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Selene was once the deadly
Scythe of the Maledicti, the lethal assassin of Urd Maelwyn.

Now she is the spymaster of
the kindly Queen Mara.

So when muridach raiders
attack one of Queen Mara's caravans, they might have bitten off
more than they can chew.

Because Selene looks after
her friends...
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 Chapter 1: Drinking
Games








Moriah Rhosmor was not quite
drunk, but she had gone a considerable distance down the path.

She did not often drink to
excess. Moriah had been a thief for all her adult life until
recently, and such a dangerous life required self-control and
discipline. Drinking too much was an excellent way to end up robbed
or dead in the gutter with a knife between the ribs.

That said, she had gotten
deliberately drunk a few times, just to test where her limits were.
As it happened, she had a surprising capacity for alcohol. She was
taller than average for a woman of Andomhaim, and therefore
slightly heavier, so it took longer for wine and spirits to affect
her.

Though she was getting close
to her limit now.

“Another cup?” said the Lady
Selene of Nightmane Forest.

“Thank you, but no,” said
Moriah. “Too much more, and I will fall out of my saddle on the way
back to Cintarra.”

Selene grinned. “Yes, it
would be an ignominious end for the legendary Wraith.”

“Most ends are ignominious,”
said Moriah.

She sat in a chair in
Selene’s sitting room in Queen Mara’s castra outside of the city of
Cintarra. Most of the fortress’s inhabitants were Anathgrimm
soldiers, and the Anathgrimm orcs were a stern, austere people,
regarding comforts and luxuries as contemptible and unworthy of a
true warrior. While Queen Mara herself was not quite so severe, she
almost always wore either simple, dark clothing or dark elven
armor.

Selene, by contrast, wore a
rich blue gown with black trim on the hems and sleeves. Her shining
silver hair had been braided into an elaborate crown. Her silver
eyes were stark and eerie in her angular, pale face, and the points
of her elven ears seemed quite pronounced. Selene looked beautiful
in a wintry, alien sort of way. Her sitting room was no less
opulent, with a thick carpet and ornate tapestries hanging on the
walls. None of the luxuries reduced the fact that Selene was a very
dangerous woman – Moriah had seen her fight and wield magic.

Of course, Moriah supposed a
former urdhracos would always be dangerous.

“Well,” said Selene. “It
depends on the circumstances. When you had Hadrian Vindon tied up
on his own serving platter, as it were, that would have been an
ignominious time for him to die.”

Moriah shook her head. “I
didn’t kill him. I’m a thief, not a murderer.”

“You used to be a thief,”
said Selene with a quick grin. “Now you’re a spymaster. It’s all
about the timing.” She swirled her cup of wine and took another
sip. Moriah felt a flush from the wine she had drunk, but none of
it seemed to touch Selene. Evidently, former urdhracosi could hold
their liquor. “I have something of the same office from Queen Mara.
See, cousin Third is an excellent warrior, and Prince Jager is very
good with money…”

“But they need someone to spy
for them,” said Moriah.

“Yes, all monarchs need
spies,” said Selene, “and Queen Mara is no different. Of course,
Queen Mara is allied with High King Arandar, so we shouldn’t be
enemies. Which I am glad to say. We’ve all gone into considerable
danger together, so we shouldn’t be foes.”

“Agreed,” said Moriah.

“Also, I would like to
compliment you for Hadrian Vindon,” said Selene. She laughed at the
memory. “The expression on Cyprian’s face when the servants lifted
the lid on the platter was quite priceless. It must have been
difficult to manage.”

“It wasn’t difficult,” said
Moriah. She shook her head. “No, that’s not right. It wasn’t
complicated, let’s say. It took some bribes at the right time and
some drugs into Hadrian’s wine. The man drank too much, so it was
easy to slip a sleeping draught into his cup. After that, it was
just a matter of some hard work.”

“Then it wasn’t the most
daring theft you ever pulled off?” said Selene.

“Certainly not,” said Moriah.
She shifted her ankles, smoothing her green riding skirt. “Some of
the thefts I pulled off in the old days with Delwen and Gunther,
those were daring. I didn’t have the wraithcloak or the dwarven
armor back then. We had to rely on our wits. We…” She sighed,
remembering her lost friends, killed in the Shadow Ways beneath
Cintarra. “It was hard work, and we were always running short of
money. But those were good years. It seems odd to think of it
now.”

“Aye, I understand,” said
Selene. “When I went with the Shield Knight and the Keeper and
cousin Third to Najaris and Urd Maelwyn and Cathair Animus, we
almost died a thousand times. Probably more than that, if I
bothered to take the time to count. But I was traveling with
friends for the first time in my life, and I have lived for a very
long time. Not long by the standards of cousin Third, of course,
but still a long time compared to a normal human span.”

“So,” said Moriah. “What was
the most daring theft you ever managed?”

“Me?” said Selene, blinking
her silver eyes.

“You were talking of timing.
You weren’t always Queen Mara’s spymaster.”

“No,” said Selene. “They used
to call me the Scythe of the Maledicti. I was their assassin.” Her
eyes grew distant at some dark memory. “I used to do more killing
than stealing.” Then a manic grin went over her face. “But! There
was one time I did steal something…well, the story is too long to
tell.”

“We have time,” said Moriah.
She didn’t need to be back in Cintarra for a few hours yet. Most of
the network of informers she was building worked at night anyway.
“And I need to wait for my head to settle a bit before I climb back
into the saddle.”

“Ah, splendid,” said Selene.
“Because things really did work out quite well in the end. This is
what happened…”

***

 



 Chapter 2:
Aenesium








It was just over a year ago,
in the city of Aenesium, the capital of the High Kingdom of
Owyllain.

There are two things you have
to understand about Owyllain. No, three, actually three things you
have to know to understand Owyllain and its people.

First, iron is incredibly
rare in Owyllain. As far as I know, there is not a single iron mine
anywhere on the continent. And I ought to know – the dark elven
lord called the Sovereign once ruled most of the continent, and if
there was iron anywhere to be mined, he would have found it. I
don’t know why – Khurazalin once said that the ancient wars of the
high elves and the dark elves had destroyed all the iron ore on the
continent when a powerful spell went awry, but he might have been
spinning a tale. But tin and copper are very common, so most of the
warriors of Owyllain, whether human, orcish, muridach, or xiatami,
wield weapons and wear armor of bronze.

Second, there were no horses
in Owyllain for a long time. There used to be, but the Sovereign
didn’t use them, and the horses of the gray elves all died when
they retreated to Cathair Caedyn in the Illicaeryn Jungles. The
jungle isn’t good for horses. Connmar Pendragon brought horses to
Owyllain, but the Sovereign saw them as a threat, so he made sure
they all died. But the Sovereign’s dead himself now, permanently
this time, and so horses can come back to Owyllain.

What? Oh, yes, the third
thing, I almost forgot. Among the humans of Owyllain, there are
three times as many women as men. That’s the Sovereign’s fault, as
well. All the men marched to war to fight the Sovereign’s armies,
so they died a lot. The women stayed behind to work the shops and
plant the fields. Because there were so many more women than men,
it became common for a man to have one wife and as many concubines
as he could support.

I can see from your
expression you do not approve of the idea.

Neither did Calliande, when
one of King Hektor’s daughters wanted to be Ridmark’s concubine.
But to the men and women of Owyllain, it’s the custom. They think
it is a woman’s duty to have as many children as she can, for else
the Sovereign’s armies would have depopulated their realm centuries
ago. I suspect that will change now that the Guardians Rhodruthain
and Morigna opened a permanent gate from Tarlion to Aenesium. I
have heard that numerous women from Owyllain have sought husbands
from Tarlion, so it appears change is coming.

Change can bring chaos, but
as Prince Jager says, chaos brings opportunity. As it turns out,
the men of Owyllain have a great appetite for steel and horses and
other things that are not available in their realm. For that
matter, they have things that Andomhaim does not – silk and spices
and red dye.

So Nightmane Forest has begun
trading a great deal with Owyllain, thanks to Prince Jager. About a
year ago, I went with one of those trading caravans through the
gate to Aenesium. Queen Mara sent some horses and steel ingots to
High King Kothlaric as a gift, and he sent back spices and
silk.

What is Aenesium like? It
looks a great deal like Cintarra, come to think of it. Both
Andomhaim and Owyllain are descended from the Empire of the Romans
of Old Earth, so the architecture is much the same – lots of brick,
tiled roofs, round arches, and octagonal towers. Aenesium’s outer
walls are red since they’re built of granite, and it’s much hotter
in Owyllain than it is here. The kind of gowns that you and I are
wearing would be totally unsuitable for Owyllain – we would sweat
through them in about a quarter of an hour.

The Anathgrimm and I took the
horses to the Palace of the High Kings and secured the steel ingots
in a warehouse in Aenesium’s harbor district. The men of Owyllain
have more ships than Andomhaim does since the Nine Cities of
Owyllain all have harbors, but the ocean currents are just as
treacherous, so their ships keep close to the coasts.

Once I made sure the ingots
were stored and the Anathgrimm housed at an inn (with stern
instructions not to kill anyone), I went to visit an old
friend.

Sir Tamlin Thunderbolt is a
Companion of the High King and an Arcanius Knight, which means that
the High King of Owyllain gifted him a house. He has a pleasant
three-story domus, with an airy interior courtyard. I opened the
front door and stepped into the entry hall.

One of Tamlin’s saurtyri
servants greeted me.

You’ve never seen a saurtyri?
They look like fat, ambulatory lizards, about the height of a human
child of ten or eleven years or so. They’re placid and docile and
attach themselves to a strong protector in exchange for service.
They found the lords and knights of Owyllain more amenable masters
than anyone else on the continent, so most of the tribes of
saurtyri are in High King Kothlaric’s domain. None of them have
come to Andomhaim, so far as I know.

“Zuredek,” I said. “Is Tamlin
here?”

“Lady Selene,” growled
Zuredek. “Tamlin Lord is in the courtyard. Come this way.”

I followed Zuredek into the
interior courtyard. When I had been here last, the courtyard had
been bare and unadorned, paved in flagstones with only a few
benches for comfort. Tamlin and his friends spent their time here
drinking, practicing at arms, and then drinking some more. But by
then, his wife Tamara Earthcaller had lived with him for about two
years, and I saw definite signs of her touch everywhere. Portions
of the floor had been dug out and a vegetable garden planted. Stone
pots held flowering bushes that let out a pleasant scent.

Tamlin Thunderbolt sat on one
of the stone benches. He hadn’t let two years of peace weaken him,
and he was still lean and fit, with thick black hair and green
eyes. Though I suppose Owyllain hasn’t been entirely peaceful. The
War of the Seven Swords was over, but the Visage still ruled in Urd
Maelwyn, and she had most of the Confessor’s army. The pagan
jotunmiri had been stirred up in the Cloak Mountains, and the orcs
of Vhalorast and the other pagan city-states remained hostile to
Owyllain. Which is why the Anathgrimm have so much lucrative
mercenary work in Owyllain.

Tamlin's wife Tamara
Earthcaller sat next to him, their son in her arms. Tamara is the
most powerful of the Arcanii, and she has one blue eye and one
purple one. It was always strange to see her because I had killed
her a bunch of times.

What? Oh, yes, I should
explain. Tamara used to be Talitha, the Master of the Order of the
Arcanii. She realized the Sovereign intended to trick Owyllain with
the Seven Swords, but since she was mortally wounded and would die
with the secret, she had the Guardian Rhodruthain use the Sword of
Life to split her life into seven shards, one of which would
survive to fight the Sovereign and the Seven Swords. The Maledicti
tried to hunt down all the shards, and since I was the Scythe of
the Maledicti, I killed her several times.

Yes, I know, it’s
complicated.

But we were all friends now,
and Tamlin grinned when he saw me and got to his feet.

“Tamlin Lord,” grunted
Zuredek. “Lady Selene comes.”

“So I see,” said Tamlin. “Go
to tell Michael that we’ll have guests for dinner tonight.”

Tamara rose as well, smiling.
She was tall for a human woman, almost as tall as I am, and wore
the sort of sleeveless red dress with a long skirt favored by many
women of Owyllain. In her arms, she carried their son and firstborn
Aegeus, named for Tamlin’s friend Aegeus who had died fighting the
Necromancer of Trojas. The boy was about a year old, and he had
Tamlin’s green eyes and Tamara’s features and hair.

“You will stay for dinner,
won’t you?” said Tamara.

“Oh, certainly,” I said.
“Walking from Tarlion to Aenesium tires a woman out. Of course,
cousin Third had to walk all that way through the Deeps, and I just
walked through the gate, but I’d still want the dinner.”

What? No, Tamlin didn’t have
any concubines, and he won’t take any. See, he met one of Talitha’s
shards in Urd Maelwyn, fell in love with her, and then the
Maledictus Khurazalin figured out who she was and killed her in
front of him. In hindsight, Khurazalin really would have saved
himself a lot of trouble if he had killed Tamlin, but Khurazalin
was always too clever for his own good.

Then when fighting the
Necromancer in Trojas, Tamlin met another of Talitha’s shards, fell
for her, and Khurazalin killed her in front of him. Again.

I don’t think he ever really
got over it, so when he met Tamara…he’d do anything she asked of
him, including chopping off his manhood. Which I know she won’t
ever ask, because we spent a lot of time traveling together, and as
soon as we stopped to camp for the night, they would go off to what
they thought was out of earshot (but wasn’t) and I could hear that
she appreciated his manhood far too much to…

What? Oh, yes, I’ve gotten
off track again. This doesn’t have anything to do with the theft,
but I’m leading up to it.

Anyway, Tamlin didn’t have
any concubines for Tamara to command, so Tamlin’s seneschal Michael
and the saurtyri servants made dinner, and we ate a fine meal in
the courtyard. The men of Owyllain are very fond of dates and olive
oil and flatbread that can be baked in a hurry, so we ate a great
deal of that. We talked about trade and news from Andomhaim and all
the work that Kothlaric Pendragon had done to bring the disorder of
the War of the Seven Swords to an end. Tamara fed Aegeus a mash
made from fruit, explaining (with the nervous detail of a mother
with her first child) that she was introducing foods to his diet
other than her milk.

Eventually, Tamara went to
put Aegeus to bed.

“He seems bigger,” I
said.

Tamlin smiled. “Babies
generally do that, I’m told. How is the daughter of the Shield
Knight and the Keeper?”

“Loud,” I said, thinking of
the one time I met the little girl. “And devious. Once she learned
to walk, she started escaping from her nurses at every
opportunity.”

“Nurses?” said Tamlin,
startled.

“Yes, Ridmark finally
convinced Calliande to hire nurses to help her,” I said. “You know
what she is like. She will try to give all her attention to her
children and the duties of the Keeper at the same time, and then
run herself to exhaustion in the process. Ridmark even let High
King Arandar make him the Comes of Castarium so he would have
enough income to hire more nurses and servants.”

“I’ll have to ask Ridmark how
he did that,” said Tamlin. “Tamara spends all her time either with
Aegeus or training the new Arcanii. She could use a few women to
help her…”

I grinned. “Get a few
concubines. The wife has the right to command her husband’s
concubines.”

He gave me a flat look.
“No.”

I shrugged. “Then get Tamara
pregnant again.” His eyebrows rose. “The first child, she’ll want
to do everything herself. The second time, she’ll know how much
work it is and be willing to accept help.”

Tamlin frowned. “You know,
for someone who doesn’t have children herself, that’s very
shrewd.”

“Shrewd is merely the polite
way to call someone devious.”

Tamara returned, a contented
smile on her face. Marriage and motherhood suited her, I thought.
Of course, she had spent most of her life not knowing who she
really was or why she could use magic, but now she had Tamlin and
the baby and her duties as Master of the Order of the Arcanii to
keep her centered.

“Will you be staying long?”
said Tamara. “I think Calem and Kalussa are returning from Trojas
in a few days, and they would like to see you.”

“For a few days,” I said. The
whole reason Calem and Kalussa were alive and married was because
of me (with a little help from the Guardian Morigna, though I did
all the actual work, I should mention) so I felt a sort of maternal
fondness for them. But when you’re my age, everyone seems young.
Except for cousin Third. “Then I think…”

Zuredek hurried into the
courtyard, and one of the Anathgrimm followed, a grim warrior in
steel armor and a mask of black bone. The saurtyri seemed terrified
of the Anathgrimm, which probably goes to show that they have good
instincts. This particular Anathgrimm warrior was named Hhazakar,
and he was the centurion in charge of the Anathgrimm who had
accompanied me to Owyllain.

“What’s wrong?” I said.

“The steel ingots,” growled
Hhazakar. “They have been stolen.”

***

 



 Chapter 3:
Rats








I set out for the warehouse
at once, and to my mild surprise, Tamlin and Tamara insisted on
accompanying me.

At least, they insisted once
they heard how the ingots had been stolen.

“Someone tunneled into the
warehouse?” I said.

Hhazakar nodded, his face
furious behind his bone mask. “They dug right through the floor, my
lady. Beyond was a tunnel of brick, followed by a gallery of white
stone. We thought it best to summon you before we pursued the
thieves.”

Tamlin and Tamara shared a
look, faces grim.

“The muridachs,” said
Tamlin.

“Muridachs?” I said. “You
have muridachs beneath Aenesium?”

You don’t know what muridachs
are? Ah, that’s right, they’re rare in Andomhaim.

They’re basically ratmen.
They’re one of the kindreds the dark elves summoned as their slaves
and soldiers. Good engineers, decent soldiers, but treacherous.
They’ll also eat anything, including each other, if they’re hungry
enough. The Sovereign dominated the muridach cities of the Deeps in
Owyllain and used them as part of his armies. If any of his vassals
grew rebellious, he’d let the muridachs swarm over them. That’s how
he kept control of the jastaani for so long. Since so many of the
jastaani died at Cathair Animus, I suspect the muridachs and the
jastaani are locked in battle right now. Then again, most of the
muridachs died at Cathair Caedyn, so perhaps both the jastaani and
muridachs are too exhausted to fight each other.

But I’m rambling again. Back
to the story.

“Aye,” said Tamlin. “They
find their way into the ruins of Cathair Valwyn. We keep sealing
the entrances to the Deeps in Cathair Valwyn, but the muridachs dig
new tunnels and raid the city.” He looked at Tamara. “If the
muridachs have dug another tunnel into Aenesium, they might be
planning for a larger attack. We need to respond to this at
once.”

“I have to look at our
warehouse,” I said.

“We’ll come with you,” said
Tamlin.

I thought about arguing but
decided against it. Tamlin was a skilled swordsman and a moderately
powerful Arcanius Knight, and it didn’t look like the two years of
relative peace had taken the edge off his skills. The brutal
training he had undergone in Urd Maelwyn as a gladiator had ensured
that. And Tamara was the single most powerful human wielder of
elemental magic I had ever encountered. In some areas, she was more
powerful than Calliande Arban, though she didn’t have the mantle of
the Keeper or the Well of Tarlion to augment her spells.

“Very well,” I said. Though
it wasn’t as if I could have stopped them. Aenesium wasn’t my city,
and I didn’t have any authority to command them. “Get what you
need, and we’ll go hunt down some muridachs.”

“Just like the old days,”
said Tamlin.

Tamara shuddered. “I just
hope there aren’t as many muridachs as we faced at Cathair
Caedyn.”

“Even the muridachs cannot
breed that fast,” I said.

They prepared in short order,
telling Michael and Zuredek to watch over Aegeus while they were
gone. Tamlin had golden elven armor he had taken from the ruins of
Cathair Selenias near Kalimnos, plates of overlapping metal that
hung to his knees. He had once carried the Sword of Earth, but that
had shattered in Cathair Animus, so now he had one of the new steel
swords that Kothlaric Pendragon had gifted to his Companion
knights. Tamara didn’t wear armor, but put on trousers, boots, a
tunic, and a long brown coat of scutian leather that was common
garb for herdsmen and farmers near the southern portions of
Owyllain. Tamara also had a golden staff that she had taken from
Cathair Selenias. It had once belonged to the gray elven noble Lord
Amruthyr and let her focus her magic to a considerable degree.

How considerable? She could
conjure elemental fire hot enough to reduce a muridach to a charred
skeleton.

“Let’s go,” said Tamlin, and
I gestured to Hhazakar.

We set out into the dusty
streets of Aenesium. The sun was going down over the ocean to the
west, and the heat of the day was fading, though the streets still
radiated accumulated warmth. We passed the Agora of Connmar and the
vast stone maze of the Palace of the High Kings, and the streets
descended towards the harbor and the docks. Anathgrimm warriors
stood outside one of the warehouses, swords in hand. The doors to
the warehouse hung open, and the warehouse itself was empty.

A large hole about twelve
feet wide had been dug through the bricks of the floor, and beyond
the hole, I saw a tunnel descending into darkness.

“Report!” said Hhazakar to
his warriors. “Have any muridachs issued forth?”

“None of the ratmen have
shown themselves,” said one of the Anathgrimm. He sounded
disappointed. Queen Mara’s warriors love fighting more than
anything else. “We have remained on guard here, as commanded.”

“How many ratmen?” murmured
Tamlin. He crossed into the warehouse, squatted, and picked up a
long strand of muridach fur. I could smell the faint, lingering
aura of their musk, a sort of unpleasant mixture of rancid grease
and rotting flesh.

“There were a thousand pounds
of steel ingots in here,” I said, “so several dozen at the very
least.” I turned to Hhazakar. “Centurion, I want you and your
warriors to remain on guard here. My friends and I are going to
descend and pursue the muridachs.”

Hhazakar looked dubious. “By
yourselves, my lady?”

I grinned. “Tamlin is an
Arcanius Knight, and Tamara is the Master of the Arcanii. And I
have a trick or two. We will manage.” I looked at Tamlin and
Tamara. “Ready?”

They nodded, and we climbed
down the tunnel and into the gloom.

***

 



 Chapter 4:
Nest








A short time later, we
entered the silent ruins of Cathair Avamyr.

Cintarra has the Shadow Ways
beneath it, the maze of tunnels and galleries built by the elves
and the dwarves and the dvargir and the orcs and the humans over
the centuries. Aenesium is similar. Fifteen thousand years ago, a
gray elven city called Cathair Valwyn stood there. The Sovereign
destroyed the city and razed it to the ground, but the underground
galleries and tunnels remained. When Connmar Pendragon and his
fleet arrived, they built Aenesium, the first of the Nine Cities of
Owyllain, and the former site of Cathair Valwyn. Between the harbor
and the mouth of the River Morwynial, it’s a good place for a city.
Unfortunately for the men of Owyllain, the ruins of Cathair Valwyn
open into the Deeps, so creatures from the Deeps can sometimes find
their way into Aenesium. The High Kings seal up one entrance, have
peace for a while, and then the muridachs or the dvargir find
another way inside.

It looked like the pattern
was repeating itself.

We walked through a high
gallery of white stone. The ceiling was arched, and pale crystals
set into the apex of the arches gave off faint lights. Bas-reliefs
covered the walls, showing the gray elves sailing to Owyllain and
building their mighty civilization. It all looked very hopeful and
triumphant, but none of the reliefs showed what happened next when
the Sovereign and his vassals followed the gray elves and ground
their kingdoms into the dust one by one.

“I’ve been here before,”
murmured Tamlin, his sword in hand. The steel glinted in the light
from the crystals.

“We have,” said Tamara. “Just
a few weeks ago, the last time the muridachs broke into the
city.”

Tamlin shook his head. “No.
This specific corridor. It was before we met. I mean, before I met
you again in Kalimnos. The first day Ridmark and Calliande came to
Aenesium, after the battle at Castra Chaeldon. Some abscondamni
attacked the city, and we traced them here. We fought Qazaldhar for
the first time. We didn’t know that Rypheus planned to betray us,
that Khurazalin had corrupted him…”

He fell silent, lost in the
dark memories.

“Khurazalin was good at
corruption,” I said. “Didn’t do him much good in the end,
though.”

We followed the trail the
muridachs had left. It was fairly simple. The muridachs can move in
utter silence when they wish, but they have a bad habit of
shedding, and black hairs are easy to spot on a floor of white
stone. The corridor ended in a large hall that had the look of a
throne room, with a dais at one end, balconies overlooking the
floor. The trail of muridach fur led across the hall to another
archway. Beyond the archway was a broad flight of shallow stone
stairs that sank deeper into the earth.

“They went that way,” I said,
perhaps unnecessarily.

“That leads down to another
hall,” said Tamlin. “There was a muridach camp there a few years
ago. Ridmark and Calliande frightened them into withdrawing, but
they were more scared of the abscondamni than they were of us.”

“They won’t scare easily,” I
said. “Not when there are a thousand pounds of steel ingots at
stake. That’s more valuable than gold in Owyllain.” I thought it
over. “Wait here for a moment. I’m going to have a look ahead.”

I drew on the power in my
blood and spun an illusion, making myself look like a muridach
warrior. The muridachs stand about five to five and a half feet
tall, with human-shaped bodies. They have human-like hands, albeit
with claws, and their bodies are covered with fur. Their heads look
rat-like (complete with giant, chisel-like teeth that can punch
through armor with a single bite), and they have thick, hairless
tails. I had spent enough time around muridachs to make myself look
exactly like one.

Tamara shuddered. “That’s
uncanny.”

“I’m glad you think so,” I
said. My power also transformed my voice into the deep rasp of a
muridach warrior.

“You don’t smell as bad,
though,” said Tamara. Which might be a problem. Muridachs have much
better noses than humans.

I shrugged. “I don’t want to
get close enough for them to smell me. Just to have a look around.
Be right back.”

I hurried forward and
descended the stairs, moving in silence. After about fifty yards,
the stairs took a turn to the left, and I stopped at the corner and
peered around them. The stairs ended in another large hall, and I
saw a muridach camp. Close to fifty or sixty muridach warriors
milled around, many of them bearing heavy leather sacks, and I saw
the glint of the steel ingots in the sacks. They had indeed stolen
the steel from the warehouse, and if they made it back to one of
their cities in the Deeps, they would sell the metal for a
stupendous profit. Or they would get killed and the ingots stolen
on the way. In the wild tunnels of the Deeps, that much steel could
cause a war.

I eased back up the stairs,
thinking, and dropped the illusion as I returned to the throne
room. I didn’t want Tamara to mistake me for a muridach and blast
me with one of her lightning bolts.

“You found them,” said
Tamlin.

“Aye,” I said. “About sixty,
I think, maybe a little more. They’re getting organized, probably
to leave Cathair Valwyn and head back into the Deeps. If we’re
going to stop them, we have to do it soon.”

Tamara looked doubtful.
“Sixty muridachs is a bit much, even for the three of us.”

“They’re all bunched up
together,” I said. “If you conjure a curtain of sleeping mist, we
can probably…”

Tamlin took a swift step
back, raising his sword.

I turned and spotted what had
caught his attention.

The hall was silent and
deserted, but a section of the wall at the base of the pillars was
starting to ripple. It looked like the way the air ripples over the
hot ground on a summer’s day.

Except there was no sunlight
down here, and the air was cool.

Which meant that the rippling
was the telltale sign of an urvaalg using its camouflage
ability.

Tamara hissed a curse,
leveled her golden staff, and cast a spell. Fire surged up the
length of the staff, and a sphere of flame shot from its end and
hurtled across the hall. It struck the distortion, and the urvaalg
became visible, snarling as it was wreathed in flames. Urvaalgs are
tough and hardy, as you know well, but Tamara’s magic was powerful
enough to kill it with a single strike. The urvaalg fell dead to
the floor, smoke rising from the crater that Tamara’s spell had
burned into its flank.

But the rest of the ripples
vanished, and five more urvaalgs appeared.

Someone like the Shield
Knight or the Keeper can mow through five urvaalgs without much
difficulty. But Ridmark is a Swordbearer, and Calliande has the
magic of the Well of Tarlion and the mantle of the Keeper. Facing
urvaalgs is a bit harder for the rest of us. But we had advantages.
All three of us were wizards, though Tamara was the strongest with
magic by far. Tamlin’s steel sword couldn’t wound an urvaalg, but
his spells would. And I carried a sword of dark elven steel and a
dwarven-forged axe, both of which could kill an urvaalg.

Tamlin attacked first, moving
faster than even I could manage. He cast a spell and leaped, and
his magic of elemental air carried him into the air like a stone
hurled from a catapult. Lightning flared to life around his sword
as he landed, and he plunged the blade into the nearest urvaalg. A
blade of steel would do little against an urvaalg, but the
lightning drove into the urvaalg’s flesh with a snarling crackle.
The urvaalg reared back, screaming, and I cast a spell of my own. I
hurled a spike of ice the size of my forearm, and it punched into
the throat of another urvaalg. The creature thrashed and fell to
the floor, claws scrabbling against the stonework.

I sprinted forward, sword in
my right hand, axe in my right, and Tamara hurled another spell.
Again, she flung a sphere of flame that immolated an urvaalg. I
know you’ve gone up against urvaalgs before, Moriah, so you know
they stink. But the smell they make when they’re on fire…it’s much,
much worse.

But on the plus side, that
smell means they’re dead and not likely to bite your head off.

The remaining two urvaalgs
closed around Tamlin, but he stayed ahead of them. His skill with
the magic of elemental air meant he could move very fast in short
bursts, so fast that even I could not keep track of him. I sprang
behind the nearest urvaalg and brought my dwarven axe down. Urvaalg
bone is thick and tough, but dwarven steel is tougher, and the axe
had been enspelled by maybe the greatest dwarven stonescribe to
ever live, so the blade found the creature’s brain.

The urvaalg thrashed once and
went down.

The second one snapped at
Tamlin, and he jumped back and cast a spell. Arcs of lightning
burst from his fingers and curled around the urvaalg, and the
creature reared back, loosing its metallic howl of pain and rage. I
started to raise my axe to take it in the head, but Tamara hit it
with another blast of magical fire.

The urvaalg fell dead to the
ground, smoldering.

Silence fell over the hall,
save for the crackling hiss of the fires dancing over the dead
urvaalgs.

And a distant, deeper
rumble.

We might have killed all six
of the urvaalgs, but there were other creatures nearby.

***

 



 Chapter 5: Let’s You
And Him Fight








“God and the saints,” said
Tamlin, his sword held in guard as he turned in a circle. “An
urvaalg pack loose in the ruins of Cathair Avamyr. Just as well we
came here. God knows how many people the urvaalgs might have killed
if they had gotten into the city.”

“And just as well only the
three of us came,” said Tamara. Wisps of smoke rose from the golden
metal of her staff. “Your Anathgrimm are the most ferocious
soldiers I have ever seen, but they don’t have any magic. They
couldn’t stand against an urvaalg pack.”

“Which would not stop them
from trying,” I said, shaking the slime of urvaalg blood from my
axe’s head. “I wouldn’t want to go back to Nightmane Forest and
tell Queen Mara that fifty of her warriors had gotten their fondest
wish and died gloriously in battle.”

“The muridachs are bound to
have heard the fight,” said Tamlin. “Sound carries a long way down
here. I don’t think we’ll be able to surprise them.”

Another rumbling growl came
from somewhere. It’s hard to find the source of sound in an
underground maze, but I concentrated, and I thought it was coming
from another archway beneath the left-hand balcony.

“I think we have a bigger
problem,” I said.

“Like whatever is controlling
the urvaalgs?” said Tamlin.

I know that packs of urvaalgs
sometimes turn up in the Shadow Ways beneath Cintarra. But in the
lower levels of the Deeps or the wilderness, sometimes other
creatures can take control of urvaalgs packs. The dark elves
created the urvaalgs to be dominated, and on occasion, other
creatures of dark magic can control them.

“Wait here,” I said. “I want
to have a quick look down that passage.”

Tamlin frowned. “You
shouldn’t go alone.”

“Can either of you move as
quietly as I can?” I said.

Tamara sighed. “Do you ever
get tired of being right all the time?”

“Since I’m usually a
pessimist, it does get exasperating,” I said. Tamlin snorted. “Be
right back.”

I eased down the passage in
total silence, my eyes and ears straining. I spent a long time as
an urdhracos, the most powerful creature of dark magic the dark
elves ever created. But I was also the Scythe of the Maledicti,
their pet assassin, which meant I had gotten very good at moving in
silence. Unlike the corridor with the stairs, this hallway remained
narrow, though it did turn at another right-angle.

I peered around the corner.
The corridor continued until it opened into a smaller hall with
stone benches on the floor.

Two ursaars crouched in the
center of the chamber, growling.

I swallowed, but I made sure
to do so quietly. Ursaars are bad news. They look like a twisted
fusion of bear and ape, and they were big, like the size of two
full-grown stallions put together. The serrated claws at the end of
their paws can go through steel armor like cloth, and despite their
size, they are deadly quick.

And there were two of
them.

I inched back around the
corner, heart pounding, but the ursaars hadn’t seen me. But even as
I did, an idea occurred to me.

“What did you find?” said
Tamlin as I returned.

“Ursaars,” I said. Tamlin’s
and Tamara’s eyes widened in unison. “Two of them. I think they
dominated that urvaalg pack. Sooner or later, they’re going to
wonder why their urvaalgs haven’t come back.”

“Damn it,” said Tamlin.
“We’re going to need help. More Arcanius Knights, or…”

“I have an idea,” I said. “A
way to solve all our problems at once.” I looked at Tamara. “The
spell that Tamlin uses to go faster. Can you cast it on all three
of us at once?”

Tamara frowned, but she
nodded. “I can. It won’t last long, though. It’s hard to maintain
that kind of continuous arcane focus. The augmentation spell of a
Magistrius would be more effective, but I’m not a Magistria.”

“It won’t have to be long,” I
said. “I’m going to run into there, lure the ursaars after us. And
then…”

“And then we’ll let the
ursaars chase us into the muridach camp,” said Tamlin.

“That’s insane,” said
Tamara.

“Oh, probably,” I said, “but
I think it’s going to work. And if the muridachs get mauled by a
pair of ursaars, they’ll be too nervous to come back.”

“That should scare them off,”
said Tamlin.

Tamara sighed. “Well, if
we’re going to do this…be careful, Selene.” She began gesturing,
silver light rolling up and down her staff as she called elemental
air. “If you’re not careful, you’ll move so fast your legs will
snap, or you’ll run into a wall and crack your skull.”

“That would be an
embarrassing way to die,” I said, and she cast the spell. The
silver light flashed around all three of us, and I suddenly felt
lighter, much lighter. “Be right back. Get ready to run.”

I turned and ran up the
narrow corridor. It hurtled around me, and I skidded to a stop at
the corner. The spell let me move much, much faster than I would
have expected.

Which meant that between the
noise of stopping and the rush of wind, both ursaars saw me at the
same time.

I grinned and waved my sword
in a mocking salute. “Hey! Come get me!”

They didn’t understand, of
course. Ursaars are not…hmm, what’s the word? Sentient? Sapient?
One of those. They don’t have rational minds. But they are
excellent hunters, and they are very cunning

When they saw me, the
creatures reacted as I expected, and charged after me. Despite
their size, they’re fast, at least as fast as the fastest horses
bred on the plains of Caertigris to the east. I waited until the
last possible second and then ran back to the throne room.

The ursaars slammed into the
wall of the corridor, which didn’t hurt them and made them angrier.
I stumbled to a stop next to Tamlin and Tamara. Tamlin stared at
the ursaars, eyes wide, while Tamara’s pretty face was tight with
concentration as she held the spell around all three of us.

“Oh, hell,” said Tamlin.

“Run!” I said.

The ursaars roared and
charged at us, and we ran.

The three of us blurred down
the stairs and stopped on the landing at the corner. The ursaars
snarled and ran after us without slowing.

“Wait!” said Tamlin, glancing
down the stairs into the pillared hall that held the muridach camp.
“Now!”

We shot down the stairs and
into the pillared hall, stopping amid the muridachs. The ratmen
whirled and turned to face us, bronze swords flying out of their
scabbards, and a half-dozen of the creatures snarled threats in
their own tongue.

“Hear me, muridachs!” I
shouted in their own language. I wanted their eyes on me and
nothing else for a few seconds. The Maledicti had dispatched me to
kill troublesome muridach kings and priests a few times, so I had
picked up a good command of their tongue, though it’s impossible
for a non-muridach throat to pronounce some of the names correctly.
“You have stolen the property of Queen Mara of Nightmane Forest!
You shall surrender the stolen ingots, and then depart Cathair
Valwyn never to return.”

“Humans,” rasped one of the
bigger muridachs in disgust, his beady black eyes fixed on me.

“Half human, to be accurate,”
I said.

“You think to threaten us,
human vermin?” said the muridach. “What can you do to stop us?”

“Oh, nothing much,” I said.
“They can, though.”

I waved my sword in the
direction of the stairs.

The muridachs turned just in
time to see two very angry ursaars rush into the chamber.

“Move!” said Tamlin.

With one final burst of power
from Tamara, we raced to the side of the chamber and concealed
ourselves behind a row of pillars.

The ursaars crashed into the
muridachs and started killing. Maybe a dozen of the ratmen went
down in the space of about ten seconds. The rest of them broke and
fled, dumping their sacks of ingots for greater speed, vanishing
into the corridors on the far side of the pillared hall. The
ursaars lumbered after their prey, killing more of the muridachs as
they fled.

Silence fell over the
hall.

“I’ll be damned,” said
Tamlin. “It actually worked.”

“Now we can get the
Anathgrimm,” I said, “and collect Queen Mara’s gift to High King
Kothlaric.”

***

 



 Chapter 6: Thieves
and Thief-Takers








“That does not,” said Moriah,
thoroughly amused, “count as a theft.”

Selene raised one silver
eyebrow. “Oh? And just why not?”

“Because the steel ingots
were already yours,” said Moriah. “Or Queen Mara’s or High King
Kothlaric’s, anyway. The muridachs were the thieves. You retrieved
your property. That doesn’t make you a thief, it makes you a
thief-taker. Do they have thief-takers in Owyllain?”

“In every one of the Nine
Cities,” said Selene.

“Though I imagine most of the
thief-takers of Owyllain do not loose angry ursaars upon their
prey,” said Moriah.

“No,” said Selene. She
grinned. “But if I’m a thief-taker…then aren’t you glad Mara didn’t
send me to find you?”

Moriah paused. “I will drink
to that.”

They paused, clinked their
cups together, and drank.








THE END
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