to laugh arose within me, laughter that would have been more than a little touched with delirium. 

I don’t know for how long we danced. The world narrowed down to this one chamber, my thoughts were utterly consumed by one thing alone: Iris, here with me, her hand in mine, her face upturned, the delight that burned in my eyes, and I swear I heard the sounds of a dozen other dancers moving about us, the music bringing a long-faded world to life, felt as if we danced in the center of a glorious crowd.

Faster, faster, the world blurring, and Iris threw her head back and laughed, tears rolling down her cheeks; the music growing frenzied, chaotic, losing its own meter; the violins screeching; the candle flames roaring into yard-long flames, the heat blasting across my face; the darkness of her dress melting across the floor - and her laughter turned to sobs and she stopped dancing, pressed her brow against my chest, and the music and sense of other dancers and the mad, surreal gaiety of it all went away.

We stood alone in the center of the dark ballroom. The candles lowered to rest upright upon the floor, burning with normal flames now, and I still held Iris as if we might begin dancing at any moment. Her shoulders shuddered with tears, and then, with a sharp inhalation, she pulled back and smiled up at me, her mascara having run further down her cheeks, her smile tremulous.

“Hello, Kellik.”

“Hello, Iris.”

“Come.” Maintaining her hold on my one hand, she led me through the darkness, leaving the candles behind, and without hesitation moved to a door which opened into a dining room. 

The table was a massive thing, a darker shadow against the darkness, large enough to seat thirty, the walls surrounded by side tables, hung with mirrors and more portraits. Iris didn’t pause, but pulled me through another set of doors, into a passage that passed what I guessed to be a kitchen, pantry, other dark rooms. Out into a small hall containing a narrow servant’s staircase.

“I used to love the rear of the house,” she said, voice a haunting whisper as she pulled me up the steps into more darkness. “The world of the servants and rats. The passageways and hidden chambers. The veins of our home, invisible but vital.”

We stepped out onto a cramped landing. A shuttered window allowed me to make out the vague outlines of a few doors set in the walls, more stairs leading up. “The attic, the basement, the root cellar, the hidden room behind the parlor where an ancestor of mine would paint his mistresses.” She pushed open a door, led me into inky darkness, a hallway, thick carpet underfoot. “What is it about the occult and forbidden that appeals so? Is it that the normal world is so mundane? So boring, so predictable, so utterly without wonder? And yet, I have always sensed a latent magic, a hidden potential, a truth that fluttered just outside the realm of perception. For most of my childhood I thought I could find it hidden in the darkest corners. Thought I could catch it unawares by watching others when they thought they were unobserved. Oh, the things I saw, Kellik. The things people do to themselves when they think they’re alone. What they do to others.”

She stopped, opened another door. My heart was racing. My palm sweaty in her gloved hand. Where were we going? Should I break away? I knew her power. If she wished to harm me, to break me…

Iris pulled me into a chamber. I could only make out the vaguest of outlines around thick drapes against the far wall.

“It was edifying, watching what people did. Learning their secrets. I thought I was close to apprehending some greater truth when I saw what the groomsman Lenric did to Efreda with that leather baton. There was something there, an incurling, the impulse for life twisted into a taste for death… but no. I realized that it was all superficial.”

She released my hand, disappeared into the darkness, and a single blade of candlelight sprang into existence. I saw that we stood in a grand bedchamber. A huge four-poster bed dominated the room, with armchairs, vanities and wardrobes covered in the same white sheets as below. The far wall was indeed covered in thick, black velvet drapes, and the walls were adorned here with curious charcoal sketches set in severe black frames. Anatomical drawings of women and men posed naked in awkward positions, their fear and confusion captured perfectly as they gazed out of the canvases.

Iris turned back to me, the candlelight gleaming on the onyx beads stitched into her sumptuous gown. “No. I needed to dig deeper if I was to ascertain the truth. It could not be revealed unwillingly by the ignorant, nor taught by the learned. It lay deeper yet, beneath the skin. And so I began my experiments.”

She reached inside a fold that ran obliquely down the length of her side and there unfastened clasps so that her gown opened along the left, leaving a panel of black, glittering fabric affixed to her front. 

“I knew my inquiries were unconventional. But what cared I for convention? I had but the one life, a few short years in which to delve into the mysteries. I felt compelled to use them fruitfully.”

She undid the clasps on the other side, and then shrugged out of her black gown, revealing billowing crimson sleeves of her undergarment, and I realized that a second skirt lay under the first which now whispered as it was discarded to the floor. With quick pinches she removed needles from the sides of the pinned panel, and then discarded that too, revealing her black corset. 

“What is life? What separates us from animals? What is it that the Hanged God collects when we step into his Ashen Garden? Is the soul physically present within us, perhaps in the breast or the brain? How much can you damage a person’s mind before they cease to be themselves, and become… something else?” Her words were dreamy, her tone soft. “And if we die, can we truly be plucked back from the Ashen Garden, and our real selves resleeved into our corpses? Is death… necessary?”

She undid clasps at her hips, and then pushed her sumptuous black skirt down, crumpling it about her knees, revealing an underskirt of crimson. She stepped free of her gown skirt, her movements clean, practiced, requiring no effort, no focus.

I listened, I watched, mesmerized. 

“My efforts were paltry, before. I fumbled as if in the dark. Fingers extended toward the light, but unable to grasp, to…comprehend. Here. Undo my laces, please.”

She turned, presenting me with her back, a bow tied off at the top of her corset. This I undid, and couldn’t help but wonder: who had laced her up to begin with?

“But then Wargiver found me and ministered to my mind. In a way, he was a kindred spirit. He sought to undo the human frame through pain and magic. To shatter the boundaries of the possible. To unleash one’s true potential.” 

The lacings hissed as I pulled it free of each successive eyelet.

“Alas, that his concerns were tainted by sexual sadism. Unnecessary, and ultimately his greatest impediment to discovering something of value. But what he did to my mind… to my grasp of my own powers… I am now both less than I once was, and oh, so much more.”

I pulled the lace from the last hole, and the corset opened down her back. Iris pulled it free, down each arm, and cast it aside.

Turned to me, dressed in nothing now but her camisole and underskirt. Placed a hand on my chest, face upturned, eyes glimmering in the candlelight.

“I am less of a person. Things that were once…intuitive, now seem strange, arbitrary. Yet I am also more. The threads that bind us to our fate are now almost visible. The Ashen Garden exists but around the corner, and if I stretch out my hand, I feel as if I could almost caress its trees of bone…”

She pressed on my chest. The bed was firmly against the back of my knees. I sat back on the thick, dusty mattress. 

“Tamara heals the living matrix. Her powers are admirable. Yet once the matrix goes dark, she is powerless. I can sense the matrix once the divine breath is blown away from its lattices. I can watch it degrade in time, yet intuit what it once was.”

She undid her skirt and it fell from view, revealing her white stockings. Moved forwards, she began to crawl over me, forcing me to elbow my way back into the center of the bed. And always her voice smooth and distant. 

“I can gaze upon a skeleton and if I focus, call to my mind the matrix of the once living person. With effort, perhaps, I could bring that flesh back from the grave, assemble those bones, attach sinew, weave gut, orchestrate the heart, link up the tenuous filaments of the mind… bring the whole back to cold perfection. Exhume from the past the perfect replica of the man.”

I reached the bank of pillows and there stopped. She did the same, sat back upon my hips, and reached down as if to confirm the presence of my cock. It was as hard as iron beneath my pants. From arousal, I was sure, but what a complex cocktail of emotions were raging through me: wonder and horror, fascination and lust, fear and shock. 

She pulled up her camisole, bunching it around her hips, and I saw that her stockings were only thigh-high and that she wore no undergarments. Black ribbons were tied off above the knees, holding her stockings in place. Her hand moved from my cock to her pussy, and I saw her slip her fingers inside herself.

But her expression never changed. The fixity of her stare as she looked down upon me. 

“But what use to assemble a model of a man? What use to set skeletons and corpses in motion, like clockwork automata? No, I am no nearer to divining the secrets that have fascinated me than when I was a little girl, watching Lenric slowly work over Efreda. No closer…”

She bit her lower lip and began to grind her hips from side to side, pressing the back of her fingers against my shaft. I didn’t know what to do - reach for her? Remain still? Escape?

I felt her knuckles rippling as she touched herself, the sensation torturous and sublime, and I yearned for more direct contact. She finally drew her fingers free, held them up to the candlelight, and gazed dispassionately upon their glistening lengths. 

“What then, is the soul? Tamara says she can affect it with her healing. That implies that it is a tangible object. Capable of manipulation. Can it thus be recalled from the grave? Can it be torn from the body? Moved from one body to another? Can matrixes be created whole cloth by a sufficiently ingenious mind if backed with the right amount of power and knowledge? And if so…”

She slid one finger into her mouth, licked it clean, then reached down to undo the drawstrings of my pants. Slid her hand inside and grasped my cock with her wet palm. 

“If so,” she breathed, raising her hips so she could pull me forth, “then what are we but random flecks of divinity, waiting to be manipulated, killed, and brought back to life by one with the will to do so?”

I felt the wet scratch of her trimmed pubic hair, and then she parted about me as she lowered herself and I slid deep inside her. 

Fuck. My mind was racing. The words she’d been whispering were like branding irons across my thoughts, yet my body was operating on another plane, obeying a different set of imperatives. She settled ever lower upon my cock, taking me all the way in, and then, once I could go no further, began to slowly rock her hips, side to side, then in a circular, grinding motion, so that I stirred about within her.

“They called me ‘necromancer’ when they came for me,” whispered Iris, closing her eyes. “They thought my interests lay in rousing their dead. Defiling the corpses of their mothers and fathers, their brothers and sisters, their sons and daughters. Oh.” She let out a little gasp, and then leaned back, placing both hands just outside my knees, so that her camisole limned her naked body with sweet perfection and I felt my cock rub against the top of her pussy as she pulled back and lowered herself, again and again.

I couldn’t control myself any longer. I reached up, took hold of her camisole where it was bunched up about her waist, and lifted it, sitting up so that I could raise it over her small, high breasts, then pulled it over her head. She raised her arms obligingly, and I cast it aside, falling back to gaze upon her ivory perfection. The arch of her ribs, the smooth expanse of her stomach, the points of her hips, the swell of her pubis. I ran my hands up her body to her hard nipples. She leaned back once more, grinding down still upon me, and let her head hang back, extending the pale length of her throat as I squeezed and rubbed her breasts.

It was too much. I sat up again, pulled her to me, brought her nipple to my mouth, and felt her wrap her legs around my waist so that I speared even deeper inside her. She moaned as I sucked on her, fingers sinking into my hair, pressing her chest to my face. 

Then she shoved me back, her strength surprising, pinning me to the pillow with one hand. I lay there, heart pounding, and almost cried out with a sense of loss as she pulled herself off me.

“They didn’t understand,” she said, voice husky, breathless. “Wargiver didn’t understand. Tamara doesn’t understand.” She slid up my body, dragging her wet pussy up my stomach, up over my chest, her hand moving to cup the side of my head. She gazed down at me, eyes luminous in the candlelight, and smiled with terrible fondness tempered by pity. 

“You don’t understand,” she whispered, and then lowered her pussy over my lips.

And the Hanged God take my soul, all I wanted was to drink her in, to lick the length of her cunt, to see how deep I could swirl my tongue inside her, to take her clit between my lips and flick my tongue over it again and again. I clenched her ass with my hands and sank my nails into her perfect flesh, and she rode me, one hand buried in my hair, back arching, other hand twisting her nipple.

I licked and suckled, teased and worked at her as she rode me, and the minutes stretched out into an eternity of labia and wetness. Her pale body rocking back and forth above me, until she let out a soft, wounded cry, and I felt her stomach flutter, felt her thighs squeeze the side of my head. I licked harder, circling her clit, and she let out another cry, fell forward, bracing herself against the headboard with one arm, gazing down at me with wide, unseeing eyes that were rimmed in black as she shook, an orgasm thundering through her, and I felt a stab of cruel pleasure, a sense of victory, of having brought her back to earth, into her body, of having made her feel something.

She sat back on my chest and I wiped her juices from my face with the back of my hand and grinned up at her. “I may be an ignorant street rat from Port Gloom, but fuck if I don’t know a few tricks.”

Iris smiled, her chest rising and falling. “A few tricks, yes.”

“Now it’s my turn.” I sat up, pushing her down into my lap, and then roughly turned her about as I rose to my knees so that she was on all fours. “Ready?”

“This was to be my marriage bed,” she said dreamily, moving sinuously from side to side as if stretching out her shoulders and hips. “This was where I was to lose my virginity to Beauhammer on our first night. Or whomever else I decided to take as my sole and only partner. I like it that we’re copulating here. That we’re putting that lie to rest.” It was eerie, how calm she sounded. “Go on, Kellik. I would like you to make me scream.”

That crudity, coming from her, pushed me over the edge. I growled as I parted her ass cheeks, revealing her wet slit, and thrust in all the way to the base of my shaft. She moaned, pushed back against me, and I reached down, trying to seize hold of her black hair, but it was so tightly braided in a crown about her head that I couldn’t grasp anything. Instead, I took her by the shoulders and began to slam into her, shaking her slender body with each powerful thrust, deeper and harder and faster, my body bathed in sweat, the slopes of her back gleaming in the candlelight. She began to give out small cries of pleasure each time I powered all the way home, and I felt my orgasm approaching, rising up from my core like an exploding sun, consuming all of me.

I seized her by the hips and just let loose. Hammered at her so fast she couldn’t follow, but instead simply dropped her head to the bed and lay there wailing as I fucked her with everything I had - and then screamed as I came, my own roar joining her own. I lifted her hips up, raising her knees right off the bed, and came again and again into her depths, her pussy clenching me like a fist, squeezing and squeezing again and again.

We collapsed over onto our sides and lay there gasping. She was bathed in sweat, just as I was, and for a long time we didn’t move, didn’t speak, didn’t do anything but luxuriate in the narcotic afterglow of our orgasms. Then, neatly, she disengaged from me and slid off the bed.

I propped myself up on my elbow. The past hour seemed a blur. Her words - what had she been saying there at the end? That I knew nothing? That she was going to find a way to control the matrixes of our souls…?

I watched as she smoothed down her shift, stepped into her skirt, and pulled it up around her waist to tie off at her hips. 

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“My family crypt.”

I didn’t know what to say to that. I seemed to spend most of my time around her not knowing what to say. 

She skipped the corset, picked up the upper half of her gown, slid her arms through the sleeves and pulled the bodice tightly about her chest, only to leave it hanging open, so that her shift remained in view. 

Fuck. I’d forgotten all about Cerys and Tamara. The whole of the Bonegwayne might have turned out by now to search for us. “We need to get back.”

“We will.” She slid her feet into her shoes, smoothed down her dress, then turned to smile brightly at me. “That was nice. Thank you. Take your time. I’ll see you in the foyer when I’m done.” 

And with that she left the room, stepped out into the dark hallway, and was gone.

Fuck, I thought again, falling back onto the bed. I was starting to feel chilled by my cooling sweat. What by the Hanged God’s yawning grin had just happened? Into what delirium had I sunk so that I couldn’t even quite remember her words? They’d been of the greatest import, but all I’d been able to focus on was her body, her sex, her lips and cunt, the need to draw forth gasps and moans, to own her, to let her own me. 

And in the process something important had slipped through my fingers.

I sat up. Maybe that’d been because of my king troll nature. My fixating on the need to dominate. 

I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and stood. Frowned at the sole candle. Something about the people mistaking her for a necromancer. She’d pitied Tamara and I. Said that we didn’t understand. Didn’t understand what? 

Damn it.

I laced myself up, raked my fingers through my sweaty hair, then took up the candle. I briefly considered following her out to the family crypt, and quickly decided against it. Down to the foyer I’d go, to pray that Blind Fortuna was smiling at me and that I’d not need to go in search of Iris again.

Amongst the bones and bodies of her dead.

I took a steadying breath. Held it for a five count, and then stepped out into the dark hallway to fumble my way downstairs.

 


Chapter 9

 

 

Dusk was falling as we made our way across the docks to the Mermaid. Iris was back on the Bonegwayne, exhausted after her efforts in the crypt, and asleep in a hammock. My friends and I had debated the pros and cons of accepting Elsa’s offer until at last everyone conceded that we simply didn’t have a timely alternative. We’d bring her down into the ruins, lose her before hitting the White Suns, and then apologize when we returned and give her enough gold to end her complaints. Having reached that agreement, we’d waited for the sun to set, opting to remain onboard so as to avoid trouble.

And now the time had come. Activity was winding down across the length of the docks; the last of the ships to depart under the lampetramen’s guidance had faded into the fog that seemed to perpetually obscure the entrance to the bay. The last teams had laid off loading their ships, and sailors were now gladly streaming to the taverns and inns so as to burn off their pay.

Cerys stalked sullenly by my side, Netherys on the other, enveloped by a voluminous cloak that hid her true nature from any prying eyes. The others had opted to remain behind, though I’d debated the merits of bringing Pony for shock value. Nothing like a war troll to remind people that you held bigger cards than they did. But no. Discretion still had some value in Port Lusander.

The Mermaid was doing brisk business. A jaunty concertina tune filled the air and the windows were flung open, revealing the brightly lit interior and the crowded bar. A gaggle of sailors stood by the door, talking jovially with tankards of ale in hand. I slipped between them, made for the door, and stepped into the warmth within.

The fireplace was roaring, the main spot before it still claimed by the huge dog, and Matteo and two others were working behind the bar, pouring drinks, exchanging gibes with locals, and otherwise making sure the Mermaid turned a healthy profit.

At my entrance Matteo stiffened than raised a hand in greeting. I opted to leave him alone for now - perhaps he’d heard the good news, perhaps not, but either way I’d more pressing business. I glanced around, took in the booths, and saw that the furthest away held a likely suspect. A slender figure in a rich but worn sapphire cloak, the hood pulled down low, a glass of wine between her long fingers.

“At least she’s not going to make us wait,” said Cerys.

I led the way through the crowd and to the rear booth, where I slid in, Cerys moving in beside me, Netherys pulling up a chair so that she could sit facing us all, leaving Elsa alone on her side.

“Evening, Kellik, Cerys.” Elsa pushed back her hood just enough that we could see her eyes flash. “Glad you decided to come.”

“With an offer like yours? Hard to stay away.”

“That’s what I’d hoped.” Elsa looked curiously at Netherys. “Who is your friend?”

Before I could answer, Netherys leaned forward, her impossible elven grace making all of us humans appear cloddish in comparison. She took Elsa’s hand in her ashen own, and brought it to her lips within the cowl of her cloak. “Netherys of Aglorond, Mistress Beauhammer. I was most curious to make your acquaintance.”

Elsa stiffened with shock and jerked her hand back as if scalded. “A dark elf?” She glared at me, and I was relieved to see that even her sangfroid had its limits. “You can’t be serious.”

“Careful,” said Netherys, leaning back in her chair and crossing her legs. “Keep speaking like that and I’ll think you’re biased against my kind.”

“I am serious,” I said, working hard to keep my expression neutral. “Netherys is a friend of mine and trusted companion.” Maybe I was overstating things, but Elsa needn’t know that. “Why? Is there a problem?”

“A- a problem?” Elsa’s shock gave way to indignation. But then to my surprise she took a breath, placed both hands flat on the table as if steadying herself, and gave me a pained smile. “No. Of course not. You simply took me by surprise. A pleasure to meet you, Netherys of Aglorond.”

“Oh, she’s good,” Netherys said to me. “Look how quickly she regained her composure. Impressive. I’ll have to keep a close eye on you.”

Elsa’s smile broadened. “I’d like that. To business?”

“To business. We’ve decided to accept your offer. If you provide us with information that results in our being able to impress your father and thus gain a free license, you can join our team when we enter the ruins and earn an equal share of the spoils we discover within.”

“Excellent,” said Elsa. “Now that we’ve agreed to the basics, let’s talk particulars. In order to impress my father you’ll need to attend his celebratory ball. It’s being held on the night of the Nautical Equinox, and costumes and masks are de rigueur. No offense, Netherys, but it would be prudent for only humans to attend. My father is very old-fashioned.”

“No offense taken,” said the dark elf.

“I’ll introduce you to him, and then you will need to press for a private audience. I’ll ensure you get one, upon which you’ll produce what you’ve acquired. While he’s reeling, you ask him for his favor in the upcoming explorations, and he should prove only too grateful to give you the license.”

“And if he doesn’t?” asked Cerys. “If he’s grateful but only to a limited degree?”

“Nothing’s certain in this life but death,” said Elsa, and I thought immediately of Iris, of her candlelit bedroom, her gleaming alabaster body. “But I’m confident this will more than impress him. Especially if you seduce him a little beforehand, Cerys. You’ll have him eating out of your hand.”

“Not something I look forward to,” said Cerys, “but I can make that work. Very well.”

“Excellent.” Elsa leaned forward. “Now, I need to reveal a little more about my desires in this matter.”

“You’re searching for something within the ruins,” said Netherys. 

“I see why you have her in your employ,” said Elsa. “Kind of. I told you this venture was a gamble, but I hate playing bad odds. I mean to increase the chances of our striking it rich to near certainty.”

“I can get behind that,” I said. “What are you thinking?”

“The ruins are many levels deep, and the uppermost have already been explored with some degree of thoroughness by previous teams. I’ve interviewed enough survivors to have created what I believe to be an accurate map of the upper levels. I originally thought of using it to head straight down to the lowermost levels to ensure our chances of finding something worthwhile, but then realized the work had already been done for us. A group has already found and secured an area that is no doubt filled with incalculable wealth.”

“The White Suns,” I said.

“You’ve done your research. Yes. They’ve secured a large section of the fourth level. Part of our contract will stipulate we avoid it. All forbidden areas are marked off with sacred seals. However. Think about it. Whatever is in there must be both very dangerous and valuable if they’re expending so much effort to contain it.”

Elsa leaned forward so that her weight was resting on her forearm, and stabbed her finger into the table. “High risk, high reward. They’ll never expect an attack. We move in fast, we disarm them - or kill them, I’m not above that - and take whatever we find. We don’t need to worry about the other teams competing with us, and can be gone before anybody knows otherwise. We’ll need to have a boat ready to take us out immediately, arrange for an escort with the lampetramen - but it can be done.” Elsa sat back. Considered us all. “If you’ve the stomach for it.”

I looked over to Cerys and arched my brow. “Interesting.”

Netherys stirred, crossing one leg over the other. “Very interesting. You’re a dangerous young lady, Elsa Beauhammer, and I don’t say that lightly.”

“I don’t know if it’s meant as a compliment,” said Elsa, crossing her arms over her heavy cloak. “But I’ll take it as such. And. You don’t seem shocked.”

“Well, let’s not go that far,” I said. “I’m pretty shocked that such an upstanding young noblewoman as yourself would even dream of such a thing.”

“Ha,” said Elsa. “Spare me. No. There’s more going on here. You… huh. You were already planning to hit the White Suns.”

I considered denying it, but knew I’d not sound very convincing. That and Cerys’ hard expression would undercut my own protests.

Excitement quickened Elsa’s voice. “That really was your goal. By the Hanged God’s lust for life, that’s why you came here. But - why?” She searched my face, glanced at Cerys. “Do you know what they guard?”

“Perhaps we reached the same conclusions you did,” said Cerys. 

Elsa licked her lower lip as she considered me. “Well, you’re certainly not a pious lot, not with Netherys amongst your number. Blind Fortuna’s clearly lifting me on the wheel - I couldn’t have asked for a better team to make this strike. I thought I was going to have to convince you to even consider it, but no.”

“I guess that makes me the answer to your prayers,” I said, unable to resist. “Now that we’ve tentatively become best friends and know enough about each other to ensure we’d be tortured to death in the name of the public good, why don’t you tell us this secret piece of information.”

A coy smile teased the corner of her lips, and a gold crown appeared between her fingers. She set it to rolling and dancing across her knuckles, back and forth as she spoke. “My father arrived in Port Lusander almost thirty years ago. His ship was part of a crusade against the Paruko. They ran afoul of a storm, and limped into the bay, intending to dock. My father, however, had a falling out with the lampetramen as they towed his ship through the coral maze; he spurned them, insisted on completing the arrival himself, and subsequently foundered his ship.”

“Unfortunate but perhaps not too surprising,” I said.

Elsa shrugged. “He and his men swam ashore as the ship sank into the bay. Most of their number survived, but they lost their goods, treasure, and private belongings. My father found himself stranded in Port Lusander, so, being a pragmatic man, claimed the abandoned castle as his own and proclaimed himself magistrate. Nobody objected.”

“Nobody objected?” Cerys arched a brow. “What of the previous ruler?”

“There was none,” said Elsa. “Port Lusander at that point was a very different city. The xanthan vine companies protected their own operations and ensured that their part of the docks remained orderly, but the rest was allowed to police itself. As a result, Lusander was a paradoxical city: half of it given to strict order, the other a lawless, piratical haven. As long as nobody interfered with corporate interests, the leaders of the companies were content to let Lusander burn.”

“And they welcomed your father?” I asked.

“They quickly reached an understanding. My father would impose order or do whatever he saw fit with the city as long as he didn’t interfere with their activities or seek to impose any taxes on them. They cordoned off their part of the docks, and have continued ever since to operate as a city apart. And - well. Port Lusander has benefited from my father’s oversight. He and his men protect the city from the occasional swamp goblin revolt when they’ve grown beyond the abilities of the companies to control, and arrest and execute anybody who does anything too out of line, like murder or arson. But for the most part they let everyone do what they will, as long as they don’t draw my father’s attention. It’s worked, more or less.”

“Hence Jessie’s low-level racketeering,” I said. “It doesn’t warrant your father’s attention, but she’s reluctant to make a play for more power.”

“Far from it,” said Elsa. “She is in effect part of the local government. He indirectly depends on her and others like her to keep things from needing his attention. But regardless. The point is that his ship went down in the bay thirty years ago, and with it his most prized possession. A locket containing a portrait of his first wife. Grief over her unnatural and apparently utterly hideous death was what led him to join the crusade. If you were to recover it, his gratitude would know no bounds.”

“A question,” said Netherys, voice silken and soft. “Why hasn’t he asked the lampetramen to dive down and secure it?”

“He loathes the lampetramen.” Elsa caused the gold coin to leap up, snatched it out of the air, and then opened her palm to show that it had disappeared. “He blames them for the shipwreck of his ship. He even tried to get rid of them shortly after he set himself in power, but rapidly realized how disastrous that policy was when they shut down all naval traffic. That was the first and only time the companies brought him to task, and he’s not tested them since. So, no, he won’t speak with them.”

“Then why don’t you?” asked Cerys. “You could have secured this locket years ago and used it to your advantage.”

“Because the lampetramen won’t dive down to the ship,” said Elsa. “I’ve asked. The bay is surprisingly broad and deep. The Hammer rests in the deepest part, right by the entrance to the coral maze, and - well. Apparently, right beside the home of something that terrifies the lampetramen. I’ve asked what it is, but they break off conversation if pressed. Some form of underwater monster, I’m sure.”

“Which we’d have to take care of,” I said.

Her smile was bleak. “Which you’d have to take care of. Hence, why this is worth a three thousand crown license. I didn’t say it would be easy.”

Netherys tapped her fingernails on the tabletop. “We’ll need water-breathing magic.”

“The lampetramen can help you with that,” said Elsa. “Their shamans can cast such spells easily, though they rarely do so. You’ll need to convince one to assist you.”

I shifted uneasily in my seat. “What aren’t you telling us, Elsa?”

She spread her hands. “I swear by the White Sun that I’m telling you all I know. I began my investigations years ago. Originally, I wanted to get my hands on my father’s lost crusader treasure. But the lampetramen refused to dive down, and the one time I trusted someone to help they betrayed me and took the treasure for themselves. Bastard. I’ve tried other means of escape, such as investing my limited wealth in Jessie’s trading ventures, but you’ve already heard how that turned out. I’m desperate.”

“Wait. Your friend took the treasure?” I tried to hide my disappointment.

“Yes. A mage out of Olandipolis. What can I say? I was young, naive, and desperate. But now things are different.”

“And you know what we want,” I said.

“Yes. I’m sure there are other valuables down there, but nothing that equals a three thousand gold crown license from my father.”

I tapped my fingers on the table. Considered. “Fine. So we approach the lampetramen, get them to cast spells that allow us to dive down, retrieve this locket, then you present Cerys to your father at the ball once the last license is sold. She impresses him, earns his discretionary license, we all go into the ruins, strike at the White Suns, take whatever they’re guarding, and then get away. Does that sound right?”

“Simple,” said Elsa with a winning smile.

“We’ll need to work on the get-away part,” said Cerys. “Maestria won’t burn another port for us.”

“Agreed. Netherys?”

“Simple,” said the dark elf, a hint of mockery to her voice. “What could go wrong?”

“Then it’s settled,” said Elsa. “I have reason to believe the remaining license will go within the next day or so - a team from Port Gloom has indicated they’re serious about making the purchase. That leaves you two days before my father’s ball, where he’s intending to give away his last license. Can I count on you?”

“We’ll get it,” I said. “If it’s remotely gettable. Have no fear on that score. How best can we speak with the lampetramen?”

“They maintain a presence on the docks for those looking to book passage out. It’s a small building made of coral in the very center by the waterline. A rope extends down into the water, at whose end hangs some kind of bell. You simply shake the rope, and a lampetraman will appear shortly thereafter to inquire as to your desire.”

“Simple enough. We ring the rope and ask for their cooperation. What will they ask for in return?”

Elsa shrugged a shoulder as she slid out of the booth. “I don’t know. You’ll have to ask them.”

I considered getting up, but something told me not to bother. “Pleasure doing business with you, Mistress Beauhammer.”

“Yes,” said Elsa. “It looks like it might profit us both. Good evening.” And wrapping her cloak more tightly about herself, she wove her way through the crowd and out into the night.

Netherys slid into the bench across from us. “I find her confidence interesting.”

“In what way?” asked Cerys. “She’s a nobleman’s daughter. Her kind are always obnoxiously confident. It comes from having the world tend to your every need since you were born. They think it’ll continue to do so, as if that is their right and not an accident of birth.”

“More than that… consider with whom she’s entered business. A team of strangers amongst whose number are a dark elf, a war troll, and a half-orc mercenary. She doesn’t even know of Iris yet, but nor do I think she’d be overly concerned if she did. Any normal noblewoman her age would have been more disturbed by working with us. Yet she took my presence in stride. I’ve rarely seen such calmness in a young human.”

“Netherys is right,” said Cerys. “She’s remarkably self-possessed and assured. I know we’ve grown used to having Netherys around, but remember our reaction when we first saw her in Skurve’s basement?”

“I do,” said Netherys with a smile, and I almost jolted as I felt her foot press up between my legs, toes flexing teasingly into my crotch.

“I - yes, you’re right - of course.” I coughed into my fist and scooted back. Netherys’ smile was treacherous and amused both. “But what of it? Elsa is a remarkable woman. She’s determined, focused, and ambitious.”

“And amoral,” said Cerys. “It takes a hardened heart to plan a strike against the White Sun.”

“And amoral,” I said. “And yet. Think of what we know about her. She slums with the likes of Jessie. Has been trying all her life to escape Port Lusander. Her father is a monstrous boor who chases young women and then sells them into slavery when they refuse his suit. Her home - the castle - is half collapsed. Elsa yearns for bigger cities, more opportunities, to exist free of her father’s shadow. So yes, she’s a cold, calculating woman. She’ll no doubt use us and throw us away the moment we’ve outlived our utility. But we’re using her as well, and can always get rid of her when we enter the ruins.”

“I wonder,” said Cerys. “She’s plenty smart. She’ll foresee that eventuality and plan for it.”

“Not that smart,” said Netherys. “She has already made several mistakes. Trusted that mage with the information about the treasure. Sunk money into a trading mission that went poorly. She might be intelligent and audacious, but her youth and inexperience are showing.”

“True.” I rubbed my thumb over my lips pensively. “Trusting us fits the pattern. Impulsive, a bold scheme that sounds good on paper but in practice is fraught with dangers. Such as our sidelining her once we get below ground.”

“Perhaps,” said Cerys. “I still don’t trust her.”

“That’s the beauty of it,” I said with a smile. “You don’t have to. As long as she’s being honest about the locket, the rest should happen as planned. I’m sure we can handle whatever other mischief she intends. Say she tries to steal the locket from us after we rescue it, and gift it to another team. We keep it hidden until the last second.”

Cerys gave a grudging nod. “Very well. So we’re going to speak with the lampetramen?”

I rose to my feet. “Looks like our next move. We get their agreement to help, then we gather our friends and swim down their tomorrow morning. Rescue the locket, tell Elsa, and prepare for a ball.”

“Where I get to flirt with Beauhammer.” Cerys made a face. “What is it about this world that so many odious men require such insipid handling?”

“It’s a cruel world,” I said, wrapping my arm around her shoulders as she stood and giving her a squeeze. “But we’re fighting to make it a little better. Right, Netherys?”

“Oh yes,” said the dark elf, rising fluidly to her feet and gathering her cloak about her. “Bringing smiles to the lips of orphans and hope to single mothers everywhere. It’s what I live for.”

I wanted to laugh, but something about Netherys’ tone limited my amusement to a rusty smile. “Ha. Yes. Good one.”

I led the way out of the Mermaid, waving to Matteo and pretending not to understand his beckoning gesture, and back out into the warm, marshy air. The moon had risen over the bank of perpetual fog that clothed the mouth of the bay, and cast a long, smeared ripple of light across the choppy waters right up to the docks. Navigating the sparse crowd, I led the two ladies down the closest ramp to the lowest level, and there walked past numerous anchored ships till we reached the small coral building.

The water lapped against the pylons right below us, as I peered within; it was an empty box, dominated by a moss-covered rope which descended from an iron loop in its ceiling straight down into black waters below.

I took a deep breath. I wasn’t looking forward to speaking with the lampetramen. Something about them profoundly disturbed me. Probably their hideous heads. I gripped the slimy rope and tugged it back and forth. 

If a bell tolled below, I heard it not.

I stepped back, rested my hand on the pommel of my borrowed blade, then instead crossed my arms. Best to not look intimidating. Would the lampetramen find me intimidating? Could they even see with those weird heads of theirs? What did they do down there in the dark waters? Just wait amongst the roots of the trees, still and silent until they heard the bell ring?

A pale shape appeared amidst the choppy waves a few yards off the docks. That same conical head, the startling nostril holes, the great, fishbelly-pale mustache plate that spread down the sides of its mouth. The cone itself was taller than a man’s head ever could be, rising nearly a foot to its tapering, fleshy pink end.

It observed us for perhaps a breath or two and then slipped back underwater and was gone.

“Did we do something wrong?” I turned to the other two. “Did we fail to acknowledge some kind of ritual -?”

Then large, webbed hands appeared on the edge of the dock and the lampetraman thrust itself sinuously up from the water, rising up so swiftly that before I could react it was crouched on the weathered boards, water streaming down its gleaming body. It rose to its feet and up close I could smell it, a faint fishy tang shot through with salt and the silty murk of the water itself.

It cocked its head to one side, then the other, in an almost bird-like manner. It was powerfully built, without an ounce of fat on its muscular body, and completely unabashed of its nudity. I averted my eyes from its ridiculously large cock. By the Hanged God’s empty nutsack what the hell was it doing packing such weaponry?

“You rang the bell of summons,” it said, voice sibilant and slippery, as if it had a gobbet of phlegm in the back of its throat that it refused to hawk up and spit. “What is your business with my kind?”

“Hello, yes, thank you for coming.” What was it about huge cocks that made it hard to look anywhere else? I opted for staring up and to the left of the creature’s head. “My name’s, ah, Kellik, and we’ve a request to make of your people. Not a navigational one, really, more of a…. Well.”

“The Hanged God wept,” said Cerys impatiently, stepping forward. “We wish to dive down to a wreck at the bottom of the bay and were told your people can cast spells that allow us to breathe underwater. What will it take for you to help us in this matter?”

It quirked its head once more. When it opened its mouth I saw that solid shell of upper - teeth? glisten in the gloom, and looked away once more. “It depends. There are areas of the bay that are forbidden. Which wreck, and where is it located?”

“Forbidden?” asked Cerys. “Why?”

“There is a delicate balance at play beneath the waves of which your kind is unaware. We are not the only denizens of the bay or the waters beyond. Allowing you to swim down into certain areas could cause destabilizing turbulence whose aftershocks could stress both our own colony and ability to act as guides for your ships. Thus, we are reluctant to allow surface dwellers down into the waters without escorts, and restrict where they may swim.”

“This makes sense,” said Netherys, stepping up to my other side. “Your realm is your domain, and we will obey your dictates. There is no cause for alarm.”

“The name of the ship,” said the lampetraman. “And where it foundered.”

“The Hammer,” I said. “At the very entrance to the bay, just within the maze, or where it was some thirty years ago.”

The lampetraman stood still as if considering, mouth opening and closing, and then shook its head with finality. “No. That area is forbidden. We will not assist you in reaching it, and any attempts will be intercepted by our people. Is there anything else we can help you with?”

“Surely we can reach an agreement,” I said. “Gold, perhaps? Assistance with something else?”

“Good night,” said the lampetraman, and dove backwards, back bending into a perfect semicircle as it spun in mid-air to spear into the dark waves and disappear.

“Fuck.” I restrained the urge to throw something into the water after him. “Well, that was easy. What was it Elsa said?”

“That it would be simple,” said Cerys. “Perhaps we don’t need to go to them for the water-breathing spell. Has Havatier ever mentioned being able to cast such?”

“No,” I said. “And even if he could, I don’t know if he’d be willing to help us. He’s taking my being a king troll really badly.”

“I don’t blame him,” said Cerys, hugging herself as she stared into the waters of the dark bay. “Maybe there’s someone else around here who could cast it for us.”

“The problem,” said Netherys, “lies with avoiding the lampetramen even if we acquire the spell. How good are the odds that we could avoid them all the way down to The Hammer’s decks?”

“You’re the one who prays to Mother Magrathaar,” I said, trying and failing to not sound sullen. “You tell us.”

“Unlikely,” said Netherys. “Worse, if we’re caught, we’d be trapped in Port Lusander as the lampetramen will refuse to navigate us out when we need to leave. If it’s not a crime to offend them in the first place. We must consider going against their desires carefully.”

I ground the toe of my boot into the splintery boards. “Well, the free license is being given away tomorrow night. It’s either The Hammer or we’re going to be forced to break into Beauhammer’s ruins out of season.”

“What if we snuck in along with the other teams?” asked Cerys. “If the ruins are so extensive there might be other entrances that Beauhammer and his men don’t know about.”

“There would be the benefit of not being expected,” said Netherys. “The White Suns wouldn’t be on alert because of the random teams wandering through.”

“And we could operate without Elsa,” I said. “Yes. There might be something to that. But how do we find a way in? Actually.” An idea popped into my head. “I know someone who owes us a favor, and, with his being a bartender, might have some information he could share.”

“Matteo?” Cerys snorted. “You think he’ll want to embroil himself further in our business?”

I grinned. “If there’s one thing I’m good at, it’s embroiling people. Who’s coming back with me to the Mermaid?”

“I’ll pass,” said Netherys. “The place was loud, rank, and crowded with inebriated humans. I’ll not tempt Mother Magrathaar to make our evening anymore interesting than it needs to be.”

“Very well,” I said. “See you back on the Bonegwayne.”

Netherys gave me a mocking bow, then strode away into the gloom.

“Ready for a night on the town?” I asked, extending my arm to Cerys.

Her eyes flicked down to my arm then back up to my eyes. “No. But I’ll agree to a quick meeting with Matteo.”

I lowered my arm awkwardly. “Well, all right. We can settle for that.”

Cerys strode past me and back up the ramp. I followed her, annoyed and put out. Then again, did I have any right to expect other? Given what was currently transpiring between us? I studied her back, her subtly swaying walk as she led the way. It was too easy to remember her tears. Her bitter words. And just like that I felt an idiot. Pretending that everything was fine between us, that she didn’t dread what I might become, what I might be turning her into. 

Cerys led the way to the bar. Matteo’s eyes lit up at our arrival, and he pointed toward the same corner booth we’d occupied but a short while ago. We met there shortly thereafter, Matteo with three foaming tankards in hand, sliding two over to us as he sat across from us.

“It seems I have reason to celebrate!” He raised his tankard. “Word has come down that I’ll be exempt from this and all future payments to Jessie, though I’ll still enjoy her ‘protection,’ such as it is. My thanks, Kellik!”

“All future payments?” I asked, clanking my tankard against his. “That’s not what I recall arranging. I just said all unusual taxes to cover emergencies.”

Matteo drank deep of his good heavy and then licked the foam off his lip. “Word is a representative of yours met with Bennie and Jessie at their warehouse - a goblin? You really are a man of many mysteries. Anyway, he negotiated very persuasively the terms of a deal between you and Jessie, part of which was my complete freedom from all future payments of any kind. That’ll increase my profits by at least ten percent each month right there, just about pushing me into the black. So! To my new best friends and indirect beneficiaries, Kellik and Cerys.”

I sipped my good heavy, and found it good indeed. Thick, malty, with leathery, loamy hints and a trace of coffee. Delicious. 

“You know,” said Matteo, sitting back with a smile. “I honestly thought you were going to be the end of me when you challenged Bennie like that. But now that I know you had a war troll in your back pocket this entire time, well. That adds a whole different context to your threats.”

“You’ve heard about Pony?” I asked.

“Everyone’s heard about - Pony? His name is Pony?” Matteo laughed. He sounded almost giddy. “I thought he’d be called Crusher, or Ironfist, or - or Doom Knuckles -”

I couldn’t help it - I gave an incredulous laugh. “Doom Knuckles?”

Matteo spread his hands. “Perhaps I shouldn’t go into the troll-naming business. But still. Pony?”

“You’d have to ask his mother,” I said.

“Well, to Pony then,” said Matteo, raising his tankard again. “The sweetest, best troll that ever helped my liquidity. Speaking of which, free drinks for you and your friends within reason here at the bar moving forward. Just a small token of my appreciation. What does Pony drink?”

We clanked tankards again. 

“What does Pony drink?” I asked Cerys.

“Wrong question,” said Cerys. “Do we want Pony drinking?”

“Probably not,” I said. 

“Probably not,” agreed Matteo, sticking out his lower lip thoughtfully. “Good point.”

“Listen, my friend, I’ve a question for you.” I folded my arms on the table and leaned forward. “The ruins beneath Beauhammer’s castle. Have you heard of any alternative means of getting in beside the one Beauhammer controls?”

“Oh aye, there were a few, but the White Sun spent a long time thoroughly closing each one down,” said Matteo. “And I mean properly closing them down, with cave-ins and the like. There used to be a small, very high-risk ongoing salvage and smuggling business dealing with goods extracted from the ruins. That all came to a stop, though I remember some of the more dedicated members of that operation trying to get in for a season. It was the talk of the docks. They were digging in, though nobody knew where. We all think they finally made it in, but nobody knows. What is known is that their heads were displayed prominently on the walls of the castle one morning, and that was the end of that.”

I sat back with a frown. “You think the White Suns got them?”

“I specifically don’t think about it at all,” said Matteo. “When it comes to the White Suns, my mind is studiously blank.”

“No entrances, then.” Cerys drew a circle in some spilt ale. “That’s inconvenient.”

“Aye, it is,” said Matteo, actually sounding sympathetic. “I figured that’s what you were here for, what with your having a war troll and all. Who’d bring a war troll to Port Lusander except to try their hands at the ruins?”

“True enough,” I said. “Damn it. We don’t have the three thousand gold with which to buy a license, either.”

“You could always try and make nice with Beauhammer himself,” said Matteo, though he couldn’t help but sound skeptical. “Find a way to his party, then ask him nicely for his discretionary… no, never mind.”

“There is another option,” I said. “But it would require diving down into the bay. We spoke with the lampetramen, but they’ve refused to help.”

“Down into the bay?” Matteo took a long pull of his good heavy. “That’s… adventurous of you. All sorts of nasty things down there. You can’t get a good sense of just how large the bay is from the fog, but wide as it is it’s supposed to be even deeper. Ever notice how nobody swims in the waters, even by the docks? Not even the kids? You couldn’t get one to jump off a wharf for a gold crown unless it’s the night of the Nautical Equinox. It’s because of what’s supposed to live in there alongside the lampetramen.”

“Like what?” I asked, leaning forward again.

Matteo shook his head wonderingly. “I could fill your ears with yarns all night long. Ashen mermaids with glowing eyes. Eels as long as a galleon. The kraken himself. All manner of awful things. No. Best leave the waters to the lampetramen, especially if they’ve advised you against it.”

Cerys didn’t seem convinced. “If it’s so bad, why does the whole town jump in at the end of the Equinox?”

Matteo grinned. “That’s the madness of it. Apparently, everyone used to do it back in the old days against their will. Now it’s become the ultimate in terrifying communal insanity. The whole town gets shit-faced, and when the White Sun temple rings the midnight hour, everyone jumps in, screaming and clawing at each other, laughing and trying to get back out just as quickly. Safety in numbers? Every year a few people go missing, but people do it all the same. I think the danger of it lends the whole night its bacchanalian madness.”

“Bacchanalian madness,” I said. “If I ever own a ship, that’s what I’ll call it. But all that aside, we still need to get down to that ship. That or risk going head-to-head with the White Suns as we force an entry.”

Matteo gave me a commiserating smile. “Sometimes you just have to walk away from an impossible situation, my friend. The odds sound too stacked against you. You did well with Jessie, but - well. Jessie was child’s play compared to what you’re dealing with now.”

“The lampetramen,” I said. “What can you tell me about them? They all agree on everything? They have a common leader? Or are their different tribes, or factions, or…?”

“They’re Port Lusander’s biggest mystery, they are,” said Matteo. “Crucial to our survival, yet close-lipped about themselves. ‘Course, they don’t really have lips, do they? Been here since forever, it’s said, guiding ships in and out and trimming back the coral. Without them the coral would seal off the bay completely. Some people claim they live in black-green glass buildings below the waves, floating about their palace rooms like long-lost princes and princesses. Others say that they burrow down into the mud and sleep for years if not decades, their hearts slowing to nothing, waiting for the urge to mate to wake them up and bring them back to the surface. I’ve heard some folk say they’re the product of wizardry, and are wholly unnatural, while others claim that they’re the only true natives to these swamps. Thing is, nobody really knows. They don’t talk. Even the ones they kick out of their tribe are a close-mouthed lot.”

“Kick out of their tribes?” asked Cerys.

“Aye. They have some sort of unspoken set of rules. Every once in a blue moon a lampetramen will climb up onto the docks and not go back down again. Step into town and try to make a living amongst the rest of us. It normally doesn’t go well. Most of them end up sitting in a dark corner somewhere, not eating, and die within a day or two. A few though, it’s said, find employment. Nothing public. But it’s rare, frightfully rare. In all the time I’ve been working here, I’ve only seen it happen twice, and that’s in a decade.”

“Where do they work, these ones that find employment?” I hesitated. “A brothel?”

Matteo raised an eyebrow. “Good guess. You’re surprisingly well informed. Yes, there’s supposed to be one working in the Fever Dream. Though finding it is a mission in and of itself - the place caters to the very wealthy, and nobody I’ve spoken with actually knows where it’s located. Some wager it’s in one of the company warehouses right here on the docks. Others that it’s in a wealthy manor basement. Some say it doesn’t even exist, an urban legend of sorts. My guess? It moves around. Port Lusander’s not big enough that it could reside in any one place for long before it were sussed out. I’d guess, and this is just my opinion, mind you, that it moves around and only opens to the public a few nights a month. To its special, rarefied public, that is. To preserve its air of mystery, you see. If the noblemen here could pop down whenever they felt the urge and sleep with the ladies there, it’d soon become commonplace. But if it only were open a few times a month, and always in a different locale…? Now that’s something to hold their attention.”

Cerys’ smile was bleak. “You should have been a brothel owner, Matteo.”

“Not me,” said the young man, looking embarrassed. “I’ve too soft a heart and I’m a prude besides. The whole enterprise would fall to pieces.”

“So there could be a lampetraman working at this Fever Dream. Perhaps they’d be more amenable to helping us out. To guiding us down to the ship and helping us avoid his fellows.”

“Perhaps,” said Cerys. “If we can find him. And if he’s overcome the fear his compatriots have of whatever lies down there.”

“It’s better than battering our way into the ruins,” I said, “and risking a direct fight with the White Suns. Matteo, if you absolutely had to find the Fever Dream, how would you go about it?”

Matteo tongued the inside of his cheek. “If I had to? I’d ask Jessie, maybe. She might point you in the right direction.”

“Right. Thanks Matteo. You’ve helped more than you know.”

Matteo sat back and spread his arms expansively. “My pleasure! Now all you need do is solve my riddle and you’ll be my most favorite patrons ever.”

I drained my drink and then gave him a wink as I stood up. “I’ll see what we can do. See you around.”

“Your health.” He drained his own and rose. “And if you do find the Fever Dream, you’d best come back here and tell me all about it.”

Cerys snorted. “Men.”

“Always disappointing,” said Matteo, sketching a bow, tripping, and then stumbling back to the bar with a laugh. “Take care!”

Grinning, I led the way back outside. “You up for helping me find this place?”

“It’s work,” said Cerys. “So sure. But perhaps we should get some backup. Places like this Fever Dream are usually dangerous.”

“Not Pony. Yashara would be good but she sticks out almost as badly as he does. Tamara? If we need her help we’re already dead. Havatier would be good but he’s not talking to us.”

“Netherys,” said Cerys with a sigh.

“Netherys. With her we’ve nothing to worry about. Come on. If we jog we might catch her before she reaches the ship.” I paused, then grimaced. “Why do I get the impression we’re going to regret going to a brothel called ‘Fever Dream?’”

Cerys’ smile was cruel. “Hey, if you get to force me to flirt with Beauhammer, then we get to force you to do whatever it takes to get this lampetraman to do what we need.”

“No,” I said, but Cerys only laughed and began jogging toward the Bonegwayne. “Hell no! No way!”

She didn’t stop. I grimaced, scowled at nobody in particular, and then ran after her. It looked like our night was just beginning. 

 


Chapter 10

 

 

Half an hour later we were seated in Jessie’s warehouse, violin music playing with aching beauty in the background, candles pushing back the dark and imbuing everything with a romantic glow. The threadbare chaise on which I sat seemed almost charming in that soft, golden light, the rugs smoldered with a crimson hue, and the cut crystal glasses Jessie had ordered be brought forth and set on the central table gleamed like lost treasures.

Don’t come back here during the day, I noted to myself. Won’t be half as grand.

Jessie curled her legs under herself as she sat in her armchair, crystal flute held carelessly in one hand, studying me curiously. “I have to admit, Master Kellik, your negotiator was very skilled. I found myself agreeing to all manner of positions I’d never have thought myself capable of.”

“Master Pogmillion lives for loopholes and clauses,” I said. “I’m glad he’s on my side. If this world could be conquered by contracts I’d have been crowned emperor weeks ago.”

“Only weeks?” she asked, arching a fine brow. “Your acquaintance doesn’t stretch far back?”

“We’re a new outfit. But that’s offset by the shining future that lies before us.”

“A mutually beneficial one,” said Jessie, smiling wryly. “I hope you don’t mind my consulting with Master Pogmillion on the details of my next venture. I’d value his opinion.”

I was feeling generous, like some king being petitioned by an incredibly lovely supplicant. I guess Jessie’s wine was that good. Also, it was nice to have people speak courteously to me for a change instead of bellowing and trying to take off my head. “Of course. I’d insist, especially if my gold’s involved.”

“Which I hope it shall be. But to what do I owe this late night visit?” She leaned back in her chair, tracing the arm with her fingertips. “Not that I mind.”

I took a sip of my wine. If I knew anything about wines I’d be able to say more than it was delicious, but I’d have to settle for showing my appreciation by drinking lots of it. “We’re fascinated by Port Lusander. At first it seemed little more than a bucolic and sleepy seaside town. But the more we look, the more interesting its hidden wonders. Take, for example, the Fever Dream. Heard of it?”

Jessie stilled, and I fought the urge to exchange a glance with Cerys. For a moment I could have sworn fear flashed across Jessie’s face, but then she smiled, almost but not quite naturally, and took a sip of her wine. Buying a moment to compose herself?

“The Fever Dream. You don’t waste any time learning about our dark little secrets, do you?”

Cerys hadn’t touched her wine. She leaned forward now and set it on the table. “Yours? You’re involved?”

Jessie made the sign of the Hallowed Oak. “Oh no. I’m not. I meant Port Lusander’s. But what’s your interest? If it’s carnal, I would urge you to seek satisfaction elsewhere. There are options for a talented and handsome man such as yourself.”

I could almost hear Cerys roll her eyes and grinned. “You’re too kind. But there’s someone we want to talk to who works there, apparently. It’s purely business.”

“That’s what they all say,” said Jessie, “but I’d encourage you to reconsider. There are two sides to Port Lusander. You’ve only experienced the surface side, the normal side. The Fever Dream caters to the other.”

“What are we talking about here?” I asked. “Degenerate nobles?”

“Not so much,” said Jessie, her tone growing cautious. “You know of the companies that run the xanthan vine business, of course.”

“We’ve seen their docks,” said Cerys. “Very organized, very different from the rest of the port.”

“That’s just the tip,” said Jessie. “We don’t mess with company interests. They’re the true power behind Port Lusander. The reason behind the city’s continued existence, even. Oh, Beauhammer up in his castle might argue otherwise, but he’s tolerated by the companies as long as he doesn’t meddle in their business.”

“We heard he doesn’t even get to tax them,” I said.

Jessie snorted. “Tax them? He’s lucky they don’t tax him. No, they do as they will, and exist in a separate world from the rest of us. Which is how we like it. The less one involves oneself with their business and world, the better. The Fever Dream would bring you firmly into their sphere, for in large part the Dream caters to their elite. The executives and officers of the three companies.”

“So what’s the harm in our visiting?” I asked. “I can even tidy myself up, put on a nice coat.”

“It’s not that,” said Jessie. “You don’t want to draw their attention. Their house mages are elite. Their personal guards are… unsurpassed. They are utterly merciless and destroy anything that interferes with their way of life. Decadent, ridiculously wealthy, and unconstrained by the law or any semblance of morality. If you go to the Fever Dream and cause trouble -”

“Who said we’d cause trouble?” I protested.

“If you go and cause trouble, they’ll see to it that you don’t cause trouble again. And perhaps they’ll look a little further afield to see whom else you’ve been talking to, and have a word with them in turn. Which means me. So.” Jessie’s smile was almost convincing. “Let’s talk about alternatives. What kind of girl do you enjoy? I’m sure we can find a match.”

“Didn’t know you were in the whoring business,” said Cerys.

Jessie cocked her head to one side, smile growing hard. “I’m not. But I’m willing to make exceptions if it means keeping a war troll out of the Fever Dream.”

“We weren’t planning on taking Pony,” I said.

Jessie spread her hands as if saying that remained to be seen.

Netherys leaned forward. She’d remained quiet all this time, and hadn’t even pushed back her hood. “Perhaps you can give us a few hints. Indirect pieces of information from which we can draw our own conclusions and leave you blameless.”

Jessie licked her lower lip. “Look, even if I wanted to help you, I can’t. I don’t know where it is. Nobody does. Even if you knew the address itself, you’d still not be able to find it.”

“Ah,” said Netherys. “Magical wards.”

“Didn’t say that,” said Jessie.

“Which would explain why it is so difficult to find. Someone’s obfuscating its location. Yet not so that patrons can’t find their way there. A keyword, perhaps, or attuned object that allows the bearer to see past the magic.” Netherys leaned back in her seat. “We could lift such a key from a corporate officer and use that to find our way in.”

Jessie sat bolt upright, wine sloshing in her glass. “Absolutely not, you - why, you’d rouse the wrath - that would be insane -”

“Oh, my dear,” said Netherys, her voice the perfect blend of amusement and condescension. “I’ve done far crazier things than that. Hush.”

“Let’s leave off assaulting corporate officers for now,” I said. “What do you think? Could you trace the magic itself? Do a Port Gloom, and find the hidden by detecting the blank spot itself?”

“Perhaps,” said Netherys. “It depends on how skilled the practitioner is. But as I said, we’re helped by the need for this brothel to be found by a wide variety of patrons. Thus, even if the practitioner is talented, their weave will be weakened by this trapdoor.”

Cerys tapped her lips. “Of course, arriving unannounced could be problematic in and of itself. Whose to say we’d gain admittance even if we found the door?”

“That’s where we lie,” I say. “Say we’re guests of Beauhammer or one of the corporate groups. We don’t need to spend long inside. Just enough to have a word with our friend.”

“You’re absolutely mad,” said Jessie. “No - not mad, merely ignorant of what you’re dealing with. Don’t be mistaken by Port Lusander’s size. Yes, I know we’re a fraction of Port Gloom’s immensity, but the forces that work beneath the surface here would challenge anything in your home city. You go breaking into the Fever Dream, you’ll bring down ruin upon your heads.”

“Nothing we’re not used to,” I said, leaning forward to place my glass on the table. “Anything else you can tell us? No? Well, you’ve been very helpful, regardless. I’ll be sure to not mention your name if we’re apprehended and tortured.”

“Mad,” said Jessie, and then she laughed. “But I have to admit I admire your boldness, Kellik. If you survive the night, come pay me another visit and tell me about your escapades.”

I stood and sketched a courtly bow. “On that you can count, my smuggling queen.”

Cerys and Netherys stood up as well, and soon we were outside. A faint fog had risen from the bay, and once more the lanterns were haloed in amber coronas. We walked perhaps a block before ducking into an alleyway.

“So,” I said, leaning against the mossy brick wall. “Netherys?”

“Let me see.”

“Wait,” said Cerys. “Jessie sounded serious. Are we ready to meddle with these powers? She sounds legitimately afraid of them.”

“You know, these might be my famous last words, but she’s a small-time smuggler that we browbeat without breaking a sweat.” I shrugged. “I’m willing to bet Jessie’s idea of lethal is not our idea of lethal.”

Cerys sighed. “Very well.”

Netherys closed her eyes, extended her hands before her, and began to whisper in a lyrical language I could only assume was dark elvish. Immediately, the hairs on the back of my neck began to prickle, and I saw Cerys shudder as well.

Wisps of fog began to coalesce into a web before the dark elf, and this she knitted with her nails, pulling and interweaving them with rapid dexterity. All the while she whispered, and I took a step away, and then a second, for standing too close to her was making me feel as if someone were scratching their nails down a slate board. 

Then, with a final word, Netherys raised her palm to her lips and blew down its length, as if sending a kiss to Port Lusander. The ethereal web dissipated. She sighed, rolled her head about her neck so that it popped several times, and turned to me, her eyes gleaming. “Now, we wait and see.”

“Wait for what?” I asked.

“Are you sure you want to know?”

I hesitated, lips pursed, and then nodded. “Yeah. Tell me.”

“Mother Magrathaar is the witch crone of hexes, curses, and secrets. Many of her servitors are entities dedicated to these areas of concentration. I called forth a soul spider. A small one, no larger than my fist. More than that and it might have materialized and started pulling our spirits out of her bodies.” She grinned as if telling a joke. I managed a wan smile. “But I set this small spider to hunting the threads of magic that hide and create secrets. Even now it is hunting through Port Lusander, looking for traces of such obfuscation.”

“So the very act of hiding something creates a presence it can detect?”

Netherys reached out to pat me cheek. “Your attempt to understand the mysteries of Mother Magrathaar are adorable, Kellik. If you really want to know how this works, I would be willing to induct you to the lower order of Mother Magrathaar’s truths. We would just need several nights alone, a few specific tools, and - well, you don’t need to know about the rest till we get to it.”

I shuddered. “Maybe tomorrow?”

Netherys threw her head back and laughed. “Precious. Yes. Maybe tomorrow.”

Cerys’ voice was flinty. “How long till your spider returns?”

“Who can say? If the weaving is sufficiently advanced even my spider may not find it. If, however, my surmises are correct, then it should return soon.”

I crossed my arms and leaned against the wall. “Been awhile since I’ve had a good lurk in an alleyway.”

“You miss it?” asked Cerys.

“A good lurk? With the right company, sure. You bring snacks, a blanket, set yourself up in a good spot, and then just pass the time while watching your mark. If you’re able to be attentive even for long stretches of time, it’s the best kind of gig. Eddwick and I used to - well, never mind.”

Remembering my old friend Eddwick sent a small flicker of pain through my chest. Like a tiny spasm. He’d abandoned me. Something I’d have sworn he’d never do. Something I’d never have done to him. But he’d cut and run when that gloom knight had shown itself in the sewers, and put paid to my notions of true loyalty. Where was he now? Working for the Family, to be sure. 

“Sounds domestic,” said Netherys. “I suppose everyone must have their hobbies. You would no doubt judge my own to be as in poor taste as I judge yours. No matter.”

“Actually,” I said, rolling on one shoulder to face her. “What are your hobbies, Netherys? I mean, you’ve been around a long time, right? What do you do when you’re not sailing forth on some expedition to raid the coast or worshipping Mother Magrathaar?”

“I’m not sure I want to know,” said Cerys. “I bet it involves torturing puppies.”

“Torturing puppies?” Netherys actually sounded outraged. “For shame, Cerys! I’m not a demon summoned from the abyss. I’ll have you know I spent many decades selectively breeding a line of hounds to meet my specifications. I remember their sire still with great fondness: Achaxis, I named him. Dark as a moonless night, loyal to a fault, and he gave his life for me one night when my camp was put upon by a bloodbear.”

“Oh,” said Cerys. “I’m sorry. I was only half joking.”

Netherys shook her head. “Dark elves are mortal beings like any other. And yes, our humor is twisted, our morals very different from yours, and our faith and goals abhorrent to your kind. But amongst my people you will find bonds that tie us together, a desire to earn the respect and admiration of our fellows, a yearning for wealth that will allow us to build beautiful homes…” 

“So, uh, what is it you do, then? When you’re home and not, um, as Cerys said. Sailing the world raiding innocent people?”

Netherys crossed her arms and turned away. I thought she might not answer. “I’m a devotee of the saltopassar, a stringed instrument that takes decades to grow and cultivate. I performed before the Arch Vizier. I toured with a number of dedicated musicians, and for awhile thought that might be my life’s calling. I enjoy sculpture, especially that of living trees. The art of poetry, though doubtless you would find my subjects objectionable. As I said, I love breeding hounds. Achaxis’ progeny are now coursed across Aglorond’s western coast. But beyond that, I work at my internal practice. The art of mindfulness.”

“Mindfulness?” I asked. “How can you tolerate the cruelties and things you do if you do so mindfully? I’d assume the more you thought about them, the less you’d be able to justify them?”

Netherys’ smile gleamed in the dark. “How mistaken you are, Kellik. Immortality - or at least, very long lifespans - come with their own unique challenge. One’s greatest enemy becomes ennui, boredom, the pain of loss, the rigidity of becoming set in one’s ways, the paling of life’s pleasures. To remain fully engaged, to ensure that you are able to derive pleasure from the world around you, one must always cultivate an immediacy of living, a clarity of view that interrogates endlessly your assumptions and habits. Philosophy is part of it, of course, but more than that, observing one’s own mind, knowing yourself, both physically, mentally, and spiritually, is essential to true longevity. The most successful of us - dark elf matriarchs and patriarchs who have lived for millennia - still act in almost childlike ways; their wonder and delight, their playfulness and curiosity, are remarkable. They approach each dawn and dusk as if it were their first, each new victim with the thrill of a virgin. Such integrity, such immediacy, takes supreme will and discipline. The weak amongst our number grow stiff, predictable, comfortable, and then, one dawn, we find them dead of their own hand, consumed by their own despair, having not derived any joy in the art of living for decades, and finally, at long, long last, choosing to end it all rather than suffer another day.”

Netherys took a step toward me. Her purple hair fell free of her hood, and I saw her eyes glow within its darkness. “You cannot fathom the strength and dedication it takes to remain engaged with this world when it is filled with such fatuous, foolish, ignorant people. To remain balanced between the urge to destroy and celebrate. To hover poised over the dark flames of the abyss, enjoying exquisite agony as you give birth to your true self again and again over the centuries -”

She cut off, and I was glad. Such was the intensity of her words that I’d felt something akin to shock; I’d been afforded the briefest glimpse into the dark chasms of her mind, and I had to admit it scared the heck out of me.

“It’s back,” said Netherys. “And it is quivering with excitement.”

“That’s… is that good?” I asked.

“Let’s find out.” Netherys cocked her head as if listening to an invisible interlocutor, and then pursed her lips. “Yes. It’s found something, at any rate, that warrants our interest. Yet from what it tells me, we should bring help.”

“Help?” I rubbed at the back of my head. “What, like Pony?”

“No. We should bring our heaviest hitter. I believe we should wake up Iris.”

That sobered me. That Netherys should consider Iris more powerful than anyone else on the team - even our war troll. Then again, after what I’d seen our necromancer do, who was I to doubt her?

“Very well. Let’s get to it.”

We returned to the Bonegwayne - the sentry standing by the gangplank was starting to get used to our comings and goings at all hours of the night - and roused Iris, shaking her awake from her deep slumber. To my surprise she didn’t ask why we needed her, but simply rose, drew out a black dress from a steamer chest she’d had brought back from her manor, pulled on elbow-length gloves, another funeral veil, and declared herself ready to proceed.

“We’re heading to a brothel,” I told her, as we marched up the docks behind Netherys.

“All right.”

I studied her sidelong. “All right?”

Iris’ face was a pale blur behind her veil. “Yes.”

“We’re going to find a lampetraman who is working there. At a whore house.”

Iris glanced at me now, confused, as if unsure as to what reaction I expected. “OK.”

“He’s going to help us breathe underwater so that we can swim to the bottom of the bay and find a locket.”

Iris nodded encouragingly. “Very good.”

I almost threw up my hands. “That doesn’t strike you as odd?”

“Should it?”

“Yes, I mean, visiting fish men in brothels to - never mind.”

Iris reached out, snagged my hand, and gave it a comforting squeeze. “If you think it important, Kellik, then that’s enough for me.”

I squeezed back and we both let go at the same time. Just how profoundly different was she from everyone else? Was I kidding myself when I thought I understood her? 

Netherys led the way with brisk strides, up the various ramps, into a narrow street, and then along a series of boards laid over the mud. The homes were shuttered, though enough light gleamed from between the cracks to insinuate that Port Lusander didn’t come to a complete stop with sundown. Stalls were set up on street corners around little coffee carts, familiar enough to those back home in Port Gloom that I actually felt a knot of nostalgia for the old Harbor district I’d grown up in.

Garishly dressed ladies strolled along poorly lit streets, arm in arm, looking at me with provocative glances. Where were their little bells, however, announcing them as ladies of the night? It seemed strangely and quixotically duplicitous not to wear them. 

And that’s when I realized it: having been born and raised in Port Gloom, I kept expecting Port Lusander to conform to the unspoken rules I had understood and lived by. Everything here felt slightly off as a result; the scampering of six-legged rats in the shadows, the strange tunes that wafted out of tavern windows, the black glass glimmer of walls revealed from behind their coats of paint, the swampy tang to the salty air, even the way the five hills loomed over the rest of the city where I kept expecting there to be just one: Execution Hill.

On Netherys led us, never hesitating, veering far off to the right, avoiding the Galleon Square and town hall altogether to stride through a middle class neighborhood that was just managing to maintain a veneer of respectability. Buildings were crammed together and rose four stories tall, each packed with life and fairly thrumming with voices, snores, shouts, and laughter. Shadowed figures stood in loose knots on street corners or lounged on the steps that led up to the front doors with just enough vague menace that I was glad of the blade at my hip.

Through this neighborhood to the base of the right-most hill, where a formerly fancy district had clearly fallen on hard times. Manors were crowded about with new buildings, so that they loomed above their new hardscrabble neighbors like galleons amongst a mass of sloops. The roads here had once been finely cobbled, but now many of the stones were missing, resulting in massive potholes that seemed about to devour the street entire. The occasional lamp was lit, but for the most part we moved through the night without illumination.

“Close,” said Netherys, coming to a stop. She raised an ashen hand as if sensing an invisible barrier. “Ah, cunningly wrought. See over there, that old manor with the copper dome?”

I peered in the direction she was indicating, but found my focus sliding away naturally to the right to where a muddle of shacks were pressed closed together. “No?”

She took my jaw in her cool, strong fingers, and guided my head back to center. “There. Straight ahead.”

My eyes sought to focus but my vision became bleary; it was disorienting to try and peer forward, and I blinked a number of times before pulling my chin free. “No. I appreciate that there’s magic at work. How do we get through?”

“I’ve a theory,” said Netherys. “Here.” She reached into her satchel and drew forth a vicious-looking object, a series of interlocking spiked circles vaguely shaped like a key. 

“A gloom key?” I asked. I’d not thought of them since leaving home. “Do you think…?”

Netherys gave a sensual shrug. “They were designed to open all doors, were they not? They’d prove poor tools for gloom knights if they could be stymied by obfuscating magic. To be safe, I collected the other two keys from your pack while you roused Iris. Here.”

She handed one to me, the other Cerys. I took mine gingerly, then tried peering ahead once more. It was like sneaking a glimpse through heavy velvet curtains; there was a sense of pressure on both sides of my vision, but suddenly I could make out the manor with its copper dome, a weary, abandoned-looking building that might once have been grand but now looked little more than a dilapidated ruin.

“There?” I asked. “That doesn’t look… particularly fine.”

“Oh Kellik,” said Netherys, tracing the line of my jaw with her finger. “Do you still judge things by their appearances? How charming.” And she led the way across the street to the great wrought iron gate that stood ajar.

“What’s the plan?” asked Cerys as we followed after.

“There isn’t much of one, I’m afraid,” I said. “We try knocking, and if we’re turned away, use the keys to gain admittance.”

“I’ve got a bad feeling,” said Cerys. “Jessie’s warnings are starting to feel more apposite.”

“I’m at my best when improvising,” I said, with what I hoped was a roguish grin. “Don’t worry.”

“Like when you leaped down the throat of that sea monster?” Cerys’ skepticism could have etched metal.

“And look how well that turned out.” I turned sideways to slip in after Netherys through the iron gate, and then followed after along the gravel driveway that was more weeds than stone. The bushes and stunted trees were poorly lit by the moon, so that the overgrown garden was more intimidating shadows than anything else. The manor itself looked completely abandoned.

“They probably know we’re here,” said Netherys, “and are expecting us at the front door. I’ve always found in moments like this that confidence is our best bet.”

“A plan,” I said, inspiration hitting me like a brick to the back of the head. “Netherys, you are our captive, and I am going to explore the possibility of trading you to the brothel as a possible employee. Alas, nothing they’ll offer will satisfy me, and I’ll demand to explore the premises to get a sense of the place before refusing. We’ll speak with the lampetraman, gain his assistance, and then leave.”

I readied myself for the dark elf’s angry retort, but she simply nodded instead. “Very well. Your ship intercepted mine as I was being transported to Port Gloom. The owner of a brothel like this might be aware of Elias’ former slave ring. I am kept under your control by a spell, whose secret you will reveal upon my sale. Feel free to give me humiliating commands to demonstrate your authority.”

“You weren’t kidding about last minute plans,” said Cerys quietly as I stepped up to knock on the main door.

I rapped hard, then stepped back. “You should know me better by now.”

“The odds of this working are vanishingly small,” she muttered, most likely to herself.

“And yet somehow those are the odds that have always worked best for me.”

A pause, and then the door opened a crack, revealing an elegantly dressed man of middle years in what might have been a butler’s outfit. Somber black with a touch of flair in the purple cuffs and an equally luxurious purple cravat, he gazed at me with rapidly dawning disapproval. “I believe you have the wrong address, sir. Good night.”

I didn’t hesitate to stick my foot in the doorway. “I think not. This is the Fever Dream? I’ve business with the proprietor.”

“Unlikely.” He flicked his gaze down at my boot. “Remove your foot or I’ll have it removed.”

“Tell the owner that I have a captive dark elf I’ve brought to trade for gold coin. If they’re not interested in offering such fare to their clientele, I’ll find someone further north who is.”

That got the bastard’s supercilious attention. He stared over my shoulder to where Netherys stood, and to my gratification actually looked shocked. “I - you can’t be -” He cut himself off, drew himself up, smoothed down his black velvet coat, and then gave a curt nod of his head. “Your name?”

“Master Kellik of Port Gloom.”

“Please wait here, Master Kellik. If you enter while I am gone, I will not be held responsible for your certain and very violent death.” And he disappeared back inside. 

“Charming,” I said, turning to my companions. “What is it about petty bureaucrats that makes them so utterly insufferable?”

“It’s in the name,” said Netherys softly. “’Petty.’”

Cerys stepped back and scanned the manor’s facade. “I hate improvised plans. For example: how are we going to get the lampetraman down to the dock if he agrees to help us?”

“I’m sure he can take an evening off,” I said. 

“That’s not how these kinds of brothels work,” said Cerys.

I raised an eyebrow at her. “And how do you know that?”

Before she could reply the great door opened wide, and the butler type bowed low. “Master Kzzgt is willing to meet with you, Master Kellik. He bids you welcome to the Fever Dream, though I must warn you he is both short on time and patience.”

“As am I,” I said, pushing past the butler and into the hall. It was a large, decrepit affair, the floor covered in ratty rugs, cracks running down the walls and across the ceiling as if the entirety of the edifice were settling into its foundations. Most of the furniture was gone, while a chandelier hung crookedly above us. 

“This way, please.” He led us down the hall, past numerous doorways that opened to dark rooms, and I was reminded of the last moldering manor I’d visited. Almost I turned to see if Iris was thinking along the same lines, but at the last I caught myself. 

The butler opened a slender door to a narrow flight of steps that led down to an illuminated cellar. Down this we went, and out into a broad, crate-filled basement room that was choked with dust and the detritus of the manor’s past lives. Across this room without hesitation, to a cunningly disguised door, which opened to a large waiting room, luxuriously appointed in such authentically regal fashion as to put the lie squarely to Jessie’s own poor imitation. Thick carpets were layered underfoot, gold-framed paintings of dark landscapes and portraits of otherworldly women in provocative poses covered the walls along with numerous mirrors, while a maze of chaises and chairs were arranged in intimate circles. The ceiling was low, the air thick with the smoke of some herbal drug that I couldn’t quite identify - dream shit? - and a few figures watched us curiously as we made our way along the wall to a side passage behind a heavy drape.

And just as quickly we were out of the customer’s area and into a service hall, so narrow my shoulders brushed either side, past a couple of doors to the last at the end of the hall. 

On this the butler rapped a complex code, then cracked the door open and stuck his head in. “Master Kellik and his slave, sir.”

“Enter,” came a phlegmatic voice from the other side, and the butler stepped in, pushing the door open wide so that I could follow.

The chamber was large. A pot was boiling over a small, magical flame on the corner of the desk that dominated almost the entire rear of the room, so that the air was thick and fuggy with humidity. Several thick ledgers were set neatly atop each other on the desk’s other corner, with one opened to a column of accounts before the man who leaned back now, setting his quill down to lace his fingers over his stomach and regard us.

The man was sallow-skinned, once no doubt very handsome but now, much like the manor, run to ruin. Straight nose, aristocratic mien, faded and filthy clothes, his face carved by deep lines of tension or strong emotion. His eyes were sunken, filmed over with white, yet it was his helm that drew the eye: a gleaming, wondrous piece of art, made entirely from one piece of hammered platinum with a ring of golden roses running around the brow.

“Master Kzzgt,” I said, bowing as my friends pressed in behind me. Only then did I see the frog-like creature seated in the corner of the room upon a pile of mildewy cushions; he was obese, his skin gleaming like that of a newt and the color of silty mud. I barely had time to register the two heavy nails hammered into his eyes before my attention was drawn back to the seated man.

“Master Kellik. Word has reached me of your exploits at the docks. Something about a war troll? And now you come offering the services of a dark elf. You are a fascinating man. This is she?” Kzzgt’s head jerked away to stare at where Netherys had moved to stand against the wall, hands held behind her back.

“This is she. My frigate intercepted her boat as we came down from Port Gloom. She was its most precious cargo; an Elias or the like had purchased her from the slave owners of Paruko. Alas, he won’t be receiving his prize. She’s controlled by a spell placed on her by my mage, though she only obeys my commands. For the right price I’ll give her to you. I’m sure you have patrons who would enjoy her… skills.”

“Dangerous,” said Kzzgt. His voice was eerie, without inflection, and seemed to come from the very base of his throat. “Dark elves are a risky proposition. There are few creatures more cunning. Who are these two others you have brought with you?”

“My body guards,” I said. “Not for sale.”

I tried and failed to not glance at the goblin-sized frog-thing. Not a pet, I decided; it was staring right at me, or whatever it was a blinded creature did when it seemed to study you. Clearly alive and not in distress.

“Let me introduce you to Faverash, my associate,” said Kzzgt. “He is, as you have surmised, a brown svarten, and an invaluable part of my organization. Faverash, what are your thoughts on this situation?”

The svarten scratched at its belly. “Fascinating. I smell strong magics on them. That they found us is curious. But that I cannot pin the nature of their magics is more interesting still. That one there -” And he pointed at Iris with a black nail, “is terribly powerful. She scares me. I think we should kill her. That one, her bow, it stinks of power. The dark elf. I don’t smell controlling magic on her. A lie? A ruse? Magic more cunning than I can fathom? I don’t know. Fascinating. Curious. Very, very dangerous.”

“You say you control the dark elf,” said Kzzgt. “Demonstrate your control. Have her do something she’d never willingly do.”

My heart had begun to pound. “Like what?”

“Tell her to cut off her own foot.”

I blanched. “What? And damage her irrevocably?”

Kzzgt shrugged. “With a long enough skirt nobody would notice a missing foot. And why do you care?”

I scrambled to respond. “Because if we fail to reach an agreement, I’ll be left with damaged goods with nothing to show for it.”

“A fair point.” He pulled a sack out of a drawer, reached it into, and somehow pulled forth a much larger pouch that clinked as he set it down on the table.

I frowned. How had he pulled a larger sack out of…?

“Then let us agree now,” continued Kzzgt. “If she proves herself your slave in truth and cuts off her foot, I will buy her for two hundred gold crowns. Fair?”

Was that fair? I’d no idea. I fought to keep calm. On principle one never accepted a first offer. “Five hundred.”

“Three hundred and ten,” said Kzzgt without hesitation.

I had to think of something. “Three hundred and seventy five.” 

“Three hundred and fifty. My final offer.”

“Done.” Sweat prickled my brow. “But first, tell me about this place. Would she fit in? Do you have any other rare species here?”

“We can discuss details after I have determined you are not seeking to trick me.”

“Why would I place myself in your power like this if I were attempting to cross you?”

“Why indeed? Yet your group is powerful enough that I need be wary. I shall now demonstrate my caution.” Kzzgt stood, stepped over to a small door, and pulled it open. “Faverash? Will you summon Plashasvart?”

I tried not to tense up as the entire doorway filled with craggy red flesh. A war troll? No. Something far more alien. A being pushed itself through the doorway, its flesh and bones soft and pliable so that when it emerged on our side it began to grow, and I was reminded of how a rat can insinuate itself through the smallest of holes. It rose up, expanding, till it stood larger than Pony; its massive, broad head was reptilian, its mouth a puckered seam that extended all the way around, its eyes small and yellow, and I got nothing so much as the impression of a huge, muscled toad. That is, if a toad weighed several thousand pounds of muscle and bone, with front arms like pillars that terminated in great clawed hands, shoulders a rich crimson that faded to a blackish red across its chest and stomach.

Why the fuck hadn’t we brought Pony?

Plashasvart loomed over us all, a wall of bloody flesh, its face inscrutable, reeking of damp and mold. The damn thing filled half the room.

I took a step back. “What - I don’t mean to be rude - but what is that?”

Kzzgt turned to consider the monster. “Plashasvart? A svarten, by which, as should be obvious, means he’s a member of their warrior caste.”

Cerys had her hand on the doom bow. Iris was gazing at the svarten with obvious interest, apparently unconcerned. Netherys was as inscrutable as the toad monster.

“The, ah, svarten,” I said weakly. “Local species?”

“Indeed. It is said they once ruled an empire that stretched across the entirety of the swamps, thousands of square miles. You can still find their ziggurats sunken here and there if you voyage inland. But their power was crushed by humanity millennia ago. They are greatly fallen. Now they are few in number, and with the new efficiency and murderous habits that the swamp goblins have been showing these past few years, they’ve been forced off what little territory they still claimed nearby. Their leaders - the brown svarten, like Faverash here - have seen the wisdom of allying with certain partners, and loan out their warriors at exorbitant rates.”

Kzzgt turned back, steepling his fingers and gazing over their apex at me. “I find it useful to employ a few. To make sure nobody gets any bad ideas. You understand. Now, the dark elf’s foot?”

“The helm,” said Netherys. “Kzzgt is the helm, not the man.”

“Good enough for me,” said Cerys, and faster than I could follow unshouldered her bow, strung an arrow, and loosed.

The arrow blazed with ensorcelled blue and purple light, struck the helm square on the brow, and knocked it from the Kzzgt’s head. The helm fell to the floor, and Kzzgt - or whomever the man was - toppled over to lie face down on the desk.

Several things happened at once. 

Plashasvart gave a strangely underwhelming croak, its vast mouth unseaming itself to reveal rows of stony, triangular teeth. It swept a clawed hand through the air to tear off our heads with all the force and speed of a ship’s boom swinging across the deck. 

The blind svarten, Faverash, croaked as well, though his was more a panicked sound of alarm, and immediately began to chant. 

I ducked under the svarten’s blow as I drew my borrowed blade. What I wouldn’t give for my frost sword now! Iris pressed back against the wall, while Netherys and Cerys ducked in similar manner. 

Time seemed to slow. Gouts of mud leaped from Faverash’s hands to splash across Cerys, driving her back and nearly off her feet, sticking her to the wall and pinning her there. Netherys extended her hand in Plashasvart’s direction and cried out in her dark elven tongue, causing a cloud of black smoke to fly forth and envelop its head. This didn’t deter it, however; its other arm snaked out with shocking speed to close its fingers about her wrist, lift her off the ground, and slam Netherys into the wall.

Blade in hand, I hewed down at Plashasvart’s huge arm. It was like attempting to cut a rotten log. The edge of my blade cut open its hide, but didn’t find enough resistance to cut deep; the blow was absorbed even as I heard Netherys’ scream choke off into a gurgle.

Kzzgt stood up. Turned toward the svarten, and I saw his fingers shed flesh like falling rose petals to extend into wicked scalpels of bone. It dove at the massive frog beast’s side, cutting open wicked rents in its gut.

All of this was happening in a chamber that felt far too claustrophobically small for us all. The mud that had spattered onto me clung like tar. Giving up my blade as useless against the svarten, I turned on Faverash instead as he swung his hands in my direction, causing the fount of mud to hammer into my legs, knocking my feet out from under me. I lunged, straining for reach, and brought my blade hacking down on the svarten even as I crashed to the floor. The blade took Faverash in the shoulder and sank in an inch, lodging itself in the joint.

Faverash’s scream was drowned out by the Plashasvart’s croaking roar. I couldn’t make out what was happening. My legs were glued to the ground. I had to focus. Faverash grabbed my blade with his hand, cried out a word, and the metal length of it collapsed into fragments of rust.

Blood was pouring from the wound in his shoulder. Face transfigured by hate, brows lowered over the twin nails that were pounded into his head, the brown svarten hissed a guttural stream of words and extended his palm toward my face. Brown smoke flew forth to envelop my head, and immediately I began to burn.

Before I could scream, however, purple fire coruscated around me, enveloping the brown smoke, and Netherys limped into view, one hand to her throat, the other extended as she strained against Faverash’s power. 

Each thrust their palms at the roiling ball of brown smoke and purple fire, sinews standing out in their necks, hissing words of power. 

I dug my hand into the tarry mud, grabbed the hilt of my dagger at my belt, and jerked it free. An underhand toss, and the knife spun through the air to clock pommel-first just above Faverash’s left eye.

It was enough of a distraction. The svarten cried out in surprise, and then the purple fire moved the brown smoke over the goblin’s head, obscuring his visage. 

Faverash began to scream as his own smoke devoured his flesh.

All the while the red svarten was croaking and hissing and throwing its huge bulk about the room, smashing from one wall to the other. 

Faverash collapsed, and the mud that held me and Cerys lost its adhesive property. I rose to my knees, turned - and gagged.

The Kzzgt corpse was crawling into Plashasvart’s side through the huge incision it had made in its belly. The svarten was ripping at the corpse’s legs, tearing entire chunks off, and even as I watched it grasped Kzzgt’s lower half and tore it completely off to fling what remained of its legs and abdomen across the room.

It wasn’t enough.

Fascinated, horrified, I watched as Kzzgt’s upper half swam into the svarten, causing its hide to bulge over its belly. Plashasvart screeched, slammed its claws into its own torso, sliding its fists into its gut as it sought to close its fingers around the corpse.

Blood poured forth in horrific amounts. With a final, retching croak, the huge red svarten tore Kzzgt free, along with half its intestines which spilled out over the broad desk in a glistening mass, and then collapsed. It fell over the desk, claws scoring deep tracks in the wood, then slid off to hit the ground with a wet smack.

I remained frozen on my knees, eyes wide. 

The air stank of rank herbs, coppery blood, pungent intestines and feces. I could barely breathe.

Plashasvart trembled. It placed a huge, clawed hand on the corner of the desk, then levered itself slowly up to its feet. A hole large enough for half a corpse to crawl into gaped in its side, intestines hanging down to its knees like some ghastly apron.

Its yellow eyes were dull in death, but still it rose to its full height, and then it simply stood there, as simple as a statue.

Iris stepped away from the wall. “What a glorious creature. How lovely.” She turned to me and smiled. “What was it you wanted to do here, Kellik? Or are we done?”

“Mother Magrathaar,” whispered Netherys, staring at the towering svarten corpse. 

Cerys stared at Plashasvart as well, then turned to me, wide-eyed, eyebrows raised.

I dry swallowed. “We’re… we’re almost done. Thank you, Iris. Just a moment more.” I took a deep steadying breath and gazed down at Faverash’s corpse. The svarten’s head had been reduced to a gleaming, crimson ball of bone and flesh. On impulse, I carefully sidled past Plashasvart and behind the desk, where I picked up the gleaming helm. 

A wave of overwhelming urgency filled me, a terrible desire to place the helm on my head. Grimacing, I extended it to Netherys, who frowned, plucked up the sack that Kzzgt had taken from his drawer, and dropped the helm inside. She followed this with the sack of coin, and then wiped her palm on her hip. “Nasty thing.”

My throat was dry. “Well. That, ah. Yeah. Thanks. How does that sack…?”

“Pocket dimension,” said Netherys, bringing the otherwise plain-looking hempen sack to her nose and giving it a sniff. “Quite a large one, too. We’ll have to explore later what else may be in there.”

Cerys was slowly and methodically cleaning the gobbets of mud from her clothing, using the blade of her hand. “Improvised plans. Your strength, you said.”

“I… I guess not. I mean, cut off her foot?” I shook my head in amazement. “What the fuck? Anyway. We’d best find our lampetraman and get out of here.”

“Agreed,” said Cerys. “Especially since it looks like we just destroyed the Fever Dream.”

“Which means,” said Netherys, voice bruised, “that the company elite are not going to be pleased with us.”

I blew out my cheeks. “Wonderful. Just wonderful. Shall we?”

Cerys opened the office door and gave a sardonic bow. “After you, Master Kellik.”

“You’re too kind.” I tipped an imaginary hat, cast one last look at the destruction we’d wrought in the Fever Dream’s office, and stepped back out into the hall.

 


Chapter 11

 

 

I led the way back into the waiting chamber, a tight smile on my face, hand repeatedly patting the empty spot where my sword hilt should have extended from my scabbard. How was I going through blades so quickly? Thank Blind Fortuna for being deep underground; the sheer amount of solid stone between the office and this parlor was such that people glanced up at me with some measure of concern, but little more.

“Is everything all right?” asked one man from the depths of his couch, a lit pipe glowing cherry red in his fingers. “I heard - I thought I heard - shouting?”

“Everything is well, nothing to worry about,” I said, patting his shoulder as I passed him by. His coat was excessively fine. “Just a minor disagreement about rents. Nothing to concern yourself with.”

“I say,” said the butler, emerging from the shadows. “Is your business concluded? If so, I’ll escort you above?”

“Master Kzzgt would like a word,” said Netherys before I could respond. “He asked that you attend him immediately.”

The butler blinked. “Most assuredly.” He brushed past Netherys, who followed him into the dark hall.

“Now,” I said, brushing at the spattered mud that ruined my costume. “To work. If you’ll excuse me.” My tight smile became a grimace as I led Cerys and Iris through the compact knot of chairs to the back of the chamber, where a tunnel extended into rose-lit gloom, a dozen doors leading off of it. 

A well-dressed gentlemen in a waist coat and flaring sleeves stepped in my way just before I could enter the corridor. Something about his rakish smile and the gleam in his eye immediately betrayed him for one of my kind, however, and not a true elite. “Excuse me, sir, but this hallway’s for clients of the highest degree. You squared everything away with Master Kzzgt?”

“Not really, no,” I said. “But I’d appreciate your directing me to the lampetraman.”

He raised an eyebrow. “That don’t add up, see. Why should I allow you to sample our wares free of charge?”

Cerys reached over casually and pressed a small blade to his neck. “I’m sure we can find an adequate incentive.”

The man’s smile didn’t falter. “Now see, that’s some good incentivizing right there. I can accommodate such motivations with ease. Third down on the left.”

“Good man,” I said, patting him on the shoulder. “I’d not try and raise the alarm while we’re in there.”

“Well, that’s sort of my obligation, isn’t it, seeing as I’m a paid employee of this here rarefied establishment, and would like to remain as such.” His smile turned apologetic. “Don’t see as I have much of a choice.”

Netherys joined us, brushing her ashen hair back over her slanted ear. “You’ll have to wait to make your report to Master Kzzgt,” she said, drawing the helm out of our new sack so that it gleamed for but a moment before she let it fall back within. “So you might as well take a seat and wait.”

The man’s face paled. “Ah. I see. So that’s how it is. I must admit, my knees are feeling a little weak. I’ll just take a load off, shall I?”

“Good man,” I said again, and pressed into the hall. I didn’t know how much time we had before the alarm was raised. How many more svartens were hiding behind overly small doors. So I strode with purpose to the third down on the left and knocked briskly.

“Come in,” someone said, voice muffled by the door.

I cracked it open, peered inside, and saw a small boudoir, all diaphanous veils hung at cross angles so that they were layered upon each other, glowing pale white with the light of hidden candles. The walls were hidden by more pale drapes, and the carpet lush with ivory carpets and thick sheepskins. 

A bed dominated the center of the room, square and without covers, a lampetrawoman lying across it and gazing at me with her hideous fish head. She wore not a stitch, and made no effort to cover herself as I stepped inside, cheeks burning as I glanced at her perfect body. Long, muscled thighs, wide hips that narrowed to a slender waist, full breasts, her toned arms, her skin a pale gray, flawless and yet with a strange, almost rubbery sheen. 

“Hello,” she said, voice little more than a whisper, and I flinched as I gazed at her conical head, the briefly visible shelf of upper teeth, that broad upper lip of cartilage. “It is to be a party, I see.”

I stepped forward, giving room to the other three women to enter the doorway. “I - no, not exactly. Not of that kind, at any rate.”

She inclined her head quizzically to one side, yet still made no move to cover her nudity. “What kind, then?”

“We, ah, have an offer for you. Something unrelated to your work here at the Fever Dream.” I didn’t know where to look, so stared studiously at the drapes above her head. “We need to dive down into the bay to retrieve something of great value to us. We were told you might be able to cast water-breathing magic upon us.”

Now she sat, limbs sliding smoothly over each other, to wrap her arms around her knees. “I can, yes. But why not ask my kind down at the bay? That is their domain now, not mine.” Her voice was smooth and cultured and calm. 

Cerys gave a half step forward. “We’ve already asked. They refused. Said the ship we wish to reach lies in dangerous waters, and they’ll not risk stirring up the creature or creatures that reside there.”

“Then why do you think I would help you when they won’t?” Curiosity, not anger. “I may be cast out of my society, but I still hold to their values and mores.”

“Because, well. I’m not sure.” I linked my hands behind my back. “We were hoping we could offer you something, an inducement perhaps, that you in your current situation would be more willing to accept in exchange for helping us.” My cheeks burned. Was I being crude? I was probably being crude. “Maybe there’s something we can do to help you return to your people’s good graces?”

She laughed, a wet, glottal sound. “That is contradictory, is it not? To offer to help me even as you ask me to go against my people’s judgement.”

“Yes,” said Cerys. “But perhaps there is something specific we could assist you with. Anything. You will find us a very capable group of individuals.”

“I see.” She canted her head to the other side, and again I wondered how she perceived us. Did she smell us with those dozens of small holes arrayed in a pattern upon her head? “Alas, Master Kzzgt will not allow me to venture forth until I’ve paid off my debts. Perhaps the first step would involve your paying that sum of gold for me.”

Netherys drew forth the helm once more and rapped her knuckles upon its side. “I have it on good authority that Master Kzzgt won’t object to your taking a leave of absence.”

“Oh,” said the lampetrawoman. Then again, with a sharper intake of breath, “Oh. I see. Then - that does change things. There is something you could help me with. Something I could never dream of doing alone. But if you are as capable as you say, then perhaps…”

She rose, her movement as fluid as Netherys but with a touch of Yashara’s athletic power, and drew forth a red silk gown which she slid over her shoulders and belted at her waist. I felt a tangible sense of relief as her feminine assets were hidden from view. Next she drew forth a hat made of woven rushes. “My name is Anacoana. It would be best if we discussed this outside the Dream. If Faverash learns of what’s happened…”

“Faverash is also indisposed,” I said, “as is Plashasvart. Is there anyone else we should worry about?”

She simply stood still, as if coming to terms with this revelation. “There are other svartens awaiting in side rooms, but unless someone calls for them, we should be safe. No. For now, there is nobody else we need concern ourselves with.”

“Then let us begone,” said Netherys, turning to step back into the hallway. 

We followed her out into the main parlor, where a new group of arrivals now crowded the far side of the room. They gave us pause, for there was something in their manner which spelled trouble. It wasn’t just that they were clearly inebriated, but more in the subtle way they inhabited the space around them, owning it, loud and laughing, spreading out as they took off hats and pulled off gloves, shouted for more drinks and eyed the establishment with a mixture of hilarity and contempt.

“Ho, Bartos! Bring us bottles of liquor already, we’ve been here entire seconds!” This from their leader, a handsome youth wearing the lamb chops and mustache of an older man, his clothing sumptuous in its finery, handing his hat and cane to one of his fellows. He turned his glittering eyes upon us as we came to a stop on the far side of the parlor, and I saw a cruel hunger flicker across his features.

“Ah, the entertainment’s here.” His voice was loud, brazen, and if he believed everything he had to say was of interest to everyone. “And what fare is being served on tonight’s buffet?” 

The bouncer in his waist coat leaped to his feet and bowed low, face pale. “Master Gremond, sir, please -”

“Silence,” said the young man, voice going from faux jovial to lethal as a razor slitting flesh. But then his smile returned. “I declare myself intrigued! We’ve a boyish young lass with ever-popular red hair, and oh, look how she glares. She’d be fun to break in, wouldn’t she boys? See how long it takes to turn that glower into a begging simper. And - not quite sure what to make of the pale one in black over there - a maid? And, of course, there’s the fish bitch. Hello Anacoana. I brought you some coral, I did. And who’s this? My my.”

Netherys moved forward, slipping between the furniture like oil being poured between fingers, to move right up to this Master Gremond. That name. Where had I heard it before? The six or seven other men behind him leered and muttered comments which all stilled when Netherys leaned in to whisper something in Gremond’s ear.

The young man paled, shook violently, staggered back, and then faster than I could follow backhanded Netherys across the face.

I know she could have ducked, but she made no move to avoid the blow. Allowed it to knock her hood off, and then slowly turned back to smile at the young man, tongue emerging to lick at the drop of blood that he’d drawn from the corner of her lips.

“A fucking dark elf,” said one of the companions. 

“Not even Kzzgt would dare -”

Gremond drew a thin, short blade and pointed it at her. “You bitch. How dare you? I don’t care what you are. You’re in Port Lusander now, and this is my city. Lads, cut this whore down.”

I raised both hands and stepped forward. “Actually, that would be a spectacularly bad idea.”

Gremond took a pace back, taking me into account, but keeping his blade pointed at Netherys. Before he could insult me or give me anatomically improbable suggestions, I carried on.

“You lads have stepped into a very delicate situation, one that’s already resulted in the death of several people tonight and which could easily expand to include your own.” I felt that now familiar rising excitement in my core, that sense of energy, of mastery. Like bubbles of fire rising up within my chest. “You’ve just come here for a good time, haven’t you, lads? Spend some coin, have a drink, fuck some young ladies who’ll pretend to enjoy your teeny tiny cocks. I understand. But what have you found instead?”

I kept approaching, hands still raised, and now all of them were staring at me with a horrible fascination. “You’ve stumbled into a right old mess. Master Kzzgt is dead. Faverash is dead. Plashasvart is dead. Barto -?” I glanced to Netherys.

“Dead,” she confirmed.

“Dead. The Hanged God dances amongst us tonight, and here you are, out of your depth, waving your needle and running your mouth. Because you see, our dark elf, dangerous and wicked as she might be, is the least of your troubles. No. What you need to worry about is Plashasvart.”

“What?” Gremond’s voice shook. “What are you going on about? You said he was dead?”

“Oh, but he is,” I replied with a pitying smile. “But though his soul may have wound its way down to the Ashen Garden, or Ashen Pond, or wherever it is the svartens end up - he’s still here with us. Iris?”

The drapes covering the entrance to the administration hallway bulged and then parted obscenely around Plashasvart’s toad-like head as it pushed through, followed by the rest of its body which immediately began to expand as it emerged into the parlor.

One of Gremond’s boys let out a high-pitched scream and ran back up the stairs. Another moaned and began to shake his head. The others clutched at each other, while one, the red-haired lad who seemed to be both the youngest and shortest, stepped forward, face pale, a wicked-looking razor held out before him in a trembling hand.

“The White Sun will hear about this,” said Gremond, his slender blade now shaking so hard it seemed he was weaving a pattern with its tip. “The White Sun and my father. Whomever you are.”

“Really,” I said, “is it wise to make threats? Now, of all times? No. I don’t think so. So why don’t you put that sword away and step aside? Keep things simple for everybody, yes?”

Gremond had enough presence of mind to slide his blade back into its scabbard. “Back up,” he said roughly to his fellows. They complied, bunching against the far wall. 

Plashasvart made no move. Just stood there, entrails gleaming, eyes already filmed over in death. 

“Very good,” I said, crossing the room to the base of the stairs. “Well done.”

“My father will hear about this,” said Gremond, face now growing mottled with red patches. “Laugh now. Nobody threatens my life and gets away with it, you hear? Nobody. Soon enough I’ll have you laughing to a different tune.”

“Laughing to a different tune,” I said. “Not sure that makes sense. I see what you’re getting at, though.”

The young man just glowered at me. 

I turned back to my companions. “Ladies? Shall we?” And led them up the stairs, up and up and into the manor, through the front door and out into the garden. We hurried out the iron gate, onto the cobbled street, and then took to the closest alley and moved quickly in the direction of the harbor. I kept us going for a good few minutes till I felt confident of being safe, and then leaned up against the wall of a small courtyard and heaved out a breath of relief.

The others gathered around me and for a moment we simply stood in a rough circle in the darkness, catching our breath and eyeing each other.

Anacoana had placed her wicker cage hat on, obfuscating her hideous visage behind its spindly geometries. “You do not do things by half measure, do you? First, you destroy the Fever Dream, ensuring the wrath of the companies, and then you insult and threaten Naveric Gremond, son of the most powerful man in Port Lusander. I hope your business is brief. It would be best if you sailed away come dawn.”

I rubbed my palms together and slid down the wall into a crouch. “That… that wasn’t quite as well executed as I’d hoped.”

Cerys snorted. “Really? That’s a relief. If that met your expectations I’d find any boat heading out at dawn and be gone.”

“Come,” said Netherys, “we accomplished our goal, did we not? So there was a little excitement along the way. We’re not here to make friends. We simply proceed with our plans.”

“Excitement,” said Cerys. “Is that what we’re calling it?”

“Cerys, enough.” I raked my fingers vigorously through my hair. “What’s done is done. We’re pressed for time. Not everything is going to go as smoothly as the operation at Jessie’s. The situation at the Dream proved to be more complex than we’d anticipated, so we went from using a nail file to pick the lock to a sledgehammer to break it open. Netherys is right. We accomplished our goal. Anacoana is here with us now, and we’re going to see what we can do to help her with her problem.”

“Speaking of which,” said Netherys smoothly, “what is your problem, my dear?”

The lampetrawoman crossed her arms. She looked incongruous in the gloom, clad as she was in her silken gown that only reached mid-thigh, barefoot and with her bizarre hat - or was it really a mask? 

“As I said, one that is beyond my ability to fix. A year ago the Nautilus company approached my people with an offer. If we allowed them to build an outflow pipe into the harbor, they would tie their navigation fees proportionally to the amount of waste they poured out. As leader of the varsept I negotiated the deal, and they agreed to filter their outflow so as to cause minimal pollution of the harbor waters. All was agreed upon and signed. The outflow pipe was built, but the volume and toxicity of their waste proved far beyond what they had estimated. As per the contract, they agreed to pay extra, but my people grew increasingly displeased; since they could not break the contract, as Nautilus was upholding their side of the bargain, they punished me instead by casting me out.”

“Wait,” I said. “You negotiated this in good faith with your people’s blessing. And they still punished you for it?”

“Yes,” said Anacoana.

“That’s… not very fair,” I said.

“It was not a question of fairness,” said the lampetrawoman. “It was a question of venting communal displeasure on a focal point for the greater good.”

“Sounds like mob rule to me,” said Cerys darkly.

“Mob rule?” Anacoana said the word as if testing it. “Perhaps. But we lampetra are very much guided by our emotions. We feel the world around us. Like an infected wound, dark emotions can grow and cause ever bigger problems. It is best to direct such emotions at a specific target and by doing so improve the health of the whole community. I understand, and do not resent their decision. I would, however, like a way to return to my people. My task then is this: find a way to remove the outflow pipe so that it no longer discharges into the harbor, and I shall help you.”

“That… sounds complicated,” I said. “This outflow pipe. Can you tell us more about it? Where does it come from? What exactly is being dumped through it?”

“Yes. The eastern fringes of Port Lusander, beyond the five hills, gives way to a swamp. There the Nautilus, Rams, and Griffin companies have their compounds, and there they treat the xanthan vines in great vats. The alchemical runoff was dumped by all into the swamps outside the city; this apparently, has grown problematic of late. Nautilus, having begun expanding rapidly these past few years, sought a new means to dispense their waste. Hence, the outflow pipe.”

“Not good,” said Cerys, sinking into a crouch as well. “We can’t simply destroy the pipe. With such a large organization behind it, it’d simply be rebuilt in short order.”

“If we destroyed it enough times, they might eventually give up on it,” I said. “But that would take time and involve staying in Port Lusander far longer than we’d planned to. And they’d no doubt set ever more guards.”

“Right,” said Cerys, tapping her chin. “This would require an institutional change on Nautilus’ part. We’d have to convince their leadership to return to their old ways.”

“Which, given how much gold they’re happy to pay the lampetra people, would take some convincing.”

“We could threaten them,” said Iris, voice soft. “If given enough access to raw materials, I could raise enough dead that I could overwhelm their compound. We could then tell their leadership that if they didn’t stop using this pipe, we’d return and kill them all.”

“Oh, I do love having her around,” said Netherys. “She’s so refreshingly direct.”

“Yes, that would probably work. But.” I tried to put my discomfort into words. “First of all, I’m not sure we have enough, ah, raw material on hand. If Nautilus is the biggest company, they’ll be well defended. Second, that would involve killing most of their guards.”

“Which would give me more material to work with,” said Iris.

“True. True. That’s a valid point. But, I’d rather explore plans that don’t involve killing scores if not hundreds of local guards. Also… how to put this. Overrunning a compound with an army of the dead feels like bringing Pony in to resolve a fight between children. Do you know what I mean?”

Iris stared at me with narrowed eyes. “No.”

“What he means,” cut in Cerys, “is that killing hundreds and alarming all of Port Lusander to stop the usage of an outflow pipe is an unwarranted use of force. We’d end up causing more problems than we solve.”

Iris shrugged. “If you say so. It’s all the same to me.”

“I know, Iris,” I said, “and thank you. For your offer. We’ll keep it in reserve.”

I couldn’t tell if Anacoana was staring at Iris, but her wicker-frame mask very slowly turned away from her. “I would agree,” she said. “That would cause more problems than they solved.”

“Perhaps we should return to the Bonegwayne,” I said, “and see if Yashara and Pogo and the others can’t help us think this one through.”

“Would that be all right with you, Anacoana?” asked Cerys. “You’d be our guest and free to leave at any time.”

“Seeing as I don’t have much to return to, that would be amenable,” said the lampetrawoman. “That and your company is stimulating. I’ve spent untold nights by myself in my room. I didn’t know what boredom was before I began working there.”

“It can’t have been all boring,” I said, then winced. Why the fuck had I just said that? 

“No,” said Anacoana. “Clients would break the monotony. Though it’s strange. Their lust would usually turn to violence once they had ejaculated inside me. Were I not so strong compared to humans, I would probably have died by now.”

Her words chilled me to the bone. “I’m - I’m so sorry to hear that.”

“Men,” said Netherys with a sinuous shrug, placing one arm around Anacoana’s shoulders. “They can be such vicious, vicious little children. One learns how to manipulate their passions, however. If you choose to return to that line of work, I would be happy to give you some advice. Ways to arouse and then diffuse their emotions without their needing to dissipate their self-loathing by transferring their disgust onto you.”

“Perhaps,” said Anacoana, slipping an arm around Netherys’ waist. “I hope, however, that our partnership will result in my returning to my people. Either way, thank you.”

“To the Bonegwayne, then,” I said. “Time to give this problem some real thought.”

Forty-five minutes later we were all gathered around Maestria’s table. The captain’s shock at having a lampetrawoman aboard her ship made her amenable to being awoken at that hour. We all gathered together, faces illuminated by candlelight, the ship creaking quietly around us, the sound of the water lapping at the hull subtle and distant and strangely comforting.

“So, let me get this straight,” said Maestria after I finished recounting our night’s adventures. She was wearing a heavy robe, once perhaps the property of a noblewoman, but now worn and patched, a swirling kaleidoscope of crimson and gold. “Master Kzzgt said he’d heard of your exploits? That you were working with a war troll?”

“I guess word gets around,” I said. 

“And then you proceeded to insult Naveric Gremond of the Nautilus company?”

“Wasn’t much we could do about that one,” I said. “Plus, he was such an arrogant ass I couldn’t help myself. And! We didn’t kill him or any of his friends. Which, given how the night was going, was a small miracle.”

Maestria pinched the bridge of her nose.

“That’s bad news for the captain,” said Yashara, leaning back in her chair and causing it to creak alarmingly. “It will be easy for them to connect you to the Bonegwayne.”

“But we’re just passengers here,” I said. “Our business activities on shore have nothing to do with the ship.”

“Oh, you stupid, stupid man,” said Maestria. “How is this different from my involvement with you in Port Gloom? You think the Nautilus company will believe that, or even care? All they’ll know is that I brought you and your friends to Port Lusander and continue to host you aboard my ship. You killed Kzzgt and Faverash, effectively destroying the Fever Dream, which appears to have been a favorite locale of the company elite. Then you insult Naveric Gremond to his face before his sycophants?”

I tapped my fingers on the table. “We didn’t technically kill Kzzgt. His helm’s right here. The body he was using, or whatever, was already dead.”

“Kellik,” said Tamara reprovingly.

I sighed and sat forward. “Fine. Yes. This is a small town. I didn’t think my business activities would be traced back to you. So what should we do now? Leave your ship?”

“Yes,” said Maestria. “I’m going to send a personal letter of apology to Master Gremond himself, telling him I had you evicted, and then try to wrap up my business here as quickly as possible so that I can set sail before he has a chance to reply.”

That gave me pause. “This Gremond is that… what’s the word - vindictive? Dangerous? Insane?”

“Yes,” said Maestria and Anacoana at the same time.

“Well, shit,” I said. “I had no idea.”

“And that’s your problem,” said Maestria, leaning forward to stab her finger at the table. “You don’t have any idea. You just dive in and count on your luck and allies to pull you through, but don’t consider the repercussions to your actions. How they could blow back and hurt people. Hurt my people.”

I wanted to argue. To rise to my feet and tell her that what we were fighting for was so much bigger than any one thing - that I’d risk everything and anything to bring justice to Port Gloom, to destroy the Family, to root out evil, and to kill my father. That I didn’t care for the corrupt forces in Port Lusander either, that I’d welcome their coming at me so that I could give them a taste of what we’d done in Gloom.

But.

This was my war. Not Maestria’s. Not anyone else’s. And if she didn’t want a part in it? Then fair enough.

I rose to my feet. “You’re right. And I’m sorry. There’s not much else to say. We’ll get off your ship and leave you be to pen that letter of apology. Thank you, Maestria. For everything. I won’t forget your help, and if I’m ever in a position to return the favor, I will.”

Maestria also stood, chair scraping back. “You know I’d help you if I could, Kellik. I admire you and your friends. I’ve never met a more insane or dangerous group. But I won’t let you endanger the Bonegwayne again. We’ve survived impossible odds already. We keep rolling the die, we’re going to come up with Hanged God’s pips and that’ll be the end of me and my crew.”

“I understand. And again, I’m sorry.” I looked around at my companions. “If you’re all still willing to help me in this, you might need to follow me off the ship.”

“Oh, damn your eyes,” said Maestria. “Another half hour at this rate won’t change a thing. Finish your conversation before you go. I’ll send one of my men to find you appropriate lodgings close by so you don’t spend several hours knocking on doors with Pony out in the open. Wherever you go next you’ll need to be secretive about it, otherwise why bother?”

I grinned at her. “You’ve a heart of gold, Maestria.”

“I don’t, though,” she said, moving to the door, “and that’s the strangest part of all this. Soon as I’ve secured lodgings for you, however, you’re out.”

I stared morosely at the cabin door after she closed it behind her. “Well, that’s that.”

“She’s right,” said Cerys. “What happened tonight at the Dream was sloppy. We can’t operate this way. I won’t operate this way. Not again.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “Perhaps I’m getting overconfident.”

“I will note,” said Netherys, one foot up on the edge of the table so she could push herself back on the rear legs of her chair, “that we did accomplish our objective. And you all might need to accept that Kellik is an agent of change. And that change will oftentimes be violent. Disruptive. If you’re hoping for elegant operations, you may be disappointed.”

“That doesn’t give him license to just barge into places of business and kill people,” said Cerys, leaning forward. “And if you’re saying it does? Then I’m out.”

“I’d be upset as well,” said Tamara softly.

Yashara rapped the table with her knuckles so that everyone looked to her. “We’re wasting time bickering. Let us agree that henceforth I shall help plan these operations, just as I did the move on the smuggler’s warehouse. We’ll think through the repercussions of our actions, but for now, it’s too late to cry over spilt blood. Soon we’ll be asked to leave the ship. I’d rather have a plan before that happens so that we can move with purpose.”

“Agreed!” said Pogo. “Emotions are running high. The peril is great. Forces are already in motion, and we had best move with them or be crushed. As I understand it, the immediate challenge is to end the outflow of sewage into the harbor, is it not? That shall in turn convince Anacoana to cast spells of water-breathing upon us, so that we may secure Beauhammer’s locket, and with it persuade him to grant our ‘team,’ as it were, the discretionary license with which to explore the ruins.”

“That’s right,” I said.

“And yet, while we undertake these steps, we must now also be aware of retribution from the Nautilus company, and perhaps the Griffins and Rams, who may also object to the destruction of the Fever Dream.”

“Also correct,” I said.

“Now.” Pogo wriggled in his seat, moving closer to its edge so that he could perch there, his glasses gleaming in the candlelight. “The Nautilus company is not in breach of their contract with the lampetramen.”

“No,” said Anacoana. “Though they did misrepresent the amount and toxicity of the sewage they’d be pouring into the harbor.”

“It’s essential that we get a copy of this contract,” said Pogo. “I cannot offer adequate legal advice without examining its clauses and provisos. But from what you say, these high volume and toxicity levels are accounted for by a sliding scale of renumeration. Which they have paid without fault.”

“Correct,” said Anacoana, voice growing subdued.

“Therefore, I would wager that they are not in breach of contract, misrepresentation not withstanding, as they built in a proviso to account for this very variable. We are, therefore, seeking to break a lawful contract. Either we can offer them terms, a service, or payment that will cause them to willingly terminate the contract, or we must find a means to coerce them.”

“We don’t have time,” I said, fighting down the flutterings of panic. “Just acquiring the contract could take days.”

“Alas,” said Netherys, tone indicating anything but dismay, “we also burned that bridge when we insulted the scion to the family business.”

“Agreed,” said Pogo. “Negotiations would have to be conducted through a third party, with your involvement redacted.” He removed his spectacles and wiped them on his tunic. “As much as it pains me to advise this course of action, I believe our best bet is to achieve our goal through illegal means.”

“Why am I not shocked?” asked Cerys.

“However.” Pogo placed the spectacles back on his impressive nose. “This does not mean the task will be any easier. For our goal must be accomplished in a very tight time frame, and, if we are to deal fairly with Anacoana, such that she may be welcomed permanently back into her society, we must effect in turn a permanent change. To convince a powerful company to go against its financial interests is a complex undertaking.”

“Yes,” said Anacoana. “I do not see how you convince them. During our negotiations, they revealed that the swamps within the immediate vicinity of their compounds have grown dangerously polluted, to the point where it is hampering their ability to do business. This outflow pipe both cost them a lot to build, as it traverses under the whole of Port Lusander, but also was seen as a critical necessity for their long-term ability to do business.”

I fought a rising wave of despair. “There has to be a way.”

Pogo spoke on, merciless. “If it is an existential threat to their business interests, it would take a vast amount of gold to convince them to stop using the pipe. We must either discover a viable alternative to their pollution problem, via means magical or through a feat of engineering, or coerce their leadership to go against the company’s better interests. I don’t see any other way.”

“Kidnap Naveric Gremond?” said Netherys.

“But another temporary solution,” said Pogo. “They would revert to their previous practice upon the return of the son.”

“Iris suggested attacking their compound with an army of the dead,” I said, trying for humor but feeling too bleak to pull it off.

Pogo nodded. “Destroying the Nautilus company is probably one of the simplest means to accomplish our goal, and has the added benefit of bring moral retribution to slave owners who deserve nothing more than death. However, it’s entirely possible that the company as an entity, an idea, would persist beyond the destruction of its physical manifestation here in Port Lusander. If its head office, say, were based elsewhere. If the financial incentive were large enough, they would be willing to rebuild from the ground up, and quickly.”

Yashara grimaced. “I’m going to say that we must abandon this line of action, as appealing as destroying the compound sounds. Stopping the outflow pipe is too complex a problem for us to effectively undertake in a day or two. We’ll have to find another way to reach this locket.”

I knew she was right, but still, it was galling. Momentum was what had carried us through our travails at Port Gloom. We’d simply moved faster than the opposition, stayed one step ahead of them the entire way so that the Family had been unable to crush us with its might. To lose that momentum here - to declare our attack on the Fever Dream a dead end - to need to find another means to acquire the locket - it felt like a debacle. 

“Perhaps I can convince this Gremond to simply stop using the pipe,” I said. “Use my powers on him. Set up a meeting, and then - I don’t know - just browbeat him into agreeing.”

Speculative looks from around the table.

“Possible,” said Pogo. “But I would argue that reality would chip away at any agreement you’d make, revealing it to be irrational, such that Gremond would probably be replaced by someone more willing to nurture the company’s financial interests.”

My shoulders slumped. “You’re right. We’ll… we’ll have to find another way. I’m sorry, Anacoana.”

The lampetrawoman lowered her wicker-bound head and gazed down at her hands. For a moment nobody spoke, watching her as she accepted this verdict, and then she gave a sharp nod. “All right. There is no need to apologize. I appreciate your trying to find a way.”

“I’ll escort you to the dock,” I said. “Or anywhere else you want to go.”

“The dock will suffice,” she said, and the bleakness in her voice was heartbreaking.

I rose. “While I’m gone, maybe try to figure out our next step? I’m currently out of ideas.”

“We’ll deliberate,” said Yashara.

“This way, then.” I opened the door for Anacoana. She slipped by gracefully, then followed me across the deck to the gangplank, and down onto the pier. Unsure of myself, I began to lead her back to the main docks, but realized a moment later she’d gone in the opposite direction; turning, I saw her athletic figure and geometric head silhouetted against the harbor waters by the soft light of the moon.

I walked back and joined her at the pier’s end. 

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“There’s nothing for you to apologize for,” she said. I could barely hear her voice over the lapping of the waves. “I was ostracized before I met you. I am ostracized still.”

“Perhaps. But my friends and I… we offered you a moment’s hope, maybe. I’m sorry we couldn’t follow that through.”

“As am I.”

We stood side by side. I could almost sense her ache, her desire to dive into those dark waters. To rejoin her people, her society. How painful it had to be to turn around, turn her back to the bay, and walk back into Port Lusander.

“Where will you go?” I asked.

“I don’t know. The Fever Dream was a way to not think about my future. With it gone, perhaps I will finally have to face what I’ve run from for so long. The next phase in my life.”

“Don’t give up hope,” I said. “Don’t assume it’s over.”

Her wicker cage turned to me.

“I know it sounds… insane, perhaps, given the size of the Nautilus company and everything, but the world has a way of surprising you. We can’t control the hand that’s dealt to us, the cards we’re given, but we can control how we respond. I was - well. My father is a very powerful, very dangerous man back in Port Gloom. He wants me dead, and that means pretty much that everyone in Port Gloom feels the same. There were a couple of moments during the past few weeks when I thought of just running away. Giving up. Letting him win, and trying to find a new life. Reinvent myself. But I decided: no. I wouldn’t. I’d fight back, ridiculous as it felt, I’d keep trying to find a way to get what mattered to me. My home. Revenge. Justice. Whatever you want to call it. And somehow I’ve made it this far. And even though it’s a long shot, just about the longest shot I can think of, actually, I’m going to keep trying. Keep fighting. Keep defying the odds to get what I want, because to do otherwise? It’s a form of death. And I’m not ready to die yet.”

All the while Anacoana watched me, her sheer robe limned silver by the moonlight, the waves lapping at the pylons below us, the wind tugging at our clothing. She didn’t respond, and I grew self-conscious. Was I assuming too much in talking to her in this way?

“I guess what I’m saying is that you never know. You never know what tomorrow might bring. But the only way you’ll get to find out is if you hang in there. If you keep fighting, keep waiting. So don’t give up. Don’t give up on yourself and what you want most in life.”

Again, she didn’t respond. This time, however, her wicker cage turned back to the bay. We stood there in silence, and the longer the silence stretched out the more presumptuous and foolish I felt.

“I’m sorry,” I said at last. “I shouldn’t be talking about things I probably don’t understand.”

“No,” she said. “You understand all too well. Better, perhaps, than even I did. I… I might have lied to you, before, when I said I learned boredom at the Fever Dream. A lie of omission. I learned boredom, yes, but worse, I have learned despair. Depression. A dark and fathomless emotion without bottom. Like swimming out too far into the ocean. Depths that beckon me to dive down, even though I know to enter that blackness is to die.”

I stood rapt, frozen, listening to her soft words.

“The Fever Dream was a way to not process my pain. Faverash gave me what is called ‘dream shit’ and that and other drugs numbed the agony, made the nights and days bleed into each other. I was in stasis. At the time I told myself I was waiting until I paid off my debt to Kzzgt - I incurred debt by entering his service, for room, board, clothing, the drugs, and so forth - but now I see I was paralyzed. And - now. You. Your friends. You broke that paralysis. Shattered it. Then I realized you couldn’t help me. And, perhaps, on some level, I finally realized that - I -”

Her words became broken, her pain all too evident. I reached out and touched her shoulder. 

She flinched at my touch.

“I’m sorry,” I said again, dropping my hand.

“Don’t be. When I said you could leave me at the docks it was because… I didn’t expect to go anywhere. I didn’t want to go anywhere. This was as good an end for me as any other. I had this wild idea of diving back into the bay one last time. Even though it would mean my death at the hands of my people. It would be a good death. But then you spoke. And your words… you are right. I can’t give up. I must persist. All things change with time. If I can but have the patience and strength, then perhaps in time even my situation will change.”

She turned to me then, facing me full on, and in that moonlit air I was both glad and sorry that her alien visage was hidden by the wicker cage. “You have given me hope, Kellik. I would ask enough coin of you to pay for a room tonight, and then will find a means to earn more coin tomorrow. And I will endure. I will wait. And one day, when the outflow pipe runs dry, and my people accept me back into their midst, I will dive down again into those sweet waters and think of you, and how this night changed everything for me.”

I pulled my slender coin purse from my hip and placed it in her webbed hands. “Here. It’s not much, but it should get you more than just a night’s rest.”

“Thank you.” Her voice was soft. “Thank you, Kellik.”

I almost said, it’s nothing, but then realized how much those words could hurt. So instead I simply said, “You’re welcome. I wish I could do more.”

She took a deep, whistling breath - through her two nostrils, I guessed - and turned back to the bay. “But I can do more. I shall help you and your friends. If you still wish it, I’ll cast the magic that will allow you to breathe underwater, and come dawn you may dive down to retrieve your lost treasure.” 

 


Chapter 12

 

 

To say we stole one of Maestria’s jolly boats would be too harsh. We simply borrowed it without letting anyone know after sternly telling the sentry we were taking it with Maestria’s permission. We cranked it down into the water, climbed in, lowered Pony into the very center, watching carefully as the water rose to within an inch of the gunwale, and then set out for the bank of fog which the nascent sun was turning from a roiling mass of shadow into a lustrous wall of silver wool.

Pogo proved to be apt with a bucket, and each time the waves sloshed over the sides he’d set to with a fervor, hauling the water out as if we were about to sink.

Which, to be honest, we probably were.

So it made for a nervy trip out to the far reaches of the bay, what with continuously watching the deck of the Bonegwayne for signs of violent disapproval and feeling like we might all capsize at any moment. Still, it was the largest of Maestria’s emergency crafts and it bore us well, sliding through the water with surprising speed as Pony pulled on the twin oars. 

Anacoana trailed her fingers in the water beside the boat, her head still encased in its wicker frame, and I wondered at the sweet torment such contact must bring. To be so close to one’s home, yet denied so entirely. Was it weakness or strength to indulge in such contact?

“Here,” she said at last, just as the fog began to envelope us. Bells from the White Sun temple were tolling the official break of day, welcoming the dawn, but here in the fog they sounded eerily distant and vague. “We should be just within the banks of the coral labyrinth where The Hammer went down.”

Pony rested the oars in the oarlocks and tipped the anchor over, so that we came to a stop, bobbing on the waves.

“How do you know?” asked Tamara, then quickly moved her hand to her mouth. “I mean, I don’t doubt you, but the bay’s so big, and The Hammer went down almost thirty years ago…”

“The bay is our home,” said Anacoana, her voice betraying amusement. “Its bottom is littered with the vessels of surface dwellers. Some so old they’re little more than silten humps, while others sit proudly on the muck, tattered sails filling with the currents. The Hammer is one of the largest to have gone down, and she must have been made with ironwood, for she’s in remarkably good condition. She was a favorite playing area for my kind when I was young; a marvelous hold, shot through with holes, filled with old cargo… I spent many joyous hours down there before we were driven out.”

“High time we learned about what we’re to face below,” said Yashara, rubbing oil along the length of her scimitar. “What exactly is this peril that has the other lampetramen so spooked?”

“She is but one creature,” said Anacoana, voice growing soft as if she feared being overhead. “Krakenia, she calls herself, the Crimson Queen. From the waist up she is like your kind, but from the waist down she is all tentacles like the great kraken. She is an alien being, and though we can - and have - conversed with her, she is beyond our understanding. She is powerful in the ways of water magic, and enjoys consuming the flesh of intelligent creatures.”

“Then you should be totally safe, Kellik,” said Cerys with a wry smile. And I was so glad to see a smile on her face at last that I didn’t even contest the dig.

“She sleeps for long periods of time,” said Anacoana, “but claims the mouth of the harbor here as her domain. Every ship we tug into the harbor must pass over her, and nine times out of ten she lets us be. But occasionally, when she is hungry, or annoyed, or… I don’t know. Just herself. She will take one of my people down into the darkness, and there eat them alive.”

“Great,” I said. “So you’re saying there’s a chance she’ll be asleep?”

“A chance, yes.”

“And The Hammer is right below us?”

Instead of looking around us to get her bearings, Anacoana dipped her hand in the water and sat still for a few moments. “Yes,” she said, as if returning to life. “It is.”

I looked around at my friends. Yashara had left her plate armor behind on the Bonegwayne, and wore little more than a tunic and her briefs. Cerys was in the process of taking off her pants as well, her long pale legs gleaming like bone beside Yashara’s muscled, dark-green thighs. Tamara and Iris had opted for more modesty, both of them wearing tunics and leggings, while Pony, of course, only wore his loin cloth. 

“Here’s the plan,” said Yashara. “Pogo, you’ll stay in the ship at all times with Anacoana.” The lampetrawoman had revealed that she’d be detected the moment she entered the water. “If you feel us tug on the anchor rope, that means Pony’s to jump overboard and come help. Pogo, if you see any trouble coming, dunk the emergency bell in the water and hit it with the hammer. We’ll come up as quickly as we can if we hear it.”

Pogo gave a jerky nod.

“Pony,” said Yashara, “if you go over, try to help us. If for any reason you can’t, or once the fight is over, climb up the anchor chain. We’ll probably have to tow you back to the Bonegwayne once we’re done.”

Pony grunted.

“We’ll descend carefully. I’ll take the lead with Kellik. Cerys, does your bow work under water?” 

“I’m not sure,” she said. “I was going to test it.”

“You will bring up the rear. Netherys, Iris, and Tamara, you’ll be in the center. When we reach The Hammer Kellik, Iris, and I will scout it out. You four remain clear and watch for this Krakenia. If you spot her, Cerys, ring the bell at your hip to alert us and then summon Pony. We’ll come out and fight. If we spot her instead, I’ll ring my bell, and you come in and help. If neither of us spots her, Kellik and I will search for the locket while Iris raises whatever dead she can find.”

Yashara paused, looking us each in the eye. “Everyone understand?”

Netherys stood and allowed her robe to fall away from her svelte form. She wore nothing beneath it but panties and a black strip of cloth over her full breasts. She reached up to bind her purple hair in a tight ponytail. “Sounds clear to me.”

I fought to remain casual. It was one thing to be surrounded by powerful, beautiful women all the time. Another for them to be in such proximity and all but naked. Wherever I glanced I saw the rounded curves of thighs, the swell of breasts, the flat expanses of toned stomachs. “Clear.”

“Kellik?” Netherys interlaced her fingers and then stretched her arms above, palms to the sky as she rose to the balls of her feet. Her chest rose, her stomach grew taut, and her otherworldly beauty became almost painful to the eye. “Is everything all right? You seem uncomfortable.”

“No, nothing’s wrong, everything’s fine,” I said, busying myself with pulling my blade free and checking it for notches. “Just great. Looking forward to diving into the bay. Very exciting.”

“How long does your spell last?” asked Yashara.

“With this many of you? A little less than an hour. You should feel it begin to wane as it gradually becomes harder to breathe. It is not a sudden cessation. You should have plenty of warning and time to rise to the surface.”

“Good,” said Yashara. “Anything else we should know?”

“Make sure to take off any bracelets, rings, or earrings,” said Anacoana. “Small glittering objects attract larger predators. There are many dangers below besides Krakenia. I can’t warn you of them all. If you are swift and purposeful and stay together, you should be fine.”

“Should be,” muttered Cerys. “Lovely.”

“Everybody ready?” asked Yashara. 

“May Blind Fortuna suck all your metaphorical cocks,” I said. 

Yashara scowled. “Thank you, Kellik. Any last questions? No? Then let’s get that spell going, Anacoana.”

The lampetrawoman bowed her wicker helm. “Yes. The process is unpleasant for you surface dwellers. I shall begin.”

I frowned. Unpleasant? How unpleasant? But why ask? There wasn’t anything we could do about it now. 

Anacoana slipped her hand inside her wicker cage. I didn’t see what she did, but when she drew it forth her fingers were glistening with a thick, clear jelly. She leaned forward to Yashara. “Open your mouth.”

I was immensely impressed with how quickly Yashara obeyed. Not a flicker of hesitation. By the Hanged God’s puckered asshole, that was discipline. Anacoana slid her fingers into Yashara’s mouth, all the way into the back so that the half-orc gagged, and all the while the lampetrawoman whispered something I couldn’t understand, that didn’t even seem to be words. 

Yashara’s frame convulsed, but before she could bite down on Anacoana’s hand the lampetrawoman drew it free. A second later a film of slime manifested across Yashara’s body, coating her skin so that she gleamed as if covered with sweat. 

“Quickly,” said Anacoana, “into the water.”

Yashara nodded, still looking like she wanted to vomit, and swung her legs over the gunwale to slide into the bay’s black waters and disappear.

Again Anacoana slipped her hand into her wicker cage, and again she drew it forth, covered in that clear slime. She leaned toward me. For a wild, crazy second I thought about refusing, but I gulped instead and opened my mouth.

Anacoana’ slid her fingers over my tongue and pressed them right against the back of my gullet. The taste was horrendous, like rotten fish, causing my chest to hitch and bile to come scalding up the back of my throat as I felt the slime smear across the base of my tongue. The urge to puke was overwhelming, and my whole body shook as I felt last night’s meager dinner seek to make a running jump out of my intestines and into my mouth. But I forced it down, and when Anacoana withdrew her hand the slime rippled around my throat, across the palette of my mouth, and then I felt my skin prickle as if with sweat. Glancing down at my hand, I saw it gleam with a thin coating of slime just like Yashara, only to then realize I couldn’t breathe. 

“Into the water,” said Anacoana, voice urgent. I simply plunged backwards into the water, which exploded around me, enveloped me in the darkness, and I sank down into the warm, salty waters, down, down, down. 

I kept my mouth tightly shut and drew my sword. I couldn’t see much of anything; the surface was a glimmery, undulating expanse above me, and I had a horrible flashback to fighting that monster from the Dead Man’s Trench. My heart rate surged and the urge to scream arose within me. 

How the heck was Anacoana’s spell supposed to work? My need to breathe was growing, and I knew that soon I’d have to thrust my head above water - but I could no longer breathe air - what the hell was I supposed to do?

Yashara appeared before me, placed a hand on my shoulder, then punched me in the gut. Huge bubbles of air erupted from my mouth as I cried out in shock and pain, and then to my horror I sucked in a vast lungful of water, thick and silty, rich with salt and minerals - and found that I could breathe.

It was the weirdest feeling. My lungs filled with water, my chest grew waterlogged, and as they did my vision also cleared. What had been murky and barely illuminated by dawn light from above became, if not crystal clear, than much more lucid; I could suddenly see the vastness around us, the shadowy shapes of what had to be coral growths rising up close by like huge walls, and far below us the outline of a galleon lying on its side. 

“There,” said Yashara, patting my cheek. No bubbles emerged from her mouth, but I could hear her perfectly. “Far quicker than trying to reason with you.”

“Damn,” I said, rubbing my sore stomach. “You get right to the point.”

Yashara gave me a wolfish grin, and with her black hair spread out behind her like a dark cloud, her body gleaming in the light from above, I was struck all over again by how ferociously beautiful she was. Her large chest, cleavage so deep I could lose my hand between her breasts, the rippling of her core muscles as she swam slowly to stay in place, the long striations of muscle that flickered into view down the length of her thighs - she looked like she belonged here, in this dark, dangerous place, a denizen that would put the others to fear.

Great splashes rang out above us, and I realized we’d sunken down a good three or four yards already. I looked up, saw the underside of the jolly boat, and that Cerys and Tamara had leaped below. Cerys adapted quickly to the water, but Tamara’s eyes were wide, panicked, so I swam up, finding it strangely easy to slip through the water to reach her side.

Tamara had opted to remain in her white tunic and leggings, and her shirt now billowed around her as she pressed her hand over her clenched jaw. Opting to not sock her in the gut, I instead reached out and peeled her hand away from her lips.

Her gaze grew wild. Instinct kicked in. I cupped her by the back of her head and kissed her. For a moment she remained rigid, and then she melted into my arms, her mouth opening, and water rushed in. She immediately began to thrash, but I took hold of her hands and swam back a pace, holding her gaze. Tamara stared wildly at me then nodded and exhaled a great cloud of bubbles. A moment later she laughed, the sound clear, and she turned in a circle, admiring the great submarine world around us.

“This is amazing!”

“It is, isn’t it?” I laughed back, lifted by her exhilaration. “Too bad we’ve got to go fight and kill things instead of just enjoying it.”

Tamara swam to the side, exploring her new freedom of movement, and then scowled and pulled her shirt over her head, revealing a band of cloth wrapped around her full breasts, her skin olive, her body full and curvaceous. A kick of her legs and she rose to the surface, then threw her shirt onboard before sinking back down.

Netherys plunged into the water head first, her dive trailed by a stream of bubbles, and with complete calm exhaled her bubbles to inhale water as if it were the most natural thing in the world. Her thick rope of purple hair trailed behind her, and she moved with the ease of a fish, her long legs kicking and guiding her through the water as she turned several pirouettes. 

“It’s been decades since I’ve done this,” she said, voice rich with joy. “Ah, Kellik. If you’d told me you’d lead me to such novel experiences, I’d have followed you from the beginning without a qualm.”

I grinned at her. “Somehow I doubt it would have been that easy.”

A flick of her legs and she coasted up to me, hands on my hips, her nose but an inch from mine, her dark lips pulled into a sly smile. “You never know. Dark elves live for such experiences. Being with you is positively rejuvenating.”

Her lithe fluid movements made me feel cloddish, and before I could respond her hand cupped my cock through my pants and then she swam away, laughing and spinning again, to gaze at the world beyond. 

Iris dropped in feet first, coughed out her bubbles, then hovered in the water, blinking over and over again as if having trouble believing what she saw. Her black leggings and tight tunic coupled with the elbow-length gloves she’d opted to keep on and her black hair made her seem a fragment of night come to accompany us; I gave her an encouraging smile, and to my surprise she gave me a thumbs-up sign, a slightly impudent smile curving her lips.

Our magical vision allowed us to gaze for hundreds of yards in each direction before the murk and darkness obscured what lay beyond. I couldn’t even taste the water anymore, I realized; I’d grown that rapidly acclimatized.

The coral maze rose up before us, a great channel in its center at least twenty yards wide that lead into the darkness of the labyrinth beyond. The coral itself was fascinating; endless swirls of deep grooves that beguiled the eye covered the huge walls that rose up from the depths, clothed in different fronds of kelp, with great shelves extending out every few dozen yards above which small worlds of revolving cyclones of tiny fish and other gleaming lifeforms lived. Those that swam farther below glowed with their own bioluminescence, so that they appeared to form pockets of magic, their green, blue, and rose emanations pocketing the great walls.

“Amazing,” said Tamara, drifting up alongside me. “I’d never have guessed this lay beneath the waves.”

“Over there,” said Cerys, bow in hand. “See that large school of fish?”

And I did. Perhaps a hundred yards away a dozen silver javelins were drifting with the current, seemingly inert, their prodigious jaws decorated with teeth so sharp and large they extended up and down over their faces. 

“Stay focused,” said Yashara, voice all business. “Kellik, with me. Assume positions. We’re going down. Cerys, keep an eye on the anchor rope. If you need to summon Pony, you’ll need it close.”

And with that she dove down, kicking powerfully, and I struggled to catch up, sheathing my blade as I went so I could gain more speed.

Down we dove, the coral walls seemingly endless to our side. As we descended I felt a subtle but not unpleasant pressure begin to build up all around me. Was the water weighing down on me? Some other aspect of existing at a greater depth? I’d no idea, and no time to speculate; Yashara swam with great broad strokes down toward The Hammer, and following but a few paces behind her majestic form I felt a thrill of wonder and excitement.

We were doing it.

Swimming down to an ancient galleon in search of treasure in a dangerous new environment, a place as magical and wondrous as anything I’d ever seen. We’d found a way to defy the lampetramen, to assay the impossible in a bid to enter the ruins against all odds.

For the first time in what felt like days, I felt confidence surge within me. We could do this. We could defy Lady Fortuna again and again, and always count on her smile. 

She did, after all, love rogues, madmen, and children. 

The Hammer rose into view. She’d been a beautiful ship, as far as I could tell. More like one of the frigates that had chased us out of Port Gloom than a full-bellied galleon. Her main mast still rose at an oblique angle from her deck, tatters of her rigging and sails gently moving in the water as if the ship itself breathed. Her hull was wreathed in weeds and overgrown with lumps of coral, and a great rent in her bow showed where the sea had poured in and ruined her.

Shoals of fish swam slowly about her stern, as if unimpressed by her grandeur, and her mizzen and foremast lay strewn across the muddy bed of the bay, barely visible under the coral and kelp beds. 

Yashara slowed as we drew close, clearly studying the scene for signs of danger. I did the same, peering into the shadows that wreathed The Hammer’s hull, the darkness within her, the murk at the edges of my vision. The light from above us filled the water like a great lambent cloud, a bright, formless mass of azure that paled to white just beneath the surface itself, making it so that I could barely make out the jolly boat’s keel. My friends were arrayed above me, swimming down cautiously, and with a deep inhalation of water I turned back to The Hammer and saw that Yashara was gesturing for me to swim down.

Iris reached me just as I began to dive once more, and together we kicked and surged through the cooler waters till The Hammer was massive and right before us. What a spectral ship - after weeks spent aboard the Bonegwayne, I felt a slight familiarity with how ships should operate, and seeing the torn rigging, the shattered yards, the ghostly remnants of the sails, the scarred and barnacled decks and overgrown sides instilled me with a sense of grandeur and melancholy.

Scimitar in hand, Yashara swam slowly to the hole in the ship’s side. 

The darkness roiled; a great tentacled shape exploded out into the water, bulbous and so fast I barely had time to react. A great cloud of black ink filled the water before the ship, and I saw a glowing arrow scythe through the water after the retreating form.

Krakenia? No. Focusing on it at last, I saw an octopus the size of a cow retreating across the floor of the bay. 

Heart hammering, I turned back to Yashara. She was waving her arm through the ink, seeking to dissipate it. Down I swam, reaching her side, and as the ink thinned and disappeared we approached the great hole together.

“She tore her guts out entering the last stretch,” I said. “Water must have poured in faster than they could react. No wonder they abandoned everything on board.”

Yashara, apparently, didn’t think it was an opportune time to make chit chat. She swam into the hole itself, reaching out with one hand to brace herself on the rotten, shattered planks, and as I followed after I realized that our magical vision dispelled darkness as well. Or perhaps it was already dark down here at the bottom of the bay, and I’d not realized it? What should have been pitch-black was merely subdued, the colors washed out. 

The hull was in far worse condition than I thought; great horizontal holes showed where planks had fallen away, and her internal ribs were evident. Peering into the hold I saw a mass of crates, or their remains, all of them covered in a thick layer of sediment and looking to have settled into a mass of rotten wood. 

“The locket would be in the captain’s cabin,” I said. “Best access it from the deck.”

Yashara nodded, pushed away, then swam up the curving side of the ship to clear the tilted gunwales and out over the deck. 

I followed, Iris just behind, trying not to glance nervously in every direction. It wasn’t just Krakenia that we had to worry about. Who knew what might be taking notice of us down here and swimming closer to take a better look?

Yashara swam confidently down the sloping deck to the rear cabin door set in the stern castle. The door hung open, reduced to sodden planks that were barely held together by the massively rusted iron bands. Reaching out, Yashara grasped the door and pulled it away, tearing the hinges from the frame, turning to push it out into the water so that it drifted a few yards before settling on the deck.

I followed her inside. Our magical eyesight allowed me to make out the spacious cabin; not the captain’s. The Hammer was larger than The Bonegwayne, and so the door led into officers’ quarters, I guessed, from the cots set against the walls and the table bolted down in the center of the room. 

Yashara swam forward, toward a rear door, and this she shouldered aside and then passed through. I followed after, only to freeze when Yashara let out a cry of alarm. She shoved back through the door, movements panicked, but quickly gathered herself.

“A huge fucking snake,” she said. “Just a snake. Damnit. Surprised me, is all.”

“Underwater snake?” I moved past her, peering into the gloom. “You mean an eel?”

The captain’s cabin was a mess. The rear, diamond-pane windows were for the most part broken out and covered in algae and ribbony seaweed. The floor was encrusted with barnacles, and coral had grown over the walls so that it seemed almost a natural cave. In the rear, a massive eel was glaring at me, angular mouth open as if stunned, its body as thick as my thigh. 

The damn thing had to be at least ten yards long.

“Suggestions?” I asked, turning back to the half-orc.

“One moment,” said Iris. She was floating but a foot off the floor, tunic rippling slowly about her body, hair held firm by her tight braids. Arms extended, she simply hovered there - until movement stirred in the doorway behind her.

I don’t know what I’d expected to see. Skeletons in pirate hats, rusty cutlasses in hand? Instead, a skeletal shape swam gracefully into the room. At first I couldn’t make sense of what I was seeing. It was composed of a massive spine perhaps two yards long, with a ribcage and huge shoulder blades at the end, with strange, stubby bone hands just below the shoulders like shovels. But the head. It reminded me of a pelican, with huge eye holes, extended, pointed beak, and a fan of bone emerging at the top of the skull like a mohawk. 

It swam past Yashara and I and into the cabin. We both crowded in, and saw the skeletal - fish? Pelican snake? Rush at the eel, putting on a burst of speed at the last. 

The eel drew back, snapped its jaws at the skeleton, then burst forth from its lair to dart out the window. A ripple of its muscular sides and it was gone. 

“Effective,” said Yashara approvingly. “Let’s find the locket and go.”

We swam into the cabin, and I quickly realized we were going to need to pry things free from the coral. Yashara moved to the large desk. Iris began to explore the floor around the bed, while I moved to the remains of an old dresser bolted against the wall. Using the tip of my sword I tried to lever a drawer free, but it was so swollen and overgrown that I might as well have been trying to pry a block out of a castle wall.

For the next five minutes we chipped, hacked, and levered the cabin apart. I found a variety of other objects; ruined scroll tubes, a blocky compass whose copper was so verdigrised it looked like a massive emerald, a handful of gold coins embedded in the heart of the coral, and a sword whose blade must once have been massive but had now been reduced to an insignificant squiggle of rust.

“Here,” said Iris, rising up from where she’d been crouched by the bed, a gold oval in hand, chain trailing from its top. “This looks like a locket.”

“Don’t open it,” I said, extending a hand toward her. “If there’s a painting inside, perhaps its been preserved if the locket’s airtight -”

A shout of warning sounded from outside - Cerys? And then The Hammer shuddered as if it had been rammed by another underwater ship. Invisible waves of force rippled over us, causing the three of us to jostle within the cabin, and deep, plaintive groans arose from the depths as the galleon settled deeper into the seabed, accompanied by the loud cracks of huge timbers finally wrenching apart.

“Out,” said Yashara, swimming swiftly to the broken windows. “Hurry!”

I needed no encouragement. The three of us, accompanied by Iris’ skeletal pelican fish monster spinal thing, swam carefully through the ruined windows, contorting ourselves to avoid the still sharp edges, and out into the bay’s expansive waters.

And that’s when I saw her.

There could be no doubt.

Krakenia.

She hovered a good thirty yards away, slightly above us, a regal conflagration of deep, smoldering crimson tentacles that not only grew in great number from her lower half, but which also extended in much larger variety from her back and the rear of her head, creating a dark, writhing corona of octopoidal flesh that framed her paler torso and face. 

I couldn’t help but stare. She was magnificent. As large if not larger than Yashara, she was gazing at where Cerys, Tamara, and Netherys hovered, her aristocratic features cast in an expression of disdain and haughty annoyance. A crown of coral was set upon her hairless brow, and crimson markings flared across her harsh cheekbones, cut down vertically through her eyes. Her lips were of the same blood-red, a crimson that covered her shoulders, the backs of her arms, and wrapped around her so that like flickers of flame they extended here and there over her high breasts, her slender torso, both of which were the same pale soapstone green as her face. 

In one hand she held a harpoon twice the length of her already considerable body, and this she raised to point at my three friends. 

Iris pointed her finger at Krakenia, and her bone pelican spinal monster thing sped forward like a hurled spear, its body streamlining as it flew at Krakenia, growing more slender and pointy as it put on speed, beak extending out like the tapering point of a lance.

Krakenia caught sight of its approach, brought her harpoon around, and then channeled what looked like a tornado of swirling water down its length to send a vortex at Iris’ creature.

The two collided by ten yards from where Krakenia hovered. The vortex tore the skeleton apart, shattering bone and knocking it into a disparate cloud of fragments that immediately began to fall toward the bay floor.

Only to pull together and reknit themselves into a new form; a knobblier, uglier version of its original incarnation.

Krakenia’s eyes narrowed, and then she looked past it at where Yashara, Iris, and I hovered just outside the captain’s quarters.

The weight of her regard was such that I felt as if a great leaden hand had suddenly clamped itself on my shoulders.

My sword felt really, really inadequate, and suddenly I really missed Havatier. 

“Yashara?” I began swimming away from her so as to not provide a bunched up target. “What do we do?”

An arrow came sizzling down from above, ensorcelled with purple and blue, trailed by a ferocious stream of bubbles only to be snagged out of the water by one of Krakenia’s four back tentacles. 

But a second came right behind it, not as quickly as if fired normally in the air, but quick enough that it slammed into Krakenia’s side, embedding itself deep into her hip.

Her tentacles snapped out to their full length, and she screamed, a sound not of pain but fury, indignation. She raised her harpoon and a pulse of power flared out from its tip in all directions, washing over me and resonating deep in my chest. I hesitated, unsure if something terrible was going to happen next - but nothing did. 

“What was that?” I glanced to my friends. 

Iris was peering pensively up at our foe, and I saw the pelican spinal monster suddenly fall apart just as it drew close to Krakenia and collapse into a dozen small spheres like the heads of maces, mostly composed of the great vertebrae. These flew at our enemy, and scored a dozen gashes before she swirled her harpoon about her, unleashing another pulse of power that caused the bones to pulverize into dust and disappear. 

“Drat,” said Iris, tone clipped with annoyance.

Cerys unleashed another arrow just as a cloud of darkness settled about Krakenia, its swirling mass shot through with faint glimmers of purple. Netherys’ work? The arrow slid into the cloud, only for a dozen vortexes to fly out in the direction of my friends; most missed, but one clipped Cerys on the shoulder, sending her spinning as blood erupted from the wound in a dark cloud, while a second hit Netherys in the head, knocking her into a slow backwards summersault from which she made no move to recover.

Hovering down by the ship wasn’t doing anything for anybody. I kicked forward and began swimming as fast as I could toward the distant thread of the anchor’s rope. My chest grew tight with exertion, but I swam on, hoping Krakenia - who had swum clear of the dark cloud - wouldn’t sight down at me just yet -

Yashara was swimming valiantly right at her. A glance up showed Tamara moving to Netherys’ side. Cerys was swimming toward the rope as well, but just then a great shape came sliding down with terrible ease and speed to coil around her - the conger eel from the ship. 

Or it’s fucking brother. 

Cerys screamed, her bow trapped against her side, and began pounding her fist ineffectively against the eel’s side. I stared up, helpless, horrified, too far to do anything, as the coils cinched tighter. Cerys screamed again, and I thought I saw a faint cloud of dark smoke emerge from her mouth.

The anchor rope. I pressed on. The water shuddered around me as something vast swam overhead - a great shadow that I chose to ignore. I had to reach the rope. Just then something coalesced out of the darkness just beyond it - a large, terrifying shape whose great tail waved from side to side as it propelled its brutal, pale bulk forward.

A shark. 

A massive, massive shark. 

Its upper half was a light gray, while its lower jaw and belly were a pale white. Even at this distance I could make out its seemingly lifeless, black eyes. Maw cracked open so that I could make out the endless rows of triangular teeth. 

Something about it caused my heart to clamp up painfully, my gut to tighten, my whole body to seize up as if I’d been hit by a bolt of lightning. A primal reaction. The sight of that huge shark coming right at me was fucking terrifying.

But fuck me if I hadn’t faced worse over the past few weeks. I shook my head, gathered my wits, and forcefully reminded myself that I’d been swallowed by a behemoth from the Dead Man’s Trench only a week ago. Compared to that, a great white shark was child’s play.

I drew my blade and stopped swimming. Waited, legs and arms slowly keeping me in place. 

Watched as the massive shark kept swimming right at me. 

There was nowhere I could go. No way to charge it first. Nothing I could throw at it. Closer it came, huge tail wafting from side to side, a turgid, primeval threat, and the rest of the fight faded away as I focused on its pointy nose, the mouth that was large enough to bite me in half.

At the very last it put on a burst of speed, exploding forward, huge tail thrashing from side to side, and I screamed in horror and determination, stabbing at an eye as it slammed into me. 

I must have missed, but nor did it get part of me into its mouth. I was forced through the water at a terrible speed, its mouth open right before my stomach, my whole body bent around its nose, the point of my sword stuck somewhere along the side of its head.

Straining, fighting to keep from sliding into its maw, I screamed again and wrenched my blade free, stabbed it into the side of its neck, right into its gills, and then was tossed away as the shark thrashed and darted aside.

Tumbling head over heels, I saw it swim out in a circle, blood streaming from its wound. 

Heart in my mouth, my whole body jittery with fear and excitement, I made a break for the anchor rope. It was just ten yards away. I swam, the blade clumsy in my grip, my body aching from the battering it had received. 

Where was the shark? I glanced all around, couldn’t see it. 

Five yards to the anchor.

Four.

Three -

A battering ram slammed into me from the side, sending me spiraling, twisting in the water, and a huge, crushing force slammed down upon my side. If I’d been holding my breath, I’d have screamed it all out right there and then. 

I was torn through the water, ripped past the rope, driven before the shark, its huge maw closed about me -

Desperate, drowning in pain, and flung out my hand. Reached, screaming, and felt my fingers close around the rope for but the briefest second. There was no give to its slimy length - my grip was immediately torn away, and then I was being carried deeper into the bay, down, down, as the shark’s teeth ground into my flesh, the pressure terrible, the pain so vast I couldn’t even register it.

Not thinking, flailing wildly, I hacked at the shark’s head, my attacks made clumsy by the water resistance, and then the blade was gone, torn from my fingers.

Down we went into the murk. Frenzied, I twisted, feeling flesh tear, and attacked its black eye.

It was like digging my thumb into thick mud. I shoved it in as deep as I could, felt the smooth, cartilaginous edges of its socket, and then the shark opened its mouth and was gone, speeding away into the darker waters.

I floated, propelled by momentum, and stared down at my chest. Blood was wafting up like smoke from a dozen small fires. My insides felt liquid and strange. I couldn’t even breathe in water. Dazed, I stared up. 

Krakenia had swum down to engage Yashara, but the fight was horribly unequal. The queen of the waves was able to dance about the half-orc, propelled by her wealth of tentacles, wielding her harpoon with savage efficiency, cutting and probing at the half-orc’s defenses with ease. 

I could barely make out what was happening above them - Netherys seemed recovered, but was being mobbed by a school of silvery fish, each as long as my arm, while Tamara was stabbing a dagger over and over into the eel that enveloped Cerys. 

Iris? No sign of her.

Forcing myself to move, I tried to swim up, to rejoin the fight. I was but a few yards above the seaweed-strewn muddy bay floor. The water here was frigid, which felt good against my wounds, but I had to swim up, had to reach my friends -

Gritting my teeth, glad for the numbness that had enveloped me, I swam awkwardly up, moving slowly, far too slowly to be of help. 

But because of my angle as I climbed, I saw something massive falling toward us. Had Krakenia summoned another sea monster?

My heart leaped. No, no monster - it was Pony, diving down like a flung harpoon, arms and legs pressed into a line, coming in fast - way faster than he should have been able to -

Anacoana was just above him, her wicker helm gone, her arms looped under his own, her long, athletic legs kicking with fluid power, driving him down with some magic all of her own, for they were coming in fast, faster than even a large rock could fall, faster even than Cerys’ arrows -

Krakenia sensed something, drew back from Yashara, and looked up.

Too late.

She had time to scream, her tentacles flaring out into a web of crimson around her, and then Pony punched right into her center, one huge blue hand wrapping around her neck, the other grabbing one of the two huge tentacles that grew out of the back of her head and tearing it free with a shuddering, terrible wrench.

Anacoana released Pony but kept swimming down, faster and faster - toward me, I realized. That was strange. I wasn’t part of the fight. 

Down she came, moving with elegant fluidity, to reach my side and regard my wounds. 

“You’re dying,” she said. 

“It’s not that bad.” I considered the huge holes that were bleeding ever faster into the water. “Well, it’s pretty bad, but not terrible.”

“Here.” She slid her hand under my tunic and rubbed it over the wounds. The blood stopped pouring forth. “A sealant. But your wounds, you’ve lost too much blood -”

“Tamara,” I said. “Can you get me to her? She’s handy with these life-and-death moments.” The pain still hadn’t really hit. Just that awful sense of a vast and distant pressure, and a sinking feeling that I was pretty fucked.

But not terribly fucked. I’d already survived worse.

Anacoana looped her arms under mine and we surged upward.

Pony was wrecking Krakenia’s shit. I laughed as we swam past them. He’d wrapped his legs around her waist, interlocking his ankles, and was pummeling the crap out of her with his huge, stony fists. Her tentacles were lashed all around him, but he didn’t seem to care.

“That’s right!” I screamed as we flashed by them. “We brought a war troll to a fish fight!”

Up we sped, and just as we reached where Tamara and Cerys were struggling with the eel, it uncoiled itself from around the Crimson Noose assassin and sped away, suddenly giving up the heart to fight.

Cerys hunched over, floating into a ball, and spat forth another thick cloud of blood.

“Tend to her,” I gasped, and Tamara nodded and swam to Cerys’ side.

“But…” Despite not having facial features I could understand, Anacoana was clearly amazed. “You’re…”

“Dying? Not yet.” I could feel my insides rebelling against the damage. My king troll nature already healing. I turned to stare below. Pony was sinking down to the bottom of the bay, a massive tentacle in each hand. Krakenia was a swiftly retreating shadow, trailing what might have been a cloud of ink or blood, disappearing into the dark depths of the coral maze.

Relief washed over me, making me dizzy.

Or maybe that was the blood loss.

“Trouble,” said Anacoana, and I turned to see a score of lampetrapeople swimming swiftly toward us. “Of course, they only approach once Krakenia’s defeated.”

“Shit,” I said softly. “What do we do?”

“Nothing,” said Anacoana. She released my arm and with a subtle flick of her legs drifted forward. “I knew the price I’d have to pay when I dove down here. I have no regrets, Kellik. Good bye.”

 

Chapter 13

 

 

It’s hard to pull yourself back from the brink of blood loss-induced delirium and into a state of cold, sharp analysis, but the sight of some twenty lampetramen with needle-thin spears of gossamer steel did wonders for my focus. 

I moved forward to float beside Anacoana. Would that I could read her horrific face for any sign of emotion. Or that of her compatriots, actually. They hovered above The Hammer, gazing - ostensibly - at each other with their conical, fleshy heads, without eyes or eyebrows or cheeks or anything else I could read for emotion. 

Still, there was no mistaking the tension of the confrontation. What to do? Fight to defend her? Defy the will of the only beings who could help us navigate out of the bay? 

That’s when the coin dropped and I realized just how badly we’d screwed up. Or, to be less generous, Anacoana had screwed us over by diving into the water. Being caught by the lampetramen doing exactly what they’d forbidden us to do… well. Couldn’t be good. Then again, without Pony honing in on Krakenia like that…

“Anacoana,” said a man at the front of the crowd. Or was it pack. A school? A school of lampetramen? “What are you doing here?”

“Meloandar,” she replied, inclining her head. “I have no excuses for my behavior. I willingly face whatever punishment you decree.”

Then, to my shock, or weird fascination, most of the lampetramen and women pushed a small stream of bubbles out of the perforations in their heads. These rose in distinct little globules. Only the two interlocutors refrained from this display. A form of communication? What did it signify?

“What has happened here?” He spread his webbed fingers and fanned water toward his face. “I taste… blood of many varieties. Interlaced with fear. Horror. Desperation.”

Yashara finally reached our side, having swum up with slow, powerful strokes, her statuesque body covered with cuts and gashes. “What do you want to do?” she asked me, voice low.

I held out my hand, bidding her wait.

Anacoana made an elaborate gesture, a shooing, or wafting motion with both hands, as if pushing water toward the distant other. “We hide nothing. We fought Krakenia, and wounded her badly. She fled the battle but moments ago.”

Again another stream of bubbles left each lampetraperson’s head, and this time I thought I caught a pattern in how the bubbles streamed around each other. 

“I taste her blood,” said Meloandar. “Something I have never done before. How was this done?”

“War troll,” I said, voice sounding brash even in my own ears. “Nobody expects one to drop on their head, not even underwater, I suppose.”

The lampetraman quivered. Indignation? Curiosity? I couldn’t get a read. “War… troll.”

“He is below,” said Anacoana, pointing out Pony who stood in the murk beside The Hammer, gazing up at us. “He nearly tore her apart. She fled his strength.”

“You are the one who requested access to The Hammer before,” said Meloandar. “We denied it to you. Yet here you are.”

“Yeah, sorry about that.” I even tried to sound apologetic. “I’m not good at giving up on what I wanted. I didn’t mean to offend.”

Did he stare at me? Anacoana? I couldn’t tell. He just floated there, hands gently waving back and forth to hold him in position. Then he blew forth a furious stream of bubbles, and I thought I heard a subtle fluting sound at the same time. 

Those behind him responded, but not uniformly so; some mimicked his furious stream, others were more selective, blowing their bubbles forth in nuanced patterns I couldn’t follow or hope to decipher.

Finally, Anacoana did the same, but bubbles emerged only from the small holes at the very top of her cone. 

Tamara moved in the periphery of my vision, placing her hand on Netherys’ brow. “I have to take her up,” she whispered to me urgently, “she needs healing, now.”

I nodded, indicating she should go. If the lampetramen objected, I’d deal with it.

Luckily they didn’t. Tamara wrapped an arm around Netherys’ chest and kicked back toward the surface. 

“Krakenia has never been this weak before,” said a lampetrawoman from the pack. School. Shoal. “We should capitalize on this moment.”

“Too risky,” said Meloandar. “Even wounded she is a dire threat.”

“If we rouse the entire cargaan,” said a man from his other side, “if we all follow her, now, we could finish her once and for all. It is an opportunity. A rare one that may not come again.”

Meloandar betrayed nothing. He could have been pondering what was going to be served for dinner for all I could tell. 

“Summon the cargaan,” he said at last, “and sound the gold conch. We pursue Krakenia into the labyrinth. I shall lead the eckleer. Anacoana, you shall lead the varsept once more. Deloathis, you shall lead the bulk of the cargaan, and take the center. We go!”

The school of lampetramen broke apart in a flurry; a third of them swam with astonishing rapidity back toward the docks. Another third rushed forward, following Meloandar as he dove deep and off to the left. The others moved forward to crowd around Anacoana. She hesitated and then turned back to me.

“What happened?” I asked.

“I am returned to my people.” Even I could hear the joy in her voice. “What we have done here has brought much joy and hope. More than the outflow pipe brought despair. The scales have tipped, and I ride the wave back into power. I am given the most dangerous position, but I rejoice. With luck, Krakenia will be either be killed or driven from our bay. Thank you, Kellik. It is because of you that this has come to pass. I shall never forget my debt to you and your friends.”

I was astounded and still light-headed, so all I could think to do was bow from the waist. “I’m the one who should thank you. You dove in and risked everything to help us. How about - instead of talking in terms of debt - we declare ourselves friends, and leave it at that?”

“Friends,” said Anacoana, and with a kick of her feet glided toward me, hand extended.

I took it. We shook, and then she blew forth an ebullient stream of bubbles from her face, released me, and surged past, followed by six others, the eddy of their passage turning me about.

I raised my fist and slowly unclenched my fingers. In my palm glimmered Beauhammer’s locket. 

“Mission accomplished,” I said to Cerys and Yashara. “Let’s get Iris and Pony on the boat and the hell out of this bay.”

 

* * *

 

The rest of the day wasn’t as smoothly executed. Coming off our victory high, we returned to the Bonegwayne to find ourselves being evicted. 

“My apologies, Kellik,” said Maestria, standing at the top of the gangplank, arms crossed. I thought Havatier and the dozen armed sailors behind her were both unnecessary and mildly unsettling until I realized they weren’t there for us: they were bristling and looking ready for violence for the sake of everyone watching from the docks. A message to the Nautilus company.

“Nothing to apologize for,” I said, wishing I could summon a little more flair than my dripping clothes allowed for. “You’ve been more than kind. Maybe even too kind.”

“I’ve not found anyone who’ll take in a war troll.” Maestria raised her tattooed chin. “Not for lack of trying. But I won’t allow you to stay any longer on the Bonegwayne, so you’re out of luck.”

I rubbed at the length of my jaw. “Understandable. We’ll figure it out.”

Maestria didn’t take her eyes off me and my crew. “Samel.”

The massive boatswain ambled down the gangplank, a couple of satchels and parcels hanging from one meaty fist. “Your belongings,” he said, setting it down on the pier.

“Too kind. It’s been fun, Captain. I hope to one day share a drink with you under more peaceful circumstances.”

Maestria pitched her voice to carry. “And I hope to never see you again, Kellik. You’ve been nothing but trouble for me since we met. Good bye.”

“That was subtle,” said Cerys, turning to survey the docks. 

“You can’t fault her,” said Netherys, pulling the hood of her cloak lower. “We’ve become an existential threat.”

Pony picked up the bundles and tried to pull the hood of the massive cloak we’d fashioned for him out of canvas sail a little lower over his face. I wanted to both laugh and wince at the same time. Even if we’d wrapped him up completely, his massive stature would give him away.

“I’ve an idea,” said Tamara. “I think I know a place that’s large enough to take us in without any trouble, and disreputable enough that the owner won’t mind.”

Pogo perked up. “Excellent thinking. Yes. Jessie’s warehouse could serve admirably. We are, after all, on excellent terms pending your signing a number of provisional contracts with her shipping company.”

I sighed. “I was hoping you’d suggest the Mermaid, but sure. Let’s get out of sight.”

Cerys walked alongside me. “Aren’t we effectively embroiling Jessie in our own problems?”

“Yeah. But we’re out of options, and she’s already a member of the criminal underworld. Perhaps she has connections to the companies with which she can salvage the situation. Perhaps she has some form of immunity like members of the Family did back home. Best yet, we can figure out a place to hide from there, and move Pony to our next location hidden in the back of a cart or something. That way the whole town won’t know where we are.”

That’s the downside to having a war troll. It made sneaking or even just getting around inconspicuously impossible. Everyone turned to watch our passage. Old sailors ceased mending their nets. Costermongers stopped crying out their wares. Bands of barefoot children stopped their games to gape. People leaned out of windows. 

“A pity Anacoana’s spell expired,” muttered Yashara. “It would have been best to have him walk along the bottom of the bay to the edge of the dock.”

The mood was growing too heavy for my liking. “Listen up, all of you. We’ve secured Beauhammer’s locket. That’s what matters. We’ll be presenting it to him at tonight’s ball, at which point we’ll become a sanctioned team. The Nautilus company will then have to enter the ruins to find us, and good luck to them if they do that. All we need to do is stay one step ahead of them until then, which with our varied talents I’m sure we can do. All right? So cheer the fuck up. Everything’s moving in the right direction.”

“Live and learn,” said Cerys. “Who’d have guessed that king trolls were life’s eternal optimists?”

Tamara and Yashara chuckled.

“Yeah, yeah, laugh all you want. But if there’s one thing I’ve learned these past few weeks, it’s that the trick to dealing with massively powerful enemies like the Family or the Nautilus company is to move faster than they can react. We’ll spend the day at Jessie’s and then relocate to another hideout once night falls. And then relocate again. We keep moving, they’ll be unable to launch an attack.”

“Agreed,” said Yashara, “but remember that they are thinking, dynamic foes. They won’t remain frozen while we act. They’ll launch their own initiatives. Perhaps use magic of their own to locate us.”

“They keys should help stop that,” I said. “They blanket a limited area around themselves. We’ll hang one around Pony’s neck so that he’s always safe, as he’s an obvious target to search for. I’ll keep the second, and then we’ll distribute the third as necessary.”

“We can return to my manor,” said Iris from the back of the group. “Once night falls. Nobody will think to search for us there, and the estate’s reputation should keep inquisitive eyes averted.”

I turned around so as to walk backwards, arms spread. “Fantastic idea. We’ll cart Pony up there once dusk falls and lie low. Thank you, Iris.”

The necromancer bobbed her head and smiled. “My pleasure.” 

Still walking backward, I grinned at my companions. “See? Things are falling into place. We’ve got this, guys. We just accomplished the impossible and secured a locket that’s been lost for thirty years, despite the lampetramen forbidding us to do so. And helped Anacoana return to her people. With Elsa’s help we’ll be impressing Beauhammer in short order, and then it’s a quick strike at the White Suns and we’ll be done with Port Lusander. With a little luck we’ll be out of here within a couple of days.”

I saw some dubious nods, a few exchanged glances. 

Pogo pushed his glasses up his prodigious nose. “His optimism is irrationally infectious.”

Netherys’ smile was both wicked and fond. “And he’s so earnest, isn’t he? Like a puppy intent on convincing you to play.”

“As inspiring speeches go, that was serviceable,” said Yashara. “It glosses over the more dangerous aspects of the plan, like the actual strike on the White Suns, but it was still a good attempt.”

My grin grew strained. “Can we not dissect my morale-raising speech right in front of me?”

“I’m not worried at all,” offered Iris, tone hesitant as if unsure whether her contribution was needed.

“We all know that,” said Netherys, rolling her eyes. “But thank you regardless, dear.”

“Not worried,” rumbled Pony, his voice like summer thunder. 

“See? Now, that’s a vote of confidence,” I said, and finally swung around to walk normally again. “Pony and Iris believe in me. I couldn’t ask for much more.”

“I believe in you,” said Pogo. “You are a tangible, concrete presence that I cannot wish away. How could I not believe in you?”

“He means they have faith in him,” said Tamara, and then tskked as she realized how that could also be misinterpreted. “That they have faith in his ability to lead them to success.”

“Ah,” said Pogo. “I would quantify my faith in his ability to do so at about sixty-five percent.”

“Sixty-five?” I stared down at him in pretend hurt. “After all we’ve been through?”

“I’m at eighty-five,” said Tamara. “Mostly because Kellik can’t account for what we’ll find in the ruins.”

“Seventy-five,” said Yashara. “We don’t yet know how vindictive and powerful the Nautilus company truly is.”

“Thirty-five percent,” said Cerys. “I don’t trust Elsa. I don’t know how likely it is that Beauhammer will be so impressed with the locket that he’ll give us the ticket. The Nautilus company is a formidable threat. The ruins are apparently famous for being lethal, and the White Suns are going to be no pushovers.” She hesitated, and I resisted the urge to turn around and look at her. “Also, I don’t know how well we can trust Kellik himself. I’m being honest here. His heritage… we’ve yet to see how it will play out.”

“Thanks Cerys.” I stared ahead, cheerful mood sluicing away. “Appreciate it.”

“My confidence in Kellik is one hundred percent,” said Netherys, her voice devoid of humor. “Mother Magrathaar has vouchsafed me visions of his fate. Of his greatness. We are but beginning on the path that shall lead him to victory. If we remain true to him, if we hold faith in his abilities, than there is nothing that he can’t accomplish.”

“That’s not a comforting thought,” said Tamara. “I’m as open-minded as the next person, but hearing that Mother Magrathaar’s excited about Kellik’s future doesn’t fill me with confidence.”

“I don’t know if we’ll succeed at this mission,” said Iris. “But I have full confidence in Kellik.”

Pony grunted. 

“Well.” I was glad I was walking at the front of the group. It allowed me to compose my features and calm my emotions without being observed. “Thank you for that refreshing bout of honesty. But consider this if you’re doubting our chances of success: nobody else in Port Lusander is supported by an immensely powerful necromancer, a war troll, a Crimson Noose assassin, a half-orc mercenary captain, a Foresworn, a dark elf witch or a first-rate accountant. Add in the fact that I’m a fucking king troll, for whatever that’s worth, and we’re bringing more heat to this fight than anyone else can even begin to imagine.”

Certainty filled me. “Nobody’s been able to stop us yet. Not gloom knights. Not barons. Not Uncles. Not mages, not assassins, not white sharks, Krakenia, blue svartens, not even motherfucking Dead Man’s Trench sea monsters. We’ve gone up against everyone and everything and not only stayed one step ahead of them, but we’ve put anyone who’s tested us in the grave. Nobody has beaten us. Nobody has come out on top. And I aim to keep it that way. So if you doubt me. If you doubt us. If you think we’re outmatched. If you think we’re in danger. Think again. We’ve been beating impossible odds since we started, and I don’t plan to stop now.”

We walked in silence for a spell, and then Pony reached out and patted my shoulder. I reached out to pat his stony hand in turn.

“Pretty good speech, that one,” said Yashara.

I raised a finger. “No scoring of my speech. That’s as close as I’m going to ever get to giving an outright order.”

I heard mixed chuckles behind me, but no one disobeyed.

We reached Jessie’s warehouse a few minutes later, leaving the rest of the bustling docks behind us at long last. Jessie was standing in the small courtyard where I’d surprised her two guards just a couple of nights ago; wisely she’d not bothered to fill it with her enforcers, but instead stood in a simple outfit of black leather, a slender blade at her hip, arms crossed, Elsa by her side.

Elsa had once more eschewed her high society ballgown for more functional leathers and a cloak; she watched us approach with an eyebrow raised and only a flicker of wariness on her otherwise calm face. 

“Master Kellik.” Jessie addressed me before I even entered the courtyard. Understanding her intent, I stopped before doing so. “To what do I owe this unannounced visit?”

“Jessie. Elsa.” I nodded my head to each. “Good news. We’ve secured Magistrate Beauhammer’s locket. We should now be able to impress him into giving us a ticket, which in turn should result in our entering the ruins and earning a fortune in gold with which to invest in your next trading adventure. I’ve come to sign the provisional contracts you drew up with Master Pogmillion here.”

“Oh, he’s good,” said Elsa, crossing her arms and leaning her weight on one leg. 

“Indeed,” said Jessie, lowering her chin. “No mention of the Fever Dream, the way he’s stirred up the Nautilus company, or how he’s directed that attention my way by marching openly through the docks to my warehouse.”

“We don’t intend to stay long,” I said, changing our plans even as I spoke. “Secure a cart and some canvas for us and we’ll be on our way shortly after signing the documents.”

“Where to?” asked Elsa.

I tapped the side of my nose. 

Jessie stared at me, glanced at Pony and the others, then sighed. “You’ve already blazed a trail to my door. Nautilus will be coming this way soon to ask questions. I’ll tell them you’re investing in my mercantile business, and having signed documents will be the proof I need. Especially if you’re long gone by the time they show up. Come in. I’ll send for a cart.”

I have to admit I felt a wave of relief. Right to the last second I’d not been sure if she’d turn us away. “Excellent. Thank you.”

We marched inside, and soon settled down on an array of couches, chairs, and chaises. Pony lowered himself into an easy squat by the entrance, hammer balanced across his knees.

“Can I see it?” asked Elsa, leaning forward, eyes gleaming.

I didn’t have to ask what she was referring to. While Pogo accepted a sheaf of documents, insisting on reading the terms one last time to ensure nothing had been changed, I pulled out the gold locket and held it out to her.

“Just as he described it,” said Elsa, turning it about in her fingers. “How by the Hanged God did you manage to salvage it so quickly?”

“It’s a long story,” I said, reaching out to take it back. “But suffice it to say we get what we want.”

“Then I’m glad we’ll be working together.” She leaned back, spreading her arms along the back of the couch, and crossed one leg over the other knee. “And just in time, as well. This morning the last team presented its bid for the remaining license and was accepted. Only the discretionary license remains, and that will be delivered tonight at the ball. You will attend, of course?”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” I said. “Though I don’t have suitable attire.”

Elsa’s lips quirked. “That can be arranged. Who else will be needing outfitting?”

“I will,” said Cerys. “Along with Tamara.”

“Very well. Once you are settled in your mysterious new location, have whoever’s attending visit my tailor in the north end of town. I’ll give you his address. He’s both very talented and discreet, though he’ll no doubt charge me double for the rush job. He’ll see to it that you have suitable clothing ready by tonight.”

“My thanks,” I said. “What do you know of this new team?”

“You might actually be able to tell me more about them,” said Elsa, affecting a careless tone. “They’re from Port Gloom.”

“Port Gloom?” I tried to disguise my jolt of alarm. “That’s… interesting.”

“Indeed. They’re led by a striking man called Baleric. I’m not certain, but I believe he’s an Exemplar of the Hanged God. A very… unnerving individual.”

“That’s not good,” I said. “What else?”

“His group is five strong. I didn’t catch everyone’s names, but there’s a city troll of impressive proportions; a young, faded noblewoman who seems more suited to drawing rooms than ruins; a brute of a woman with a sword as long as her leg; and a red-headed youth who I’d not trust with a plate of biscuits, much less the treasure hidden in the ruins. They seem a very capable team.”

Could they have been sent after me? We’d taken the direct route to Port Lusander from Port Gloom. Could they have been assembled and sent after us so quickly? No. The odds were against it. “Are they funded or patronized by any organization?”

“Not that I know of,” said Elsa, watching me carefully. “Baleric isn’t the chatty type. Do you know of him?”

“No,” I said, then glanced to my companions. “You guys?”

Everyone shook their heads.

“Port Gloom is vast,” I said. “It’s not surprising that we’ve not heard of him.”

“It shouldn’t matter.” Elsa’s voice was brisk. “We’ll leave him and the other teams to ransack the ruins while we go about our business. Everything is moving according to plan.”

“Master Kellik,” said Pogo, hopping off the edge of his chair to approach me with his documents. “If you could review this contract with me? There are a number of clauses you should be aware of, and which I would be happy to walk you through.”

I took a deep breath and forced a smile. “Go ahead, Pogo. I’m all ears.”

The next hour passed slowly. Elsa excused herself and left to arrange matters with her tailor and ensure we received invitations to the forthcoming ball. Most of my crew took the opportunity to eat and rest. Netherys even brought me a plate of food; I glanced up at her in surprise and she just scowled, as if caught doing something embarrassing. 

As the oblique beams of afternoon sunlight slowly crawled across the warehouse floor, I took advantage of the quiet to approach Cerys, who’d opted to not rest. She was slowly and methodically checking a quiver of arrows she’d purchased from one of Jessie’s men, which apparently meant redoing half of the fletching. 

“Hey,” I said, sitting on a stool close by. “Got a minute?”

“Hmm,” she grunted, not taking her eyes from the shaft around which she was slowly winding a thread.

I looked down at my hands. “Look. I know you’re… hesitant at best to be working beside me. Furthering my goals. But if you’re going to be part of the team, I’m going to need you to not demoralize the others.”

Cerys bit her lower lip, eyes still trained on the shaft, and then sighed and straightened her back. Rested the arrow on her knees and turned to regard me. Her acidic blue eyes were remote, almost alien, and it felt like staring into the face of a stranger.

“Everybody here is a grown-up, Kellik. Supposedly you are, too. I’m a Crimson Noose assassin. Not a nanny or comfort girl. If you find my honest opinion too hard to listen to, then you need to evaluate your own grip on reality.”

“It’s not that,” I said, fighting for patience. “I’m not asking for you to lie or pretend to be cheerful. Just - can’t you at least not try to bring the others down?”

She blew out her cheeks and looked away. “Fine. You want me to keep quiet? I can do that.”

I struggled to find a way to connect to her. She might as well have been sitting on the far side of a ravine for all the closeness I felt. “There’s got to be something I can do to reassure you. Haven’t I refrained from doing anything you’d find objectionable thus far?”

“That’s just it,” she said, voice low. “It’s thus far. It will always be thus far. All it’s going to take is for you to slip once, and that could happen at any time. So yeah. I’m waiting. I’m watching.”

I nodded slowly, a bleak sensation of hopelessness and loss filling me. How was I supposed to ever change her mind? The urge to simply manifest my power and smooth away her doubts was suddenly fierce, but I, of course, suppressed it.

“I can’t win this one,” I said. “Because no matter what I do, it’ll never be enough.” Her words came back to me, her fear of what it meant for her to still care for me. What it said about her. “I guess all I can do is never give you cause to hate me.” Or yourself, I almost added.

“We’ll see. But I’ll tell you one thing. There’s a line in the sand that I won’t cross.” She finally looked up and met my eyes again. “I won’t kill a good person for you, or through inactivity allow good people to suffer. Kzzgt, Faverash, and everyone else we’ve fought with thus far no doubt had dirty hands. But someone I deem truly good? No way. I’m not going to allow your quest to ruin innocent lives.”

“I don’t intend to ruin innocent lives,” I said, trying to keep the anger from my voice. “You speak about me like I’m some rabid dog. When have I ever gone after innocent people?”

“You haven’t yet.” She took up her shaft and began to wind the thread about the new fletching once more. “You haven’t yet.”

“Great. Well. Nice chatting with you. Let’s skip the hug this time round, yeah? Yeah.” I stood up and walked away. Though I tried to rest, I found myself too uneasy to do more than toss and turn on one of the chaises, face buried in the crook of my elbow. 

I felt someone sit on the edge of the chaise and cracked open an eye to see Tamara. “Hey.”

She considered me, her lips pursed, her expression thoughtful. “You doing all right?”

And for some reason that really touched me. I don’t know. Maybe I was just feeling low. But I dropped my arm and caught hold of her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Yeah, I guess. You?”

“You’re not good at lying.” Then she considered her own words, moving her head from side to side, and smiled. “Well, I take that back. I think you’re actually really talented at lying. But maybe you’re just not very good at doing it to me. I know you’re having a tough time. Maestria kicked us off the ship. You’re trying to take care of all of us while avoiding more trouble. You’re being judged and given a hard time by some of the people you care for the most. Not to mention the simple fact that you’ve still got to be dealing with the knowledge of what you are. Who your father is. It’s like, everyone is so focused on what it means for them to be with you that it doesn’t seem like anyone’s asking how you’re doing in the first place. So. How about we try again? How are you doing?”

And damn if her words didn’t sink into me and wrap themselves around my heart and give it a squeeze. My breath kind of choked in my throat a little, and I forced myself to sit up to buy myself time to recover.

“You know, it’s not too good?” I tried for a roguish smile and don’t know if I succeeded. “I think - maybe…” I trailed off, thoughts whirling and failing to cohere.

“What?” asked Tamara, and she reached down to curl the hair out of my eyes. “What is it?”

And you want to know something crazy? That a moment of kindness like this was somehow harder to handle than Cerys’ mistrust, Maestria’s eviction, and Netherys’ prophecies. I felt an actual knot in my throat and studiously looked away into the middle distance.

“Just… maybe, now that you ask, and now that I think about it, maybe I’m pushing us this fast, this hard, because if I slow down, if I stop for too long…”

“You’ll be forced to deal with it? That makes sense to me. I remember how preoccupied you were on the Bonegwayne during the voyage in. You never stopped. Training, learning about the ship, the rigging, helping with duties, challenging Pogo to chess… makes more sense, now.”

“Yeah, I suppose so. At the time I felt, I don’t know, like I was going to fly apart if I didn’t just do something to pass the time. But now. It’s like, the last thing I want to do is to stop and spend a quiet afternoon doing nothing.”

Again she ran her fingers through my hair, and it felt so damn good, so calming, so restful, that I almost suspected her of bending the flame somehow and working on my pattern.

But I knew she wasn’t. 

This was something just as rare, and just as special.

Genuine human kindness.

“Kellik.” There was such sad fondness in her voice. “I pray to the White Sun that a day will come when you can stop running. When you can stop throwing yourself into grave peril. When you can stop, and be at peace, and exhale and know that the world is all right, that you are all right, and that you’ve finally found your place in it.”

Tears prickled my eyes, and I forced a broken laugh. “You know how unlikely that sounds?”

“I know,” she said and sounded even sadder. “But that’s my prayer for you.”

“Thank you,” I said, and took hold of her hand, interlacing her fingers with mine. “And where do you fit in that picture?”

Her smile quirked. “Oh Kellik. Come on.”

“No,” I said, “seriously.”

She raised an eyebrow. “When I picture you finally resting, outside some homestead or small farm or whatever, you know I picture someone like Cerys by your side.” She gave her head a little shake. “You know that.”

“No,” I said, turning to face her where I lay. “I don’t. Why would I know that?”

Tamara blinked rapidly. “Because - well, obviously. Someone gorgeous, someone lethal, someone capable and poised and - come on. This isn’t funny.”

“I’m not being funny,” I said, holding onto her hand when she tried to withdraw it. “I’m being serious. I don’t know what the future holds, but I don’t see why you shouldn’t be a part of that.”

She looked away. “Right. That’s very sweet of you to say so.”

“Hey.” I gave her hand a tug, causing her to look back at me, her eyes narrowed. “I’m not being sweet. What do I have to say to prove I’m being serious?”

“Thank you,” she said, and leaned over to kiss my brow. “I appreciate that. And don’t worry, I meant what I said before. Even if I don’t see myself in your future, you’ve got my support in the now. Don’t worry about that, all right?”

I was all kinds of confused. “What are you talking about? Who said I doubted you?”

She shook her head sadly. “Oh Kellik. Maybe you even believe what you’re saying and feeling right now. But I won’t hold you to it. Take it easy on yourself, all right? You’re a better person than you know.” And she pulled her hand free, stood up, and walked away.

I lay there, frowning, and watched her leave. By the Hanged God’s dolorous visage, what the fuck had that been about?

Rising from the chaise, unable to rest, I set about walking the perimeter of the warehouse, listening carefully, trying to guess where a calculated surprise Nautilus attack might come from, divining the warehouse’s weak spots, and otherwise keeping my mind busy over the next hour or so until I finally sat down next to Pony by the main door and stared morosely out at nothing.

Pony patted my shoulder gently, which felt like someone tapping me with a cluster of thick leaden poles.

I smiled gratefully up to him. Pony purposefully held my gaze, and then slowly and very deliberately gave me a nod.

“Thanks,” I said. “I appreciate that.”

Pony grunted, then cocked his head. I listened as well, and finally heard what might have been the faint creaking of cartwheels.

“Good ears,” I said.

Pony tapped the side of his nose, and despite my mood, I laughed.

 

* * *

 

We separated. With time of the essence, Cerys, Tamara and I followed Elsa’s guide to her tailor’s shop, while Netherys and Iris led the cart in which Yashara, Pogo, and Pony hid to Iris’ manse. 

I was loathe to part ways. A sudden certainty filled me that I’d never see my friends again. Yet I curbed the urge to cavil. Instead, I grasped Yashara’s forearm firmly, patted Pony on the shoulder, and gave an ironic bow to Netherys and Iris as they took the reins of the lead horse and set off down the cobbled street, the afternoon sunlight almost making of their convoy a bucolic image. Almost, because knowing a war troll lay beneath the heavy canvas was enough to put the lie to the pleasant sight. 

Our guide was a slender youth with a shock of badly cut black hair that defied his attempts to subdue it; he spent most of the walk to the tailor’s combing it with his fingers, patting it down, or sprinkling water on his palm when he thought no one was looking to mat it down over his scalp. When he wasn’t tending to his looks he was shooting Cerys and Tamara covert glances, so that it was a wonder we arrived at all. 

The tailor’s shop was located to the north of Port Lusander, in a pleasant mercantile area where the base of each building was given to a business while the upper two stories had been converted into homes and apartments. The street was uniformly cobbled and clean, the paint on the buildings vibrant if faded by the salt air, and the diamond-pane windows fronted by planters from which cascaded vividly colored plants of such variety that I could barely recognize the same twice.

The tailor’s itself was surprisingly lovely; I’m not given to admiring architecture that much, but even I had to recognize the care with which the building was maintained and the charm it exuded. Everything from the cunningly wrought iron balustrade that ran up the side of the stoop, to the bronze lanterns that flanked the doorways, to the cheerful flag that hung from the second story depicting a pair of scissors crossed with a thimble of thread spoke of an eye for detail and a talent for artistry. Unlike the other buildings along the street, this one was painted a vivid moss green, the doors and windows trimmed in white, with the second story painted a smoldering pink framed with black timbers.

Tamara and Cerys actually exchanged a look of what might have been nervousness or excitement as they mounted the steps, and I placed a copper in our guide’s palm, bemused by the turn of events.

A bell rang as Cerys pushed open the door and stepped inside, and when I followed in last it was as if I’d stepped into a different world. 

Heavy purple drapes hung like theater curtains against the back wall, framing a large set of six-foot-tall mirrors that were arranged in a semicircle about a footstool, their frames gleaming bronze, their reflective surfaces so perfectly clear and smooth that they might as well have been the surface of ponds. Chandeliers, upholstered chairs, shelves upon shelves of clothing accessories, fabulous hats, footstools, more mirrors, a contoured desk with a creamy marble surface, a thick carpet across which crawled a labyrinth of vines and blooming flowers, and the thick, rich green walls behind it all so that nowhere was color absent.

“Hello!” A tall man with thinning white hair, thick black spectacles and the slightly pointed ears of a half-elf emerged through an archway, smiling courteously and sizing us up with quick glances that I was sure missed nothing. “Welcome to Alphonse’s Haberdashery and Tailor, a humble shrine to all that is haute couture and elegance. I am, as you may have surmised, Alphonse, originally from Ellosaint but now years removed from that glorious land and a permanent, alas, fixture here in Port Lusander. Not that Port Lusander doesn’t have much to commend it, but one can never forget the wonders and magic of one’s childhood home, can they?”

He took Tamara’s hand in both of his own, bowed over them, then stepped over to Cerys and did the same. I returned his bow, and for a moment we simply stood smiling at each other; or more accurately, I smiled at the sight of Cerys and Tamara who were smiling with rare surprise and happiness at the beaming Alphonse.

“A pleasure to meet you, Alphonse. I am Cerys, this is my boon companion Tamara, and this is our friend, Kellik.” Cerys took control smoothly, effortlessly, her tone changing ever so slightly to become more formal, her manner becoming more elegant, and I was struck by the memory of her walking through Port Gloom’s gardens, pretending to be a noblewoman with such success that she’d bewitched one of the most powerful men in the city. 

“An honor,” said Alphonse, stepping back and clasping his hands together. “Now, Lady Beauhammer has explained the nature of our emergency. I must admit to having been horrified by the time span in which I am to attempt to create two dresses for you, but large sums of gold and the pleasure of working with such beauty as my canvas ameliorated my panic.”

I coughed into my fist, feeling like an oaf in a tea shop. “Is there, ah, time? To create dresses and, um, a suit for me? The ball is tonight.”

“Tonight, tonight, yes, we’ve but six hours in which to work miracles.” Alphonse’s smile was genial, and his eyes actually seemed to twinkle behind his glasses. “If we were to create dresses from scratch, then no, it would be wholly impossible to pull this off. Fortunately, Lady Beauhammer has sent two dresses from her private collection which she believes would be most fetching on you ladies, and I and my seamstresses shall simply adjust them to fit your figures. And you, my good sir, shall have to settle for a suit I had almost finished for another patron; again, a little adjusting, and all shall be well.”

Alphonse beamed at us. “So. Shall we begin?”

We all murmured our assent. 

“Splendid. Let me fetch your dresses, and we shall get to work. I believe she chose exceptionally well; for you, Lady Cerys, a dress of emerald which should offset your wondrous hair beautifully. And for you, Lady Tamara, a sheathe of slate blue, with black patterns along the hems. Here we are. Elora! Bring in your girls. We begin!”

I faded into the background, picking a spot on a couch in which to rest and wait and watch, and watch I did with avid interest as six seamstresses entered from a side room, locked the front door, and quickly set to work.

Now, it’s not that I’m interested in clothing, per se; the most I ever got excited over a new outfit was when I finally earned enough to buy my thief’s leathers back in Port Gloom. But to be a wallflower in this shop and watch Tamara and Cerys surrender themselves to Alphonse’s expertise - now that I didn’t mind at all. I kept expecting them to eject me into the street, but such was the commotion, the activity around the two women, that I think they actually forgot all about me.

Three seamstresses attended each of my companions, and in short order weapons, satchels, scarves and belts were placed on a side table. With no hint of prudishness or embarrassment the women bid Tamara raise her arms and pulled her tunic off over her head, then waited as she pushed her pants down over her hips and full rear and stepped out of it, so that she was soon dressed only in her underclothes; a wrap which bound her breasts back tightly, and panties so slender they didn’t do much at all.

And - well. To say Tamara had a full figure would be an understatement. I’d felt her body against my own when we’d slept in Maestria’s couch, had at times held her or hugged her close, but never would have guessed how voluptuous she was. Her breasts were large, far larger than Cerys’, and only her tight binding kept their size from being obvious. Her waist, however, was slender, so that her broad hips were now emphasized, her figure truly that of an hourglass, her stomach flat, her thighs thick, her rear the perfect curvature of - what? I went through a number of different fruits in my mind, trying to find the perfect parallel, and then gave up. Her olive skin was smooth and rich, her dark-brown hair cascading down past her shoulders, and when she glanced back at me, her expression betraying something akin to nervousness, amusement, and provocation, I had to shift where I sat to hide my arousal.

If Tamara was a full-bodied woman, voluptuous and soft in all the right places, then Cerys was a weapon. She gazed straight ahead as the women undressed her, raising her arms or her feet as directed, so that within moments she stood in but her panties before the mirror, gazing at herself with something akin to blank disinterest.

Would that I could pretend the same neutrality. 

I’d never seen her undressed either; when we’d fucked in Tamara’s shack, we’d done so clothed; again, in Maestria’s cabin, the same. While I felt like I knew her intimately, I’d never seen her bare skin in such fashion, and so it was that I leaned back to affect disinterest and gazed in fascination. 

She was tall, slender, her hips almost boyish, her shoulders wide, her breasts high and firm, her waist narrow and sculpted. Her thick crimson braid fell down over her bare-freckled shoulder to lie across her chest, and when she moved I saw the flexion of muscle. A life of exercise had made her body an instrument; when I recalled how smoothly she moved, how lethal she was in combat, how easily she’d scaled rooftops and chased me back in Port Gloom, how tireless and fierce she was, I now knew why: her body was a flawless weapon. Not muscular like Yashara’s, but rather toned and honed so that it would do whatever she desired exactly when she desired it. 

Looking at both women, I couldn’t tell which I was attracted to more. Tamara’s ripe womanhood or Cerys’ lethal grace. 

Too quickly the dresses were brought forth, too quickly their skin was covered as they were fitted and measured. Heart thudding within my chest, I forced myself to look away, out the front window, feeling like a lecherous old man, yet the image of their bodies remained branded within my mind’s eye.

Time slowly played out, and dangerous thoughts came to me. We were all of us caught up in my impossible quest, throwing ourselves head first into danger time and time again, struggling with such intensity that I’d not stepped back and considered what was happening between my companions and I.

Sitting back, ankle crossed over my knee, finger lying over my lips, I considered Tamara and Cerys. Thought of Iris and Yashara. Netherys. What was our future? If we somehow won through? If I defeated my father, destroyed the Family, replaced the Port Gloom government and managed to lead some kind of life on the far side of that war?

I thought of Yashara. Powerful, a force of nature, tactical and cunning, statuesque and ferociously beautiful, a goddess to be worshipped even as she turned her mind to the next battle. The very idea of settling down with her was ridiculous. Whether on a small farm or a noble’s estate, I couldn’t imagine her… simply stopping. Putting down her scimitar and becoming… what? A wife? A partner? A mother?

The very thought of children made me squirm. No, no need to go that far. Just - a relationship. Would she ever give up the life on the road? The dream that was the Mailed Fist? 

And Netherys. She’d outlive me by centuries. To her I was but an entertaining chapter in a much longer book. Did she care for me? Or was she merely enjoying our time together as she guided me according to Mother Magrathaar’s desires? 

Iris. Her haunted eyes. Her alabaster body, her shattered mind. If anything it was even harder to imagine a future with her. Or even the present. 

Uneasy, I shifted in my seat once more, and considered Tamara and Cerys. Tamara was laughing quietly at something one of the seamstresses had said, shaking her head in quiet disavowal. Cerys stood still, not seeming to see or feel anything about her as more measurements were taken from shoulder to wrist. 

Did I love them?

The question came unbidden, surprising me as much as the thought of children had. Why think of love? Why think of this matter at all? Wouldn’t it be better to remain in the present? Focused on the mission? Enjoy their company for what it was, and let the future take care of itself?

That had been my approach for as long as I could remember. But now, seeing Tamara bend her head as she lifted her foot, curling a strand of dark hair behind her ear, and then watching as Cerys finally quirked a smile at a comment Alphonse made, rolling her eyes in wry amusement and mutter something back, I felt - what? A sliver of pain, of apprehension? 

I cared for them. I wanted nothing to hurt them. We’d fought for each other, saved each other’s lives more times than I could count, were bound close by the threads of fate. Did I love them? I didn’t know. Maybe I wasn’t wise enough to know what that word really meant. But watching them now, each of them so different, so relaxed, so beautiful, I realized with dull certainty that I’d give my life for them. 

I sat there, mulling that new awareness over. I’d die for them. Each of them. Did that mean I loved them? What else could it mean? And if so, how could my future include them both? 

Tamara looked over to Cerys, said something, and Cerys laughed, covered her mouth, both shocked and delighted at Tamara’s comment, who laughed in turn, the sound rich and full. She reached out and rested her hand on Cerys’ freckled shoulder as she lifted her leg once more so that a seamstress could try a shoe on her foot, and that casual intimacy almost hurt to watch. 

Would a day come when I had to pick one of them? 

Or was I being a fool? Was my own king troll heritage such that my fate was doomed to be monstrous? Was I doomed to become something that would use them as little more than tools to further my goals? Would my blood ever turn me into something that would sacrifice them to achieve my destiny?

No, a voice whispered from the depths of my mind. I’ll kill myself before I let that happen.

“Kellik!” Cerys turned to regard me, a smile tugging at her lips, laughter an undercurrent in her voice. “Come here! Tamara’s just made the most shocking proposition. I need your counsel.”

Tamara raised a hand. “No! That was for Cerys’ ears alone. Stay there, or you’ll lose all respect for me.”

They both laughed, leaning into each other, and I felt a stab of pain and uncertainty and self-loathing pass through my heart as I forced myself to smile back at them.

Never, I vowed to myself, watching them from what felt like a mile away, locked in a dark chamber of fear and doubt. I’ll never hurt them. Never.

 


Chapter 14

 

 

We ascended to Beauhammer’s ruined castle by carriage, paid for and insisted on by Elsa, who had declared that tonight during the Nautical Equinox image counted for everything. I was squeezed into an ill-fitting suit of black cloth that was too tight at the shoulders and too loose at the waist, but from a distance Tamara had assured me I looked quite dashing, even if Cerys had been unable to hide her smirk.

The ladies, however, looked devastatingly beautiful. I had gaped when Tamara had emerged from the back room clad in her sheath of vibrant slate blue, the cloth clinging to her body so that little was left to the imagination. Gone was the great billowing skirt of the kind Iris had worn in her manor the other night; this dress tapered at the knees so that the long curve of her thighs were displayed, the breadth of her hips, the narrowness of her waist that flared up to her large breasts. Her cleavage was a thing of wonder, and when she drew a shawl of black lace over her bare shoulders it was all I could do to not sigh in disappointment.

Tamara had gazed down at herself with something akin to helpless surrender. “This is the latest fashion in Ellosaint, apparently. Elsa had it shipped here but three months ago. The courts there… the summer heat, I suppose…”

I’d stepped forward and bowed low over her hand. “You look stunning.”

She’d been unable to resist a smile, lowering her head so she looked at me through her smoky lashes. “I feel undressed.” 

Would that you were, I’d almost said, but was saved from that gaffe by Cerys’ arrival. She’d worn a strapless ball gown that hugged her upper body tightly only to flare out in the more traditional manner, hiding her lower half completely in a layered array of emerald cloths that whispered as she moved. The fabric around her torso was rippled, and over her chest was a constellation of ruby chips that caught the light magnificently. Her hair was done up in a complex array of braids, swept up onto the crown of her head so that her pale arms, freckled shoulders, and long neck were revealed; a large sapphire necklace gleaming, green gloves pulled up to her elbows.

“Cerys,” Tamara had whispered in something akin to awe. “You look…”

Cerys had given a thoughtful turn, her dress flaring out as she did so, then stilled and raised an eyebrow as she considered herself. “Fashion is such a mutable thing. If I’d worn this in Port Gloom two months ago I’d have been called a harlot. It feels strange to have my shoulders bare.” Then she’d smiled. “Indecent.”

Tamara stepped up and touched Cerys’ bejeweled chest. “You’re wearing a king’s ransom. Elsa’s?”

“Indeed.” If Cerys had minded being touched in such manner she hadn’t shown it. “Strange, is it not? That she needs treasure to escape Port Lusander, yet has so many valuable jewels?”

“There might not be a willing market for it,” I had said, trying to center my thoughts. Both women had looked absolutely stunning. “If the jewels are known to be hers, the black market might not be willing to touch them.”

“Perhaps,” Cerys had said, but she hadn’t sounded convinced.

Now, we rumbled and rocked our way up to Beauhammer’s castle, the locket safely stowed in Cerys’ tiny purse, the atmosphere tense. The road was choked with carriages, and it took us nearly half an hour to cover a few hundred yards’ distance before passing through the main arch into the castle bailey, and there stopping before the keep so we could alight.

Music filled the air, elegant strains of stringed instruments, and a hundred lanterns were set about the bailey and high along the walls so that it seemed as if we emerged into a globe of golden daylight. Groomsmen wearing hound masks and dressed in stiff velvet uniforms helped the ladies alight, and everywhere I looked I saw the nobility of Port Lusander, come to enjoy Beauhammer’s spectacle even as they took advantage of the event to show themselves off in turn.

We all donned our masks. Tamara’s was a blue affair, the eyes picked out in glittering gold, whereas Cerys’ was a checkered confection of emerald and silver. My own was more grotesque; an exaggerated nose that reached Pony-like almost past my chin, high cheekbones, a mouth that sneered on one side and seemed to sob on the other, all painted a matte black.

Taking Cerys’ and Tamara’s arms, I led them over the gravel that had been spread across the bailey and through the main doors of the keep. The castle was long past the point of being able to rebuff a serious assault, but these central areas had clearly been restored, and moving into the grand hall I saw that Beauhammer - or whomever Beauhammer had hired - had done a marvelous job of at least making this hall appear as glittering and fine as that of any palace back home.

Twin fireplaces faced each other across from either side of the hall, each large enough in which to roast an ox, and their light was complimented by both that of a gilded chandelier and scores of lanterns and candles so that the air was both bright and stifling. A central table ran down the length of the room, its boards groaning under the weight of endless pewter platters on which candied meats, bowls of dried fruit, grilled vegetables and more were laid out. The walls were hung with tapestries depicting genteel scenes of the hunt and the court, with a truly huge portrait of a bearded, fierce-looking warrior dominating the rear wall over what might as well have been a throne. 

The music was fine, however, the air filled with a breathless anticipation, and laughter and bold voices interwove themselves so as to make the party already seem a success. Everywhere I looked I saw glittering jewels, beautiful dresses, ostentatious masks, men in severe suits offset with bright colorful sashes worn obliquely across the chest. 

It was, to be honest, a bit overwhelming; the heat already had my brow prickling with sweat, and the smell of roasted meat and so many bodies pressed together was pungent. We drifted forward with the crowd, allowing it to draw us into the heart of the room, simply gazing about ourselves without a plan until Elsa stepped away from a large circle of what looked to be admirers to approach us with a smile. 

Despite her minimalist white mask that covered the upper half of her face, I had no doubt it was her; the shaved side of her head gave her away instantly, the rest braided and interwoven with a dozen miniature white rosebuds. Her ivory dress was cut in the same style as Cerys’, with shoulders and upper arms revealed, but with a plunging neckline that reached down past her sternum so that the sides of her breasts were visible, their full curvature revealed. Black gloves extended up past her elbows, and a diamond choker looked almost cruelly tight about her neck.

“Kellik. Cerys. Tamara. I’m so glad you’re here. I can barely believe this moment has finally arrived.”

Dozens of people were watching our interaction. Elsa was clearly a contentious and highly visible figure. Would associating with her ultimately prove a detriment? Too late now. I bowed politely then straightened with a smile. “You look a vision, Lady Beauhammer.”

Elsa flared out her skirt with one hand and curtseyed with all the grace of a noble born, her lips beneath her half mask pulled into a wry smile, eyes flashing. “And you look very handsome, Kellik. Though that suit. Alas.”

“Thank you for your generosity,” said Tamara, pulling her shawl more tightly about her shoulders, as if the sight of Elsa’s cleavage made her more aware of her own. “These dresses are gorgeous.”

“They don’t do you justice,” said Elsa, rising once more. “You both look as if you’ve stepped from an Ellosaint court and into our own humble Port Lusander hall.”

Cerys inclined her head. “Thank you. When should I speak with your father?”

Elsa half turned to regard the back of the room. “He’s currently ensconced with the final team, reviewing - I don’t know. Terms? Financial matters? He’ll emerge soon to present them, and then join the crowd. That’s when we’ll strike. We’ll have to move quick. There are several other hopefuls present who wish to make an impression. In the meantime, shall we mingle?”

I fixed a smile on my face. “That would be lovely.”

“Oh come,” she said, slipping an arm through mine. “It’s not that bad. I’ve known most of these people all my life and some of them are positively inoffensive.”

I snorted, causing Elsa to smile, pleased with herself, and allowed her to lead me through the crowd to stop at a small group of men and women clad in pale-blue robes who were standing in a circle, observing the party with dour expressions and no masks.

“Your holiness,” said Elsa, voice smooth and rich and utterly self-assured. “May I introduce a good friend?”

My smile suddenly felt like a lizard that had been pinned to the wall by a thrown dagger. As the five men and women turned to regard us, I saw the white circle with stylized flames undulating out from its edge over their chests, and realized just whom Elsa was going to introduce us to. 

A group of high-level White Sun priests.

Their leader was a bald man with a face that could have been crudely chiseled from a block of granite; his brow was heavy and low, his nose had clearly been broken several times, and his cheeks might have been used once as an anvil on which to straighten horse shoes. Deep of chest, massive of shoulder, he was clearly either an ex-knight who’d grown accustomed to wearing heavy plate armor or a former smith. Now, however, he wore the silver stole of a Revelator of the White Sun, the highest local office one could encounter in any given city of sufficient size.

“Miss Beauhammer,” he said, with a voice like chewed gravel. “Always a pleasure. Whom do we have the honor of meeting?”

“The name’s Kellik,” I said, extending my hand. “The honor is mine, your holiness.”

His hand enveloped mine. It was all calluses and I was pretty confident he could have crushed every bone in my hand without effort. “Master Kellik. A new name. You are, I presume, interested in the magistrate’s ruins?”

I extricated my hand as carefully as one might pull it from a wolf’s jaws, and inclined my head. “We are indeed. Allow me to introduce Lady Cerys and Lady Tamara, both members of my team.”

His holiness bowed his head to each in turn, but his gaze lingered on Tamara for perhaps a few seconds too long. My concern suddenly grew very sharp indeed. Did they know each other from Tamara’s days with the White Sun? Did he sense something about her?

Elsa, oblivious, smiled winningly. “I have reason to believe Kellik will be leading his team into the ruins come tomorrow. I’ve already warned him to steer clear of your level.”

“Not ‘my level,’” said the man, tearing his gaze away from Tamara. “It belongs, if anything, to the church. And to be fair, if I had to ascribe it to any one individual, it would be Aurora.”

He turned and to my surprise bowed stiffly to one of the younger women in his group; she inclined her head politely in turn, as if accepting his homage, and when she turned her eyes upon me I saw that her irises were a pale white-gold, almost silver, and my blood ran cold when I realized with whom I was now about to converse:

The Exemplar of the White Sun. 

So poised was she, so collected, that she exuded the natural reserve and dignity of a woman twice her age. Yet her features were smooth, unlined, and I’d have guessed her to be in her late twenties at most. 

And - well. She was stunning. In her pale-gold eyes I saw a solemnity that spoke of a wisdom, a sober maturity, that elevated her striking looks to something more akin to handsome than merely pretty or even beautiful. Her skin was tawny gold, as if she spent hours each day in the sun, and it was all too easy to imagine her in polished armor with a sword at her hip instead of the simple gown which she now wore.

“Master Kellik,” she said, voice husky and grave. “A pleasure to meet you.”

“And I, you,” I said, trying to keep the tremble out of my voice. “Excuse me, I’ve never met an exemplar of your faith before.” Best to be open about my nerves. She’d be less likely to suspect I was hiding something. “I have to admit I’m a little overwhelmed.”

Her platinum eyes studied me, the faintest of smiles ghosting across her unpainted lips as if in commiseration for my nervousness. “You’ve met others?”

“Others what?” I asked, thoughts scrambled.

Oh, but her self-assurance was as formidable as it was unassuming. The whole of the great hall seemed to fade away so that only we two remained. “Exemplars.”

“I have, yes.” Could she detect lies? What powers were hers? Why hadn’t I asked Tamara? Thank the Hanged God’s proclivity for buggery that the hall was so hot. My sweating wouldn’t go amiss. “One of the Hanged God’s, and another of Blind Fortuna.”

She raised a finely arched golden brow. “You’ve kept exalted company.”

Time to lose her interest by acting the callow rake. I bowed low, putting an extra flourish into my forward hand. “But none so breathtakingly beautiful as yourself, Lady Aurora. Of that I can swear.”

It purposefully overdone, and achieved the desired effect; she all but rolled her eyes, managed to hold onto her polite smile, and took a half step back to rejoin the ranks of the other White Sun devotees.

“A bold lad,” said his holiness. “But I salute your bravery. Few are so foolish to compliment Lady Aurora so swiftly upon meeting her.”

I straightened. “More fools them, then. I seize the moment as it presents itself, and say what I feel so that when I die, I shall not step into the Ashen Garden with regrets.”

“There is much to commend such a policy,” said his holiness. “Especially once it is tempered by the wisdom that comes of hard experience. I am sure you will accumulate such in short order.”

I bowed again, purposefully misunderstanding him, and allowed myself to sound pleased when I replied, “You honor me, your holiness.”

He grunted.

Elsa took that as an opportunity to take my arm once more, and after exchanging a few pleasantries guided us away. 

“What was that?” hissed Cerys once we were out of earshot.

“What part?” I asked, pulling my mask aside to press my sleeve to my sweaty brow. “The part where Elsa introduced us to a revelator and exemplar, the part where they seemed to recognize Tamara, or my acting an idiot to deflect their attention?”

Elsa pouted. “Oh, come on. Why can’t we enjoy ourselves a little before risking our lives?”

Cerys’ voice was stony. “Because we’re about to risk our lives?”

Elsa waved a hand. “It adds a certain piquancy to flirt with danger. To tweak the tail of the cat. And what harm can it do? They know nothing of our plans, and by the time they discover them it’ll be too late.”

“She seemed formidable,” I said, voice low, looking to Tamara. “Aurora.”

“I know of her.” Tamara sounded wretched. She took a goblet from a servant’s tray as he passed us by and lifted her mask to sip a good amount of the wine. “She’s famous amongst the faithful of the White Sun, and not just for being an exemplar. She ascended when she was only twelve years old. Unheard of. Nobody before or since has been made exemplar before the age of eighteen. She’s from Ellosaint, the daughter of wealthy landgraves, but was taken by a group of bandits after they raided her father’s estate to be held for ransom. It’s said she killed their leader in single combat three days later, and turned the rest into worshippers of the White Sun who have since become respectable in large part because of her apotheosis.”

I frowned. “Bandits followed a twelve-year-old?”

“Stranger things have happened,” said Cerys. “I was eight when I began my training in Carneheim.”

“Training in what?” asked Elsa, feigning disinterest as she turned to snag a goblet of her own.

“Horseback riding,” said Cerys sweetly. 

“It’s said she always radiated that same confidence and purpose.” Tamara glanced in the direction of the White Suns and just as quickly looked away. “This was sixteen years ago, after the collapse of the Vintner’s League. Did you hear of that? Chaos followed, and all the mercenary companies the league cities had hired turned to banditry. She supposedly led her group for six months from town to town, fighting bandits and forcing them to either join her or be hung as outlaws.” She took another gulp. “When she finally reached the Grand Temple in Olandipolis, it’s said she led an army two thousand strong. They knelt before the Silver Dome, filling the Solar Square completely, something that’s not been done since the funeral of Aegeric the White. She was taken into the church, her army was broken up, regiments sent to bolster temples across Khansalon, but I hear they still call themselves Aurora’s Blades, even today…” Tamara finished her goblet and set it down on the table. “The White Sun have mercy if we have to go up against her. What is she even doing here?”

“She arrived just a few months ago,” said Elsa, sobered now by Tamara’s words, “though they’ve been silent about why, exactly. There’s been much speculation as to what’s got them concerned. Either way, she’s rarely seen in public. My father will be inordinately pleased that she saw fit to attend.”

“To evaluate the likes of us,” I said. 

Cerys smirked. “Speaking of which, you did uncommonly well. I wanted to slap you myself.”

“Strange. I thought that was how you normally felt about me. Tamara? I saw his holiness staring at you. Do you know him from before?”

Tamara shook her head. “No. Never met him. But he sensed something. I know he did. He’s Sworn, and a powerful one at that. He must have sensed my abilities. Perhaps he thinks me a wild talent. He’ll be curious about me now. Don’t leave me alone. He’ll corner me if you do.”

“Your own abilities?” asked Elsa, goblet held to her lower lip, tone speculative. “Were you… are you…?”

“Dearest Elsa,” said Cerys, leaning in and wrapping a gloved arm around her bare shoulders. “Some things are very, very private. I’m sure you understand?”

“Of course.” Elsa’s smile was impressively warm given how calculating her eyes remained. “Though perhaps we can speak of this some more before entering the ruins? We should be familiar with each other’s strengths.”

“Of course,” said Cerys, giving her a final squeeze. There was the sound of stitches tearing, and she immediately scowled. “Great.”

Tamara ducked behind her, traced the seam that ran up her side, and frowned. “Not too bad. It just tore an inch. Best if you don’t raise your arm again.”

“I think I’m ready for that wine,” said Cerys with a stiff smile. 

I turned as a new group approached us, and again had that pleasant sensation of my heart seizing up in mild panic. Even behind his elegant mask I recognized the youth that stood to one side with his arm in a brace. The boy from the Fever Dream, Gremond’s son, scion of the Nautilus company. 

Which… made the elegantly dressed older man in the lead Master Gremond. He wore a black domino mask, all black clothing, with a white cravat at his neck, and a gleaming black cane in hand. His iron-gray hair pulled back into a small ponytail at the nape of his neck, and his creased brow and steely eyes indicated a forceful, almost cruel temperament. 

“Mistress Beauhammer,” he said, voice a low drawl. “You look as enchanting as ever.”

“Master Gremond,” said Elsa with a graceful curtsy. She then turned and curtsied again to his son, and I remembered that they were to be betrothed. “Naveric.”

The son bristled. “I find your choice of company objectionable, my dear Elsa. Do you know this man?”

“Hello Naveric,” I said. “How’s the arm?”

“This is Master Kellik,” said Elsa, “a new friend and soon to be explorer of father’s ruins. Is there a problem?”

The father smoothly retook control. “Oh, no problem, my dear, no problem at all. Master Kellik has had the misfortune of gaining my attention. I’m happy to see the man who treated both my son, a company resource, and the Nautilus’ reputation in so cavalier a form.”

For the briefest of moments I sought a means to extricate myself from this mess. A line of reasoning, a form of apology - something with which to diffuse the tension. But Naveric’s gloating and his father’s arrogance just plain rubbed me the wrong way.

“A word to the wise, Gremond,” I said, stepping in close. The two other men - obvious guards - dressed in gray with nautilus shells stamped over their hearts immediately tensed, hands going to their blades. “Don’t get in my way. I’ll be gone before you know it. What happened with your son was unfortunate, but I don’t regret it. Stupidity gets its own rewards. So why don’t we leave each other alone, and that way your company and son don’t need to suffer anymore?”

Gremond smiled, reached into his coat and drew forth a flat, silver case which revealed a row of tightly bound cheroots. He drew one forth, put the case away, and then leaned over the closest lamp to inhale as he placed the tip in the flame. Everybody just stood there and watched as he puffed his cheeks, taking his time, and something about the man, his presence, his calm, unruffled arrogance, drove home why he was the leader of so feared a company as the Nautilus. 

Finally, he turned to me, smoke still in his lungs, and with a tight voice, replied, “Oh, have no fear, Kellik. I agree with you wholeheartedly. Stupidity is indeed its own reward.” And he exhaled, blowing an oily blue cloud of smoke in my face. 

I forced myself to remain still, narrowing my eyes as I glared at him. Should I hit him now with my king troll power? Turn him to my will? Was this my best opportunity to do so? But then my gaze slid over to the knot of White Sun priests. What if one of them noticed my doing so? What if Aurora noticed? 

No. With great reluctance I restrained myself.

Gremond turned his attention to Elsa and smiled warmly. “Will you join us, my dear?”

Elsa again curtsied. “I will find you soon, Master Gremond. I’m going to bring Naveric a special drink to help ease his pain.” She smiled shyly at the son. “He’s being so wonderfully brave.”

“Hmm.” Gremond briefly examined Tamara and Cerys, then inclined his head. “I look forward to speaking with you. But be careful, my dear, with whom you associate. You wouldn’t want to give more credence to the troubling rumors that are already swirling about you, would you now?”

And with a smile, he inhaled from his cheroot and walked away. Naveric stared at me with gloating delight and followed, the two guards then falling in line.

“Charming,” said Cerys.

Elsa clenched her jaw as she stared after the Nautilus group, her hands opening and closing. Then, with a stiff inhalation, she turned to us once more. “And that was the Nautilus group, to whom I’m meant to be wed next season. Perhaps now you appreciate my desire to escape a little better.”

“I don’t know,” said Tamara. “It sounds like he’s having second thoughts.”

“Oh no. He’s just letting me know that I’m walking too close to the line. He’s well aware of my habits and friends, where I spend my free hours and how it scandalizes my father. He doesn’t care, as long as I don’t embarrass his company. He’s confident that once I marry Naveric all that will end. I’ll be under his power then, not my father’s, and will probably spend the rest of my life cooped up in their mansion like some songbird in a gilded cage.” She shuddered.

“They seemed far too pleased with themselves for my liking,” I said. “See how Naveric was all but grinning at me? As if they’d already won some victory. And what was with that arm brace? We never touched him.”

“Agreed,” said Cerys. “We can expect trouble from them, and soon.”

“What do you think they’ll do?” I asked Elsa, voice low. “Try to kill us?”

“I doubt he’d go that far. You threatened his son and dealt a blow to the Nautilus image. He’ll probably settle for ruining you and running you out of town.” Elsa bit the corner of her lip. “I think.”

I watched Gremond as he greeted an old man in outdated clothing. He was all smiles, clapping the other’s back, and then bowing his head seriously as he listened, projecting to all and sundry that he was giving the older man his full attention. 

“He actually is dangerous,” I said. “Some people like to believe they are. He’s the genuine article.”

“You have no idea,” said Elsa. “We’re going to have to hurry. Luckily, the ruins open tomorrow morning. We’ll get our license tonight, be underground first thing, and then out into the ocean before Gremond can react.”

“You’ve no idea how good that sounds,” I said. “I’m in full agreement.”

A stir spread across the crowd like a ripple across a pond, and everyone turned toward the back room. A man in a bearskin robe had emerged through an archway, a resplendent bear mask covering the upper half of his face, his chin shaved clean under a thick mustache that connected along the sides to lamb chop sideburns. A thick necklace of gold hung around his neck, and he had his arms raised as he moved forward, a smile upon his thick lips.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” The music stopped. “I have most excellent news! The final license to explore the haunted ruins of Beauhammer Hill has been purchased by a most august company. They have hied here all the way from Port Gloom, where word of my little contest has penetrated even that mighty city’s halls of power! Yes! Word of our ruins has spread across Khansalon, drawing the very best to try their hands against the dangers below!”

The team filed out behind him, arranging themselves behind their pale leader. He was a striking man, his skin as pale as bone, his hair lank and the color of milk, his face powerful, with an air of faded glory, like the sun seen when it lies just over the horizon, shorn by thin cloud cover of all its normal radiance. He wore a great wolf pelt over his shoulders, black as coal, and an iron breastplate beneath that, trimmed in gold. He gazed upon the crowd with detached curiosity, as if we were animals within a cage, and he visiting us at a nobleman’s private zoo. 

“Allow me to introduce Baleric, an Exemplar of the Hanged God himself!” Beauhammer swept his arm to the side, and the audience gasped as they realized just how deadly the pale man was. 

I knew firsthand. I’d fought beside another such exemplar not so long ago. Neko. He’d been a friend, I’d like to think, toward the end. Utterly lethal with a blade, I’d seen him do the impossible and behead a gloom knight in fair combat. 

Baleric looked to be twice Neko’s age. I didn’t know if that made him twice as deadly, but to have survived that long when filled with the Hanged God’s yearning for blood and death was a truly formidable feat.

Beside him stood a young woman, an albino like Baleric, and with a striking similarity to the exemplar that marked her his sister or daughter. Her pale tresses tumbled down over an old dress, and her eyes appeared to be all white, without iris, so that her gaze was ghostly and fey. Her lips were as ashen as his, and if he gazed at us like a man peering at curious animals in cages, she looked through us completely, as if she stood alone in this vast chamber. 

Beside her, looking dreadfully bored and eager for trouble was a young lad with hair so crimson it had the hue of freshly cut meat. His pale skin was covered in thick freckles, and his features were saturnine, alive with a quick, restless intelligence that I guessed nothing could interest for long. Slender and short, he had the lean build of an acrobat. I’d not have blinked twice to see him lounging in the Sodden Hold back home, at peace only in the company of other thieves and cutthroats. 

Behind this trio stood two more; one a muscular woman with hawkish features and a shock of black hair that seemed to lift up from her scalp like tongues of ebon flame, the sides shaved clear all the way ‘round, and the other a living avalanche of a troll, so muscled that I couldn’t make out his neck. His shoulders alone were as massive as boulders, his arms as thick as my thighs and corded with veins, but most striking of all was how his entire head was encased within a spiked sphere of iron, a wide, horizontal slit across the front his only means of seeing forth. 

“Baleric, as per the terms agreed upon within, I hereby officially present you with your delving license, and wish you the best of luck with the terrors below. No!” Beauhammer swung around to the crowd, a self-satisfied smile twisting his broad lips. “It is to the terrors that I wish the best of luck! They won’t know what hit them!”

The pale man took the envelop from Beauhammer’s thick fingers and handed it to his sister, who slipped it inside a worn satchel that hung from one shoulder. I hoped he would speak, give a brief speech perhaps of his own, but all he did was incline his head.

Beauhammer also waited, clearly expecting the same, but then slapped his thighs with both meaty hands as if saying, ‘what can you do,’ and turned back to the audience. “Well, music! Laughter! Let us celebrate these doughty heroes, who come dawn shall dive down into that awful dark, and there do battle with their fates!”

The musicians set to with a will, and Beauhammer stepped forward, hands raised once more as if to embrace the whole crowd. Conversation immediately leaped up, everyone around us commenting and analyzing the new group, which remained still at the rear of the group, warily eying the crowd as if unsure what to do next.

“I say we stay out of Baleric’s way,” I said.

“Agreed,” said Cerys.

“Agreed,” said Tamara.

“Ah look,” said Elsa. “Aurora’s walking over to greet him.”

I watched, fascinated, as the golden-haired Exemplar of the White Sun approached the white-haired Exemplar of the Hanged God. More than a few other people in the crowd watched as well, though no one as overtly as I. Baleric inclined his head, and soon they were speaking quietly amongst themselves, not as friends, but politely, with great reserve, as if observing some alien formalities I couldn’t hope to comprehend.

“Over there,” said Cerys, nudging me with her elbow. “That looks like another one of the teams.”

Four brawny men were standing by one end of the table, jovial, their gestures expansive as they spoke over each other, each with a large goblet of wine in hand. Their hair was worn long in gleaming tresses down their backs, and all sported luxuriant mustaches that hung down past their chins. 

“The Ellosaint knights,” Elsa agreed. “They’ve come to prove their worth. My father’s right. The fame of our ruins really is spreading.”

“They look strong enough,” said Tamara. “But somehow I don’t think they’ll be a problem. Is that arrogant of me to say that?”

“No,” I said. “We have a war troll. And Iris. And - well, everyone else. I think we can handle four strong men in suits of armor.”

“Hmm,” said Tamara, running the rim of her goblet back and forth over her lower lip.

“We should approach my father,” said Elsa. “Each minute I spend in your company is a further provocation to Gremond. No sense in upsetting him further. Are you ready?”

Cerys slipped her hand inside her purse and nodded. “Alas, yes. Let’s go deal with your daddy.”

“We’ll be right behind you,” I said. “If he tries to yank down your dress, I’ll step back so you don’t get blood on me as you stab him.”

Elsa pursed her lips and led us through the crowd to a large knot of people who were listening politely to Beauhammer hold court. He had a large gold goblet in hand, and was sufficiently inebriated already that he was splashing people with it as he gestured.

“… and so I said to the count, my good sir, my good sir! Stop! No, just stop, and listen to me, me, Magistrate Beauhammer. Now, I know a magistrate isn’t as impressive a title as count, but they are my ruins, and as such, if you wish to purchase the rights to them, you have to go through me, and your offer of twenty thousand gold crowns is a paltry sum, especially when you consider how much I earn off them each year - ah, Elsa! The light of my life, my star of my moon.” He turned back to the crowd. “Can you all believe I made her? I did! Me! Oafish me. Look at this divine creature. What is it, my dear? What do you want?”

Elsa smiled warmly at the gathered circle, and then leaned in to whisper in Beauhammer’s ear.

He startled, raised an eyebrow, and then considered Cerys. “Indeed? Well, that does bear investigating. If you will all excuse me?” So saying, he strode back toward the archway through which he’d emerged with Baleric, and led us into a small chamber beyond, lit by a much plainer fire and dominated by a stout, circular table. 

“Now, you have an offer for me, do you?” Beauhammer turned around and linked his hands behind his back, rising to the balls of his feet before lowering back down. “Most interesting. I receive many offers, I’ll have you know. Offers for all kinds of different things. Of course, that’s me assuming you mean a financial offer. Maybe that’s not the case?”

And he actually leered at her.

So much for respecting the presence of the light of his life, who stood to one side struggling not to look mortified.

“Magistrate Beauhammer, it is a pleasure to finally meet you at last.” And to my astonishment Cerys reached out and took the older man’s hand in both of her own, raising it to her lips and allowing them to linger over his knuckles. She’d become a different woman; sensual and alluring, her eyes gleaming wickedly as she gazed up through her lashes at him. “You are far… larger… and more impressive in person than I’d have thought.”

Beauhammer just stared at her with his mouth parted for three or four seconds before catching himself. “I, why, yes, I am considered - well, you should have seen me in my prime, young lady, clad all in silver plate! I was known as the Silver Killer - well, Silver Death, I think it was, but yes, yes, I have retained most of my youthful muscle, it’s all under here still, haha.” And he gave his belly a slap. 

“Mmm,” purred Cerys, allowing her gaze to move slowly up and down his frame. “Of that I have no doubt. But yes, I have an offer for you. We heard that long ago you suffered a misfortune. You lost something of great value.”

Beauhammer pulled his heavy hand from her grip and considered her quizzically. “It has been a long and storied life. I’ve suffered many such losses. What are you referring to?”

Rather than respond, Cerys drew forth the locket from her purse and allowed it to hang from the gold chain. 

Beauhammer squinted at it, and for a horrifying second I thought he might have forgotten all about the locket - until his eyes widened with shock and he took the locket with trembling fingers. “This - why - I lost this years ago - decades even, and - how? Where did you find it?”

Cerys gave a shallow curtsy. “At the bottom of the bay, where The Hammer yet lies. And I’ll tell you this. Even now, thirty years later, one can tell she was a beautiful ship. She’s in perfect form down there, my lord. As if she could rise and sail again tomorrow.”

Beauhammer was turning the locket about in his fingers. Finally, he stopped and slid the edge of his thumb nail between the clasp. I thought him about to open it, but then he hesitated.

“What is it, Father?” asked Elsa. “You always told me of your first wife’s portrait within. Don’t you want to see it?”

“What if the water has ruined it?” he asked, voice almost a whisper. “I can see it now in my mind’s eye, the colors vivid, her perfect face - what if I open it and find it warped and made hideous by the sea?”

Nobody spoke. 

Beauhammer stared down at the locket. His hands were shaking. “It’s been… it’s been so long since I’ve see her face…”

Cerys reached out and placed her hands over his own and the locket both. “My lord. If I may. Don’t open it. At least, not yet. Savor this moment. The potential of seeing her again when you do decide to act. You’ve waited thirty plus years to see her again. Now you can do so at your pleasure. Wait for the right moment, and only then open it.”

“Yes,” he said, voice low. “Yes. You’re right. There’s… there’s no rush.” He closed his fingers about the locket and swallowed audibly. “Thank you, Mistress Cerys. Thank you to you and your friends. This is no small boon. Long have I lamented this loss. Even more than all the bullion that went down with The Hammer. Thank you. If there’s anything I can do to repay this gift, let me know.”

Elsa placed a hand on his shoulder. “There is something within your power that you could do for them, Father.”

“Oh? Speak, girl. What is it?”

“Mistress Cerys and her friends here are part of a larger group. They’d like to try their hands at the ruins below.”

“They would, would they?” And like that Beauhammer went from maudlin to calculating. “Of course, the last license was just sold to Baleric and his people.”

Nobody spoke.

“Which would mean you’re after the discretionary license. Very smart. And Elsa, your role in this? Obviously, you told them of the locket.”

“I get a twenty percent commission on all treasure they recover,” said Elsa smoothly. “Payment for facilitating this meeting.”

Beauhammer grunted. “Not bad. Making money off my largesse.”

“You did get the locket back, Father.”

“That I did. That I did.” He narrowed his eyes. “Your commission just went up to thirty percent. Ten of which will go to me, in addition to the twenty percent tax that all licenses are subject to.”

Cerys frowned. Made a show of thinking it over, then nodded slowly. “Fifty percent profit is preferable to none. Very well. It’s a deal.”

“Very good!” Beauhammer beamed. “Then let’s shake on it, my dear. A pleasure doing business with you.”

“The pleasure has been all mine,” said Cerys, allowing Beauhammer to engulf her hand in both of his. 

Shouts were suddenly heard from the hall outside. Frowning, Beauhammer forded through our midst and back out the archway, to stand and glare at the crowd which was watching with avid interest as a messenger struggled to reach where we stood.

“Your lordship,” said the youth, panting for breath, face sheened with sweat. “There’s a fire. There’s a fire down at the docks.”

“A fire?” Beauhammer wrinkled his brow in confusion. “A warehouse?”

“No, your lordship. Not - not a warehouse.” With effort the youth drew himself up. “One of the ships, sir. One of the ships at dock.”

And like that a cold dagger slid into my heart, and I searched the crowd for Master Gremond and his son.

“Which ship, boy? Speak! A company ship? Or is it my Anvil?”

“No sir. A new arrival.”

I found him. Both hands on the head of his cane, cheroot sticking out the corner of his mouth, eyes gleaming as he stared through his domino mask right back at me. 

“The Bonegwayne, it’s called, sir, or was. The Bonegwayne.”

 


Chapter 15

 

 

I turned to Cerys and Tamara. “Neither of you are dressed to run across town. Head back to where the others are. I’ll see you there.”

“We’re not leaving you,” said Tamara, taking hold of my arm.

“Nor are you going anywhere in that skirt. You can barely walk, and I’m not going to wait for a carriage.”

“The license?” asked Elsa.

“We’ll collect it on the morrow. I’ve got to go. Take care.” And I turned and sliced through the crowd, not caring that Gremond was smiling wickedly at me, that his son was laughing and shaking one of his guard’s shoulder. They’d get theirs. Oh yes, I’d see it done. But for now. 

The docks.

I burst out into the bailey, searched for some sign of our carriage, and saw it stationed at the far curve of the road that led back down to Port Lusander, lined up with many others. Formulating a plan as I ran over, I drew my dagger and moved to the fore, laying my hand on one of the horse’s flanks as I studied the tack and harness.

“Milord?” asked the driver from the carriage seat. “Is there a problem?”

“I need to borrow this horse,” I said. “Either untie it from the harness or I’ll cut it free.”

“Borrow me horse?” His indignation caused his voice to go up an octave. “You’ve got to be joking. Not even if the Hanged God -”

I felt my power boil up within me, volcanic and deadly. Turned to face him full on, and spoke, voice turgid with imperious demand. “Unharness this horse. Now.”

The man blinked, gave a shaky nod, and slid down to the road where he hurried over and began working feverishly at the buckles and straps. I turned and gazed over Port Lusander. The town was spread below me, dark and lit by a hundred lanterns and candles, the streets alive with the Nautical Equinox, a constellation of flickering dots that paled before the inferno that raged at the docks.

“Oh no,” I breathed. “Maestria.”

The Bonegwayne should have been less than a shadowed dot at this distance, yet it was putting out such a plume of smoke and fire that it was outsized and easily visible. I could immediately tell there was no putting out that blaze.

The Bonegwayne was done for.

“Here you go, sir,” said the carriage driver, stepping aside and offering me the reins. A cold, sick fury coiled within my gut like a large snake, and I took the reins, leaped up onto the horse’s bare back, and dug my heels into its flanks.

“Go,” I whispered, and the horse burst forth into a gallop, hooves striking sparks from the cobblestones, careening past the carriages and phaetons to exit through the castle gate, racing so quickly that the salt wind pressed back my hair even as it brought traces of smoke to my nostrils.

Down the hill we raced, a mad ride, all caution thrown to the wind. I crouched low over the horse’s neck, legs clenched as I fought to stay on, and Port Lusander flew by. Town homes and manors, squares filled with revelers and high buildings festooned with festival decorations, celebrants throwing themselves aside with cries of outrage and surprise. Our hoofbeats rang from the high walls, and on we plunged, ever down, toward the water’s edge, following at last a main arterial highway to the docks. I hauled back on the reins as we reached the wooden levels, and for a moment it was all I could do to simply sit there and gape. 

The Bonegwayne was become an inferno, its masts little more than wavering dark shadows within the pyre, its deck raging, the sails already gone. The docks were crowded with strangers, hundreds if not thousands of them come to watch the conflagration, their masks catching the refulgent light so that it seemed the Ashen Garden had disgorged its citizens onto the streets of Port Lusander. Other ships, moored close by, were desperately rowing away. The light from the Bonegwayne was smeared across the choppy waves like spilt blood, and the heat baked the air like the mouth of an oven.

I touched my heels to the horse’s flanks and it strode forward, laboring for breath, head bobbing up and down as it pushed through the crowd. Which had hung back, I saw, perhaps in respect, from the crew of the Bonegwayne which stood, shocked and still, on the part of the dock closest to their ship.

Having broken through the last row, I rode up to the crew, and there stopped. The sound of my hoofbeats caused them to turn, a ripple of heads looking my way, and in those myriad faces I saw hatred. The last to turn and stare at me was Maestria. The fire limned her dreads, caused her gold hoop earrings to shimmer, and set a smoldering blaze within the depths of her sole eye that I knew I’d never be able to put out.

I sat there, sickened to the core, holding her gaze and having nothing to say. No more empty promises. No more apologies. Her association with me had finally led to her paying the greatest price a captain could pay: her ship burned, a destruction brought about by my actions alone, and the gulf between us yawned miles wide.

She was shaking. Her hand on the hilt of her cutlass. Havatier was by her side, his hair singed, his face darkened by soot. All she had to do was give him the command, and I knew what hell he could unleash upon me.

For long moments we just stared at each other as the column of black smoke rose up to bleed into the night sky, putting out the stars, the air filled with the crackling hunger of timber and rope and canvas being devoured.

Then, to my shame, to my relief, Maestria turned away from me and looked back to her ship.

Havatier stared at me a moment longer. His face was a death’s head, the skull prominent beneath the skin, and I thought that he might take the initiative to strike me down, but no. He, too, turned away.

Slowly, the rest of the crew did the same.

There was nothing for me to do here. I couldn’t help. I didn’t even have gold to give. Astride my stolen horse in my borrowed finery, I felt a fool. A clumsy idiot who had swept innocents up into my plans for revenge. I forced myself to sit there and stare at the Bonegwayne. To mark well the consequences of my actions. The outcome to my hasty plans. The main mast began to creak and groan. The crowd murmured in alarm, then yelled and tried to scatter as the mast suddenly shattered at the base, and the whole flaming length of it began to topple.

The cries turned into shouted blessings to Blind Fortuna, however, when the mast fell instead out into the bay, crashing down into the water with a great hiss as most of the fire was put out, and there it floated, flames still dancing down the length that remained above the black waters.

Enough. I turned the horse around. Urged it back, back through the crowd, back toward the ramps that led up past the Mermaid toward the avenue that speared into the heart of Port Lusander. The heat was intense at my back, the night cool on my heated cheeks, and I don’t think I saw much of anything as I rode back up. Should I make some silent vow? Some mighty oath to redress this wrong?

No. I was disgusted with myself. With my many promises. This time I’d simply act when the time came. No posturing. I didn’t deserve such a grand gesture.

I urged the horse into a canter and left the docks behind. I felt numb. Hadn’t felt this level of loss since Neko had died back in Port Gloom. I’d somehow always thought we’d get out of this with Maestria by our side, ride back home on her ship, that perhaps I’d share her bed one last time - 

But no.

I guided my mount through Port Lusander at a much slower pace. Again and again I saw the image of the Bonegwayne burning. No matter what I tried to turn my thoughts to, the crimson and black sight returned. My eyes gazed over the people who danced and drank, who laughed and screamed, each square an impromptu party, each gathering a bizarre and bemasked affair. The victory that we’d scored up at Beauhammer’s castle but an hour ago now felt hollow; at what cost had it come? Who else would have to pay for my ambitions? How many others would die?

I tallied those who had sacrificed for me. Neko, of course. The Bonegwayne. The various others who had died and fought for me over the past weeks. 

How many more would I add to that list?

I saw Tamara clad in her sheathe of blue slate. Cerys in her emerald green. Recalled my vow earlier that day at Alphonse’s shop. What use were promises if I couldn’t keep them? 

No, I thought harshly to myself. No more promises. No more impressive vows. From now on, you’ll simply do better. Think smarter, plan more carefully, and let the results speak for themselves. 

Gathering my wits, I rode back through the town to Iris’ estate. The finer part of town was less active, the festivities taking place inside the mansions and not out on the street, and with only the occasional carriage rumbling over the cobbles or group of masked horsemen riding along in the distance, I was left alone with my bitter thoughts. I turned into the right street, however, not mistaking it in the dark, and rode up to the large wrought iron gate. Dismounted, pushed open the gate, and led the horse inside. 

The manor was far less welcoming at night than it had been during the afternoon. The weeds rose thick and luxurious in the dark, and the mansion itself loomed over the entrance like a brooding beast. A few lights were lit in the ground floor windows, but the vast majority of the edifice was dark, as if even the arrival of visitors couldn’t rouse it from its state of decay.

Up I walked, then tied off the horse at a hitching post and let myself inside through the main doors. A fire burned in the parlor’s fireplace, the sight of which immediately brought back a vision of the Bonegwayne, and I shuddered as I crossed the large hall to stop in the archway and gaze at my friends.

Tamara was yet in her dress, hands clasped before her, and had been speaking earnestly with Netherys and Yashara. Cerys was absent, perhaps changing, while Pogo was trying to read a ledger by the light of the fire, spectacles gleaming in its light. Pony sat hunched over in the corner asleep, half of what might have been a dog still held in one fist, head lolling onto his bony shoulder. Of Iris there was no sign.

“And?” Tamara took a step toward me. “The ship?”

“Gone,” I said. “Destroyed. Whomever set it on fire did a masterful job.”

“Maestria?” asked Yashara. “The crew?”

“I saw them on the dock. Whomever destroyed the ship didn’t make an effort to kill them. I… didn’t speak to them. They saw me, but… yeah.”

“By the White Sun,” said Tamara. “The Nautilus company?”

“Has to be,” I said, moving into the room at last and searching for a drink. “You should have seen the gleam in the father’s eye when the news was announced. Gods but the man savored that moment. His son was all but jerking off in excitement.”

For awhile nobody spoke, each of us lost in our thoughts. 

I roused myself. “What gold we recover from the ruins. I mean, I know I already owe sizable sums to several of you. But I mean to repay Maestria as best I can. Does… I feel like a fool for asking this, but does anybody know how much a ship costs?”

Pogo lowered his ledger. “Not with any exactitude, but a ship the size of the Bonegwayne would probably go for about eight or nine thousand gold crowns.”

“Shit,” I said, and sat heavily in a sheet-covered chair.

“If you add the sum you owe the Mailed Fist,” continued Pogo, “and other outstanding balances, you are looking at a debt of at least -”

“No, I don’t think I need it all tallied up just now,” I said, holding up a hand. “I gather it’s an outlandish sum.”

Yashara crossed her arms over her large chest and leaned against the wall. “Fortunately, we’re descending into what apparently might be a treasure trove tomorrow. If acquiring gold has become a priority, we can spend some time looting as well as striking at the White Suns.”

“Dangerous,” said Cerys, walking into the living room clad once more in her leathers. I felt a pang of loss. Even now, in all my misery, I missed seeing her bare shoulders and her elegant form draped in that emerald dress. “If we’re going up against the White Suns, we’re going to need to be in our best condition. If we spend our resources and strength on random explorations -”

The windows burst inward simultaneously. Shards of glass flew across the room as crossbow quarrels punched into the walls around Pony’s head, though five or six of them connected with his skull to devastating effect. His skull shattered, brain matter and blood spattered against the wall behind him, and he would have toppled over were it not for the bolts affixing him to the wall.

Our reaction was immediate. We dove for cover, drawing blades as we fell, Yashara heaving over a chaise to act as a barrier as we gazed out into the impenetrable dark.

“You were followed!” barked the half-orc, furious.

Hadn’t I just promised myself I’d no longer make promises, but instead act smarter? This had to be a record for how quickly someone could fail. Anger and shame curdled within me, and I peered out through the ruined windows into the darkness, trying to sense movement.

Cerys ran across the room, bent over double, to snatch up her gloom bow where it was propped against the wall by the fireplace, quiver beside it. 

Another round of quarrels shot in through the windows. These thudded into the chairs and chaises we were using as barriers with enough force to punch five or six inches worth of iron heads and shafts through. Yashara let out a snarl of pain - I glanced over and saw that one quarrel had taken her in the shoulder.

“Kill the fire,” I shouted. “Pogo!”

The goblin had crouched down behind a footstool, but now darted out, seized the bucket of sand set by the pokers and shovels, and hurled it onto the burning logs. They were immediately doused, the warm cheery light fleeing the room, so that all was left painted in hues of cobalt blue and silver overtones of the darkest black.

“Heading outside,” said Cerys, and ran out through the archway.

“Where’s Iris?” I hissed.

Tamara was crouched by my side. She drew my dagger from my hip and cut a slit down the length of her dress, from hip to hem. That done, she crawled back to where Pony lay. 

Leaving just Yashara, Netherys, and I. 

A dozen shapes leaped in through the windows, arms crossed before their faces, short stabbing blades in hand. I couldn’t make out much in the dark, but the sight of them brought a mad gladness to my heart. 

I rose with a roar, sword drawn, and rushed forward to engage. Yashara was one step behind, both of our weapons flickering purple. The windows incandesced a moment later, and the last of the arrivals found their clothing and flesh catching on jagged shards of glass, so that they tumbled onto the floor instead of landing on their feet.

And then the night was blades and bodies.

I fought on instinct alone. Moving, turning, parrying, the purple fire guiding my sword where it needed to go. I laughed, a deep power rising within me born of my guilt and shame, finding release now in this moment, this permission to do whatever I desired, to vent my anger upon these who dared affront me.

Metal clanged. I sidestepped, blocked, ducked, leaped aside, and then hacked a man’s arm off at the elbow. A blade slid into my back and I stiffened with a scream, only to spin, trapping the sword in my flesh, to slash the edge of my own across the stranger’s face, splitting flesh and carving bone. 

Weakness flooded down my legs from the wound, but a moment later fire surged up from my core to burn it away, and I reached behind to draw the short blade and hold it in my left hand.

Yashara was a whirlwind off to my left, scimitar cleaving body parts as she fought off her half-dozen attackers. I couldn’t stop to watch, however; I still had four on me, and they were skilled, dangerously so. Two leaped back, sheathing blades and unshouldering crossbows while the other two stood between us, hunched over, masked and hooded.

I growled deep in my throat. I couldn’t let them load those crossbows. So with a bark of fury I hurled myself forward at the man on the left even as I threw my acquired blade at the right man’s face. 

My foe parried my stab, knocked my blade aside and then slid past me, opening up a deep wound along my ribs as he went. The move was so swift, so slick, that I didn’t even know I’d been cut until he was gone. 

The second parried the hurled knife, knocking it aside, and then leaped at me, wrapping his arms around my waist to bear me to the ground before I could complete my charge at the crossbow men. 

We hit the tiles, rolled, and I kicked the man off. My back was already feeling better, but blood was sheeting down my side from my newest wound. I fought with animalistic fervor, hammering the hilt of my sword into the man’s face till he released me, and then rose to one knee to parry the attack of the other, who lunged in to stab me through the throat. 

For a second it took all the skill I had to just keep his blade from my face; it danced at me like a tongue of flame, and then a purple-and-blue arrow speared clear through his head, knocking him back and off his feet. 

I rose, lifting a leg just as the second man went to cut through it, and caught a glimpse of Netherys fighting alongside Yashara, wielding two swords with lethal ability. 

I hopped forward, kicked the second man across the chin, then turned to take a crossbow bolt straight in the chest.

It was like being hit by a battering ram. I staggered back, stunned, over six inches of wood sunken between my ribs, and felt liquid heat within my chest as something strange happened to my left lung. It felt wet and heavy and suddenly I was having trouble breathing. 

I reached up, took hold of the quarrel, and snapped it off.

The second crossbow man had fallen, an arrow in the back of his head. 

The attacker I’d just kicked rose to his feet. He was tougher than I’d anticipated. Four more men were climbing in through the window. Yashara let out a cry of pain and I saw her fall. 

“Tamara!” My shout cut across the chaos. “Get Pony up! Now!”

I charged the remaining crossbow man, who threw aside his weapon to draw his blade just in time to parry. I drove him back across the floor, blood spurting out of my mouth with each exhalation. My innards were molten. Blood had soaked down to my leggings. Yet the fire that burned within my core kept me sharp, kept me focused, and when a blade slid between my ribs from behind - again - I swung my sword back and around, felt it sink deep into something, tore it free, and fell upon the crossbow man, ignoring how he hacked at my arm to clasp him by the throat and drive the point of my sword through the back of his mouth.

Panting, coughing up more blood, I reeled, turned, and saw that Yashara was down. Netherys fought over her with two slender curved blades, her every parry perfect as she was driven back by the three assassins facing her. 

Tamara was bending a candle flame toward Pony’s head. He wasn’t moving. A man stepped in, clobbered her on the temple, and she went down.

I roared in fury.

Another ensorcelled arrow from outside, and one of Netherys’ opponents dropped, but he was replaced by one of the reinforcements while three more moved toward me.

The motherfuckers were wary. I didn’t blame them. I had to look a fucking nightmare. Blood was running down my chin. A bolt was sticking out of my chest. My back was torn to ribbons, my clothing soaked in blood.

I bared my teeth, knowing them slicked red, and spread my arms. “Come on, you bastards. Come at me. The Hanged God will dance on your graves.”

They exchanged dubious glances then spread out, looking to triangulate. One of Cerys’ arrows took a man in the temple, and even as he dropped I screamed and threw myself at the closest, hacking at him as if he were a piece of lumber.

Shock made him clumsy, so that it was all he could do to parry my attacks, but his friend was quicker on the uptake; he stepped in, kicked my feet out from under me, then stabbed his blade down through my gut with enough force to shatter the tile beneath me.

Pain. 

Pain blossomed within me like the flames that had consumed the Bonegwayne, yet the very memory of that ship caused me to grip the man’s wrist and hack at his forearms with such fury that I cut through them both. 

He screamed, staggered back, blood fountaining from the wounds, and then fell over.

My remaining opponent stepped forward, blade raised, to stare down at me in horror. “What are you?”

Grimacing, I took hold of the hilt of the blade that was piercing me, and tried to pull it free. No good. It was wedged deep into the ground. 

I heard the sound of fighting outside even as four more men entered the room through the archway. 

Guess they’d learned how to use the front door.

I coughed up a gout of blood. Five on me. Three on Netherys. She’d been backed against the wall. Yashara was face down on the tile. 

I dropped my blade, gripped the hilt of the enemy’s sword with both hands, and pulled. Doing so drew a scream from my depths, as if the very fabric of my soul were being torn apart, but the blade finally wrenched free, slid out of my body, and I fell back with a gasp.

The assassin was still staring at me in horror. I guess I was supposed to be dead now. With supreme effort I rolled over onto my side. Blood was coming out of me from a variety of holes. I was light-headed, my vision narrowing down to a shimmering tunnel, and it took everything I had to rise to my knees.

“Fucker won’t die,” said the assassin to his three friends as they joined him.

“Take off his head,” said another. “That’ll do the trick.”

“You do it,” said the first, clearly spooked.

“My pleasure.” 

I raised my head to see the man draw his blade back. Then pause. 

The other assassins were climbing to their feet.

The dead ones.

The men assaulting Netherys pulled back, panting for breath, to turn and gaze about themselves with a sense of wonder that quickly turned to horror. A good six or seven assassins clawed their way to standing, fresh blood gleaming on their clothing, wounds gaping, weapons in hand.

“The Hallowed Oak protect us,” whispered one of the men. “I didn’t sign up for this shit.”

Movement in the archway. A host of people had appeared there. Not warriors, but aristocratic-looking types, clad in evening gowns and dresses, their skin pale, their eyes unseeing, but all of them holding a variety of weapons, from cleavers to silver candelabra to rusted blades. 

The assassins edged back. 

And that’s when Pony rose up, head still misshapen, but one yellow eye gleaming with thick, syrupy anger that promised oblivion. 

“New plan,” said one of them, clearly their leader. “Grab whom you can and get the fuck out.”

With admirable coordination three of them lifted Yashara and threw her out the window. Another grabbed Tamara, threw her over his shoulder and hurried back as Pony lumbered after him.

I rose to my feet. The dead closed on the assassins, who fended them off as best they could as they slipped out the windows, fleeing into the dark.

I staggered after them. “Yashara! Tamara!” I couldn’t move any faster. Everything was loose and wrong in my middle. I was still coughing up blood. 

The dead assassins climbed out the windows after their living counterparts. Pony let out a curdled roar, hunched his shoulder and ran at the wall, plowing clean through in an explosion of plaster, wooden lathes and thicker posts. 

I followed him out into the darkness. Shapes were fleeing toward a large group of horses tied to a tree a little ways down the manor entrance. Where was Cerys? There, fighting off two men - who disengaged even as I saw them, to run back with the others.

A wave of weakness washed over me and I retched up more blood. Pony was running toward the horses, the dead before him. Screams. The assassins weren’t getting away unscathed. 

But they were still getting away. 

I couldn’t make out what was happening. One of the lead dead assassins exploded into gleaming viscera and bones, turning into a living whip that tore through the enemy ranks. Horses screamed. Men shouted in terror, and then Pony was amongst them, clobbering left and right with a massive fist. 

Four or five horsemen broke away, galloped down the entrance and out the gate. The screaming amongst their fellows was cut short, and as I staggered closer I saw those who had fallen to Pony and the undead’s assault rise up in turn to look after those who had escaped.

Nauseated, heaving for breath, I came to a stop. Saw Pony bend down and gently pick up a supine form. 

Tamara. 

Was she alive?

Pony cradled her to his chest and turned to regard me.

“Inside,” I croaked. “Take her to Netherys.”

I almost passed out when he picked me up as well, scooping me up in one large arm and over his shoulder, to stride back up to the gaping hole and into the manor.

Aristocratic strangers moved forward to help me down from Pony’s grip. They smelled strange, a combination of must and brackish water, but though dusty their clothing was fine, their grip was strong, and they moved with a confident fluidity.

I was too distraught and in pain to argue. They helped me to a chair and set me down, then stepped back, rejoining their fellows.

Netherys moved up, clearly distraught, a spire of twisting purple flames rising from the palm of her hand. “No, no, no,” she hissed, hands moving back and forth as if unsure where to begin. She actually looked grief-stricken, as if she really cared for me. Had to be the blood loss and pain. Surely. 

Kellik,” she said, voice taut with despair. “You’re…”

“Inadequate? An idiot? Yes.” I struggled to sit up. “Who are those people? Where’s Iris?”

The crowd had drawn back. There had to be some ten or twelve of them, but it was hard to make out in the gloom and flickering purple light. Most of them had a strong family resemblance, a resemblance that became all the more evident when they parted for Iris, who stepped forward clad once more in her ruined black wedding dress. 

“Kellik.” Her voice was sepulchral. “What happened?”

Pogo turned from the window where he was peering out into the dark. “Ambush. Clearly. They followed you, Kellik, from the harbor. Cunningly done! I admire them for their tactics even as I yearn to break every bone in their bodies. They took Yashara!”

“How’s Tamara?” I asked. Pony tipped a chaise back onto its feet and laid her down carefully. Netherys tore herself from my side to press her fingers to her neck. “Alive. They hit her very hard across the temple. Her pulse is steady.”

Cerys came striding into the room, bow in one hand, a cut down her cheek, crimson hair mussed and pulling free of her dissolving braid. “We need to get out of here.”

My mind was spinning. My body itching fiercely as it knitted wounds together. “Who are they?” I asked, pointing at the men and women who had closed ranks behind Iris. 

“My family,” she said, voice calm, almost surprised. “I raised them from the crypt. Restored them. Then brought them inside to clothe them. I was tired by my exertions. We were sleeping together when the attack came.”

I blinked. The men and women were all middle-aged, none of them over forty. “Your… they…” I knew I had more pressing issues to handle, but blood loss, or the pain, made it hard to focus. I could only latch onto whatever thought presented itself. “Your family all died young?”

“Oh no,” said Iris, turning to smile fondly at a striking man with a satyr-like face. She caressed his arm. “This is my grandfather, Oternus. He died at the age of eighty-seven. I’m not sure how old my great grandfather here was when he passed, but I believe he was young, only his late twenties. I chose to age them as I saw fit. It’s more pleasing this way, don’t you think?”

I stared at the ranks of the dead. All of them in their mid-thirties. All dressed in old suits and ballgowns. All with unfocused gazes, though not slack-jawed. As if they were all currently preoccupied with pressing thoughts, their minds a million miles away.

“That’s great,” said Cerys. “Really heartwarming. But we need to get away. There’s no telling when they’ll send reinforcements.”

I forced myself to focus. “They’ll have left people to watch the estate. To track us to wherever we go next.”

“They did,” said Iris. “I’ve had the dead assassins hunting for them all this time. I’ve found two. They’re with us now.”

Even as wounded and bloody as I was I felt a chill pass over me. “You’re directing them now?”

Iris gave a grave nod. “I’ve pulled most of them back into the shadows beside the gate. A couple at the rear of the grounds where the servant’s entrance is located. If anybody tries to come through they will be unpleasantly surprised.”

“That’s… great,” I said. And it was. Yet surrounded by her dead family, commanding the dead across the expanse of the estate, I couldn’t help but feel a dull sense of horror when I gazed upon her. A horror that fought with compassion. Fascination. Just how powerful was she becoming? How had she restored the corpses of her great grandfather or older to such youthful, seemingly living prime?

Pogo smacked one hand into the palm of the other. “We must rescue Yashara now! This is intolerable!”

“Agreed,” I said, forcing myself to sit up. Slits in my body pulled apart, causing more blood to leak forth. A wave of weakness washed over me, but I gritted my jaw and ignored it. “But we can’t just charge in there. Yashara herself would tell us to come up with a plan.”

Cerys was pacing, peering out the windows despite Iris’ assurance as to our safety. “First, we need to go somewhere safe. The longer we remain here, the greater the danger of being followed or attacked again.”

“But where?” I asked, helpless despair closing around my throat. “The Bonegwayne is an inferno. They’ll know all about Jessie’s warehouse. I won’t imperil Matteo by returning to the Mermaid.”

Pony reached up and shoved at his head with the base of his palm. I heard the plates of his skull scrape as they slid back into position. He was now completely healed from the six or eight bolts he’d taken to the head. “Swamp,” he said, voice a low rasp like boulders rubbing against each other.

“Swamp?” Cerys stopped her pacing. “Outside Port Lusander? Perhaps.”

“Wait,” I said. “We’re not just running out into the swamps to hide. For once I’m going to hold up a moment and just think about our next step. Try and get a little logical about shit.”

Everybody paused and considered me.

“We need to get Yashara back,” I said. “I think we can safely say she was taken by Nautilus. Which means she’s probably been taken back to their compound or estate or whatever it is. Which, apparently, is massively guarded. Fighting our way in is either going to require Iris’ undead army or some really elaborate stratagem.”

“I’m fine with Iris’ undead army,” said Netherys.

“Me too,” said Cerys. “Fuck those assholes.”

“Thirded,” said Pogo.

It was so hard to concentrate as my wounds healed up. I wanted to just pace and hiss and wait until the worst of it was over. But I powered on. “Sure. That would feel good. But what would the end result be? Hundreds dead, the rest of the city alarmed, the finger pointed at us, which means our having to immediately flee. Without the use of the Bonegwayne, so we’d then have to either steal a ship or force someone to take us out of the harbor. Which is assuming the lampetramen would agree to guide us if the likes of Beauhammer or whomever else doesn’t shut down the bay to prevent our escaping.”

“We can’t leave Yashara with them,” said Pogo, voice flat.

“No, we can’t. But perhaps we can negotiate.”

“Negotiate?” Cerys sounded incredulous. “With someone who just sent some twenty assassins to kill us?”

I pressed my fingers to my brow. “Gremond is a businessman. He’s flexing his muscle at no cost to himself. We speak to him through Elsa. Tell him to return Yashara or we unleash an army of the undead on his compound. Perhaps we send a small wave to attack the walls, raise whomever they kill, and drive the point home.”

“Blackmail,” said Netherys. “That could work.”

“Especially when you consider why he launched this attack. We destroyed the Fever Dream, a favorite haunt of theirs, and insulted his son, and by extension Nautilus’ reputation. Is that really enough for him to go to war over? Risk massive property damage and huge casualties? I think not. So we get Elsa to negotiate, we send a warning, and then find a way for him to release Yashara while saving face. Perhaps…” I searched for something, anything that might do. “Gold. Nautilus is clearly about profits. We give them a cut of our findings. Yashara for a thousand gold crowns, plus we don’t raze their compound to the ground with a horde of undead.”

“Gold,” said Cerys, voice thick with disgust. “We’re going to pay him after what he’s done? No - wait. I understand. It just sticks in my fucking craw.”

“And you don’t think it does in mine?” I leaned back with a wince, several stab wounds in my back protesting. “But what matters here? Getting Yashara back and retrieving enough gold to pay Maestria for her loss. Getting the king troll information that brought us to this town in the first place. Let Gremond feel like he came out on top. He’s not a priority of ours, and we can’t allow pride to get in our way.”

“Wise,” said Netherys. “And if he disagrees, we annihilate him and all his men.”

“Agreed,” I said tiredly. “Though there’s no guarantee he won’t bring Yashara up to the walls and threaten to cut off her head if we don’t stop.”

“So we avoid that,” said Cerys. “We negotiate for her release. All right. In the meantime, where do we go?”

“I’m going to find Elsa. She’s probably still at the party. With luck, she can negotiate for us tonight. In the meantime, we use the gloom keys to hide our location. You all stay together, find an empty building somewhere -”

“My family crypt,” said Iris. “There are several levels. The lowest is disguised. We can wait down there.”

“Great,” said Cerys. “Oh joy. The family crypt.”

“Perfect,” I said, ignoring Cerys. “They can search the manor, use magic even, and find nothing if you’ve got the gloom keys. And it’ll prevent our having to walk Pony through the streets. You all wait. I’ll come back and find you there.”

Pogo sniffed. “Perhaps this time you can avoid being followed by Nautilus assassins.”

“You have to admire this Gremond,” said Netherys, voice soft. “He did well tonight. Torched the Bonegwayne, sending a message to ship captains everywhere, and drawing you into the open in the process so that his assassins could trail you back to wherever you might be hiding and kill you.”

Cerys placed her hands on her hips and shook her head. “And they were good, very good. Changing their plan mid-combat and retreating like that? It takes a very elite unit to retain coherence like that.”

“Not elite enough,” I said. 

“What of the ruins?” asked Iris. “I thought we had to enter them tomorrow?”

“We did. We do. I don’t know.” I pinched the brow of my nose. “I’ll talk to Elsa about getting an extension.”

Cerys crouched by Tamara’s side and took her hand. “C’mon, c’mon, girl. Wake up.” She looked over her shoulder at me. “The longer she remains out the worse it is. Head injuries can be fatal even if they don’t break bone.”

I fought to keep my voice calm. “I know. You going to come with me back to the castle?”

Cerys curled Tamara’s hair away from her face then stood. “Of course.”

“Pony, please help Tamara into the crypt. I’ll try to be back within an hour or two. Pony, you’ve got a gloom key?”

The troll tapped it where it hung from his neck.

“Iris, you’ve got the second?”

Iris nodded.

“I’m taking the third. Stay close together. Iris, what do I need to do to reach the lowest floor of the crypt?”

“There’s a secret door at the back. A slab of stone depicting children playing within the Ashen Garden. Lift the far right side over a hidden ridge along the floor on the far side. It’s only an inch high. Once you lift the door, it’s balanced so that you should be able to swing it open with but a push.”

“Got it.” I took a deep, shuddering breath. “Then let’s go.”

“Your wounds?” asked Netherys, stepping up to touch the crossbow bolt that still stuck out of my chest.

I took hold of it, snarled, and tore it out. Blood spurted out, spattering over Netherys’ arm, and I flung the bolt aside. “Not a problem,” I said. 

Cerys stared at me in wonder. “I hadn’t realized… how many injuries did you take…?”

“Not enough.” I’d lost my blade somewhere outside, so I reached down and took up an assassin’s sword. It barely fit, but I rammed it home in my scabbard. “Let’s go.”

Netherys reached out to touch my arm. “Rein in your anger. Please. We need you cool headed if we’re to get through this.”

I fought the urge to slap her hand away, and instead gave a grudging nod. “You’re right. Thank you, Netherys.”

She inclined her head, dark eyes liquid with emotion, and stepped back.

Cerys followed me into the hallway. “You can’t go into that party covered in gore like this.”

I didn’t stop. “Why not?”

“You’ll give your king troll nature away for one. Terrify the nobility. Perhaps cause Beauhammer to arrest you and throw you in his dungeon like he did Iris for public execution. Do I need to go on?”

I stopped by the front door and rested my brow against the paneled wood. Fuck but I was tired. 

Cerys placed her hands on my shoulders. “I know you want to get her back as quickly as possible. But you said it yourself. We need to be careful.”

“I’m such a fool,” I said, closing my eyes as self-loathing arose within me. “This is my fault. All of this.”

“We could have played this better, yes. But Gremond’s an obviously canny foe. We underestimated him and his vengefulness.” She stepped in closer, sliding an arm around my waist. “But now it’s our turn to show just how canny we can be.”

I turned to face her. The horror of what had happened washed over me again. Without Iris we’d all be dead by now. Having her and Pony on my team had made me sloppy. Overconfident. Tamara and Yashara had paid that price. “You’re right. I’ll get a new suit of clothes from Iris. A heavy cloak. Wash my face and hair. Then we’ll go.”

Cerys leaned in and kissed my brow. “Yes. Then we’ll go get our pound of flesh.”

I stepped in and hugged her. For a moment we simply stood silent in the grand hallway, and then I stepped back. 

“Oh shit,” I said, looking down at the blood I’d left gleaming down her front. “I’m sorry. I just left copious amounts of gore all over you.”

Cerys gazed down at the blood. “How are you still standing?”

I touched my wounds. They’d filmed over with flesh already, and though I felt that same hot liquidy wrongness within me, it was starting to fade. “Being a king troll has its benefits,” I said. “I’ve never healed this fast. Maybe the blood is getting stronger.”

Cerys’ gaze was equivocal. “Guess it’s working for us right now.”

“Guess so,” I said, stepping back. “Let me clean up. I’ll be right back, and then we can get started on freeing Yashara and teaching this Gremond the same hard lessons we taught the Family.”

 


Chapter 16

 

 

Cerys and I dismounted as we reached Beauhammer’s castle entrance. I knew I shouldn’t have been surprised, but the celebrations were still in full swing; what had taken place down by the docks had provided but a moment’s diversion, apparently, and little more. Returning the horse to its surprised owner, I pulled my heavy cloak closer about my body, pinching it at the neck, and then extended my arm for Cerys to loop hers through it and so lead her into the bailey.

How long had I been gone? It felt like hours, but clearly it had been far less. People weren’t even leaving yet, and the music filtering forth from the great hall was in full swing, the violins and fiddles and whatever else now playing what were clearly meant to be dancing songs. 

Perhaps it was the blood loss. Or the lingering pain from my now healed wounds and wounded lung. Perhaps it was simply the aftershock of so much unexpected violence. But the great hall looked decidedly surreal as I stepped back inside. The merriment and laughter sounded discordant after the screams and bloody work of battle. Where before I’d been mildly curious and cautiously hopeful as I’d entered this place, now I felt a cold, iron fury. 

I’d been tricked. Gremond had smiled at me even as his men had moved to torch the Bonegwayne. He’d tried to kill my friends. Had ruined Maestria. Had played his very best hand in his attempt to defeat me, and come up short. 

It was my turn.

Elsa was easily visible to one side, surrounded by eager listeners as she gaily recounted some story or another. Beauhammer was holding court from his throne, leaning forward, huge tankard in hand, bear mask shoved up on his brow as he listened with obvious impatience as another lord spoke their piece. The Port Gloom crew was absent. The White Suns were gone as well. 

Anxiously, I continued to study the crowd. I didn’t know what I’d do if Gremond and his son were still here. I felt a vast and inchoate potential for unreasonable violence. I hoped they were gone, that I’d not be tempted into something irrevocable. Yet I also itched to show them my face, to grin as I spat in their eye.

But… no. The Nautilus company was also missing.

Cerys pulled me forward, and I matched her pace, moving through the crowd which glanced askance at us, surprised by our rough clothing, lack of masks, and dour demeanors. No matter. They were of no consequence. We reached the edge of Elsa’s circle, and when she caught sight of us her expression flashed from joyful recognition to confusion to concern to false easy amusement once more, all of it so quick that I was barely able to discern the difference.

“Excuse me, dear friends,” she said, lifting her skirt so as to step through the crowd toward us. “Excuse me.” She looped her arm through my own as she pulled me away, still wearing a smile of easy gaiety, but her whisper was strained. “Kellik? What’s happened? Why are you - is that blood?”

I followed her gaze to her elbow-length glove. Fortunately, it was black, but still the gleaming stain where she’d pressed it against me was undisguisable.

“Some, yes.” I waited till we’d found a relatively quiet corner, and turning my back to the crowd so nobody could read my lips I took hold of Elsa’s hand and squeezed. “Nautilus has moved against us. They’ve burned the Bonegwayne and attacked my crew. We drove them off, but they’ve taken Yashara and injured Tamara badly.”

Elsa’s smile grew stiff, her eyes widening for but a moment before she relaxed and tilted her head to one side, smile returning as if I were recounting an amusing tale. “You’re sure it was them?”

“Absolutely. Gremond all but danced when I met his eye after the news about the Bonegwayne was announced. Who else could send twenty assassins after us? Who else could have motive?”

Elsa reached up to brush her fingertips against the shaven side of her head, eyes narrowing in thought. “One of your rival teams? No. You haven’t even been announced yet. The White Sun has no idea. You’re right. The Fever Dream and insult you did to Naveric. What now? We’re supposed to start delving tomorrow at dawn.”

I really, really appreciated her not going through the whole I told you so routine.

Cerys stood by my other side, scanning the crowd with apparent disinterest. Good. She’d watch out backs. I could focus on Elsa exclusively. “We need you to open negotiations with Gremond. We’re going to demonstrate just how badly they’ve fucked up tomorrow by sending a small force to attack their compound.”

“Attack - you’re mad. The compound is heavily fortified. Several hundred men work there, many of them professional soldiers who are ready at any moment to put down a goblin rebellion. The walls, the gates - what force are you going to send? It will be crushed.”

“Let us worry about that. I’m sure our message will be made, loud and clear. You need to tell them that unless they return Yashara to us, we’ll send a much larger force after that one to level the compound completely. But it’s not all stick. We’ll offer a thousand gold crowns in exchange for Yashara’s release and an unconditional apology for the insult done to Naveric.” I paused, searching Elsa’s face. “That should be more than enough to convince him to let Yashara go.”

“And if she’s dead?” asked Elsa. “If he’s already killed her?”

I felt a fist tighten around my heart. “If he’s killed her, then he’s a dead man, and I’ll destroy the Nautilus company if it’s the last thing I do.”

Elsa slowly shook her head in wonderment. “I know you’ve a war troll, and lead a dangerous team, but we’re talking a small private army here, operating behind heavily fortified walls, who are constantly prepared for trouble. You must have some magical means to destroy them. Is one of your crew an archmagi, or…?”

“Like I said, let me worry about that. Our message will be very pointed. But assuming I’m not mad. Assuming I make good on my threat tomorrow. Do you think Gremond will capitulate?”

Elsa’s smile flickered, disappearing as she frowned only to reappear a second later as she caught herself. “Perhaps. Probably. If you can prove yourself that serious a threat, he won’t risk everything over Yashara. Yes.”

“Good. Then deliver that message through whatever channel you think best. We want Yashara released, unharmed, immediately after my second, larger force reveals itself. If she’s not freed by dusk, we’ll annihilate him.”

“What of the delve?” Elsa reached out with her other hand to take my arm. “My father will be opening the gate to the ruins at dawn. The other teams have already retired so as to rest and prepare. Are you no longer planning to go?”

I pulled my arm free. “Tamara is unconscious. Yashara is kidnapped. We’re hurt. Can’t we ask your father to allow us in the next day?”

Elsa shook her head. “You don’t understand. He’s got a large ceremony planned. It’s the highlight of his year. He’s begun to see these ruins as his financial future, and the opening of the gate and entering of the teams is the pivotal moment in what’s become a grand campaign to draw ever wealthier investors and more qualified teams. No. He will insist on everyone taking part in the pageantry. If you miss tomorrow’s event, you won’t get to go in until next year. Which, if you scorn his discretionary license, I can guarantee you won’t be given it again.”

I scowled and hung my head. 

Elsa pressed on. “You’ve apparently got enough strength to flatten the Nautilus compound. Which means you can tackle whatever is below the castle. We’ll go in, make our strike on the White Sun, extract whatever we need, and then collect Yashara and flee to the harbor.”

I rolled my shoulders. My body felt like a leather sack in which a dozen bottles had been broken with a club. All achy and sore and with strange shafts of burning pain where blades had slid into me. “How are you going to negotiate with Nautilus if you’re going in with us?”

“I’ll do it tonight,” she replied immediately. “I’ll press your case. Can your mage launch their attack from within the ruins?”

I shared a look with Cerys. “Probably?”

“Then think of it this way: instead of waiting around tomorrow for Gremond to make his decision, and by doing so lose everything you’ve been struggling to accomplish, take advantage of the license, strike at the White Suns, acquire our treasure and then escape with Yashara when we emerge. And if Gremond refuses your demands? Then level the Nautilus compound, rescue Yashara, and flee with our stolen treasure instead of without it. Because come what may, by this time tomorrow you’ll be the most wanted man in all of Port Lusander.”

I ground the heel of my palm into my eye. What I wouldn’t do to consider this matter after a night’s rest! My thoughts felt like they were wearing boots and wading through knee-high mud. 

“Give us a moment,” I said. 

Elsa curtsied and stepped away.

Cerys joined me against the wall, where we both crossed our arms and scanned the crowd. A dance had begun, all formal and complex, the nobles tracing bizarre patterns around each other as they dipped and spun and laughed.

“What do you think?” I fought down the urge to grab a goblet of wine. 

“She has a point,” said Cerys, “much as I hate to admit it. If we don’t enter the ruins tomorrow, we’ll apparently lose the chance to ever do so. If we then are forced to destroy Gremond, we’ll have to leave Port Lusander altogether, and our struggles here will have been for nothing.”

“But attack the ruins without Tamara and Yashara?” I was starting to feel hemmed in on all sides by the great hall, the music too loud, the laughter too grating. “Without our healer and tactician?”

Cerys scowled. “I know. I’m not happy about it. But we’ve still got Pony and Iris. Add in Netherys’ weird magics and fortune hexing, and my gloom bow, and we’re still a force to be reckoned with.”

“Right. Right.” I closed my eyes and fought for a moment of stillness. To quiet my thoughts, to simple be with the decision and intuit what we should do. “Damn Gremond. Damn his overblown response. The Hanged God take him and unsleeve his bones. Damn him.”

“Yes, agreed,” said Cerys curtly. “And?”

“And?” I blew out my cheeks and opened my eyes. “Maybe Elsa’s right. Everything we’ve fought for will have been a waste if we miss tomorrow’s entrance. It’s our one chance to score enough gold to make things right with Maestria. To pay off my debt to the Mailed Fist. To learn more about myself so that I can even the odds with my father.”

“And there’s nothing we can do while we wait for Gremond’s response,” said Cerys. “We might as well spend that time looting a crypt.”

“Yeah.” I stared with dull, frustrated anger at the dancing nobles. “Yeah. All right. Then I guess we’ll do it. We’ll hit the White Suns while Iris sends her undead to teach Gremond fear. We’ll stipulate that Yashara is to be released once we send more undead for her. That’ll allow us to make sure she’s released when we’re ready and not before.”

“What if Iris dies?” Cerys’ voice was all business. 

“Then we’re fucked. Without her right now I don’t know what we’ll do. We’ll have to protect her. She asked if she’d be able to take her family down with her into the ruins.” 

“Her undead family?” Cerys shivered. “Did you hear her? That she was… sleeping with them? After clothing them?”

“I don’t know. I don’t want to know. Right now, I don’t have the luxury of making judgement calls about Iris and her family relations. But we can ask Elsa how many servants we can bring below with us.”

“So we’re doing this,” said Cerys, turning to face me and taking my hand. “We’ve decided.”

I hesitated, torn, but then gave a sharp nod. “Yes. I don’t know if it’s our final mistake or our first right call, but we can’t risk losing everything we’ve fought for. We’ll do what we can to liberate Yashara, we’ll make sure Tamara is safe, and we’ll hit the White Suns as hard and quickly as we can. Then we collect our friends, head down to the harbor, and get out of Port Lusander as quickly as we can.”

“About that. Can we trust Elsa with the ship?”

“I’m thinking it’s time we pressed our claim on the Filthy Spume. You still have the deed or whatever in your satchel?”

Cerys nodded. “Along with most of Elias’ other papers.”

“Then that’ll be our play. Elsa!”

Beauhammer’s daughter had been chatting lightly with an older couple, and with a laugh and curtsy she disengaged herself and walked over. “You know, Kellik, I’m ostensibly an important noblewoman. Not that I care, but yelling for me like a servant in front of the entire elite of Port Lusander will raise eyebrows that could lead to complicated questions.”

“Whatever. We’ve agreed. We’ll enter the ruins tomorrow at dawn as long as you execute our negotiations before then. Tell Gremond that we’ll be sending a second detachment to collect Yashara by tomorrow evening. If she’s not released, the third group will level his compound to the ground.”

“I hope you’re able to back up these threats,” she said. “Gremond is hard to impress, and this kind of language is so overblown that I’m worried he’ll just laugh.”

“Let him laugh. He’ll stop as soon as the first group arrives. Question. How many servants can we take below with us?”

“Into the ruins? Servants?” Elsa’s confusion was evident. “What are you talking about?”

“Simple question. Will Beauhammer object if we bring down staff? How many can we get away with?”

“I’ve no idea. Teams are usually only six to eight strong. I can ask him, but can guess that he’ll disapprove of the idea. He’ll see it as an indirect form of cheating. What’s to stop future teams from swelling their ranks so as to acquire overwhelming force?”

“What’s wrong with that?” asked Cerys.

“He wants to milk these ruins for as long as he can,” said Elsa. “Sending down huge teams will shorten for how long the ruins remain viable. But I’ll ask. If our team is now down to Pony, Iris, Netherys, yourselves, and me, then I’d guess he’d allow three or four servants.” She hesitated. “But seriously, why are you bringing servants? Trap fodder?”

“Something like that. Let us know. When will you reach out to Gremond?”

“He left shortly after you did. I assume to return to his compound. I’ll send a messenger now advising him that I’m about to arrive, and will set out after bidding my goodbyes here. How can I reach you?”

“You can’t,” I said. “We’ll meet you at dawn. Where’s the ceremony being held?”

“The far side of our hill,” said Elsa. “Halfway down are the remains of an entrance. My father had it cleaned up, the rubble and boulders removed, and now there’s a substantial porch of sorts outside the great gate he had installed. Everyone will gather there, and the teams will draw lots to see in which order they’ll enter. Once you go in, you can stay inside for as long as you like, but can’t return once you leave.”

“Fine. Tomorrow at dawn. If you’ve negotiated with Gremond and secured passage out, we’ll proceed with the plan as discussed.”

“Excellent,” said Elsa. “Thank you, Kellik. I know this isn’t easy. But it really is our one chance.”

“You could try again next year,” said Cerys dryly.

“By then I might be wedded to Naveric,” said Elsa. “I’d rather die.”

“Dawn then.” I drew myself up. “If all goes well we’ll see you then.”

“Dawn,” said Elsa. “The White Suns won’t know what hit them.”

 

* * *

Dawn was breaking far over the swamps beyond Beauhammer Hill as I led my friends along the broad and obviously new path that had been carved around its circumference about halfway up to the castle. The magistrate had spared no expense in his bid for pomp and circumstance, such that white bricks lined the outer edge of the path, with a lantern hanging from a stout pole every ten yards to illuminate the way for those who had arrived during the pre-dawn hours. Beneath each lantern hung a small blue flag with the gold Port Lusander trident boldly displayed, in case anybody should forget where they were and who was hosting this event.

Still, the sight of the rising sun over the swamps was sufficiently stunning that I slowed to a stop as the curvature of the hill gave way to the vast spread of hinterlands. The sky above the flat horizon had lightened to a soft gray that gradated to the darkness of night in the west, and the high cirrus clouds were teased into view by the nascent light which painted their undersides a soft white that even as I watched was shading toward yellow.

The swamp itself was staggeringly vast. It literally spread as far as I could see in every direction, a great and nearly perfectly flat expanse of rumpled darkness whose highest hillocks and rare twisted tree were just now catching the sparse light from the horizon.

“To think,” said Pogo, adjusting his spectacles as he stepped up alongside me, “that here was birthed the first of my kind, and that I am physiologically no different - personal idiosyncrasies aside - from the first goblins who hunted amidst the mire hundreds of thousands of years ago.”

“Hundreds of thousands?” I asked. “How do you know that?”

He shrugged. “I prefer specific numbers to such grandiose terms as ‘time immemorial.’ But regardless. Here my people grew and formed tribes and lived and died for millennia. Until the svartens arrived from the south, driven in turn by some greater calamity that forced them north in the tens of thousands. My people fought, adapted, but also finally were pushed out of the swamps to the far north, and there began our great diaspora that seeded my kind across all of Khansalon.” He shook his head in wonder. “Incredible.”

“Huh,” I said, sounding very erudite and sophisticated in the process. “I thought goblins had always just kind of been there. You know. Lurking and doing goblinish things.”

“Not so. At least, not according to certain diviner wizards who have plumbed the depths of time and sought to learn the mysteries of civilization. I spoke to one such in Olandipolis once, oh, a decade past. Paid him thirty crowns to view my ancient cousins step forth from the swamps oh so long ago, the very first tribes to tread on firm ground and head north. What a remarkable experience. The memory still gives me chills.”

The rays of the sun were now picking out more details. Entire swathes of the swamp appeared to be little more than an endless plain of knee-high grass, all of it a uniform yellow hue. Here and there hillocks or humps arose, sporting riotous growths of bushes and wizened trees. Amongst all this spread the waterways like the spaces between a shattered sheet of glass, an endless maze of dully gleaming streams and canals that seemed to spread toward the horizon without rhyme or reason, without current or any sense of movement.

“Doesn’t look so bad,” I said.

“From here?” Pogo snorted. “It looks pleasant. But there’s a reason my kind has such thick skin and the ability to close our nostrils and ears as well as our mouths and eyes.”

“I… don’t actually want to know what that reason is,” I said, sensing the impatience of my friends behind us. “C’mon. Sun’s arising.”

We followed the path around the hill and saw a great porch as Elsa had called it spread before a flat cliff carved into the hillside. A good couple of hundred people were gathered, most of whom sat on raised amphitheater seating along the closest two sides to the cliff, while a great mass of people stood in a semicircle along the back.

All of them were gazing at the assembled teams who stood in the center of the porch, but my eyes were drawn to the cliff face itself, which exuded a sense of antiquity to match Pogo’s tales of his people’s past. The rock had once been dressed and carefully carved, such that great columns and caryatids emerged from its surface around the massive gate. Time had not been kind, however; the details were worn away, the gray rock covered in black lichen which someone had made an attempt to scrape off before clearly giving up after removing only about a quarter of it. 

The gate itself was huge. It rose to a height of some ten yards, flanked by two statues of what might once have been war trolls like Pony, though these were kings to Pony’s rough layman’s self. Did they wear crowns about their heads? It was all so worn I couldn’t tell. Were they depictions of king trolls? The gate itself was new, a mighty construction of iron that was bolted into the rock and which gleamed in the dawn’s rays.

Before this was a raised stage of raw wood, a podium erected at its front behind which stood Beauhammer. He was conversing genially with a handful of other officials, and wore what was probably his finest suit of clothing. A thick chain of office hung around his neck, and despite what had to be a raging hangover he looked quite jovial.

Our path dipped at the last to descend in a shallow ramp toward the porch, and as we made our way down I saw the other four teams sizing us up in turn.

They all looked formidable.

The Port Gloom crew was gathered at the back, massed behind Baleric who wore the same cloak and breastplate as the night before. A massive blade hung from each hip, the onyx hilts and guards carved like living flames. The city troll was a small mountain behind him, the pale sister, the impudent rogue whose hair seemed to burn even in this dull morning light, the muscled warrior with her brawny shoulders and wild hair. All of them quiet, watchful, as if restrained by Baleric’s own dignity and reserve.

The Ellosaint knights were their opposite; they stood in the center of the stone clearing in resplendent full plate armor, each set no doubt costing more than I could even begin to imagine. Lined with gold, decorated with fantastic beasts across their breastplates, shining with such an intense polish that the men seemed to glow. They looked as if they had stepped out of legend, their kite shields bearing their personal emblems, their visors raised to reveal their handsome faces. They were talking loudly amongst themselves, boasting and laughing, obviously eager to begin.

I was most curious about the other two groups, both of which I’d not seen before. The closest was the band of elves, and these drew the eye with their grace and severe beauty, and then held it. I’d never seen real elves before, the mysterious denizens of fabled Celendruin, and saw at once how they were similar to Netherys and yet completely unalike.

All wore the exact same full-body suits of chainmail armor, but to call what they wore ‘chainmail’ was like describing a war troll as ‘problematic.’ The weave was so fine I could only discern the mesh on the raised surfaces, while all of it hugged their forms like a second skin, at once revealing much of their feminine beauty while adding to their imperious dignity and martial nature. Metallic green leaves seemed to grow from their armor to form pauldrons over their shoulders, a small chest plate over their sternum between their breasts, and down the length of their thighs. Even their boots were of metal, though they appeared strangely supple, and the whole effect was wondrous, fey, and eerily beautiful.

Each held a helm beneath their arm, so that as we approached I could study their faces. Gold hair was tightly braided and pulled back into a central bun at the crown of their heads, and oh, the sudden longing I felt to see them with their hair down, to see them at ease and smiling. Their ears were backswept like Netherys, their jaws long, their eyebrows haughty, their noses aquiline and their eyes expressing what seemed to be a universal displeasure with all they saw, as if nothing could please them so far from their mythical home.

I have to admit they stole something of my heart as I passed them by. They were alien and wondrous, lethal and gorgeous, each at least six feet tall and exuding such a casual refinement and disdain that I knew they’d never see me as more than common human street trash.

Unless, of course, they learned my true nature.

Right at the front stood the final group. The barrow-sorceress, called Lady Haverwort, with her massive barrow golems and four crypt apostles. I’d not been able to put images to those titles until now, and half wished I’d remained ignorant. Lady Haverwort was a bent-over crone, her spine as twisted as Pogo’s and her long-nailed hands little more than liver-spotted claws of tendon and bone. She leaned on a staff of eerie beauty, a tall, verdigrised rod that culminated in a golden orb in whose depths I thought I saw a frantically shuttling pupil, darting back and forth as it looked out upon the world. Her lips were pursed but toothless, resulting in a soft, squished look, and time had carved deep ravines across her face, but her eyes gleamed with sharp intelligence and a murderous will, so that I avoided her gaze when she looked at me.

Her barrow golems were huge. Each stood easily as tall as Pony, but seemed to be built from a mad agglomeration of stone coffins, thick loamy earth, bones, skulls, shards of stone and other graveyard detritus. They were vaguely humanoid, and their heads reminded me of the snapping turtles I’d seen swimming in the bay, all savage stone beaks and tiny, vicious black eyes. 

The crypt apostles were no less reassuring; they were the size of children, clad in voluminous dark-brown cloaks, and with cowls pulled low that didn’t completely hide their cadaverous faces. Their features were desiccated, their noses reduced to slits, their lips having melted away to reveal grimacing yellowed teeth, but it was their eyes that startled: each as big as my fist and with the same metallic sheen of a bluebottle fly’s back.

Our arrival was greeted with much curiosity; we were clearly the last team, and as wondrous as the others were they couldn’t compete with novelty. Pony alone drew shocked breaths and exclamations; we’d not seen a reason to hide him any longer once we’d drawn close, so he stood in only his customary loin cloth, huge sledgehammer over one blue shoulder, blinking owlishly and peering around at the crowd with mild curiosity. Tamara lay cupped in one massive arm, wrapped in a blanket and still asleep; after much deliberation we’d decided to bring her with us. Perilous as our delving was going to prove, we’d decided it was still safer than simply leaving her alone.

Iris and Netherys had opted to hide their identities completely, so that they both wore hoods over their veils, leaving only Cerys, Pogo, and I to stand with our faces uncovered. 

Other than Pony, I realized, we were a bizarrely normal-looking team. Iris had brought four of her relatives along, all of them clad in somber blacks and grays, looking for all the world like an incongruous group of aristocratic hangers-on, and they stood at the rear, hands behind their backs, gazing out at nothing. They looked alive… just strangely distracted.

The barrow-sorcereress, I noticed, was staring at them with great suspicion and interest.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” Beauhammer had moved to the podium and now stared out at the audience, arms outstretched. “Welcome to the fourth annual Beauhammer Dungeon Delve, an event as rife with danger as it is the potential for heroism! We stand here today with five teams of stout, intrepid beings who will risk life and limb to claim ancient treasure from the dark depths of the Beauhammer Dungeon, risking all for untold riches and glory! Gaze upon them, and mark their faces; some shall perish in the depths below, and never again shall they see the light of the sun! Which shall it be? In the past, entire teams have failed to surface. Perhaps they wander below in the lightless halls still, seeking a way out, or perhaps the flesh has already been cleaned from their bones, leaving them to join the endless legions of the dead that slumber below…?”

The elves glanced in obvious irritation at each other. The Ellosaint knights blew out their mustaches. Baleric, I noted, didn’t even seem to be listening.

“Yet each year a few make it back up, arms laden with jewels and gold, riches from a bygone era, when Port Lusander was ruled by a different manner of being, the cruelest of all tyrants, the dreaded king trolls! Those epochs are long gone, thankfully, and now you must toil and labor under my own heavy hand, though I trust it is a fair one.”

Beauhammer leaned forward, blinking and smiling, clearly expecting applause. A few in the crowd obliged him, but not, it was clear, sufficient numbers.

Beauhammer fought to hide his disappointment and annoyance and plunged on. “All the teams are licensed as per the law, and all shall be submitting a twenty percent tax on all riches acquired to the city treasury, so that I may better execute my role as magistrate. Yes, this event shall result in the recobbling of Frigate Avenue and the Old Dun Road. I’ve a mind to fix the piping beneath the Sprawl at long last, and perhaps, if the yield be bounteous, explore the possibility of acquiring more lamp posts in the manner of Carneheim and Port Gloom! What many at first saw as a frivolous endeavor on my part, this Beauhammer Dungeon Delve, shall over the long term prove the engine that fuels progress and change for Port Lusander. So gaze upon these heroes, and wish them well, wish them luck, for tied with their own success is that of our very own city!”

The cheers this time were more heartfelt, though not overwhelmingly so. Perhaps it was the early hour. Perhaps requiring nobles to attend a dawn ceremony after an all-night party was asking a little too much. 

“Now,” continued Beauhammer, “for the first time the betting pools are sanctioned by my office, so you can engage in the wagering that has been endemic since the start of this operation without fear of reprisal. Make sure your bid taker is licensed before placing your bet, as it’s both illegal to work with an unlicensed person and you won’t get to enjoy the surety of knowing all bids are backed by the magistrate’s office. Your chance to place bets shall end as soon as the first team enters the ruins, so hurry up and place those wagers!”

Elsa materialized by my side. She wore a sensible and very fine assemblage of matte black chainmail over supple leather armor, with a small heater shield on her left arm, a short sword at her hip, and a bandolier of throwing knives across her chest. A large empty pack hung from both shoulders, and a satchel lay over her right hip. “Can’t say my father doesn’t have a nose for business,” she said, smiling nervously at me. “His attempts to ban the wagering failed, so now he’s licensed it and is taking a twenty-five percent cut.”

“I was wondering when you’d show,” I said. “Did you talk with Gremond? Is Yashara alive?”

She frowned. “I did. He was - how shall I put it - skeptical of your promised show of force. But he was courteous, at any rate, and Yashara lives. She’s being held prisoner and well treated, he said. I believe he plans to use her as a bargaining chip to exact further revenge.” Elsa gave me an apologetic smile. “I’m sorry I wasn’t able to get better results.”

“No, that’s fine. The rest is up to us.”

A balding man stepped up to our group, a large ledger chained to his belt, a quill over his ear an open ink pot in one hand. “Wagers, good sirs?”

I raised an eyebrow. “The teams themselves wager?”

“Assuredly,” said the man with a quick smile. “The going philosophy is: bet everything on yourself. If you die, you lose nothing, and if you emerge, you can win a sizable sum.”

Cerys leaned in. “What are the going odds?”

The man inclined his head, as if appreciating the savviness of the question, and opened his ledger. “As of the last communal reckoning, which took place twenty minutes ago, Lady Haverwort’s team was at 6 to 1, the Ellosaint knights at 12 to 1, the Port Gloom group at 4 to 1 - people are really impressed with Baleric being an exemplar, you see - and the elves at 9 to 1.”

“And us?” I asked.

The man smiled apologetically. “You are bringing up the rear, I’m afraid. The odds are set at 20 to 1. You do have a war troll, which is impressive, but the rest of you…?” He winced. “It’s nothing personal. It’s even good news for you. Twenty times return on anything you bet could make you a fortune. Reaping the full return, however, is dependent on everyone emerging; you get consecutively fewer returns as more of your members die.”

“That’s wickedly gruesome,” I said. “No, I mean it. Well done. A scheme like this would have done the boys back in Port Gloom proud.”

“Ah, you’re a Port Gloom man, then? The rumors hinted as much. And thank you. Now, we’re running out of time. Any bets?”

I looked to the others. “I think we’ll pass.”

“You sure? You can think of us as a bank, keeping what gold you currently have on you safe while you venture below. You’ll collect it and twenty times as much if you wager it upon yourself when you exit the ruins.”

“Thanks all the same.”

The man gave us an exaggerated frown, as if I’d insisted on eating dog shit for lunch despite his offering me a sausage on a stick, and left.

“20 to 1, hey?” I gave a tight smile at my friends. “We’d have made a killing if we were playing this straight.”

“No,” said Pogo with a sniff. “We have between us less than thirty gold. Given the peril, six hundred as a return is insignificant in the grand scheme of things.”

“Well, true,” I said, “but think about it: in another world we could work this as a scam. Pop inside for ten minutes, stay in the antechamber, then come right back out and get our hundreds.”

“You forget,” said Pogo, “that most licenses cost thousands to acquire. We’d need to put down hundreds just to make back our license expense.”

“And… my father’s just seen me,” said Elsa, voice quiet and very tense.

I looked up at the stage. Beauhammer was leaning over his podium, wide-eyed, jaw working. “You didn’t tell him.”

“Best to ask for forgiveness than permission,” said Elsa, though she didn’t sound convinced.

Beauhammer leaped down from the stage and hurried over, scowling and huffing with indignation. “Elsa! What are you playing at? Why by the White Sun are you dressed like a fool? Get back up to the castle immediately and change into appropriate clothing before you turn our house into an object of ridicule!”

“Father,” said Elsa, “you should be able to figure this one out already.”

His face darkened. “There is nothing for me to figure out. Leave, now, or suffer the consequences.”

I coughed into my fist. “Apologies, magistrate. I thought Elsa had already told you. She’s officially part of my team. She’s going with us if she wants to.”

Beauhammer drew himself up to his full height and turned to glare at me. It was like staring up at a thunder cloud. “You are being incredibly unwise, Kellik. I gave you your license out of the goodness of my heart. But make no mistake. I can cancel that license at any moment. If you insist on dragging my daughter to her death, I will cancel your license immediately and bar you from the delve.”

I didn’t back up. “And show yourself to be a capricious old fool? Canceling contracts on a whim would do more damage to your contest than anything else I can imagine.”

“She’s my daughter,” he growled. “I don’t care.”

“According to our contract,” said Pogo, stepping forward with finger raised, “the listed clauses stipulating possible causes for losing our licenses do not include the addition of a magistrate’s family member, and thus your objection would not stand up in a court of law -”

“What is this goblin filth doing here?” Beauhammer’s rasp was heavy and raw with fury. “Why isn’t he out working in the swamps with the rest of his ilk? Goblin, I am the magistrate, and I interpret Port Lusander law as I see fit. Elsa. Leave, now, or I’ll have Kellik’s team evicted from Port Lusander and you placed under house arrest.”

That’s when I saw Iris begin to move forward, and time seemed to slow as all the implications of what was about to happen dawned on me. The last time Beauhammer had seen Iris was when he’d sold her to Elias. If he saw her now - by the Hanged God’s raging cock, everything was about to go to shit.

“Magistrate,” I said, and I felt my voice swell with power, “your daughter is the future of your house. You seek to protect her, to shield her from harm, but this is Port Lusander, and its leaders must be brave and bold like yourself. Did you run from danger when you were young? Did the brave captain of The Hammer spend his hours hiding in a castle? No. You set the example. You dared the world. You fought it on its own terms, and asked for no quarter. How can you expect your daughter to do otherwise? Look at her. How brave and strong she is. Who does she remind you of? That defiance? You see yourself in her eyes. You see your own strength. You won’t deny her. You won’t clip her wings. You’ll let her prove herself, let her win her own victories just like you did, so that when the day comes you’ll know you are passing on your wealth and power and estate to someone more than capable of taking on your mantle: your daughter, a warrior born, just like yourself.”

Nobody moved. Beauhammer was staring at me with glazed eyes. I felt light-headed, giddy almost, filled with an effervescent energy that made me want to dance. But instead, I held the magistrate’s heavy gaze until he nodded, blinking as he did so.

“You speak wisely, Kellik. Yes. Elsa does remind me of myself. And… I shouldn’t deprive her of her own victories. The chance… the chance to prove herself to the world. It will make her a more fitting heiress. A more… a more desirable wedding partner. Yes, I like that. Very much so!” 

With a final blink he came back to himself, and grinned jovially once more, clapping me on the shoulder as he turned to regard the stunned Elsa. “Don’t hog all the glory down there, my girl, you hear? Leave a little for the others. And when you emerge, it had better be carrying the largest bag of loot the world has ever seen! I can’t wait to celebrate your victories and hear your tales. Do the Beauhammers proud!”

And stepping forward, he hugged her tightly, clapped me on the shoulder once more, then turned away to return to the podium.

“What…?” Elsa looked stupefied. “What just happened?”

“Kellik just happened,” said Cerys sourly.

“Damn right,” I said. The sensation of power, of mastery, of control, was slowly leaking away. I forced myself to stand still, to let it go. To not hold on, or direct it at anyone else.

“It’s getting stronger,” said Netherys, voice low. 

“What is?” asked Elsa. “What did you do? Are you some kind of magic user?”

“Something like that,” I said, flashing her a roguish grin. “One you’re fortunate enough to be associated with. Welcome to the team.”

She stood up a bit straighter, tapped the hilt of her blade as if checking it was still there, then nodded. “Thank you.”

“Ladies and gentlemen! The time has come! The Hanged God himself ceases his eternal dance to turn and watch what shall happen next!” Beauhammer suddenly stopped and glanced at Baleric, clearly wondering if he’d gone too far. The exemplar remained expressionless, though perhaps, just perhaps, his left eyebrow rose but a fraction. “Ahem. We shall now draw the lots to determine the order of entry! Will the leader of each team please approach the stage!”

Kellik blew out his cheeks. “Here goes. Wish me luck. You think we want first or last?”

“Last,” said Elsa. 

“Agreed,” said Cerys. 

“Good to know.” I walked across the stone ground, glancing as the other leaders made their way to Beauhammer. We gathered before the podium, where Beauhammer stared down at us with as much gravity as he could muster.

“There is no need for flim flammery here! We shall do this simply, elegantly, in a time-honored manner. Five sticks! The shortest goes first, the longest last. The order for picking a stick will follow that of acquiring your license. Begin!”

A servant stepped forward, five slender sticks of equal length jutting out over the edge of his glove. He moved to the elf. She didn’t hesitate, but reached out and plucked what proved to be a stick of moderate length. No guessing how long or short until we’d seen something to compare it to.

The next was the knight, a florid man with an almost absurd mustache. He removed his gauntlet and took the next stick, which he turned, holding it up for all to see. It was shorter by far than the elf’s. 

“Glory goes to the bold,” he said, trying his best to not openly smirk.

Lady Haverwort’s stick was just a little longer than the elf’s, and Baleric’s was just a little shorter.

One stick remained. I reached out and drew it. The longest yet. Turning, I caught the eyes of my companions and gave them a wink.

“The gods have spoken! First to assay the ruins shall be Ser Guignon, then Exemplar Baleric, followed by Princess Andadriel, Lady Haverwort, and finally Master Kellik’s team. Ser Guignon! Are you ready? You shall have a ten-minute start before you are followed.”

Ten minutes. That meant another hour almost for us out on this porch. My shoulders sagged in dismay.

“I was born ready!” cried the Ellosaint knight, his accented voice loud and brassy. Moving to rejoin his three companions, he drew his blade which rang loudly as he did so, its edges glowing a shimmering, unnatural blue. “We dedicate our adventure to Queen Anaely, and pray to the White Sun that we may be worthy of her benedictions. For courage, love, and honor!”

The other three knights drew their blades, each ensorcelled in some different manner, and then squared their shoulders and marched toward the gate.

The crowd, swept up by their passion and vigor, let out the first real cheer of the morn, and the knights raised their blades and turned in a few circles as they went, till at last they reached the cliff.

Beauhammer’s voice boomed over the cheers. “Open the gate!”

A large guard slid a key into a lock at his shoulder height, then with four others pulled open both gates to reveal the dark passage beyond. It was easily five yards high and quickly receded into obscurity.

“For Ellosaint!” roared Sir Guignon, and then he led his companions into the dark, their blades lighting up in different golden, blue, and silvery hues, so that for a long while we could follow their progress deeper into the hill, until suddenly, without warning, all went dark, as if a curtain had been dropped between us.

For some reason their sudden disappearance gave me a chill. I frowned and turned to my companions. “Well, we’ve about an hour. Anybody bring a pack of cards?”

Being forced to stand in full view of the crowd meant not really being able to do much of anything other than just stand there. I was just about resigning myself to sore feet when a murmur started up in the crowd, and I looked around and nearly had a heart attack as I saw Baleric coming my way.

There was a presence to the man that was just plain otherworldly. As if he didn’t belong here amongst us mortals, but had somehow slipped free of the Ashen Garden and brought its dark miasma with him. Even though he wasn’t the largest or tallest person here, he somehow stood proudly eminent, his features striking and speaking to passions whose depths and power I could never understand, marked by deep scars entrenched upon his face as if by thunder. There was pride there, dauntless courage, obdurate indifference, and in his eye cruelty mixed with remorse and even compassion. Such a face as I didn’t doubt an artist could spend years studying and painting, and never capture its maturity and strength. 

And the fucker was walking right up to me. 

The audience grew silent. The elves and barrow-sorcereress turned to regard us. His own crew watched from afar. 

Right up to me, his steps measured, his gaze as weighty to bear as a mantle of lead. He stopped before me, and a cold wind arose to pluck at the fur of his wolfskin and stir his long white hair. 

“Lady Elsa,” he said in greeting, yet not looking at her.

“Exemplar,” she said, bowing low.

“Master Kellik.” There was such casual authority in his voice that it made Beauhammer sound like a blaring buffoon. “I hear you are from Port Gloom.”

“Exemplar,” I said, deciding to skip the bow. “You heard correctly.”

“And that you are but newly arrived in Port Lusander. Did you come here directly from our home?”

“Why?” It took real will to not simply confirm what he asked. “Why do you want to know?”

I was getting tunnel vision just holding his gaze. His eyes were like pitons, pressing into me, inexorable. Unrelenting. Seeing, I feared, far too much.

“Curiosity. There is something about you. You are no exemplar. Nor yet a mage. But you are no mere mortal, either. What are you, Kellik, that you should so draw my eye?”

Well, that was getting right to the point. I raised my chin but a fraction, swallowed, and quirked a smile. “I’ve been told I’m pretty cute.”

Nobody spoke. Nobody seemed to even breathe. My words hung in the air between us, and for a long, ragged, aching second, I’d have given my left arm to pull them back and have said anything else.

Then Baleric smiled, and I felt my knees go weak with relief. “Cute.” He pronounced the word as if it were an artifact he’d picked up from some museum’s shelf. “My sister, Nemedia, says you are haunted by unborn souls. They scream at you, hate you, and say that because of you they shall never enter the world of man. Untold thousands, she says. A vortex of the unliving that stretches from here to the heavens.”

“I, ah…” My throat was painfully dry. My thoughts like balls of clay being rolled around in a cheap bowl. “Um. She should…” By the gods his gaze bored into me with such intensity I couldn’t even get my words together. “Maybe she should get more sleep. Or eat a steak, go for a walk. You know. Take a break. She sounds like she needs one.”

“Cute,” said Baleric once more. “Yes.” Then at last he turned his gaze to someone else, and it was like having a cloud pass before the sun. “Be careful, Lady Elsa. There is more to this one than you know.”

And with that he turned and walked back to his group, footsteps ringing out across the porch.

I was sweating, I realized, despite the morning chill.

“’Be careful, Elsa?’” asked Cerys, voice low. “What was that about?”

Elsa also looked taken aback. “I - I don’t know. Maybe because we spoke last night at the party?” She ran her hands down the front of her armor, collecting herself, and gave a sharp shake of her head. “I don’t know.”

“Is that what Neko would have turned out like?” I asked, not speaking to anyone in particular. Baleric was speaking with his sister, back to me, and I was glad of it.

“Who can say?” said Pogo. “Useless to speculate. Neko, at least, had a rough charm, despite being human. This Baleric is as charming as an obsidian blade being slowly thrust into your bowels.”

Netherys snorted. “That happen to you much, Master Pogmillion?”

“Only the one time,” said Pogo, “and that was quite sufficient, thank you.”

Baleric finished his exchange and turned, crossing his arms over his breastplate, to regard me from across the porch.

I quickly looked away.

The ten minutes couldn’t pass quickly enough. In short order Baleric and his team were called, and without shouts or salutes they walked forward and were devoured by the darkness, the sister, Nemedia, raising her hand at the very last moment so that it incandesced with a nacreous light. They marched into the darkness, the city troll bringing up the rear, and in short order were devoured by the dark.

Time then seemed to stretch out. The wait became interminable. Finally, the elves were summoned. They moved with all the fluid grace of water being poured from a jug into a crystal goblet, a couple of them raising bronze rods which glowed magically as they entered the tunnel. The barrow-sorceress went next, still casting puzzled looks at Iris, preceded by her golems, her crypt apostles behind, and then, after what felt like hours, Beauhammer’s voice rang forth:

“Master Kellik! The time has come! Enter the gate, and may Blind Fortuna bless you as she has never done before!”

I took a deep breath. Squared my shoulders. Drew my blade, and heard Netherys and Elsa do the same. Cerys unshouldered her bow, strung it, and placed an arrow against the string. Pony stood up with a groan, Tamara safely resting in the crook of his elbow. He tapped the head of his hammer three times against the ground as if shaking it free of dust, then grunted. Ready.

Iris moved forward, her father, mother, and grandparents a silent entourage behind her, and then turned to give me an innocent smile. “This is exciting.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Exciting. That’s the word for it.” I took one last glance around at the audience. Hundreds were watching us with morbid curiosity. Beauhammer was leaning over his podium, eyebrow raised. 

A fist clenched in my gut. The nape of my neck prickled. I took a deep breath, then walked toward the gate.

 


Chapter 17

 

 

I’ll admit, entering the king troll ruins at long last was kind of nerve-wracking. Pausing only long enough to light my lantern, I walked forward, expecting horrors to manifest at each step. Sure, I’d seen the previous four teams make it much farther down the hallway before disappearing, but even so, my gaze darted about and I had to control myself so as to not leap at every noise.

“Relax,” said Elsa, moving up alongside me. “This is the fourth year this competition’s being going on, remember? The upper levels have been all cleared out. Everyone’s heading down as quickly as they can, into the depths where the remaining gold and treasures are still located. Nothing up here but dust and the skeletons of those who died exploring it years ago.”

“Right, right,” I said, taking a calming breath. “Still, no harm in being careful. I’m getting tired of making mistakes due to hubris.”

“Finally,” said Cerys, “I feel like I’ve been waiting my whole life to hear those words.”

“I’m pleased to report that nothing is attacking us from the rear,” called out Pogo from behind Pony, “and shall provide constant updates to that effect so that you need not concern yourself about that aspect of our expedition.”

“Great, Pogo,” I said, moving forward cautiously, lantern still raised, watching the receding darkness as it gave up more and more of the hallway unto my light. “Though you could also just alert us if something goes wrong instead?”

“True,” said Pogo, “but my continued silence could be a false positive, in that if I were abducted or killed by an assassin, you would still assume all was well, when in truth, it would be anything but. Thus constant, clear communication seems preferable. I will admit, however, at being a novice at this sort of activity; I have spent the vast majority of time -”

“Pogo?” Cerys’ voice was the perfect blend of calm and yet subtle impatience.

“Yes. Ahem. Apologies,” said Pogo. “I may be a little nervous. I tend to chatter when uneasy, as if one could, by distracting one’s mind with constant palaver, also ease the fundamental causes for that very unease -”

“Pogo?” This time it was Netherys, voice like black velour.

“Yes.” I heard the goblin cough into his fist. “Understood.”

I glanced back. Where the gate should have been, all brilliantly lit by morning sunshine, was now just dark shadow. “Looks like we’ve passed the point of visibility from outside. If we turned around and went back, would the gate appear?”

“Others have returned in the past,” said Elsa. “Thus I would wager it would.”

I tapped the flat of my blade against my palm then nodded. “Onwards, then. How far down is the White Sun level?”

“Four, I believe. It should only take us about twenty or so minutes to reach it once we find the right stairwell.”

There wasn’t much more to be said. The clomp of Pony’s heavy feet was a reassuring basso rhythm to our progress, and just knowing I had a war troll at my back made me feel ever so slightly more confident. 

Iris’ voice broke the stillness. “The barrow-sorceress awaits us up ahead.”

I slowed, peering into the darkness. “You can sense her?”

“Her creations, yes. They’re slightly spread out. I would guess in a chamber.”

The hallway curved to the right, and a pale white radiance filled its end where it led into a room through an archway. Iris was right: Lady Haverwort stood in the chamber’s center, flanked by her barrow golems, her crypt apostles arrayed before her.

I entered the room hesitantly, lowering my lantern as I did so. “Lady Haverwort. Stopped for a breather?”

Her eyes glittered like chips of ice in the light that radiated from the tip of her staff. “Step aside, boy. I would speak with your necromancer.”

And for once I felt absolutely no need for clever quips. I did as asked, allowing Iris to move forward, her family a step behind.

“What are you?” asked Lady Haverwort. “Who are you?”

Iris didn’t respond. Instead, she stretched out her hand and plucked with her fingers at invisible strings. 

Lady Haverwort startled as if someone had goosed her, then raised her staff in both hands and began to cry out a series of arcane words.

“Iris?” I hesitated, not knowing what to do. “What’s going on?”

Iris ignored me. She plucked with greater speed, and then simply reached out as if grabbing at a spiderweb and clenched her fist, drawing whatever hung in the air to her chest.

Lady Haverwort let out a cry of rage and shock. Her staff flared punishingly bright. “No! My children! How are you - release - you cannot -”

Squinting, eyes shielded by a raised hand, I saw one of the barrow golems turn and hammer its fist into the side of Lady Haverwort’s head. Bone shattered, her neck snapped, and the light in her staff blinked out as she collapsed to the ground to lie still.

“There,” said Iris. “We can continue.”

My heart was pounding like a mad thing. “What - what just happened?”

Netherys moved forward, stepping as if on an ice-covered lake, to stare in wonder at the barrow-sorceress’ creations. “They still stand?”

“They are now mine,” said Iris, a faint pulse of intensity to her voice - was that pride? Impatience? I couldn’t tell. “They will do as I command.”

And as if to underscore her words, the golems moved aside, the apostles doing the same, forming a corridor through their ranks through which we could pass.

“But…” Elsa was ashen in the light of my lantern. “How did you… you’re a necromancer?”

“For now,” said Iris.

“But it’s illegal to attack each other down here,” said Elsa. “We’re not supposed to… you just…”

“Oh, grow up, Elsa,” said Netherys, moving past the barrow creatures to the far archway. “Those rules and regulations don’t apply to us. Let’s be going. Good work, Iris.”

I followed the dark elf, and only then really understood what had just happened. We’d just doubled our strength. Strength that was in large part already based on Iris’ power. I suppressed a shiver as I marveled again. What would I do if she and I were ever at cross purposes?

The barrow creatures fell in behind us, relieving Pogo of rear guard. 

“The golems are creatures of brute power,” said Iris, stepping up to walk alongside me, voice dreamy, gazing off into the middle distance. “Very resilient and hard to damage. The apostles are more cunning creations. I admire Lady Haverwort’s work. She must have spent a lot of time on them. Ah - look at that.”

I peered ahead. Nothing but shadow. Only to realize Iris was no longer really talking to me. What was she seeing?

“Very interesting. She gifted the apostles with subtle magical powers. They can step through shadows. Limited distances. And this… what does this channel do? Ah… to their blades, perhaps? Their essence. They can pour it into their weapons to some effect. But how clumsy this layering. So much unnecessary work. Inhibiting instead of enhancing. Haverwort was talented, but the poor woman. Let us improve on her handiwork.”

Iris reached out and once again plucked and pulled at invisible strings, and even I felt the pulse of power that emanated from her, like a silent shockwave of pressure. 

“There,” breathed Iris. “They should enjoy that. And if we blend them?”

Iris stopped walking. Cerys almost ran into her. Her undead family spread out to line the walls of the hall down which we walked. Netherys turned to look back. 

“Iris?” I asked.

She held up a hand, bidding me be silent. 

I shut my trap.

She was staring intensely at something within her mind’s eye. A single vertical slit appeared between her brows. “Yes. Exponential benefits. If we collapse these matrixes, combine and open… but…” She trailed off, frowning still. 

I shared a confused look with Cerys.

“Ah,” said Iris, and her frown smoothed away. “Yes. That could work.” She turned to regard the barrow creatures at the rear, extended her hands to them, and once again began manipulating the air.

I raised my lantern so as to see the rear of our group.

Two apostles stepped toward each golem. Simply pressed themselves against those monstrous humanoids of earth and stone, and then… melted into them. Half sunk into the dirt, half spread out across them like heated wax.

I watched, transfixed. The stuff of the apostles ran over the surface of the golems, whose very outlines began to change, becoming leaner, less like crude golems and more like statues of dark stone and loam. Their bodies trembled as different sections compacted, so that they lost that loose, hilly look and instead appeared dense and vicious. 

A few minutes later it was done. Iris dropped her hands, exhaling happily, and we all stared at the two new creations. As tall and lean as Pony, their arms reached nearly to the floor and were tipped with sharp stone shards. Their faces now resembled crude approximations of the apostles’, and a vicious kind of intelligence, base and cunning, gleamed in their large, metallic eyes. 

“What… what did you do?” asked Cerys, clearly impressed. Or horrified. Or both.

“It was hard, given how much inanimate matter Lady Haverwort worked with,” said Iris. “She was equal parts transmuter as necromancer, but her weaves allowed me to manipulate what she’d already done. I’ve merged them. Consolidated them so that my new creations are more than the sum of their parts. Observe.”

And the two barrow apostles stepped back into the shadows just beyond the radiance of my lantern and disappeared.

Pogo startled. “Where - what happened to them?”

A scraping sound behind me. I turned to see Netherys already staring at where the two barrow apostles had emerged from the darkness ahead of us. One of them had purposefully dragged a finger across the wall to alert us.

“They can travel through darkness,” said Iris. “The range is limited, but I believe if pushed they could move a dozen yards. I’ve yet to test how often they can do it; the passage frays at their matrixes. But they’re now stronger, more armored, and capable of semi-autonomous activity based on the directives I give them.” She beamed at us all. “Aren’t they wonderful?”

Their metallic blue eyes were alien, utterly monstrous, their gangly bodies looking for all the world like great, warped insects made of stone. 

“Wonderful,” I agreed, voice dry.

And they stepped back again and disappeared.

“I’m ready,” said Iris, voice cheerful. “This is proving to be very interesting and fun.”

“Ready,” I said, only to realize I was just parroting her words. I coughed and forced myself to gather my wits. “Great work, Iris. Thank you. Netherys? Are you leading the way?”

The dark elf nodded, eyes narrowed as she stared at our necromancer, then resumed walking, not, apparently, needing much light to proceed ahead of us. 

“I’d… I’d no idea she was so powerful,” whispered Elsa to me.

“Now you understand why Gremond’s fucked if he doesn’t do what we ask,” I replied, taking a grim satisfaction in the words.

“I… yes.” Elsa was obviously perturbed. She bit her lower lip, brow lowered, eyes darting from side to side in thought.

“Hey,” I said. “Relax. She’s a friend. She’s on our side. It’s everyone else that has to worry.”

Elsa gave a curt nod and forced her shoulders back. “Right, right.”

Netherys led us through the ruins. And now, for the first time, I actually took them in. Ruins, yes, but still full of splendor; there was no corner that was unworked, no blank expanse of stone, no column that didn’t bear some tracery of art or that wasn’t carved into a statue.

And… it was beautiful. Or would have been, before the centuries or millennia had brought it to what it was. I’d half expected to find skull motifs, tableaux portraying masses being tortured and killed, endless paeans to wrath and destruction. Instead, what I saw was designed endlessly around abstract themes of nature; spirals like the inside of a snail or nautilus shell; the curvature and cells of leaves magnified a hundred-fold; the ceiling of the halls rippled and carved to resemble the undersides of forest canopies. Yet it wasn’t a simple elegy to the beauty of the natural world; I saw carved depictions of dead animals lying amidst roots, saw skulls - not horrific, but rather grotesquely accurate - of deer and bear, of man and hound, and others I couldn’t identify. 

Fragments of ancient tapestries hung here and there. Rotten piles of what might once have been gilt frames. We passed rooms in which I espied balustrades high up the walls, rooms whose doorways opened to steps descending into the depths, rooms lined with tarnished mirrors.

And here and there, corpses. Corpses impaled on rusted spikes. Corpses partially covered by deadfalls. Corpses pulled into walls so that part of them had become stone, the rest rotted away to bony nubs.

And all of these Iris collected, pulling off their spikes or adding what remained to those who could still walk, so that soon our group swelled to include another ten or so of the undead.

“There,” said Elsa, pointing down a fork. “The stairwell should be there.”

We dutifully went down the hall and found her to be correct; a grand stairwell carved to mimic the descending spiral of a snail shell led us into the depths.

Lantern held high, I paced after Netherys who went ahead with nary a sound. Down and down, round and round, passing one, two, then three doorways till we reached the fourth and there found a shattered seal.

It lay in fragments upon the ground, and had clearly once depicted the White Sun. The rope from which it had hung was neatly cut and lay about the broken seal like a severed snake.

We paused, staring at it.

“It would appear we’re not the only ones with designs upon the king troll tomb,” Pogo said.

Netherys knelt and lifted a fragment of the seal. “Recently done. No dust. Thus, one of the other teams.”

“Not the barrow-sorceress,” said Iris, and I couldn’t tell if she was trying to be funny.

“Nor the knights,” said Cerys. “They didn’t seem the type to break rules.”

I rubbed at my jaw. “Either the elves, or the Port Gloom crew. I’d wager Baleric. He’s less likely to respect the sanctity of a rival god, and why would the elves seek out their queen’s tomb here?”

“Unless their queen was buried with the king troll?” asked Cerys.

Netherys stepped over the seal into the hallway beyond. “Speculation will only get us so far. Let’s continue.”

I felt an ache as I acutely missed Yashara’s presence; her common sense, her tactical mind, the sheer stability and confidence she gave the whole team. Gremond had best be treating her with every courtesy. If she was returned to us any the worse for wear…

We followed after. The hallways here were if anything larger and more grand; the walls featured more scenes from the past, battles, gatherings, depictions of solitary figures underwater or rowing or striding through empty halls. A story, I was sure, but we were moving too fast to decipher it.

“Up ahead,” said Netherys, raising a hand to slow us down. “I hear voices.”

I heard nothing. Still, I banked the lantern’s light as we followed Netherys along the last stretch of the hallway, which had now grown wide enough for six of us to walk down abreast. Ahead I saw a set of double doors, massive enough for two war trolls to have walked through with ease. One half was cracked open, and a golden light spilled forth across the hallway floor.

Netherys lifted her hand again, bidding us stop, and crept up to the door, each footstep as quiet as a feather touching down upon one’s palm. There she listened, a dark shadow against the door’s pale surface, and then risked a glimpse through the crack before returning down to where we stood.

“The elves,” she whispered. “They are speaking with the exemplar, Aurora.”

I tongued the inside of my cheek. “What are they talking about?”

“They were arguing, very politely. Aurora was apologizing but refusing to accede to what must have been a request.”

“If they’re going to fight,” whispered Cerys, “then we might do best by waiting them out.”

“Agreed,” I said, “no sense in -”

The great door pushed open wide, allowing the golden light from within to flood the hallway, and I startled like a gentlefinger caught in the act of lifting a purse. 

One of the elves stood there, a metallic green shield raised to cover most of her upper torso, a gleaming blade in her other hand. The shield was made in the same leaf motif that accented her armor, and I saw that the central leaf that had adorned the other elf’s chest was missing. 

She said something in elvish over her shoulder to those still in the room, her voice rich with disdain, her finely arched brows lowering over her peerless green eyes. 

“Actually,” said Netherys, pushing back her hood to reveal her full mane of purple hair and ashen, swept back ears, “this band belongs to Kellik, not his war troll.”

It was the elf’s turn to startle, and she quickly ducked back into the room and out of sight.

“Apologies,” said Netherys, turning to smile at the rest of us. “I have great difficulty putting up with their idiotic arrogance.”

“So much for waiting for them to fight it out,” I said, pushing past her. “Let’s see what’s going on.”

I stepped up to the doorway. The entrance itself was imposingly grand, massive and flanked by statues, the lintel seemingly teeming with artwork, all of it looking more like the entrance to a temple than the doorway to another room.

But there was no time to gape at the artwork. Within I saw a grand chamber, dominated by a huge alabaster sarcophagus that would have fit Pony quite easily. The rest of the room was almost painfully beautiful, the walls resplendent with carved white marble, the rear wall an explosion of painted glass, statues so lifelike I thought they’d move, but again - no time to gape.

Aurora stood to one side before a swirling portal of white fire. She was dressed in peerless steel plate armor, functional and wondrous, with the White Sun emblazoned over her chest. Every inch of her was covered in steel but for her head; her helm was held under her arm, and so I was treated to the full weight of her disapproving stare, her eyes narrowed, her lips pursed in displeasure. Her golden hair was braided in the same way I’d seen her wear it at Beauhammer’s party, the bun, I now realized, serving as a cushion for her helm.

The elves stood on the far side of the room, gathered behind the two sisters, all of them identical in their wondrous chainmail, all of them holding leaf shields and with long blades of glowing white in their other hands.

Nobody seemed particularly happy to see me.

“Hello,” I said. “Hope I’m not interrupting anything important?”

“Master Kellik,” said Aurora, her withering scorn making me feel like a six-year-old. “You were told to stay away from this area. Leave now, and I’ll urge leniency when we discuss your infraction later.”

“What about their infraction?” I asked, gesturing at the elves with my thumb.

“That is proving to be more problematic,” said Aurora.

“What is your business here?” asked one of the sisters. I couldn’t tell them apart. Her Khansalese was deliciously accented, though it was hard to ignore her anger. “Leave at once.”

“Why does everyone think I can just be ordered around?” I stepped inside, making room for my friends to follow. Netherys stepped in first, drawing hisses from the elves, then Cerys, Pogo, Elsa and Iris. The undead spread out across the rear wall, but I saw no sign of the barrow apostles. Pony came in last, Tamara still held in the crook of his arm.

“A necromancer,” said Aurora, “and a dark elf. I see I was hasty when I assessed you as a harmless buffoon.”

“Ouch,” I said. “Harmless?” My pulse was racing, my nerves so stretched that I didn’t even know what I was saying. “You couldn’t have gone for ‘handsome?’”

One of the elven sisters said something cutting in elven. Netherys gave a bark of laughter and responded, and even I could tell the difference between the two languages; they were incredibly similar, but one sounded like sunlight falling on leaves as the wind blew through the canopy, the other like a cold stream flowing deep underground. 

Netherys’ comment didn’t go over well. The elves fell into combat crouches, shields rising so that only their eyes were visible over their brims.

“Enough!” Aurora raised her blade and it shone with power, momentarily flooding the tomb with such brilliance that everyone drew back. “I’ve been patient thus far, but you, this situation, and frankly this whole sordid city has pushed me to the edge. Get out of here now and resolve your differences elsewhere, or I’ll put on my helm and start cutting you down.”

Coming from anyone else I’d have laughed, but what with Aurora being an exemplar and all? That was a serious threat.

One of the sisters spoke again. “I ask you for the last time, exemplar. Step aside. You agree that what is happening is wrong. It is why you are here. My sisters and I shall remedy the situation for you.”

Aurora’s smile was cutting. “I appreciate the offer, Anadriel. But the White Sun handles its own problems. And there’s no way I’m allowing you - elven royalty or not - to interfere. I sincerely don’t wish to fight you. You have my utmost respect. But I won’t allow you to seize the Eye. It will remain within my church. I swear to you on the White Sun that when I am done with this situation, even you shall be satisfied.”

I half turned to Netherys. “The Eye? What are they talking about?”

Netherys shrugged.

Anadriel’s smile was the kind of cold, pitying smile that only a near immortal being can summon. “Alas, the time for your church to manage this situation is past. We will not allow kyeengtruhl artifacts to return to the waking world. I salute you, Exemplar. And I shall weep over your needless death when we are done.”

“I know this is awkward,” I said, “but could someone catch me up on what’s going on? I gather we’re all about to start fighting, but I just, you know, what to understand why, exactly.”

Both Aurora and Anadriel slowly peeled their glares away from each other to consider me. I’ve rarely been hit with that much contempt and disdain, and I’ve received more than my fair share. 

And I’ve got to admit, it rubbed me the wrong way. So I reached deep, deep into my soul, found that fiery sense of power that was growing ever more accessible to me, and raised it up so that it suffused my next words.

“I do not jest. Tell me what you argue over before I spill your blood.”

The force behind my words made them almost echo, and the rushing roar in my head that accompanied them left me almost breathless. 

The elves stepped back as one, blinking in confusion, but it was Aurora whose reaction was the most striking. Her face paled, and she turned so that she was facing me full on, eyes wide which shock.

Anadriel lowered her shield a fraction. “Two years ago our mystics learned of a terrible power being used in this area, a power not sensed since in almost a millennia -”

“Enough,” hissed Aurora, and her blade flared white once more. A lightning flash, and I saw Anadriel blink, as if coming back to herself, then raise her shield once more as her eyes narrowed with hatred.

“You?” Aurora’s voice was little more than a whisper. “You? A kyeengtruhl? It can’t be. You?”

“You’re saying it funny,” I said. “Kyeengtruhl? No. It’s ‘king troll,’ and yes. Fine. My dad’s one, which makes me one, and it’s why I’m here. I need to learn what that means. Nobody’s told me yet, other than the fact that I’m supposedly evil and will destroy the world, and Mother Magrathaar loves me for it, and… well, yes, I’ve got a necromancer and a dark elf on my side, but you know what? Seriously? Iris and Netherys are good people, mostly, and I’ve no intentions of taking over the world or drowning babies in blood, or whatever it is king trolls are supposed to have done. Right? I just want a little information. I’m still mostly just Kellik the handsome buffoon, and my problem isn’t with any of you, it’s with my dad, who, by the way, really does deserve all this anger you’ve got going. Not. Me.”

Silence. I was breathing hard, heart thumping, hands shaking from an excess of emotion. 

Aurora made a complex gesture, and the coruscating white portal closed, disappearing entirely. She then lifted her helm and slowly placed it on her head. “My order was created to fight the likes of you. To prevent your kind from fulfilling your bloody destiny. Anadriel. A truce. We fight together to kill Kellik, and then we can resume our discussion.”

“A truce,” said Anadriel, and she touched her temple, causing metallic leaves to flourish and flow up over and around her head, encasing it in a casque of green. 

“Oh, come on,” I said. “I just told you, I’m not - seriously, didn’t you hear anything I - fuck.” I sank into a combat stance, blade held at the ready. Netherys moved away from me, drawing both blades, their lengths incandescing with her purple flames. Pony put Tamara down gently against the wall and rolled his head about his neck, eliciting a series of startlingly loud pops, then took up his hammer. Elsa and Pogo both backed away.

Cerys stepped back. “I can’t, Kellik.”

I didn’t dare take my eyes away from Aurora and the elves who had begun to slowly move toward us, gliding forth like mist stealing across a lake at dawn. “Can’t what?”

“I told you.” I could hear the tears in her voice. “I told you. I won’t kill good people.”

I went to curse then caught myself. She was right. If anybody out there qualified as ‘good people’ it would be this Exemplar of the White Sun and Anadriel and her elves. Fuck!

“Fine. Watch over Tamara then.” I took a deep breath. Time to play our trump card. “Iris?”

All hell broke loose.

Barrow apostles appeared behind the elves, simply phasing into view as if stepping out from behind a curtain, massive arms scything down, the shards of stone that tipped their fists suddenly gleaming with a virulent green power. 

Pony let out a rumbling roar and lurched into a charge, sledgehammer swinging back and around at Aurora.

Netherys ran at the elven shield wall that was collapsing before the barrow apostles, her blades raging with imperial fire, her laughter swirling up in a maddening crescendo, and I found my own blade catching flame, the same purple that guided me to the left - the same direction Aurora chose as she dodged away from Pony’s hammer.

I caught a flash of Aurora’s eyes as she came at me, leaving Pony at her flank, blade burning so brightly I couldn’t even look at it, its passage leaving an afterburn in my eyes so that it was only due to Netherys’ own magics that I was able to parry, once, twice, three times. 

The clangor of our blades meeting were engulfed by the screams and war cries coming from the elves; I couldn’t look their way but some kind of butchery was taking place. 

Couldn’t even look at Aurora for the brightness of her blade, and immediately knew I was in trouble. This was like fighting a gloom knight. She was far more skilled with the sword than I was, and driven by a fury that made each blow a hammer strike against my blade. 

I stepped back, parrying and dodging wildly, missing Yashara like there was no tomorrow, and then Pony was there, his sledgehammer swooping through the air like a boulder right over my head, its passage trailed by actual wind, to cleave through where Aurora had been standing a moment ago.

Where - the flare of her blade seared my eyes as I saw her throw herself back in an actual somersault, and I thought to myself: who by the Hanged God’s raging cock backflips in full armor, when she caught herself on one hand, spun in a way that made no sense, and came down into a crouch, blade cleaving through the shaft of Pony’s hammer.

Whose head sailed out across the tomb to crack off the far wall.

Pony wasn’t fussed. He simply stabbed the haft at Aurora, who rose and cleaved anew, splitting the haft down the centerline to Pony’s fists with a chop of her blade.

I dove in, trying to stab her in the side, but she saw me coming and swiped down and away with her arm, deflecting my blade with her armored forearm. I turned my shoulder into the charge and hit her full on, enough to send her staggering back before me.

“Fucking cunt,” she grunted, and slammed her elbow into the side of my head. My vision doubled but I wrapped an arm around her, keeping her sword arm trapped against her side.

She simply wrapped both arms around me and kneed me in the stomach hard enough to lift me off my feet.

And again.

And a third time. 

Each blow like Pony giving me an uppercut.

I weakened enough for her to slip out of my arms. Unable to breathe, hunched over, I looked up and saw her grip her blade with both hands so as to cut my head off.

Grimacing, feeling like a trapped wolf, I raised my sword, too slow, too late -

- and then Pony stepped in, hammering her in the side of her head with a closed fist, the kind of punch that demolished walls. 

Aurora was lifted off her feet and thrown violently by the blow to crash to the ground with a clamor of metal on marble, blade spinning away, helm knocked off, blood matting her blonde hair and pouring forth from her nostrils and eyes.

I stood there, stunned, forgetting for a second that I was about to puke from the blows I’d taken to the gut, and stared at the dead woman.

It was over. Just like that. All it took was a blow from a war troll’s fist. 

Then she blinked.

Her head moved in strange, subtle ways beneath her hair, and I realized the plates of her skull were readjusting. 

“Fuck,” I said. “She healing herself?”

I ran at her, intent on stabbing her through the throat before she could rise, but just as I closed she raised her hand and caught the downward chop full on against the leather palm of her gauntlet.

My blade cut straight through her hand and about six inches down into her forearm, where it stuck like an ax in cordwood.

Aurora didn’t hesitate. She lunged up onto one knee and punched me square in the face. I saw white, and then felt my sword be twisted out of my grip. Stumbled back and opened my eyes to see her pull my blade clear of her arm and while still kneeling swing it at me.

Swing low.

I felt a weird tug, a flare of something that wasn’t quite pain, and then fell over onto my side as I lost my balance.

Stared and saw that she’d cut my left foot off mid-shin.

Blood began gouting all over the marble floor.

Pony came charging over, brow lowered so severely over his eyes I could barely see them. Fists swinging, he drove Aurora back, forcing her into an awkward stumbling retreat as she gained her feet and fell back.

Shock. That’s what I was feeling. That’s why there was no pain. Because, obviously, having your foot cut off should hurt like nothing else. But I just felt a weird throbbing, a sense of some massive object slowly moving toward some internal horizon, like the sun about to break at dawn. And I knew when that sun did break, pain would immobilize me like nothing else.

So, acting on instinct, I rolled over, grabbed my booted foot, and jammed it onto the end of my leg.

Blood cascaded over my hands. I felt shards of bone grate. The pain hit like a collapsing store front. I fell back, screamed, but kept my foot there.

Pony’s bellow penetrated my pain. I forced my eyes open and saw that Aurora had picked up her own blade and was now driving the war troll back, half her face sheeted in blood, hacking off fingers, chunks of his hands, slashing deep into his forearms.

Both blades were gleaming like shards of the sun.

Biting back a scream, I released my foot and drew my dagger. Hurled it as best I could, a clumsy side toss that sent it spinning through the air at Aurora’s head. 

She swayed aside and it missed by inches.

I went to curse but realized something. 

My foot had remained stuck to my leg. 

For a second it was all I could do to just stare at it, and then I looked up and saw Iris kiss her father’s cheek, as if saying good bye, and point past me at where Aurora stood.

Her father and mother, grandfather and grandmother, changed.

Their hands extended into yard-long blades of bone, their backs hunched as vertebrae cut through their suits and dresses to form shovel-like blades, and their lower jaws distended and grew massively reinforced as huge fangs emerged from beneath their lips. Knees reversed and as one the four corpses sagged forwards, resting their weights on the tips of their blade hands.

“Go, sweet ones,” said Iris, her voice strangely clear over the madness of battle. “Cut her to ribbons.”

And the four undead leaped forward, springing with the speed and power of fleas, leaping over me to fall upon Aurora, arms windmilling as they sought to obey Iris’ wishes.

Aurora let out an oath and threw herself into a roll, avoiding the attacks which sent the undead skittering past her, blade hands carving needle-thin tracks in the marble as they sought to arrest their momentum and then leap at her again.

This time the exemplar was ready. She came up with both blades burning and spinning, making a windmill of her own, cutting the arms off the two lead undead - Iris’ parents, maybe? - only to be knocked back by the other two so that they all fell in a heap.

Bone blades pistoned up and down, quickly turning red, and then the exemplar flared a searing white so intense I had to look away. A blast of heat whoomphed out over the room, and when I looked back, vision near ruined, I saw her rising from the tattered remnants of the dead, armor punctured in a dozen places, blood pouring forth over its steel surface.

She blew a lock of blonde hair out of her beautiful face, lips curved into a snarl. “Going to have to do better than -”

A barrow apostle appeared behind her and slammed its fist into her back. Aurora flew forward with a cry, hit the ground full on and slid toward me. 

I had no weapon. Take my foot off and beat her with it? 

But Pony was there, his wounds mostly healed, fingers interlaced to form a massive fist which he raised over his head and brought down with all his strength on her head.

Or tried. She rolled onto her side and took his hammer blow on her shoulder.

I heard bone shatter, saw her armor crumple, and she screamed.

The sound tore at me. It was the sound of a good person being killed. I winced, half turned away, and suddenly couldn’t breathe. 

But I couldn’t quit now. I turned back, saw that she’d dropped my sword upon being hit by the barrow apostle.

But somehow she’d held onto her own blade. Through sheer athletic strength she sat up, not even using her broken arm, and stabbed her sword deep into Pony’s chest - upon which she caused it to pulse.

Hideous gouts of black smoke gushed forth from the wound, and Pony’s eyes burst. He let out a low moan, staggered back, and collapsed.

A quick glance. Netherys and an undead elf were fighting the remaining two elves, the remnants of the other barrow apostle lying close by. 

I swung back to Aurora. She was back up on one knee, blade raised as she fended off the barrow apostle’s attacks. It was hammering at her, disappearing to appear behind her, only to be blocked as she spun around, only to shift again.

It avoided her attack, phased to appear right before her and slammed both shard-tipped fists into her chest. Knocked her back onto the ground, her breastplate crumpled, but before it could pound she flung her blade like a spear, sending it through its chest where it incandesced and caused the undead monster to collapse into a host of body parts, earth, and stone coffin chunks.

“Damn it,” I heard Iris say from the rear of the room.

Heaving for breath, Aurora rose slowly to her feet. Her armor was so badly battered that even if she could heal beneath it she’d be in trouble, for the dented and crumpled metal would -

She drew her knife and with quick cuts severed buckles and belts. Tore off her pauldron, her breastplate, and with a gasp of relief sent her backplate to the ground as well.

Her white tunic was plastered to her upper body with sweat and blood. One arm hung limp, all mangled and torn. Blood bubbled from her lips. Something was deeply wrong with her breathing. One eye was glossed over crimson. 

Yet I saw her summon reserves I’d not thought possible and rise to her feet. She reached out to the ground where her blade lay, and the sword quivered, shone with white light, and then flew into her hand. “Your turn.”

“That’s not fair,” I said, but hobbled forward regardless, my left foot weak and loose. Aurora blocked my first attack with rough contempt, smacking my blade away. 

Focusing my mind, I gripped my sword with both hands and attacked her with everything I had. I was a skilled warrior, but had no delusions of matching an exemplar. My only hope lay in killing her while she was still badly wounded.

Even so, even though I fought with everything I had, it wasn’t enough. 

One-handed she parried, blocked, and forced me back. Limping, hunched over with pain, one eye blinded, barely able to breathe, Aurora the Exemplar of the White Sun was doing the impossible: she was beating me while nearly dead herself. 

I snarled in fury. I wouldn’t die here. I wouldn’t let this be the end. Yashara was depending on me. I redoubled my attacks, but Aurora was already standing up straighter. She smacked my blade aside, swayed back as I put too much strength into my riposte, then stepped inside my guard and slid her sword deep into my gut. 

My whole body tensed up like a fist. She stepped in real close so that our faces were but an inch apart. Her jaw was clenched, her lips pulled back from her perfect teeth, and even as I stared into her eyes I saw the crimson one clear, healing in a matter of seconds.

“This is the end, kyeengtruhl,” she hissed. “Good -”

Her head exploded as a bolt of blue and purple ensorcelled fire shot through her temple. Aurora fell away, her body spun around by the force of the blow, and collapsed with a clatter of armor to the floor where she lay still, an arrow that still flickered with the powers of the gloom bow lodged deep in her head.

I stood there, swaying, the exemplar’s blade still running me through, and turned, speechless, to stare at where Cerys stood.

Gloom bow in hand. 

Her face was one of raw despair. Her eyes wide, her jaw clenched, her throat bobbing as she swallowed. 

Tears brimmed in her eyes and then ran down her cheeks.

“Oh Cerys,” I whispered, “I - I’m -”

Cerys nocked another arrow, turned, and shot the remaining elf through the chest. The gloom arrow punched through the mail, knocking the elf right off her feet to crash onto her back.

“Finally,” gasped Netherys, staggering back and dropping both blades to place her hands on her knees.

Silence. 

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Cerys. 

She stood there, trembling, and then sank down into a crouch, dropping her bow so she could cup her face in both hands and sob silently, shoulders hitching.

I tried to take a step toward her and nearly fell as my left foot rolled under my weight. Staggered, caught myself, and then remembered the exemplar’s blade that was run right through my gut. 

Almost like an afterthought.

I took hold of it with both hands and drew it free, gasping and grimacing. When I finally pulled it out I dropped it to the floor and then sank down to my knees, all the strength flowing out of me along with another river of blood from my stomach wound. Collapsed onto all fours, and raised one hand to press it to my belly wound, willing it to close, for all the hot, strange wrongness in my gut to ease away.

And by the Hanged God’s shit-eating grin it hurt. My ability to heal didn’t cloud the pain. So I just knelt there, grimacing and gasping, blood and sweat running everywhere, shaking and sure I was going to die, that this time my king troll blood wouldn’t be able to handle the damage.

But somehow it did. 

Must have taken me minutes. Felt like hours. Like a lifetime spent all alone in a fevered, trembling, nauseating cell.

But finally, with supreme effort, I rose to my knees and pulled my hand away. The blood had stopped coming.

Netherys was crouched beside Pony, Pogo alongside. The war troll hadn’t stood up. 

Yet. I was sure it was yet.

Cerys was sitting with her back to the wall beside the door, arms over her knees, gazing out at nothing. Elsa was standing close by, biting her lower lip, looking conflicted. Guilty. Iris? Where was - oh. Crouched by the exemplar’s corpse, talking quietly to herself.

“Are - are you OK?” asked Elsa, and then she laughed, a high-pitched, almost hysterical sound, and pressed her hand to her brow. “What an idiotic question. But - I don’t know - I mean, how are - ?”

I grunted as I rose to my feet, pulling myself up by force of will. “Family trick. Great job during the fight there, by the way.”

She flushed. “It all happened so fast, I didn’t know -”

“Yeah, yeah.” I waved a blood -oated hand, cutting her off. “Whatever.” 

Maybe I should have been more sensitive. But fuck it. I had more important things on my mind.

Like Cerys.

But before I tried tackling that problem, I staggered over to where Pony lay flat out on his back. He didn’t look good. His eyes were burned out, the wound where the sword had gone in hadn’t healed over, and his mouth, ears, and nostrils were singed as if fire had come out of every orifice.

“And?” I asked, swaying as I fought to not keel over.

“Not good,” said Pogo, wringing his hands. “He’s alive. I believe he’s alive, or, at any rate, it’s my working supposition, given that it’s nearly impossible to get a pulse from a war troll, their hide you see, it masks -”

“He’s not healing though,” said Netherys, voice grim. “Whatever that bitch did to him has impeded his regeneration.”

“Fuck,” I said, lowering myself painfully by Pony’s side. He looked dead. Despite Pogo’s warning I tried to find a pulse in the side of his neck. His skin was rough, pebbled, and it was like trying to detect the flow of sewage in the pipes below by putting your hands on a street’s cobbles.

“Pony?” I spoke right into his batwing ear. “You in there? You hear me?”

Nothing.

I glanced at the others. My heart was like a headstone an undertaker was pounding into place with methodical whacks of his mallet. “Could he be…?”

Netherys shrugged. “We need Tamara.”

An idea. “Iris!”

She looked over at me, one eyebrow raised in irritation for being disturbed, and the Hanged God take my soul if I didn’t actually feel a wave of fear wash over me.

“Yes?”

“Could you come here a second? I’m - I’m sorry to interrupt you.”

Iris rose, brushed off her dress, and strode over briskly. “The exemplar is a fascinating subject. I’d appreciate being left alone to study her.”

“Yes, right, but could you take a look at Pony? We don’t know if he’s dead or not.” It sounded ghastly to put it that way, but before her blank and impatient gaze, I didn’t know how else to say it if not baldly.

“Hmm.” She flicked her gaze down at the war troll. “No. Not dead. But in a state very near it. His soul is but barely tethered to his matrix.”

“And…” This was the stretch part. “I know you can only raise the dead, but can you… do?… something to him to wake him back up?”

“Raise the living?” She arched a brow. “You mean, heal his living matrix?”

“I - yes. I guess that’s what I mean. Heal him.”

Iris crouched down and placed her hand on Pony’s chest, right beside the burned stab wound. “Hmm. It’s tempting to try. But no. I’m not there yet. I could just as easily tear it apart.”

“Not there yet?” asked Netherys, skepticism and surprise in her velvety voice. “You’re a necromancer. That’s diametrically opposed to the healing arts.”

“If you say so,” said Iris. “Now, I do think I can help him, albeit indirectly. One moment.”

I thought she’d rise, walk away, but instead she simply closed her eyes and frowned. I heard the scrape of metal, and then Aurora sat up.

For some reason, despite all the time I’d spent with Iris, that gave me such a jump I fell back on my ass. For a terrified moment I thought the exemplar had regenerated her way back to life, but then - no.

Iris had raised her.

And with her eyes closed, the necromancer went about repairing the exemplar’s physical body. Aurora’s shattered head reconfigured itself, still-warm flesh rippling as bone knitted itself beneath, her features realigning, regaining symmetry, her posture straightening, skin smoothing over wounds.

It took minutes. Everyone simply stared. When Iris finally opened her eyes, Aurora stood unblemished, though much paler, even her hair cleared of blood so that it hung in tousled strands from where it had escaped her tight braids.

“What are you doing?” rasped Cerys, voice faint with outrage.

“Attempting something quite exciting,” said Iris, half turning to consider her creation. “The exemplar’s matrix is fascinating. It’s unlike any I’ve ever seen, even that of other exemplars. It’s… what would be the right word? Robust. With redundant layers, which, I believe, might explain her ability to heal; she didn’t regenerate in the manner of a troll, but rather phased in her other matrixes into the torn parts of her original, bringing into being replacement parts of herself from - where? I don’t know. The realm of the White Sun? Another dimension? I don’t have time for philosophy. But it’s fascinating. And here I can see open connections, as if to parts of her matrix that don’t exist, or don’t yet, or perhaps - and this is but my hypothesis - it is through these open connections that she bonds with others and heals them? If Tamara dies I’ll be able to confirm, or at least get another sample. But theoretically she could pulse power through those open connections to whichever matrix she bonds with - or bonded with, her being dead, obviously - and thus temporarily fuse with them, allowing the wounded to become an extension of herself, and thus heal with her own powers.” 

She glanced around at us, smile wide, eyes alive with joy. “Isn’t that just absolutely fascinating?”

“No,” said Cerys. “It’s sick. She deserves better than this. She deserves dignity. She deserves to stay dead.”

“She’s still dead,” said Iris, waving her hand, “and as for dignity - where is the dignity in rotting or not being of use to anyone? Regardless. Pony. That’s what you are all concerned with, yes? Now that she’s dead and I’ve repaired the damage to her matrix, I may be able to fuse it to Pony’s own and then force a pulse of my own power through the exemplar, mimicking her ability to heal, and jolting Pony’s own regenerative powers back into action.” 

Iris licked her lower lip, head moving from side to side as she considered her own words. “All of this is, of course, highly theoretical. But it could work. And if it does, I may even be able to bring Tamara back. I meant to tell you, by the way,” she said, turning to me, “that the injury to her head is probably fatal. I don’t think she’ll wake up. She’s already sustained a lot of permanent damage to her brain and will probably die within the next day or two.”

“She what?” I erupted to my feet, staggered back, and nearly fell as my left foot rolled under me again. “She’s going to die? You knew this? And you didn’t tell me?”

Iris grimaced. “I meant to, earlier. But it slipped my mind, and - well - it’s not like we could do anything about it, is there? I knew you’d get upset. When I remembered again, I thought it best to let it happen ‘naturally’ as it were, so you could all grieve in a natural manner. But that doesn’t matter now. I could possibly reverse the damage and awaken her by using the exemplar.”

My knees went weak and I sat down hard on the floor, turning to stare at Tamara’s waxen face, her eyes ringed with purple, lips pale. Was her chest even rising and falling? Yes - there, just barely. Panic arose within me. Losing Tamara - it felt like stepping over the edge of an abyss. An irrevocable loss, the cutting of a tie to who I used to be, who I could still be, a - a better Kellik. 

“Yes,” I said. “Do it.”

“What are you talking about?” asked Cerys. “What Iris is going to do to Aurora is a mockery of her faith, it’s - it’s tantamount to a rape of her powers. We’ve already destroyed her. Are we going to desecrate her, too?”

Iris sighed. “Aurora is gone. This is like getting upset that we’re going to reuse a shoe after the original owner threw it in the dust heap.”

Cerys squared off with Iris, eyes going wide. “Aurora’s body is not akin to a discarded shoe.”

Pogo pressed both hands together as he spoke to Cerys. “If there’s a chance we can bring Pony back, then please, we have to -”

“I killed her, yes,” said Cerys, voice trembling, “but I won’t be party to -”

“Enough,” I said, putting enough bark into my voice to silence the argument. “And more than enough. Cerys, you know that Aurora has gone to the Ashen Garden. She’s gone. I hear you and understand your position, but we cannot let Tamara and Pony die. It’s just not an option. But. What I’ll say is that once Iris has healed our friends - and it’s Iris doing the healing, not Aurora - then we’ll release her corpse from Iris’ control and leave her here for the White Suns to collect and give burial rights.”

Cerys’ eyes filled with tears again. Her jaw shook, but then she glanced down at Pony, back at Tamara, and gave a curt nod. “Very well. It’s not like I can make any of this any better.” And she turned and stalked away.

Great.

“Iris?” I said. 

Iris lowered herself to sit cross-legged, placed her hands on her knees, and closed her eyes. Aurora stepped up to Pony and crouched by his side, placing her hand on his shoulder.

Damn me but it was eerie to see Aurora right there beside me. Serene, skin unblemished by violence, all blood pulled back inside her, looking hale and beautiful but for her pallor and lack of breath. And being dead. Despite everything I kept expecting her to turn and suddenly glare at me. Yet all she did was wait.

Iris was muttering under her breath. She shifted around, finding a more comfortable way to sit with some measure of impatience, then leaned forward, frowning. The dark streaks under her eyes and the black lipstick stood out all the more starkly against her alabaster skin as she seemed to pale, drawing on her own vitality, channeling it into her magic.

I clenched my jaw, gaze flicking to Aurora’s pale hand, to Pony’s still features, to his burned wounds.

The room as a whole seemed to hold its breath. 

Iris gave a tsk of annoyance and reached out into the air, manipulating and gesturing, looking for all the world as if she were playing an invisible game of cat’s cradle or sorting through books on a shelf. 

I tasted something metallic in the air, felt the hairs on the back of my neck prickle. 

Netherys stepped forward. “Perhaps I can help.”

Iris’ eyes snapped open. “How?”

The dark elf canted her head to one side. “I don’t know. But Mother Magrathaar might. May I?”

Iris hesitated then gave a decisive nod. “Don’t ruin this.” She closed her eyes again.

Netherys extended her hands and began whispering in her version of elvish. Purple flames licked up the length of her palms and fingers, then seemed to follow invisible threads of spiderwebbing through the air, growing ever thinner until fading from view altogether. The pattern the fire traced was complex, geometric, and as I focused on their nexus the very fabric of the air seemed to fold and warp in a way that defied my senses and made me nauseated to contemplate.

“Ah,” said Iris, “yes, that is… interesting. Now I can connect… and with…” Sweat beaded her brow, and then she clenched her jaw and suddenly light flared out from under Aurora’s hand.

I startled, heart pounding furiously. Cerys was right. This was heretical, and surely the White Sun itself would object? 

The light that shone from under Aurora’s palm was black interlaced by weavings of brilliant purple. To call it light would be a misnomer, really - it looked more like thick smoke, or perhaps what happens to a droplet of ink or blood when it fell into water.

“Oh,” said Iris, a sound that was surprisingly sensual, almost a moan. “I didn’t expect it to feel so good…” She bit her lower lip, closed her eyes more tightly, and then Pony jerked, his heels thrumming on the ground, his teeth chattering, arms drumming up and down.

“Easy,” said Netherys, voice taut with tension and control. “Don’t overdo it.”

Iris tsked again in annoyance, a dismissive sound, then exhaled and the light receded slightly under Aurora’s hand.

“And?” asked Netherys. “What are you waiting for?”

Iris ignored her. She turned her head this way and that as if seeing into new vistas. “Fascinating. Can you see this, Netherys?”

The dark elf’s eyes were also closed, but she gave a brisk shake of her head. “No. Sense it, vaguely, but not see. Why?”

“The matrices are… surprisingly malleable. Of course. They have to be, for Tamara and her ilk to work their healing and personality improvements. Look how they’re bleeding over…”

“What’s going on?” I asked. “Bleeding over? What’s bleeding over?”

For tense seconds neither of them spoke. Netherys’ expression was one of confusion and alarm. Iris’ brows had risen, her lips parted, as if she were an artist watching a masterpiece materialize beneath her own brush. 

Pogo stepped closer to me, placed his hand on my shoulder. “Look,” he whispered. Pony’s wounds were healing. But more than that. They were glowing as they did so with a soft, white radiance. “They’ve never done that before.”

“Iris?” I asked. “It’s working.”

“You don’t know of what you speak,” she said. “Be quiet.”

And… there’s not much room for a retort when you’re dealing with a supremely powerful necromancer who’s working with the corpse of an exemplar of the White Sun and a war troll while being fueled by the power of Mother Magrathaar herself. 

So I clamped my jaw shut, put my wounded pride on a small shelf located in the back of my mind, and forced myself to just pay attention. 

“This bleed over,” said Netherys, eyes still closed. “You’re doing it on purpose. You’re urging it on.”

“Interweaving,” said Iris, still plucking at the air. “I need more. Open yourself to me.”

Netherys hesitated. “Why? What are you trying to do? Pony is now healing.”

“I won’t explain myself to you. You wouldn’t understand. Ask Mother Magrathaar.”

The tension in the air was only growing more intense. I saw the dark elf’s scowl grow more severe, and then her brows quirked, as if surprised, and she opened her mouth as if to ask a question.

“There,” hissed Iris. “That’s… better. Now, if we overlay here… and then use the exemplar’s ability to merge her matrix so as to heal… but do so instead with the troll’s fabric…”

The rippling currents of power in the room were such that I felt my gorge rise of its own accord, my heart flutter in my chest, my skin prickle all over as I broke out into a sweat.

“Stop this,” said Cerys, voice hoarse. “Kellik, stop her!”

Pony sat up at the same time that Aurora collapsed onto her side as if all her strings had been cut. At the edge of the room, I heard Tamara moan.

“Pony!” Pogo leaped forward to wrap his arms around the troll’s side.

I ran to Tamara’s side, crossing the tomb as quickly as my bad foot allowed. She was blinking, hand pressed to her head where the wound had been dealt.

“Tamara?” I sat heavily beside her, pulled her onto my lap, and curled a strand of her dark-brown hair away. “Are you…?”

“What happened?” she asked, trying to focus on me. “We were being attacked…”

Tears filled my vision and I simply pulled her into an embrace hugging her tightly.

“No,” I heard Iris say, and when I looked over I saw her leap to her feet and rush over to where Aurora lay on her side. “That can’t be right. Why is she…?”

“Leave her be,” said Cerys, voice harsh. “You’ve healed Pony. Tamara is awake. You’re done.”

Netherys pulled her hand back, closing her fingers into a fist, as if drawing on a set of reins. “Enough. We are done.”

Iris rolled Aurora over onto her back and searched the dead woman’s face. “This doesn’t make any sense. It should have worked. She doesn’t even scan as dead any longer. Perhaps if I -”

“Step away from her, Iris.” Cerys’ voice was taut with barely restrained fury, and I saw that she’d nocked and drawn an arrow on her gloom bow, pulling the fletching back to her ear as the entire length blazed with blue and purple light. “Now.”

Iris froze, eyes slitted, and I could sense her thoughts, her rapid machinations. 

“That’s enough, all of you.” I gently set Tamara down and rose to my feet, moving forward to stand between them. “Cerys, put down your bow. Iris, move away from Aurora.”

“You don’t understand,” said Iris, voice seething with frustration. I’d never seen her so worked up. “You don’t understand what I’ve almost accomplished here. The miracle I’ve nearly wrought. Nothing like this has ever been done before!”

Netherys’ voice was tired. “And it looks like it hasn’t happened here today, either. We’re done, Iris. It’s over.”

I carefully moved toward her, feeling as if I were approaching a feral animal that might lash out at me at any moment. “Iris, I gave my word to Cerys. You didn’t complain. We’re going to let Aurora’s body be. All right?”

Iris bit her lower lip again as she glanced down at the corpse. “But…”

“Iris?” I placed my hands on her shoulders, gently steered her around so that she looked at me once more. “Come on. We’re not done with our mission yet.”

For a moment I thought she was going to argue. Resist. And I had no earthly idea what I would do if she refused me. But then she sighed, her shoulders slumped, and the fire went out from the depths of her eyes like a candle flame blown out by a breath.

“Very well,” she said, voice dull. 

“Thank you.” I wanted to thank Blind Fortuna, too, but didn’t want to press my luck. “Pony? You all right?”

The war troll had climbed to his feet, lower jaw jutting out as if in thought, brow lowered. He gave me an assenting grunt, though he seemed strangely distracted. 

“Tamara?” I hurried back and helped her sit against the wall. “Are you going to be all right?”

“I… yes. My head. Splitting pain. Need to… I just need a moment. Candle? My front satchel.” She was wincing as she looked up at me, as if I stood just behind a piercingly bright light.

“Here.” I dug out her nub of candle, lit it with the live coal she kept in her firebox, and then handed it to her. 

“Thoughts… strange. Sluggish. One… one second.” She focused on the candle flame, and then began to whisper. 

I sat back on my heels. I’d seen her do this many times, now. It would be over soon. But to my surprise the candle flame changed beneath her hand, not just lengthening like a snake but spreading out like a dinner plate.

Tamara jerked back her hand and the flame snapped back to its normal self over the candle.

“Tamara?” I asked. 

“What’s happened to me?” She sat up against the wall, stared at her candle, and then up at me. “The blow to my head. Perhaps…?”

Netherys was watching from the side. “Iris healed you through the Exemplar of the White Sun. Perhaps that’s changed your matrix, as she calls it.”

“Changed… healed me through…?” Tamara looked around, taking in the tomb, the dead elves, where Aurora lay on her side, eyes closed, looking for all the world as if she’d just fallen asleep. She clasped her hand over her mouth. “She’s dead?”

Cerys turned away.

“The White Sun have mercy,” said Tamara, voice shaking. “And - Iris? She healed me? But she’s - how is that even -?”

I closed both of my hands around her own. “Focus on healing yourself first,” I said. “Then we’ll explain.”

Tamara gave a shaky nod, gazed once more at the flame, and this time, without even raising her hand, the flame spread forth like a puddle of burning brandy flowing out across the floor.

Tamara’s eyes were wide, glazed with shock, but then her focus grew distant, as if she were staring past the flame, through me, and into a different world altogether.

“My… my matrix is changed. It’s… what did she do?” Her voice grew strident with fear as she turned to where Iris stood. “What did you do to me?!”

Iris’ lips were pursed, as if the topic no longer interested her. “Healed you, obviously. Your head injury was fatal. So I mapped the exemplar’s matrix over your own, and brought forth her areas to replace those of yours that were damaged. Obviously.”

“You… replaced mine… with…?” Tamara could barely get the words out. “I’ve now got… pieces of Aurora’s soul embedded within my own?”

Iris shrugged. “Whatever you want to call it, sure. But you’re alive. Kellik asked me to save you. So I did.”

Tamara looked up at me, tears glimmering in her eyes, and it was as if a great blade of ice slid into my chest. The horror and shock in her face was more than I could bare. “You… you asked her to do this?”

“I didn’t know what she was doing,” I said, holding onto her hands with both of my own. “She offered to heal you. I didn’t want you to die. I told her to do whatever it took.”

Tamara closed her eyes and leaned her head back against the wall. Visibly focused on her breathing, on controlling herself.

“Tamara, I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I didn’t know.”

For achingly long seconds Tamara just sat there, breathing in and out of her nose with long, slow, deliberate breaths, and then, without warning, the candle flame spread out once more, forming that burning lake, and flowed up and around her head to form a searing corona of white fire. 

I fell back on my ass for what - the second? third time? - driven back by the heat, which quickly faded away, along with the flames. When they were gone Tamara remained, her skin tone healthy and flushed, the deep lines of pain and exhaustion gone from her face, her hair vibrant and looking freshly washed, her breaths deep and powerful.

“I don’t know what this means,” said Tamara, slowly opening her eyes. “I don’t know - what?”

I was gaping. Jaw opening and closing, trying to find the words, trying to get them out, to even breathe. 

My whole chest had seized up as if Pony had just slammed me with his hammer.

Tamara frowned, staring at me in confusion and dismay. “Kellik? What is it?”

Stared at me with eyes that were no longer a rich and wonderful brown, but whose irises now gleamed a silvery gold like hammered platinum.

 

Chapter 18

 

 

“Tamara,” I said, well, more like managed to choke out. “Your eyes…”

“Hmm?” This caught Iris’ interest, and she walked over. 

“What about my eyes?” Tamara reached up as if to touch them. “They don’t feel different…”

And I realized then that more had changed than just her irises. Her manner was subtly different, too. Anyone who hadn’t spent so many hours with her over the past few weeks or month even might not have noticed, but she seemed slightly more self-composed, more… I didn’t even know exactly what to call it. Self-possessed? More centered?

Iris bent over to peer in her face and then clapped her hands. “Wonderful! This means… but wait. Does that indicate…?” She rubbed at her chin as she straightened and stepped away. 

“Kellik?” Even Tamara’s new self-possession couldn’t hide her fear. “What’s happened?”

“Your eyes,” I said again, feeling as if I were having an out of body experience. “They’re… they’re platinum gold like Aurora’s were.”

Tamara froze. Fingertips still outstretched but an inch from her eye. Her skin, which had been a healthy hue, went pale once more. “What?”

“He’s right,” said Cerys, voice soft with amazement as she stepped up beside me. “You’ve… does that mean…?”

Netherys joined us on my other side. “You’ve become an exemplar? Of the White Sun?”

Tamara let out a burst of laughter which she immediately cut off by clamping her hand over her mouth. Her platinum-gold eyes went wide, serving to only emphasize the change. 

“Impossible,” said Netherys, “or, at least… it was. Until today.”

“Iris?” I turned about to stare at the necromancer, who stood, chin propped in one hand. “What did you do?!”

“Hmm?” She blinked, coming out of her reverie, and glanced at me. “I already told you. Merged matrices. The question is, would this have happened to anyone else but Tamara? Pony’s eyes…” She turned and glanced up at the war troll, “remain the same. So he’s not become an exemplar. Perhaps Tamara’s affinity for the White Sun made her more susceptible to the change? Or perhaps… I wonder.”

“Tamara?” I turned back to her and reached out to touch her elbow. She’d remained completely still, eyes glassed over with shock. “Hey. It’s still… it’s still you.”

Was it though?

“I’m….” She lowered her hand, voice so faint I could barely hear it. “I’m an Exemplar… of the… but I’m Foresworn. I turned away from the White Sun. Why would… how could I be…?”

“I don’t know,” I said, feeling equal parts frustration and fear. “I don’t know. I’m sorry. But you’re still alive. You’re still Tamara. You’re still Foresworn, if that’s what you want to be. Right? Unless… do you suddenly want to return to the Church of the White Sun? Pick up where Aurora left off?”

For long, terrible, horrifying seconds she simply stared at me. Had Iris changed her so much she’d change her core beliefs? Had enough of Aurora come through as to warp her very sense of self? 

“…no,” whispered Tamara at last, and I nearly fell over in relief.

“Then you’re still you. And we’ll figure out what this all means when we have time. But for now, we need to keep moving. Need to do what we came to do and get out.”

Tamara gave a shaky nod, “Yes. We need to keep moving. But… if I’ve been chosen by the White Sun… if, somehow, I’ve become an exemplar... then we can’t simply go back to the way things were, Kellik.” Her eyes brimmed with tears. “I don’t know what this means, but I have to be worthy of it. And that means working toward a worthy cause, one the White Sun would bless. And following a worthy leader.”

A worthy leader.

The words cut me to the quick. The pain in her platinum eyes told me she knew how much they had hurt me. But she didn’t take them back.

“I understand,” I whispered, pushing my pain away, bolting it down so that I could remain focused, could keep functioning. “And we can figure that out once we’ve done what we came here to do.”

“And what is it we came here to do?” asked Cerys, voice caustic. “Other than to kill the undeserving and offend the very gods?”

“We came to learn about my heritage,” I said, rising to my feet, “and it seems to revolve around this Eye. An artifact whose usage drew Anadriel and Aurora here, both intent on stopping whomever has it.”

Netherys walked over to where the dead elves lay and scooped up her twin blades. “It sounded like the White Sun is using the Eye. Aurora seemed to indicate that she’s working on stopping them, which would imply that his holiness of the White Sun is behind this. Who else could oppose her?”

Tamara pressed her hands to her temples. “I can’t… the revelator? Using a king troll artifact? That can’t, I mean…”

“It’s a wicked world,” said Netherys with a smile, “and getting wickeder. Who wants to guess as to where that portal led?”

That was right. The white burning portal that Aurora had closed before fighting us. 

Elsa pushed away from the wall. “I - I don’t know what I just saw, what the hell just happened here - is still happening - but without that portal we can’t continue. Unless… can you open it back up, Tamara? If… if you’re an exemplar, now?”

Tamara turned her head slowly to stare at Elsa, the shock making her expression blank. “Open what?”

“A portal,” said Elsa, voice faint. “That stood right there. Aurora closed it. Can you… I mean, do you know how to…?”

“No,” said Tamara.

“Oh,” said Elsa, shoulders slumping as she glanced toward the double doors that led back out into the hall. “Then… then this was… I don’t know how to continue.”

“I thought you expected to find ‘incalculable wealth’ here in the tomb,” I said. “Why are you suddenly so fixated on this portal?”

“I don’t see any wealth lying around here,” Elsa replied quickly, “do you? Barring that, going through the portal was the only option left.”

“Hmm. Well, have no fear,” I said, reaching into a pouch and drawing forth a cruel looking object made of iron spikes and interlaced rings. “You can take a handsome fool out of Port Gloom, but you can’t take Port Gloom out of - well, you know.” 

“What’s that?” asked Elsa, stepping forward.

“It’s called a gloom key.” I approached where the portal had stood. “Powerful artifact from Port Gloom. We stole a few. And they…” I pushed it forward tentatively into the air where the portal had burned, “… are able to open up just about any… there.”

There was a rush of power, the gloom key shivered in my hand, and the portal flared back into life, spinning and burning with white fire. 

“By the gods,” said Elsa. “Who are you people?”

I put the key away and took a deep breath. “We ready, everyone? Pony, Pogo?”

The war troll grunted, pounding one fist into the other palm. Pogo gave a crisp salute.

“Netherys? Iris?”

The dark elf sheathed her blades after wiping them clean on an elven cloak. “Ready.”

“As well,” said Iris. “And let us increase our company…” She extended her hand, and the elven corpses began to stir.

“No,” said Cerys. “Leave them be.”

Iris didn’t look her way. “We need their help.”

“No,” said Cerys, reaching for an arrow. Her voice shook with barely repressed emotion. “They were elves, by the White Sun. It’s bad enough that we killed them, but to raise them to do your bidding? Absolutely not.”

Iris looked sidelong at me. “Kellik?”

I ground the heel of my palm into my eye. “No, leave them be. Cerys is right. It feels wrong. Just believe me when I say it, all right, Iris? Even if you don’t understand.”

The necromancer’s eyes narrowed and the corpses slumped over. “Very well. Though I am growing frustrated by the abritrary nature of these decisions.”

“All right?” I asked Cerys.

She looked away from me as if the very prospect of meeting my eyes were too painful to contemplate, and managed a stiff nod.

Fuck. She was barely holding it together. Should I take her aside, try to talk to her? I studied her profile. The clenched jaw. The way her whole body seemed to vibrate with pent up grief. How her throat worked as she swallowed again and again as if holding back sobs or screams. 

Fuck.

No. Taking her aside might just push her over the edge. I reached down for Tamara’s hand. The healer - no, exemplar - took it and allowed me to pull her up. She didn’t meet my eyes either, but looked down and away, still seeming to be in a state of shock.

“We’ll have to move fast once we step through,” said Elsa, “because we’ll probably be outside the ruins.”

I turned to scrutinize her. “What aren’t you telling us?”

She squared her shoulders and took a deep breath, holding herself rigid as if in expectation of violence. “I’m guessing this portal leads to the temple of the White Sun. Where else would it go? If we’re heading into the temple, we’ll need to move fast. I can guide us. I’ve visited many times.”

There was more going on behind her eyes. “Did you know this portal was here?”

“No,” she said quickly, “I suspected -”

I put power into my next question, suffusing my words with the terrible might of my heritage. “Did you know the portal was here?”

Her eyes widened, glazed over, and she stepped back, “I - yes, it was a very strong possibility, the White Sun doesn’t go through the ruins to get here, they had to have come by portal, they’ve used portals before around Port Lusander -”

“Kellik,” hissed Cerys. “Stop.”

“I want the truth,” I said, mind still flooded with my power. A power which was coming all the more easily each time I used it.

Cerys narrowed her eyes. “Not like this. You start forcing people to speak whenever you want I’ll kill you here and not wait for Tamara to check you.”

And by the Hanged God’s ocular cavities I believed she would. And beyond that, part of me knew she was right. To start hitting people with my power whenever I suspected them of duplicity - whether I was right or not - was a huge step down a very slippery slope.

“Fine,” I said, pinching the brow of my nose. “Elsa. Why didn’t you tell us?”

She pressed a hand to her temple. “I - what just -”

“Answer the question,” snapped Cerys.

“Because I didn’t want to spook you. But now? Having seen what I’ve seen?” She laughed, a mirror to Tamara’s own near hysterical bark, her own high pitched and wild. “I pity anyone that gets in your way. Everything’s going to shit. Everything.”

“Not yet,” I said, “we’re still here. Is there anything else you haven’t told us?”

Elsa inhaled deeply, visibly composing herself, and then shook her head. “No. I’ve told you everything.”

I held her gaze. Stared into the depths of her eyes, and had to admire her for how skillfully she lied. “Tie her up.”

“Wait!” She backed up as Pony strode toward her. “You can’t do this, we had an agreement, you need me in the temple -”

“An agreement based on mutual honesty,” I said. “The stakes are too high to trust you any further. Sorry Elsa. You shouldn’t have played us false.”

Her eyes darted from side to side, and then she relaxed. “All right. That’s fair. Go ahead and tie me up.”

That was too easy. I watched her, trying to catch some hint of what was going on in her mind as Pogo quickly bound her wrists behind her and then wound his rope around her arms and down to her ankles where he trussed her legs together. She sat, and in short order was professionally immobolized.

“Elsa,” I said, squatting before her. My left foot was starting to feel better, I realized. More solid. “This is your one chance to tell me anything you think I should know. You’ve seen what my friends and I are capable of. Come on. Come clean.”

Elsa gave me a defiant, apologetic smile. “Sorry Kellik. It’s your loss if you get rid of me.”

“Use your power,” said Netherys. “Or allow me ten minutes with her. I’ll get her to talk quickly enough.”

Elsa’s smile vanished.

“No,” said Cerys. “I won’t allow it.”

“Kellik,” sighed Netherys, turning toward me and rolling her eyes. “Seriously? Is she going to have veto power over ever practical application of our abilities when it doesn’t align with her suddenly fragile sense of morality?”

“Keep talking that way,” said Cerys, voice a low hiss once more. “I’ll put an arrow through one of your damned eyes and consider it a small mitigation of the sins I’ve committed.”

“No,” I said, a wave of fatigue washing over me. It was falling apart. Our group. One way or the other we were fragmenting after this. The realization filled me with bitterness and regret. “Cerys is right. No torture. And I won’t use my power like that.”

“This is idiocy,” said Netherys, speaking slowly and plainly as if addressing a child. “If Elsa is betraying us, then we -”

“Then we’ll deal with it when the time comes,” I said. “I’m sorry, Netherys. I hear you. But I don’t want to emerge from these ruins a vastly different man than from what I entered. And I’ve never been all right with torture.”

“Never?” asked the dark elf, raising one brow. 

“Well, not since I first met Tamara,” I allowed. “But I swore to Cerys back on the Bonegwayne that I’d not become a monster. Torturing people, using my powers to control them - that’s the kind of stuff I promised not to do.”

Netherys threw up her hands. “Madness. But very well. As you command, oh virtuous leader.”

I looked over at Cerys, trying to gauge her reaction. She simply looked away, a band of muscle appearing and disappearing over the joint of her jaw. Was it too late? Were all such gestures and words futile now?

Damn it. 

Using my power was really fucking tempting. But Cerys… it was more than just not wanting to offend her further. She was, I realized, a form of moral compass that I’d lost track of myself. Even though I didn’t quite see it, I had to trust her instincts. Had to, if I wanted to remain Kellik. If I wanted to avoid becoming what Aurora had sworn to destroy.

“Let’s go,” I said. I suddenly couldn’t stand to remain in this tomb a moment longer. I marched forward and entered the portal. 

There was a brief moment of disorientation, of piercingly bright light stabbing through my eyelids, and then I stepped out into a perfectly circular room topped by a dome upon whose apex was painted the sun in shimmering platinum gold paint. 

It’d been years since I’d last been inside a temple of the White Sun, but there was no mistaking it. The walls were lined with archways that opened to a covered walkway that ran all the way around, and which the priests were meant to follow hundreds of time each day as they contemplated the sun’s perfection and prayed their mantras or whatever it was they did with their spare time.

This one was freshly made, the paint yet glossy and pure, the floor so smooth and clean it looked like a fine sheen of water lay over the white marble. 

Ironic, I thought with a sneer as I looked around myself. King trolls and the White Sun both had a thing for white marble. 

His holiness was in conversation with three acolytes off to one side, and when he caught sight of me out of the corner of his eye he gaped. An unlikely expression on his brutally hard face, but before he could cry out his objections Pony came in after me, ducking his head to get through the portal, followed by Netherys, hood pulled forward once more, and everyone else. 

“What is the meaning of this?” he shouted, striding forth, scattering his acolytes without a second thought. “This is holy ground, you are forbidden from entering the sanctum -” And I saw his words be checked by the realization of where we had to be coming from. “And where is Exemplar Aurora? What are you doing coming from there -”

I just didn’t have the patience any more to put up with this kind of blustering. I drew my blade and leveled it at him, stopping him in his tracks. “We’ve come for the Eye, your holiness. You know exactly of what I speak. Where is it?” And what is it? I wanted to add, but one thing at a time.

“The - how do you know about - this is preposterous!” His shout echoed off the walls. “Markham! Get everyone!” He hunched his shoulders as he assumed a combat stance, his massive, blocky fists glowing with white fire. “We’re about to show these idiots just how big a mistake they’ve made.”

One of the accolytes bolted toward the closest archway, the other two moved to flank his holiness, falling into similar stances. 

“I don’t have the time or inclination to fight you,” I said, “but we’ll do whatever it takes to get the Eye. Tell me where it is and you can live.”

His holiness snorted. He didn’t seem intimidated in the least. “You think me an old man you can push around, boy? I’ve been breaking heads since before you were born. My blood burns with the power of the White Sun. You could have brought five war trolls with you, and it still wouldn’t -”

“Enough,” said Tamara, pushing through the ranks to step to the fore and stare his holiness in the eye.

The man’s face went slack. His hands sagged, eyes widened, and for a second time he gaped, blinking and trying to understand what he was seeing before him. “You -?”

“Yes,” said Tamara, voice bleak. “I don’t claim to understand it, but it is so. There’ll be no fighting. We’ll not defile this sanctum with blood. I speak with the authority of the White Sun. Tell me what the Eye is, and where it’s located.”

The sound of running feet grew louder, and then a dozen - no, easily a score of accolytes and priests came flooding in, some still chewing or wiping at their mouths with the hems of their sleeves, to fall in behind his holiness and then - well, stand there and gape as alongside him.

Seeing a brand new exemplar will do that to you, I guess.

The revelator was stunned. “But… how? I met you just last night. You weren’t…”

“I am now.” Authority swelled Tamara’s voice, and I thought I heard something of Aurora’s confidence in her words. The sound gave me a chill. “Answer my questions, please.”

“The… the Eye, yes.” His holiness drew out a white cloth with which he patted at his scalp. “A relic from another era that we recovered from the tomb. It resisted our attempts to destroy it, so we held it there in trust as is our sacred duty, until - well. I don’t know how Master Gremond came to learn of it. But he approached us and made an offer. He would finance the construction of this temple, expand the scope of our authority in Port Lusander, and deliver an annual tribute to help spread the faith across Khansalon if in exchange we allowed him to use the Eye.”

Even I was shocked by this. “You gave Gremond a king troll artifact?”

“We did no such thing!” His indignation bruised the air. “It is on an extended loan, its use overseen by our most powerful priests, and in exchange the entirety of the White Sun prospers! Nautilus prospers, which means more xanthan vine is gathered, which means alchemists and healers across the breadth of Khansalon prosper, and in turn, their patients, those who would die or live crippled lives. This one act is the pebble dropped into the vast ocean that is civilization, and its benefits -”

Tamara cut in, her voice rich with disgust and horror. “You’re allowing him to use a king troll artifact to boost profits?”

The revelator was rapidly exchanging awe for irritation. “I don’t expect you to understand. Aurora didn’t. The money is but a means toward an end. Money is power. And if with that power I can extract hundreds of thousands of gold crowns from these swamps with which to -”

“You,” said Pogo, stepping forward and pointing a shaking finger at the priest. “It’s because of you that my people are enslaved!”

His holiness sneered. “Your kind was already enslaved before this exchange. The Eye simply allows Gremond to be far, far more efficient about it. But beyond that, your kind does not count as a ‘people’, goblin. The White Sun spreads its protective rays over all higher races. Not every svarten or goblin.”

Pogo was fairly shaking with fury. “Actions dictate morality! Character dictates our worth! By that universal measure you are worse than rectal leeches!”

His holiness probably hadn’t been unfavorably compared to those before. At least, not to his face. His expression darkened, but before he could respond Tamara raised her hand and caused it to glow with a pure and wondrous white light.

A sigh escaped dozens of lips as accolytes and priests gazed upon this small miracle with reverance. 

“Enough,” said Tamara. “The Eye is with Gremond?”

“Aye,” said his holiness, sounding surly and resentful. “Under careful watch, as I said. A temporary loan for only as long as it suits us.”

“Which,” I said, not bothering to keep the scorn out of my voice, “I’m guessing would be forever. Anyways. What’s the quickest way there?”

“You can go on foot,” said his holiness, lip curling in disdain, “for all I care.”

“Exemplar,” said another priest, an older woman whose white hair was cut close to her angular skull, “his holiness opens a portal to the Nautilus compound when it is time for our priests to exchange shifts.”

“Besetha!” The revelator’s reprimand was a sharp bark. “You will speak only -”

“Where?” I asked, trying to capture her eye. “Where does he open the portal?”

The older lady pointed off to one side, and I saw a mosaic of white and gold stones arranged like interwoven rays of the sun on the floor. I strode up, drew my gloom key, and carefully pushed it forward. It met resistance and stopped. I turned it, and the portal sprang into being, the same rushing, blazing oval as the first.

“By Blind Fortuna’s perfectly globular tits I love this thing,” I said, giving its thorny side a very, very careful kiss. I looked over my shoulder at the others. “Shall we?”

“Cease this at once!” His holiness marched forward four steps only to stop when Pony let out a low rumble. “You may not break into the Nautilus compound in such manner! I demand -”

“Enough,” said Besetha, reaching out to touch his shoulder. “Your holiness. Enough.”

He whirled upon her, fist raised as if to strike, and then froze when he saw the faces of the other accolytes and priests. There was something flinty in their gaze, something obdurate that stayed his hand.

I didn’t wait. Stowing the key, I drew my blade, and stepped through the portal.

Again that moment of disorientation, and then I emerged into a very different room. Wide and low, the far wall was a series of floor to ceiling diamond-pane windows that looked out over a massive bailey, contained on all sides by a great wooden pallisade whose inside sported a walkway along which Nautilus soldiers patrolled. The bailey was a hive of activity, with barely a square yard visible for all the crates, tents, stirring vats, marching troops of goblins, their human overseers, the dozens of carts, the outbuildings, and more. All of it orderly, all of it efficient, all of it watched by Master Gremond who stood before the windows, hands linked behind his back, gazing out over his compound at the swamps beyond.

To my shock I saw Yashara standing to one side before a huge iron door, unbound, brow lowered as she gazed out over the same view. A couple of Nautilus guards by the door, but otherwise they were alone.

Yashara’s face betrayed immediate shock and then something akin to guilt or chagrin; I didn’t have time to register it exactly because Gremond turned around to stare at me pensively, whatever shock he might have felt masterfully hidden behind his poker face. A large, golden amulet hung around his neck, an abstract design of swirls and blades that might feasibly have been an eye.

The king troll artifact.

Pony, Pogo, Netherys, Tamara, Cerys, and Iris and her family all spread out behind me and before the burning portal.

“Yashara,” I said. “Are you all right?”

“She’s fine,” said Gremond. “And free, as you can see for yourself. I appreciate the enigmatic missive that Elsa delivered for you, but there’s really no need for violence. Yashara is free to go whenever she pleases. Isn’t that right, captain?”

Captain?

Yashara stared at me with a hard, inscrutable gaze. “That’s correct, sir.”

“Captain?” I asked. “Sir? What the fuck is going on here, Yashara?”

“She’s signed on to work with the Nautilus company,” said Gremond, betraying no small measure of satisfaction. “I immediately recognized her worth and made her an offer. We reviewed the particulars, there was some back and forth, and she accepted. She’ll begin working for me tomorrow as soon as she clears things away with you. It was one of her clauses.”

“Yashara?” Pogo’s voice shook. “You can’t be serious? You have taken a contract with them?”

Pain, guilt, and then resolve all flashed across her face. “I’m not working for gold, Pogo. In exchange for my service he’s promised to improve the conditions under which the goblins are working. I didn’t realize how bad it was here until he showed me. How brutally he’s treating them. It’s… it’s worse than anything I could have dreamed. They’re dying, Pogo. Faster than they can raise new children. It’s…” Her face screwed up in horror. “It’s beyond words. But in exchange for my service he’s agreed to improve their conditions. Give the men time with their familes, to lower xantham vine quotas, to discuss their living conditions and see what improvements can be made…” 

Her eyes glimmered with tears. “I can’t walk away from what’s happening below. I have to do something. And if working for his security means making a difference in thousands of lives, then I’ll do it.”

Pony rumbled deep in his chest, such a fearsomely intimidating sound that even I felt my gut clench in fear. I’d never seen such anger in the war troll’s normally placid face. He took one step forward, toward Gremond, but then Yashara raised a hand and cried out, “Pony, please - stop!”

“Indeed,” said Gremond, his smug smile never leaving his face. “It’s a mutually beneficial contract. I gain her obvious expertise, while she helps me lengthen the lives of my employees by bettering the quality of their lives. Everybody wins, it seems, except you, Kellik. So sorry.”

I felt my heart swelling with horror and confusion but worst of all a sense that this was beyond me, the powers at play here beyond my ability to reason with, to fight. 

“Now, before you start shouting or threatening or whatever it is you think is most appropriate, let me lay out a few facts,” said Gremond, turning around to gaze back out the window, presenting us all contemptously with his back. “The Nautilus company has never been so profitable. This is, obviously, but one branch of its operations, the majority of which are located in Olandipolis, but our compound has in the span of two years become the single greatest contributor to company profits across all of Khansalon. Last year we generated a net profit of over seven hundred thousand crowns. Do you understand what that means? That is higher than what we estimate any single city, even your Port Gloom, Kellik, with its infamous ‘Family’, is capable of extracting from its tax base. And that is net. The head of the company is most pleased. Plans are in motion to buy out the Ram and Griffin companies within the year. To build new compounds deeper within the swamp, expanding into the north east and south. We’ll be laying down the necessary infrastructure early next year, beginning with roads built on beds of crushed coral extracted from the harbor with the help of the lampetramen, and then continue expanding as far as the swamps allow. Our five year plan projects five fully functioning compounds like this one, assuming our buyouts go as planned. Our twenty year plan projects fifteen placed over a range of a thousand six hundred square miles, all of whose proceeds will be funneled through Port Lusander and from there out to the grateful world.”

“I don’t give a damn what you’re projecting,” I began, but he raised a hand impatiently, cutting me off.

“Yes, yes, I know what you’re going to say. That you’ll stop me before that can happen, will cut my throat, burn this compound down, and so forth.” He looked over his shoulder at me, eyebrow quirked. “Am I right?”

I could only glower.

“But understand this, Kellik. Even if you kill me and raze this compound to the ground, burn our stockpiles of xantham vine and do whatever else makes you feel better, you won’t have defeated the Nautilus company. It is a vast and powerful entity, an idea, Kellik, whose operation generates tremendous amounts of gold for everyone involved. This compound would simply be rebuilt within months. A new director would be appointed to replace me, new soldiers shipped in, and the goblins put back to work, their families brought back to our camps, and so on. Your violence here will have achieved nothing. You can’t stop my company, Kellik. I doubt you even understand what it really is.”

“I can stop you,” I said, “and my being a simple man would make that really fucking satisfying. I can take the Eye away from you, making it so you can’t operate nearly as effectively as you’ve been doing.”

Gremond looked at my pityingly. “Oh Kellik. You truly are out of your depth. Do you think the Nautilus company would let you walk away from this? Especially if you took the Eye?” And he reached up to caress the amulet.

“It can’t be destroyed,” he continued, “at least, that’s what I’ve been led to understand. I suppose you could toss it into the depths of the ocean, but believe me, we’d find it again. When its use is so profitable, we’d employ whatever magical means necessary to bring it back into our grasp. Whether that meant recovering it from the sea floor to hunting you down and killing you and your friends if you decided to keep it. So no. You can’t keep the Eye out of my company’s hands. You can’t impair our operations here. You can’t do anything to stop the march of progress. You can’t even travel to Olandipolis and destroy the Nautilus company - yes, I can follow the train of your thoughts - because even if you murdered the head director and slaughtered the entire board, they’d still be replaced.”

Frustration was rising within me like a howling storm. My mind was racing. How could I fight him? I was sure I could kill him if I wanted to, take the Eye - and I needed to do that, regardless - but how could I wipe that smirk off his insufferable face? 

“Captain Yashara?” Gremond glanced over at her. “You understand everything I’ve said, of course?”

She nodded. 

“And you understand how much worse it would go for the swamp goblins if Kellik here is allowed to get away with murder and arson?”

A more grudging nod.

“Then as my newly appointed captain of security, I’d expect you to prevent that from happening. Which means, Kellik,” he said, turning back to me, “that you would have to kill Captain Yashara here so as to get to me.”

I searched her face. “Is he right, Yashara?”

Strong emotion played across her face. Anguish. Fury. But she slowly mastered herself. “I’m sorry, Kellik.” Her voice was raw. “But I warned you on the Bonegwayne that this would happen. I won’t let the goblins continue suffering. If there’s anything I can do to help them, then I’ll do it.”

“Even if it means fighting me?”

She shook her head slowly. “I don’t want to. Don’t do it. He’s right. Gremond’s just a man, but what he represents - it’s more on the scale of the Family than anything else we can understand. We can’t fight him. Not without making everything far worse in the long run.”

Again Pony rumbled, but this time there was a panicked sound to it, a sound of desperate unhappiness. And, to my horror but not complete surprise, Pogo slowly walked across the room to stand by Yashara’s side, head hanging low. 

“If you believe by doing this we can help my bretheren, then… then I will follow your lead,” he said.

Fuck.

I was losing Yashara. Losing Pogo. Tamara had already told me she was going to peel away after this was done to find a worthier cause, a worthier leader. Cerys? Cerys was brittle glass, just one tap away from shattering. Iris was becoming ever stranger and more alien. For how long would she align herself with my cause? That left only Netherys, whose delight in my struggles stemmed in large part from Mother Magrathaar’s prophecy that I would bring blood and ruin to the cities of Khansalon.

I felt my strength leeching out of me. We were on the verge of fracturing irrevocably. And all the while Gremond watched me, smug and self-assured, hands linked behind his back, one eyebrow raised.

What could I do? 

“Kellik,” said Gremond, voice kind, sympathetic. “Yashara has allowed that your true enemy is the Family. I find that admirable. But think on this. The odds of your succeeding against that fearsome organization are already impossibly slender. How much more impossible would they become if you had the full might of the Nautilus company on your heels as well? Can you defeat the Family and the Nautilus company at the same time? Of course not. Use your head. I know you’re upset. I know this is galling. That you loath me, and probably with good cause. But these are the moments that define everything that is to come. Use your wits, boy. This particular toss of the die came up pips. A smart man knows when to walk away from the table and minimize his losses.”

To walk away. To lose Yashara and Pogo. For everything we’d striven to accomplish in Port Lusander to have been for nothing. The loss of the Bonegwayne. To then probably lose Tamara and Cerys. To return to Port Gloom with Netherys and Iris to take on the Family by ourselves, or set out for some other city in the hopes of learning more about the king trolls there.

I stared at the Eye. It gleamed, strange, liquid ripples of light playing over it. There it was, right in front of me. A genuine king troll artifact which had given a normal human like Gremond such power that he’d turned hundreds if not thousands of goblins into the perfect workforce.

Something fierce and bloody minded coalesced within me. A stubborn will to power that brooked no denial. That cared naught for carefully reasoned arguments. If I turned away now I would lose everything that mattered. So why not take what I desired, the consequences be damned?

The Eye was mine. It belonged to me and my kind. And with it, I would change the nature of the world such that nobody would be able to stop me.

“Pony,” I said, voice low and rippling with power. “Neutralize Yashara but don’t hurt her.”

“Fuck,” said Yashara, drawing her scimitar in a smooth gesture.

Pony grunted in the affirmative, and then both of his fists caught fire, blazing up with a white, coruscating light that hid them completely within their center.

Everybody startled, including Pony.

“What the…?” Yashara lowered her blade. “What… how?”

“That’s brilliant,” said Iris from the back of the group, obviously delighted.

“Don’t throw everything away,” said Gremond, still not sounding worried. “Use your head, boy. Last chance.”

Little did he know that I’d already thrown everything away. Had lost everyone. Everything had already grown infinitely harder. But damn it all to the Ashen Garden if I’d walk away. If I’d let impossible odds start stopping me now.

“Give me the Eye,” I said, and poured all my power into those words, filled them with every aching imperative that my heritage bestowed upon me.

The Eye glimmered, and Gremond’s smile turned apologetic. “I think not.”

That checked me. How…? The Eye. It had to be insulating him against my powers. 

“Then I guess we’ll have to do this the old fashioned way,” I said. 

“As I said.” Gremond took hold of the Eye, lifting it from his chest. “I think not. Nobody move. Everyone stay where you are and take no aggressive actions whatsoever.”

And his words flowed out over the room like searing fire, sinking into me and wrapping coils of flame around my thoughts, binding them in place.

I heard Pony grunt, and out of the corner of my eye saw him tremble as he sought to take a step forward - and failed.

Cerys had an arrow nocked to her gloom bow, the fletching drawn back to her cheek - but through her arm shook, she didn’t loose.

Nobody moved.

Gremond’s smile was that of a very, very satisfied cat that’s managed to corner the market on cream. “There. Now you understand the depths of your folly. Don’t fear. I’m not a violent man. I won’t slit your throats one by one as you stand there. Instead, I believe I’ll have my captain disarm you all and take you into custody. Yashara? Arrest these fools. We’ll have them bound and delivered to the magistrate for prosecution as is the law of the land.”

Yashara stood frozen, lip writhing back from her teeth, knuckles whitening around the hilt of her scimitar as she wrestled either with the Eye or her own desires.

“Yashara?” Gremond’s voice became a fraction more impatient. “Think on the endless number of swamp goblins who will suffer if you disobey. This is but one man. They are an entire race. Which is of more import in the grand scheme of things?”

Tears brimmed and then flowed down Yashara’s cheeks. She drew herself upright and gave a slow, painful nod. “You’re right,” she said, voice cracking with a surfeit of emotion. 

“You’re free to move,” snapped Gremond. “Summon the guards, and take these idiots into custody. Now.”

Yashara lowered her gaze, her shoulders hitching, and then she slowly shook her head. “I can’t,” she grated, her words little more than a rasp. “I thought I could - but…”

“I am disappointed,” said Gremond, voice tight, words clipped. “Alas. It will go -”

With a cry Yashara exploded toward him, scimitar whipping up and around.

“Stop!” shouted Gremond, clasping the Eye, and Yashara staggered and froze, her blade but a foot from his neck. He drew back, panting with fear, and then sneered at her. “Idiot! For this I’ll have you taken down and put to work with the goblins. Branded and collared and broken. Beast. How dare you, you foul beast!” And he struck her across the cheek.

Fury nearly choked me. My whole body was shaking. 

“But first… I think I’ll enjoy you.” He reached back out and touched her cheek where he’d just struck her, then traced the line of her jaw. “You’re impressive, I’ll give you that. Yes. And I’ll command you to enjoy it. Until I tire of you, and then when I’ll send you out to gather xantham vine with a command that you do it willingly, joyfully, knowing that it is the best thing your kind can do for civilized society -”

I focused on the chains that bound my thoughts. They were so familiar. Their power was the same as that which I summoned when I gave my own commands. 

King troll power. 

My power.

And like that, I saw how they were part of me, not distinct at all. That awarness made all the difference. Like realizing that a prison door was closed but not locked. I slipped their bonds, absorbed their energy into my own soul, and was free.

“Guards,” Gremond was saying to the men by the door, “summon a full squad to handle this situation. I’ll command these idiots to their cells, but I want -”

I took a step forward.

Gremond froze, eyes narrowing. He clasped the Eye. “Stop moving, Kellik.”

I took another step, a cruel, wicked smile crossing my face.

“Kellik. I command you with the power of the Eye. Stop moving.”

Each time I felt him lash me with the overwhelming might of the artifact, but each time I absorbed its power into myself.

“You don’t know everything,” I said, voice low. “You think you do. You think you understand how the world works. That your company owns it. Masters it. That everyone dances to your tune.”

“Guards!’ Gremond’s voice rose to a shriek. “Stop him! Stop him now!”

The pound of footsteps. I turned at the last moment and looked both men in the eye as they came at me. “Stop.”

My word was a lash, simmering with power, and they froze in their tracks, blades still raised. 

I turned back to Gremond. 

He was staring at me, eyes nearly bugging out, mouth working but unable to speak.

“But this is an ancient world,” I said, walking slowly toward him once more. “And it holds many secrets, harbors many terrors. Powers beyond your comprehension, Gremond. Forces that once made the world dance to their tune. Powers that didn’t just wield artifacts like the Eye. Powers that created them.”

He backed up against the window. “Very well. You can have the Eye, of course, and you and your friends are free to leave. I misjudged you, and badly, I’ll own to that, but there’s no need to compound that mistake. And gold. I’ll give you - how much would be appropriate? Ten thousand crowns. Yours. Now. Just - just leave.”

I stepped up to him, raised the tip of my blade, and pressed it to his chest. “It’s too late, Gremond. You’ve aroused my ire. Your existence offends me. What you represent. What you do. What your company does. All of it.”

He sneered at me, head pressed back against the glass. “Well that is your fucking problem, Kellik, because the Nautilus company won’t stop, it’ll never stop, and we’ll find you and -”

I slid the tip of my blade into his chest, pushing it through muscle and between ribs and into his heart.

He jerked, blood rushed up to spatter over his lips, and his eyes went wide as he clenched my blade, cutting his fingers on its edge.

“No,” he whispered, voice wet and clotted. “Not like this. I -”

I shoved the blade all the way home, rammed it through him as hard as I could, then drew it back, blood fountaining from the wound.

For a moment Gremond stood there, blood running down his chin, blood soaking his suit, and then I tore the Eye from around his neck and kicked him in the chest with everything I had to send him crashing through the window, out into the air, to fall in a hail of scintillating shards into the yard below.

All activity stopped. Hundreds looked up at me, tools or whips in hand. Swamp goblins, guards, tradesmen, drovers, those who were stirring the huge vats, an entire industry, the visible manifestation of Nautilus’ power.

Nobody behind me moved. Everyone remained frozen.

I stood there, panting, staring out over the compound at the swamps beyond. Gremond was dead, but I knew I’d lost. Lost Cerys, who’d just watched me use my power to slay a man. Lost Yashara and Pogo, who I knew would make the swamp goblin’s plight their own. Lost Tamara, who’d never follow me now. I could practically feel the attention of Nautilus - the invisible, theoretical idea of the company - swirling and gathering around me, focusing its vast, Khansalon-wide attention on my being. Knew that I’d called down upon myself a vengeance that would never end, would never cease, for as long as Nautilus believed it could make a profit from these swamps.

I stared down at the swamp goblins. Caked in mud, their bodies bowed down by exhaustion and despair, looking up at me not with hope or excitement but dull resignation. Knowing that no matter who died or what changed up in this office, in the long run their fates remained the same.

I clenched my fist about the Eye. 

Bowed my head.

The sheer scale of the injustice that stretched out across these swamps beggared the mind. The endless cruelty of it. And for what? For gold. 

My thoughts swirled. Chaotic, frenetic, my hopes and dreams and the love I felt for my friends and partners a maelstrom that was flying apart, torn asunder by the cruel realities of the world.

I’d won this small encounter. 

But I’d lost in every way that counted.

I squeezed my eyes shut, grief and rage and frustration rising within me. What use the Eye, what use my own power, if I couldn’t imprint my will upon the world? Change it for better? Destroy ideas like Nautilus, uproot corruption like the Family?

There had to be a way. A way to change all of this. To wrest victory from such abject defeat.

Shouts were rising from the yard now, confusion and alarm. Nautilus operatives running toward offices, calling guards. 

Awakening to the threat that I posed. Stirring the first of its infinite resources to oppose me.

No.

I pulled the Eye about my neck, intent on using its power to quell the men who were rushing to the office, but then - 

It was like being driven under by a tidal wave, my mind, my consciousness tumbled and submerged in a great roar of power.

The Eye opened itself to me, and I saw, at long last, why it was so named.

My consciousness expanded, and every person around me and in the yard below registered as a small flame, a slender light, a matrix of energy so complex and wondrous that to contemplate any one for too long was to grow bewitched by its patterns.

Hundreds spread out across the yard, visible in my mind’s eye even through walls, running down hallways, gathering in knots. Humans and goblins, a few orcs, the vast population of the Nautilus compound.

All of them suddenly subject to my will.

This was how Gremond had changed the fortunes of his company. Had brought the goblins in line. Had forced them into willing slavery. 

But he had been but a mortal man.

In my veins ran the blood of the kyeengtruhls themselves.

I inhaled deeply and forced my awareness out, past the walls, over the swamp.

More flames spring into being. Work crews. The goblin settlement into which families had been relocated. Soldier barracks. Warehouses. 

Farther.

The neighboring compound, perhaps half a mile away.

I felt feverish, sweat prickling my brow. 

Farther.

Out over the swamps themselves. The faint tapestery of life, the life forms too simple to really register, but here and there groups of goblins at work.

Such power. Such mastery. With this I could wreak havoc in Port Gloom. With this I could set myself up as its master. Order everyone to do as I desired. To lead lives of order and justice, to root out all corruption. I could reshape the city to my will, and bring about a new age, a new era of prosperity. Port Gloom would rise from the ashes of its current morbidity, and with me as its ruler, I would find my father, crush him, and then -

I staggered, pressed my hand to my temple. And then what? 

I turned. Surveyed my friends. Yashara, watching me wide eyed. Tamara, her irises buring platinum gold. Iris and Netherys, both equal parts fascination and delight.

Cerys. 

Her gaze was like a dash of cold water upon my face. What did she see? Could she glimpse my thoughts? Of course not, that was nonsense, but the pain in their depths, the horror - her words came back to me: What does it mean for me to still care for you after your revelation? That… that I can still have feelings for a monster? Doesn’t that make me a monster, too?

And I understood. It wasn’t horror for me, but rather horror for herself. What she saw herself becoming by my side. The fate that she had accepted when she killed Aurora. The fate to which I would now bind her with the power of the Eye.

Reeling, I turned back to the window. To the compound, the swamp. I could fix this. I could order her to not be afraid. I could command Tamara - well, no, she’d be resistant to my commands, but I could reason with her, tell her I needed her, and then bring Iris to heel, order her to create for me an army -

I saw again Cerys gaze, her anguish, and recoiled.

No. What was I thinking? 

And a single, slender ray of reason slipped into the chaos of my thoughts. A desperate, final way to make everything right. To avoid the yawning abyss of power and temptation that the Eye was opening for me.

And before I could second guess myself, before I could reason my way out, I took it.

With brutal power I thrust my thoughts out over the compound, past the walls, and out over the swamps. Gathered each and every goblin mind into the palm of my hand, and then reached for more. Searched for miles in every direction, finding the work teams, the solitary scouts, the harvesting crews, each and every one, till my mind shook, thousands gathered within its control, a roaring filling my very being, the fabric of my soul tearing asunder, the Eye itself shaking in my palm, burning my flesh - 

- and I sent out one overwhelming message, one terrible command, a single and solitary order: search out the xantham vines, and where you find them, destroy them utterly.

My hold on them released. My strength poured out of me and I fell to the ground. Cries and shouts came from my friends as they regained their autonomy. I lay there, and felt the power of the Eye recede and then disappear. 

Used up. 

The artifact broken in some irrevocable way. 

My awareness of the land, the minds, those thousands of flames went with it, and when Yashara knelt by my side, the others rushing up to gather around me, all I could do was laugh weakly. 

“Kellik?” Yashara cradled my head on her thigh. “What is it? What happened? Why are you laughing?”

I closed my eyes. I was so exhausted. “The Nautilus company,” I said.

“What of it?” Tamara’s voice, stark with concern.

“I… I found a way.” With great effort I opened my eyes and smiled up at them. “Despite everything Gremond said. I found a way to destroy it. ”


Chapter 19

 

 

“What are you talking about?” asked Tamara as Yashara helped me sit up.

I felt as if I’d been dealt a blow to the back of the head. It was hard to concentrate on any one thing, and kept blinking in an attempt to focus on faces. A ringing was sounding in my ears, and I was supremely aware of my pulse which seemed to be roaring through my head like surf into a coastal cave.

They gathered around me, expressions ranging from triumph to horror. Pogo was staring through the shattered window and down at where Gremond lay. Pony loomed over us all, his fists no longer radiant. Everyone else was staring at me, I realized. Waiting for me to explain myself.

I struggled to pull my thoughts together. It felt like trying to catch cats while wading through mud. 

“The Eye,” I managed at last, pulling it up over my head. “It expanded my thoughts. My power. Allowed me to sense… everyone. For miles around.”

Netherys let out a low, appreciative whistle. “A potent artifact indeed.”

“Was,” I said, giving her a rueful smile. I tipped it back and forth so that it caught the light then tossed it on the floor. “I think I broke it.”

Netherys’ smile died on her face. “Broke it?”

“I pushed too hard. I… I don’t really know what I did. Or how I did it.” Already those last memories were fading into a feverish blur. “I gave the swamp goblins - as many as I could find, in every direction, for dozens if not hundreds of miles, a single order. To destroy the xanthan vines. And then I released them and the Eye… broke.”

“You broke it?” said Netherys, horrified.

Pogo spun around. “You ordered them to destroy the vines?” He frowned at me, and then his brows shot up. “Because!”

“Because,” I said, feeling giddy, weak, delirious. “Because that’s what Nautilus feeds on, isn’t it? The whole bloody trade? Without vines, they’ve no gold. No gold, no reason to be here.”

“You…” Cerys trailed off, wrestling with the idea. “You broke the Eye? To free the swamp goblins?”

I leaned my head back against Yashara’s thigh. “I know. Uncharacteristically virtuous of me, right?”

Nobody spoke for a good four or five heartbeats.

“That would work,” said Pogo, voice clipped with excitement. “Gremond only theorized through top-down attacks. Attacks upon the corpus of Nautilus itself, which, as he pointed out, is an idea, and thus resistant to physical attacks. But its roots drink from the vines themselves, and without that nourishment…”

“The idea withers,” said Tamara, voice soft with wonder. “How completely will the goblins destroy the vines?”

“I made the command pretty damn imperative,” I said. “I think they’ll be at it for some time. Maybe they’ll catch on, too, and keep going at it once the injunction wears off. Griffin and the other one won’t have a leg to stand on, either. They’ll have nothing to harvest.”

Pogo’s eyes gleamed as he smacked one fist into the other palm. “And without a source of income, they’ll be unable to justify their continued presence in Port Lusander! The compounds will close!”

“Which…” said Tamara, slowly working it through, “will result in their leaving and taking all their jobs with them.”

Everyone considered this. 

“How many people do the companies employ?” she asked.

“I thought it was almost half the town,” said Cerys, voice quiet.

“That’s a lot of unemployment,” said Tamara.

I forced myself to sit up. “Then they’ll leave, find work elsewhere. Lusander will adapt. Even if that means shrinking to half its size.”

“It’s worse than that,” said Cerys. “Most of the remaining people in the city catered to the company employees. Tavern owners like Matteo. Dock hands. And the rest sustained those people in turn. If the companies fold, it won’t just be half the city that becomes unemployed. It’ll be most of the city, falling like dominoes.”

Nobody spoke as that sank in.

“So…” I began, not really wanting to follow her line of reasoning to its logical conclusion. “What you’re saying is… I might have just killed Port Lusander?”

“Good,” said Pogo. “Excellent, I say. This city is cursed. Built by king trolls in ages past for inscrutable reasons, and then maintained by wages of blood and sin, kept afloat by the slavery and pain of my brothers and sisters. Let the city sink into oblivion. Let the swamp claim the streets, the harbor be devoured by coral, the ruins molder amongst the vines. I say: good! If every man, woman, and child lives here off the sweat of my brethren, then the city deserves to fall.”

“Can’t argue with that,” I said.

Yashara’s face hung above mine, her thick hair falling over her green shoulders, her brow creased with worry. “Kellik. Thank you. You… you did what nobody else could do. You freed my cousins. What you’ve done here… it may not be a deed that will be sung across Khansalon - few of the ‘higher’ races as Gremond put it will see cause for celebration, but amongst my people, amongst my cousins, this is a victory that shall be celebrated for centuries.”

“Decades,” said Pogo, “at the very least.”

“You’re welcome,” I said, wanting to close my eyes and turn my cheek upon her muscled thigh.

“But… I’ll understand if you want to part ways with me now,” she continued. “I betrayed you by accepting Gremond’s offer. If -”

“No betrayal,” I said. “Nothing to apologize for.” I probably should have been more careful in my response, but by the Hanged God I was tired. “We’re good. You’re amazing and I love you. Please stick around.”

“You…?” I’d never seen Yashara blush before, the skin over her cheeks turning a darker shade of green. “You… I mean - ?”

I took her hand and brought it to my lips, kissing her callused palm. “You heard me. I love you, I love all of you. You’re…” I tried to find the right word. If only my head didn’t feel like a bell that had been rung with a hammer. “You’re my family. My friends. I love you. I need you. I want you to stay with me.”

Pogo stepped up and saluted. “For the deeds you have performed for my people, I shall follow your lead wherever it may take us! Which, if I were to perform an educated guess, will most likely be Port Gloom, which I don’t find objectionable, though -”

“Pogo,” said Yashara kindly.

“Ahem. Yes. I’m in.”

“As am I,” said Yashara, reaching down to cup my cheek, eyes glimmering with emotion.

“I still can’t believe it,” said Cerys, shaking her head slowly. “You sacrificed the Eye to destroy Nautilus? To free… the swamp goblins? Who have no bearing on your quest in Port Gloom?”

“I know,” I said. “Didn’t say I’d always be a genius.” But despite my words I watched her carefully, trying to read the emotions that flickered behind her eyes like slender fish darting between lily pads. 

She put her hand to her brow, and took a step back. “I… I don’t understand. I thought… what you wanted…”

I struggled to sit up, “I do want revenge against my father and the Family, but not at any cost. It’s what I’ve been trying to tell you from the beginning. I’m a flawed individual. Not because of my blood, but because I’m mortal, human - well, kind of - like anyone else. I’ll make mistakes along the way. But when given a chance, I’ll do my best to do the right thing. Maybe that’s Tamara’s influence on me. But for whatever reason, I care, Cerys. I won’t become a monster.” And you won’t either, I thought fiercely at her.

Her eyes filled with tears and she gave me a jerky nod. “OK. All right. I - I don’t know what to make of that yet, but - I’m still in. I’ll follow you.”

And my heart leaped within my chest. I wanted to reach for her hand, to pull her into a close hug, but something fragile and distant about her expression kept me at bay. No, not yet. Maybe not for a long time.

“Tamara?” I turned to consider her where she crouched by my side, face grave, eyes still that eerie, platinum gold. “You in?”

“I don’t know.” Simply said, without guile or emotion. A statement of fact. “I feel like I’ve got a responsibility now. To the White Sun. But what that might be, or what the White Sun might want of me… I don’t know.”

“He’s going up against a true king troll,” said Yashara. “The enemy of your order.”

Pogo gave a brisk nod. “And he just saved an entire people from slavery. That is eminently commendable, is it not?”

“It is,” she said, almost unwillingly, and then bit her lower lip in a manner that was truly her own, and I felt a gush of relief. Tamara wasn’t gone, not completely; she’d changed, to be sure, but she was still there. “I just… this is a lot to process, as Cerys said. But - yes. Given what I just saw here. How I… feel about you, still. I’ll stay. For now.”

I squeezed her hand and grinned tiredly at her. “Thank you.”

Iris inclined her head. “I don’t think my debt to you is yet repaid, Kellik, and besides, working alongside you is providing me with many interesting opportunities. I’ll remain.”

“Thank you, Iris,” I said, voice more grave.

Pony reached down to pat my shoulder with his huge hand. “Stay.”

I gave a relieved chuckle and patted his hand in turn. “Music to my ears, big guy.”

“Why did Pony’s hands catch fire?” asked Yashara, suddenly concerned.

“One second,” I said. Only one person hadn’t spoke. “Netherys?”

The dark elf stood off to the side, arms tightly crossed over her chest, frowning at me. 

“Netherys?” I canted my head to one side. “You still with me?”

“You broke the Eye,” she said accusingly, “and for what? No offense, Pogo, but for the fate of a few goblin tribes out in the muck, whose fate would probably have righted itself within a century or two? You threw away a priceless artifact that could have made you a god.”

“Yeah,” I said, “that’s about the long and short of it.”

“That’s not the action of the man I thought you were,” said Netherys, voice tight. “You squandered an incalculable treasure for… good will?” Her voice was distraught. Tears, I saw, stood out in her eyes. “What madness was this, Kellik? I thought you had the strength to walk your path true. To go after true power, whatever the cost. To put aside scruples so as to master the world. This? All we’ve done to get here, and you throw it away?”

“You mistake me,” I said, forcing myself to sit up. “What I saved here was priceless. Not your fault you don’t get it. But here. Something that’ll make you feel better. I can sense… on some deeper, untapped level… that this experience, what I went through with the Eye… it’s unlocked something within me. I don’t yet know exactly what it means, but my power. I can feel it, just under the surface, pulsing, waiting, more pliant. We may have lost the Eye, but the power it promised would have destroyed me even as it lifted me amongst the clouds. No. What I’ve gained instead is my own power, I’m coming into my own abilities. So, no, Netherys. I didn’t squander anything. I’ve kept the people I love by my side and accomplished the goal that brought me to Port Lusander. I’m now more myself. More in control of my potential. I’m ready to return to Port Gloom.”

Netherys stared down the length of her nose at me. “So you say. But my own feelings aside, the choice is not mine to make. I will consult with Mother Magrathaar. She will determine whether I should abandon you.”

“Fair enough,” I said, grunting as I slowly stood. “Fair enough. Now, it’s time we got back to the White Sun temple and the hell out of Port Lusander before it all comes crashing down.”

“One second,” said Yashara. “Before we go, there’s something you should see.” And she also rose, to cross the room to where the large iron door was set in the wall. “Gloom key?”

I walked over and unlocked the door. Yashara pulled it open, muscles writhing across her shoulders and back as she did so, to reveal that not only was the door several inches thick, but that beyond it lay a windowless vault filled with - well. 

Gold.

Bars of gold stacked high. Sacks of gold crowns, their necks tied off with tickets on which seals were affixed. More bars of gold on shelves. More sacks.

I tried to calculate how much wealth was in that small room. Failed. Tried again. Couldn’t begin to guess.

“One of my duties was going to be overseeing the loading of this season’s profits onto the Nautilus flagship,” said Yashara. “Unlike the Griffin and Ram companies, Nautilus abandoned shipping the vines themselves and sold here in Port Lusander at wholesale prices. This is the accumulated profit they’ve accrued over the past six months.”

“Half a year,” said Pogo, voice soft with wonder. “The year before he said they profited more than seven hundred thousand crowns.”

“That’s…” I shook my head. “That’s at least… what? A hundred and fifty thousand crowns?”

“No, Kellik.” Pogo’s voice dripped with disdain. “More like three hundred and fifty thousand.”

I ran my fingers through my hair. “Three hundred and fifty thousand?” I couldn’t help it. I gave a weak laugh and turned to look at my other friends. “We can buy everyone lunch with that much.”

Cerys and Tamara both raised their eyebrows.

“No, I mean, that was a joke, right?” I felt giddy. “Obviously, we can buy more than lunch. That’s why it was… never mind. I’m going to erect a personal shrine to Blind Fortuna when we get home. Oh, damn!”

“How do we get it out?” asked Cerys.

“Nautilus was going to perform a three-day operation to bring it to the docks,” said Yashara. “A complex procedure involving all their guards.”

“There’s a simpler method,” said Netherys, some of her good cheer clearly restored. She held up the sack we’d acquired at the Fever Dream. “Let’s see just how bottomless this pocket dimension really is.”

 

* * *

 

After perhaps twenty minutes of concerted gold-shoveling, we determined that the sack’s pocket realm was sufficiently capacious to encapsulate over three hundred and fifty thousand gold crowns’ worth of Nautilus treasure, and turned back to the portal that led to the temple of the White Sun.

Weary, overwhelmed, mind numb from the pain, emotional trauma, and the king troll power expansion I’d undergone over the past hour, I took a deep breath, drew my blade, and stepped back through.

I’d been prepared for his holiness to be there awaiting us, perhaps with every priest in the temple behind him, but was completely taken aback by who I saw instead:

Elsa.

With Baleric and the Port Gloom crew by her side.

“Hello Kellik,” she said, forcing a confident grin that didn’t quite convince me. “Have fun at Gremond’s?”

I moved forward a few feet, giving Pony room to step through behind me, and shook my head, too exhausted to feel much of anything other than dull surprise. “Make new friends, Elsa?”

“Old friends, actually.” She pushed her shoulders back and turned to Baleric, looking as if she might pat him on the arm in mock affection, only to quickly reconsider. “We’ve been coordinating this for some time. And now it’s all coming to sweet fruition.”

The others were still spilling through, quickly assessing the situation, moving out to the sides, hands on their weapons.

“You’ve been working with Baleric from the get-go? Cerys, looks like you were right.”

“Told you so,” said Cerys, gloom bow at the ready, arrow at the string but not yet pulled back.

Elsa grimaced apologetically. “It was nothing personal. Blind Fortuna saw fit to send you at precisely the moment you were needed. Originally, Baleric was going to fight his way through to the compound, using the delve as the perfect cover for his break-in and escape, but when we saw you were eager to do so yourself, why. It’s all so much easier this way.”

“The Eye,” said Baleric, voice almost respectful. “Please hand it over.”

I took the relic from around my head and bounced it on my palm. “You came all the way from Port Gloom for this? Let me guess. You were hired by the Family. Someone at the top.”

Baleric raised an eyebrow. “The Eye, Kellik.”

I looked over at my friends. “He can’t have been sent because of us. So I’m guessing my father set this little mission in motion before I was even betrayed by Jack. Makes sense I guess. Hearing about king troll ruins in Port Gloom. He’d want a piece. Send out feelers. Connect with conniving, backstabbing ladies intent on turning a profit, no matter who they had to work with.” I looked back at Elsa, who’s frown was deepening by the moment. “How much of your sob story was real? Your wanting to get out of here and start a new life?”

“That part was completely authentic,” she said, voice flat. “Once I receive my payment for this operation, I’m leaving Port Lusander and never looking back. But you don’t seem to understand the predicament you’re in, Kellik.”

“Actually, I think you’re the one who doesn’t understand.” I felt something akin to pity. Compassion? I wasn’t sure. Had I grown fond of Elsa during our brief time together? “You’ve thrown in with Port Gloom, right? Do you know who you’re really working for?”

“The Family,” said Elsa, raising her chin defiantly.

“And who leads the Family, exactly? The Aunts? The Uncles? Who has the clout to hire an examplar like Baleric?”

Her eyes narrowed. 

“The Eye,” said Baleric, voice growing hard. “And enough of this talk.”

“You’d best start asking questions, Elsa. You’d best learn who you’re really working for. Or maybe you should just start running and never look back. Mendev, Paruko, the Heshaman Isles. Somewhere really far.”

I could tell my words were getting to her. A band of muscle appeared over the joint of her jaw as she glanced again at Baleric. The sight of the exemplar steadied her.

“We have the upper hand here, Kellik. My friends are completely fresh and unhurt, whereas you and your crew are about to fall apart. Quit with the idle threats, hand over the Eye, and we’ll let you walk.”

I bounced the Eye on my palm again. “You’d be surprised, Elsa. I think we could still pack a punch. But, to be honest? I think we’re all tired of fighting. So sure. Here you go. Catch.” And I tossed the dead Eye over to her, an easy underhand sling.

She was so surprised that she nearly fumbled it. Caught it up, raised it and inspected it carefully, obviously expecting it to be a fake. “This is it? Gremond’s artifact?”

“It technically belonged to the White Sun,” I said, “but yes, that’s what he was using to control the swamp goblins.”

She handed it over to Baleric, who studied it with a frown. As long as none of them tried to use it, they shouldn’t be able to realize it was broken. 

“And Gremond?” Elsa asked.

“Dead,” I said.

She let out a soft grunt, though whether due to surprise or pleasure I couldn’t tell. “I never really thought you’d pull it off. Guess I’ve underestimated you from the beginning. My apologies. I guess Naveric will ascend now. With Gremond gone, it’s almost enough to make me reconsider my options. But no. Thank you, Kellik, for doing all the hard lifting for us. You stupid, arrogant idiot. We’ll be going now. Take care.”

I could sense her confusion. I wasn’t getting mad. Her insult was an attempt to get a rise from me, coerce me into playing the part she’d expected, could understand. I should have been furious at being double-crossed and robbed, but with the Eye dead, my whole system still in shock, and after all we had just gone through? I was past caring.

“Sure thing, Elsa. Enjoy the Eye.” I looked over to the somber exemplar. “Baleric, I’ll be seeing you around, I’m sure.”

He slid the Eye into a large pouch and pulled the drawstrings shut. “Kellik.”

The rest of his crew - the massive city troll, the pale sister, the red-haired youth and the muscled lady with the big sword - all stepped aside. Elsa was the last to do so. I could have sworn that was regret that flashed across her face - a desire, perhaps, to leave with me - but I didn’t wait. She’d chosen her friends. I led the way across the temple floor, my friends behind me, and through an archway, down the curving hallway, out a side tunnel and to a door that let us out into the street.

It was still morning. The sun was glorious and almost right overhead, the air humid and heavy, the sounds of Port Lusander normal and busy as always.

For now. 

I took a deep breath, flashed a smile at my friends, and led the way down the sloping streets to the docks. It was like walking through a ghost city that didn’t know it had died yet. Eerie, surreal, and causing me endless spikes of guilt. Watching shopkeepers hawk their goods from doorways, the trundle of carts laden with Nautilus-stamped crates heading down to the docks, the racing groups of dirty children who could have been gentlefingers if back home - all of it normal, prosaic, and doomed.

The avenue opened up onto the multi-level docks, and I gazed over the ships that bobbed at anchor or were tied to the piers. The company ships were resplendent along their private port, while of the Bonegwayne nothing remained but the scorched and warped planks of its former pier. The docks were alive with activity, everything normal and busy as always, with flocks of seagulls hovering and darting down at the decks of ships or fighting over fish intestines where they gleamed in piles on the boards, men mending nets, others loading crates or lobster traps, sailors shouting out commands or questions from their decks, costermongers crying out their wares, the slap of waves mingling with laughter, cries of anger, and all the general cacophony of a busy dock.

And there floated the Filthy Spume, looking as disreputable and dangerous as any ship that had once been owned by Elias. The deck was quiet, and I espied just one lookout up in the rigging.

On impulse I turned back to my friends. They bunched before me, Pony looming at the back, everyone haggard and worn despite having spent only a few hours in the ruins. 

“Pogo, time to press that claim on the Filthy Spume. Doctor the deed however you think best to make it look like Elias signed it over to us. Yashara, Pony, why don’t you go with him to make sure nobody objects too strenuously. Cerys, want to go ring that lampetraman bell and arrange for an escort? Maybe see if Anacoana is available to help expedite the process. Tamara, Netherys, can you come with me? There’s a couple of friends I want to chat with before we leave.”

“Friends?” asked Tamara, falling in with me as I walked toward the Mermaid. “You have friends?”

“Ha, ha,” I said, but smiling nonetheless. “You’d be surprised. My charming, rugged ways are appreciated by many -”

“I’ll go help Pogo,” said Netherys, “if you insist on telling bald-faced lies.”

Tamara laughed. “And that from your most fervent follower, Kellik!”

“Not so fervent any longer,” said Netherys, looking away.

“Oh, come on,” I said, taking her arm and giving her a grin. “The odds of my bringing mass destruction and chaos to the world are still pretty good, right? I’m sure Mama Maggie will want you to stay with me.”

“Mama Maggie?” asked Netherys, genuinely shocked. “You’re not referring to Mother Magrathaar, the witch queen of the dark elves who rides the winds of the Maelstrom, in such manner?”

“Ah, Mama Maggie and I are best friends. I cause destruction, she claps her hands and giggles. Aaaand sends demons shaped from black ichor to make things more interesting. You know.”

Tamara covered her mouth as she gave an incredulous laugh, and Netherys could only shake her head in amazement as she stared at me from beneath her hood. 

“You are utterly mad,” she said.

“Yeah, so I’ve been told. Probably why you like me so much.”

She arched a brow. “Don’t be so sure.”

“Oh, come on. Admit it.” The sun on my face felt great. Having almost four hundred thousand gold crowns in my possession felt great. Having survived that massive shit-show felt amazing. So maybe I was being a little bold with my bantering. “Admit you care for me beyond the potential for Khansalon-wide slaughter and anarchy.”

Netherys actually blushed and looked away.

“See?” I wrapped my arms around her shoulders and gave her a squeeze. “Room for love even in that twisted dark elf heart of yours.”

“I - I’ve never heard such foolishness. If you think I am at all infatuated with your crude human ways, your imbecilic grasp of reality, your lack of impulse control, your fatuous optimism that goes beyond being juvenile and straight into the deluded -”

“Yep,” I said, turning to grin at Tamara. “She definitely likes me.”

Netherys drew a deep breath, and I saw purple flames begin to flicker over her hands.

I released her shoulders. “Luckily! We’re here.”

I led them into the Mermaid before she could protest any further, and there saw Matteo as usual behind the bar, chin propped on one hand as he sketched out a mermaid with a slender stick of charcoal upon an expanse of parchment. The Mermaid was quite full for the hour, and I immediately saw why: Maestria’s crew was taking up all the tables at the back, half of them asleep, Maestria spinning a dagger as it lay on the table before her so that it blurred as it revolved, turning upon a small gem embedded in the hilt.

“Kellik!” Matteo straightened, a worried smile on his face. “My patrons aren’t going to be happy you’re here. I’ve heard nothing but -”

“Kellik?” Maestria raised an eyebrow and turned to glare at me. “Blind Fortuna be praised. I was wondering why I didn’t gut you last night, but now I see I have a chance. A chance to gut you.” Her voice was slurry with drink. “Jonas?”

“Captain?” The voice was sleepy, the first mate raising his head from his crossed arms. 

“Get the crew on their feet. We’re going to see how many pieces we can cut Kellik into.”

All right. So Maestria and her crew were still nursing a grudge. Not that I could blame them.

I walked up to the bar, ignoring the rumble of chairs being pushed back and angry sailors growling at the sight of me to beam at Matteo. “So. About that goblin riddle.”

He raised an eyebrow. “You solve it?”

“No. But fuck goblin riddles. I can do one better. Netherys? The sack?”

She hesitated for but a second then handed it over. I opened it, peered inside and saw a strange, vasty darkness in which everything hovered as if on shelves of pure midnight. I reached in, plucked out the original sack of gold with which Kzzgt had intended to purchase Netherys, and dropped it on the bar.

It landed with an audible thump.

Matteo stared down at it, wide-eyed, then back up at me. “I don’t understand.”

“You helped me out, Matteo, when nobody else would. You were a friend despite obviously wanting me to stop making life incredibly dangerous for you. So, it’s the least I can do. I don’t know exactly how much is in there, but I’m guessing it’s close to a thousand crowns of solid gold. What are the odds your family fortune would be bigger than that?”

“A thousand… my family… I…” He shook his head, looking as shocked as a man who had just received an unexpected thousand gold crowns. “Bigger than that? I doubt it?”

I reached over to clap him on the shoulder. “Then there you go. You’re a free man. Sell the Mermaid, or rent it out, and get about your life. You’ve only got the one. No sense in wasting it doing something you’re not passionate about.”

Maestria had rounded the bar, her crew bunched up behind her, weapons drawn, all of them looking as mean and vicious as you’d expect.

“That’s rich,” said Maestria. “You ruin my life, burn my ship to the ribs, and give him a thousand crowns? Oh, as if I weren’t mad enough already. At least this morning is going to provide the right kind of entertainment.”

“Maestria.” I turned to face her full on, sack still in hand. “I’m glad you’re here. I’m in need of a captain and a capable crew. Are you available for work?”

That drew her up short, and then she shook her head in obvious wonder. “Even now I find it hard to believe how recklessly stupid you can be, Kellik. You really want us to make your death as excruciating and slow as possible? Very well. Boys? Seize him and take him ‘round back.”

“Because I’ve just acquired a ship called the Filthy Spume - not the best name, I know - and it needs a captain and crew I can trust. We’re heading out, well, now. Also, I believe I owe you for the loss of the Bonegwayne. What do you think that comes out to? Around nine thousand gold?”

She and her crew had only managed to take a couple of steps before my question drew her up short once more. “What are you on about, Kellik?” Her voice had grown wary, as if she suspected a greater joke was being played at her expense than she had realized. “Don’t mess with me. Not now. Not after all you’ve done.”

“Let’s say nine thousand, and round it up to ten to share with your crew.” I reached into the bag and pulled out a gold bar. It was stamped with a Nautilus symbol, beneath which was written ‘400 ounces.’”

I looked around the room. “Anybody know how many ounces in a gold coin?”

Havatier pushed his way to the front, scratching at his sideburns. His face was streaked with soot, his eyes red, and he glared at me sourly. “A Carneheim sun weighs seven grams. Four suns to an ounce of gold.”

“Simple enough,” I said, and threw the bar up so it spun and landed back in my palm with a meaty thwap. “This bar’s worth about… what’s four times four hundred?”

“Sixteen hundred,” said Havatier, eyes locked on the bar. 

“Sixteen hundred Carneheim suns. Which means we need - how many bars do we need to reach ten thousand?”

“Six,” said Havatier, voice dropping to a whisper. “That comes out to nine thousand six hundred suns.”

I dug into the sack and pulled out five more bars, handed the sack back to Netherys, then stepped up to Maestria. 

“Six bars of Nautilus-stamped gold, which comes out to nine thousand six hundred suns. I’ll give you the rest in coins once we’re aboard the Spume. What do you say, Captain?”

She reached forward with shaking hands and took the bars. Hefted them, then handed one over her shoulder to Havatier, who muttered something under his breath and passed his fingers over the gold.

Havatier gulped audibly.

“This, ah. This is the, ah.” He coughed into his fist, and tried again. “This is the real thing, Captain. Solid gold. Highest quality.”

Maestria’s lone eye filled with tears as she shook her head in wonder. The bars trembled in her grip, and she lowered her head as she took a sharp breath. Gathered herself, squared her shoulders and raised her head once more to stare at me full on. Her voice, when she spoke, was its old authoritative self. “The Bonegwayne was worth more than this, but it’s a start. We can negotiate the particulars, including damage to my reputation, loss of papers and cargo, later. For now… for now, this will do.”

And she turned to hand the bars to Jonas, how slowly and with the utmost reverence slid them into a large sack that he had belted to his side.

“Captain,” said Samel the boatswain, “this - is this for real? What just happened?”

“What just happened,” said Maestria, voice calm and clear and commanding once more, “is that we’re back in business, boys. This Spume,” she said, turning to me. “That would be the two-masted frigate out on the dock?”

“I believe so, yes. Can you sail her?”

“Can we sail her?” she asked derisively, and her crew chuckled darkly. “Of course we can sail her. She’s yours? Did you just purchase her? You have the papers?”

“You can say we inherited her a month or so ago,” I said. “Took her off the hands of a less deserving owner. The papers are with Pogo who’s claiming the ship right now.”

“Very well. I’d ask you more questions but seeing as you don’t know the mizzen mast from the fore, I’ll not waste anyone’s time. All right, boys, we’re heading down to the docks. Looks like we’ve got a new ship to sail.”

And with that the crew let out a ragged cheer, so full of life and heart that it actually brought a knot to my throat. Maestria led them to the front door of the Mermaid, and there stopped to look back at me.

“Kellik! Where we sailing to?”

My smile was dark and dangerous, and the words lit a fire in my gut and set my heart to racing before I even spoke them.

“Port Gloom, Captain. Port Gloom. We’re going home.”
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