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CHAPTER ONE
True Names
 
I held the dagger to my master’s throat, and time stretched—measured by a dozen slow-drawn breaths. I wanted to savor the moment, but as much as I’d dreamed of it, when it came it was an empty thing. He wasn’t even conscious to see me exact my revenge. It made for a hollow victory, but that was just life, wasn’t it? I took a deep breath and released it as I slit his throat. 
The door to the torture chamber slammed open as if pulled by the magnitude of my action. Framed in the doorway stood a red-robed Inquisitor, his skin covered in tattoos that reflected light as if they were drawn with silver. A cold dread surged through me at the sight of the man, grinning, and displaying less than the optimum number of teeth as his uneven laughter filled the room. His watery eyes flicked between the corpse and me. He was a sorcerer of the Inquisition and well beyond sight of sanity. 
He took a slow step forward, and I a step back. “Apprentith,” he said with a lisp. “What have you done?” I did not reply, it was obvious enough. People often used the phrase “caught red-handed,” but rarely in a situation as fitting as this. I stood in front of my master’s corpse, the dagger still in my hand and blood pooling at my feet. 
I looked past the Inquisitor, expecting to see his minders. Sorcerers were too far gone to be left alone, and two minders stuck close to each of them like shit to a shoe. He appeared to have shaken his—or killed them, which happened often enough.
He stood there, laughing like the mad bastard that he was. It turned my bones to water, that laugh. For all that my mind raced to find a solution, an excuse, anything at all to get out of the torture chamber, I came up with exactly nothing. In the end, I settled on my standard response to a bad situation. I attacked, throwing my dagger at him. He pressed a finger to one of his tattoos, and the dagger stopped in mid-flight. The air shimmered around the blade, and the tattoo he’d touched glowed with a bright blue light. He touched another tattoo with his thumb, and the floating knife rotated, stopping when he lifted his thumb, pointing right at me. I gasped, and my eyes settled on a cleaver hanging from the wall beside him. Before I could try for it, the knife flew at me. I dived to the side, but it cut deep into my shoulder. I roared with pain as I clutched at the wound. Warm, sticky blood soaked through my coat and ran between my fingers.
“Oh no,” he said between laughs. “You’re cut! Thlit open, coming to pietheth. You know the dangerth of infecthion. We need to cauterithe it.” He touched two tattoos at the same time, and a ball of flame shot from his hand. Pain enveloped me as it slammed into my shoulder. I screamed, rolled on the ground, and slapped my shoulder when I could. In time, and I’m really not sure how long, the flames went out. But the burning sensation persisted. I lay on my back, panting, and stared up at the ceiling with blurry eyes. Above me was my shelf of chemical encouragement. An idea occurred to me. 
“Stop,” I croaked. I sat up against the wall, my body shaking with shock. “Inquisitor,” I said. Well, that’s not what I said, but it’s what he heard. “Are you here for my potion?”
“What pothion?” he asked as his laughter stopped for the first time. 
“Never mind,” I said in a quiet voice. He touched his fingers to his tattoos again, and another blade rose into the air. I felt a cold creep down my spine, as it did for me when magic was used. “Okay, hear me out,” I said quickly, holding my hands up in surrender. “I thought you came for my potion, Inquisitor. The one that grants magical abilities.” 
“That can’t be,” he said, the knife clattering to the floor.
“Inquisitor, I assure you it’s true.”
“Where?” he asked. I looked at the shelf above me. He walked to it and scanned the jars and vials that lined it. His eyes widened, and his laughter shook him once more as he snatched a small vial from the shelf. “Not very thubtle, are you, apprentith?” The label on the vial read “magic.” I shrugged, wincing at the pain it caused. His laughter faded away again as he stared at the vial. He narrowed his eyes at me. 
“I can drink it for you,” I offered. “To show it’s safe.” 
He took a quick step back, holding the vial in both hands. “No,” he yelled. He held the vial against the light of the lone torch, then burst into laughter again. I cringed at that laugh as it echoed around the stone chamber. “You think you’re tho thmart. Think I’ll hand it to you tho you can gain thith power?” He flicked the rubber stopper off with his thumb and tipped the contents down his throat. The sorcerer stood in anticipation for a long moment, then opened his mouth to speak. Before a word passed his lips, his legs buckled beneath him, and he collapsed to the floor. He lay there, unable to move, his face the very picture of rage.
My vial of magic had seen plenty of use over the years, but it did not work in quite the manner I’d implied it did. Most knew it as “Liar’s Demise,” a poison that caused the recipient to speak the absolute truth and which paralyzed the limbs. In my job as a torturer, it worked like magic. It had a downside, however. Within a minute, the body began a series of convulsions that increased in frequency and severity until the spinal column snapped. It was always fatal, so your questions had better be fast, and good, but I had none for this man. 
I stood, my jaw clenched against the pain and walked to the door to shut it. I threw my patched coat, now in tatters, to the floor. A large hole was burnt through on the shoulder. No patch would mend that, and not surprisingly, my shoulder was a mess. The cut ran deep, but it was the least of the wounds. The burnt skin was mottled black and red in some places, orange in others, and blistered all over. 
I knelt over a bucket in the corner. The cold water was a great relief on my burnt skin. It felt… Gods above, it felt good and stung like hell, both at the same time. When my shoulder was clean, I cast a glance over my shoulder to see the first convulsions take the Inquisitor. I expected he would scream, but the man was quiet. He stared at me as he shook. His eyes looked sane for the first time, and all the more frightening for it. Sorcerers were evil bastards, and the world would be better with one less of them tainting it. Though evil, there was no doubting their power. I was lucky to be alive, and owed it to two things: poison, and magic.
Liar’s Demise was a useful poison, but I doubted I could have convinced him to drink it without using his true name. Naming was a complicated matter, but in simple terms, by using someone’s true name you could gain power over them. This shouldn’t be confused with the power clever words could have over not-so-clever people. True names held real power.
While I still considered myself a novice, it took me many years to learn what I had of the magic, in no small part due to my misunderstanding of the term itself. You see, true names weren’t really names at all, but an expression of the person, of their ego, put to magic and wrapped around their name. Their name was but the key. It was accepted, comfortable, and lets the magic slip in with the name to unfold within their mind. 
The power of the magic was directly proportional to the namer’s knowledge of their victim. I had read that with enough skill and knowledge, you could command someone to die by using their true name. My own skill paled in comparison, but I’d learned to use it in more subtle ways. I created a name for the sorcerer with what I knew of the Inquisition and used it to add a compulsion to the words I spoke. To nudge him toward taking the poison. The power behind such a sliver of a name was fragile at best, and it was hard to say if my compulsion had had any real effect. Perhaps it hadn’t even been necessary. But I was still breathing. There was that.
 
I sat down on the side of the torture rack to apply a salve and bandage my shoulder. Fortunately, my medical cabinet was well stocked. As a torturer, I found myself healing my victims as often as hurting them. Sometimes because I went too far, too quickly, but more often as a different form of torture. Some of my victims were strong of will, but that strength crumbled like ancient walls when offered comfort and hope. Hope that the pain had come to an end, and that release was imminent. When the pain started again, that hope was crushed to dust. 
The mighty fell just as hard as any other man and names offered little in the way of protection. Take as an example my master’s corpse. He lay strapped and chained to the rack, stretched out of proportion, his limbs pulled from their sockets. I called him Master, but to others he was known as Angus. Head torturer of the empire. As important and powerful a man as he was, in the end, his name had lent him about as much protection as mine had when he took me as his own. Master, Angus, head torturer… these were just words, and words were ever a poor shield. 
My name? According to the empire, I had none to call my own. I was nameless—all slaves were. But I was more than a slave, even by their reckoning, and just saying a thing did not make it so. Prince Saul Baz Sharmoun had been my name in times past, and it was the name I took back this night. I was done with being a slave.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
Eye of Svyn
 
I rummaged through a small chest in the corner. It held all of my worldly possessions, being two tunics, a pair of boots and a heavy satchel. A sound behind me caught my attention, and I turned to see that the Inquisitor was dead. He lay like a snapped twig, and a red froth covered his mouth and nose. I pulled a rough tunic over my head and bit back a series of curses that sought to escape, the pain in my shoulder reawakened. I looked again at my discarded coat, charred and tattered, and put on my master’s instead. His coat was several sizes too large. Anything sized to fit Angus’s fat arse made me look like I’d gotten myself tangled in a curtain, but it provided some much-needed warmth, though, and it was a nice coat.
I dragged on my boots, slung my satchel over my shoulder, and took a last look at the torture chamber, my home for the past decade. A smile tugged at my lips as I looked at the two corpses. “Two for the one who waits,” I said in offering to my god, and opened the door.
The heavy bolts slid home as I turned the key. I took a deep breath and regretted it immediately. The dungeon’s bouquet of old sweat and shit assaulted my nose, and I could taste it at the back of my mouth. It would not be missed.
My fingers ran along the cold stone wall as I climbed the steps from the dungeon. When I reached the top, I saw the two guards at the door but kept my eyes on the ground. I concentrated on walking naturally, hiding my pain.
 Two guards may not seem like enough to protect against escape. But in the decade I’d spent in the dungeon, there’d been no escapes. To my knowledge, no one had even tried. Even if a particularly clever prisoner managed to get out of the dungeon, they would still find themselves within the walls of the fortress Castralavi. A hopeless cause for most, but my situation was different. While I was a prisoner of sorts, my master’s orders regularly took me beyond the gates. 
“Ah, apprentice. What a fine evening to be about.” the guard on the left said. 
“Yeah, he’s off to feed the reptiles,” the other said. “Full load tonight too, on account of all the customers he’s been attending. Gonna have a hell of a time keeping it all in that cart of his.” 
I flinched when he mentioned the cart and hoped that the dumb bastard didn’t give it more than a cursory glance. But a bottle of spirits peeked out from behind one of their shields, propped against the wall behind them. Their shields were embossed with the swooping eagle of the empire. But these men knew nothing of swooping; they were the chaff of the legion, too stupid and lazy to be on the front lines of the ever-expanding empire. No, they wouldn’t notice if I walked past with a sign that read, “Goodbye, arseholes, I’m escaping now.”
“He’ll probably get that nice coat a bit… messy,” the guard went on.
“Hey, isn’t that Angus’s coat?” the first guard asked.
“Now that you mention it,” the second said. I looked up at him. Clearly they were more attentive than I’d given them credit for. “How did you come to wear your master’s coat, apprentice?” he asked as he took a step closer.
I stopped, met his eyes, and did not look away. He seemed annoyed that someone of my station dared to do so. “I have a meeting with a noble later this evening, Master Chad,” I said, trying to keep my voice level. While he heard me speak his name, the sound that left my mouth was not quite that. The mind had no way of discerning when a true name was used and instead heard only the word the magic was woven around. So naming again, but what I said could have been true. Angus used me as an assassin as well as a torturer, and the guards knew it. “I needed more pockets to conceal the presents I bring the noble. My master lent me his coat for this purpose, Master Chad. He mentioned it was getting snug.”
Chad burst out in laughter and the other guard, named Dirk, joined in a moment later. I felt relief wash over me. My grip on naming was tenuous at best, but I was on a roll tonight. “Angus is getting fatter by the month,” Chad said through his laughter, and he pushed the door open. “Out with you.”
 
The door slammed shut on my heels, and I stumbled forward. I could still hear their muffled laughter through the closed door, but they were soon drowned out by the pelting rain. It was a very cold night, but I was grateful for it, as my shoulder still burned with heat. I pulled my hood closed as I walked to the rear of the building, toward the horse and cart that waited for me. I secured a loose corner of the heavy cloth covering the cart. It was flapping in the wind, and steam rose from its edges. 
“Let’s go, you old nag,” I said to the horse as I took her reins. I glanced over my shoulder to make sure nothing was falling out of the overfull cart. The irregular surface of the cobblestone caused its contents to shift about, which made it look as though creatures were stirring beneath the cloth. 
 
As I made my way down the dark path, a sense of relief started to build within me. I regularly left the fortress on my master’s orders, but this time was different. This time I would not return. 
Only the occasional lamp burned along the road, and the old fortress looked deserted. It was dark, but I made my way with relative ease. I was a servant of Svyn, the god of death, and darkness had come to be my friend. I felt at home in its embrace. 
Castralavi was a fortress in more than name; only a fool would mistake it for anything else. It was a miserably dreary place, not well-known for its architectural achievements. It served as the training ground for the legion, where the empire’s young men were broken in. It had a darker purpose, too, acting as headquarters to the Dark Legion, as the Inquisition was also known. 
As I approached the gate, I heard a shout from the top of the wall. Shielding my eyes against the rain, I made out the silhouettes of six archers at the top. Two legionnaires emerged from a room recessed within the high wall, responding to the call from above. I brought my cart through the gate regularly, and the gates were opened without a word passing between us. 
 
The town that surrounded the fortress shared its name. These streets, too, were empty. It was an hour past curfew, and no one dared step outside once the bell was rung—ever the obedient sheep. In all the years I’d made these trips, I’d rarely seen anyone breaking curfew. Perhaps the occasional whore sneaking about, and once, a man chasing a burglar from his home. Mostly though, it was a ghost town after curfew, and I liked it that way.
 
With each turn of the cart’s wheels, the surrounding houses regressed further from prosperity. The cobblestone soon gave way to gravel, and gravel to mud. After a time, the gaps between the houses increased until I passed little but the occasional shack, hidden in the dense shrub and the dark of night, with only narrow paths giving hint to their existence. A wheel slipped into a rut, and the cart lurched forward. I thought I heard a grunt, so I spun around and looked behind me for several moments, but I was alone. 
 
It took another few minutes to reach the end of the track, which stopped just short of the swamp. Few followed the path to its end. Swamps were unpleasant things, and this one had somewhat of a reputation. 
I unhitched the cart and looked up at the sky. The rain had settled down to a drizzle, and stars were breaking through patches of cloud. Through such a gap, I saw the ever-watchful Eye of Svyn, bright against the black of night. The oval shape, formed by a multitude of pinprick lights, watched me. The spiral Eye of Svyn, the watcher in the night. He and I scanned the area, but I was alone. I sighed, leaving a mist floating in front of me, and got on with the first part of my plan.
It was a struggle to untie the cloth, and I looked up at the sky again as my cold fingers fumbled with the stubborn knots. “Are you pleased with me?” I asked. I was sure the god of death smiled on me. I did good work for him, after all, and I’d brought quite the offering this night. When I finally defeated the knots, I threw the cloth open and was assaulted by the overpowering stench of rotting corpses. Stiffened limbs stuck out from bloated bodies. I instinctively turned my head to the side but slowly returned it to observe my handiwork. I had done this.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
Risen
 
Most men would be strung up, or worse—probably worse—for filling a cart with corpses. But I was an apprentice torturer. Apprentice… shit on that. My so-called master, Angus, had done no real work since I was enslaved. The fat drunk had a fair crack at torturing me at times, but no longer bothered with the prisoners. Nonetheless, I was to have been an apprentice for the rest of my days, and even that was a lofty title for a slave.
I took the thick gloves from my satchel and pulled them on. These hands, once taught to heal, instead had murdered more people than I could recall. At first I’d tried to remember them, to let them live on as ghosts in my memory, to be my conscience. But I’d become dead to it all, and in less than a year, I had found it hard to care about the lives I took, though at times I still felt guilty for not feeling guilty. I’d been trained as a surgeon when I was young. My people’s knowledge of the human body, and science in general, far surpassed those of other kingdoms. But those skills had been put to a darker purpose. Frankly, I was very good at my job. Some said I was the best torturer in the empire. None but my brother ever spoke as highly of my skills as a surgeon. Besides, these skills had saved me from most of my master’s darker perversions.
With a sigh, I pulled the gloves tight and reached for an arm that stuck out near the edge of the cart. Placing a foot to the side of the wheel, I put my weight behind it as I pulled. I crashed to the mud with a splash. “Seven hells,” I cursed as cold water seeped through my clothes, and my shoulder throbbed from the impact. Still in my hands was an arm with elaborate tattoos around the wrist. It was somewhat detached from the body. “Oralo,” I said as I stood to my feet. Oralo had been a jester of sorts, an entertainer of the drunk. He’d fallen sharply in the emperor’s esteem when he’d tried to grab the princess’s arse. He’d had to be tortured, not for information, but simply as a lesson to others. Or, more likely, because the princess wished for it to be so. That cold-hearted witch was more than capable of looking after herself, and I was surprised she had not tortured the man personally. Still, it was hard to feel sorry for a man that stupid.
I tossed the arm down the bank as I looked Svyn in the eye—so to speak. I would hate to know how many bodies I had thrown down there as offerings. The pile of bones had not escaped the attention of the locals, who swore that the swamp was filled with large reptiles that snatched people from their homes and dragged them into the swamp. There were a few nasty creatures down there, that was true; but I was the one responsible for their deaths. Many had been removed from their homes in the dead of night not by reptiles, but rather by the emperor’s Dark Legion.
Next, I dragged out a large fellow who’d gone by the name of Brutus. Brutus was a “big fellow” name, and he had a “big fellow” attitude to boot. He had not been particularly cooperative. I’d told him what I told all my victims—that all he had to do was to tell me what I needed to hear and to sign the acknowledgment of guilt. That I would give him an easy death if he did so. Brutus had finally spoken when his second eyeball was teased from its socket, and it had taken entirely too long to reach that point. Much wasted pain on his part and wasted effort on mine. The big fellow made a big splash as he slid into a pool below.
 
A moaning came from the cart behind me. I peered in. “Which one of you has more to say?” I asked. It was not uncommon for corpses to moan. Especially when fresh, and when recently moved. Gasses escaped from one of two likely orifices.
 I avoided a particularly bloated torso and instead took hold of a wrist that protruded beside it. Panic filled me as the fingers closed around my wrist and yanked me forward. Only my free hand on the side of the cart stopped me from being pulled into the foul mess. I tried to twist my wrist free, but even with the adrenaline pumping through me, I was inching ever closer.
A head shot out, nearly smashing me in the face. I screamed. Wild eyes stared up at me. Long, braided hair was plastered to the dark face, covered with blood and shit. The eyes slowly focused on mine, and a toothy smile appeared from within the beard, like a crescent moon on the darkest of nights.
“Gods, help me up,” the man said. I punched him in the nose instead and freed myself. The man laughed. He pulled himself up out of the mess and jumped down with a splash, covering me in mud. He stretched and rotated his arms. I was still clutching my burning shoulder when I found myself in the large filthy man’s embrace. “Gods above, you took your damn time,” he said, squeezing me. My face pressed into his disgusting beard, covered in all manner of shit, and his chin rested on top of my head. I could feel some vile liquid running down my neck. “I was starting to wonder if our plan was going to work,” he said as he let me go.
“Our plan, Marcus? I don’t recall this being any part of our Gods-damned plan,” I shouted, pointing at the cart. I tried to wipe off the bits of human from my coat but only managed to smear them in. “The plan, if I might remind you, was for you to make your own way here after I broke you out.”
“And so I did,” Marcus said. “Hitching a ride is kind of my thing.”
“Your thing… I see. Care to remind me how you ended up in that dungeon?”
“Well,” Marcus said. “You win some, you lose some. Got what we need?”
I reached into the back of the cart and brought out a large oilskin bag, handing it over to him. “Clean clothes for both of us. I have Angus’s money purse in my satchel, and it’s heavy with gold. Your weapons are strapped to the bottom of the cart.”
“And Angus?” 
“Oh, Angus is quite dead, and colder than a fish’s tits,” I said with a smile. 
Marcus frowned at me. “I didn’t think you actually took pleasure in that sort of thing.”
I shrugged and snatched the bag back. “This was different.” I stuck the bag between two wheel spokes. I did not generally enjoy my job, but it did not bother me overly much either. “Give me a hand, will you?” I grabbed the legs, he took the arms, and we lifted out the body, covered down to the hips by a large sack. We lowered it against a tree stump, and I grabbed the sack and yanked it off. “Tada…”
“By the Gods,” Marcus said. “If he’s not the spitting image.” The man was in his thirties, had a shaved head and a black goatee, and, as Marcus pointed out, he looked a great deal like me. There were subtle differences, of course, but I counted on the bloating and the brand on his forehead to distract anyone who could pick them out. 
“This your work?” Marcus asked, pointing at tooth marks that covered the man’s neck and arms. I nodded. “And this?” He gestured at a large gash across the man’s abdomen, his entrails sliding out as we watched. I nodded again.
“And things that can do this are down there?” he asked, tipping his head to the swamp.
“Yeah—balaur. But they usually keep their distance.”
“Balaur?” Marcus asked.
“Bipedal reptiles. Nasty little buggers. I’ve only seen them on a handful of occasions. It’s probably a small pack. They have a claw on top of each foot, which they use to… well, do that,” I said, pointing at the opened stomach of my double.
“Is that how he died?” Marcus asked.
“Nah, I poisoned him and added the embellishments later.” It had taken a lot longer than I’d thought it would to get it to look authentic. It’s not often that I would call a corpse a work of art, but the man at my feet most certainly was. I walked back to the cart and retrieved my clothes from the oilskin bag before handing it over to Marcus. 
“The hells happened to you?” Marcus asked as I pulled off my tunic. 
Blood had soaked the bandage on my shoulder. I decided to leave it as it was for the time being, as we needed to get away from that place. Fortunately, the wound was on my left shoulder; my right had a tattoo that was precious to me. A spiral image in the shape of an eye. When the wound healed, it could join the rest of the scars that covered my body—some caused by Angus, some I’d added myself. Don’t get me wrong—I wasn’t some sick-minded person who took pleasure in self-mutilation. It was just that pain fueled my naming, giving me some power over others. 
“What happened?” Marcus asked again. 
“I was interrupted by a sorcerer,” I said.
He raised his eyebrows. “Gods… I assume you killed him?” 
I nodded. 
“Remind me never to get on your bad side,” Marcus said. “You are deceptively dangerous. I doubt I would have fared as well.”
 
When I was changed, I walked back to the cart. Marcus fastened his belt and attached a short sword, dagger, and a number of small knives while looking out over the swamp. I held a hand out, feeling only the occasional raindrop. 
“Ready?” I asked.
Marcus nodded at the swamp. “I think we should cross here,” he said. 
I raised an eyebrow. 
“You said you’ve only seen those creatures a few times, right? We should be safe enough. Still easier than walking down the road, I reckon. A bigger-than-average Prylean fellow such as myself, black as the night, and a bald Ubraian with a slave brand between the eyes…—we don’t exactly blend into the populace, now, do we?”
“I suppose not,” I muttered.
Marcus smiled, grabbed onto some tree roots hanging over the bank and started climbing down. “Stay here. I’ll scout ahead,” he said as he dropped out of sight. Within a few seconds, he was at the bottom. He moved fast for a big bastard. “Gods!” I heard from below. “You have been busy.”
 
I walked back to my double and dragged him closer to the bank, arranging the body to make it look as though he—or rather I—had crawled up from the bottom. Standing back, I looked at the arrangement. Satisfied, I made my way to the edge and peered down. From my position I could see little more than the tops of trees. The stench of rotting corpses sat thick in the air, but the fresh arrivals were by far the worst. 
The sound of a breaking branch and a muttered curse came from the swamp. I turned an ear in that direction and heard a high-pitched squeal, a short series of splashes, and then nothing. Raindrops hit leaves, frogs croaked, and a lone owl hooted off in the distance. The horse snorted to my side and tossed her head, flicking water from her skin. I stared at the beast, willing her to be quiet. A bird took flight from a tree nearby, and I ducked as it flapped close overhead. 
“Yeah…” Marcus said from behind. I jumped, nearly slid down the bank, and waved my arms to keep on my feet. “We should probably go the other way,” Marcus said, wiping a blade on his sleeve. “Those balaur things aren’t very big, but there sure are a lot of them. Thought you said it was a small pack?” I shrugged. Marcus walked to the horse and stroked her neck. “Taking the road would still be a bad idea, at least until we’ve put some distance between us and this place. I suggest we cross that ridge,” Marcus said, gesturing behind me. “We can’t take the horse,” he said as he patted her side. “She’d have a hard time crossing the ridge and leave tracks that any idiot could follow.”
“She can find her own way back,” I said. 
“Up the ridge we go, then,” Marcus said. Castralavi sat on a peninsula. We stood on one side, the brackish swamp separating us from the mainland. On the other was the South Sea, with near vertical cliffs falling to the ocean. The ridge ran down the center of the peninsula. 
“Lead on,” I said. 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
Rest in the Mud
 
Our walk across the ridge turned out to be a long one, and several hours later, when Marcus gestured to a rock overhang to rest under till dawn, I could still make out the few lights of Castralavi like glowworms behind me. I had a good view of it from beneath the overhang, high up on the ridge. The term “overhang” was perhaps a bit generous. A slight protrusion? Whatever you called it, it offered little shelter, and if the rain returned we would be soaked. Marcus tossed aside a few loose stones and made himself comfortable.
You might think that, having spent a decade in a dungeon, I would have few qualms about sleeping in a bit of mud. You’d be wrong. I did not sleep in the mud like some peasant. Even a forgotten prince did not sleep in the dirt. Alas, as I looked around me, not a single inn leapt into existence. I made do with a bed of leaves I fashioned with fronds from a tree fern, and while it was far from comfortable, at least it wasn’t mud. 
I removed my coat and shirt and sat down on my bed. My eyes were squeezed tight against the pain as I peeled the bandage off. It was stuck to the raw skin beneath, and a gasp escaped through my clenched teeth when it peeled free. The night sky above was black as ink, the stars blurry circles through the tears in my eyes. I blinked them clear and went to work stitching the cut. Marcus winced and turned his eyes to the stars instead.
I smiled, glad to have him by my side. A master with the blade, he would come in handy on the difficult road ahead. But quite apart from that, he was a genuinely good man, the first I had met in a great long time, and I felt a better man myself for being in his company. My journey would not be an easy one, and I hoped to reach the end with him still beside me. 
I’d learned a great many things in my time as a torturer, but it was not the dirty secrets of nobles that had spurred me to take on this monumental task. It was news of my people’s suffering. When I was taken as a slave, I did not realize how many of my people would share my fate. And even those who still lived free were mostly considered second-class citizens. 
This knowledge was like a lion; it could not be gently embraced. Instead, a fiery passion grew within me, a determination to see my people free and Ubrain restored to glory, free of its shackles to the empire. 
But I was no king. My brother, Shakir, was the rightful heir, and my ultimate goal was to find him and put him on the throne. First, though, I needed to track down the Ubraian crown. In Ubrain, it has always been the custom that he who wore the crown ruled the land. Without it, our claim would be empty, especially as it was widely believed that we were dead—burned in the palace along with my parents. 
For years, I’d asked those I put to the question about the crown, but none had even heard rumors. A week ago, I’d finally given up on finding it and decided to go in search of my brother. This very night, I’d tortured the man I was sure knew his location. Angus. Turns out, he did not; but at long last, I found out about the crown’s whereabouts instead. “Often, you only find what you are looking for after you stop searching for it.” My mother had taught me that, and time and time again, life had shown her to be right.
 
As I tied off the thread, my wound stitched closed, Marcus looked back my way. Funny; I hadn’t taken him to be the squeamish type. I smiled, and we stared up at the stars together. The sounds of the night were strange. Not unpleasant, but not what I was used to. Most nights in the torture chamber were deathly quiet, only broken by the occasional sobs of the men and women in the adjoining cells. I hate to admit this, but sometimes I cried too. Then Marcus arrived. I was warned that he was the bloodthirsty leader of the rebel movement. A cunning man, I was told, who would stop at nothing, spare no life to bring down the empire. It turned out that he was none of those things. A leader, perhaps, but none of the rest. Over the weeks that preceded our escape, we struck up an odd friendship through the bars—a friendship based in a mutually beneficial arrangement. I got a man who knew his way around in a fight; he got an escape from certain death and the promise of gold. 
“So what’s the plan?” Marcus asked. “Where is that brother of yours?”
“Would that I knew,” I said as I put away the needle and thread and re-dressed the wound. 
His brow furrowed in confusion. “Thought you said Angus knew where to find him?”
I sighed. “Well, he didn’t. But I did not leave empty-handed. I finally learned the whereabouts of the crown. And another thing, too—the Ring of the Lion. I’d thought it a story, but Angus assured me it’s real enough.”
“Never heard of it,” Marcus said. 
“No? Legend has it that the ring has a magic to it, and that it was used centuries ago to forge our kingdom. Alas, Angus said that Solas had no luck in finding its magic, but I’ll take what I can get.”
“Well, that’s good, I suppose,” Marcus said. He was too polite to call me an idiot for believing tall tales, but his face said enough. “Where are they then?”
“They were both in the free city of Qash,” I said as I pulled on my shirt. “But they are now on their way to the Capital.”
“To Morwynne? Why?”
“Apparently the emperor is getting increasingly paranoid and suspects that his nobles are plotting to overthrow him.”
“He probably has the right of it,” Marcus said.
“Probably. The empire is stretched thin right now, and as you well know, the people strain under the heavy taxes. If ever there was a chance for him to be overthrown, this is it. So he decided to consolidate his power and move everything of strategic value to the capital. He is also sending his sons out into the empire. The princes have been provided with a province each, which they will rule with his authority. A reminder of the imperial power, direct oversight and so on. The orders went out two weeks ago.” 
“Not to sound selfish… but what about the money?” Marcus asked.
I smiled at him. “With the value of that shipment, you will get your due and more.”
Marcus sat up, leaning on his elbows. “You know it’s not for me.” The man sounded offended.
“You can do with it as you please, but you are wasting it on your rebels.” I did not know how to break the news to Marcus that his rebel movement was no more. In the months since his arrest, imprisonment, and trial, they’d disbanded. I did not want to put our arrangement in jeopardy, so I’d kept it from him. 
A mosquito buzzed in my ear, and I slapped my hands together, but my prey had escaped. I was sure it would return to wreak its revenge. “Ideally, we will intercept the shipment before it gets to the capital,” I said.
“Gods, yes,” Marcus said as he lay back down. “Sneaking it out from Morwynne would prove challenging.”
“Like carrying ten kilos of shit in a five-kilo bag.”
“Are you sure you got the truth out of Angus?”
“Yes, I was very persuasive, and as the head torturer, he knew… well, pretty much everything worth knowing, and he answered directly to the princess.” Princess Milliandra was feared throughout the empire and probably beyond. As the princess, spy master, and from what I’d heard, a magic user, her power was frightening—more so as she had no qualms about using it. I had only seen glimpses of her in the dungeon, as she occasionally took it upon herself to put prisoners to the question. Angus kept me well clear of her, though—not for my own safety, but in case I might do something to direct her anger at him. 
“Got any ideas on how we are going to do this?” Marcus asked.
“None. I haven’t exactly had a lot of time to think it over.”
Marcus reached under his back, picked out a stone he missed previously, and turned it in his hand. “Reckon we should make for Sagemont. It’s not far from Morwynne, just a day’s travel. It’s a small town with a large port. If I were to move a lot of cargo from Qash, I’d ship it across White Lake. Also, people from all over use that port, so we wouldn’t stick out.”
“Sounds like a plan. Gives us some direction at least.”
“Now, I realize this might not sit well with you,” Marcus said, looking serious. “But… you are probably going to have to be my slave.” I leveled a cold stare at him. I would kill any man who tried to make me a slave again. Kill him, or die trying. 
“You’re branded, Saul,” Marcus went on. “People will assume you’re a runaway, which you are, and take you as their own. This will be pretend.”
“This brand will be gone within the next few days.”
“And how is that?”
“I removed it years ago. I draw this on with ink.”
“Removed it? How?”
“I cut it off, feigned an accident. I patched it with skin from… elsewhere.” There was a faint scar, but you had to look closely to see it.
Marcus scrunched up his face. “That is disgusting! You patched it with someone else’s skin?”
“By Svyn’s beard, man, don’t be ridiculous. I cut some skin from… my arse.” Marcus was wide-eyed for a moment, then burst into laughter. “Oh, come now,” I said, throwing a stone at him. “It’s not that funny.” It took him a good minute to recover. 
He looked at me, and burst into laughter again, holding his side. “Arse face,” Marcus said.
“Fine. I’ll get some sleep,” I said, and turned my back on him.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
Outskirts
 
I could describe the week I’d spent walking toward Sagemont with three words: blisters, cramps, chafing. Sagemont was still hidden by the mountains, but Marcus assured me we were close. If he was wrong, I would ride him the rest of the way. On a positive note, we were walking downhill for the first time since leaving Castralavi, and my legs appreciated the change, even if my feet were indifferent.
We’d gained a traveling companion earlier in the day, and I had yet to decide how I felt about it. We’d come across the elf, Elijah, when we’d crossed a shallow ford. He’d been watering his horses, all innocent-like, when Marcus had decided he needed a hug. It had taken him quite by surprise when Marcus had embraced him without uttering a word. Over the past week I had learned that Marcus needed little excuse for a hug. I found it rather creepy, not being one for touching, but Elijah was far too slight to fight him off, and he made an easy victim. I was somewhat surprised that he asked to accompany us to Sagemont after being so waylaid. The fact that we’d arrived at the ford at the same time as a small herd of bipedal reptiles probably had something to do with it. They were herbivores, but large, and I suspected that they unnerved Elijah.
Elijah, like all the elves I had met, was little more than skin and bone. I thought them a small people, but a sample of three hardly made for an accurate study. There were few elves on the continent of Kor.
I wondered how he’d managed to load the large barrels of lamp oil onto his cart. I certainly would have struggled, and he was far slighter than I. The barrels came close to filling the cart, with only a small corner occupied with other goods—a bag of salt, a crate of pumpkins and two ornate fire pokers. When I’d asked him why he needed so much lamp oil, he told us that he ran an inn at Sagemont. I’d left it at that, but I could not help but wonder how many lamps he had.
 
We rounded a corner, and a timber bridge lay ahead, obscured by a cloud of mist. The bridge crossed a narrow river, and I could hear rapids churning below. The river had crisscrossed our path for the past day, and I was getting sick of crossing it. I wouldn’t get wet this time, but tall trees lined the bank and, as was my luck, a large branch lay across the path at the far side of the bridge, blocking our way. 
Elijah brought his cart to a stop short of the bridge and nodded at the branch. “You fellows mind helping me clear that?”
“Fine, I guess we—” I started, but Marcus placed a heavy hand on my shoulder. I flinched, even though it was on my healthy shoulder.
“Wait here a moment,” Marcus said, and started walking across the bridge. Elijah looked at me with a question on his face. I shrugged.
A few meters from the end, Marcus stood and cupped his hands to his mouth. “You can come out now,” he shouted. A moment later, three men stood up from behind the branch, and another two walked out from beneath the bridge. They clambered awkwardly over the branch and stood in front of Marcus in a rough semicircle. 
“Afternoon gents,” said the man at the center. He wore a leather jerkin that did not quite cover his belly. “This here is sort of like a toll bridge.”
“A troll bridge?” Marcus asked. “Well, I suppose you do match the stories my mother used to tell of trolls. If I remember correctly, they also had a bridge.”
“Oh, ha ha. We have a jester in our midst here, boys,” the leader said, looking at his men. “Only problem is, he ain’t very funny. Often the problem with jesters.”
“What is this toll, then?” Marcus asked.
“You’re lucky, we have a special today. You can leave that cart and horses with us, and you get to keep on breathing. It’s a bargain.”
“I have a better offer,” Marcus said. “You clear that branch, and get out of my way.”
The highwaymen laughed and pulled out their odd assortment of weapons. “Not only ain’t you funny, jester, but you ain’t too clever at your sums either. There are six of us, and three of you. And those two back there,” he said, gesturing at Elijah and me. “They don’t look none too threatening.” 
I took offense at that. I could do plenty of damage. If they were facing the other way, or were perhaps restrained. And his math was far from great. I counted five men.
“Marcus,” Elijah said. “Perhaps we should just hand over the cart.” 
In reply, Marcus drew his blades.
A man to the left of the leader stepped forward, moving his sword in small circles. He was a heavy-set man who displayed about as much grace as a dancing cow. I was far from an expert, but I read the man as the hit-and-run type. My suspicions were confirmed when the man lunged forward. Marcus parried the attack, and the sword passed him by a hand’s width. The man’s momentum carried him forward, however, right into Marcus’s long dagger. 
A moment later, Marcus kicked the man into another who was moving to flank him, freeing his dagger in the process. Both men hit the bridge railing, toppled over, and dropped to the rapids below.
A sixth man emerged from beneath my side of the bridge, covered in a dark robe. He kept low as he snuck up behind Marcus, a dagger in his hand. “Look behind you,” I yelled, but either the rapids were too loud or Marcus too focused, as he did not turn. I looked around for a weapon, settled on one of the fire pokers in the cart, and rushed forward. As I mentioned, I was a dangerous opponent if you turned your back to me. 
The roar of the rapids below drowned out my footsteps, and the man was still unaware of my approach when I swung the heavy cast-iron poker down on the back of his neck. I heard a crunch, and he went down like a sack of potatoes. I kicked the man onto his back. He was a she, but no beauty. I smashed the poker into her face for good measure. A couple of teeth went skittering over the side, and another went past Marcus. 
I figured she may as well join her friends and her teeth in the drink, so I rolled her over the edge and watched her fall. Marcus flicked his head my way just in time to see the woman go over. He nodded, then returned to his own business. I doubted she was alive when she fell, but she most certainly wasn’t after hitting the jagged rocks below. 
As I turned, I saw Marcus casually walk up to the leader. The two others still standing were slowly backing away. The leader held a buckler out on his left and had a curved blade in his right hand. He looked much less certain of himself than a minute ago, and his buckler twitched with every step Marcus took. 
When Marcus made his move it was to feign a high attack. The leader snapped his buckler up, and when he did, Marcus kicked up hard. The buckler smashed into the man’s face, and he took a step back. When he lowered it, his nose was a different shape, and blood streamed from his nostrils. He was blinking away tears, and Marcus had no difficulty finishing him off. A quick lunge and a sword between the ribs did the job.
The last two men no longer liked the odds and ran for their lives. Marcus planted his blades into the bridge and retrieved two knives from his belt. The first man caught a blade in the back of his neck. An impressive throw. His throw at the second man wasn’t half as good, hitting him in his thigh. He did not stop immediately, but the pain got the better of him before he could get over the branch. He slumped down hard on his side, losing his cudgel in the process, and was tugging at the knife as we approached. 
He finally freed the small blade as Marcus reached him with his own weapons back in hand. The man held the small knife up at Marcus. It looked ridiculous, like a young child threatening his father with a wooden sword. Marcus did not move. He just stared down at him. It did not take long for the man to realize the futility of the gesture and drop the knife to the side. 
“Mercy, sir! Mercy…” the man pleaded, hands up in front of him.
Marcus sat on his haunches, still staring at the man. 
“I’m so sorry… I’ll do anything, sir, if you spare me… please.”
Marcus sighed. “You’ll do anything?”
“Anything, sir, anything! Just name it, and it’s done.”
“Very well, then listen closely…” Marcus paused for a long moment as he stared the man in the eye. “Stop being such a shit,” Marcus said. “By the Gods, man, get a job, find a wife, have kids, be happy. And pass this kindness onto others. And, for the love of the Gods, stop being such a shit!”
The man looked confused for a moment, then nodded vigorously. “Oh, absolutely. I will do just that!” 
“Come on, then,” Marcus said. He sheathed his blades, returned the fallen knife to his belt, and held a hand out to the man. The man stared at it for a moment, then took it and stood up with a wince. “What’s your name?” Marcus asked.
“Malvin, sir. My name is Malvin.”
Marcus held Malvin by the shoulders, looking down at the shorter man. “Don’t mess up this chance I am giving you, Malvin.” Malvin looked sheepish, and was about to reply when Marcus hugged him.
“The man does like his hugging,” Elijah said from behind as he approached.
“You have no idea,” I said.
“Why are you embracing our attacker?” Elijah asked.
Marcus let go of Malvin but kept a hand on his back as he turned to us.
“Malvin has changed his ways. He has decided to be an upstanding man from now on. He will help anyone in need and be an example to others. Right, Malvin?” Malvin nodded. “Can you stitch the man up, Saul?” Marcus asked.
“I could,” I said. “But I won’t.” Marcus stared at me accusingly. “Perhaps you failed to notice the fact that this man was trying to kill us.” Marcus continued to stare at me. Long seconds stretched, and when it became clear that his mind was set, I relented. “Fine, but if it’s him that sneaks up on you next, I am of the mind to let him do his worst. Teach you how good people really are.” Marcus’s misplaced belief in humankind annoyed me to no end. People were selfish creatures, and the sooner the man realized it, the better. I looked at Malvin. “Pull down your pants and sit on that rock.” 
Malvin looked to Marcus for confirmation. When he nodded, Malvin hobbled over to the rock behind him, pulled down his pants, and sat down with a wince. I knelt beside him and tipped some water onto the wound from my waterskin. On closer inspection, the man was lucky. The blade had missed most of the muscles and had slid between them more than cut them. “Get me a handful of salt from the wagon,” I said, and Marcus moved to comply. When he returned, I tossed some into the waterskin and shook it up. I looked at Malvin with a smile. “This is going to sting a little.” I nodded at Marcus. He understood my meaning, and walked behind Malvin to hold him down as I poured the solution over the wound. If anyone had been near enough to hear it, they would have mistaken his screams for those of a woman being violated. I gave him some time to compose himself as I prepared my needle and thread. I went to work. Surprisingly, Malvin sat quite still, but he pointedly looked everywhere but the wound, and his face was trembling. Whether from pain or fear, it was hard to tell. It caused his odd little beard to vibrate. He had the type of beard that looked glued on, and I longed to shave it off.
“I’ll have to inform the warden,” Elijah said. “He’s a racist prick of a man, but he’ll need to be notified.” Elijah looked at Malvin, a smile playing on his face. “He’ll probably arrest you.”
Marcus feigned shock. “But why? This poor man is our traveling companion, and when we were set upon by bandits, he bravely defended us, taking this wound.”
Elijah shook his head, his eyes wide. “Really? You’d do that for such an undeserving rat?” 
“An act of kindness can change the world,” Marcus said.
Elijah threw his hands in the air. I felt the same. “Fine, have it your way. You did just save my life.”
 
I was just finishing my stitches when Marcus and Elijah returned from clearing the branch. “That should hold,” I said, cutting the thread. “You’ll need to have it removed when it’s mostly healed. Clean it every day.” Malvin nodded as I tied on a bandage. It felt good to help someone again, it had been many years since I last did, but part of me felt like I was helping a bad man continue on his path. I’d rather have seen him dead.
“I’ll go get the warden,” Elijah said. “Mind staying here to explain what happened?”
“Sure thing,” Marcus said. “But you’ll have to load Malvin onto that cart of yours.” There was much complaining from Elijah. He refused…—to start with. But Marcus could be a very stubborn man when he set his mind on a thing. Elijah gave up eventually, and Malvin was loaded onto the cart, wincing and swearing. As they set off, Marcus walked to the last man he killed and retrieved his knife, which was still buried in the back of his neck. 
“I am pleased to see your skill with the blade was not exaggerated,” I said.
“Hah, and your skill with the poker… it’s the stuff of legends,” Marcus said.
Marcus was looking at a tattoo at the base of the dead man’s neck. It was a rather crude image of a raised fist. I had seen the tattoo on a number of men in the dungeon—an odd fashion to be sure. “Your display was impressive,” I said. 
Marcus snorted and turned his head to me. The frown on his face pulled odd wrinkles over his nose. It looked as though he’d used it to break a hard fall in the past. “That was not impressive,” Marcus said. “I am angry that they brought it about. Just some cocky bandits.” He looked at the tattoo again, then stood to his feet as he shook his head.
“Well, it impressed me,” I said. “You’re damn good. Who trained you?”
Marcus sat down on the other side of the road and started cleaning his blades. He sighed and looked at me for a moment. “My father taught me most of what I know. Life, the rest.”
“He must be good,” I said.
“The best.”
“What does he do?”
“These days? I have no idea,” Marcus said. “When I was young, he was adviser and bodyguard to King Leonel.”
“Oh…” I said with a grimace. The former king of Prylea had been one of the first casualties of Solas’s ambitions.
“When the king and his family died… it did something to my father. He was with me when it happened. I think he blames himself for not being there. Gods above…” Marcus gripped his blade tightly through the cloth. His muscles strained, and it looked like he was trying to bend it. “I think he blames me as well. But Leonel organized a secret meeting with Solas, when Solas was but a king himself. When the alarm was sounded, my father hid my mother and ordered me to stay with her. He ran to the king’s chamber and returned covered in blood, having barely escaped with his own life.”
Marcus sat still for long seconds. “What happened?” I asked.
“My father sent me away with my mother and set off by himself to find answers. That was the last I saw of him.” He looked at his hands as they rubbed at each other, twisting and turning like his thoughts no doubt were. “When my mother died, I went searching for him, to ask why he abandoned us, but each time I tracked him down he was already gone. I gave up years ago, but part of me is always looking.” He sighed. “He’s probably made his way to another continent.”
“I doubt it,” I said. The histories showed that travel to other continents had once been commonplace. For reasons that could only be guessed at, it had become increasingly more difficult, and by the time my father was born, only a handful of trips were successful. Now, none were. “If he has, he’d be the first in a long time, I’d wager.”
 
The conversation was halted by the clattering of hooves, and the warden soon arrived on a mottled mare. The man dismounted and surveyed the scene, hands on his hips. He was not what I expected of a warden. He looked more like an accountant than a lawman. He was too well-groomed, his stomach too round, and he wore a wide-brimmed hat that looked out of place. Besides that, he looked awkward, as though he’d just woken up with no memory of how he got there. 
“I thought the elf said there were five dead?” the warden asked. “I see two.”
“The others went for a swim,” I said. I went on to explain what happened, and Marcus pitched in to amend Malvin’s role in the affair.
The warden introduced himself as Adair and knelt beside the dead leader to search him. 
“This bastard has been a thorn in my side for several months,” Adair said. “I am not sad to see him in the dirt.” Adair, too, looked at the tattoo. He snorted. “By the Beloved’s balls… I should have known he was of the Clenched Fist.”
“The Clenched Fist?” I asked.
“You’ve not heard of them?” Adair asked. “Most notorious gang in the empire. They sprung up out of nowhere a few months back. Now you can find them in every town. It’s the damnedest thing. I am yet to hear a believable explanation of how they pulled it off.” He shook his head. “No matter, there’s five less of them now.” He retrieved six silver coins from the man’s pouch and held them in his hand. He looked at Marcus, then the coins, then back to Marcus. He sighed and handed them over. “Call it a reward. I’m surprised you didn’t help yourself.”
Marcus stared at the coins in his hand. Did he feel guilty for taking the dead man’s coins? I had no such qualms and snatched them from his hand. “We’ll need that,” I said.
Adair helped himself to the remaining man’s burden, then started dragging him to the river.
“No burial?” Marcus asked.
“I won’t waste my efforts on the likes of these,” Adair said. “Take the other one.”
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
Sagemont
 
Sagemont came into view a few turns of the road past the bridge. From above, it was the very picture of tranquility. The large port lay at its center, as was apt. According to Marcus, Sagemont owed its existence to the port. The rest of the town spread out in both directions from that point, hemmed in by the mountains to its rear and the large lake to its front. The lake stretched into the horizon and beyond. It’s hard for me to get across what that much fresh water, just sitting there, looked like to a man who was raised on the dry plains of Ubrain. It struck me as unnatural, made me uneasy. Several ships lay at anchor off the port, with a multitude of smaller vessels closer in. I wondered if any of the ships carried my cargo.
“Now, I have nothing against elves in general. But Elijah is up to no good, I just know he is,” Adair went on as we made our way along the path which meandered its way down the slope.
“I don’t suppose you have any proof of this?” Marcus asked.
Adair sighed. “If only I did. I’ll find out what he’s up to, though—you mark my words. Sneaky elf.”
 
When we finally walked into town, it became clear that, up close, its appearance did not quite hold up to first impressions. It was nice enough, I suppose, but a little run-down. The type of place a lot of money passed through without getting stuck there. 
“It’s just as I remember it,” Marcus said with a fond smile. 
“Do you come here often?” Adair asked.
“Nope, only been here once, but I had a blast. It was after my first and only voyage across White Lake,” Marcus said, nodding his head to the lake. “Rough trip, that.”
“They tend to be,” Adair said. “To be honest, though, Sagemont isn’t much of a town.”
“Are you kidding?” Marcus asked. “Great ale, good music, friendly girls—what’s not to like?”
Adair shook his head and reined in his horse as we came to a busy intersection. He dismounted awkwardly, again striking me as ill-suited to his job. Like a warhorse pulling a plough. Or perhaps more aptly, a plough horse being ridden into battle. “What’s the best inn round here these days?” Marcus asked. Adair sneered, turned his back on us, and led his horse to the warden’s office on the corner without answering. “That’s a bit rude,” Marcus said.
“I suspect its Elijah’s establishment,” I said with a smile. “Did you manage to catch the name of his inn?”
“Wish I did. I tell you what though, I know of a great tavern. Let’s go there first. I am fair parched, and it’ll get you off your feet for a while.”
I was happy to comply, and Marcus led us down the narrow cobblestone streets. Space between the steep slopes of the mountain and the shore of the lake was at a premium, and the timber buildings were closely spaced. It was a busy town, but I doubted it had more than a few hundred permanent residents. We walked past a group of weather-beaten men—sailors, I presumed. Two overdressed merchants going the opposite direction gave the rough-looking men a wide berth. Three of the sailors were dark-skinned, though fairer than Marcus and not as large. I even noticed a fellow Ubraian in their midst. We wouldn’t stick out in this town. 
Marcus slowed down to look at two ladies who waved at us from a porch. They were leaning against the wall of what appeared to be an upmarket bordello. The sign above the door bore no name but depicted a blue blossom tucked behind a girl’s ear. Marcus waved back with a grin on his face. “The Blue Lotus,” he said. “A pricey establishment, but in a town full of sailors, it pays to be discriminating.” I shook my head. Marcus had told me many stories of his exploits with the opposite sex. More than I’d cared to hear. Whores featured prominently in these tales, and I got the impression that he would not easily be tied down by anything more lasting. I suspected that it had to do with the split in his own family. Don’t get me wrong; he was not unkind to these ladies of pleasure. In fact, he respected them quite a bit. They just provided companionship, as he called it, without requiring any ongoing commitment. He nudged me in the ribs. “Want to make a detour? I’ll pay.” I shook my head. 
 
A short walk later, Marcus pointed at a building beside the lake. “Here we are, the Bleeding Wolf. Damn good ale awaits us.” I noticed a small crowd that was gathered on a patch of grass to the side of the tavern. A man was speaking earnestly to half a dozen people from the top of an upturned dinghy. His face was stern, but he spoke too softly for me to hear. His serious gray eyes fixed on me as I walked up the steps to the door, and I was relieved to be away from them when I entered. 
The interior of the tavern was surprisingly nice. Well-crafted tables and chairs sat widely spaced, and they were missing the artwork commonly left by patrons of lesser establishments. The aroma of tobacco met me first, but it was the smell of cooking meat and baking bread that mixed together to make my mouth water. We’d eaten little over the previous week, and when we did it was road food, which was bland to the extreme. Even the slop I ate in the dungeon was better, if barely, and I was more than ready for a proper meal. 
Marcus walked to a table by the window and we sat down. Looking out the window, I saw a man and his son drag a small boat to shore. When on dry land, he pulled a fishing net from the boat and laid it on the grass to mend it. When he looked up to see the small crowd beside us, he narrowed his eyes, picked up his net, and led his son away a short distance before sitting down. I leaned my elbow out the window to get a closer look at those gathered. 
“Have faith, my children,” I heard the man on the dinghy say in a low voice. “Yessa will tend to your needs, regardless of what Solas would have you believe.”
“Yessa doesn’t care for us,” a young man said.
“Of course she does. She cares for all things living.”
“The empire is as dead and soulless as this tree,” the young man said, kicking at the dead tree he was leaning against.
“Yessa can restore life to both, my son,” the man said. He looked to the tree, and his mouth moved around silent words, his brow furrowed in concentration. It was as though he sung a soundless song.
“By Svyn’s beard,” I muttered, my eyes wide. A green mist was gathering around the dead tree, swirling about it and through it. I could feel the words he sang coursing through me, though I couldn’t hear them. It felt like cold water running down my spine. The young man leapt back when leaves started sprouting from its dead branches. Flowers bloomed, and within moments, it was the healthiest-looking tree in Sagemont. As life returned to the tree, the grass around it withered and died. An older lady cuffed the man about the head, then quickly rushed him away. He was protesting, but she had him by the beard, and they were soon out of sight. The young man stood staring at the tree, much as I was, in wide-eyed astonishment.
“By my hairy balls,” Marcus said. “What just happened?”
“Magic,” I said. “Of a sort.” Magic was a rare thing in the empire. In the whole of Kor, really, but especially in the empire. I recognized what the man had done, even though I did not understand it. He knew how to sing the names of things. Or at least as much as it related to that tree. My experience with naming meant I could feel it when true names were used. “That man is a priest of Yessa. Or if he’s not, he was preaching on her behalf. I thought it was forbidden?” 
“It most certainly is,” Marcus said. “The punishment is death.” Emperor Solas had outlawed worship of the seven Gods and proclaimed himself as divinely sanctioned. An intermediary between the mortal and the divine. You worshiped the Gods by worshiping him. The man had some nerve. Most still held to their beliefs in the seven, but it was a thing kept quiet. 
A door opened to the side of the bar, and the man who came through it looked surprised to see us. It was still an hour short of lunchtime, and we were the only patrons. “Apologies,” he said. “I did not hear you enter. What can I get you?”
“Some ale would be nice,” Marcus said. “What do you recommend?”
“I have a very nice pale ale,” the tavern keeper said. “It’s a bit different from the black gloop most seem to prefer, but you might like it.”
“Two of those,” Marcus said. “Does your wife still make that duck pie?”
“Been here before, then? Yes, she still does. Not for me, mind you, but that’s a different story. The ale will be right up. I’ll fetch you some bread to tide you over while you wait for your pie.” He walked behind the bar and soon returned with two tankards. “Enjoy.”
Marcus took a sip of ale and nodded his appreciation. I picked up my own and sniffed at it. Now, I’ll be honest; I’d never had ale before this point. I did not want to admit this fact to Marcus, however. Silly perhaps, but what sort of man reached his thirties without having tasted ale? Of course, I’d been a slave for a decade, which afforded little opportunity for such trivialities. Still, I decided to act the part of a big manly man who drank ale.
The ale smelled odd. Not unpleasant, mind you—just not how I expected it to. It had a fruitiness, and something else. I took a sip and found it was sweeter than I’d thought it would be. Up front, at least. The sweetness was followed by a bitter taste that seemed to coat my mouth. I ran my tongue around my mouth, but the taste, and somehow the sensation, too, remained. I took another sip. 
“What do you think?” Marcus asked.
“I think I like it. It has a bitter… thing going on.”
“Not used to that, huh? That would be the hops. Most in the empire prefer to use spices to preserve their ale, but he uses hops, like up north. A lot of them, too,” Marcus said, peering into his tankard. 
“Well, I like it,” I said and took another sip. It was the truth. I really did like it, and I could see the appeal this beverage had. My father had preferred wine, as most in Ubrain did. 
“I suggest we relax today,” Marcus said. “It’s been a tough week. Tomorrow, we can have a look around the docks and ask a few questions. Find out when the shipment is coming in, and where they will be storing it. Hopefully we can set our genius plan in motion before too long.”
“You have a plan you haven’t told me about?”
“Well… no. But I’m sure it will be pure genius. When it exists.” Marcus raised his tankard, “To genius plans!” 
“To a plan that may one day exist,” I toasted.
 
The tavern keeper returned with a loaf of bread and some butter. The bread smelled delicious and was obviously fresh. “Like the ale?” he asked.
“Even better than I remembered,” Marcus said. 
They both looked at me. “I like it.”
“Good man,” he said. “I am hoping to enter it at the town fair during solstice. My competitors are not very good, but my brews are a bit different from the swill the masses drink. Alas, there is no accounting for taste.”
“Speaking of taste, this seems more bitter than I recall,” Marcus said.
“That it is. The winning ale, as judged by a panel, gets sent to Morwynne where it is entered into a second round. I added the extra hops to keep it from turning before then. I think I overdid it.”
“No, I really like it,” Marcus said.
“What do you win?” I asked.
“At the town fair? Nothing but adoration. If we win at the second round, however, we get to supply all the ale for the following Harvest Festival at the capital. Now, that comes with obvious financial benefits, but it also means I get to be a guest at the palace on the night of the festival. What are the chances of someone like you or me getting in there, eh? Just imagine it. We go to Morwynne often, my wife’s family live there, and I always look up at that glorious palace. Ah, well… dreams are free, they say. Anyway, I’m intruding. I’ll go see how that pie is coming and let you get to your bread before it cools.” The tavern keeper turned and walked through the door to the kitchen.
I cut a slice of bread. It was hot, and as I spread the butter, it melted, with a drop spilling onto the table. I grunted, took out a handkerchief, and mopped it up. A mark remained on the otherwise unblemished table. Such things bothered me more than they had any right to. I rubbed at it with my finger. I would have scratched it, but I had no fingernails. I moved my tankard, sitting it on top of the stain. 
Marcus bit his lip and looked up from his bread. “If he wins, we might be able to hide in his barrels, wait till we are transported to the palace, sneak in and get what we need,” Marcus said.
“Seven hells, you are forever a stowaway. And how would we get out?” I asked. “No, you are hit and miss with that tactic.”
“Oh, come now. It worked the last time.”
I shook my head and ate some bread. When I looked up again, Marcus was staring out the window, and a frown creased his face. “What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Those men who tried to rob us on the bridge,” Marcus said. “They were all former rebels.”
“How do you know?” I asked.
“That stupid tattoo of the clenched fist. Months ago a few of the men got those. I punished them, but to no avail. Within weeks, most of my men had it. It’s stupid. Why make it easy to identify yourself as a rebel? Idiots…”
“Why didn’t they recognize you?”
“I can’t be everywhere. My efforts were focused elsewhere. There were commanders in each region.” Marcus sighed. “Well… it appears my rebels are no more. No, I trained desperate men and put together a gang that spans the empire. According to Adair, at least, but he has no reason to lie about it.”
We sat in silence for a while, staring out the window. 
 
I was taking a sip of ale when a fish flew in through the window and landed on our table. Not a small fish, but one the length of my arm. Judging by the smell, it wasn’t fresh either. “Gods! What in the hells is this?” Marcus shouted.
The tavern keeper came running from the kitchen, just in time to receive a pelting as more rotten fish came sailing through the window. Looking out onto the street, I saw half a dozen men standing around a cart of fish. I ducked out of the way just in time to avoid taking some fish to the face. Marcus ran outside, and we followed close behind him.
“What in the hells do you think you’re doing?” Marcus yelled at them.
“Teaching this elf-lover a lesson is what,” a bald fellow yelled back.
“And this lesson is what? That he needs more seafood on the menu?” Marcus asked. 
“Technically… it’s probably from the lake,” I said. Marcus gave me a look that said “Shut your fool mouth.”
“Teach him that this part of the world is for humans, see. And that other types are here at our mercy. He seems to be a bit confused about how things are, so we thought we would enlighten him,” the bald man said.
“These arseholes are bitter about being kicked out of my tavern for being arseholes,” the tavern keeper said.
“Well, they certainly are that,” Marcus said. “And what in the hells does rotten fish have to do with all this?” One of the men picked up a large fish and got ready to throw it through the open window in front of him. “I wouldn’t do that if I were you,” Marcus said.
The man laughed, and threw the fish. Marcus leapt up, grabbed it out of the air by its tail, and before the man could register what was happening, smashed him in the face with the fish. The man fell into the foul smelling cart. The other men stood for a moment, looking at their friend in the cart. Marcus tossed the fish in after the man, startling them.
“Now, I suggest you fellows get in there and clean the place up,” Marcus said. “Oh, and you will be paying our bill. You ruined some very nice bread, and I think some of your fish landed in my ale.”
Two of the men charged at Marcus. The leading man had his fist pulled back. Marcus stepped to the left of him, putting the man off balance as he tried to punch at Marcus. Marcus grabbed his wrist and used the man’s outstretched arm and momentum to swing him around, and let go of him to connect with the second man. Both went sprawling onto the pavement. The remaining three men looked at each other, then took flight down the street, the bald one pushing the cart. The first man was peering over the side of the cart, bits of fish stuck in his hair.
Marcus yelled after them, “Don’t let me see you round here again!”
The tavern keeper and I looked at each other. Marcus grabbed the two remaining men by their ankles and dragged them into the tavern kicking and screaming.
“What are you doing?” the tavern keeper asked.
“These two are going to clean the place up,” Marcus said.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
Something Fishy
 
The two men cleaned up the mess they made with Marcus standing over them. He casually rested a hand on his pommel and made it clear that any funny business would have serious consequences. It took them some time. After they cleaned up their misplaced fish, they were made to mop the floor with a mixture of cleaning fluids, hot water and lime juice. They applied the same to the tables.
 
When they were finished, Marcus held an open hand to them. They looked at it, confused. “As I said, you will be covering our meal and drinks.” Marcus looked at the tavern keeper. “How much do we owe you?”
“Fifteen coppers.”
“Pay the man,” Marcus said. They searched their pockets and came up with twelve coppers between them. Marcus took the coins, passed them to the tavern keeper, and then proceeded to embrace both the men. The men had their backs turned to me, and while embracing them, Marcus pointed at the tattoos on their necks. The clenched fist again. 
“Now, I am sure you learned your lesson, right?” Marcus asked. They looked startled, but nodded. “Good. Then off with you.” They made their way out of the tavern, tripping over themselves to get out. 
The tavern keeper walked to Marcus and clasped his hand. “Thank you so much! You don’t know how much this means to me. My name is Hobart, by the way.”
“Not a problem, Hobart. My name is Marcus, and this is Saul.” 
“Sit down, I’ll get you some more ale. It’s on the house.” He poured two more tankards and set them on our table. 
“What was that business with the men about?” I asked.
“Idiots. Racist idiots at that. They were here last week to talk about buying some casks of ale. They run a gambling den on the outskirts of town. Some very unpleasant people there. They have these fierce little reptiles. They starve them, then throw them into a pit with some meat and bet on which will be alive at the end. Savages. The worst part is that they are running it out of the old temple of Eriel.”
“What?” I asked. “I thought the empire got rid of all the temples?”
“They did. It’s been empty for a decade, apart from those savages at least. They even emptied the baptismal pool at the center to use as the fighting pit. Those arseholes have turned it into an altar to Svyn,” Hobart spat. I did not much care for the manner in which he addressed my god, but seeing as those who followed him tended to be less than reputable people, I let it slide. “Anyway, they were trying to get some ale for that place. I don’t like dealing with them, so I told them that I didn’t have any for them. So, they went to that table over there…”— Hobart pointed at a table close to the door—“and they started harassing the elf that runs the inn across the road.” Marcus and I looked at each other, smiling. “They were really ripping into the poor guy, trying to get him to hand over some of the casks he had. So, with the help of a couple of patrons, I threw them out and banned them from coming back. I was afraid it might cause some trouble, and it seems I was right. They are part of some gang called the Clenched Fist.”
I looked over at Marcus, and could see him grinding his teeth. “Did you tell warden Adair?” I asked.
“Of course I did. Fat lot of good that did me. That operation of theirs is not entirely legal. They hand the mayor some money to stay quiet, and he has Adair on a leash. If only my sons were still around the place, I would feel safer. But the lads are in Morwynne, working for my father-in-law,” Hobart said, shaking his head.
“And you don’t like the man?” Marcus asked.
“Oh, he’s fine, I suppose. He’s always disapproved of our marriage, though. I wasn’t half noble enough for his liking. They are very well-off. I guess he offered me a job recently, so I suppose he doesn’t hate me. But, I turned him down, so now my wife does.” Hobart sighed.
“She doesn’t like this place?” I asked, gesturing at the tavern.
“She used to. But with taxes being what they are these days, it doesn’t leave much money for luxuries. And she is used to her luxuries. I think she’s homesick more than anything.” 
“Have you thought about selling the place?” I asked.
“What’s there to sell? A few tables? Some copper brewing kettles? I would be walking away with nothing to show for my years of work.”
“You don’t own the building?” I asked.
Hobart looked surprised. “You from outside the empire or something? No one owns any land or buildings here, my friend. Our dear emperor Solas owns everything. We just pay rent, and additional taxes for the privilege of running a business.”
Our conversation was interrupted by Hobart’s wife, arriving with the pie. “I’ll leave you two to eat in peace. Thanks again,” Hobart said, and got up to leave with his wife.
“Before you go,” Marcus said, “You mentioned the elf with the inn. Is his name Elijah, by any chance?”
“That’s him, yes; he runs the Shady Oak. You know him?”
“We’ve met before. I think we’ll inquire about a room—we understand his inn is decent.”
“Best in town. Say, if you are going over there after this, mind taking a cask of ale with you? I was meaning to deliver it before lunch, but things got a little… fishy.”
 
We stepped out of the tavern and into the rain. “I hate winter,” I said as Marcus helped me carry the cask down the steps. 
“Oh, it’s not so bad. At least you only have to walk across the road,” Marcus said. 
“Why? Where are you going?”
“To stop by the docks before it gets dark,” Marcus said. “I know, I said we’d leave it till tomorrow, but I want to get on with it.”
“You’ll look suspicious,” I said.
“No, there is a big noticeboard right in front of the docks. It’s used to pin up job vacancies and such. It’s not far—I’ll be back shortly. Get us a nice room.” Marcus turned and walked down the road. He was smiling, and his pace made it seem as if he did not even notice the rain. I resented Marcus’s perpetually cheerful demeanor. He was like a puppy. 
I pulled my hood closed, took hold of the cask cart, and made my way across the street. I slammed the doors open by backing into them, pulling the cask in behind me. I was hit by a wave of warmth. Those dining at the inn must have felt the opposite, as when I turned around, most of the faces were turned to me. None seemed pleased.
“No-no-no!” Elijah said, storming out from behind the counter. “We have a service entrance for a reason.”
I pulled back my hood and brushed the rain from my face. “Sorry. Hobart asked me to bring this over,” I said, tapping the side of the cask.
“I thought you were him, my apologies. I am glad to see you again, traveler. Where is that large friend of yours?”
“Employment board. He’ll be over shortly.”
Elijah had a humorless smile. “I doubt he’ll find much there. A lot of people are without jobs in this town. Taxes…” he said, shaking his head. “How can I help you today? We have a table free if you need a warm meal.”
“Just ate,” I said. “I’m actually after a room.” 
“You’re in luck, some guests just departed this morning. It’s being cleaned at the moment—mind waiting a while?”
“No problem, I was going to wait for Marcus anyway,” I said. “I might have an ale while I wait. Do you have any of Hobart’s?”
“Only the one cask you have in front of you, and that needs to sit for a few more days. Actually, do you mind carting it down that corridor to the cellar door? It’s the one on the left,” Elijah said, pointing down an unlit corridor.
Two patrons approached the counter to pay for their meal. I nodded at Elijah and wheeled the cask away. An odd humming came from the corridor, getting louder with each step. The cellar door was locked, but there was a slight vibration in the door handle, and a flickering light leaked from beneath it. I tried the door again.
“No, stop! Just leave the cask where it is,” Elijah yelled as he rushed down the corridor. “I’ll take it down later.” He was practically shoving me back up the corridor. “Get yourself an ale while you wait. It’s on the house.”
I wasn’t entirely sure what had just happened, but I let myself be guided out. Elijah walked up to the bar and spoke to the man behind it, gesturing at me. He returned and told me I could have whatever drink I wanted, then went to greet more customers. When I spoke to the barman, I discovered that the selection of liquid refreshments were limited. The man strongly advised against the wine as few drank it in Sagemont, and mentioned words like “vinegar” and “removes paint.” I did not know what most of the other drinks on offer were, so I settled on the only ale available and took my mug to a table in the corner.
Looking over the people dining at the inn, I came to the conclusion that almost all of them were well-off. They were dressed well, and the ladies displayed their jewelry proudly. Some might say they were flaunting them. A group of gentlemen with unusual hats were sitting at a raised booth, playing a game of cards. There was a stack of money at the center of the table, and I noticed a number of gold coins amongst the silver. No copper was in sight. Next to this booth, a group of younger ladies were talking. There were many whispered words behind hands, and a lot of fluttering of bejeweled fans. It was freezing outside, and I could not see how any of them justified the fans, as valuable as they might be. I assumed these were the wives or mistresses of the men with the odd hats.
I saw a young girl sitting at a table in the opposite corner. She had her back to most of the room, but I could see her from the side. My eyes were glued on her, her uncommonly light hair like a beacon drawing attention to her thin neck, to her slim body, her bare, grass-stained feet, and I found her immediately attractive. She wore a very plain white dress, which I may not have noticed if not for the opulence displayed at the tables around her. She was staring at an unlit candle with great concentration, humming to herself. I continued to watch her as I took a sip of ale. 
I spat it back into the mug, sniffed at the ale, and tilted it to peer into the mug, before taking another sniff. It smelled like it tasted: awful. I was looking around the room for a pot plant to tip the ale into, when I saw a flash in the corner of my eye. At the same instant, a cold sensation trickled down my spine. Magic. What was with this place? I had not even been there a day, and I’d witnessed magic being used twice. Looking back at the girl, I saw the candle was lit, and she looked satisfied. 
The door burst open, and warden Adair stormed in. He leaned over the counter and started gesturing wildly, pointing at the Bleeding Wolf across the street. His words were quiet, but his face tense. Elijah looked confused. His eyes were on the ground, and he appeared to be pleading with the warden. Adair spoke a last word through gritted teeth, then stormed out again. Elijah rubbed at his face for a long moment, sighed, then put on a brave smile. 
I looked back at the girl, who had turned to the fireplace, her lips moving to silent words. An odd girl. I sniffed at my ale again and tried to discern the horrible aromas. I could pick out sage, and pine, and possibly myrica gale and wormwood. It was truly awful stuff. Any number of the herbs may have acted as a preservative, but I doubted they needed to use all of them in one ale.
The doors opened again, and three hooded men entered. They approached Elijah, who was frantically looking around the inn. He ushered them into a room behind the counter and quickly closed the door. Soon, they were rushed back out again. I noticed that one of the men had a coin purse in his hand that he had not come in with. Elijah walked back to the counter and, seeing my eyes on him, quickly averted his own.
The doors slammed open, startling Elijah, who already looked as nervous as a pig awaiting slaughter. When he saw it was Marcus, he relaxed and pointed at me. Marcus looked at the untouched mug of ale sitting on the table and smiled as he sat down. “It’s shit, isn’t it?” Marcus asked.
“Terrible. I’ve been trying to devise a way to get rid of it.”
“You could just drink it.”
“I’d rather nail my balls to my knee.”
Marcus laughed and looked around the common room. “Nice place; how much for the room?”
“I haven’t asked, but I doubt it will be cheap.” I leaned in closer to Marcus. “There are some strange things happening at the Shady Oak.”
Marcus looked around the room again before turning back. “How so? Looks pretty normal to me.” I told him about the odd noises and lights from the cellar, and Elijah’s reaction when I tried to open the door. I explained the warden’s visit, and the mysterious hooded men leaving with the coin purse. “That does sound suspicious,” Marcus said.
“What of your visit to the docks?” I asked.
Marcus shook his head. “I found the imperial warehouse, but I couldn’t stay very long without looking suspicious. There are literally no jobs listed on that board. None.”
“Elijah said that might be the case. Something to do with taxes.” 
Marcus noticed that I was staring at the opposite corner and turned to see at what. Noticing the girl, he smiled but said nothing.
Elijah walked over to us and placed a key on the table. It had a small wooden block attached, with the number seven carved into its side. “Your room is ready.”
“I forgot to ask—what are your rates?” I asked.
“Depends on how long you are staying.”
“Let’s say a month at this point, with the possibility of extending our stay?” I looked at Marcus, who nodded.
“Let’s say a gold coin for the month, including breakfast each morning. You can pay three silvers now, and the rest when the month is up. I used to ask for payment only when guests were vacating a room, but… the taxes have been killing me.”
“That’s okay, we can agree to that. What did Adair want?” Marcus asked as I handed over the silver coins.
“Blamed me for another altercation across the street. You know anything about that?” Elijah asked.
“Yeah, some men threw rotten fish at the tavern,” I said. “Marcus taught them some manners.” 
We heard some profanities muttered behind us and saw the girl stomping up the stairs. “Odd girl. What’s she about?” I asked.
Elijah looked at me for a long moment before answering. “Her name is Neysa. I’d keep my distance if I were you. She’s a feisty one. She was in Morwynne and attempted to get into the Academy of Magic. She said she was turned down due to her lack of nobility and absence of skill. She is not pleased at all. That’s all she told me.”
“I didn’t know there were enough people who could actually use magic to merit an academy,” I said. “But I did see her lighting a candle… I think.”
Elijah nodded. “Beats me. I can’t say I have ever met anyone else who could do something like that. But it turns out lighting candles is as much as she is capable of.”
“Then why join the academy?” I asked.
“Well, if you believe the rumors, they have some kind of supplement that’s available only at the academy, an elixir that boosts one’s abilities. I’d bet that is why she wanted to join. Still, I wish she’d be less open about it. The Inquisition would not be kind to her,” Elijah said. He noticed more customers waiting at the counter and excused himself.
 
We went up to our room and closed the door. Marcus collapsed onto one of the narrow beds and knocked his head on the wall. His feet were dangling off the other end, but he shuffled down, put his hands behind his head, and sighed. “Decent bed. Could be longer.”
I lifted the sheets on the other bed and inspected the mattress. It looked clean, with only a few stains, and I couldn’t see any fleas. Nodding, I put the sheets back as I found them and lay down on the bed. “How heavily guarded was that warehouse?”
“Only one guard on the door, and a few legionnaires loitering around the dock. I suspect it’s empty at the moment. I saw an old acquaintance, though. That legionnaire who arrested me and handed me over to the Dark Legion after that… less-than-successful stowaway experience. He has been promoted to centurion, judging by his uniform.”
I sat bolt upright. “Did he see you?”
Marcus laughed it off. “No, I’m sure he didn’t.”
“Marcus, this is serious. Did he, or did he not see you?”
Marcus looked offended. “He walked right past me when his shift ended. I’m sure he didn’t see me, or else he didn’t recognize me. Relax, man. You are very tense.” Marcus stood up and closed the window to the night air. “Get some rest. It’s been a tough week, and I am sure we can both do with a proper night’s sleep in a decent bed.”
Marcus was soon snoring, but it took me some time to fall asleep. My thoughts drifted to the centurion. I had a bad feeling about that complication. Something was going to give.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
Scars
 
A nightmare plagued my sleep, recurring time and time again. It was familiar to me, as I paid witness to it more nights than not, and it was always the same. A nightmare I could deal with, but this was no mere nightmare. It was a near perfect recollection of one fateful night twelve years ago.
 
Armored men surrounded the palace as I arrived, and others wore robes. Some red; some white. My father stood in an open doorway, shaking his head. Three flaming arrows flew through the night. They took forever to make their way to the palace.
One hit a wall and bounced off, falling to the ground; another found purchase in the roof; and the last flew through an open window. I heard a scream and saw my mother through a window on the upper floor. My father turned his head to look at the men, shook it again, and ran upstairs. “Get Mother,” I whispered. My father was in there a long time, but when he emerged, it wasn’t with Mother. He dragged a heavy chest through the door and left it a short distance away. He looked at my brother Shakir and me for a long moment, and I felt his eyes pierce mine. He turned and ran back upstairs. All the while, more flaming arrows rained down, and bottles of Eagle’s Fire were shattered against the wall, coating the palace in flames.
I saw them embrace through the window as flames licked at the walls. Mother was shaking with it all, and I thought I saw him weeping. A white-robed figure approached my brother, Shakir, kicked away his blade, and tied him up. A large fat man came for me and did the same. I did nothing to resist him, I was in shock. I barely paid attention to what was happening around me, my eyes locked on my parents and the flames. The fat man dragged me away and licked at my face. “I am going to enjoy you,” the man I would later know as Angus said. His breath stank of drink, and I was about to pull away when I saw my father cut mother’s throat, then stab a blade through his own guts and yank it up sharply, falling out of sight as well. 
A man laughed to my side. The sound was so at odds with what I’d just witnessed that it snapped me out of my state. A man in decorative armor sat on a large black steed. He laughed again. I had never seen the man, but I knew of him. Emperor Solas.
I screamed.
 
I woke from the dream, a cold sweat coating my skin. I had turned that memory over in my mind countless times, but the sharp edges were never worn smooth. When my nerves settled, I closed my eyes, drifted off, and relived that night again. 
 
The next morning I enjoyed the best breakfast I had in a long time. I found it odd to eat from a ceramic plate. It seemed too delicate, fragile, like it would break beneath the pressure of my fork. The tin dish I’d eaten from for so long was certainly more durable, and equally functional, if less glamorous.
The meal left me in high spirits, but the coffee—that really made my day. The warm sweet coffee sliding down my throat was like a missing piece of me finally returned. How I’d managed to live without it for so long, I did not know.
Neysa came stomping down the steps and out the door. “I wonder if she ever just walks,” I said, staring after her. Marcus smiled at me as he finished his coffee. He looked like a new man. We both had long overdue baths that morning, and Marcus combed his hair out and trimmed his beard. Combing my own would have required an imagination that bordered on insanity, but I shaved the shadow forming on my scalp. The neat and tidy look did not sit right on Marcus, clashing with my image of the man. He looked ridiculous.
“You look happy,” Marcus said. “I like the happy Saul, much less complaining and sneering.” 
“I’m sure it won’t last. So, what’s the plan for today?”
“Let’s stop by the dock, take another look. We need to start watching for when the guard changes are, patrol routes, that kind of thing. See if we can spot any important-looking ships. I also need to stop by the blacksmith’s—my girls are in desperate need of some love from a big sweaty man.”
 
We stepped out into a frosty morning. The sky was a boiling mess of gray, but I could not help but smile. The town looked a lot nicer on a full stomach. A boy sat on the corner playing his lute, the case open in front of him. He was good, and as we passed, I tossed in a few coppers. The boy missed a beat, but corrected himself quickly and nodded his thanks. 
We walked down a street that passed the large port. Seven ships were moored, along with a multitude of smaller craft. The largest of the ships dwarfed the remaining vessels. I knew nothing of boats, or their larger cousins, ships, but it was clear that I was looking at an uncommonly great example. Apart from being enormous, it was also grand. Few would bother to add as many decorations to the hull as this one displayed. It sported the emperor’s personal banner, in addition to that of the empire, which explained rather a lot.
We paused to watch as men lowered a large crate to the dock. It was larger than our room at the Shady Oak and had a number of warnings painted on its sides. The men unloading it looked to be taking great care with it.
I looked at Marcus. “What do you suppose that is?”
“If I were to venture a guess, I would say something large and valuable.”
“Could be.” The large ship certainly looked important. The type of vessel one might expect to use for valuable cargo. My feet itched to get aboard. To be that close to the crown and ring, and yet to just stand there… it grated on me.
Men were climbing about the masts and securing sails. My suspicion that the ship had only arrived that morning was confirmed when a gangplank was lowered a few minutes later. A large number of legionnaires walked along it and down to the dock. The first made his way along to the bottom and stepped to the left; the next did the same but stepped to the right. This continued until two long columns of legionnaires were lined up, a couple of meters between them. I watched as the men, used to a rocking ship, tried to stand perfectly still. Many struggled.
A small crowd gathered around us. Any idiot could see that someone of import was aboard the ship, and people were ever nosy creatures.
Four figures in red robes stepped onto the gangplank and slowly made their way across. The rumble in the crowd when they appeared turned to hushed conversation when they were halfway and dwindled with each step they took, until the Dark Legion arrived to deathly silence. They walked through the passage left between the legionnaires and assembled a short distance away. I took a step back into the crowd. While I’d rarely had to deal with the Inquisition directly in Castralavi, I still feared that I would be recognized. Their hoods were up, but I thought I could make out black tattoos across all of their faces. Black tattoos were preferable to silver, but while these weren’t sorcerers, they were still high-ranking Inquisitors. The Dark Legion inked their skin with small black letters that covered their bodies. The confessions and last words of those they put to the question were written on their skin. The writing was small, and it took many years to look as black as these men did. I reckoned that if I’d followed their custom, I would have been as black as Marcus a long time ago.
“Now who is this?” Marcus asked. “I’d like to meet her.”
I took my eyes off the Inquisitors and looked back to the gangplank. A woman came walking across, looking down on those below as though she owned the place. She wore a dark blue dress, her black hair tied back in a bun. A rather ordinary-looking woman, but she was far from ordinary. “No… You really don’t want to meet her.” I said.
“Why? Do you know her?” Marcus asked.
“Not personally, no, thank the Gods. That, my friend, is Princess Milliandra.”
“The princess? I have not heard good things… she’s nice to look at, though.”
She had the face of a street dog licking piss off a nettle, which Marcus would have known if he’d looked up from her ample bosom. It did not really matter how she looked; I could never find her attractive. She was a coldblooded woman, brutal and ambitious. Milliandra made even the twisted shell that I had become look divine.
Behind the princess came a white-robed man. I felt an anger rise within me. There were few I hated more than slavers. My brother and I had been thrown into their wagons once, and on that day our lives had changed forever. The slaver held a chain wrapped around his wrist, and behind him came a dozen slaves. The slaves were young, many yet to grow a beard. And they were my people. The chain passed through their manacled hands, its other end held by another white-robed man at the rear.
The princess joined the Inquisitors and talked with them. I tried to read her lips but only made out the occasional word, not enough to get an idea of their conversation. I’d hoped to catch a reference to the treasure I sought, but no such luck came my way.
There was a gasp in the crowd, and I turned to see what they were pointing at. One of the slavers, the one at the rear, had a bloodied nose, and the rearmost slave stood facing him. Another blow fell as the slave smashed him in the face with his manacle. The slaver let go of the chain as he tripped, fell hard on the gangplank, tipping over the edge to splash into the water.
The slave at the back ran a few steps, then leapt from the gangplank, cleared the couple of meters of water, and landed to the side of the legionnaires. He displayed the grace of a lion and the speed too, and I doubted he would be caught. Just as I started to smile—the boy well on his way down the street—that damn sensation curled up my spine again. I’d felt it far too often over the past two days. 
A flash of light erupted from behind me, casting long shadows for the briefest of moments. Then, what looked like a ball of lightning surged past me and toward the boy. He looked behind him, his mouth wide in shock; then the ball hit him full in the face and threw him head over heels. He writhed in agony, clutching at his face. Princess Milliandra walked up to him slowly, the Dark Legion close on her heels. She kicked him hard, then again. Her sleeve was rolled up, and I could see silvery tattoos up her arm. Not as many as on a sorcerer, but there was no mistaking them. 
“Want us to teach him a lesson, Princess?” one of the red robes asked.
“No, leave him,” she said, and looked at the crowd. “Nobody touch him! He stays there till he rots. Anyone who interferes will answer to me.” 
Much of the crowd dispersed at that point, and Marcus and I joined them, walking past the boy in the road, clutching at his face. Between his fingers, the skin on his face was raw, and his eyes were swollen shut. There was an odd smell too, like burning, but not something I could put my finger on. I wondered if the boy was blind, and I felt for him, but I was powerless to help. He looked to be in a bad way and I doubted he would suffer long.
 
We made our way to the noticeboard by the port, and as we stepped up, I could see the board was bare apart from the small nails that would, under better circumstances, be used to pin up job announcements. That, and a poor sketch of someone’s missing dog, though the sketch was old, barely visible, and took me a moment to discern what it was. I reckoned the dog would be lucky to still be alive. I was staring at the sketch when Marcus pulled me closer.
“That centurion is on the corner of the dock,” Marcus whispered.
I peeked past the noticeboard and spotted the man. It was hard not to, with his decorated armor, his thick red cape, and the red plumes of his helmet sticking up like a peacock’s tail. “He’s facing the other way.” I said. “We should just walk away, but don’t rush.”
We walked down the street, and I looked behind me as casually as I could, but not directly at the man. He was looking in our direction. When we rounded the corner I looked again, but the centurion was talking to another legionnaire, no longer facing us. “See,” Marcus said. “Nothing to worry about. I bet he wouldn’t recognize me if I walked right into him.”
“I wouldn’t bet on that,” I said. “You’re like a cliff with arms and legs. I don’t like his presence here—it could ruin our plans. Permanently.”
“Unfortunately, there’s not much we can do about it,” Marcus said.
Marcus was wrong, of course, there was plenty we could do about it. As we rounded another corner, Marcus pointed at the smithy. “Actually, I might go into the forest for a bit,” I said. “I need to clear my head, and I want to gather some herbs and such. It’s been a long while since I made salves and tonics, and I need some supplies to practice with.” Marcus shrugged.
I walked with Marcus to the blacksmith. He handed over his weapons and sat down to talk with a young boy while he waited. It was likely the blacksmith’s son—he shared the man’s red hair. I looked at the swords on display. While I was next to useless in a fight—at least a fair one—I could recognize a good blade, and the smith clearly did too. My attention was drawn next to a row of daggers, which more suited my style. A dark alley; a turned back. I decided to buy one and picked out the best of the daggers. Not the largest, not the best-looking, but the most practical. I paid the smith’s wife and walked to the edge of town.
 
Leaves crunched underfoot as I made my way into the forest, and while my progress was slow at its edge, with the trees shrubby and the undergrowth dense, I soon walked beneath the tall canopy. I tripped several times on the steep slope, with my eyes lost in the leaves high overhead, scanning the branches for the plant I sought.
It was common near Castralavi, but I had no idea if it grew around these parts. Dragon’s root was a small plant with bright red roots, an epiphyte usually found on forking branches of large trees. It took a long time, but I eventually found one. “Nothing is ever easy,” I muttered to myself, looking at the small plant close to the very top of an enormous tree.
My job as an assassin had taught me to climb, a skill that served me well. When I finally reached the little plant, I pried it free using my new dagger and let it drop to the ground. I sat on the bare fork in the branch to rest. My stomach lurched when I looked down. The giant tree had to be very old; it stood tall above the canopy. I was facing White Lake, and the view was impressive. Maps really did not do its scale justice. Even from up here, the lake disappeared into the horizon. I wondered how many of the old stories my father had read me were true. The stories of adventures across the lake, of battles with massive monsters from the deep—of treasures found and treasures lost.
I turned myself around to face the other way. Looking down, I saw a long line of cleared forest and could make out a number of bare-chested men constructing something, though I couldn’t tell what. It looked like a road made of timber planks and metal beams, but I was sure that wasn’t it. I considered going for a closer look, but then I noticed a number of white-hooded men. Slave masters. Just like that, my plan evaporated.
I made my way back down the tree and dropped the last meter to the ground. Bent on one knee, I picked up the plant and shook it to remove the dirt.
“That’s a long way to climb for dragon’s root,” a voice said from behind.
I spun around and saw the blond girl, Neysa, standing over me, her arms crossed. She had all manner of herbs and plants tucked into her belt. She looked pissed off, but still beautiful. Even through her narrowed eyelids, I could see that her eyes were as blue as the sky. Well, not the gray blanket of a sky that sat over Sagemont; they were more like the impossible blue of the pools in the Great Oasis in Ubrain. I could swim in those eyes. I realized I was staring, so I smiled and I tried my best to look nonchalant, but I felt my face flushing, as red as a smacked arse, no doubt. “Only one I could find?”
“I’m surprised you found any at all, but the question is, why do you need that in the first place?”
I stood up and brushed the dirt from my knee. “Sleeping tonic. It’s for a sleeping tonic.”
“Oh, really?” she asked, hands on her hips. “When… there… are…”—with each word she tossed a different herb from her belt at me—“plenty of other plants, right in front of you that would do the job, and not involve climbing that monster of a tree?” She raised her eyebrows at me, bent to pick two mushrooms at her feet, and then tossed them at my face as well.
“This is the one I know how to use,” I said, frowning at the girl. It was a lie, I knew of all the plants and the mushrooms too.
“And it just so happens to be one of the strongest sedatives? And completely tasteless and odorless?”
“How would you know? I thought you were a failed mage?” I muttered. I had barely spoken those words when a small fist connected with my eye.
“I was an herbalist first,” she shouted at me. “I sell herbs. But none of that vile shit you have.” She turned and stormed off.
“Ladies don’t punch!” I yelled, rubbing at my eye.
“Your mother lies with dogs!” she yelled back, now some distance away.
“Ladies definitely don’t say that,” I said to myself, still rubbing my eye. I placed the dragon’s root in my satchel, then looked at the plants she’d tossed at my feet. “Might as well take these too. Thanks, Neysa.”
 
When I returned to town, I made for the market to pick up additional supplies. On the edge of the market sat three wagons. A large white-hooded figure leaned against a wheel with a short whip in hand. The slaver’s wagons were nothing more than cages on wheels, filled to the brim with Ubraian slaves. My people had suffered with me those years I spent in the dungeon. A part of me felt guilty for having escaped their fate, when their chances of living a normal life again were so slim. The cages were filled entirely with men, and I thought back to the construction project in the forest. The hooded man saw me staring, so I quickly ducked away into the market.
I made my way through the mess of stalls, which showed no semblance of organization. A stall offering barber services and one selling meat faced each other. I next walked past a food stall selling dried fish, extending off another offering shoe repair. These two were at least partially related, with some of the dried fish resembling the leather strips of the stall next door. As I walked on, the smell of incense assaulted my nose, and I turned to look into a purple tent with a beaded entrance. Through the beads I saw an older woman tossing corn to a rooster. The sign above the entrance read, “Alectryomancer,” though I had no idea if that was her name, or whatever she did to chickens. Groups of children were playing wherever space allowed. One boy was on his own, creating his own entertainment. I watched as he hid on the inside of a tent, his face to the ground. As he saw a lady walk past, he stuck his foot out, tripping her, then ran away.
It took a long time to find the items I needed within the maze of canvas. I bought a small cleaver, a burner fueled by lamp oil, and some bottles of various sizes. I also bought thin fishing line and some small weights, and I stopped by a tailor’s and arranged for him to come by the inn when he was next available. We’d left Castralavi with nothing but the clothes on our backs and had only managed to acquire an additional set each on our way to Sagemont.
 
Still searching for a few items, I saw Neysa storming down an alley in the direction of the lake. What was it about the girl that fascinated me so? She had a foul temper and the mouth of a sailor. Yet there was something about her. My eyes followed her until she disappeared down an alley. That’s when I noticed a large man trailing close behind her. Before I knew what I was doing, I followed the two in and saw the man exit the other side. I made my way to the end and leaned around the corner to watch. My gut told me the man was up to no good. Something about the way he walked spoke of his intentions. I was still deciding what to do when a hand grabbed me by the shoulder and pushed me hard up against the wall.
The slaver in the white robe had me pinned. Most of his face was hidden in the shadow of his hood, but I could see his mouth. With his free hand, the man reached up and lightly traced his finger on my forehead. Round and round his finger went, following the faint scar left where I removed the brand. A toothy smile appeared on the man’s face. “You’re not the first slave to cut his face. But you are a slave, aren’t you? My slave now,” the man said, leaning in. I could smell his flowery perfume, and garlic on his breath. I showed him my teeth, which confused him for a moment. “What a pretty smile,” he said. He ran his tongue up my neck, then brought his face close to mine and gave me that perverted look that Angus used to give me. 
My teeth still showed, but if you ever see the fangs of a lion, do not mistake it for a smile. His face fell as my dagger found his heart. I followed the man to the ground as he slumped, and gave the dagger a vicious twist. “I am no one’s slave,” I said, and stomped my heel down on his face, snapping his neck with a loud crack. I looked both ways down the alley, but it was hidden in shadow. No one had seen what happened.
His previously white robe was soaked with bright red blood, and the contrast made it look all the redder. I wiped my dagger on a clean patch, put it away, and then searched the man. He had a heavy coin purse in one pocket, and a key hung from a gold chain around his neck. I took both. “We were kings once,” I said to the corpse.
Stepping from the alley I looked in the direction Neysa had gone. There was no sign of her or the man. I turned and looked in the direction of the inn, knowing full well that I needed to get away from the body and off the streets. I hesitated for a moment longer before running after Neysa. She was still nowhere to be seen, and I soon arrived at the lake. The lakefront was empty, at least where I was at. Not knowing what else I could do, I turned to leave. Then I heard a muffled scream.
Looking again, I saw a small pier to my left, with two feet sticking out from beneath it, just short of the waterline. I rushed forward and peered underneath to see the man lying on top of Neysa. He did not hear me approach. Too bad for him. His hand was over her mouth, and he licked at her face. She struggled, but the man was large. It looked like I’d gotten there before anything truly unpleasant had happened. There was little room between where they lay, he on top of her, and the pier overhead. A handspan, two at most. I quietly opened my satchel and took the small cleaver in my right hand and the mushrooms Neysa had pelted me with in my left. Neysa noticed me and her eyes went wide. I waved, a smile tugging at the corner of my mouth.
I took a firm grip on the cleaver and struck down as hard as I could on the back of the man’s ankle, cutting clean through his tendon and well into the bone. I was pleased with my purchase. It had been a while since I’d last used such a sharp cleaver, as small as it was. The man screamed and smashed the back of his head on the low pier. His hand slipped from her mouth, a big mistake, as she sunk her teeth into his ear. I used the distraction to strike again on the other ankle. The man rolled out, thrashing and screaming. As he rolled out, I shoved the mushrooms into his open mouth and kicked him hard in the jaw, ensuring he bit down on them. Within moments, the man was unconscious.
I looked around to see if anyone came. No one did, so I cut his throat before wiping my cleaver on the man’s shirt and placing it back in my satchel. “Two for the one who waits,” I said to my god. An offering. I looked beneath the pier at the girl. She was spitting and gagging, a part of the man’s ear to her side, lying in a pool of blood. “You can come out now—it’s safe,” I said.
She crawled out and looked at the man, then at me. She didn’t say anything as she backed away. Not knowing what to say, I turned my back on her and walked into town. I was too angry to be cautious and went up the alley with the dead slave master. I stepped over him and walked to the market to buy the last few items I needed.
Behind me, I heard a scream. Neysa must have followed me to the corpse.
 
I walked back to the port and made myself comfortable on the corner of the intersection. From my position I had a good view of the imperial warehouse. I placed the cloth hat I’d bought in front of me and brought my new flute to my lips. With the ragged clothing I had on, I made a good imitation of a transient busker. As I played, I watched the legionnaire guards at their posts. I could not even remember the last time I’d played, years in any case, but while I made mistakes, coins dropped into the hat often enough for me to feel satisfied with my performance. The sound of the flute filled the street, and the sad melody had many peeking from their windows.
The slave kid still lay in the road some distance away. He wasn’t moving, and I suspected he was dead. It was probably better than being a slave. Probably. The sight of him tugged at my heart and my sadness filled the music flowing down the street.
 
Many of the giant crates were already in the warehouse, but a few still remained on the ship. There were now two guards on the door and one at each corner of the building, making six in total. Another ten legionnaires appeared to be on a more general patrol of the port. The centurion walked among these men.
 
An hour before dusk there was a changing of the guard. The number of guards on the warehouse remained the same, but now only four legionnaires patrolled the port. I put away my flute and picked up the heavy hat which I emptied into my satchel. My busking more than paid for the goods I’d bought in the market. I followed the centurion at a distance, but my skill at tailing was wasted on the man, as he never looked behind him. He was dragging his feet, and his shoulders sagged. He entered a house, and through the window, I saw him remove his breastplate and boots and flop down on a bed. I watched for a while, but saw no one else enter or move around the house and I left, satisfied it was the centurion’s house.
As I walked toward the inn, I noted that most of the roofs on both sides of the street were tiled. I smiled. Thatched roofs were the worst; tiles I could deal with. When I reached the Shady Oak, I walked past it and continued on instead to the market, which was quieter than before. Some stall owners were packing up their wares. I hunted around until I found the mischievous boy I’d seen earlier that day.
 
I approached the boy and went down on one knee in front of him. “Do you want a reward?” I asked the kid. The boy looked suspicious but nodded. “I have an important job for you. The owner of those wagons over there has dropped his key,” I said, dangling the slaver’s key in front of the boy. His eyes followed it as it swung in front of him. “Now, your job is to look after this until the slave master returns. If you do this important job for me, I will give you this copper coin.” I held the coin in my open palm, and the little brat snatched it away before I could blink. “It’s very important that you not use the key on those wagons. Promise me that you won’t?” He promised.
A cheeky smile played on my face as an idea occurred to me. “Would you like to say a naughty word to those slaves? Something in their language?” The boy nodded, his eyes sparkling. “Can you say, Wah ‘ha Gabeera?” It took him a couple of tries, but he soon had it.
 
I rushed back to the port, knowing the lad would set the slaves free sooner rather than later. I arrived short of breath and leaned against the side of a building. My heart was still racing when the warden’s bell called the legion to arms. In the next few minutes, several legionnaires ran past me toward the bell, but the guards on the warehouse remained where they stood. “That answers that question,” I thought to myself.
 
When I returned to the Shady Oak, I was in a foul mood. Perhaps it was foolish to hope that my quest would turn out to be easy after all my years of planning in the dungeon. But the suffering I’d endured over those years did not cause the Gods to lighten my load. I’d killed two people, which while far fewer than my daily average still ruined my mood, and the warehouse was guarded well enough to make our entry a challenge. To top it all off, when I stormed into the inn, I saw Marcus and Neysa talking at a table. It looked like she had been crying, and knowing Marcus, he was comforting her and would be well on his way to getting between her sheets. I had no right to feel slighted by this, but when added to my already less-than-pleasant day, it stung. I sneered at them and stormed up to our room.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
Once an Assassin
 
There was a loud thump on the door. “Gods,” I heard from the other side. I put aside the cleaver and unlocked the door. When I peered out, I saw Marcus rubbing at his nose. Had he walked into the door? “Oh, it’s you,” I said.
“Yes, don’t mind me—I just live here,” Marcus said as he walked in. He flopped onto his bed and sighed. “I hear you’ve been busy again.” I did not reply, but kept chopping fine red roots into smaller and smaller pieces. The table was cleared of the flowers it had previously held, and an oil burner and several bowls and jars were arranged in their place. “You killed two men. I hope no one tracks the bodies back to us,” Marcus said.
I scraped the fine pieces of root into a bowl, added water, and placed the bowl onto the burner. “So, you and the girl have been talking?” I felt jealous of my friend. Any relationship between them would not last long, which irked me too. Marcus had a way with ladies. Well, with people, really.
“She’s shit scared of you. She recognized that plant you’re chopping up. Told me it’s largely used by rapists. Apparently, a drop of that stuff in a girl’s drink enables certain types of men to knock a girl out and have their way with her. This true?”
“It is.”
“But that’s not what you’re intending, is it?”
“Nope,” was all I said. 
“What happened with the slaver?” Marcus asked when the silence stretched on for too long. 
My shoulders sagged. “Well, it turns out my face surgery was not as flawless as I’d hoped. He knew. I’ll need to be more careful in the future. But look, I didn’t just go on a killing spree—I also did some reconnaissance. They’re still unloading the imperial ship, but I think they will be done by tomorrow night. My guess is that they will start moving it the day after. We have practically no time, in other words.”
“Tomorrow night, then,” Marcus said.
“Tomorrow night. I watched the legionnaire guards for a while, too. They have the same number on the building at night as during the day. Two on the door, and one on each corner. They only have one guard patrolling the port, but the ship crews are still aboard.”
“Six guards might be a challenge to deal with. Maybe we can distract some away from their posts?” Marcus suggested.
“No, won’t work. I already tried that,” I said.
“Really? Did you show some leg? You might not be their type.”
“I showed them a lot of leg. Three wagons’ worth of slave legs. When I killed the slave master, I took his key, gave it to a bratty kid, and left him to work his magic. When the bell was rung, the legion came running. But not the guards on that warehouse.”
“Well, that’s unfortunate.”
“Quite.
“What happened to the slaves?”
“Not sure,” I said. “I hope some got away.”
“But where would they go?” 
“I taught the little boy a new swear word in Ubraian. Or at least, he thinks I did. I would bet good money that he said it before he freed them.”
“Not a swear word, then?”
“No, he said Wah ‘ha Gabeera. It means Great Oasis. It’s in the north of Ubrain, and while they might have a hard time getting there, if they can, it should be a safe place for them.”
“Best of luck to them, then,” Marcus said. “By the way, you were right about the Shady Oak.”
“How so?”
“Elijah confessed that he has serious money problems,” Marcus said. It often surprised me how much people were willing to confide in Marcus. He had a tricky way with that smile of his, and it worked a sort of magic. “Apparently, he has borrowed money from some dodgy characters to keep up with his taxes. Now he’s behind on his payments to both. Not sure what he’s up to exactly, but Warden Adair’s suspicions about the man are probably well-founded. Elijah is a nice man, though,” Marcus said, yawning. 
“Get some sleep,” I suggested. “We’ll think of a way to get into that warehouse in the morning.”
 
An hour past curfew, with Marcus snoring away, I snuck out through the window. The roof was cold on my bare feet, but at least it was dry. I looked down at the streets and found them empty but for a couple of legionnaire patrols. I wondered if the curfew was as strongly enforced here as in Castralavi, but it did not look like I had anything to worry about. The night was dark, which suited me. My night vision had been excellent when I was young, but since I’d been accepted into the assassin’s guild and my training completed, it had only gotten better. I often wondered if it had anything to do with the tattoo on my shoulder.
Staying low, I leapt from the inn to the next roof—quietly, as a roaring lion kills no game. In my experience, the easiest way to remain unseen was to be where no one expected to see you. Simple, of course, but these lessons had been learned the hard way. I’d found that rooftops gave me the best chance of remaining unseen, especially as closely spaced as they were in Sagemont. They posed their own risks, however. Once, Angus had sent me to assassinate a nobleman, and I’d fallen through a poorly thatched roof. As I’d lain winded on their dinner table, the occupants of the house had overpowered me and called for the legion. The legion, of course, had handed me back to Angus, and I’d received one of the worst beatings of my life.
It may sound odd, but my tasks as an assassin were by far the most enjoyable of those I’d had as a slave. They’d meant I could be away from the dungeon, and Angus. The Sons of Svyn treated all its members as equals. Even slaves. While slaves were stripped of their real names, that presented its own difficulties. We were given slave names, unimaginative, but demeaning names like: worm, maggot, shit, dung beetle and so on. I wondered how many maggots there were. Many, I would think. My guild gave me a new name: “Ghost in Shadows.” 
They were brothers to me at the time I’d most needed them. Part of me wished I could involve them in my quest, but the guild walked a fine line at the best of times. The empire often made use of their unique skills, and so tended to look the other way for other assassinations, too, but I doubted such courtesy would be extended where my goals were involved.
A cold wind blew across the lake, and the lapping surf roared in the otherwise quiet night. I always enjoyed being up on the roofs past curfew. It was quiet, dark, and clean somehow. Alas, it usually meant I was about to kill someone. Too bad for them. I crouched out of sight of a patrol and waited for them to pass. As had become my habit, I looked up at the Eye of Svyn. It was just a brighter patch of cloud that night. When the patrol was a ways down the road, I continued on.
 
A few minutes later, I arrived at the centurion’s house and slowed down. I leapt to the apex of the roof, which was the strongest part and made the least noise. Moving slowly, I shifted my weight from one foot to the other until I got to a spot I believed would be above his bed. I pried a roof tile free and placed it so as not to slide down. Kneeling beside the hole, I closed my eyes, let them adjust, then shoved my head through. When I opened them, I saw that I’d misjudged the position of the bed. But the hole was right above a thick rafter, which would do as well. I lifted another three tiles, creating a square hole just large enough to fit through, and lowered myself onto the rafter.
The house was well furnished but spartan, containing only practical furnishings. It was free of any real decoration. No paintings or sculptures, no vases or flowers. He was obviously a single man. It was better that way.
I made my way along the thick beam until I was right above the man, and I took the fishing line and poison from my satchel. The line had a small weight attached to the end, and I slowly lowered it until it hung right over the man’s mouth. I waited for the weight to stop swinging, then using a dropper, ran a drop of the poison along the line. He clapped his tongue on the roof of his mouth. I used five more before the man’s breathing changed. More fitful, and shallow.
I rolled my line back up, and waited. Soon his breathing slowed, then stopped. The poison was a potent sedative that was fatal when made too strong. I had made it much stronger than was required. One drop would have likely killed him. Better to be safe than sorry, I figured. “One for the one who waits,” I whispered in offering to Svyn. I made my way back up to the roof and replaced the tiles.
 
As I neared the inn, a noise caught my attention, so I crept to the edge of the roof and looked down. The slave kid was still lying in the street, wailing softly. I thought he’d be dead by then. I really did not need more complications in my life. But I found myself dropping to the ground; quiet as a stalking lion, I crept to the kid.
“Shhhh…” I said, and gently lifted the boy’s hands from his face. He was not exactly conscious, but nor was he asleep. His face was badly burnt, and as I leaned over him, I could feel the heat rising up at me. It was a cold night, and he should have been shivering. His eyes were still swollen shut. I would not know what state his eyes were in until the swelling went down. I could pry them open, but the boy’s screams would have the legion on me. What to do?
I sighed. I could not bring myself to leave the boy there, so I opened my satchel and took out a sedative. Not the one I’d used on the centurion, of course, though it occurred to me that I could put the boy out of his misery. I took out the vial, pulled the boy’s lips apart, and let three drops fall into his mouth. He moaned and pulled his face. The sedative tasted foul. I put him over my shoulder and found that the kid was heavier than he looked.
The inn felt further than I knew it to be, and I strained under his weight. My injured shoulder did not much appreciate the tugging it received, either. When I tried the door I found it locked. I knew it would be, but I’d hoped that life would be easy for a change.
I gently laid the boy down on the ground, took my lock picks from my satchel, and had the simple lock open in mere seconds. The common room was lit by a small lamp, so I discarded the idea of carrying him up to our room. I did not particularly feel like explaining myself to Marcus just yet. I laid the kid down on a table close to the lamp.
He was lean, with no fat, but well-muscled for such an underfed young man. Taking my lock picks out again, I opened his manacles. These took a lot longer than the door had.
His face was badly burnt, and while it would heal in time, his wounds would leave a hell of a scar. I pried his eyes open. They were red, so bloodshot that there was no white to be seen, but the irises still held color, which gave me hope that he would see again. All in all, the boy appeared to be in much better condition than I’d expected. I decided that the shock of the magical attack must have done more to the boy than was immediately apparent.
I went to work on the wounds I could see. I rubbed a thick coating of salve over the red, blistered skin of his face and rubbed it in gently. No doubt, the kid would have screamed his face off if he’d been awake. His skin felt hot under my fingers.
Next, I took out a dropper and dropped a saline solution into the boy’s eyes. There was nothing fancy about the liquid, but it worked wonders on sore eyes. I kept adding drops until it ran from the corners of his eyes and down his cheeks. Lifting the kid’s head, I ran a bandage round and round, only leaving narrow slits for his eyes and nose. 
 Having done what I could, I packed away my gear and carried the boy up to our room. I made a bed for him in the corner using spare blankets and covered him with another that Marcus had cast off. Then I found my own bed. In the morning, I would see how the boy held up and figure out what in the hells to do with him. It felt good to help someone for a change. Real good.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
Grains in a Cup
 
That night I dreamed I was in the dungeon again. A nightmare, perhaps, but I was in no peril. I dreamed that I was hacking corpses into smaller pieces with a blunt cleaver and carrying them to my cart, one wheelbarrow at a time. It was a task I’d repeated so many times that, even in a dream, it seemed quite real. The only strange part was the lion that sat beside the cart. With each load I tipped in, he sniffed at it as if hungry, but snarled, refusing to eat.
 
When I woke, it was to the sound of waves lapping against a sandy beach and a cool freshwater breeze. Not the torture chamber then, not Castralavi, and certainly no lions. When I opened my eyes, I found the room still dark. I sometimes wished that I could sleep in, especially after a busy night. But, my body would have none of that, so I lay in bed with my eyes closed, enjoying the comfort of a good bed and a life to call my own. Such simple things, but they made all the difference. I could not help but smile to myself. 
I heard a rattling at the door, and lifted my head to see. It was still too dark to make out any detail in the room, even for me. I heard another rattle, and saw the door slowly swinging open. A faint light shone into the room from further down, and I saw a hooded figure in a dark robe sneaking in. It looked like it was carrying something with care. The figure took another step, and I could make out that the robe was… red. Dark Legion! I sat up, backed into the corner and screamed.
“Gods!” the man screamed in return, dropping the object he was carrying. It shattered on the floor. 
I was breathing heavily, and looked for a weapon. 
“Calm down Saul. By the Gods, if I shat in this robe, you’re cleaning it,” Marcus said. “What in the names of the Gods is wrong with you?” He walked to a small table by the door and lit a lamp.
He was wearing an embroidered red robe. It might have been a lady’s. I leaned my head against the wall, and breathed deeply to calm my nerves. 
“You scared me half way around the hells,” I said. “A man sees someone in a red robe sneaking into his room…” 
“Gods!” 
A fist banged against the wall. “If you’re gonna fuck each other, do it quietly!” Neysa yelled from the other side.
“You thought I was an Inquisitor?” Marcus whispered.
“I was half asleep,” I said, looking at the ground. The pieces of a coffee cup and its contents lay spilled across the floor. 
“I was bringing you a coffee. We have a lot to plan today.”
“I’m sorry, that’s nice of you,” I said. “Where in the hells did you get that robe?”
He shrugged. “I had a bath. There’s a whole pile of them in there.”
“Well, it’s very pretty,” I said. “We do have a lot of planning to do. And all good plans start with coffee. Let me make you some in the Ubraian fashion.” I sat up, and saw the kid lying in the corner, mostly hidden. I pointed at him.
Marcus turned, then screamed. Neysa banged on our wall again.
“Calm down, man,” I said. Marcus sat down on his bed, then looked at me for an explanation. “It’s that slave kid. The one the princess —”
“I can see that,” Marcus said. He looked at me for a long moment. “And what are you going to do with him?”
“Haven’t a clue,” I said. “I couldn’t just leave him there.”
Marcus nodded. “When did you do this anyway?”
“Last night while you slept.”
“You went out just to get the boy?” Marcus asked.
“I needed to get out for a bit,” I lied. I did not want to tell Marcus about the centurion. I knew he would take it badly. I got up, pulled on a shirt, and then walked to the boy. I gently shook him, but the boy only moaned. Holding a hand to his forehead, I felt his skin cool to the touch. I retrieved the smelling salts contained in a small bag from my satchel.
“What’s that?” Marcus asked.
“An aromatic spirit of ammonia,” I said. Marcus raised an eyebrow. “Smelling salts.” I held it close to the boy’s nose. His breathing quickened, and he started to move. His eyes opened a crack, no more. They were still swollen, but from what I could see through the slit in the bandages, it looked as though the swelling was subsiding. The boy’s eyes settled on me. His body jerked, and he went to scream. I gently laid a hand over his mouth, and shushed him. When the boy calmed down somewhat, I pulled the bandage covering his mouth down. I spoke to him in Ubraian, but the boy did not respond. I sighed. 
“Are you okay?” I asked again, this time in common.
“Who are you?” The boy rasped.
“My name is Saul, and this is Marcus.”
“Where am I?”
“In our room. In Sagemont. I brought you here, you were lying in the street. The princess did something to you when you tried to escape.”
“Why?” The boy asked.
“Because you tried to escape?” I said.
“Why did you save me? You should have left me to die. It’s what I wanted.”
I thought about it for a moment. “Did you? Or did you want to be free of that life?”
“Same thing,” the boy said.
“Not at all.” 
“What life is there for me?” The boy asked. “You don’t understand, I am a slave. I have no life.”
I bent over the kid, and pointed at the scar on my forehead. “Look carefully?”
The boy peered through the crack of his eyes, his brow rising in recognition. “You cut your brand…”
“I did,” I said. “I didn’t do a particularly good job of it, but it is what it is. What’s your name?”
The boy slowly shook his head. “I am nameless.” When you were taken as a slave, you were stripped of your name. Of the core of your being.
“What were you called before you were taken as a slave?” I asked.
“I have always been a slave,” the boy said. “I was born a slave. My mother lived in Prylea when she was taken. I do not know who my father was.”
I shook my head. “Well, how about you choose a name for yourself?”
“I only know slave names,” the boy said. “Worm, maggot, shit. Or that of slavers. Can you give me one? One with honor and strength?”
I thought on it a moment. “How about Kaleb?”
The boy thought it over. “Not one I know, where did it come from?”
“It was my father’s name,” I said. “He was king of Ubrain.” 
“Your father was the king?” The boy asked. “Then you are…”
“I was a prince,” I said.
The room was filled with silence for a long minute, everyone thinking to themselves. “Kaleb… I could be Kaleb,” the boy said. I found myself smiling. “Where would I go?” the kid, now Kaleb asked. 
“Once you recover, you can go to the Great Oasis at the north of Ubrain. I don’t suppose you know where it is?” Kaleb shook his head. “Well, the locals could point you there I am sure. I freed some slaves yesterday, that is where they will go. You should join with them.”
Kaleb thought it through, and it looked as though he came to a decision. He looked at Marcus. “Why is he wearing a dress?” Kaleb asked.
I smiled and looked over my shoulder at Marcus. 
 
We left Kaleb to recover and made our way downstairs to raid Elijah’s kitchen. I soon had coffee boiling on the fireplace stove in the common room. “It should be another hour or two before the guests start stirring,” I said.
“Deadlines, deadlines, deadlines. So… this Ubraian coffee of yours, you made it sound more sophisticated than boiling a cart load of coffee and sugar together. I didn’t see any go in, but there might even be half a cup of water in that mix. Revolutionary. You might need a shovel to get that mixture out though.”
“You wait my friend,” I said. “We’ll see what you say when your hair stands on end, and your eyes open wide. This is the stuff ideas are made of.” As it came to a boil, I moved the pot to the side, and stirred gently to keep the mixture from burning. I had fond memories of my family drinking coffee together in the morning. Mother made fantastic coffee, and I wished she was still alive to taste the quality of what I was using.
I used a ladle to fill two small cups with the strong coffee, and we sat down facing each other. “So… ideas,” I said, blowing into my cup. “How do we break into that warehouse?”
“Can I assume that we are working on a plan that doesn’t involve killing everyone in our way?” Marcus asked. 
“Yep, that’s the plan,” I said.
“Good,” Marcus said taking a sip. “Wow… that’s some potent stuff. I see now why you need all the sugar.”
I took a sip, burning my tongue. I did a good job with the coffee, but Mother was better. “Maybe we can dress up as legionnaires. Just walk in the door,” I said jokingly . 
“I like the simplicity of that plan,” Marcus said with a smile. “And in a bigger town, that might even work. But in this tiny place, I bet everyone knows each other.”
Silence stretched for a while, the fireplace ticking. 
“Well, I’ve got nothing,” Marcus said, finishing his cup. He pushed his finger into the coffee grains at the bottom of his cup, and drew spiral shapes as he thought. He laughed, “I just remembered something from my youth,” he said. He removed his finger from the cup, and rubbed the coffee grit between his finger and thumb. “The king had a delegation staying at the palace once. I can’t recall where from, but one of the southern islands off the coast of Durrim. Now, the king had a lot of people coming and going from the palace, and I rarely paid any attention to them. One of these fellows, though, he was dumb enough to bring his daughter along. I was in love with the girl as soon as I saw her. Maybe not love, but definitely lust. Anyway, this girl had a fascination with reading tea leaves. Also did coffee grains, though I don’t suppose there is much of a difference. Got right insulted if you didn’t let her read your cup. She even taught me how. She taught me a lot of things, that girl. Reading tea leaves was probably the most boring of the lot. Want me to tell you what she showed me? You won’t believe how many fans I have made using those tricks,” he said with a wicked grin.
“No, thanks. It’s quite all right,” I said.
“Suit yourself. She was my first, but I definitely wasn’t hers.”
“That’s nice,” I said, finishing my coffee. “Want to read my cup?”
“Seriously? You do know it’s a bunch of nonsense, right?” I nodded but handed over the cup. “Okay, then. It’s been a long time.” He turned himself so that the cup faced toward me. “Let’s see then,” he said peering in. “Well, that’s not very good. I see a raven, which represents failure, disappointment, and death. Let’s try finding something better.” He rotated the cup in his hand, peering into it. “I see… a horn. No, two… three horns. What was that again?”
“I am guessing nothing uplifting,” I said dryly.
“I think you’re right, I believe a horn symbolizes that you have a powerful enemy. This coffee has it in for you, Saul. Tell you what, press your thumb into the grains and rotate it clockwise three times,” Marcus said, handing back the cup. 
 I frowned at Marcus, but took the cup, pressed my thumb into the cooling grains, and rotated the cup three times. I removed my thumb and looked for a cloth to wipe it on. Not finding one, I handed the cup over and sat with my thumb sticking out, black with coffee.
Marcus smiled at me. “Alright, let’s see. Okay, now we are talking. I see a wagon’s wheel, symbolizing good fortune. I also see a jackal, or a fox, meaning trickery. I’ll take that as a positive.” He turned the cup, shaking it. “I see a dress. Or a cloak, something like that. Don’t know if that has a meaning, but let’s say you’ll look pretty to all the boys. There you go, a good reading,” Marcus said, handing the cup back. “I should do some readings in the market,” he said, laughing. “Just ignore all the bad stuff. People don’t like paying for that.” 
I shook my head and got up to get another cup of coffee. As I poured, an idea occurred to me. I looked over my shoulder and said, “Actually, that reading of yours might be of some—ouch!” I put my overflowing cup down and shook my hand. I leaned over to take a sip from the cup, picked it up, and sat back down. “The second reading, of course. The first one was clearly nonsense.” I leaned back in my chair, looking at the ceiling. It was funny how things just clicked into place sometimes. I looked at Marcus, and smiled. “I think it might just work. We’ll need some wheels, preferably attached to a coach, and we’ll need someone to drive it. That’s the tricky part.”
 
Back in our room, I went through my morning ritual of consuming lethal doses of poison. It had scared the hells out of Marcus the first time he’d seen me do so. I’d explained that I was immune to most poisons and that I only kept that immunity by consuming them each day. Or each week at the very least. It was a habit instilled by the assassin’s guild, the Sons of Svyn, who had taught me the ways of poison. Too many poisoners died by their own poisons. I would not be one of them.
We had a tremendous breakfast, and I took some food up to our room for Kaleb. He ate a lot, even for a teenage kid. Considering the food he would have had up to that point, I should not have been surprised. 
After breakfast, we left the Shady Oak to look for a potential driver. I was not particularly optimistic about finding the right type of person, though—someone who would keep their mouth shut about what was to happen that night. If all else failed, I did have my naming to fall back on. There was a possibility that I could shut their mouths that way. It was very much an “if all else fails” scenario though, as I had no confidence in my ability. That, and I hated putting people under my power.
Our walk through Sagemont did not have a particular destination in mind, but we ended up at the docks. In Sagemont, all roads led there, so it was only natural. 
“Shouldn’t we be staying clear of the docks?” Marcus asked. “Last time you got bent out of shape by the presence of the centurion.”
“I don’t think we need to worry about him,” I said. “I doubt he’ll have much to say if we ran into him.”
Marcus looked confused by my words, but we kept walking. We arrived at the docks and looked at the warehouse. Six guards still stood watch, and some dock workers were in the process of moving one of the large crates into the warehouse. It barely fit through the giant doors. I could still see a few crates on the imperial ship, but I reckoned they would have them off and into the warehouse soon. We really did not have much time. I scanned the crowd as we walked beside the port and stopped in my tracks when we came to the empty noticeboard. I was smiling as I turned to Marcus. 
“What?” Marcus asked.
“Look over there,” I said, pointing at the noticeboard. “I think we may have struck gold.”
Marcus looked and, when he saw what I meant, he turned to me and hugged me. “See, doing good deeds can pay off.” He let me go and ran to the noticeboard. He lifted the man up in a bear hug, leaving his feet dangling.
“Malvin, my friend! It’s so good to see you,” Marcus said. “Looking for a job?”
Malvin was startled but nodded. He tapped Marcus on his arms. “Too tight,” he wheezed. Marcus put him back on the ground, and Malvin put his hand on his thigh, clearly still tender. Good, let that remind him of what he owed us. It looked as though he still wore the clothes he was in when we met at the bridge, and his trousers had a patch where Marcus’s knife had punctured his thigh.
“So, do you want a job or not?” I asked.
“Yeah, that would be nice. It’s bloody hard to work for a living in this town. There are no jobs. I might be able to get work on one of the ships, but they won’t be leaving for another few days, probably a week. Man has to eat in the meantime.”
Marcus held him by the shoulders. “It makes me so happy to see you keeping to your word. How are you at driving a carriage?”
“Well, I suppose they’re not too different to driving a wagon. I can do that just fine,” Malvin said. “How much are you paying me?”
Marcus looked at me, pleading with his eyes. I initially thought to give the man a gold coin, which was a great deal of money. In the end, I decided to reward Malvin for actually doing as he said and, of course, to shut his damn mouth when the night’s work was done.
I sighed. “Two gold coins.”
Malvin’s jaw dropped. “No kidding? I would do a lot more than drive a carriage for that much coin. Where is this thing, anyway?”
“We still need to find one. And some horses,” I said.
“I tell you what, with how much you’re paying me I can arrange the horse and carriage for you,” Malvin said.
“Okay,” I said. “Make sure it’s a nice carriage. As nice as you can find. You can pay for it with the fortune I just gave you. Wait at the service entrance to the Shady Oak Inn at midnight. Don’t screw this up, unless you want a quick release from your mortal concerns. This is not an idle threat.”
 
We were about to leave when a large procession came down the street. Dozens of wagons, carriages, men on horses, and legionnaires on foot came down the street in our direction, all to the beat of the drummers that led the way. The imperial banner was dominant, but those of several noble houses were also flown. It was a who’s who of arseholes as far as I was concerned. Townsfolk latched onto the procession, which grew with each minute it took to get to the port. We quickly found ourselves surrounded by a crowd of onlookers. When they arrived, the legion went about shoving people back, forcibly in some cases. There was a lot of “oohing and aahing” from the crowd when three figures stepped out of the grandest carriage. It quickly became clear that these three arseholes were in fact the imperial princes. It was the first time I’d seen them in the flesh. I had seen portraits of them, of course, but paint allowed for rather a lot of exaggeration, it seemed. The eldest was barely twenty at a guess, and the youngest maybe fifteen. Kids then. Arsehole kids.
“So,” Marcus said. “I guess the princes are off to rule their provinces?”
“Looks like it.”
Perhaps a third of the men and women from the procession made their way onto the lavish ship, along with all the cargo and supplies. To my surprise, none of the legionnaires joined them. I guessed that they would be met by more at whatever ports they disembarked at. A number of very large but finely dressed men had boarded, so they would not be without protection. In different dress, these men could easily have been doormen at disreputable taverns or gambling dens. The fancy clothes looked plain wrong on them. When everyone was aboard and the large crates had been unloaded to the wharf, the ship left the port and re-anchored some distance offshore.
With nothing left to see, we left for the inn to prepare for that evening. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
Pretty Men
 
“This won’t work,” Marcus said. “We’re dead men. I don’t know why I’m going along with this.”
“By Svyn’s balls, shut up and sit still,” I said as I applied ink to the last bare patch on Marcus’s forehead. “This plan is pure genius.”
“Dressing up as the Dark Legion, and walking through the door… that is your idea of genius? What makes you think this has any chance of working?”
“Because it’s unexpected,” I said. “Who in their right mind would even contemplate pulling off such a stunt? Because it’s unthinkable, they won’t think of it.”
“You don’t think that two men walking up in ladies’ bathrobes, claiming to be Inquisitors, will be suspicious? You’re mad.”
Marcus was shivering in the cold of night. I refused his requests to get dressed; he had to wait for the ink to dry. You’d think a termite colony had made itself at home in his crotch with how much he was fidgeting. Granted, it had been two hours since I’d started, but still, he wasn’t making it any easier. 
When we arrived back at our room from the port, we found it empty. Kaleb was gone. All he’d left were his discarded bandages. I couldn’t help but worry about the kid, but he’d taken his life into his own hands. He had every right to it, and at least he had his own life to live, however short it may be. I hoped he was on his way to the Great Oasis. I took a step back from Marcus to get a good look at my work.
“In the full light of day, this probably wouldn’t work. But, in the middle of the night, they’ll be too busy shitting themselves to take a closer look.”
“Like you did this morning?” 
“Exactly.”
“Why are you so scared of the Inquisition?” Marcus asked. “I thought they had to hand over the biggest, baddest prisoners to you for interrogation?”
“They scare me because they love what they do. They live for it, and what’s worse is that they believe in it.”
I stepped back to add the finishing touches. I’d already painted my own skin, and I reckoned I’d done a good job of it. My hands, wrists, ankles, neck and face were covered in tiny letters. I wondered if I could have gotten away with just painting them black, especially on Marcus, whose skin was just a shade darker than the ink. But I decided not to leave things to chance. I had strong doubts about the bathrobes, though. We’d found the biggest ones we could, and I’d still had to extend Marcus’s. I could not help but see them as the ladies’ robes that they were, but I refused to admit as much to Marcus. I was nervous, but also excited. I could have the crown and ring in my hands this very night. 
“Done,” I said, rolling my shoulders. 
“How much time have we got?” 
“About an hour. Let’s get ready.”
 
The bell struck for curfew, and not long after, I opened the service door at the rear of the inn to peer out. I smiled at Marcus over my shoulder. Malvin was waiting on top of a fabulous carriage. We walked around the carriage to marvel at it. The horses, too, were kitted with full regalia, feathers on their heads and all. Malvin was sitting up top, dressed as smartly as the horses. He had a huge grin on his face and Marcus gave him a thumbs up as he climbed in behind me. 
The carriage set off for the port, and I smiled at Marcus. There was a chance that my crazy plan might actually work. All the parts needed to fit and the carriage tied them together. I felt much better about it now that the plan had been set in motion. 
As we turned a corner, the carriage came to a halt. I pulled open the curtain, and peered out. “Legion patrol,” I said. “Three men.”
“Halt! Stay where you are,” a legionnaire bellowed. “Who do you think you are to break the emperor’s curfew?”
“Follow my lead.” I whispered, stepping out of the carriage. We had rehearsed a few things in the event that we were stopped. I just hoped Marcus could play his part without laughing. I strutted like a peacock, walking a circle around the guards, one at a time. The men looked terrified, eyes on the ground. Marcus stood to the side with his arms crossed. “Who are you to question us?” I asked. “You dare interrupt the emperor’s business? Grovel at my feet… and I shall contemplate your fate.” The men fell to their knees, groveling like none had groveled before. “Is it that you harbor a hatred for our beloved emperor? Do you desire to dislodge the gears of his machinations?” I tapped a finger to my lips in mock contemplation. “Why do you seek his displeasure? Answer me, you maggots!”
“We… we were just doing our job, Inquisitor. Doing our service to the emperor. We didn’t know…. “
“Silence! What think you, brother? Do we spare them? Or hasten their journey to the final day?” I asked of Marcus.
“Their day of judgment will come soon enough, brother. Leave them to serve the Beloved as best they can for now,” Marcus said.
“So be it,” I said. “As always, you are the embodiment of our emperor’s forgiveness, brother. Stand, and be gone!” I said to the legionnaires, then climbed back into the carriage. 
Marcus followed me, closed the door, and let out a deep breath. “Gods!” Marcus said.
“You convinced yet?” I asked. I could not believe how well that had worked. 
Marcus nodded. “I’m impressed.” 
I was too.
 
The carriage pulled up to the side of the warehouse. Marcus and I stepped out and walked to the door with purpose. Past the warehouse, I could make out the imperial ship some distance off the coast, and I thought I could hear the sound of laughter, even at that distance. The guards were cowering long before we reached them. “Open the door and stand aside,” I said with all the authority I didn’t have. 
The guard on the left glanced at the other, but he was already reaching for it. We walked through, and I turned to the guards. “Do not come in here unless we ask for you. Close the door!” When the doors were shut, we smiled at each other, and Marcus hugged me. I didn’t mind for once, and could not believe that my crazy plan was actually working. “You need to read more coffee grains,” I whispered. I pushed the man off me and gestured for him to follow.
There was a large empty space at the center of the warehouse, with the massive crates lined up along the walls. There was an unusual smell about the place, but I wasn’t sure what from. The crates were even bigger than they’d looked from a distance. Moonlight trickled through small windows set high against the ceiling. I stopped in front of a crate and looked up at it. 
“Why are there holes drilled along the top of the panel?” I asked.
“Don’t know. Maybe there are screws hidden within them. Does it matter?”
“I suppose not. Where do we start?”
“This one is as good as any other,” Marcus said as he moved closer to investigate. “Look,” he said, gesturing to the side of the crate. “There are large knobs on the side of the panel. Must be for opening it without destroying it.” Marcus started turning them counterclockwise. There were four per side. “I can’t reach the top ones. Come here—I’ll boost you to the top. There may be more above.”
I crouched on top and quickly turned the last two knobs. The top of the crate had a multitude of drilled holes. They contained no screws, and a faint, but horrible smell was wafting up at me. A realization dawned on me as I turned the last knob. “Erm… Marcus. I don’t think these crates contain what we hoped they did.”
“Why?” Marcus asked.
Thud. 
The front panel fell to the ground and kicked up dust particles that glowed in the moonlight. It looked as though we were surrounded by a multitude of stars. A high-pitched squeal came from the crate, which rocked as something heavy knocked against the inside.
Marcus leaned into the crate to get a better look. Then his eyes went wide. “Gods!” He turned and ran to the far side of the warehouse, drawing his dagger as he turned. I wished we could have found a way to hide Marcus’s short sword in the robes. The Inquisition often had rapiers, but never something as crude as a short sword. 
A massive reptile stepped out of the crate, and the crate shook with each step it took. It had three large horns, and a large bony wedge extended from the top of its head. It was big. Though Marcus was tall, he could have walked beneath its belly with a slight bow. The beast turned toward him. It snorted, and the air from its nostrils sent another cloud of dust into the air. It tossed its head, then charged. 
Marcus ran toward it. I thought that he was overestimating his abilities. The beast was massive, and those horns! But when he was a couple of meters away from it, he went onto his knees, sliding beneath the beast as it swung its head to gore him. As he slid beneath it, he reached up and thrust his dagger, cutting a long wound along its belly. The blade snapped at the hilt halfway along the creature. The reptile’s momentum carried it ever forward, and it collided with another crate, smashing a panel. It dropped to the ground, but its legs still moved, trying to stand back up. Even with its entrails lying beneath it, it came close to finding its feet, but it collapsed again, dying.
Marcus looked at the hilt still in his hand and tossed it over his shoulder. He rested his hands on his knees, breathing heavily. “Gods!” he said. “That was close.”
“Behind you!” I shouted. Another reptile was stepping out of the crate with the smashed panel. It charged at Marcus, and Marcus ran. The creature did not stop chasing, and Marcus kept running. They ran in circles around the warehouse, though he seemed to outpace it easily enough. The man was ridiculously fast. The ground shook beneath the creature, and it was agitating those contained in the other crates. The crates now looked far too flimsy to contain the hulk of muscle and horn that shook the ground beneath me, and the crate that was my pavilion swayed when it passed. I doubted they would last if the other creatures became determined.
“Open the door,” I shouted, hoping the guards would comply.
“What?” Marcus yelled as he passed me for the fifth time. It was damn loud in there.
“Open the Gods-damned door!” I shouted, pointing at the door.
Marcus put some extra distance between himself and the beast and grabbed the door as he ran past, opening it. The guards were gathered around the door to eavesdrop. Not surprising, considering the racket we made. Most ran when they saw what was happening, but one lagged behind, and the reptile collided with him. He was impaled on one of the beast’s horns, but I suspected he would have died from the impact regardless. The rest of the guards ran for their lives, and the reptile chased them down the street. 
I hung from the crate, then dropped the rest of the way to the ground. Upon leaving the warehouse, I found the area deserted. The legion and reptile were some distance down the street. Another man lay trampled in the dirt.
“What now?” Marcus asked.
“I don’t know,” I said. “It doesn’t look like they unloaded my cargo.” I looked out across the water. The imperial ship, anchored some distance off, was silhouetted by the moon behind it. 
“Stop it,” Marcus said.
“What?”
“Stop thinking about boarding that ship.”



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
Podge
 
An hour or so later, clean of ink and out of my ladies’ bath robe, I started rowing. If it was cold before, it was freezing on the water. My comfort was further diminished by the fact that I sat in a puddle. “This is insanity,” Marcus said.
“You didn’t have to come.”
“You say that, but what was I going to do? Let you die in this suicide mission?” 
“I will not let the princelings sail off with Ubrain’s future.”
Rowing a boat was much harder than it looked. We cut through the water like a lame duck, or a fish missing a fin, splashing and weaving. The swerving wake I left behind us glowed white in the moonlight. It did not take long for Marcus to take the oars from me. He did a better job by far, but that was not saying much. A man from the dry plains of Ubrain got precious little practice at rowing a boat; lions and water did not mix.
“Question. Why is that ship just sitting there?” I asked.
“It’s a tradition all sailors of White Lake follow. The night before they depart, they cast off, anchor a short distance away, then, they get horribly drunk.” 
“Why?”
“Because it’s likely to be the last opportunity they get before they arrive at the next port. I’ve only been across the lake once, but I tell you, it was a rough trip. I hear they all are.”
“Why not just get drunk in a tavern?”
“Because sailors have a terrible habit of disappearing after a night of heavy drinking, or showing up late. It also allows them to get the ship ready and set sail at dawn. Besides, it’s a custom, and sailors are too superstitious to spurn things such as this. Bad luck and all that.”
 
It’s hard to say exactly how long it took to reach the ship. Far longer than I thought it would, at any rate. In time, we sat below the stern of the massive ship, hidden within its shadow. Our little boat was knocked against the ship each time the water rose. I thought those on board would peer over at any moment, so we waited a few minutes, but no one came. 
By the sound of things, a tremendous party was being held on board. It may have been customary to drink and eat the night before setting sail, but, by the sound of it, those above us were going well beyond what custom decreed. It was hardly surprising, since the princes and their retinue were on board. The young men would hardly settle for a few quiet glasses of wine.
“How do we get up?” Marcus asked. 
I looked about with a scowl. No convenient ropes or ladders were to be seen. The side of the ship was covered in decorations and embellishments, many carved into the wood. The surface felt rough as I ran my hands over it. I wrapped my fingers into the groove of one of the carvings, placed a foot to the side, and lifted myself from the small boat. When I didn’t fall, which surprised me, I reached up and found another handhold, and made my way up slowly to the sound of chattering royals and the playing of a flute. I was not used to climbing up a moving structure, and the rocking ship came close to dislodging me on several occasions. My arms ached by the end of it, but I made it to the top, and slowly peered over the rail. 
Overdressed men and woman, boys and girls, were talking and frolicking in loose groups at the fore deck. A second group encircled the first, all facing inward. These tended to be either scrawny or brutish, with few in between these extremes. The servants, I presumed, and some hired muscle. Bodyguards. There were many tables stacked with food, drink, and a large number of lanterns. Probably more than was wise on a ship. I guessed that candle lanterns were safe enough, but I noticed several oil lanterns among them. That had to be foolishness. To the side stood the musician playing a pleasant melody on his flute. He was very good, but his talent was wasted on that lot. Two scantily clad dancers weaved to the tune, and a man on a barrel was juggling various fruits and a single dagger. 
I was about to climb over when a scuffle broke out. A tubby young man was shoved off his feet and fell hard to the deck. I heard the wind getting knocked out of him. Another walked to stand over the wheezing one. He laughed, and a few of the nobles joined him. I recognized him then. One of the arsehole princes, though I hadn’t a clue which one. Renard? “Remember your place, cousin,” the arsehole prince said. “You’re lucky even to be on this ship. If my father didn’t insist, we’d be free of you. But do not presume you are one of us. Next time you’ll find yourself in the drink. I’ll have to think of a task for you… something to keep you out of our hair.” He laughed again and walked back to his entourage. The tubby young man stood, and sat on a crate some distance away from the others.
I watched until my arms threatened to quit, then I climbed over the rail. The stern was empty and in shadow. A number of crates and barrels were stacked on deck. I assumed they would find their way into the hold before the ship set sail, but in the meantime, I ducked behind them and made my way along the rail to a coiled rope fixed to the side. As I crept, I watched my betters at play. They were dressed for the ballroom, not for sailing, and while I may not have known them from a bar of soap, I felt a deep loathing for the spoiled brats nonetheless. 
 
With one end of the rope tied to the rail, I lowered it to Marcus below. He tied it to our boat in turn and was on board a short time later, making the trip in a fraction of the time it had taken me. 
“Now what?” he whispered.
I pointed down at the deck. We found a hatch and climbed down it to a dimly lit space filled with crates and barrels. Lifting the lids on a few of the crates, we found them filled with food. I doubted most ships carried the quality or quantity of food displayed. One crate was stocked with wheels of cheese. It looked like good cheese, and one of the small wheels found its way into my satchel. I was about to add another when Marcus grabbed my arm and shook his head. I shrugged and added it anyway. I loved cheese. The door to the storage hold was open a crack, and I peeked through to find a long corridor with doors along both sides. Two sets of stairs were on the far end of the corridor—one that led up to the deck, and another going deeper down. 
 Behind the first of the doors we found an empty cabin and after a quick search, I left with two gold necklaces added to my satchel. This time I took care to make sure Marcus did not see me swipe them. We continued along and searched most of the cabins. All but one were empty. By the sound of things, it was occupied by two or more men. I did not care to see their bare arses, so we went downstairs. We found two more doors, one barred, before the short corridor widened to a large open area. It appeared to be the main hold and was filled with sailors. 
Sailors were not generally held in high esteem, but these men seemed right civilized compared to those above. They thrust themselves into the business of drinking with the look of men who had seen tough times. It was the type of atmosphere that could be found in seedy taverns throughout the empire. The quiet, contemplative drinking of those who drank to forget. None were watching our dark corridor, so I picked the lock, unbarred the door, and closed it behind us. 
I had it—the room was filled with chests and treasures of all kinds, and all we had to do was find the crown and ring. I tingled with excitement as we went about searching through the vast store of wealth. My satchel was heavy by the end of it, but I’d failed to find my treasure. I searched every box and chest, but they simply weren’t there. When I saw the treasures the room contained, I’d been so certain they would be there.
In frustration, I pounded my fist on one of the shelves. It was one of my more stupid moments, and one that I came to regret. A bracket that held the shelf tore from the wall, and the shelf, along with its contents, fell to the floor. Two expensive-looking vases were smashed, a bust of the emperor rolled to the far wall with a thump, and the rest clinked, broke, or thudded. We stood dead still, as if any noise we made then would decide our fate. 
The beat of footsteps warned us that we were in fact in the shit, giving Marcus time to pull his blade. The door opened, and three red-faced sailors stared at us, wide-eyed. Marcus fell into a fighting stance, but it did not matter. They simply closed the door, and barred it from the outside.
We pounded, we kicked, and we ran our shoulders into the door. The latter I regretted deeply. The wound on my shoulder hurt like hell, but the door remained closed. 
“You stupid bastard.” Marcus said, and shoved me to the ground.
 
We found ourselves in the brig not long after. It was the first time I’d ever seen a brig, but one cell looked much the same as the next, and being on a ship made little difference by the look of it. Our identities and true goal remained a secret. However, the loot I gathered in my satchel was enough to doom us and labeled us as thieves. Thieves with the nerve to steal aboard the emperor’s vessel in the dead of night and take his treasure from under his princes’ feet. Which was true enough. 
Marcus sat in the corner with his face in his hands. He was less than happy with me. I was surprised he laid down his weapons, and a bit disappointed to be frank. There were no legionnaires on board the ship. True, the nobles were all well-trained with the sword, and their bodyguards no doubt knew their way in a fight, but I thought there was at least a chance we could have gotten away. 
Their raucous laughter drifted down, and it grated on me, as I suspected they were laughing at my stupidity. They were back on deck, but one young man remained to guard us. It was the one who’d been shoved to the deck earlier, and it looked like the arsehole prince had found a task to put him at. His face literally drooped, though that might have just been due to its pudginess. The suit of clothes he wore consisted largely of frills and collars, the fabric just there to give them form. He looked like a wilted flower.
 
An hour passed, and not much changed apart from my arse being sore from sitting on the hard floor and our guard becoming increasingly restless. I knew we were in serious trouble, but I was bored shitless. So, I looked up at our guard.
“What’s your name?” He stared at me for a long moment. The man looked disgusted that I dared to speak to him and did not answer. He was ruining my attempt to quell my boredom. “Is it a secret?” No response. I sighed. “Fine, I’ll call you Podge, then. Tell me, Podge, why did you get left down here?”
“Watch your mouth, you codpiece!” Podge said. 
“Come now, Podge, there is no need—”
“My name is Darcy. Now shut your damn mouth.”
I tilted my head in thought. “Darcy… Darcy… Not a name I’ve heard. Are you a royal servant?” The young man’s face flushed with anger. 
“He is Darcy DeMonza, nephew to the emperor,” Marcus mumbled through his hands. 
I thought about it for a moment. “I like Podge better. I’ll keep using that instead.” Podge did not respond to further questions after that, which I found quite rude. 
 
Another hour or two passed, and I managed to drift off to sleep for a short while. I woke up when the floor tilted beneath me and sat up too quickly. I felt light-headed.
“We’ve pulled anchor,” Marcus said. He did not look to have moved at all. His face was still buried in his hands, and our guard too looked to be in much the same position as before. 
“Are you kidnapping us, Podge?” 
Podge only looked up briefly. 
“Marcus,” I whispered. “Tell me about Podge. Everything you know.”
Marcus knew quite a lot about Podge, also called Darcy. As much as I was teasing the man, we truly were in a pretty dire situation. I decided to try something I had only succeeded at once before. I took everything Marcus told me of the man and fashioned a true name, folding the knowledge I had gained around his name with magic, ready to uncoil within his mind.
I bit down hard on my tongue, and the metallic taste of blood filled my mouth. It hurt badly, but that was the point. “Darcy,” I said, channeling the pain I felt into the name. “Darcy, open the cell.” A chill went down my spine as I spoke the words, and I smiled broadly. It worked. Darcy stood to his feet, picked up the key, and walked to the door. He looked horrified, as though he could not believe what he was doing. 
“Darcy, you will remain here until I tell you to leave, and you will not scream or cause a commotion. You will not try to cause harm to us in any way.” Marcus looked up to see what I was about, and his eyes widened when the door to the cell swung open. “Darcy, some treasures were confiscated during the forging of the empire and recently shipped from Qash to Sagemont. Tell me about them.”
Podge’s face was flushed with anger. I could see him strain against his bonds, but he could not break them. “I don’t know the details. Just that they were delivered a week ago in a different ship.”
I responded with every profanity I knew, which was a lot. Marcus put a hand on my shoulder. “We need to get off the ship before the sails are up.”
“Darcy, lead us off this ship in a manner that avoids our recapture.”
 
We gathered our belongings from a chest against the wall. Unfortunately, most of my ill-gotten loot had been confiscated, though I was pleased to see the cheese was still in my satchel. Podge—I really did like the name more—led us through a series of passages that we had yet to visit. They appeared to act as a conduit for servants. Those of the higher classes hated seeing servants going about their jobs, even while depending on them. We arrived at an intersection of sorts, perhaps a landing, with three sets of steps leading down and two going up. Podge led us up. A cold wind blew down at us when he opened the door at the top. 
Three surprised nobles stood on the other side. A young man held a lantern in one hand and had his other hand raised to open the door himself. The men were swaying more than the ship itself, clearly intoxicated. 
“Darcy? What is the meaning of this?” one asked, looking at Marcus and me. Podge had no response. He just stood there, unable to speak. The one with the lantern drew his rapier with his right hand and stepped toward us. 
“Explain yourself,” he said, his voice fluctuating from low to high and back again in the manner of most teenage boys. A bit old for that, I thought. I guessed him to be about sixteen. He took another step forward. I reached past Podge, slammed the door in the young man’s face, and ran back down the steps to the landing. “Come, Podge,” I yelled over my shoulder. “Follow.” There was a lot of screaming going on behind the door I’d slammed, and I wondered if his face had gotten in the way of the door. I hoped it did. 
We ran up the second set of steps and onto the deck. A group of people ran past without paying us any attention. My eyes followed them to the side, where the young man ran around in a circle, screaming. He was on fire. When I’d slammed the door it must have smashed the lantern he was carrying. I wondered at the type of idiot who would bring an oil lantern aboard a ship. The deck, too, was on fire, and those who ran past us joined some sailors who were busy trying to put it out. The new arrivals took off their expensive jackets and beat the fire. It was small, and I was sure they would have the flames under control soon. We needed to be off the ship before that. 
We ran to the stern, and I slid down the rope to our small boat. The ship was moving, though slowly, and our boat was being tugged behind it. As soon as Marcus was on board, I cut the rope, and we drifted away from the ship. Marcus had just put oar to water when a huge splash erupted beside us, covering me in frigid water. A moment later, Podge emerged. “By Svyn’s balls!” I swore. I’d forgotten to break his bond. My last order to him was to follow, and follow he did. 
“Leave him,” I said.
Marcus started rowing again, but when Podge insisted on swimming after us, he stopped and looked at me. “He helped us, and I will return the favor.”
 
The three of us were halfway to shore when Marcus stopped. He stared past me, and I turned myself around in my puddle. The imperial ship was ablaze with fire, the flames licking high. I knew what my big friend was thinking. “We can’t help them, Marcus.”
He looked at me accusingly. “We have to try.”
“No, we don’t. This small boat is sitting low enough, thanks to Podge’s fat arse. They have their own lifeboats. If we go back there, those overboard will swamp this little boat and sink us. Besides, how long do you think those dandies will stay afloat in their state of dress? Not long, I imagine, and it took us long enough to get this far.” We watched the ship burn in the predawn light, the bright orange flames reflecting on the surface of the lake. I thought I heard screaming, but it might just have been my conscience trying to be heard. 
“Darcy, why was there a room filled with treasure on the ship?” I asked.
“For the princes to use when they arrive in the provinces they will be ruling.”
We continued to watch the flames for a long moment. “Many for the one who waits,” I whispered, looking up at the Eye of Svyn. It was unfortunate for the nobles, but part of me enjoyed my revenge, as accidental as it was. An eye for an eye, and a tooth for a tooth. One burning family for another. A pity Solas wasn’t there to see it. 
 
We beached our boat a kilometer to the east of Sagemont. The ship was no longer visible. Either the flames had gone out or the ship had gone under. I felt more than a little depressed. Not about the ship or its passengers, which I suppose was bad, but about the complete and utter failure of our two separate attempts to retrieve the crown and ring of my people. What a disaster of a night. I had no idea what to do next. Well, I had to kill Podge, but after that... 
We walked west along the beach to Sagemont. The beach was dark. Dawn had barely broken, and we were in the shadow of the mountain. Marcus led the way, Podge walked in the middle, and I took up the rear. When we were close to town, I drew my dagger, closed the distance to Podge, and held the blade to his throat. A gasp escaped from him, and Marcus spun around. 
“Saul, stop!”
“We can’t let Podge go.”
“So, what, you’re just going to kill him?” Marcus asked.
“Pretty much, yes. Perhaps you’re confused about the situation, so allow me to clarify.” Podge squirmed and I pressed the blade a little closer. “If that ship sunk, and we both know it did, it sunk with all three princes on board, not to mention a shipload of nobles, and a whole lot of treasure. Perhaps they made it onto their lifeboats, perhaps not. There is a good chance that Podge here is the sole survivor. What do you suppose will happen to us when he tells the Dark Legion, or his uncle for that matter, about what happened?” 
Marcus’s face was tense, but he did not answer. 
“I’ll tell you, then. The most horrible death imaginable, that’s what.”
Marcus did not reply, but I could read his face well enough. He realized our situation, but his honor would not permit Podge to be killed in this manner. I wasn’t sure how far I could push the man before he abandoned me. The past few days were already taking their toll on him. We stared at each other for a long moment. The multitude of birds that chirped and flapped about the forest were incredibly loud and managed to add to the tension of our standoff. 
I sighed, bit down on my already painful tongue, and brought my lips close to Podge’s ear. “Darcy,” I whispered. Blood from my tongue spattered into his ear. “You will forget everything that happened from yesterday at sunset until the next moment you emerge from the lake. You will remember nothing of this time, no matter what.” I put away my dagger, and shoved him into the water. 
“What in the hells, Saul?” Marcus asked. He had not heard my whispered words, and even if he had, he knew nothing of my ability.
Podge came up for air and coughed up water as he stumbled ashore. “What happened… where am I?”
I rushed to him and held an arm around his shoulder. “You’re alright! Gods, we heard someone screaming out in the water and rushed over. But you’re alive! How did you manage to swim all the way here from the burning ship?”
“The… what?” Podge asked.
“That big ship. We saw it burning on the horizon. I did not think anyone would survive… truly, it was engulfed in flames. But here you are.”
“The ship burned? I… I can’t remember a thing. Where is everyone else?” I grimaced, and Podge looked away out across the lake. “Mind helping me to town? I need to lead a search party.” 
“Good idea,” I said. “Curfew is up, so I am sure many will jump to your aid.”
Marcus’s mouth and eyes were competing with each other for which could be the widest. He had no idea what had just happened, and I didn’t know how I was going to explain it to him. Not with the truth, obviously.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
Dark Arrival
 
We walked into the Shady Oak and were greeted by Elijah. He was the only one awake at the inn.
“Coffee?” Elijah asked. I nodded enthusiastically.
“An odd time to arrive,” he said.
I had no answer to that, but Marcus smiled. “No offense, your rooms are great, but we thought we’d check out those at the Blue Lotus.” Elijah nodded in understanding and left to get our coffee. I guessed that he’d seen many of his guests return from brothels at odd hours. He’d probably seen quite a few whores rushed out in the early morning, too. I was surprised to hear the lie come so easily to Marcus, though. He struck me as an honest man, but there were moments when something else shone through. I sat down near a window, and Marcus excused himself to get changed.
 
I was halfway through the coffee when a number of people made their way past the inn. It was early still—too early for that level of activity. By the end of the coffee, it had turned into a crowd. They were all going in the same direction, and it could only mean trouble. Elijah was pouring me another cup when Marcus came down.
He looked out the window and frowned. The morning sun had just crested the roofline, and the street was a contrast of deep shadow and too-bright light. He pulled out a chair and sat down. “Shall I order us some breakfast?”
I shook my head. “Not hungry.”
“What’s happening outside?” Marcus asked.
I looked up, a frown pulling at my face. “I’m guessing last night’s shenanigans have drawn some interest.”
“Gods…” Marcus said. “It would, wouldn’t it?”
I nodded. 
“Come, let’s go,” Marcus said. “We’d look less suspicious if we were curious like the rest of the town.”
I felt anxious about what we would find, but I nodded, finished my coffee, and stood.
We made our way down the street. The rush of people had dwindled to a trickle by the time we joined them. I guessed that our activities the previous night had been far from silent—a monster chased screaming men down the streets after all. The locals must have been eager to see the results of our exploits. I noticed deep gouges along the exterior of several buildings we passed. A shop owner was standing in front of one such wall, running his finger along the groove. Damage done by the monster we set free, I figured. 
The flow of people led to the port, where the previous noticeboard had been knocked down and replaced with a much more elaborate one. We joined the crowd standing in front of the new noticeboard. It had no title to it, but it didn’t need one. What it had was the red skull icon of the Inquisition. Five members of the Dark Legion were leaving the square as we arrived, their overdecorated red robes streaming behind them. One was laughing like a madman, which he was. I needed a sorcerer in town like I needed a hole in the head. Three more were standing nearby talking to Podge. It was the first time I’d seen that number in one place at one time. It was a bad sign. I wondered at how so many of them could have arrived so quickly. It was as if they’d materialized out of thin air. We stopped at the edge of the crowd and looked at the sign. It contained a list.
 
Crimes against the Empire:
 
Impersonation of the Imperial Inquisition
Breaking into the Imperial Warehouse
Killing of the Emperor’s Livestock
Release of the Emperor’s Livestock Resulting in Death and Damage
Release of Imperial Slaves
Murder of Kahleil Cobaj — Imperial Slave Master
Murder of Esam Agani — Unknown
Murder of Javier DeCastro — Centurion of the Fifth Legion
 
The last name was still shiny with wet paint. Marcus looked at me, but my eyes remained straight ahead. At the very bottom of the board I noticed a reward listed. Ten gold coins to anyone who provided information that resulted in a confession. The board had some rather glaring omissions. The burning of an imperial ship, the murder of the imperial princes, dozens of nobles, servants, bodyguards and sailors. We stood there for a while, and I listened to the hushed conversations around us. 
“I heard that a group of thugs cornered the slaver in an alley,” an older man said to another.
“That vagrant had it coming. Sanza, the jeweler’s wife, she told me that he chased her daughter right to the doorstep. The nerve!” a lady said to her friend.
 
Warden Adair walked up, shaking his head, which caused the feather in his wide-brimmed hat to flail about. “What’s all this about?” Marcus asked him.
Adair turned to us. He looked tired. He sighed then turned back to the board. “The Dark Legion doing what the Dark Legion does best. Sticking its nose where it’s not needed. By the Beloved, what is the warden’s office for, if not for this? And the centurion,” Adair said, pointing at the wet paint. “My doctor assures me that he died in his sleep two days ago. He wasn’t murdered—the Inquisition are just stirring things up.” Adair soon walked back to his office, grumbling to himself.
 
“Oh, shit,” I said when I saw Podge pointing right at us. The Inquisitors turned to follow his finger, and two of them walked in our direction without uttering a word. Panic struck me. I moved to run, but Marcus’s hand on my back kept me in place. Running would be a death sentence, and he probably had more sense than I. Perhaps we could talk our way out of it.
“Come with us,” one said, and they flanked us as they led us back to where Podge stood.
“Lord Darcy informs us that you rescued him this morning. Is this true?” I probably looked surprised, but nodded. “Tell us what happened.”
“Well, we saw a bright light out on the lake. As soon as curfew was up, we walked to the lake, and heard shouting from the water to the east. We rushed over, helped Lord Darcy ashore, and brought him back to town.”
“Do you know which ship it was that burned?” I nodded. The two Inquisitors looked at each other for a long moment before returning their attention to me. “Have you told anyone?” he asked. When I shook my head, he looked relieved. “Good, keep it that way. We must insist you keep quiet on the topic while we diffuse the situation. Understood? Otherwise, we will need to silence you rather more permanently.” 
“We understand.” 
“Good.”
 
The three Inquisitors left us standing there, and Podge smiled at me. I might even have felt a bit guilty for having done what I had. Honestly, I took no joy in controlling people in that fashion. It was akin to slavery, and I hated slavery with the fire of a thousand suns. 
“Thanks again for helping me,” Podge said.
“Don’t mention it,” I said, and I meant it. “Did your search party manage to find anyone?”
“No. It looked like the lifeboats were launched, but there were only two. Not nearly enough. We found them capsized. The captain who took me out theorized that they were swamped by desperate people looking for a place on them.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” I lied. A number of those on board could have easily pointed the finger at us. While it was unfortunate so many had died, I’d much rather it was them than me. 
Podge promised his assistance if we should ever need it. Not that I needed his promise, but his help might be useful. We wished him well and headed back to the Shady Oak.
 
As we walked, I saw the shopkeeper talking to a man covered in sawdust. He carried a toolbox and wore a belt around his waist equipped with a myriad of tools. Despite the belt, the man’s trousers sat low. The shop owner gestured at the gouges along the wall, but the repairman shook his head.
“Those beasts… the reptiles from last night—what are they?” I asked. “And why were they kept in those crates?” 
“Three-horns. Apt name, yes? As for the crates, can you imagine them running around loose on the deck of a ship?” Marcus asked. While his words were joking, he wasn’t smiling. I wondered if he was uneasy about the presence of the Dark Legion. I was, especially with the stunt we’d pulled the previous evening. Not to mention the fact I was personally responsible for every item on the list, as well as some things that weren’t. Well, Marcus had killed the three-horn, but the rest was all me.
“What does the emperor want with these three-horns?”
Marcus sighed. “Before I was arrested I received reports that he was breeding them.”
“Any idea as to what purpose?”
“Not really. I was told they were quite tame when trained.”
“Could have fooled me.” 
Marcus looked at me for a long moment before posing his next question. “What control do you have over Podge? On the ship, he suddenly leapt to our assistance, even though you had been mocking the man. Then, at the lake he seemingly forgot everything that happened on the ship. What in the hells did you do to him?”
“Poison,” was the best answer I could come up with. 
“Poison?” 
“Poison, yes. I have poisons that can make a man… malleable.”
Marcus did not look entirely convinced, which was fair enough, as I had no explanation for how I’d actually administered said poison. To my relief, he left it at that, though his frown remained in place.
 
We walked in silence after that, while the town pulsed around us. Walking into the inn, we were about to head upstairs when Elijah waved us over. “Someone came looking for you,” Elijah said. We looked at one another, each looking as worried as the other. “He’s right over there,” Elijah said, pointing at a table. We slowly turned our heads. What waited for us was a foppish man drinking tea from a dainty cup. “He’s an arse!” Elijah said. “He complained for minutes about my tea cups. I had to go through my mother’s boxes, the Old Ones guide her soul, and find that ridiculous flowery monstrosity.”
I smiled with relief. “He’s a tailor. I forgot I asked him to stop by.” 
 
It took the small man a long time to take our measurements. I suspected that he liked me in a way that I was distinctly uncomfortable with. When measuring my inseam, the man’s hand pressed up against my stones, and when he adjusted the tape, he rubbed against me. 
When the tailor had left, Marcus lay on his bed, watching me button up my coat. “Was that really necessary?” Marcus asked.
I was puzzled by the question. “Of course. We need clothes. In a place like this we stand out like a sore thumb.”
“I meant the centurion,” Marcus said. “Why did you kill him? He didn’t recognize me—it wasn’t necessary.”
I straightened my collar then sat down to put on my boots. “How dare you lecture me? You killed four men walking into Sagemont.”
“That wasn’t by choice! And my four hardly compares with the dozens you killed, including the Gods-damned princes!”
“Not by choice? And the men who tried to run away from you at the bridge—did you need to throw knives at them?” I asked. “Admit it! You are more bothered by my methods than my deeds,” I said, looking Marcus in the eye.
Marcus stood up, shaking his head. “And Neysa, will you kill her next?”
I was stunned. “Why would I do that?”
Marcus took another step closer, towering over me. “Because, you idiot, she knows more than anyone.” 
I had honestly not considered that, but I doubted she would become a problem. “If needs be, I will. But I will give her the benefit of the doubt.”
“Pretty selective with that, aren’t we? I know you fancy her, but did you see the reward listed for useful information? Do you think she will stay quiet, when she could earn a lifetime’s pay just by pointing the finger at you?”
Marcus walked to the door and opened it. He had a point. I would have given us up in the blink of an eye. I had all but decided to kill her when Marcus turned around. “Don’t kill the girl, please. I was making a point. In fact, try not to kill anyone today. I’ll be back late—don’t wait up.” The door slammed shut. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
Embers
 
I was angry with Marcus. With everything that had gone wrong the night before, not to mention the arrival of the Dark Legion that morning, I did not see why the man had to get so bent out of shape by the death of one man. A man who would have had no qualms about killing him. I did not need another complication in my life; I had more than my fair share already. I hoped he would snap out of his tantrum soon. If not, I would be forced to pull his chains, to use his true name against him.
 
As poorly as my quest was going, part of me refused to accept that the previous night’s failures had put an end to it. How could I give up… and yet, how could I continue? I occupied myself by unpacking and reorganizing my satchel. It contained a leather pouch that I left as it was. I knew the surgical equipment was in good order. The coin purse was still heavy, thanks to Angus and the slave master. Really, it contained more gold coins than most would see in a lifetime. 
I took out the most valuable of my possessions and laid it on my bed. It was an old manuscript entitled The Names of Things. I’d found the old text in the house of a nobleman I’d assassinated. I’d killed him in his library and then seen the manuscript on the shelf. It was as though it called to me, so, I took it. It was written in a language I barely understood, but did not recognize. It took me a long time to get my head around it, and I was still very much a novice at the magic it taught. Slipped between the pages was a sheet I’d torn from a history book I’d found in Elijah’s library downstairs. It was an illustration of the crown of Ubrain and the Ring of the Lion. I knew what the crown looked like, having seen it on my father for the entirety of my youth. But the illustration also showed the ring, something I’d thought was just a story until Angus had told me otherwise. The book said nothing of any magic in the ring. Still, the illustration acted as a reminder for me. Get the crown and ring, find my brother, free my people. I had never been the type to set easy goals for myself.
 The satchel also contained a number of tonics, tinctures and poisons I’d removed from the room of torture before I fled. Not all were for killing. My victims frequently passed out before providing the answers I sought, and potions were required to revitalize them. There were of course also a number of poisons among them, including the one I’d made for the centurion. Not all were for killing, though many ended in death. 
Poisons were such a great tool, but alas, most were not easy to use in the heat of the moment. I started thinking about how I could change that. I picked up the money purse. It still felt heavy, but not as heavy as it had been a few days before. I consumed my daily poisons, repacked the satchel, and put it over my shoulder. Back to the market I went.
 
On my way out the door, I saw the preacher man back on his dinghy across the road, talking to ten or so people. His congregation had grown and I stepped closer to listen in. He had nothing of interest to say. He just went on about how Yessa encouraged growth in the world around us, and growth within. The usual, in other words. No magic, though, which was all I was interested in. I was walking away toward the market when two Inquisitors approached, looking in my direction. My blood turned to ice. I knew they were on to me, so, I stopped, resigned.
But they passed me by without batting an eye. I looked behind me, confused. They had walked toward me with such determination. Then I saw it. They weren’t interested in me. No, they were heading straight for the preacher. Those around him stepped back, but none ran. 
“Heretic!” one Inquisitor shouted. “How dare you spread your filth? You know the law. Our Beloved, the emperor, stands between you and the Gods. You are not worthy of speaking on their behalf. And yet, you dare mention them by name. The penalty for such blatant heresy is death, and I will serve it to you now.”
The Inquisitor drew his rapier as he walked. The young man who had witnessed the tree coming to life days before stepped forward to intercede. He drew a blade. Foolish. He raised his sword but had a rapier through his guts before he could do anything else. The Dark Legion were battle-scarred veterans before being selected for their order. The man had no chance. The rest of the congregation fled as the young man collapsed. 
I felt the cold running down my spine. The man on the dinghy was naming again. The tree, previously resurrected from death, died once more. Vines sprouted from the dirt and wrapped around the Inquisitors’ ankles and legs, pulling them to the ground. The green tendrils continued their work, wrapping the Dark Legion as they hacked at the vines with their blades. The preacher ran. It took another minute for the Inquisitors to free themselves. To say that they were unimpressed would be putting it lightly. They fumed with anger, and I made myself scarce. 
 
I did not linger long in the market, quickly finding a stall that sold what I needed. I purchased a number of metal pins, used for sewing. With these in hand, I returned to my room and painted the pinheads with various colors. Next, I folded the sleeves of my coat over, and sewed them in place. This provided a double layer at my wrists. Angus’s coat was too long in the arm anyway. 
I went through my poisons and selected a few that would be of most benefit in a pinch, then dipped the pins into the poisons and put them aside to dry. When they were ready, I pushed them through the fold of my sleeve. The poisons were strong enough that they would still be effective if I was to jab one into a worthy recipient. I looked at myself in the mirror. The pins did not look out of place, merely a decoration, with only the colored heads visible. 
 
I sat around the room for a few minutes but soon grew bored and made my way to the Bleeding Wolf. It was not lunchtime yet, but I was starving and regretted skipping breakfast. Walking in, I saw no one. The place was empty, and Hobart was nowhere to be seen. I sat down at the table by the door and looked across the street to the Shady Oak. The men with the unusual hats were back, and two of them were stumbling more than sober men would. I thought it a bit early to be drunk but reminded myself that I was sitting in a tavern myself. 
The men stepped aside as they approached the inn, bowing to Neysa, who was exiting as they arrived. She stared after them as they entered, then turned and looked cautiously down the street to either side. When her eyes locked on mine, she averted her own and darted across the street and out of sight. I did not know what to think of her. I found her attractive, and interesting in a weird sort of way. But I did not kid myself into thinking there was something possible between us. I just hoped that I did not have to kill her. 
I heard footsteps and turned to see Hobart coming out of the kitchen with a smile. “Morning,” Hobart said. “How can I help you today?”
“Some ale please, I’ll leave it up to you to choose. Also some food. Do you serve anything spicy?” I had craved spicy food since gaining my freedom, but the local tastes leaned toward the bland.
“We do have a chicken dish that has a little zing to it, but it’s probably tame compared to what you have in Ubrain.”
“That sounds nice, thanks.”
When Hobart returned from the kitchen, he walked behind the bar and stared at the casks. In the end, he reached under the counter and retrieved a bottle and some wine glasses before sitting down at the table. 
“Mind if I share this with you? It’s a bit… different,” Hobart said.
“Sure,” I said, shrugging. “Wine?”
Hobart shook his head. “This is called an oud bruin. It’s an ale, but it goes through a different, much longer process. You will notice that it’s quite sour, and I can assure you that it’s by design.” He poured two glasses of a dark amber liquid and placed one in front of me. Hobart held his own glass to the light, swirled it, then brought it up to his nose, breathing deeply. “I do love this ale,” he said, taking a sip.
I swirled my own glass, spilling a drop on my lap. I sniffed at it. It smelled very different from both of the other ales I had tried previously—sour, but there was a depth behind it. I took a sip, and found it quite sour indeed. I took another sip, and I thought I tasted cherry. “I like this, it’s very nice. Best ale I’ve had, though that might not be saying much. Almost tastes like something between ale and wine.” 
Hobart seemed pleased with my assessment. “You would be surprised how few people like it.” He swirled the liquid around in his glass again and breathed in the aroma. “Ale is like life. You can make something of what you have, put in the bare minimum of effort. What you get out at the other end won’t be great, but you can probably live with the result. On the other hand, you can play the long game,” he said, taking a slow sip. “You go out of your way to find the best ingredients, you work out a recipe, and you take great care as you finally brew it. And then you wait, probably a long time. But when it comes into its own, it’s something you can be proud of. Something that makes life worth living,” Hobart said, nodding to himself. “So, you two bring a lot of trouble with you wherever you go?” he asked with a smile. This caught me off guard, so I took another sip, keeping quiet. “Oh, relax, I jest. People get so jumpy when the Dark Legion shows up. I’ll tell you, their presence is not helping things with the wife. She was itching to leave before, but now….” Hobart took another sip, staring out the window. 
I had come to appreciate why Marcus liked Sagemont. It had a peace about it, and I thought it would have been downright serene without our presence there. It was the type of place one could easily settle in. 
Hobart stood to his feet to peer out the window. “Now, what is that girl up to?” he asked.
“The blond girl snooping around?”
“She an admirer of yours?” Hobart asked.
I snorted. “Not likely. I think she is curious about that priest’s magic.”
 
We sat and talked for a while longer, discussing the town, his ales, the taxes, the weather, and everything in between, when his wife came out with a large plate of food. She shook her head at Hobart. “What a surprise, you’re sitting on your butt while I do the work,” she said.
When she was out of the room, Hobart tugged at his beard and whispered, “The old bat is driving me up the wall. Forever complaining, I can’t do anything right by her.” He leaned back in his chair. “I was thinking about closing the place down for an extended holiday, but I can’t afford to. As I told you, I’m renting the building, and it’s not cheap. I might just have to send her away to live with her parents for a while. I won’t have any food to serve, but I might have some peace.”
Two couples came in the door a short while later, and Hobart excused himself. “Nurse that bottle for me, will you?” And so I did, in addition to some wine, and a few tankards of ale. Each time I went to the privy, my legs felt a little less certain. By the time evening came round, I was drinking water. For a while it had felt like I was on a ship at sea. I had not been drunk in a very long time. Probably since my brother and I had snuck into our father’s cellar and learned a painful lesson about consequences. Both from father’s belt, and the hangover from hells. The unbidden memory choked me up, and I felt a tear slip down my cheek, which I quickly wiped away. 
I walked into the cool evening air, my legs having lost most of their rubber. I sat on the bench outside and drank my water. The moon was full, and it had a red hue to it that evening. My father always told stories about those being a bad omen. He had a lot of stories, my father. I leaned my elbows on my knees and sighed. I guessed it was one of those nights, full of bitter sweet memories. 
Hobart’s anecdote, relating life to brewing, made me think of my situation. I supposed that the previous night’s events had required little effort. Sure, we’d planned, and we’d executed our plan. But, it had been a short-term plan, and we’d gone in blind. We were lucky to get out alive. It gave me hope that there might still be a long game. Breaking into the palace and coming out alive would definitely require us to up our game while remaining lucky. 
 
Hearing boots scrape on the ground, I looked to the side. Marcus was strolling up. The man had more swagger than a dozen cocksure youths combined. He slumped onto the bench beside me. “The ladies of the Lotus treated you well, then?” I asked. It was a guess, but his smile confirmed it for me.
“Like a king,” Marcus said with a huge grin on his face.
“Thought you said not to wait up?” I asked. “No longer rising to the occasion?”
“Hardly,” Marcus said, poking me in the ribs with his elbow. “The ladies of the Lotus are generous with their skills, but they are stingy with their time. I ran out of money.”
“Just as well I’m the money man, then,” I said.
Marcus sat up and looked at my glass of water. He leaned over to sniff at it and raised an eyebrow. “Water? You know you’re at a tavern, right?”
“Yep. This damned-by-Gods ship was in rough waters an hour ago,” I said, stomping a foot on the wooden porch.
“Ah, regrouping,” Marcus said. “I can respect that. Can I persuade you to have one more drink before we head back?”
I thought about it for a moment, then shrugged. “So be it, back to sea I go,” I said with a smile.
“Glad to see you smiling again. I apologize for my tone this morning. There were better ways to approach the subject. With everything that happened last night, the unnecessary death of one man, and the unintentional deaths of so many more… it was too much.”
“Last night was a shambles. I should have discussed that matter of the centurion with you before carrying it out,” I said. “So the apology is mine.”
“We call a truce!” Marcus said, jumping to his feet. “Captain, shall we set sail?” he asked, holding a hand out to me. I took it, and Marcus yanked me to my feet. “Have you ever had a whiskey?” Marcus asked as we entered the tavern. 
Or, at least, that would have been what he asked, if he had finished the sentence. He was partway through the last word when we were flung off our feet and across the tavern by a huge explosion. Blinded and deafened, we lay sprawled on the floor amid shattered glass and timber. As I regained my wits, the ground was still shaking, and the few glasses still intact rattled behind the bar. I stood up slowly, balancing against a wall. Marcus was rising next to me, and the other patrons seemed mostly uninjured. A few people were caught by flying glass and timber, but their injuries looked superficial. Marcus and I stumbled out and stared at the flaming ruin of what had been the Shady Oak. 
“Gods,” Marcus muttered. 
 
I sat on the steps of the Bleeding Wolf, watching the embers rise. Marcus stood beside me, his arms crossed. Flames were licking high into the night sky, and it looked as though they were reaching out to the red full moon above. People slowly emerged from buildings around us until most of the townspeople were standing around the burning inn. Some had started to pour water over the surrounding buildings, but none wasted their buckets on the burning shell of the Shady Oak. 
Two Inquisitors stood framed by the fire. It made for an iconic image, and the backdrop suited the Dark Legion perfectly. It angered me too. The scene was too familiar, too similar to that from my youth. But that was a different burning building, perhaps different Inquisitors, and this one did not contain the people I loved. Still, I saw the image of my parents embracing through the flames and shook myself to rid me of the unwanted memory.
Four other Inquisitors were doing the rounds in pairs, asking questions. I overheard some of the exchanges and awaited my turn. Running would be considered an admission of guilt in the Dark Legion’s eyes. So far, people had pointed the finger at Neysa for her fire tricks and the warden for hating the elf. They also said that Elijah was in debt and owed money, suggesting those he owed may have sabotaged the Shady Oak in revenge. None mentioned Marcus or myself, but I felt uneasy. With my luck, I would be blamed for the one crime I was innocent of.
 
Eventually, our turn came and two Inquisitors approached. The one on the left opened a scroll, and started reading me my rights, which were that I had none. It still took some time for him to go through the formality, and while he droned on in his monotonous voice, I studied the intricate patterns on his robe. What looked like nothing more than fancy stitching at first glance were actually depictions of epic battles. It must have taken a staggering amount of time to complete, all done by the Inquisitor himself as part of his rite of acceptance. I had never had the opportunity to study them that closely. The battles were exaggerated versions of those the man had taken part in before being invited into the order. It was a miracle that Marcus and I had gotten away with using bath robes. Ladies’ bathrobes, more to the point. 
The Inquisitor’s right hand and arm were black with tattoos, at least up to the point where they disappeared into his robe. I knew that in the light of day, they would be as intricate as the stitching on his robe. It was impossible to tell how much of his skin was inked, but his left hand was still clean, and so was his face. The figure on the right, however… 
“Answer me you worm!” the Inquisitor bellowed, leaning over me.
“I accept my rights,” I said quickly. 
“Good. Now, I understand that you were a guest at the Shady Oak. Where were you when this sabotage of the emperor’s property occurred?”
“I was right here, at the Bleeding Wolf,” I answered.
“And in the hours leading up to the incident?” 
“Also here. I arrived before lunchtime.”
The Inquisitor stared down at me, boring into me with judging eyes. The Inquisition abstained from all pleasures of the flesh and judged those who did not. Being everyone.
“What is your business in Sagemont?”
“No business, just pleasure. We are currently between jobs. We hoped we might find something here. Alas… “
“I will confirm your claims with the tavern keeper. Unless he contradicts you, you are in the clear. For now.” He turned his attention to Marcus, but had to look up at him. I could sense how much that aggravated the Inquisitor. He started reading Marcus his rights.
“I accept my rights,” Marcus interrupted.
The Inquisitor stared at Marcus for a long time, before continuing on in his monotonous voice. He no longer looked at the scroll, which he would have memorized long ago, but stared Marcus in the eyes while informing him that he was worthless and disposable to the emperor. In more formal language of course, but the meaning was clear. When he was finished, he waited for Marcus to reply. And waited. And waited.
“Do… you… accept?” he yelled.
“I told you, I accept my rights,” Marcus said, smiling at the Inquisitor.
The Inquisitor took a deep breath. “You were a guest at the Shady Oak. Where were you when the emperor’s property was sabotaged?”
“I was right here at the Bleeding Wolf.”
“And, were you here in the hours leading up to the incident?” 
“No, I was entertaining the ladies at the Blue Lotus,” Marcus said. 
The Inquisitor narrowed his eyes. “We will ask the whore about your visit,” he said and got his quill ready. “Her name?”
“Catalin,” Marcus said.
“Okay…” the Inquisitor started.
“Then there was Fiona, then Nena, followed by Ivana and Jacira. Some came back for more, but those are the names.”
“Seven hells,” I said, before the fully tattooed man’s foot came down on my chest, pinning me to the ground. 
He leaned over me and sneered. “There is but one hell, worm, and that is the one I will put you in! The Gods are beyond you. Your hope of salvation lies in the embodiment of the Gods, our Beloved Emperor Solas! The Gods made flesh, among us for our sake. If you forget that again, we will help you remember.” He spat in my face before turning to the other Inquisitor. “We’re done with them, brother,” he said and walked away to the next group. 
That night, Neysa and warden Adair were taken into custody. They would be put to the question.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
The Path Less Followed
 
An hour or two after the crowd dispersed, Marcus and I were left staring at the glowing embers of the inn. The rest had left while the flames were still licking high. The old timber building had taken a long time to burn. Most of the guests of the Shady Oak found alternative accommodation, and Marcus suggested that we weather the night at the Blue Lotus. I declined.
I was still sitting on the tavern’s steps, but Marcus got bored and wandered about the smoking shell. I watched the big man disappear behind the building. It had been too many hours since I last slept, and I felt drained. I wouldn’t go as far as to say that this was a low point in my life, as I’ve had far worse, which said quite a bit, but it was like a final blow to my adventures in Sagemont.
“You may want to look at this,” Marcus yelled up at me. At least, it sounded like it had come from below. I walked around the building and looked down at Marcus. He waved at me from the cellar, which was now open to the sky. I walked to the rear of the building and saw the steps leading down to the cellar. I placed a foot down lightly. The stone steps were warm, but not hot, and I found a well-lit room at the bottom. I walked around the rubble, burnt-out timber, and blackened stone and into the large crater at the center of the cellar. The full moon lit the room from above. I kicked at a charred barrel, nodding to myself.
“So, it’s like that,” I said. “There was an explosion down here—those barrels of lamp oil, I reckon.”
“Yep,” Marcus said. 
An old distillery stood in one corner, bent horribly out of shape like a mangled tree made of metal pipes. Marcus picked up a piece of timber and held it to a beam that was still glowing. He blew on it until it caught fire, then walked to an open doorway and held his torch into the darkness. “Care to follow me into this dark and probably dangerous passageway?” Marcus asked.
“That sounds like the only reasonable thing to do,” I said, nearly choking on the sarcasm. It’s hard to explain, but it drew me in—it called to me and appeared to have the same effect on Marcus. “Why?” I asked.
“You’re not curious?” Marcus asked. He peered down it. “It looks pretty long. Like it extends well past the inn. I want to know what Elijah was up to.”
“Fine. Let’s follow the darkness for no other reason than to sate your curiosity.” And mine, but I did not say as much.
Marcus smiled and started down it. Splintered timber was scattered along the entrance—the door, most likely, blown to pieces in the explosion. The passage appeared to be in good condition. I saw cobwebs glistening in the corners, but at no point did I walk through any. Using my excellent skills of deduction, I took it to mean that it still saw use from time to time. It was very long, however, and our torch ran out well before the passage did. After what felt like an eternity of walking in darkness, I heard Marcus stumble and fall. “Gods!” Marcus said.
“What’s wrong? What happened?” 
“I hit my knee. Some inconsiderate arsehole put some steps in my way.”
I heard the man get up and his footsteps leading up. I followed him, carefully feeling for each step before moving up. Then I heard a loud thump.
“Gods!” Marcus said.
“What’s wrong now?”
“That same bastard has also placed a door over the steps.”
I heard Marcus fidgeting with the door above us, then a grunt. A beam of moonlight shot through the darkness, blinding me. There was a grinding noise as Marcus slid the door open.
 
We stepped into the moonlight and found ourselves within a clearing in the forest. Marcus crouched down and looked at the ground around the exit. 
“This passage has seen a lot of use,” he said.
“Well… I doubt someone would build an underground passage like that if they didn’t intend to use it,” I said.
“Fair point. But look at the ground—there are a lot of tracks. “And there,” he said pointing into the woods, “is a path that leads into the forest. A single path.”
“What is its purpose, do you suppose?” 
“At a guess… I think it was used to smuggle goods in and out of Sagemont.”
“I don’t know, that passage looks pretty old,” I said.
“Yeah. I doubt Elijah built it. Let’s see where this path leads.”
“We’re going into the forest at night?” I asked as I looked out into the darkness, but it called to me as the passage had. “Why not camp here till dawn?”
“How long do you suppose it will take before the Dark Legion ventures into the cellar? You don’t think they’ll follow that passage to this very spot? I want to be at the end of this path before the Inquisition gets there to ask tricky questions.”
“Why follow the path at all?” I asked, but I knew. It called to him, too.
“Adventure? Curiosity? I don’t know…”
“Well, it beats going back into that passage without a torch,” I said.
Marcus slid the door back into place. It was a large timber board that was covered in dirt that had grass growing in it. When it was back in place, it was hard to spot—or it would have been, were it not for the footprints leading to the grassy mound. 
 
We set off along the track and walked for about an hour before the path split into three. The surrounding forest had become denser the further we’d walked, and I could not see far down any of the paths. The call… Call to what? Adventure? Whatever it was, the thing that had called me into the passage and then down the forest path was gone.
“I say we make camp,” Marcus announced. “I’m standing right next to you, and I can’t even see your sneering face.”
“By ‘make camp,’ you mean we sleep in the mud, right?”
“Pretty much.” 
I grunted in disapproval. 
 
I woke, surprised that I slept at all. My clothes were damp, just short of soaked, and I cupped my hands to blow hot breath into them, rubbing them together. I would have killed for a fire. And a hot coffee; the things I would have done for a coffee. 
Dawn had barely broken, and I saw Marcus crouching next to a path that led up a ridge. “Morning,” I said. Marcus shook his head and did not respond. “What’s wrong?” 
After a long pause, Marcus said, “Last night, the path split into three. Now, I see only one path.”
“It was dark. I thought it did too, but maybe we were mistaken?”
“Maybe…” Marcus stood up and shook his head again as he started down the path. 
 
An hour later we crested the ridge, and I tugged on Marcus’s coat. I pointed down the valley below at the cleared line of forest I’d seen from the old tree. 
“Look, it’s that construction project I told you about. The one they are bringing all the slaves in for.”
Marcus stared down into the valley. “That’s not the same one, but I see it.”
“It’s not?” 
“Do you see the lake?” Marcus asked.
I looked. I could see a long way from our vantage point, but the lake was nowhere to be seen. “Shouldn’t I be seeing the lake?”
“Yes, you should,” Marcus said, nodding. “Something… strange has happened. We have been walking for a long time, true, but we are a long way from Sagemont. Impossibly far.”
We were staring down at the valley for a while longer when a raven landed in a tree nearby. It cawed at us. I walked toward it and tried to shoo it away. But the bird just looked at me until I was close, then flew to the next tree. And so Marcus, the raven, and I made our way down the path. 
 
We walked for a long time, and my legs ached. I asked if we could rest, but Marcus kept walking. I had never seen the man so nervous. His hand frequently went to the hilt of his sword, checking it was where he left it. The call was back too, ever tugging us forward. 
 
At long last, Marcus agreed to a rest, and we sat on a large boulder protruding out over a steep cliff. The sun beat down on me, and from its position it looked close to midday. Below us, forest stretched out to the horizon, and canyons marred the terrain. There was no sign of human life to be seen. The only sound was that of birds, cicadas, and the rivers that flowed through the canyons below, cutting ever deeper. Above, a flying reptile glided in lazy circles.
“Do you think we should turn back?” I asked.
Marcus shook his head. “I am not convinced we would get back where we started. Forces are at play, I am convinced of it. Whether for good or bad, I intend to see what they want with us.” The raven cawed, and Marcus stared at the bird, baring his teeth. The raven did not seem concerned. 
Part of me was relieved. For reasons I could not explain, I desperately wanted to know what lay at the end of the path. I wondered if, as Marcus said, there were forces at play, or if it was simply the compulsion that all adventurers felt.
I reached into my satchel and retrieved one of the small wheels of cheese I’d pinched from the imperial ship. I cut a thick slice and held it out to Marcus. He shook his head, then frowned and took it anyway. I sliced one for myself. Damn it, I should have taken more. It was delicious and strong, and it’s not like the princes still needed their cheese. I tossed the wax strip at the raven. It cawed, but remained where it was.
 
A short while later, we stood and started walking again. Barely had we started when Marcus froze in his tracks. I peered past him. Straight ahead, nestled between two hills, stood a large mansion with smoke rising from its chimney. I sure as hells had not seen the house when we’d stopped to rest. It was a rather large thing to miss. The raven looked at us, cawed once more, and then flew to the mansion.
Marcus’s hand was back on his hilt.
 
We approached the mansion, keeping low. The place simply made no sense. Who in the hells would build something of that size in a location so remote? We snuck past the front door and around the mansion, but saw no one, and no other way into the house. 
“What do we do?” I asked.
“Knock?” He still looked tense, but knock he did. There was no answer, so he knocked again and got the same response. I tried the door and found it unlocked. The hinges squeaked as I pushed the door open. “Hello? Anyone home?” Marcus yelled down the long corridor. He turned to me with a questioning look. I shrugged, and we went in.
The floorboards creaked with each step we took. I looked at the walls as we crept along. Tapestries and paintings of all sizes covered the wall. Some depicted large battles, some beautiful landscapes, but most were portraits. I did not recognize any of the people depicted. Most were human, but there were also elves, and others… I had no name for. One of the paintings was familiar, though. Not the painting itself, but I had seen a crude copy of its subject before in a children’s storybook about brave adventurers delving into ruins, hunting a great treasure or some such. The painting was of an island chain that the book had claimed to be in White Lake. I wondered if the author had just copied this painting without knowing the island’s true location. The one on the wall appeared to be an original, but it had no caption.
 
We approached a door at the far end of the corridor. Marcus put his ear to the door for a long moment but evidently could not hear anything. He knocked on this door, too, but once again got no response. He took a deep breath as he slowly turned the doorknob and pushed it open.
I screamed. 
A large reptile stood in the door, facing us. It stood on two legs and matched me for height. Razor-sharp teeth protruded from its mouth. Marcus drew his blade and stabbed it deep into the creature’s chest. When he drew it out, the creature fell but remained rigid. It did not move. It never moved. Marcus crouched beside it and punched at it. A hollow beat resonated from its open mouth. A stuffed reptile? Why?
Loud laughter erupted from around the corner. Marcus stood, readied his blade again, and leapt through the door, dropping into a fighting stance. There was a loud crash, then a curse, and the laughter continued. Marcus looked confused. I walked through the door. An old man lay next to a toppled chair behind a desk. The laughter came from him.
The old man stood up and caught his breath before picking up his chair. He righted it and looked at us as he sat down. He smiled broadly as he gestured for us to join him.
“Gentleman… sit, sit. I have waited a long time to meet you. A very long time.”
 
We sat facing the old man, and he sat smiling, looking from Marcus to me and back again. I felt uneasy in his presence. A cold sensation surged past me like a river. It resembled what I felt when naming was performed, but this… this was something else. 
As he moved his head, light reflected from his bizarre spectacles, catching me in the eye. I could not tell if the lenses were as thick as they appeared to be, but they were much smaller than any I had seen. The look of the man struck me as unusual in other ways, too. His long gray hair and beard clashed with his smooth skin. 
“Coffee?” he asked. “Should help with the somber mood. I do love the effect that coffee has on social gatherings. It makes things so much more hospitable.” He turned to a side table and retrieved a coffee pot and three cups. He filled the cups, placed one in front of each of us, and smiled with an expectant look on his face. When neither of us touched our cups, he sighed, causing his mustaches to flap about. He leaned back in his chair. “Fine, be difficult, then,” he said.
“Why are we here?” Marcus asked.
“Well… let’s see. You broke into my house and destroyed my decor.” 
“We knocked. You didn’t answer.” Marcus said.
“So you just let yourselves in?” the old man asked. “A bit rude, isn’t it? It didn’t occur to you that perhaps an old man choosing to live as far away from others as I do might not want company?”
“You said you were expecting us. Why?” I asked.
The man smiled at me. I could not detect any malice; he was clearly finding humor in the exchange. I was not.
“Let me introduce myself. My name is Malakai,” he said, folding his hands. His smile slowly dried up when we did not respond. “This is usually the point in these proceedings where you introduce yourselves. Hi, my name is Saul. Great to meet you, I am Marcus. No, the pleasure is all mine. Crazy weather we’ve been having. Oh, not as bad as last year. And so on, and so forth.”
I looked at Marcus, who looked as confused as I felt. “You know our names,” Marcus said. “How do you know our names?”
“I know a lot of names. I take great interest in the world around me, though I rarely participate directly.” Malakai said.
“That really does not explain much,” I said.
“Alas, you are right, child. And I regret that I can’t tell you much more about myself.”
“Why are we here, then? You can tell us that, right?” Marcus asked again.
“Some of my plans have gotten away from me recently,” Malakai said, drumming his fingers on his desk. “I am hoping that this meeting will nudge things back in the right direction. For one thing, my friend Elijah has been a naughty elf. Blowing up his inn and running for the hills… very naughty!”
“You knew Elijah?” I asked. “How do you know he was responsible?” 
“His money troubles have been getting too much for him—he has spoken to me about it. When I first met him, he told me of his plans to burn the inn and fake his death. I offered to help him.”
“You helped him burn the inn?” Marcus asked.
“No, no, child. He needed money. So I gave him some, in exchange for goods and services. I have been conducting some very interesting experiments. Some time back, I acquired a whole lot of empty metal tubes. It occurred to me that if I could find a substance, preferably a liquid, that was combustible, I could engineer a way to make them shoot through the air for great distances. Wild fun!”
“What does this have to do with Elijah?” I asked.
“Well, initially I tried to use lamp oil. That… didn’t work at all. It created a big flame and singed my beard, but achieved little else. I needed something more combustible, something with more of a bang. Elijah’s father built a large distillery in his cellar decades ago. I offered to modify the still and let him process lamp oil into a more combustible liquid, in exchange for gold coins.”
“Did it work?” I asked.
“No… Not so much. It had more bang—a lot more bang. But exploding metal pipes were not what I was after. I fear Elijah used my liquid to achieve his own bang. An explosive event that has made a shambles of my plans,” Malakai said, frowning. “His selfishness has had repercussions that I am left to mend.”
“And we are here because… “
“Because I need you to help me set things right,” Malakai said.
“And why would we do this?” I asked.
“Because I can help you in turn.”
“With what?”
“With odds and ends. Like helping you with your planned visit to my old chum, Solas.”
I felt my jaw drop. This old man knew too much. That, combined with the cold feeling washing over me, made me very scared of him. I was running through the list of poisons I had applied to the pins stuck in my sleeves, and fidgeted with the pins when the old man spoke again.
“Saul… it saddens me to see what you have come to. I can’t say I blame you, but it is a sad thing to see how cheap a life has become for you. Put aside your dark thoughts for now and pay attention. I know this is an odd meeting. And I wish I could be more open with you. You will learn more, in time, but for now I want you to realize that I am offering you a mutually beneficial arrangement.”
“Tell us what you want, and let us decide,” I said.
“The Inquisition has its hands on one of my pawns. Neysa, will be put to the question. You know full well that their methods are lethal. You will help me get her out.”
“Neysa is working for you?” I asked.
“No, not yet. But she will. The girl has great potential. She has much to offer the world, and I will not see her die because of the foolishness of an elf.”
“And how do you expect us to get her out of the Inquisition’s grasp.” I asked.
“A trivial task,” Malakai said. He stood and made his way through the messy room. Instead of walking around the many things that cluttered the room, he clambered right over them. He climbed over several stacks of books and over a glass enclosure housing some exotic animal I did not recognize. He leapt over a half-finished painting on the floor and ducked between two species of stuffed reptile which were arranged in a sexual position. Finally, he made his way to a dusty cabinet on the far wall. As he opened it, a number of scrolls tumbled out. He left most where they lay, but picked one up, seemingly at random. 
“What’s with the reptiles?” Marcus asked, gesturing at the stuffed creatures.
“I take great joy in arranging things just so,” he said with the scroll in hand. Taking a different route back to his desk, displaying no less athleticism, he sat down and placed the scroll in front of us.
“Give her this scroll,” Malakai said, nudging it closer. 
“But how do we get her out?” I asked.
“Don’t worry about it, just give her the scroll,” Malakai said. His brow furrowed in thought. “I don’t like taking such direct action, but there is no helping it in this case, I fear.” He smiled again, looking at us both. 
“This is ridiculous,” Marcus said, slamming a fist down on the desk. Coffee spilled from his cup, and a trickle ran toward the scroll. Malakai nudged the scroll away from the coffee, then sat back again. “You use some trick to get us to this place in the middle of Gods-damned nowhere; you somehow know our names, and Elijah’s and Neysa’s, too. Yet you have told us nothing about yourself. You then ask us to do an unusual but risky task for you and offer us nothing in return. How do you expect this to go?”
Malakai looked angry. I got the impression that he was not often refused. “Fine,” he said. “I’ll make this easier. Take the scroll and give it to Neysa!”
As he spoke the words, the cold rushing past me became as ice. Marcus and I leapt at the scroll, but he beat me to it. 
I stared at the man. “How dare you do that?”
“Like you haven’t done it dozens of times to others,” Malakai said. “You left me no choice. Too much hinges on this decision to leave it to free choice. Besides, if you two stopped being stubborn arses for just a moment, you might think long enough to realize that when Neysa speaks, and she will, you two will be in serious trouble.” Malakai leaned forward and sighed, the anger leaving his face. “I know, I know. I ask you to trust me and give you no reason to do so.” He opened a desk drawer and retrieved a piece of paper. It was folded in half and closed with a wax seal. He gave it to me. The black wax was imprinted with the image of a raven. I looked back at Malakai and raised an eyebrow.
“Some answers, but none you will understand until the time is right.”
“Answers to what, exactly?” I asked, trying to contain my anger.
“Your brother,” Malakai said, smiling. I tore the seal without a second thought, and opened the sheet of paper. It showed a stylistic depiction of a large cat, surrounded by symbols, possibly letters in a language I did not recognize. I looked up at Malakai, and I could feel the anger flushing my face. 
“I told you, it won’t make sense until the time is right. Do this task for me, and if you don’t believe that I have sufficiently reciprocated by the next time we meet, then you can walk away.”
I doubted it. He’d used our true names to make us pick up the scroll. Even then, I felt compelled to get the scroll to Neysa. Marcus stood, and I followed his lead. Marcus held the scroll over the desk as if to drop it. He could not. His shoulders slouched in resignation, and we turned and left the mansion without another word. Marcus looked at me as we stepped out the door. 
“What just happened?” Marcus asked.
I said nothing and shook my head.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
A Proposition
 
The journey back to Sagemont was far less arduous than the one that had led us to Malakai’s mansion, taking us an hour at most. I looked at the trees as we walked. I could not quite pick the moment when the vegetation changed, but change it did. The forest around the mansion was thick, and it was nigh impossible to veer off the path without taking a blade to the narrow trunks of the tightly spaced trees. But when I looked again, we were following a path through the sparse undergrowth of the forest I’d visited a few days prior, and the canopy formed a ceiling far overhead. There was nothing natural about this transition.
I thought we’d return using the dark passageway to the cellar again, this time without a torch. But we emerged near the bridge we’d originally crossed coming into Sagemont.
 
“I don’t much care for Malakai,” I said, slightly out of breath.
Marcus raised an eyebrow. “That’s understating it just a tad.”
“There is something off about the man,” I said. “Did you see his skin? I have more wrinkles than he does.”
“Something else disturbs me too,” Marcus said. “When he commanded us to take that scroll, I could not do otherwise. Even now, I feel the urge to run to Neysa with it.” He looked at me, concerned. “What did he mean when he said you had done it dozens of times?”
“I have no idea,” I lied. Marcus did not know that I could use true names. And I would not inform him then. If I did, I knew he would ask me if I’d used it on him. I had. 
I suspected that it was the only reason he was on this journey with me. Being on the receiving end of such power was a good reminder for me as to why I avoided using it where possible. Being bound in such a manner was akin to being a slave, and I fucking hated slavery. 
 
No longer sheltered by forest, the winter sun fell on us, but its warmth failed to reach me. The rapids churned below us, and their icy mist added an extra bite to the wind. My coat was not up to the task of keeping me warm. I decided that we’d need to pay the tailor a visit and see how he was progressing with our new clothes. I was thankful that we hadn’t lost a full wardrobe when the inn burned, but we were wearing all the clothes we owned. We needed to be better dressed for the next step in my plan.
“I have been thinking about how we are going to get into the palace,” I said.
“We haven’t given up, then? I am pleased to hear that. I don’t know why, but I was feeling lost without the knowledge that we were continuing on with your quest,” Marcus said. He was frowning. I knew why he felt that way. When compelled to a task with your true name, it was difficult to do anything else, even when that task became an impossibility. “I reckon we have quite a challenge ahead of us,” Marcus went on.
“Agreed,” I said. “I think we should stay clear of Malakai, regardless of his claims of assistance. I do have an idea, but tell me what you think. Hobart has been bitching and complaining about being stuck in Sagemont. He tells it like it’s his wife’s idea to leave, and it might be. But I get the feeling he is as keen as she is to move to Morwynne. So, I propose we buy him out,” I said, an uncertain smile playing on my lips.
“Go on,” Marcus said.
“Well, you heard the man. If we can win his brewing competition, we get a ticket to the palace. No sneaking about required. And the Harvest Festival will be chaos. Chaos we could use to our advantage.”
“You sound awfully certain of our chances,” Marcus said.
“Have you tasted the other ales? Terrible! Absolutely awful. Beating those ales should be a breeze. True, it will mean a long delay, but considering the trouble our actions have caused over the past week, it might not be the worst idea to let it die down. With the death of the princes, security at the palace will be insane.”
“Okay, I am with you,” Marcus said after a brief pause. “You had me at ‘ale.’ You do realize that getting into the palace will be the easy part, right?”
“Yep, but a plan has to start somewhere. I have a few poisons that may lubricate our way into the vault, but the details can be worked out later.”
“Okay, we’ll talk to Hobart today, then,” Marcus said. “Why do you think the Dark Legion want to keep the death of the princes secret? I would have thought they would be hunting those responsible without mercy.”
“Oh, I’m sure they are hunting. But the empire currently has no heirs. Well, there’s the princess, but I doubt the people would stand for an empress. If Solas was worried about his position before, he’d be crapping himself now.”
 
I looked at Marcus as we walked. He had a faint smile on his face. The man’s perpetually happy demeanor annoyed me on most days. Like there was some joke that I didn’t get, and that I was the butt of. That morning, though, it made me feel guilty. I was fortunate to have Marcus at my side, but he really had no choice in the matter. He was bound to my cause, no matter his will.
“Marcus… I would understand if you wanted to abandon this quest of mine. I am sure you will be well rewarded if we should succeed, but… I don’t feel like the smart money is on our success.”
“And miss out on this adventure? Never. Besides, there appears to be something bigger under the surface of all this. And I gave you my word, I never break that… it’s all I have. I’m afraid you’re stuck with me, my friend.”
I thought it would make me feel better to give him a way out. But unless I broke the binding using his true name, these were hollow words. Still, I could not bring myself to release him.
“You’re sure?” I asked. “Honestly, I had hoped this task would be easier. I should have known better.”
“I am sure,” Marcus said. “You have asked, cleared your conscience. So, let us be on with it.”
My conscience was far from clear. If anything, I felt worse for it. With the town below us, I turned back to him. “What about Neysa? Will we do as Malakai asked?”
“I don’t want to do anything he asks. But it’s as I said. I don’t think I can stop myself. It’s like he has power over me.”
“I’ll do it,” I said.
“Man, you really like that girl,” Marcus said. “Have you even spoken to her?” I shook my head. I did not count our confrontation in the forest as a conversation. My attraction to the girl had little to do with this, however. I just wanted to ease his burden a little. Give him one less compulsion to worry about. Marcus smiled at me and clapped me on the back. “Very well, then, noble knight,” he said, and handed me the scroll. He looked surprised when I took it. “Huh. I did not think I’d be able to actually hand it over.” I was less than certain myself. I guessed that it had to do with the fact that Malakai had compelled us both to this task.
I looked at the scroll, ran my thumb over the textured paper, and saw that this too had the raven seal pressed to it. The scroll was tucked into my satchel as we entered Sagemont. 
“Let’s see the tailor first,” I said to Marcus. “Making a business offer while looking like transients is generally frowned upon.”
 
We made our way to the market to speak to the tailor. It took us a long time to locate him, and I started to suspect that the man had left town. It turned out that the various stalls of the market were more fluid than I thought. We were informed that vendors were rarely in the same stall from one day to the next, and many arrived early in the morning in order to secure the best spots. When we found the tailor, he was running down a gap between two stalls, chasing a rooster with scissors in hand. I suspected that the bird had found its way into his stall. Close behind them came the lady I’d seen before in the beaded purple tent.
When the tailor returned, swearing and muttering, we followed him to his stall. He had a red mark on his cheek in the shape of an open palm. The chicken lady clearly did not appreciate him chasing her rooster with the scissors. He informed us that he had only finished two garments, one apiece, and that he needed more time. He somehow made it sound like we were at fault for his tardiness. I paid him for the garments, and after trying them on behind a screened area, we left the stall in our new clothes. Marcus was pulling at his tunic, clearly uncomfortable. Walking into the market, we’d looked underdressed for peasants. Now we looked finer than frog’s hair, split three ways and sanded. The tailor was an ass, but he did a good job.
 
As we left the market, a dozen legionnaires came running past. One stopped in front of us.
“Have you seen any slaves running about?” he asked.
“No,” I said. “Why?”
“Someone has freed a large group of slaves in the forest. One of the slavers had his throat slit. Another claims to have seen a young man with a scarred face running away. Seen anyone like that?”
I shook my head. “No, sorry.” 
“Inform the warden if you do,” the man said, before rushing to re-join the others. 
I looked at Marcus with a smile. “Young Kaleb?”
“Sounds like it,” Marcus said.
 
We entered the tavern well short of lunchtime. Two men were at work repairing the damage done by the explosion. Either they had worked fast, or the damage had been less severe than I’d thought. We sat down at the table by the window and waited for Hobart. We were the only patrons, and I wondered why Hobart bothered to open the tavern as early as he did. Patrons only arrived well after lunchtime. We seemed to be the only ones ever there that early. I rubbed at the butter stain I’d left on the table as we waited. “We will have to sand this table down if he agrees,” I said.
“The stain you left? You can barely see it.”
“No, you can barely see it. To me it’s a glaring fault.”
Hobart walked in, looking less than happy, and I wondered if he’d overheard our conversation. Perhaps he, too, was displeased with the stain I’d left on his fine table.
“Morning, gentlemen. What can I help you with today?”
“A pale ale for me,” Marcus said.
“Can I have some more of your oud bruin?” I asked.
“No problem. You’ll have to pay for this one, though. And… I have to charge a silver for the bottle.” I agreed, and Marcus grimaced. Hobart walked behind the counter to serve the drinks.
“A silver!” Marcus whispered.
“It’s damn good,” I assured him.
Hobart returned with a tankard of ale for Marcus and a bottle of oud bruin and a wine glass for me. 
“Get yourself a glass, too, Hobart; we have a proposition for you,” I said.
“Is that why you come in here looking like salesmen?” he asked, but went to get another glass.
Hobart sat down and poured himself a generous helping. He’d lost the smile that I’d come to expect to see on his face and he looked too ordinary without it, his eyes missing their sparkle.
“So, out with it,” Hobart said.
I looked at Marcus, who gave me a nod to continue. I gathered my words into order while I took a long sip. “It has come to our attention that you would rather be in Morwynne. That the Bleeding Wolf has become a shackle to you. We wish to offer you the means to free yourself.”
Hobart looked dubious, his eyes narrowed. “I hope you won’t be proposing a similar exit strategy to the one used across the street?” Hobart asked.
“No, no. Something of far more financial benefit to yourself,” I said. Hobart waited patiently, and a small sparkle returned to his eyes. “We wish to buy the business from you. We realize you don’t own the building. We are offering to buy the brand of the Bleeding Wolf, along with its current stock, equipment, furnishings and ingredients.”
“Go on,” Hobart said.
“No, that’s pretty much it. But I suppose money speaks louder than words.” I took a gold coin and placed it at the center of the table. Before Hobart could object, I placed another, and another, until ten gold coins sat stacked on top of each other. Hobart said nothing, but his eyes were fixed on the coins. “But wait, there is more,” I said. “If you stay on for a month to teach us what you know of brewing, you can remain a partner in the business. A quarter of the business will stay with you. We will absorb one hundred percent of the taxes but pay you a quarter of the profit. What do you say?”
Hobart finished his glass with a couple of gulps and placed the glass down hard on the table. “I can’t do it,” Hobart said. Marcus and I looked at each other. I was so sure that Hobart would agree. It was a ridiculously good offer. “I can’t in good conscience agree to this deal,” Hobart went on. “This place makes practically no money. And this,” he said tapping the pile of coins, causing them to tumble. “This is too much. It’s more than I have made in the last two years. I can’t take it,” he said putting his fists on the table, causing the coins to clink together. His eyes were still resting on the gold scattered on the table.
I looked at Marcus. We smiled at each other, before bursting into laughter. It was a contagious laugh, the type that grows in one’s belly, and only stops when the pain gets too much. Even Hobart started laughing, though he had no idea what we found so funny. Honestly, it was probably just that we were incredibly tired and sleep-deprived. “Oh, Hobart,” I said when I got enough air into my lungs. “We aren’t trying to make money.”
“You’re not?” he asked, his brow furrowed in confusion. “Why, then?”
“We have our reasons, and we won’t burden you with them. Now, will you take this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity, or do I have to talk to your wife about it?” I asked.
Hobart started nodding slowly, and a big smile pulled at his face. He started laughing too, and soon we were all in tears again.
“Oh… I forgot to ask,” I said, holding my side. “Do you have somewhere for us to sleep? Our inn is not living up to our expectations.”
Hobart nodded. “My wife usually forbids it. We have two rooms for when the boys decide to come and see their dad. I think in this case she will welcome you with open arms. I think this calls for another round. It’s on the house… your house. I’ll go get the wife and tell her the good news. She doesn’t usually drink, but I have a feeling that she will be making an exception today.” 
 
I stumbled out of the tavern some hours later. Hobart’s wife, Mariana, did indeed join us for the celebrations. It turned out that she had a foul mouth, which contrasted with her gentle grandmotherly appearance. Marcus was pleased to fill them with that much joy. I was just happy that something was working out for a change. Hobart mentioned that warden Adair and Neysa were being held in a cell at the warden’s office. I found the irony amusing—a warden in his own cell. I was on a slightly intoxicated mission to deliver the scroll, and I looked forward to being done with Malakai.
The streets were emptying fast in the hour leading up to curfew. The people I passed greeted me warmly. I found it odd how much value people placed on one’s appearance. I was the same terrible person I’d been earlier that morning, but now that I was dressed like a merchant, they looked up to me. People were idiots. 
 
When I arrived at the warden’s office, I found the place closed up. I wondered what Adair thought of his deputy leaving his post like that. I knew the office had been open until curfew prior to Adair’s arrest, but it suited me just fine.
I turned to look behind me, and when I was sure no one was watching, I made my way down the narrow alley behind the warden’s office. Three small barred windows faced the opposite wall, and a faint light emanated from them. In the middle window, I saw fingers clasping bars, and Neysa’s face pressed up against them. She must have been deep in thought, as she only noticed me when I stood directly below her. Unfortunately, she screamed and hastily backed away. Panic struck me for a moment, but I shook off the drink and gathered my wits. I tossed the scroll through the bars and fled the alley. Nothing quite as subtle as fleeing, was there?
I dashed across the street, and leaned against the wall within the shadows of the building. I stood there, looking this way and that, but no one came to see what the commotion was about. The sense of relief I felt, with Malakai’s task completed, was palpable. While I intended to remain hidden for a while, the sudden release of tension had an unwelcome side effect. Or perhaps it was just the drink, as I suddenly needed to piss. I relieved myself, and steam rose from the puddle against the wall. What a noble knight I made. 
I shook some piss from my boot, and a thought occurred to me. If Neysa was the only one to escape, she would be considered guilty. If the Dark Legion had their way, they were both dead anyway. But… I rummaged through my satchel as I walked back up the alley. 
“What have you got there, girl?” I heard Adair ask. His cell was to the right of hers. Neysa was mumbling or humming in the background. I found a lock pick in my satchel and tossed it through the bars of Adair’s cell. 
“What?” Adair asked. I heard the scrape of metal on stone as he picked it up. “A pick? Who’s there!” he yelled as I exited the alley. That all-too-familiar cold sensation trickled down my spine, and I spun around, just in time to be blinded by a flash of light. 
“By the Beloved… Where did she go?” Adair asked in a quiet voice. “She’s gone…”
 
The flash of light drew attention where her screaming had not. I darted from the alley and dived into what turned out to be a thorn bush. People swarmed past me and gathered in loose groups, unsure of where to look. A low rumble of conversation filled the street, but it was clear that they didn’t have a clue as to what had caused the flash or where it had originated. I just wanted them to piss off so I could get out of the thorns. 
In the meantime, I did not dare move. An explanation of exactly why I chose to sit among the thorns would have been hard to come up with, and besides, the barest movement caused me pain. 
The conversation ceased in the span of a second, and the groups clustered together. I had seen animals assume this defensive formation, but never people. I tried to swivel my head to get a view of what caused it, but several thorns were hooked into the back of my ear. 
A cackling laugh made its way down the street, drawing ever closer. The cackling turned into a blurry shape, or perhaps several, which sat right at the edge of my vision. The thorns were dug in deep, and I could not turn my head any further. 
“Magic!” the voice yelled, somehow laughing on through the words. I had a bad feeling about it. “Magic happened here. Who amongtht you did thith?” His laughter died for a moment as he waited to hear if anyone spoke up. No one did, and the laughter grew once more. It turned my bones to water, that laugh, and I knew what it came from, even before he moved closer to those in the street. A sorcerer. “I felt thith magic uthed… who did thith thing? Woth it you?” he said, dashing at a big man who held a woman close. They flinched as he approached. “No… woth it you?” He ran to another group. 
Two more red-robed figures stepped into sight. The minders. “Brother, this is but a herd of meek sheep. The heretic hides elsewhere.”
“Theep delithiouth,” he said, and smacked his lips. His mouth was like a dark cave, with not a tooth in sight. “Where ith thith heretic, then?” He looked up, and took several deep breaths through his nose as if to sniff out his heretic. Then laughter spilled from his mouth like a festering tumor, and he lowered his head, looking in my direction. He slowly raised his hand, and a single accusing finger pointed at my bush of thorns. 
It would have been nice if I could say I’d stayed in that bush willingly. Perhaps due to bravery, or confidence in my concealment. But the truth of it was that the thorns had their hold on me, and I could not move. I tried, though, and the thorns dug at my flesh. The sorcerer lifted his other hand and touched the tattoos on his outstretched arm. A ball of flame shot from it, followed by another and another. I shut my eyes. 
Heat washed over me, and competed with the cold running down my spine. The fire won out and burned my back, but not like when I was hit in the dungeon. It was more like the uncomfortable heat from sitting too close to a campfire. Which was it, exactly. The wall behind me crackled as it burned, and the flames lit the street. The crowd scattered, and some screamed as they ran. 
A door somewhere to my side slammed open, and I heard the sound of feet on cobblestone. An older man in his nightclothes ran past me. The sorcerer laughed so hard he came close to choking. When the man was some distance down the street, he stopped mid-run. The sorcerer held a single finger down on his arm. I recognized the man then. He was the preacher from the dinghy. The sorcerer must have sensed him somehow. Or perhaps he’d sensed me, and assumed it came from the house. The preacher looked over his shoulder, and while his legs no longer responded, his lungs worked fine. He started singing the name of things as the sorcerer and his minders walked to him. He did his clever trick with the vines, which shot from the ground and wrapped their legs. As they did, my bush died and withered away. It became a brittle thing, and I started to break my way out. 
The sorcerer’s laughter died, and a far more unsettling sound replaced it when he screamed. Spit flew from his mouth, glistening in the firelight. His hands started to move across his arms, and the cold surged down my spine. His fingers tapped away, as if he was playing an organ of destruction. I could not see what effect it had, but I felt the power surge.
I finally broke free and dashed away. I took a last look over my shoulder, and wished I hadn’t. The preacher was ripped in half, and the two pieces of his body flew in opposite directions to collide with buildings in a wet thwack. 
I kept running.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
Apprentice 
 
I did not sleep easy that night. When awake, I kept thinking I heard the sorcerer’s cackling; when asleep, a disturbing dream plagued me. I dreamed I was a lion, stalking through the desert at night, trailing a slave caravan until I came to a place where the path was narrow and the grass grew tall. The lion, that was me, waited, watching the first wagon roll by, seeing it filled with slaves, all with the face of Marcus. When the second wagon came past, I leapt from the grass, and crushed the white-robed slaver to the ground. The slaver spun, wearing my own face and drawing a dagger. At the same instant, my viewpoint shifted, and I leapt at myself, collided with myself, dying twice. 
 
I woke to Hobart’s enthusiastic chatter at some Gods-forsaken hour in the morning. It was a good hour before dawn and marked the first time in my life that I’d had to be woken for anything. It was thoroughly unpleasant, especially with the hangover and my experience in the thorn bush. I felt like boiled shit.
 
We suffered under his tutelage for the entire day, which was how long it took to brew a single batch. I won’t bore you with the details, but will tell you this much: it was damn hard work. I was no stranger to work, but my muscles ached by the end of it. The bags of malted barley we lugged to the giant kettle were heavy, and it took most of an hour to fill the thing with water, one bucket at a time. And the waiting… there was so much waiting. Waiting for water to heat, for malt to do whatever it did, for water to boil, and finally for the sugar water, called wort, to cool. And don’t think for a second that we got to sit and relax during all this waiting. No, that was when the cleaning was done. 
Marcus and I were thoroughly disillusioned with the brewing of ale by the end of it. Yet, that would be our job for a year. I just hoped I would remember half of what he taught us. 
 
By the time evening approached, we were finally done and sat in the barrel room with Hobart. The barrel room easily took up half the area of the brewhouse, and it was there that we sampled a large portion of his previous batches. I very much enjoyed his ale, and it somewhat compensated for the day’s work. The ale went to my head. I wouldn’t say I was drunk, but certainly well on my way. 
Hobart was another story. His speech was slurred as he regaled us with stories of Sagemont, complained about his father-in-law, and spoke of his dreams for the future. At the close of the night, Hobart placed woolen blankets over the freshly filled barrels and kissed them goodnight. He told us that they needed the extra warmth in winter to help them ferment.
As I walked through the barrel room, the other two close behind, Hobart stumbled and knocked into me. I tripped, and fell against a barrel, knocking it off its stand. “Seven hells,” I swore as I rubbed at my shins. The barrel rolled a few meters before coming to rest, leaking all the way. Marcus found the bung that was knocked out and replaced it. Hobart came stumbling over, pointing at the spilled ale. “Wot ish thus!” he slurred. “Waschted producd… a mesch!” He stood looking down at the puddle while swaying on his feet. “Shctupid apprentish…”
“Do not call me an apprentice,” I muttered, standing to my feet.
“Uselesh apprentash you—”
I moved with great speed and slammed Hobart into the wall, a dagger materializing in my hand, and I held it to Hobart’s throat.
“Easy, Saul,” Marcus said from behind. “Don’t do this thing. Calm down and think about what you are doing. He’s not Angus, he’s just a drunk tavern keeper.”
Hobart was shaking visibly, and the shaking caused him to get nicked. A trickle of blood ran down his neck. I breathed heavily. “I am not your apprentice!” I shouted, and shoved Hobart hard into the wall before letting go. Hobart slumped to the ground, cowering. 
I stormed out into the night and the cold hit me with force. My anger fled nearly as quickly as it had flared up. It had been a tough day, and the incident with Hobart took even more from me. I walked to the side of the lake and onto the small pier behind the tavern. I sat down on the edge, dangling my feet over the water. The pier had a small fishing boat attached to it, and water pooled within it. It seemed that all small boats had puddles. An icy breeze blew from across the lake, creating ripples on the water. I could not help but calm down, looking out across the lake with moonlight reflecting from its surface.
I regretted what happened with Hobart. Was I going to attack anyone that reminded me of my past? No, that would not do. But it was the very recent past, and I reckoned I’d get better at controlling some of the feelings I’d kept bottled up for so long. 
It was freezing out there, but I wasn’t ready to return to the brewhouse just yet. I had no idea what I would say to Hobart. That I was sorry? Sure, that would be a start. But it wouldn’t go halfway to making amends for holding a dagger to the man’s throat. 
 
An hour later, I found myself standing in front of the brewhouse door, one hand on the door handle, but not wanting to open it. Whispers from around the corner drew my attention. Moving quietly, I peeked around it. Three men stood in the middle of the street, hunched around an object. Creeping closer, I saw that it was an oil canister. What were these men doing? Nothing good, of that I was sure.
“Excuse me. Can I help you?” I asked.
They spun to face me, and two of them leveled short crossbows at me. I held up my hands and backed away. I recognized the one in the middle. He was the bald man who had thrown fish at the tavern when we’d first arrived. 
“Look who it is, boys,” the man said in a whisper. “It’s the friend of that big fellow who had you mop the elf-lover’s floors. Nice of him to join us,” he said laughing quietly. The malice of the man’s words sounded odd spoken so softly. “Tie him to the porch. He can watch the tavern burn from up close.” The two hooded men slowly made their way toward me, crossbows kept at the level.
I almost groaned when the cold sensation crept down my spine. Magic… again. There was a bright flash, which blinded me, and I was dropped on my arse by a force of energy that rushed past me. My eyes stung, and I wiped them with my sleeve to clear the dust and tears. 
When my vision returned, green afterglow followed wherever I looked, but I made out three flames on the road. I did not need to wonder at what they were. The smell of burning flesh was quite familiar to me. Unfortunately, the smell was not too dissimilar from roasting meat and made me realize my hunger. 
I wondered at my magical savior. I searched the nearby alleys and looked around the corners of the surrounding buildings. The beach was empty, too. When I returned to the street, the burning bodies were nothing but ash. I kicked softly at one of the piles, sending a cloud of fine ash into the air which took long seconds to settle back to the ground. What would do such a thing? What could turn a body into ash within a minute and leave nothing, not even bones or teeth? Stranger still, the canister of lamp oil lay on the street untouched by fire. Magic, clearly, but who or what?
 
I soon gave up my search and returned to the tavern. I doubted anyone would return to finish the job those men had planned. I picked up the canister, undid the lid, poured it out onto the road, and tossed the empty canister. I was retrieving my new key when something caught my eye. A hand stuck out from beneath the bench on the porch. I approached it carefully, and peered underneath. Neysa lay there. 
“Hey,” I whispered, but she did not respond. “Neysa,” I said, nudging her gently. She did not stir, and I worried for the girl. I went on my knees and dragged her out as gently as I could. Her chest slowly rose and fell, but I could not wake her. Even smelling salts had no effect. I unlocked the tavern door, then carried her inside. It felt wrong to touch her, but I couldn’t exactly leave her out there. But I could not help but notice her smell, nor could I stop myself enjoying it. She didn’t smell of perfume, exactly. She smelled of fresh air and grass. Or was it just… her? I decided she smelt like home, whatever that was. I stood with her in my arms in the dark kitchen. I had no idea where to put her and ended up carrying her to my bed. I tucked her in and brushed her hair from her face. She did not look like much of a savior. Such a slight girl, and delicate. But there was no one else around to claim the title, and I knew it had to be her that had roasted the men. How she had done that when all she could do a few days before was light a candle? That I did not know, but it had clearly cost her. “Sleep well,” I said and left the room. 
I no longer had a bed to call my own, so I decided to head back down to the brewhouse. A sack of malt would have to do that night. I had slept on worse.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
Gone
 
I woke up early, as was my habit. Sacks of malt were not the most comfortable of beds, and my back ached. I stretched, but the satisfying click of vertebrae snapping into place eluded me. I was thankful for the relative warmth of the brewhouse, and I had slept fairly well, all things considered. I had deprived one of the barrels of its woolen blanket, and I replaced it then. When I’d come to the brewhouse the previous night, I was surprised and relieved that the others had already gone to bed. It had saved me from the awkward apology I owed Hobart. Alas, that remained to be done. That, and explaining why the girl was in my bed.
 
I made my way through the tavern and into the kitchen. The living area of the tavern shared its kitchen. The place was dead quiet, and everyone was still asleep. I put some coffee on to boil and sat down at a large dining table against the wall while I waited.
A note sat at the center of the table. I had just finished reading it when Marcus came stumbling in. His hair stuck up in interesting directions. He walked to the boiling coffee and poured us a cup each before joining me. There were few things I loved as much as coffee, especially in the morning. 
“Hobart up yet?” Marcus asked.
I slid the piece of paper toward him. It was a letter from Hobart. He apologized for getting drunk and upsetting me. He also apologized that he had to leave, and that with what happened, he did not feel safe. He apologized for being a coward, and promised that if we ever found ourselves in Morwynne, he would provide us with a bed. It finished by saying that he felt obliged to leave some of the gold coins on the table beside his bed.
“He’s gone?” Marcus asked. 
“I’m sorry, Marcus, I just… snapped. I was so tired. And the ale…”
“It’s okay, we will just have to carry on by ourselves,” Marcus said. 
“I doubt I’ll remember how to do it,” I said. I doubted I could remember even half of what Hobart had taught us. I hadn’t paid nearly enough attention. I thought we’d have him with us another month. “At least he left us some money,” I said.
Marcus got up and walked out of the kitchen. He returned shortly, and slid another piece of paper to me. It read, “My husband is an idiot.”
“I found this on the table next to his bed,” Marcus said. 
“I’m guessing in lieu of money?” I asked. Marcus nodded. “Isn’t life grand?” 
“I propose I cook us some breakfast, then we try our hand at brewing while his lessons are still fresh,” Marcus said.
I rubbed at my aching arms. “I propose a smaller batch, so that when we mess it up, we don’t waste as much of the ingredients.”
“I do love your eternal optimism.” Marcus said.
 
While we drank our coffee, I explained the previous night’s events and what had happened to the three would-be arsonists. I told of how Neysa had burned them to ash, and how I’d found her unconscious on the porch. We were halfway through our coffee when Neysa came into the kitchen. 
“Er… coffee?” Marcus asked. She nodded and sat down at the table, and Marcus got up to pour her a cup. She did not meet my eyes. 
“Thank you,” she said. “I am sorry I took your bed.”
“It’s okay. Thanks for saving my life.”
“I guess we are even,” she said. “I couldn’t let those fuckers burn the place. Besides, I was lying on the porch—I would have died too.”
“Why were you unconscious?”
“Well… when I use magic, it uses something like stamina. I drained it all in one blast.”
“And why were you under that bench? If you don’t mind me asking…”
She shrugged. “When that pointy-eared bastard blew up his inn, he burned all of my possessions too. I had nowhere to sleep, and no money to pay for a bed. I would not sell myself for a soft place to sleep.” 
“So you spoke to Malakai?” I asked.
She stared at me with narrow eyes. “How do you know?”
“You mentioned that Elijah was responsible. He told us the same. Besides, I assumed that scroll took you to him somehow.”
She nodded as Marcus placed the cup of coffee in front of her. “Yes, I saw him. And then he kicked me out of his ridiculous house, the old bastard. Thanks again for the bed,” she said. “Where did you sleep?”
“On a sack of malt in the brewhouse.”
“I apologize for that. I have no idea what I am going to do for a bed tonight, but I won’t be taking yours again.” She signed, rubbing at her eyes. “Everything I own was at the inn. I have nothing.”
“You can stay in that room. There is a spare room now, I’ll move in there,” I said.
“Won’t the owner mind?”
“Nope. We are the owners,” Marcus said, smiling over her shoulder.
She looked between us, then shook her head. “It’s not within me to take something I haven’t worked for. I will need to find a job and pay my own way. I’ve been selling herbs in the market, but it’s not enough to sustain me. I need to find something out of the way, too. I don’t want to see those red-robed bastards again.”
“Great!” Marcus said. “Know how to cook?”
“Yeah…”
“Just what we need! We just bought a tavern, and we don’t have a cook. Welcome aboard. We’ll pay you…”
“A silver a month,” I offered.
“That,” Marcus said. “And your room and food is included. Sounds good?”
She nodded. “Too good…”
“Nonsense,” Marcus said. “We were just talking about breakfast. Mind showing us your skills? Feel free to say no if you’re not up to it… with last night and all.”
“No, it’s the least I can do,” she said.
“Thanks,” I said. “I hate to admit this, but I am a dreadful cook. Perhaps you can teach me?”
 
After breakfast, I was back in the brewhouse while I waited for Marcus to finish with his bath. Our brewing was unlikely to start till just short of lunch, and I wondered how late we would be up that night. I sat at a small table, cleaning and oiling my dagger, when I was interrupted by a loud knock on the door. I left the partially cleaned dagger to answer it. As soon as I opened the door, a legionnaire barged in.
“Where is he?” the guard asked scanning the room.
“Hobart left last night,” I said.
“The tavern keeper? No, I meant the scarred one. Someone reported they’d seen him lurking around here this morning.”
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”
The guard took a step closer. Too close for my liking. “That boy freed more slaves last night,” the guard spat. “If you’re hiding him, there will be hell to pay.”
I caught movement in my periphery, and looked up to see Kaleb hiding between the barrels. I quickly looked back at the legionnaire, but the man had seen the movement in my eye. He turned on his heels and started walking in Kaleb’s direction. I looked over at my dagger across the room. What a time to be without it. I thought about retrieving it, but instead pulled one of the poisoned pins from my sleeve, and stabbed it deep into the back of the guard’s neck. The man turned on me, drawing his sword as he did so. I backed away and put the large brewing kettle between myself and the man. 
The guard feigned left, and I went right; then he rushed me. I managed to duck below his sword as he struck, and I felt the air move above me. Close. I ducked back behind the kettle and saw the guard swaying. The poison was taking effect, but taking its damn time. I managed to keep the kettle between myself and the guard as we circled round it. The man stumbled but found his feet again as we continued our dance. A minute later the man collapsed in a heap, and I rested my hands on my knees. I was out of breath. 
I stood, still puffing, and looked to the barrels. Kaleb stood up, his eyes on the ground. 
“Come,” I said.
Kaleb came out with his shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry, my prince,” Kaleb said. 
“I’m no prince.”
“You should be. Those I have rescued agree.”
“I doubt the opinion of a couple dozen slaves count for much.”
Kaleb looked up at me, defiance in his eyes. “I have rescued more than a hundred over the past few days,” Kaleb said.
My eyes were wide. “Really? What happened to them?”
“They are on their way to the Great Oasis, as you commanded,” Kaleb said. I could not remember commanding anyone. “They will wait there for you to lead them.”
I felt light-headed. Lead them? Lead them where? In what? I sat down on a bag of malt. “Erm… I don’t know what to say,” I said. “You know, I won’t be able to leave here for the better part of a year.”
“I will send word with those I rescue next,” Kaleb said.
“Kaleb, if I could ask… why?” 
Kaleb looked at me for what felt like at least a minute. “You helped me. You saved me when none else cared to, including me. I sense you have other work underway. Perhaps something personal to you. While you do, I will do what I can to help those who are like I was.”
“You won’t go to the Great Oasis?” 
“I may. In time. But not while I see our people suffering here.”
I was nodding my head with nothing to say when the door barged open. I jumped to my feet, but it was just Marcus. Marcus stopped in his tracks when he saw the legionnaire crumpled on the ground. He looked at me, then Kaleb. He quickly shut the door and barred it. 
“What have you done now?” Marcus asked. I explained the situation, and expected rebuke. “Fair enough,” Marcus said. I felt relieved. I explained what Kaleb had told me, and of the slaves now waiting for me in the Great Oasis. “Huh… Kaleb, what do these men expect will happen?” Marcus asked. “When their fearless prince shows up, that is.”
Kaleb frowned at the question. “To fight, of course. To fight the empire, to take back our home. We are strong. We are tough. We are fit. We have nothing to lose, and much to gain.”
I found myself smiling, and clapped Marcus on the back. “Kaleb, let me introduce you to Marcus DeVasco. Infamous leader of the rebellion. He has found his rebels wanting and has cast them aside. He will lead you in this. Once our other tasks are completed of course.”
Marcus turned to me, his mouth agape. 
“If he fights for you, we will fight for him,” Kaleb said. 
Marcus looked at Kaleb again. “How old are you, son?”
“Fifteen,” Kaleb said. 
“Fifteen…” Marcus said. He looked at the young man for a long moment, a question on his face. “Fifteen… and yet you have more balls than any man I’ve led.” He put his hands on the boy’s shoulders, squeezing them. “If you will fight, I will lead,” Marcus said. He hugged Kaleb to him. Kaleb looked at me over Marcus’s shoulder. He looked uncertain, but I nodded, and Kaleb relaxed. 
 
We hid the legionnaire’s body below bags of malt and set to brewing ale. I checked Kaleb’s face and eyes, but he was recovering fast. It felt good to look after someone again, and it reminded me of my life back home. Kaleb’s face was scarred, but nothing like I expected. When time allowed, Marcus trained Kaleb at the sword. Well, the stick, in this case. He was a fast learner, and Marcus a good teacher. When another knock on the door came, we hid Kaleb away. It was another legionnaire, come looking for his dead friend. We told him that he had come past but left again, and was heading to the abandoned temple next. The man nodded, had a brief look around, and then set off for the temple. No more came. 
 
Our brewing went much better than expected. We discovered Hobart’s brewing logs, and they helped a great deal as they essentially formed a recipe book. We brewed his pale ale recipe, and I was relatively confident that something approximating ale would result from our efforts. I was, however, dismayed to discover that the fermentation process took close to a month to complete. I was pretty sure that Hobart had failed to mention that part. We finished well into the evening and relaxed with some ale and a fantastic dinner courtesy of Neysa. She was a great cook. We opted not to open the tavern that day, and I wondered how often it actually would be open. I supposed that we needed to keep up appearances. I was tired, exhausted really, but it was one of the best days in recent memory.
 
After curfew, we loaded the legionnaire’s body into the small boat tied to the pier and pushed it out into the lake. We watched as it slowly floated away.
“Do you want to stay here?” I asked Kaleb.
He shook his head. “My presence would only complicate your own mission, my prince. I have found a small cave in the forest. It has a stream nearby, and plenty of fruit. I know my snares too, so I have no shortage of food.”
“You’re sure?” I asked.
“I am. I will continue my work. If I stayed here, it would make me less effective.”
 
Marcus and I stood on the pier and watched as Kaleb slunk away. I turned to Marcus. “So… you have your rebellion.”
Marcus sighed and slowly nodded, a smile playing on his face. “Yes. I guess I do. But, sorry to say, it is our rebellion, my friend.”
I grimaced. It was too much. Though if I was to return to Ubrain with their king, wearing the Ubraian crown, and leading a hundred freed Ubraian slaves… it would mean a great deal. When it came down to it, my current quest really was with the ultimate goal of freeing my people. But it felt like I was getting ahead of myself, already freeing my people, albeit mostly indirectly. “And you are sure you want to do this thing?” I asked. “I know I kind of pushed you into it. But you want to fight for my people?”
Marcus smiled. “I am sure. Your people are worth fighting for, like any other. In some cases more so. It’s only since meeting you that I have noticed, I mean really noticed, how much your people suffer under the empire. They held out longer than any other kingdom, and so they get the harshest treatment.” We looked out over the lake again, the small fishing boat a distant spot on the water. “I will fight for them. These slaves are looked down on by all, but I tell you… they have a fire that burns for change. I can kindle that fire.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINETEEN
As the Crow Flies
 
Our first week as tavern owners flew past. We did a decent job of it, and I considered it a success, apart from the fact that we made no profit. Within three days of taking ownership, the tax collectors came for a visit. Fortunately, Hobart had completed the transfer of ownership from Morwynne. We’d heard much grumbling about taxes since arriving in Sagemont, but the tax collector’s visit made us party to the constant complaining. They were simply ridiculous. Fortunately, we weren’t in it for the money, but it still would have been nice to make some.
 
The Bleeding Wolf was not a busy tavern. The destruction of the Shady Oak probably did not help. There was a steady flow of patrons, but the place never came close to being full. The storm that now blew in with Eriel’s own fury, black as a dog’s guts, certainly did not help. It lashed the town for most of the week, turning the streets into rivers. Few were thirsty enough to brave the heavy rain for an ale. I did not blame them, and truthfully, I enjoyed the peace it afforded me.
Neysa and I came to spend a fair amount of time in each other’s company. She was a quiet girl, if abrupt. From what little she told us of her past, it was clear that she had her own ghosts. Her magical abilities had presented themselves when, at thirteen, she had burned down her village’s sacred tree with a young bully still in its branches. She had been forced to consume some tonic in a ceremony. A tonic which she claimed was a dampener on her magic. From the day she burned the tree, those in her village had referred to her as a witch, including her parents. She had run away from home at the age of fifteen and joined a company of traveling actors; in a stroke of irony, she’d played the part of a witch in a banned play about how the emperor had come to power. She’d fled as the rest of her company had been taken by the Dark Legion for heresy. From there, she’d made her way to Morwynne to join the Academy of Magic but had been turned away.
Not an easy life, though, I was not a good judge of such things. As much as I enjoyed spending time with her, she made sure to call me “friend” often enough that it was clear we would not be more. My ego took a bit of a battering, but I did not mind too much. I had been a bachelor my entire life, and I was used to being alone. It did not mean that I could not take pleasure in her company. She was insightful and saw through more of my armor than I was comfortable with. Often, she noticed things about me that I had either failed to realize about myself or that I flatly ignored.
“Tell me about your brother,” she once asked.
“Well, he’s a far better man than I. He cares a great deal for others, and while he does not shy away from a fight, he always fights for the right reasons. When I was confronted by bullies as a younger man, which was often, my mouth tended to run faster than my legs could, and my brother Shakir was always there to protect me. Slow to anger and fast to forgive, he is the best of brothers. I miss him dearly. I endured much in Castralavi to find out where he is, but I am yet to do so. So many wasted years…”
“You know,” Neysa said, “that description reminds me an awful lot of a mutual friend of ours.”
“I suppose.”
“Do you think that perhaps Marcus is there to fill that role?”
“Marcus is his own man,” I snapped. She was right, though; he really did remind me a great deal of Shakir. But I would never treat Shakir as I did Marcus. I would never bind him unwillingly to a task. Make him a slave to my will.
“Question. Why are you chasing this crown and ring instead of looking for your brother?”
“Because I know where they are. If I knew his location, I would be on my way already. But the Ubraian crown is very important to my people. It has been a fundamental part of our history for hundreds of years. It has always been that he who wears it, rules. To take the throne, you had to take the crown. And our people think us dead. If we showed up out of nowhere, I doubt they would believe he was their king—not without the crown. Even if they did, would they rise up after having been beaten down for so long? Perhaps. But we will only get one chance to take back our lands. One chance to free my people. If we do it, we do it right. If we fail, it will just heap more misery on my people.”
“Fair enough. I find it hard to believe no one knows where the former prince of Ubrain is, though.”
“They would know where the prince is. But he isn’t a prince. Not anymore. He’s just a slave, and one slave is much the same as the next in their eyes. No one knew of my slavery. Or, none that cared to do anything about it.”
“Well, at least you have Marcus on your side for now. You are good for each other.” 
He was good to me, but I mistreated him badly.
 
The rain managed to wash the Dark Legion from Sagemont, for which the entire town was grateful. There were some talk that two of their number had followed the passageway in the Shady Oak’s cellar. I wondered if it would take them to Malakai. If it did, I wished them the best of luck with the old bastard. The rest of the Inquisition left not long after. 
After eight days of stormy weather, the rain and wind stopped abruptly. A quiet sat in the air as the drumming on the roof went from bucketing to nothing in an instant. The silence felt unnatural, as though time itself had stopped. Sagemont came to life again, quite suddenly, like a flower with the melting snow. Within minutes of the storm’s end, people were wading through the muddy streets, and children jumped in puddles.
I slumped when a large group made their way to the tavern, thinking my peace was at an end, but to my surprise they walked right past us to the beach. I peered out through the window. A crowd was gathering around a large shape on the shoreline—what appeared to be an upturned boat washed ashore. I sat back down to finish my coffee, but Marcus and Neysa rushed to join them. I sighed again. Might as well see what the fuss was about. I was curious if it was part of the imperial ship I’d burned.
But it was no boat that washed ashore; the ungodly smell alone said as much. It was a monster—there was no other way to describe it. It had the head of a crocodile, but larger, and crocodiles, at least in Ubrain, were plenty large. With Marcus lying down beside its head—which was not hypothetical, he did just that—its head was still longer than he was tall. Anything that could close its mouth around something the size of Marcus was a monster for sure. It had a fat body, a long tail, and flippers instead of paws. I was damn sure it was a reptile, but one made for water.
“What is this thing?” I asked a man by the name of Darryl, who ran the general store next door. 
“Some call it a kronos, some a water dragon. I call it an ugly bastard.”
“You have the right of it there,” I said. “How did it get here?”
“If you walk around to the other side, you’ll notice it has a rather large hole in the head. My guess is that some pirates used it for target practice.”
“Are these things not a threat to boats?”
“They certainly are. Most ships can withstand attacks, but smaller craft get capsized frequently. At least half a dozen a year. They often follow larger ships too, staying in their wake, just waiting for an opportunity. Just last year, one of the navy ships got destroyed in a storm. Another ship was close enough to see the kronos wreak havoc and eat the crew, but too far away to do anything about it.”
A man took its measure at twenty-five paces long. Such a vast amount of water was terrifying enough without monsters lurking beneath its surface.
 
With the fine weather, we took the opportunity to make our way to the brewhouse and check on our fermenting barrels of ale. We left them to their own devices while the storm raged. That was when my week of happiness came to an end. The Gods, forever watchful, must have come to realize that I was enjoying my life for a change and decided to kick me in the balls. 
On our single day of training, Hobart had shown us what a fermenting ale looked like. A disgusting yellowy green foam coated the ale and smelt worse than Marcus’s farts. What waited for us was not that. 
“This doesn’t look disgusting at all,” I said. “This looks almost exactly as it did when we filled these barrels.”
Marcus dipped his finger into the brown liquid, sucked on it, and scrunched up his face. “It’s ridiculously sweet.”
“Our yeast has failed us. Hobart’s brewing logs showed fermentation starting within a day or two,” I said. We next had a look at the barrels Hobart had filled on his last night in Sagemont, but these had the same problem, and a number of barrels tasted of vinegar. “I don’t understand how this could have happened. Was it something we did?” 
“I don’t think so. But what do I know?” Marcus said. 
 
We decided that it was a problem best discussed over a tankard of ale with lunch. Neysa joined us with a glass of wine. “How do we get more yeast?” Marcus asked.
“Yeast grows on fruit,” Neysa said.
“I very much doubt we can just throw a bunch of fruit into our ale and hope for the best,” I said.
“It’s how wine is made,” Neysa said.
“But… we’re not making wine.” 
“How about we ask some of the local brewers?” Marcus asked.
“No, they are competitors, I do not trust them. Also, their ale is awful.”
“I know someone who might be able to help,” Neysa said. Marcus and I leveled our eyes on her. “What? He’s a weird bastard, sure, but Malak—”
“Don’t say his name,” Marcus interrupted. “That man is up to no good. And he knows… stuff.”
“Exactly! He might be able to help you with this. Who else do you know?”
 
After lunch, Marcus and I were discussing the merits of fermented fruit ale in the kitchen while Neysa swept the floor in the tavern. A commotion startled us. Loud banging and shouting came from the tavern, and we rushed from the kitchen, blades at the ready. We found Neysa running between the tables, wildly swinging her broom at a large bird. 
“Out! You stupid bird, out!”
“Relax, Neysa, it’s just a bird,” Marcus said, sheathing his dagger.
She stopped, leaned on the broom, and caught her breath. “This fucking bird is driving me mad! It’s been here the last three days,” she said, and threw the broom at it. She missed, and the broom flew high and hit the wall behind it. The bird, still sitting where it had, looked at the broom, then faced us and cawed. 
“It’s a raven,” I said.
“So?” Marcus and Neysa asked simultaneously.
“How many ravens have you seen in Sagemont?”
“Plenty… in the last three days,” Neysa said.
“Mala… the old bastard uses a raven as his seal. And we saw a raven when we visited him. Coincidence?” We all turned to the bird. It tilted its head, looked at us and cawed twice. It flew to the door, landing atop it, and sat there looking at us. “Too strange,” I said. I felt the urge to follow it, and recognized it as the same feeling that had led us to Malakai before. “I think we need to follow it.” The others looked at me as if I had fallen from a tree. I’d rather have nailed my balls to my knee than go back to him, but the urge was too strong to resist. I felt my loathing for the man increase. I did not appreciate having my will played with.
“Are you slow of wit?” Neysa asked.
“Come,” I said. As I approached the door, the raven flew out and waited on the porch railing. I looked over my shoulder at the others and shrugged.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY
Red Skull
 
We followed the raven through the streets of Sagemont, which were livelier than they had been for days. The sun was out, but its warmth did not reach me. The air was still cold, the streets were pooled with water, and mud clung to my boots. I wondered how many sunny days it would take to dry the place out.
 
The bird led us to a track that entered the forest past the port, led up an incline, and followed the lake for some time. It was a beautiful walk, with rays of sun shining through the thick canopy, and glimpses of the great lake on our right. We had been walking for half an hour when Marcus disturbed the peace.
“It happened,” he said.
“What?” Neysa asked.
“We are… elsewhere,” Marcus answered. “The trees are different. And it’s bloody warm!”
Neysa stopped and pulled a leaf from the closest tree. “You are right. The trees around Sagemont are predominantly redwood. I don’t know these. They are large, though.”
 
We approached a steep bank when Marcus waved for us to get down. Marcus crawled forward, peered out over the edge, and then gestured for us to approach slowly. We crawled up and lay close together, looking at the landscape below. The smell of the forest blended with that of Neysa, and I was savoring the experience until I noticed what it was that had caught Marcus’s attention. Below us, close to a dozen red-robed figures stood within a clearing in the forest. They had yellow string pulled tight and tied to stakes, forming a grid pattern. As I looked out at the landscape, the only man-made structure I saw was a small encampment which had a banner with the red skull icon of the Inquisition flying on a pole. We watched the Inquisitors for a few minutes.
“What are those buggers up to?” Marcus whispered.
“Dunno,” I said. “I’m going for a closer look.” When Marcus turned to object, I gave him a look that I hoped the man would interpret as “piss off,” or something to that effect. It seemed to work, as Marcus nodded, though he looked wary. I disappeared into the trees, and made my way to a lower elevation. When I found a suitably large tree, I scaled it, and once at the top, I got my bearings. From there, I leapt from tree to tree, making my way closer.
My curiosity might have seemed foolhardy, but I was a good climber and confident that I would remain unseen. I followed my road of branches until I sat ten or so meters above the red-robed men. One Inquisitor was peering through an instrument, like a modified telescope with a lot of dials, while another was recording something on a sheet of paper. The rest were conversing, and some referred to what looked like maps. I needed to get closer.
I climbed down on the far side of the tree and crept forward, keeping low. The area around me had a number of odd muddy craters, which meant that I had less cover than would have been ideal. I made my way behind a dense shrub and listened, but I heard only mumbled conversation, too far to make out their words. I rose slowly to take a look, then ducked down quickly as I saw two Inquisitors standing right beside the shrub. They were busy with a map of some kind and did not notice me. 
“The Beloved will not be pleased with this… the old ways have not been in use for a very long time.”
“And you are sure, brother?”
“No, not sure. But it is the way it appears. Much study will be required.”
“There are many questions; you are right, brother. The one I most wish to know is how our brothers used the ways. Could it be that they have worshiped at the feet of the seven?”
“And bypass the Beloved? A troubling question, brother. Some questions may need to be asked of them.”
The men wandered off, gesturing at the map and discussing geometry. I stood and looked up the incline to where Marcus and Neysa lay. It took me a while to find them, and I only did so because Marcus was waving. He appeared to be gesturing to my side, but I did not get his meaning and raised my hands in confusion. Neysa joined in with her own gestures, which I understood equally well. I looked in the direction they were waving but saw only small shrubs and muddy craters. I started creeping in that direction, figuring that was probably what they meant. I was thirty or forty meters away when I heard a loud crunch beneath my boot. I froze, expecting the sound of running feet, but none came. 
Looking down, I saw a clear slimy liquid mixed with yellow chunks oozing from beneath my boot. A massive egg lay crushed beneath my feet. Two more lay in the crater. But it wasn’t a crater; it was a nest. My eyes locked on to the tracks in the nest. How I had missed them, I did not know. Each of its three toes were bigger than my foot. Were they so large that my brain had not processed them as tracks? I slowly backed away from the nest but stopped. I had that feeling you get when something is watching you. 
I felt a moist breath on the back of my neck and slowly turned around. Standing a few steps away was the largest creature I had ever laid eyes on. Perhaps not bigger than the kronos, but much more alive. The bipedal reptile stood at easily twice my height, probably more, and that’s not counting the large spines sticking from its back. Jagged teeth were visible, though its mouth was closed. The creature took a step toward me, snorting. Before I knew what I was doing, I ran beneath it and through its legs. I heard its jaws slam shut behind me, but I kept running. It was only by sheer luck that I avoided being slammed to the ground by its thick tail as the creature turned. 
I ran screaming. I ran like I had never run before, like I may never run again. “Hells don’t take me now,” I thought to myself. I ran through shrubs, paying no heed to the thorns cutting into my hands. I ran over tree roots, slipped on the moss covering them, but continued on. I ran through the Dark Legion, shoving at least two to the ground. I ran through yellow strings, jumped over some, got stuck in others, and cut myself free. I ran and ran, until I came to a large tree on the other side of the Inquisitors’ encampment. Then I climbed, but to the casual observer, it may have appeared as though I ran up that tree as well.
I looked back and struggled for breath. It felt as though the air was burning my lungs. Down below was chaos, as the large creature tore through the Dark Legion. Several of them were now bloodied corpses; three were grouping together, wielding rapiers; and two were foolish enough to hide in a tent. The creature was having none of that. It snapped its jaws onto the fabric and yanked its head from side to side, collapsing the tent. Seven hells, that thing was big. I guessed it to be more than ten meters long and four or five meters tall, and it had very unusual forelimbs.
One of the men in the tent crawled out from beneath. The creature stomped down on him, and its jaws closed on his head, tearing it free. I turned away from the massacre.
Once more, I leapt from tree to tree and made my way to the top of the bank. My legs burned, but I kept moving. I did not want to be around when the creature finished with those below. The trees did not quite get me to the ridge, but close enough. 
I pushed my way through a low-hanging branch and froze when I saw a shadow. Something smashed me in the face and caused my eyes to tear up. Next I was hit in the groin and sank to my knees before I was kicked onto my back and mounted. Punches were raining down on my chest. My vision cleared enough to see Neysa on top of me. I caught her hands in my own and held them. She was sobbing.
“Neysa?” I asked.
She continued to sob for a few seconds more, then leaned over me and kissed me on the forehead where my brand used to be. “Don’t you dare do that again,” she whispered and got off. Her reaction was unexpected to say the least.
 
We were led on by the raven. Most of the way it was a single path and the bird was not necessary, but occasionally the path forked. 
“I’m telling you,” Marcus said. “Next time you yammer on about how quickly I move, I will bring this incident to your attention. Gods, man, you ran fast.”
“Wouldn’t you have done the same?” I asked. “Though, I don’t recall you coming down there to lend a hand. What kept you?” I asked with a crooked grin.
“Oh, he tried,” Neysa said. “I had to tackle him to the ground.”
“You handled yourself pretty well,” Marcus said. He took a few steps, then turned and walked backwards. “Any idea what the old ways are?” 
“None,” I said. I told them of the discussion between the Inquisitors I’d listened in on.
“I don’t like it, whatever it is. That many Inquisitors in one place is bad news, but I guess this explains why they haven’t been back in Sagemont.” Marcus turned again. 
 
A short while later, we came around a bend and saw the mansion in a large, open area that had boulders strewn across it. While it was the same building, this was certainly a different part of the world. We approached the door and, finding it locked, looked to the raven for guidance. This was what my life had come to: looking to a bird for advice. But the bird took flight and disappeared down the path we’d arrived from, cawing loudly. 
We looked at each other, and Neysa opened her mouth to speak but was cut off by a loud explosion. The ground shook, and small bits of rock and dirt rained down from the sky. We hid beneath the eve of the roof until it subsided, then walked around the corner of the mansion. A huge cloud of dust was drifting with the wind. Malakai came walking out of it, coughing, his hair and beard covered in dust. 
“You’ve been busy,” Marcus said with a stern look. 
“Yes, quite,” Malakai said. “You’re late. I expected you here three days ago.”
“Your bird is lacking in communication skills,” Neysa said. “What were you doing, you old bastard?” she asked, pointing at the dust cloud.
“Continuing my experiments with the metal tubes—rockets, I call them, and they continue to vex me,” Malakai said. “Come in, I need a drink.”
 
We entered the cluttered room and sat around the desk. Malakai asked about our journey, and while I was determined not to speak of it, I felt the whirlwind of power swirling about me, taking hold of me. Usually, when magic was used, it was but a trickle down my spine. With Malakai, it was different. I could not help but share the story of my run-in with the reptile and of the Dark Legion’s odd investigation. 
Malakai laughed a hearty laugh. “I bet that was a funny sight, seeing you run like that. But tell me, child. Were any of the men left alive?”
I tried to kill the man with looks alone, but he continued to laugh. Unless you have been manipulated in such a way, I doubt you would understand how vulnerable I felt. “I’m not sure,” I said. “We didn’t go back to check. Four were alive when I left them.”
“Good. Well, I hope at least one survived,” Malakai said.
I looked at Marcus who was frowning too. “Why?”
“So they can continue my work—unwittingly, of course, but my work all the same. Tell me, child, what are your plans for extracting your prize from the emperor?”
I narrowed my eyes even more, and I stared daggers into him. I felt… violated. Taken advantage of. He knew too much, and I resolved to keep my tongue. Alas, Marcus caved and blurted it out. He told the son of a whore that we’d purchased the tavern and planned on gaining entry into the palace by winning the brewing competition. He explained that we’d run into issues with our yeast.
“I see,” Malakai said. “Playing the long game, then. I like it. You know, I have some experience in brewing myself. Not ale, mind you. Ale is the drink of peasants… no offense. No, I brew mead, the stuff of kings. But as the process of fermentation is much the same, I can assist on that front. When you leave, Neysa and I will talk further. We have some learning to do, though I believe she has been doing some homework,” Malakai said. Neysa’s eyes were downcast. “I will send some of my yeast with her, along with instructions. Now, tell me more of your plan. When you get in to the palace, what then?”
“That part of the plan needs some work,” I found myself saying. “I’m thinking we can add a sedative to the barrels. When everyone is knocked out, we walk into the vault, get what we want, and leave.”
“Ah, an optimistic plan, not what I would expect from you, Saul. And the vault? How do you intend to get in?” Malakai asked.
“I am proficient at picking locks,” I said.
“Perhaps not enough for a vault like this,” Malakai said. “Can I offer a suggestion, should your lock-picking skills be found wanting?” I managed to keep my mouth shut, but he went on. “I happen to be in possession of a rather large volume of explosive liquid. May I modify a couple of your barrels to help open stubborn doors?”
“I like it,” Marcus chimed in, then frowned when he realized he had spoken.
“Good, good,” Malakai laughed. “I believe I have plans of the palace somewhere, too,” he said, looking around the messy room. “They are old, from long before Solas’s time. He may have remodeled, but they should still be useful. I will get them to you when I find them.” Such plans would be handy, and Marcus and I shared a look. “Go now. Neysa and I have lessons to learn.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE
Trouble Brewing
 
Neysa returned late that night, and while she was tired, she smiled ear to ear. Evidently, Malakai had taught her much that day, and the few things she showed me were impressive. She told me to throw an overripe tomato at her, and I was fool enough to agree. Before it hit her, a shield formed around her and shot the fruit right back at me. It left me covered in stinking tomato. I did not volunteer for any more tricks, but she showed me a few anyway. When I returned from my bath, I found her looking at a glass pendant filled with a shiny liquid.
“What have you got there?” I asked.
She startled and nearly dropped it. “Gods, you scared the shit out of me.” She dangled the pendant from its chain, and it swung like a pendulum. “This is what has kept my magic locked away for so many years.”
“Huh?”
“Remember how I told you that when I was a young girl, my village made me drink a liquid?” I nodded. “Well, it turns out it contained a metal called mercury.”
“Mercury? Why did they give you that to drink?”
“As Malakai explains it, mercury absorbs magic. He made it sound more complicated, and it might be, but that’s what I took away.”
“If it absorbs your magic, why are you carrying a pendant full of the stuff?”
“Because… this is the mercury he extracted from me when I first met him. From my body.”
“Gross. How did he do that?”
“Erm… not sure. He did something that made it come out through the pores of my skin. It dripped down to the floor, pooled together, then floated right into this pendant. Anyway, it doesn’t affect me anymore. Perhaps it needs to be within me. It feels great to be free of it. That man is incredibly powerful.“
That much I knew for myself, though not as it related to that kind of magic. I just knew that he could manipulate me from vast distances and cause me to be a puppet. A slave. “Question. Do you feel… different, when you are in his presence?”
“Yep! I feel like a novice. Inept.”
“You don’t get a feeling, an odd sensation when you are close to him?” I asked.
“Come now, Saul, I don’t have a thing for him. Do you have feelings for him?”
I snorted. Was I the only one who could feel the forces moving about that man like a whirlwind? I thought that if she did, she would have known what I was talking about. “So, moving right along, now that you have regained your abilities, are you going to try again for the Academy of Magic?”
She shook her head. “Hells, no! When they rejected me from the academy, they threw me out of Morwynne, too. I won’t be returning in a hurry. Besides, I was only joining to get access to their supposed elixir of power. But it turns out that, while they do have an elixir, it’s the same as the one my village elders forced down my throat so many years ago.”
“Are you saying what I think you’re saying?”
“I am. The emperor is scared of magic. Or at least, magic that could be used against him. Malakai said that Solas was once a student of his, but that he could not teach the man what he wanted to know. While Solas does have an aptitude for magic, it is limited to illusion, whatever that means. In order to control others with stronger abilities, he started his Academy of Magic and spread rumors of his elixir. At the same time, he provides the elixir to village elders across the empire. The cronies that run the towns and villages don’t want magic users running around causing mischief, so they are quite happy to administer the treatment as soon as abilities show themselves within their youths. Some backwater towns burn those kids. They consider it evil.”
“So,” I said. “If someone manages to slip through the system in place in their town, they are likely to head to the Academy of Magic to receive that elixir. And, probably more importantly, they find a place that accepts and welcomes them for their magic. That man is a genius. An arsehole, but a genius.”
“Pretty much. And those who refuse both of those options are hunted by the Dark Legion.”
“Tell me,” I said. “The Inquisition’s sorcerers have silvery tattoos that they use for their magic. Are those related to this mercury?”
“Dunno. I didn’t know the Inquisition had magic users. Just the thought of it scares the shit out of me.”
“I know, right?” I said. “But unfortunately they do. Not many; last time I heard it was only a half dozen. But they are crazy as all hells.”
“Huh… then you might be onto something. But mercury absorbs power. The way you describe it, they manage to extract magic from the metal. There is probably more to it than that. But mercury poisoning can cause mental problems, along with a host of other issues—teeth falling out —”
“Shit! That’s it, then… Most sorcerers are missing a bunch of teeth. Though, you still have yours.”
“I do, but I probably had far less exposure. I can tell you though, since he removed the mercury from me, I feel… better. Before, I always felt agitated. Pissed off. Now, I have a peace I don’t recall ever having.”
“Yeah, you were a right bitch sometimes.” She hummed, and a force knocked me off my feet and onto my arse. I groaned, then made an obscene gesture at her. She laughed.
 
The next morning we brewed another batch of ale, this time using a recipe of Neysa’s creation. She combed through Hobart’s notes and devised an ale she assured us would have a depth and complexity that would win us the competition. She sounded awfully sure of herself, considering she did not drink ale. But it included a lot of hops, which Marcus and I appreciated. The brewing took far less time with Neysa’s assistance. It helped a great deal that she could heat and cool liquids almost instantly. She needed to take breaks often, as her magic tapped her energy directly. She came close to fainting near the end of the day, and we made her sit out after that. I did not want her to lose consciousness as she had that day she’d saved me. With the ale brewed, and the wort cooled, we added Malakai’s yeast, following his instructions closely. 
A bunch of official-looking men arrived from the capital in the afternoon. They had a wagonload of slaves with them, whom they set to the task of hacking the kronos to pieces. Many in Sagemont were well pleased, as the massive corpse was stinking the place up but was too large to get rid of. Turns out, the men were only interested in its skull and heart, and they left the rest where it lay. Cut open as it was, it stank even worse than before. Some of the townsfolk completed the task, hacking it into manageable pieces and dragging them out into the lake.
 
The next day, a disgusting froth covered our ale, and we drank ourselves stupid to celebrate. Two weeks later, we took a few samples and found we enjoyed it quite a bit. Marcus and I discussed taking a barrel or two up to the tavern to serve. Neysa informed us that we could go right ahead, but only if we wanted our balls singed. I did not know if she was serious, but decided not to tempt fate. My balls saw precious little use, but I was somewhat attached to them. That week, Marcus and I visited the other taverns in Sagemont. For research, of course. Our competition’s ales generally ranged from average to terrible, with the majority being terrible. 
 
When a month had passed, we had a small celebration at the Bleeding Wolf, which included a few of our regular patrons. We served our pale ale, and it was very well received. The small gathering managed to drain a barrel that night. I’ll admit, it was a fantastic ale. Probably the best I’d tasted, excluding perhaps Hobart’s oud bruin. Our chances of winning the competition were excellent. At the end of the night, with the tavern closed, the three of us sat together around our table, basking in the joy of our achievements. 
“Neysa, you are a genius!” Marcus said. “Truly, we could not have done this without you.”
“I would argue, but I fear you are correct. You oafs would have made a hash of it,” Neysa said.
“I think we have a good chance of winning this competition,” I said. “Which is just as well, seeing as we don’t have enough time to brew another batch.” 
Marcus raised his tankard in a toast. “To being awesome!” 
“To being awesome,” we repeated.
Marcus smiled. “To genius plans.”
“To having a plan.”
“To being surrounded by idiots,” Neysa said. Marcus and I frowned at her. “Okay, to being surrounded by idiots and friends.”
 
Within a week of our ale being on sale, word of it spread and orders came from every corner of Sagemont. Granted, those corners were not very far apart, but I found it gratifying nonetheless. The chore of actually making the deliveries, however, was a pain in the arse. It consumed an hour or two of each day, and if they kept up, I was of the mind to hire some young men for the task. 
We were close to finishing our deliveries for the day, with the last being to the old temple of Eriel, now a gambling den. The men who ran it might have considered their activities to be a secret of sorts, but it wasn’t a well-kept one. They had a sign fixed to the outside indicating hours of business. Some secret. As we approached, the large building loomed tall. It was one of the largest structures in Sagemont, and while the years had not been kind to it, some hints of its former splendor remained.
 
Marcus knocked on the large door. “Hello, we have a delivery,” he shouted. There was no answer, so he tried again but got the same result. He tried the door, found it unlocked, and pushed it open. It was dark inside, and an unpleasant smell drifted out. It smelt familiar. Rotten meat, urine, and some other smells I couldn’t quite put a finger on. 
“Let’s skip this one,” I said. “They can come and pick it up.”
“It’s alright,” Marcus said. “They already paid for it. We’ll just leave it inside. Give me a hand.” Marcus wheeled the barrel cart forward as I held the heavy door open. The smell was much worse inside. 
I walked with Marcus as he wheeled the cart, looking for a spot to leave it. It was a large rectangular room with a crude bar constructed on a raised area at the far end. A multitude of colors lit it from the dirty stained glass windows above. Even rainbows looked filthy in the desecrated temple. There was a door behind the bar, which I assumed was previously used by the priests during worship, and two balconies extended from the sides of the room to look down on the rectangular pit at the center, which was filled with chunks of rotten meat and blood-drenched sand. On the other side of the room, a large banner covered the wall. Calling it a banner was giving it too much praise. It was a tattered cloth with an image painted on it. It took me a moment to recognize what the artist was attempting to depict. My flesh crawled when I saw it—the image of a raised fist—and the feeling of unease jumped me like a mugger in an alley. 
Marcus frowned when he saw my expression, and worry crept onto his face as well. “We should get out of here,” he said, rolled the barrel off the cart and turned to the door.
The door slammed shut. We raced to it and ran our shoulders into it, but it did not budge. “It’s barred,” Marcus said through gritted teeth. 
On the other side of the room, the door behind the bar opened. I could make out several shadows, maybe three people. The figures pushed a tall narrow crate through the door, pulled something on the side, and then slammed the door shut again. We heard that door being barred too and looked at each other. Marcus unsheathed his short sword, and I my dagger. 
A shrill, birdlike sound came from the crate. I couldn’t make out anything in the crate, except that it was split into three compartments. The shrill sound came again, and my hair stood on end. A dark shape leapt from the crate and landed on the bar, scattering glasses to the floor. It was a reptile, bipedal, standing just less than a meter tall. A sharp claw sat on top of each foot.
“Balaur,” I said.
The creature looked back at the crate, then raised its snout to emit a long, high-pitched call. It was answered, and two more creatures stepped out. The balaurs slowly made their way toward us, circling, their heads darting this way and that. They were low to the ground, but their long tails added much to their length. They repeatedly called to each other in high pitched chirps that chilled me to the bone. I did not like being hunted. 
A loud thwack resonated through the building. A crossbow bolt pierced the creature at the front, burying itself in its head. It stood a long moment before it collapsed. The two remaining balaurs called to each other, and one snapped at its dead friend before focusing on us again. They moved closer with more purpose, their long tails flicking from side to side. 
Thwack. Another one dropped. The last creature leapt at me at the same instant, its feet vertical to allow its sharp claws to do their business. Marcus collided with the creature while it was in mid-flight, and the two rolled on the ground. He lost his sword along the way, and the balaur landed on top of him and snapped at his neck. He grabbed its neck and rolled. Both were lying on the ground, the balaur slashing at him with the claws on its feet. Marcus was avoiding the slashes, but for how long? I darted in and stabbed my dagger deep into its chest. The creature jerked. I had my knee on it and twisted the dagger, but it kept fighting. I stabbed it again and again, until it stopped moving. By the time it was dead, I was exhausted and sat back, breathing heavily. 
I looked up at the balcony to see who the crossbowman was. A pudgy figure in a dark robe stood at the top, reloading. Then he darted down the steps. Marcus leapt to his feet and picked up his sword. His leg was bleeding, but not badly. The figure stopped when he saw Marcus. He removed the hood and stepped forward. It was warden Adair. 
“You need to get to the tavern,” Adair said. “They were trying to stall you, or kill you, while they hit the tavern.”
“The door is barred,” I said. 
“The balcony has a door to the outside,” Adair said. “Go that way.”
“Wait, why are you here?” I asked.
“These fuckers sold me out to the Inquisition. I came looking for revenge,” he said, tapping the crossbow. “But there were more men than I could handle. So, I sat up there, hidden in shadow and waited for my moment. Then, I overheard their plans to hit the tavern. I was about to rush there myself, but then I heard someone come in. I couldn’t see you from up there,” Adair said, pointing his thumb up to the balcony. “Tavern. You need to go.”
Marcus held my shoulder. “Go. I will help Adair with those behind the door. Help Neysa.”
Neysa! I bolted up the steps and through the door at the top. There were a set of stairs leading down to the street from there. I ran all the way to the tavern, shoving aside anyone who did not make way. I ran up the steps to the front door of the Bleeding Wolf. It was locked, so I ran to the side door leading to the brewhouse. The door was ajar, and two men were fleeing out of it but… were frozen in place. 
I walked up to the first. The man’s eyes were following me and he was breathing heavily. I felt the cold running down my spine and knew that magic was involved. On closer inspection, he was covered in a shimmering layer. I dashed past them and into the brewhouse. The place was a mess. Several barrels had been drained onto the floor, and the ground was covered in dried hops and other ingredients. I found Neysa, slumped against some bags of malt. She hummed a quiet song, and looked utterly exhausted. But, her eyes were open and she looked intense.
“Neysa!” I called to her and ran over. She looked pissed off.
“Secure them… now. I can’t hold them much longer,” she said then continued her humming.
I looked for rope, or something to tie them up with, but I couldn’t find anything with the place in such a mess. I thought about killing them but decided against it. My friends were less than happy with my murderous ways. But what to do? Seeing no alternative, I ran to the first, picked him up, and made my way inside with the man over my shoulder. I strained under his weight, and with his body rigid, he made for awkward carrying. I struggled up the rungs of the ladder to the large kettle and dropped the man inside. The drop was more than two meters, and I wondered if he would shatter when he hit the bottom. All I heard was a loud thump, and I did not look back. Instead, I ran to the second man and did the same with him. I dropped that one once along the way, and while he was silent, his eyes spoke of pain. When the second one was in, I closed the heavy lid and placed two bags of malt on top of it. I was exhausted, having sprinted to the tavern from the other side of town, and I collapsed next to Neysa, who finally relaxed. As soon as she did, the screaming started. The men in the kettle screamed in agony. It was a horrible sound, but I was not bothered by it. I’d heard similar screams daily for nearly half my life. I could only guess at how many of their bones broke when they hit the bottom. Plenty, I thought. Neysa leaned against me, her head on my heaving chest. I stroked her hair. We were both too exhausted to speak. All the while the men screamed, their agony and fear bouncing around the copper kettle. 
 
Sometime later, Marcus and Adair came running in. Adair stood at the door looking at the mess before focusing on the noise from the kettle. He lifted the lid and looked down at the men. He spat on them from above, then closed the lid and climbed down. Marcus ran straight to us.
“You okay?” Marcus asked, sitting on his haunches. We nodded but still did not speak. He brought us a cup of water each, and we sat up to drink it. The cool water eased the burning in my throat. 
“What happened?” I asked, my voice hoarse.
Marcus sighed and shook his head. “They didn’t surrender. Had to kill two. We subdued the last one, but he is in bad shape.” Marcus gestured over his shoulder at the kettle. “Those ones sound worse—what did you do to them?”
“Neysa froze them, and I tossed them into the kettle. I think they got hurt when they hit the bottom,” I said.
Marcus looked at the kettle, grimacing at the sound. Their screams had died down to wailing, but it was still unpleasant. “I would say so. Can you stand?” Marcus asked, holding a hand out. I took it and let myself be pulled to my feet. 
“I’m sorry I did not stop them sooner,” Adair said. 
“Your help is appreciated, Adair,” Marcus said.
“No, I owe you a lot,” Adair said. “I know you helped me out in that cell after the inn burned.” Adair looked at me as he said it.
“How?” I asked.
“Well, after Neysa over there disappeared, and I still don’t know how in the hells she pulled that off, I looked through the bars. I thought I saw Saul peering around the corner. I wasn’t sure at the time, but… well, to be blunt, you are the only people in Sagemont who don’t hate me.”
“They hate you?” Marcus asked. “Why?”
“Long story. The short version, I was sent to Sagemont to replace the old warden. Everyone loved him. And he was better at the job.”
“You do alright,” Marcus said.
“Really?” Adair asked. “Look around you. I didn’t stop this. And there have been a lot of unexplained deaths over the past month. The Sagemont killer is still at large, and I have no leads.”
“The… Sagemont killer?” I asked.
“That’s what we call him,” Adair said. “A serial killer, the worst kind. But I still have no leads. The deaths seem random; there is no order to them. A lot of slave masters died, so there’s that. And the slaves were freed, of course. But then there was that fellow with the hacked ankles, a legionnaire who disappeared, and three men working at our favorite gambling den who up and vanished. If you believe the Dark Legion—and why would you?—that centurion was poisoned in his sleep. Oh, and he released the three-horn that killed several more legionnaires. There is no rhyme or reason.” Adair shook his head. “Oh, well. It’s been a peaceful week or two, not counting today, so perhaps he has left town. Hopefully the Dark Legion stays away. I have witnesses who can place me and Neysa well clear of the Shady Oak when it burned. That should keep us from further suspicion, but still… Look, I need to go. I’ll get my deputy and a few legionnaires to come and help with those two,” Adair said, pointing at the kettle with the wailing men. “I’ll be back shortly.”
We walked through the chaos that was our brewhouse and made our way past the spilled ingredients and into the barrel room. More than half of the barrels were empty, now a deep puddle on the floor. We found the rest crammed full of hops. 
“Everything is ruined…” I said. 
Marcus nodded his head. “No time to brew more, either.” The town fair was in three days’ time. 
 
It took us the rest of the day to clean up the mess. Neysa visited all of our customers to see if she could rescue some of the barrels delivered earlier that day. Unfortunately, our ale was proving very popular. The proprietors told her that customers were often waiting for the ale, and the barrels were empty or close to it. 
 
We were mopping the floor, now sticky with ale. Marcus looked depressed, which for most would be understandable, but I had never seen the man that way. Not even when he was in the dungeon awaiting torture. 
“You okay?” I asked. “We’ll find another way. Breaking into the palace will be trickier, but we’ll manage. Somehow.”
Marcus stopped mopping and looked at me. The man looked miserable. “It’s not that. It’s just… those men. They all had the tattoo,” Marcus said, pointing to the back of his neck. “I feel responsible for this. How did I screw it up so badly?”
“The Clenched Fist?” I asked.
“The Clenched Fist.” 
“Well, you have new rebels now. Or you will, when this mission of ours is complete. You can hardly take responsibility for the actions of these idiots,” I said.
“No? Then who will?”
“Hells, Marcus, you are the best man I know. I don’t know why these men turned out the way they did, but I can say with certainty that it wasn’t your doing. I’d guess your selection criteria were perhaps a bit on the lax side. But beggars can’t be choosers. Did Adair say who hired these bastards?”
“He got few answers,” Marcus said. “Only that the men were paid off by one or more of the local brewers. But they never met face-to-face and didn’t know their identities, only that they paid good money. Looks like someone else have their eye on winning the competition. Or maybe they just didn’t like that the town are clamoring for our ale.”
“I’m sorry, guys,” Neysa said from inside the kettle. The men in the kettle had thrown up from the pain and pissed themselves. Neysa volunteered for the disgusting task of cleaning it.
“What for?” I asked.
“For not getting to those fuckers quicker. I thought you guys had gotten back from your deliveries. I came down to tell you to stop making such a racket.”
“Don’t worry about it,” Marcus said.
“And you stop worrying about it,” I said to Marcus. “It’s not your fault those men are arseholes.”
“Well, all but one are dead now,” Marcus said.
“How so?”
“They took too much of a battering when you threw them into the kettle and bled inside, or so the doctor said. Adair is covering for us. His story is that he chased the men and they fell from the balcony,” Marcus said. “Which is good—we don’t want any word of Neysa’s magic spreading about.”
 
I looked at our barrels. They were so crammed with hops that the dried flowers stuck from the bungs. Those bastards really did shove as much of the stuff in there as they could. It was such a shame. The ale was amazing, and proving incredibly popular. I retrieved a mug from the shelf, and tipped the dregs of coffee into the mop bucket. I filled the mug, and raised it in a toast to our deceased ale. “For the one who waits… even for ale,” I whispered to my god. I sniffed the mug. Hops. So much hops. I closed my eyes, and braced myself as I took a sip. I clapped my tongue on the roof of my mouth, then opened my eyes and took another sip. 
“Erm— Marcus, taste this,” I said, holding the cup out to him.
Marcus turned, leaned the mop against the wall, and took the mug. He sniffed at it, took a long sip, and frowned. “This… is amazing. What is it?”
I tapped on the side of the barrel. Marcus started laughing, picked me up in a bear hug, and danced me around the barrel room, my feet dangling. Neysa stuck her head out from the top of the kettle.
“Get a room,” she said, and climbed down the ladder. She walked into the barrel room, and Marcus handed her the mug. She looked at it, and took a sip, swishing the ale around her mouth. “Hoppy as all buggery. But I like it. What’s it called?”
Marcus put me down, put a finger to his lip, and rolled his eyes. “Hmm…” He picked up a piece of chalk, paused for a moment, then added an I in front of the P.A. already chalked onto the barrel, smiling.
“Oh, it’s that ale. Thought you said it was ruined? Don’t tell me no one actually tasted it before declaring it ruined,” Neysa said. “What does the I stand for?”
“Imperial pale ale. What do you think?” Marcus asked. “Those empire-loving bastards will love it. I.P.A.—it has a certain ring to it, don’t you think?”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO
Solstice
 
Winter solstice was on us in no time at all and with it, the town fair. I found it odd that people chose to celebrate the coldest, darkest day of the year. But I guessed if you were going to freeze your arse off anyway, you may as well get drunk and eat a lot. Neysa told me that, in the past, and still in some smaller villages, many died from hunger and illness over winter. Being alive was worth celebrating. My own continuing survival was somewhat of a miracle, and so I was in a celebratory mood myself.
The Bleeding Wolf was so busy we actually had to turn people away. Patronage had increased significantly since the release of our near-disaster of an ale anyway, but Solstice Day was insane. We were not the only ones doing well for ourselves. Malvin bought into a mercantile business with the fortune we’d paid him. He came by, as he was on shore leave, and brought his business partner along. His partner went by the name of Smid. He was the captain, and he looked the part. He sported a truly impressive beard and had arms thick enough to rival a bear’s. Well, perhaps a small bear. He seemed a nice enough man, but he was to the point and spoke in bursts. I watched them from behind the bar as they drank our ale. I was trying to decide if they liked it or not by watching their expressions. I suspected not. They sniffed at it constantly, their faces serious. You can’t please them all.
I turned to watch the musician, as the rest of the tavern was doing. The girl, Danielle, had come past the tavern a few days prior and begged to play. She’d asked to be paid in tips. I’d let her audition, and her performance had choked me up. She was exceptionally talented, so I’d offered to pay her a silver in addition to whatever tips she received. I thought she would add to the festival atmosphere, but she failed spectacularly on that front. You see, I did not realize that she would reduce the tavern to silence. It was an odd thing to witness, a full tavern sitting quiet and attentive. Only Malvin and Smid talked as she performed; the rest were transfixed.
Her eyes were closed as she sang, and her fingers danced along the neck of her lute. The effect wasn’t of a voice and a lute, but of two parts of one instrument, blending together and dancing around each other like a couple on a riverbank. Our patrons gawked at her, as I did. It helped that she was stunning.
 
The girl soon took a break, and suddenly I found myself surrounded by thirsty customers. When they were back at their tables, or standing where space allowed, Malvin called us over. Marcus and I sat across from the two merchants, and they looked at each other with sly grins. Damn salesmen.
“Your new ale is very popular in Sagemont, and we can see why,” Malvin said. “In fact, we believe it would be popular in a lot of other places too. Places that would be prepared to pay handsomely. Smid and I have been discussing these opportunities, and we think we have an offer that would appeal to you. Now, I must stress that this would be an exclusive distribution deal. That means you can’t sell to the local proprietors either,” Malvin said, and Smid nodded along to the pitch they prepared. “However, I dare say we’d probably be paying more than they currently do.”
“How much?” I asked.
“A gold coin for every five barrels,” Malvin said with a big smile.
“That… is a lot. I think we can agree to that,” I said, looking at Marcus for confirmation. Marcus was nodding frantically. As a businessman, I probably should have negotiated further, but his offer was more than double than we were making.
“I can offer you an additional benefit if you are interested. We can pay you in half the coin here, and deposit the other half in the free city of Qash. The latter half, of course, being exempt from ridiculous imperial taxes.” I had heard of such arrangements. Qash was a major trade hub, and while technically part of the empire, it essentially ruled itself. The emperor knew that enforcing his laws and excessive taxes there would divert trade to cities outside the empire. “The banking houses in Qash—if you’ve heard anything about them, you know that they are strictly by the book. Your money could not be in a safer place.” We agreed to the deal. It was a good one, and—selfishly, perhaps—I relished the thought of someone else taking care of our deliveries.
Smid soon left, but Malvin stayed to sign the paperwork. He also offered to help out at the tavern, and we accepted his assistance graciously, putting him behind the bar while Neysa got dressed. Many dressed up for the festivities, often in humorous or scary costumes. Neysa had spent the previous week making hers, and the majority of that time to fashioning a mask. Getting into the costume clearly took an age as well, as she’d left to get into the outfit close to an hour before.
 
The crowd thinned out as our imperial pale ale ran dry and Marcus and I excused ourselves, leaving Malvin to run the tavern. We had an hour before the brewing competition started, so we went for a stroll. The past weeks had kept me so busy that I’d found myself forgetting what the real goal of it was. Really, the past couple of months would be rendered a waste of time if we failed to win that night.
 Sagemont received some visitors that day who acted as a stark reminder. The emperor had arrived from across the lake that morning with the Dark Legion in tow. As we walked through the streets, I observed the emperor acting as a negative force. The people surged this way and that, like a tide. As soon as he and his red-robed dogs came to a street, it emptied to another.
“Deep thoughts for you tonight,” Marcus said.
“Just thinking of what would happen if we lost.”
“Hmm. Well, we would be some of the richest losers around,” Marcus said. “That deal we made tonight… it is a very good deal. We need to put some thought into how we will keep it running once we make for Morwynne. Our cause would benefit greatly from a steady source of coin.”
“That’s a good point,” I said. “We also need to figure out how we will brew enough ale to supply Malvin and company, as well as the Harvest Festival. I suggest we look at buying out some of the other taverns. That would help us increase our production capacity and save us the trouble of actually brewing.”
 
Our walk led us to the market, and I could not help but smile to see the town so buoyant, even on that cold winter’s night. It looked like a different town altogether. It helped that the curfew was suspended for the celebrations. The people took advantage of their freedom to roam the streets that night, and the streets teemed with people, many from smaller towns. People had an odd tendency of herding together. But it was fainthearted animals that moved about in herds. The lion walked alone in the desert. I found empty pockets in the crowd where I could, and we weaved from one to the next.
I did not like being surrounded by people. Their touch made me uneasy, and the noise irritated me. For one night, though, I tried to put that aside. It was good to see them that way. Everyone looked happy, and many wore their costumes. The children in particular had the time of their lives as they ran through the crowd, well past their bedtime. Young people occupied themselves with the age-old game of tongue wrestling, and people of all ages enjoyed each other’s company. I wondered if this was what the town would look like if it were free of the empire. I doubted it, but I wondered.
 
“Boys,” a voice said from behind. The cold river running past me could only come from one man, and I ground my teeth as I turned to face him.
“What are you doing here, you old goat? Thought you stayed in your mansion of mystery?” Marcus asked. I stared coldly at my friend. How could he be so friendly with the man who played with us as if we were his puppets?
“I thought I’d come and see how you fared in the competition. Though from the talk around town, I daresay it won’t be much of one. Besides, I have a surprise for Sagemont. It will be quite the spectacle.”
“Now that’s a worry,” Marcus said.
“Well, I won’t keep you. I have much to do. Enjoy your evening,” Malakai said as he walked past.
“I think the old man is growing on me,” Marcus said. “Though the Gods know why.”
I sure as hells didn’t.
 
We continued on through the market, and I came across a delicacy from my homeland. I bought one of the woven baskets filled with small red peppers that had been hollowed out and filled with goat’s cheese. The fiery little buggers were fantastic, and I finished them in minutes. Marcus liked the one he tried, but the heat was too much for him. I was fine with that—it meant there were more for me. When I was young, I’d had to fight my brother for them, and he was quite a bit bigger.
The smell of incense assaulted me—a terrible smell. It came from a purple tent with a beaded curtain for a door.
“Let’s go see the fortune-teller,” Marcus said. “Maybe she can tell us how we’ll do in the competition.”
“That stuff creeps me out. It didn’t used to, but your coffee reading changed that.”
“Oh, come on.”
 
The beads clinked together behind me as I walked through the purple tent. The smell of incense was nauseating, but when I tried to breathe through my mouth, it tickled my throat. We sat down on some of the large cushions that were arranged on the ground and waited for the fortune-teller to come out. I was about to suggest we leave when an older lady with a purple veil came in, a white rooster in the crook of her arm.
“Evening, I am Madame Selena. You are who?” She had an unusual accent, one that I couldn’t place.
“My name is Marcus, and this is Saul.”
“Ah, Malakai… he said you two would stop here,” Selena said. We looked at each other, frowning. “Makes you wonder who tells the fortune, no? Give me your hands.” She put the rooster down, sat down in front of us, and took our hands in hers. Her hand felt rough on mine, but it was warm and dry. She lowered her head close to my hand, twisting it this way and that, and hummed an odd tune to herself. I felt something like magic, but it was entirely different at the same time. She then hovered over Marcus’s hand and did the same. I watched her and tried to discern her face through the sheer veil. I couldn’t see much, but what I saw looked angular, and her pronounced cheekbones lifted the veil from her face. I was startled when she slammed our hands together, enclosing them in hers. She looked up at the ceiling and her humming got louder.
“Hmmm, yes, your fates, they are tied to one another,” she said, looking very serious. “Your life lines have many forks, many opportunities to diverge and split apart. Don’t let this happen. Stay here,” Selena said. She stood, picked up her rooster, and carried it to an area with glyphs arranged in a rough circle in the dirt. She took a small pouch from her belt, and started sprinkling corn onto the glyphs. She watched the rooster as it pecked at the corn, humming and nodding every so often. I looked at Marcus, who shrugged. After a few minutes, she clapped her hands together once and sat back down.
“Sometimes the lives of others are open to me, like a book. Other times, things are less certain. That is you. There are some in my profession, they tell the things that make the customers pay. Me, I tell the things I see. With you two, I see little, so I tell you little. With you,” she said, looking me in the eye, “futures swirl around you like a desert wind. In the near future, I don’t see much. Some fellowship and loneliness together, and a gathering of harvest. Then there is a time of much uncertainty, followed by a journey and a discovery… these things are but vague. A mirage in the desert. This is all.”
“Okay…” I said as I stood. “What do we owe you?”
“Nothing. I tell you nothing, you pay me nothing. Now, out,” Selena said pushing us out of her tent. The fresh air was a great relief. We looked at each other, confused.
“Also,” Selena said from the tent. “You should trust in Malakai. You might want to fight against the pull of his plans, but it is like walking against the hurricane. You will be tired, but swept along still. You should know, the one he plays against has dark intentions. If you fight against Malakai, you only help a worse master,” Selena said, and disappeared back into her tent.
 
The time of the competition was fast approaching, and as we left the tent, we walked to an area that was cleared for performers and musicians. The space would also be used by the panel of judges. When we arrived, a man was breathing fire and doing tricks involving the spinning of a burning object attached to a rope. It was relatively entertaining, but Neysa knew better tricks.
Besides, my thoughts were on Selena’s words. It troubled me that there was another like Malakai—one who might be even worse. Regardless of her advice, I would not let him be my master. I was done with being a slave. My hands felt clammy as I wrung them.
“What’s wrong?” Marcus asked.
“Selena’s words disturb me.”
“Come, now. You should be pleased that Malakai has our prosperity in mind.”
I thought he was stretching her words to fill his own need of assurance. The crowd around us applauded, and I gave a single half-hearted clap. The fire breather left, and a round table was carried into the square.
“This is us,” Marcus said.
 
Four men and one woman took their seats at the table. Seven girls poured ale into numbered tankards from the seven barrels behind a screen. The girls placed one tankard of each number in front of the five judges. What followed was a fairly dull affair. The judges drank the ale, discussing the merits of each amongst themselves, and made notes. Some of the crowd had dispersed by the time the verdict came. An old man with a tremendous beard stood and looked at his comrades before clearing his throat.
“Excuse me. Can I have your attention please? We have sampled the ales entered into the fifteenth annual Sagemont Brewing Competition. I am pleased to announce that this year had a record number of entrants. The panel has made notes and discussed each of the ales. We are pleased to announce the winners thusly. In third place, the ale by the Horseman Inn. A round of applause please for the Horseman Inn.” A few people in the crowd clapped. “The second place goes to… The Quartermaster Tavern, give them a hand.” More people applauded, as the Quartermaster was quite a popular tavern with sailors. “As you all know, the winner of this competition has their entry shipped to Morwynne to be judged in a second round with other winners from towns around the empire. This year, ladies and gentlemen, we have a shot!” The crowd was cheering, and some clapped Marcus and me on the back. I thought them a bit presumptuous. “The winner, people of Sagemont, is… is… is…”
The man stuttered to a stop as six figures approached from the silent crowd. The people were actively trying to back away from them. Four men in red robes walked forward, the Dark Legion of course, and in the middle of these men was none other than emperor Solas. Another figure walked beside him, and though hooded in a dark robe, he looked like a floating broom, so skinny was he. There was something off about him. I could feel the magic pulsing from him. It might have been Solas, but I thought not.
Solas walked up to the old man, who was shaking visibly, and held out his hand. “I’ll make the announcement, if you please.”
“What in the hells is that bastard doing?” I asked.
“Making himself known, I suppose,” Marcus said.
Marcus jabbed me in the ribs with an elbow, and I realized that I was sneering at the emperor. Practically drooling. I snapped out of my bloody thoughts of revenge. The thought of killing him in front of an audience was appealing. Kill him as he killed my parents. But I took a deep breath in an effort to slow my furiously beating heart. 
The old man handed the sheet of paper over with a shaky hand, then quickly retreated to the edge of the crowd to join the others from the panel. I had not even noticed them leave. I was too occupied with my murderous thoughts. 
“And the winner is…” Solas said, slowly turning his head, scanning those around him. “The Bleeding Wolf Tavern with their imperial pale ale.” The crowd applauded, but the emperor’s presence had put a real damper on my enthusiasm. The emperor and his Inquisitors stepped aside and stood in an empty circle. The townsfolk were giving them a wide berth. The applause actually got louder as they stepped away, but it did not last long, and soon there was a fight in the barrel area. The custom was that once the competition was over, the town could have at the mostly full barrels submitted to be judged. Our ale was being fought over.
 Neysa came running at us from the crowd, screaming in the high-pitched squeal that only young girls were capable of. Marcus enveloped us both in a hug. Neysa had used her previous experience as a player to fashion an incredibly realistic mask, making her appear to be an old hag. This of course made the squealing like a girl thing all the more humorous.
“Well, that’s part one of our plan in the bag,” I said. “The rest should be easy, right?”
Neysa punched me on the shoulder. She was surprisingly strong for such a slight girl. “Don’t curse us, you fool. Though, that weird fortune-teller told me mostly positive things… I think. She was a bit vague.”
“Oh, you saw her too? I think she implied Marcus and I will be lovers…”
“I could do worse,” Marcus said.
Neysa smiled at us, “I knew it! You guys will be so happy.”
“Excuse me, excuse me,” Malakai said, barging his way through the crowd to climb onto the circular table. “Can I have your attention for a moment? I have prepared a spectacle, the like of which you have never seen. Behold!” Malakai jumped from the table, ever the nimble old man, and walked to a small box. The emperor walked closer and leveled a hateful stare at the old man. Neysa had mentioned that the two had a history. “Can you clear some space, please? Come now, don’t make me hit you with a stick, make some space,” Malakai said. There was grumbling, but soon the crowd cleared, revealing several metal tubes. 
The three of us backed away, much further than the rest of the crowd. I did not trust the old bastard’s tubes—I had seen what they could do. Malakai crouched down next to the box. “Behold,” he bellowed again, pressing down on the lever protruding from the box. Initially, it did not seem like they were going to do anything. Malakai came running over to us, then turned and watched with anticipation. 
Fire erupted from beneath the tubes. They shot straight up into the sky and exploded at a great height. As they did, giant colorful clouds and sparkles erupted with loud bangs, lighting the night sky. The crowd flinched with each explosion. I hate to admit this, but it was a beautiful sight, and as the show ended, the entire town cheered. Malakai was jumping up and down, whooping with laughter. 
Emperor Solas and the hooded man were still watching Malakai, and they looked at us as well. Solas cocked his head to the side, keeping his eye on us as he spoke quiet words to the hooded figure. I’m not sure exactly what it was about the exchange, but I sensed that Solas looked up to the hooded man. I had a bad feeling about it.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE
Congratulations
 
To: The proprietors of the Bleeding Wolf Tavern
 
It pleases our Beloved Emperor Solas to announce that your entry was deemed the best ale in the second round of the imperial brewing competition held in the capital of our glorious empire. Your establishment is hereby granted the honor of having its award-winning ale served at the Imperial Harvest Festival this year. The festival shall be held within the palace grounds of our glorious capital, Morwynne.
 
Up to a maximum of five of the Bleeding Wolf Tavern’s owners and/or employees are granted admission to the Imperial Palace on the day of the festival. Please note that all attendees are required to allow for their own accommodation within Morwynne unless expressly indicated otherwise. 
 
Please note the following requirements:
 
The Bleeding Wolf Tavern is to supply a minimum of two hundred and fifty (250) barrels of ale, matching the winning entry.
 
Each of the barrels to be supplied is to be tasted and graded on quality. A stamp or similar marking is to be left on each barrel: blue for the best quality, red for the poorest quality, and green for quality between those previously mentioned. Please note that barrels graded as red are still required to be of excellent quality.
 
The minimum numbers of barrel per grade shall be as follows: Blue - 50, Green - 100, Red - 100.
 
The Bleeding Wolf Tavern is required to have the above ready and stored within the Imperial Warehouse located at the Imperial Port of Sagemont a minimum of one week in advance of the Imperial Harvest Festival.
 
Our Beloved Emperor Solas will reimburse the Bleeding Wolf Tavern for each empty barrel at the rate of one gold or every two barrels. Unfinished ale and empty barrels will be returned to the Bleeding Wolf within one calendar month of the Imperial Harvest Festival. 
 
In the event that the Bleeding Wolf Tavern believes that it is unable to fulfill one or more of the above requirements, it is necessary to inform the writer within one calendar month of the receipt of this letter, at which point the runner-up will be accepted.
 
Regards
 
Percival Vitorri 
Senior Imperial Administrator
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR
Separating Silence
 
The day we received the letter of congratulations was a good one. The next day, less so. Much celebrating was done, and it filled me with… something. Perhaps it was happiness. All the same, it gave me hope that my bad luck was at an end.
News finally broke of the princes’ death, but the reported mechanism of their demise differed sharply from my knowledge of the affair. They were said to have died on the ship, yes, but as a result of an increase in pirate activity around the Serpent Isles. The treacherous waters around the isles had long been home to pirates. However, when Solas first started hammering out his empire, they appeared to swell greatly in number. It was rumored that he supported them in order to disrupt trade and reinforcements to his enemies. They remained a force to be reckoned with, and the news of his sons’ deaths was accompanied by an announcement that the imperial navy was being bolstered to deal with them. It appeared as though he’d used their deaths to deal with a problem he’d helped create. As much as I loved the irony, I was more pleased that my part in the colossal fuck-up remained unknown.
The celebrations soon came to an end, and our hard work got harder. We were having a great deal of difficulty keeping up with demand. Malvin and Smid were selling our ale as fast as we could brew it. Towards the end of winter, we purchased two additional taverns. They weren’t good taverns, quite the opposite. But the money we made from our deal with Malvin enabled us to renovate them, fit them out, and staff them. We left their names as they were—The Anchorage and The Horse and Cart. But we hung a sign over the bar that displayed the Bleeding Wolf icon, and it proudly read: “A Bleeding Wolf Tavern.” They served nothing but our ale, but their primary function was to increase our brewing capacity. Having won the imperial brewing competition, we would need them. Our victory put our ale in even higher demand than it had been before. 
I was busier than a one-legged man in an arse-kicking contest, but I always kept an eye out for ravens. I needed to have a word with the old man about some issues that were bothering me. Then, one came. It was early in the morning, and I was by myself. Marcus had spent the night at the Blue Lotus, and Neysa was not one for mornings. 
The raven and I made our way along the forest path, this time to emerge in an open field. I wondered why the old bastard had me walk as much as he did, when he clearly had no difficulty in moving his house wherever he pleased. When I arrived, I walked in without knocking and sat myself down in front of his desk.
“A good morning to you, Saul.”
“And you.”
He sat back. “Such manners. To what do I owe this visit?”
“I think you know well enough.”
“I can’t read minds, Saul.”
“You can’t? Seems you’ve been doing well enough at it up to this point.”
Malakai shook his head. “I watch, I observe, I listen. That does not mean I can read your every thought, child. Now, come, tell me why you are here.”
“You offered us a mutually beneficial arrangement when we first met. I would take you up on that offer. With some conditions.”
Malakai smiled and folded his hands. “Go on.”
“Firstly, I want to be free of your bonds. I will help you, as long as it does not conflict with my own plans. But I would do it of my own free will. I am no one’s slave.”
“We are all a slave to something, child. But I can acquiesce.” I knew the instant he broke the bond. It was as if a great weight had been lifted from my shoulders. “What else?” he asked.
“I would know if my brother is alive.”
“He is. Anything else?”
I ground my teeth. “Really? That is all you will say on the matter?”
“I told you—you will know more when the time is right. I can promise you this: your brother is alive. I won’t say he is well, but he is alive, and he will be just as he is now when the revelation comes. I have a clearer vision of the right order of things. If I told you where he was, you would drop what you are doing and chase after him.”
“Fine,” I said through gritted teeth. “What of the Ubraian crown and Ring of the Lion? Are they still in Solas’s possession?”
“They are in his vault, yes.”
“Okay,” I said. “What do you want from me?” 
“Mostly, I want you to succeed, child. Our goals are in line with each other’s. I only have one request. When you head to the capital, Neysa will go with you. When Solas and I parted ways, he took off with some of my manuscripts. They, too, are in his vault, and she will return them to me. She will be able to read them; you will not. Besides, she will be of use to you in Morwynne.”
I really did not want her to come with us. We would almost certainly face danger, and I did not want to put her in harm’s way. But if I refused, he would certainly bind me again. I would not lose my freedom so soon after regaining it. “Agreed.”
“Any other questions?” he asked.
“This power of mine… what can you tell me of it?”
He steepled his fingers and leaned his elbows on the desk as he looked at me. “How much to tell…? Not much, I fear. I can tell you that your abilities are hereditary, and extremely uncommon. If another on this continent has the talent, I am unaware of it, and I know a great many people.” He was quiet for a long while, and I thought he was done. “One more thing. The Ring of the Lion, as your people call it, has a long history. I think you will find it was made with people such as yourself in mind.”
“Murderous ex-slaves?” I asked. 
He sat back in his chair and lit his pipe. I got the sense he would not speak more on the ring, or my abilities, but I had one last question. “Do I have my free will? I mean, really have it? What is to stop you from using my true name against me if I choose to part ways with you?”
“Well, nothing would stop me, of course. But you falsely assume it’s something I would do without great need. People can be of far more use when they do a thing willingly, child. Perhaps that’s something you can try to adopt in your own life.”
My heart skipped a beat at his words, and my guilt twisted inside me. “Marcus, you mean?” He nodded. “Well… I’m sure you’re right. But I need him. If I broke our bond now, he would surely leave me. I… I can’t.”
“Child. You knew full well what I did to you. And yet, here you are. You’ve agreed to help me, and to let me help you, even though you know what I did, and know that I could do it again. Give him more credit. People are not as bad as you assume.”
I was living proof that he was wrong. 
 
Later that day, I was cleaning tankards when Marcus came in. Evidently, the ladies of the Lotus had treated him well, as a huge grin split his face. “Afternoon,” I said. He nodded in turn, took a cloth, and joined me at my task. Malakai’s words had been twisting at me for hours at that point. My friend’s smile only added to my guilt. He really was a good person and a fantastic friend. But I was unsure of how much of that friendship had been forced on him. I surely did not deserve to have him by my side. We worked quietly for a long time, and the silence dug beneath my skin. The anxiety I felt continued to build until I could not take it anymore. My breathing was shallow, my skin felt cold, and my hands were shaking.
“Marcus,” I blurted out using his true name. “You are free to do as you wish.”
Marcus looked my way, an eyebrow raised. “Erm… thanks?”
It did not work, clearly. If it had, he would have noticed the weight lifted. I tried again. “Marcus, I free you of your bonds.”
“Saul, by the Gods, what are you on about?” I looked away and back to the counter I was polishing. I could feel his eyes on me. “Wait… wait a second. You thought you’d bound me? As Malakai did? As I assume you did to poor Darcy?”
I looked up, meaning to play it off as a joke, but his expression told me he was not to be joked with. I was utterly confused. Either I could not break the bond, or I had never succeeded in binding him with his true name to begin with. “I…” I faltered and just shook my head. There was nothing more to say. My father taught me: “The truth is like a lion; you don’t have to defend it. Let it loose, and it will defend itself.” 
Marcus grabbed me by my shirt, lifted me from the ground, and held me a hand’s width from his face. His teeth were bared, and I felt his heavy breath on my chest. I had never seen him angry. It was a terrible thing to behold.
“You!” he spat. “How dare you!” He threw me across the counter. I hit the ground hard, and it knocked the wind out of me. Perhaps the truth was but a sheep, as it did a piss-poor job of defending itself. 
When I opened my eyes, I found myself beneath a table and in a great amount of pain. Marcus was gone. 
 
A month passed, and I was sure he was gone for good. I thought about hiring someone to fill his shoes, but they were large shoes, and not easily filled. Who would be mad enough to join me? Perhaps a mercenary, but even then, it would need to be a desperate man. No, mercenaries were a fickle lot. They washed like the tides, drawn to the heaviest purse. 


Late one night, with the tavern closed, I sat out on the porch drinking something strong from an unlabeled bottle. Then, just like that, Marcus walked back into my life, but not as the same man. It was past curfew as he walked down the road, a shadow among shadows, like a ghost from the past. He sat himself down on the bench beside me, and we watched the night sky in silence for a small eternity. It was quite clear that something had changed in him. Or at the very least, our relationship had. How could it not?
“I’m sorry,” I said in a quiet voice. But compared to the silence that surrounded us and separated us, it rang through the night.
He looked my way, but the smile I was hoping for did not appear. His face was as a granite block, solid and unmoving. He looked away again, and the silence surged back to fill the void I created. It continued on for some time. I got up, went inside, and returned with two glasses. I filled them both and placed one beside Marcus. He grimaced when he took a sip. Whatever it was, it was strong, but nowhere near good. He frowned when he looked at me.
“You know you’re supposed to mix this, right?”
I shrugged. “I wasn’t drinking it for the taste.”
The silence swelled once more, but he spoke before I drowned in it. “I went to Malakai. I spoke with him that day that… you know. I know you loathe him, but he made quite the case for you.” He took another sip, pulled his face, and put the glass aside, shaking his head. “He took me to the Great Oasis. Kaleb has been busy. You have more than a thousand slaves waiting for you there, you know?”
“Huh….” I did not know.
“I spent the past month with them while I decided my future course. I trained them, and they learn fast. They’re eager to learn. Eager to fight. They hold you in the greatest esteem.” He shook his head. “But I guess they don’t know you. They are good people, Saul. They need a good leader. I’ll be frank, you are not that leader.”
“Fuck, Marcus, you don’t think I know this? I am completely out of my depth.” I emptied my glass in a few swallows, and it burned my throat. I could feel the alcohol evaporating from my mouth. “That’s why I need you. That’s why I need to find my brother. I care a great deal for my people, and I risk my life for them, time and time again. I will continue to do so until I see Ubrain free, like the lion that adorns our banner, or until I’m dead. I know which is the more likely, but that won’t stop me.” 
We stared at each other for several moments. “Okay,” he said.
“Okay?”
“I’ll see this thing through with you. I’ll help you get the crown. If we can find your brother, I’ll help you free him and make sure the crown makes its way to him. And I will make damn sure that it stays off your own head. Your people need a good king. We are not friends, not anymore. I’m doing this for your people. Do we have an understanding?”
“We do.” If he thought I had any ambitions of becoming king, he was sorely mistaken. I felt relieved to have him beside me again, but things were not as they had been. I would miss my friend.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE
A Plan That Exists
 
Summer in Sagemont was in all ways the opposite of its winter. While this may sound obvious, the reality of experiencing it was another matter. It was incredibly hot and just as humid, and the two combined created a hell that diminished my love of Sagemont considerably. I could not recall the last time I wasn’t covered in perspiration. Even the air felt like it was made of hot sweat. I would walk out of the lake after a cool swim and be covered again before I reached the tavern. Ubrain, while hot, was never humid. I hated summer in Sagemont.
“I hate summer,” I muttered.
“You also hated winter and spring,” Marcus said. “I’d say there’s a good chance you won’t like autumn much, either.”
Marcus and I were sitting bare-chested at the Bleeding Wolf, attempting to stay cool. We both wore our histories written on our chests. Marcus was covered in long clean scars, marks left by sword practice and his time in the rebellion. Mine were more disturbing. Badly healed burns and wounds inflicted with the purpose of causing pain. I also had a dark tattoo on my right shoulder, a spiral shaped into an eye—the icon of Svyn. I had received it when I’d completed my assassin training. Angus had known nothing of such matters, so he had sent me to train with a guild of assassins he had dealings with. The guild, the Sons of Svyn, followed Svyn exclusively and carried his mark.
Sheets of paper covered the table in front of me, numbers scratched all over. We’d been discussing our plans for the Harvest Festival, a mere month away. As the event neared, these discussions had become more frequent and more heated. The rift I’d created had not been bridged over the previous months, but still, I was glad to have him with me on my quest.
“I don’t see how I can calculate this,” I said. “I can make a good guess, but if I’m wrong…”
“If you make the dose too strong, everyone dies,” Marcus said.
“But if it’s too weak, then we die. I know which option I prefer.”
“Figure it out, or it doesn’t happen,” Marcus said. “I will not let you kill hundreds of innocent people.”
“Innocent? You are talking about the upper echelon of the empire. If they died, it would solve a lot of problems.”
“You can be cold-blooded Saul, and stupid to boot. Don’t you realize how fast those positions would be filled? And probably by people even hungrier for power than the ones they’d be replacing. Is it not enough that you killed the princes? And dozens of nobles? I won’t let you kill more.”
“I can’t believe it,” I said. “You’re going to sit there and defend your beloved emperor Solas and his cronies after what he has done to our families? What in the hells were you rebelling against if you are so happy with the status quo?”
Marcus clenched and unclenched his fists. “I hate to even justify that with an answer. But the purpose of the rebel movement was to seek change for the people, not to unseat the emperor. And understand this—while he has royally shafted the ruling elite, Solas has had a gentle hand with the common people. At least, for an expanding empire at constant war.”
“You seem to be forgetting how many of the common people I have butchered in the name of the empire, many of them your people.” 
I knew the punch was coming, but I did not see it. It knocked me clean off my chair, and I hit the ground hard. But I was no stranger to pain, so I stood and spat blood onto the floor, deliberately spattering some onto Marcus’s bare feet. I sat back down on my chair and took a swig of ale.
“You sang a different tune in the dungeon,” I said.
“I have had more time to think on it, time to cool down,” Marcus said. “If we did it your way, we would be no better than those we kill.”
“Fine, then tell me who you would have me kill instead.”
“No one,” Marcus said.
“Well, that just plain doesn’t work, Marcus,” I said, a thin smile on my face. “I have no way of knowing how much of the sedative it will take to knock them out for long enough. I have only ever used it to kill. Simply making them drowsy will do us no good. So at the very least, we need to test it out on a smaller group. I very much doubt anyone would volunteer for this experiment.”
“I’ll do it,” Marcus said after a long pause.
“No, I won’t permit it. Besides, you are a big bastard. You don’t make for a good test subject. Think of something else,” I said. Marcus picked at his fingernails but did not offer any suggestions. I sighed. “Okay, how about the lovely people at the gambling den? Have you grown to love them, too?” 
After a long silence, Marcus looked up. “Fine. If it has to involve a test, then the gambling den will have to do. But I see two problems. Firstly, how do we get in? The Gods know they won’t just let us in there, and they definitely won’t drink anything we served them. Secondly, this will need to be a controlled test. How will you measure the effectiveness of your poison?”
I thought on it for a moment, tapping a finger on my tankard. “Here is what I have in mind. Neysa is fantastic at making disguises. We walk in during one of their nights of business with a barrel of ale, disguised as different men. We tell them that we’ve been hired by a local brewer to do product testing, and ask if anyone would be willing to try some free ale.”
“Okay, that might work,” Marcus said. “But how do you propose we come up with an accurate dosage?”
“You know those cheap tankards we bought from the dock? The ones we can’t get rid of?”
“I thought we did get rid of them. Haven’t seen them for weeks,” Marcus said.
“I put them in the attic so that they wouldn’t be used by accident,” I said. We’d bought several crates of very cheap tankards from a desperate merchant some weeks past. It turned out that they were defective, and that the handles frequently broke off after just a few uses. “We add a spot of paint to the tankards, five of each color, and dose them at different rates. One drop of sedative in the white ones, two in the green, and so on. We start with the white tankards, the lowest dose, and pass them around. We then use a few tankards with no sedative, providing us with some time to observe them. If it’s too low, we move to the green, and repeat the process. Using five tankards will give us a good idea of how different people react to the same dosage. Unless the first dose is lethal, no one should die. Any objections?”
“No, I can live with that,” Marcus said. “My biggest concern would be that Neysa’s disguises may not be good enough for someone of my size to look like another man.”
“We’ll discuss it with her later. I need a swim.” 
 
Later that night, we approached the edge of town, and I found it hard to keep from smiling. Neysa’s hand with makeup was something to be seen, the result very believable, but her choice of disguise for Marcus was hilarious. At least, I thought so, but Marcus did not seem to share my opinion. I looked like an old man, perhaps in my sixties, with a walking stick, a faded brown robe and a wrinkly face. She even went as far as to add mottled ink to my scalp once she shaved it. Marcus… was a hunchbacked giant. While he was the same height as usual, the pronounced hump made it look as though he’d be another head taller were it not for the affliction. Marcus was pushing the barrel cart in front of him, and I hauled several crates of tankards.
I was covered in sweat beneath the robe, and I hoped that it would not make any of the makeup run. Neysa had assured me that actors got just as sweaty on the stage. Marcus was scowling. He was doing that a lot as of late, and a part of me missed the perpetually cheerful man I had met so many months ago. Another part of me felt that it justified my own worsening mood. The pressure of our planned heist, the schism in our relationship, and the pressure of running a successful business were taking their toll on us. We were making an incredible amount of money for two men so disinterested in wealth. 
“I’ve been thinking,” I said. “We need to hire people to work the tavern when we leave. There are probably a half dozen positions we need to fill. We have been doing too much. We will be leaving soon anyway.”
“But who?” Marcus asked.
“Not sure. We can put a job posting on the noticeboard by the port. That thing has been bare since we last advertised.”
 
We passed the newly constructed train station. After many months, the purpose behind the construction in the forest had come to light. The project had been much delayed thanks to Kaleb’s continuing efforts to free the slaves constructing it. The cost of constantly bringing in more slaves had gotten too much for the emperor, so he had relented and hired laborers to do the work. With his work complete, Kaleb had finally left for the oasis himself. 
While I hated that slave labor was used to construct it, I had to admit, it was impressive. It consisted of long metal rails, called tracks, that extended from Morwynne to Sagemont, and it was constantly getting longer. On these rails, he’d placed specially built wagons and carriages, with metal wheels shaped to stay on the tracks. 
To pull these contraptions, he’d trained three-horns, the massive reptiles we’d first encountered in the imperial warehouse. The wagons and carriages were hitched together, and depending on the number and what they contained, it took as many as ten of the reptiles to pull the train. It was not fast, but an impressive amount of goods could be moved that way. Most trips even included passenger wagons, and nobles flocked to Sagemont just for the novelty, though the price of such a trip was steep. Only two dozen such trips had been completed, but many more would follow.
 
Marcus and I soon arrived at the gambling den. There were a few groups of men standing outside, but all conversation stopped as we arrived. While we looked nothing like our usual selves, Neysa sure as hells had not make us look inconspicuous. We probably made quite the sight—an old man and a hunchbacked giant. We approached the two big men on the door, and they took a step toward us with their arms crossed. 
“One of ’em brewing places ’as hired us to serve this ’ere ale,” Marcus said, tapping the barrel. “They ain’t none too ’appy with some’un else stealin’ their business. So they made this stuff to compete wid’dem Bleeding Wolf peoples. Want people to see if they like it any. We reckoned we’d come see the people dat mattered… think they’d want some free piss?” Marcus gestured at the door. The groups outside affirmed their willingness to sample the ale and approved heartedly of the price. The doormen looked suspicious, but they cast a wary eye at the boisterous men now surrounding us, then held the door open to let us through. 
 
The smell of the place and of those inside overwhelmed me as I walked in. The stink of filthy bodies, rotting meat and general desperation was rank. It was brighter inside than on our last visit, but the torches did not help the ambiance of the place in the slightest. The fighting pit was hidden from sight by a wall of men. 
The few woman in the place—I would not call them ladies—were not there for the fighting pit. They lined the walls or sat in the laps of men at the bar. They nonetheless took part in a different sort of fight: a fight for attention, a fight for coin. An older man, gut hanging out of his shirt, had one hand on a tankard and the other up the skirt of a blank-eyed girl. These were the cheap whores that would line the damp alleys of a larger town. Prostitutes in general disgusted me, and while I recognized their right to choose how they made their living, I could not respect the choice they made for themselves. And the type that sold themselves to the likes of these men… I could not imagine how desperate one would need to be to come to that decision. I supposed that, having been raped by my former master, I could not accept that anyone would throw themselves at the mercy of these types. Their similarities to Angus were too great. The crescendo of the mass around the pit spoke of a coming end to the fight, with the shrill calls of the reptiles nearly lost in the cheers. 
 
We set ourselves up in a corner, filling several tankards with nothing but ale. During our previous visit I had failed to notice the statues of Eriel’s handmaidens in the corners of the building. Had I not been to the temples of Eriel before, I might not have recognized the disfigured statues for what they were. Eriel, the goddess of water, was important to my people, who were always in need of rain. 
The fight was soon over, and judging by the din of those around the pit, I assumed that an underdog had taken the fight. The barman came around first, asking pointed questions about what the hells we thought we were doing stealing his business. When we explained the situation to him, he admitted his relief. It turned out that he was running low on ale, as “those arseholes” at the Bleeding Wolf were charging an arm and a leg for a barrel. He was now relying on the few taverns that had not been bought out, and he was running low that night. These men would not take kindly to being denied their drink.
The men from outside lined up first. I found it amusing that men such as these would revert to such schoolboy habits as forming an orderly line. The first man had a weather-beaten face, a long, braided beard and so many earrings that they caused his ears to sag. The sailor, as I assumed he was, took a big swig from his tankard as he moved from the line, grunting his approval. As the filled tankards disappeared from Marcus’s hands, I started filling the white tankards. These were soon in the hands of four men and one whore. 
A cheer went up, signaling the end to another fight. A large black man stepped up with a crossbow and shot the remaining reptile. Another jumped down into the pit and soon returned, dragging two bloodied reptiles behind him by their tails. Marcus continued pouring the normal ale, and I kept an eye on those with the white tankards. At first there was no sign that the sedative had had any effect. After a minute or two, all of those except one—the whore, I should note—were blinking more rapidly and occasionally shook their heads. The effect did not last long, so I found myself filling the green tankards. When the recipients of these had drained their vessels, all five fell where they stood or sat, separated by little more than a minute.
“You’ve spiked our drinks,” one man shouted when his friend’s face met the floor, tankard shattering. However, those around him soon mocked him, pointing at their own tankards. “Your mate just ain’t got the head for a serious ale. A bit of a lady, I reckon. Even Evonne is still standing,” one said, pointing at the whore who was doing her best attempt at a curtsy, graceful as a pig on ice. In the meantime, we kept pouring and the men kept drinking. Those horizontally inclined test subjects got up, one after the other, when about five minutes had passed. That wouldn’t do. 
I next poured five red tankards, each with three drops of sedative at the bottom. At this point everyone had been served, and many were lining up for a second round. I took care to hand the red tankards only to those who had not “volunteered” previously. We served these to three men and two woman, though one of the women had a rather pronounced Adam’s apple. These, too, dropped to the ground after a couple of minutes. We continued to pour untouched ale, but those on the floor did not get up. The crowd hardly seemed to notice, and one man propped his foot on a floored man’s arse. I went to check on them when a quarter hour had passed, but they were all still alive and breathing. The ale ran out an hour later, so we packed up our things. 
We asked the remaining crowd what they thought of the ale, and a loud cheer filled the room, distracting even those around the pit. I was not sure how much of their enthusiasm was for the ale as opposed to the price. 
 
We were soon wheeling the empty barrel back through the streets, the crescent moon lighting the way. It was well short of curfew, but the streets were empty. 
“That went better than I could have hoped for,” I said. “I honestly expected things to go tits up.”
“You could have expressed your doubts before this foolishness,” Marcus said.
“And give you the chance to back out? No, what’s done is done. I have what I need. We can now calculate how much of the sedative to add to each of the barrels marked for the toasts.”
“Marked?” Marcus asked.
“It was in that letter, remember? Different barrels, marked in different colors.”
 “Gods-damned empire has rules for everything, even getting pissed,” Marcus said.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX
Positions Vacant
 
The next morning, I pinned a sheet of paper to the noticeboard. The sheet sat against the otherwise-bare cork like a lone tree on a hill. Listing several vacancies, it immediately got the attention of those around the port. A small crowd had gathered before I had taken as much as twenty paces. Unemployment was rife in Sagemont, and it was hardly surprising that my listing got the attention it did.
 
It was a busy day for us, filled mostly with interviews. Dozens of applicants came past before lunch, and a line of hopefuls yet stretched around the corner. Exhausted, we took a break at our usual table.
“We can employ more people,” Marcus said.
“We don’t need more people than we advertised for.”
“But they need us,” Marcus said. “Come on, Saul, we can add a couple of people at least. Can’t you see their desperation? Besides, it would pay to have a few extra hands for when one or more of the others are sick.”
I rubbed my thumb over the faded patch on the table where I’d left a stain so many months ago. It felt like a lifetime. I never did get around to sanding it down, but my continual rubbing wore it off all the same and faded a spot around it. It became a habit, and I could not help myself. 
“I thought we were equal partners. Are you going to take control of the tavern, as you tried to do to me?” Marcus asked.
He was a childish bastard. More and more, he came to use my foolish act to pressure me into things. I thought to raise the point that bullying people into doing what he wanted was not too far removed from what I had done. But I was too tired to raise the energy for the argument. “Fine, two more people,” I said. 
 
The interviews continued well into the evening, and when the last hopeful applicant walked out, we looked at each other and sighed. It was an exhausting day. A small mountain of paper sat in front of me, covered in notes on each applicant. The actual list of potential employees was much smaller. “The way I see it, we have a good list of people for our openings. Except one,” I said.
“Someone to manage this whole thing?” Marcus asked.
“Exactly. It’s probably the most important role, and no one fits the bill.” I stood, walked to the fireplace, and tossed the largest part of my paper mountain into the fire. The pages curled into black ash.
“A bit dramatic, don’t you think?”
“You know me, always a show-off,” I said, sitting back down.
The door burst open, and the fire swayed and danced in the fireplace beside me. The wind curled around the room, sending two leaves of paper flying. They slowly glided to the floor as the door was shut. A figure stood silhouetted, a wide brim hat on his head. “Evening, Adair,” I said. “We will be closing shortly—how can we help you?” 
Warden Adair walked in, pulled up a chair, and sat down at our table. “I am here to apply for a position,” Adair said.
I looked at Marcus. “I don’t think the taverns need a warden… sorry, Adair.” 
Adair took off his hat and tossed it on the table behind him. “Pfft—I don’t want to be a damned warden,” Adair spat. “I want to run this business,” he said, gesturing at the tavern.
“Convince us that you are up to the task,” I said.
“Does this information stay confidential?” Marcus and I looked at each other before nodding.
Adair’s answer was long in coming. “I wasn’t always a warden,” he said at last, twiddling his fingers. “I once ran a branch of the Imperial Bank in Morwynne.” It surprised me, but the job instantly seemed more fitting for the man. “I was good at my job. Very good. But one of the noble-born arseholes running another branch had aspirations of moving up in the world, dealing with imperial taxes. Word got out that I was the chief candidate for the position. So he planted false information and alerted the emperor. He made it look as though I’d had my hand in the bank’s purse. There was a trial, and though the evidence looked sketchy, the noble arsehole was given the benefit of the doubt. Lacking the proof to hang me from a tree, they stripped me of my job and everything I owned and sent me to this chamberpot of a town as the new warden. The people here hated me, still do, for taking the place of the former warden. He was a well-liked man, and truth be told, a much better warden than I. I am sick of this thankless job. I work tirelessly, but no one gives a damn. The legion are forever getting in the way of me doing my job, and that’s if the bloody Dark Legion doesn’t throw me into my own cells.” He took a deep breath, then released it as a long sigh. “I am the only man even remotely qualified for this job, and I would appreciate it if you would consider me,” Adair said. He stood up, retrieved his hat, and bowed to us before spinning on his heels and making for the door. 
I looked at Marcus, who nodded. “Adair,” I said. The man spun around to face us. “You start tomorrow—don’t be late.” Marcus walked to the shocked former warden and hugged him. To my surprise, Adair giggled like a boy. “You know…” I said. “When we first met, you struck me as an accountant. I guess that wasn’t too far from the mark, after all.”
 
The next day, we were most of the way through Adair’s introduction to the Bleeding Wolf when an incessant raven showed up. We made our excuses and once more found ourselves on the path to Malakai’s house. Perhaps it should be “a” path, as I had walked a few at that point. 
An hour had passed when we noticed the change in temperature—much hotter, but with almost no humidity. It felt as though a burden had been lifted from me and I could breathe again. Before long, we came to a clearing with a pool of water as blue as Neysa’s eyes, and crystal clear. Palm trees surrounded the pool, and we could make out Malakai’s house through a clearing. Marcus and Neysa walked toward it, but I decided to look around first. I walked around the pool and through a cluster of palms, and on the other side, I saw what I was expecting.
Dry plains stretched as far as the eye could see, with nothing but the tough brown grasses and a few scrubby trees. This was Ubrain, and I was home. Honestly, I nearly cried. For many years, I feared I would never see my homeland again. It felt like a distant, impossible dream. 
My father brought Shakir and me to the oasis once long ago. Perhaps not that oasis, but one much the same. We were but kids at the time, and it was a grand adventure, one we talked about for many years. We traveled with the nomads that roamed the northern reaches of Ubrain and stopped at the Great Oasis to make camp for the night. The wonder of it more than made up for the two days of negotiations that followed. Our father, the king, met with the tribal leaders and made my brother and me sit in on the proceedings. I snapped out of my memories of the past when I heard the others shouting my name. 
 
“You’d think that the old goat could transport the house closer to us, as opposed to all over the Gods-damned world,” Neysa said. “Or at least save us the hour’s walk. On the upside, Saul wasn’t savaged by the wildlife this time.”
“Which is much appreciated,” I said. We walked in through the open door, along the corridor and into the messy room. Only it was not messy at all. The room was mostly clear, with a narrow red carpet leading to the desk and a range of bipedal animals arranged along the walls. This time they were not limited to reptiles, but included a variety of large apes I had no name for, each wearing a set of armor. 
“Where do you find the time?” Marcus asked. Malakai was leaning back in his chair, his feet propped up on his desk. He smiled and shrugged, taking a puff on his long pipe. 
“What do you want this time, old man? We are very busy,” Neysa said as we sat down.
“To bask in the pleasure of your company, child,” Malakai said. “I do so love your pleasant way with words.”
“Eat it,” Neysa said, sneering. Malakai sat up and held his stomach as he laughed.
“So,” Malakai said as his laughter died away, holding his arms wide. “Our sails are hoisted and our course is set. But are you ready up here?” he asked, tapping his temple. The three of us looked at each other and shrugged in unison. “So confident! I like it. With that attitude, how could you fail?” 
I wished I could punch the old bastard. “Well, what have you done to help? As far as I can see, you have just as much to gain as the rest of us, but you contributed the least.”
Malakai raised his eyebrows and puffed a thick cloud of smoke. “Oh, really? Was it not my yeast that enabled you to win that competition? Did my student not save you? Did my distractions not lure the Inquisition away from your door? Did I not make good your escape, Neysa? Oh, I have done much. And much more besides that you will never know, child. And…” He got to his feet. “If you’ll follow me, I’ll show you my latest creation.”
We followed Malakai outside and walked to the rear of the house. He led us to a barrel that sat some distance away, and as we approached, he gestured to it with an expectant smile. “Do you like it?”
“It’s a nice barrel,” Marcus said.
Malakai dropped his hands to his side and rolled his eyes. “It’s not just a barrel… it’s a fantastic lock pick. If you recall, some months back I offered to provide you with a backup plan in case dear Saul’s abilities let him down. Well, this is it. It’s filled with the explosive liquid that was vexing me for so long. It makes for a very big bang, so Neysa, I need you to form a shield when I set the charge. Don’t mess it up, unless you have lost the will to live.”
“Can’t we just run?” I asked.
“Maybe, maybe not. Do you want to risk it? Besides, when the time comes to use it, you may not have much room or time to run. Neysa needs to be ready.” Malakai took a step closer to the barrel and went down on one knee. “Now, you two… to set the charge, open the tap, then kick it in. When you hear the click, you will have to the count of ten… more or less. Ready, Neysa?” When she nodded, he went through the motion, then stood and took several steps back.
A shimmering cone appeared in front of us as Neysa hummed a wordless song, her face the picture of concentration. But, nothing happened. “Malakai, I think—”
Boom!
My vision went white with the brightness of the explosion, and a warm gust blew past, ruffling my shirt. As the blast dissipated, the shimmering dropped away. I was hit by a sudden force. It lifted me from my feet and threw me back. I got the wind knocked out of me, either by the blast or the fall. Leaning on my elbow and holding my chest, I looked around to see Marcus and Neysa lying beside me. Malakai came walking out of the dust and smoke. He did not look at all bothered by the event. 
“Neysa, you dropped your shield too early, child.”
“I know… I’m sorry,” she said, and slowly rose and straightened her dress. 
“Just keep it up until you’re sure the blast has done its thing,” Malakai said. “Time can seem to slow down in all the excitement.” 
Marcus and I found our feet and we followed Malakai back inside. 
 
Malakai reached beneath his desk and retrieved a large roll of paper, tied with a ribbon. “I promised to provide you with plans of the palace,” Malakai said. “I have acquired a few more since our discussion, and I believe you will find them rather interesting.” 
“Thanks,” I said, and took the heavy roll. “Question, are we in Wah ‘ha Gabeera? The Great Oasis?”
Malakai smiled. “You are indeed.”
I looked at Marcus, then back at Malakai. “Are there a number of former slaves in the oasis?”
“There are, yes.” Malakai said. “A rather large number, in fact.”
“Are we able to go and speak with them?” I asked. “I know Marcus has spent some time with them, but I would like to see them too.”
“Why, of course,” Malakai said. “That is why I brought you here. I can arrange swift passage here on a more regular basis if you wish.”
Marcus nodded. “I need to keep up with their training.”
“Very good,” Malakai said. “My raven will come by a few times a week, but you two can go to them now. Neysa and I have more learning to do.”
With the meeting concluded, Marcus and I walked to the door. “I will have the explosive barrels sent to you within the next couple of days,” Malakai said. “Make sure you mark them well. I will also be sending some of my fireworks for Harvest Festival, but my people will take care of them. Hopefully when you see them go off, you will be speeding for Sagemont.” Malakai had a wicked grin on his face. “Take the path at the rear of the house. It will lead you to your branded men.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN
Branded Men
 
Marcus and I followed the path from the rear of Malakai’s house to a large clearing, filled with tents. We stood at the end of the path, and I cast my eye over the multitude of tents. There were far more than I had been expecting. “Too much,” I said. “This is too much.” Several men with brands on their foreheads noticed us standing there. They talked amongst themselves but kept an eye on us. A figure moved between the men and came running to me. It was Kaleb.
“My prince,” Kaleb said. “You came early.”
“We won’t stay long,” I said. “We still have unfinished business. I came to see the men.”
“Not just men, my prince,” Kaleb said. “But I am sure they will be pleased to see you.” Kaleb took off, running back to those who stood watching, then left them to run between the tents. Within minutes, a large number of men—and a smaller number of women and children—stood waiting. A very large number, indeed.
“This is too much,” I said.
Marcus snorted.
 Kaleb soon returned and stood expectantly beside us. “Kaleb, how many are there?”
“My count is one thousand six hundred and fifty-two,” Kaleb said.
I looked over the mass of people. My people. 
“I think they are waiting for a speech,” Marcus said. My stomach knotted itself, and it felt as though my bones had turned to water. Public speaking was not a talent I had, especially when completely unprepared. “No time like the present,” Marcus said. 
I realized I had been standing there for more than a minute. I cleared my throat. “Ah-hum… It pleases me to see you here.” I said. I scrambled for words and could hear a hush of conversation. I closed my eyes and thought back to my father and the way he’d spoken to his people.
“I am Saul Baz Sharmoun, prince of Ubrain. Your prince.” The crowd fell silent. “You have been shackled by the empire for too long. Now you are free, but our people suffer still. We must act to bring freedom to our people, to our land. We cannot stand by while the blood of our blood are chained like dogs. We will crush the vermin that shit on our land like it is their own. We will throw them from our homes, from our farms, from our cities. I will not rest until this is done!” The crowd went wild, and Marcus put a hand on my shoulder, squeezing it. I flinched. Over the past few months, any sort of affection from him was a rare thing, unless you counted too-hard punches, passed off as being playful.
“But…” I said, and waited for the crowd to quiet down. It took a while. “But, this is a big task. It is not one we can rush to. It will take time and preparation. It will take training. Were it that my brother Shakir, your rightful king, stood with us now, he would lead you in this. But he is not present, so this task falls on my shoulders. I have no training with the sword, the spear, or the bow. This is Marcus DeVasco,” I said, clapping Marcus on the back, deliberately hard, in a loud thwack on his sweaty skin. “You have met before, but allow me to introduce him to you. Marcus DeVasco, former rebel leader, and current rebel leader reborn. He is an experienced leader and a master with the sword. He will train you and make you ready to fight.” There was another cheer. “I will not throw you at the empire unprepared. I will arrange for weapons and supplies. These will be with you soon.” 
My words ran dry, and as much as I racked my brain for more, nothing came. It felt as though I might drown in the silence. Then, like a breath of fresh air, another memory of my father’s words came to me. I took a deep breath and bellowed, “We are the lion that stalks in the grass! We rule this land unchallenged. We are Ubrain!” My people cheered and shrieked so loud it hurt my ears. Their voices rang through the oasis for a long time. 
 
Marcus shook his head. “You surprise me, Saul. I spent years of my life organizing a rebellion. And it was a pitiful thing. You did this,” Marcus said, gesturing at the village that had formed in the oasis. “And mostly by accident. Though I’ll grant you that your tenacity is somewhat contagious.”
I sighed. “This task weighs heavily on me, Marcus. I am in no way fit for the job. We really need to find Shakir before I waste these men’s lives.”
 
Marcus left with Kaleb, and they made their way through the groups of men, stopping to talk with each. I strolled through the tents on my own. I had no idea where they had found so many tents. There were far more people in this oasis than in Sagemont. I noticed a few children swimming in a pool of water. Not many, especially not for a group of people this large, but it warmed me to see them nonetheless. People bowed as I walked past, and while I nodded in return, it made me distinctly uncomfortable. At least none approached me, which was good, as I feared I had spent all my good words. I knew if I said too much, my people would see through my disguise to the scarred monster beneath.
 
A couple of hours later, Marcus tracked me down, and we walked back to Sagemont.
“It’s quite the army we have,” Marcus said.
“Slaves without a master do not make an army.”
“These men are better trained than you realize,” Marcus said. “Many have military training. They are rusty, but they know what they’re doing.”
“That is good,” I said. “I doubt you will have enough time to train them all.”
“True,” Marcus said. “But at my last visit, I picked the best of them as leaders. They will continue the training in my absence, and between us, we will forge an army.” 
“Why are there so many?” I asked. “Kaleb can’t have done it all.”
Marcus laughed. “He freed most. But no, some have led attacks on slave caravans on a road to the south. They freed the slaves and took the supplies. The oasis can supply a lot of food, but not that much.”
“Yes, we will need to supply them,” I said. “We are fortunate enough to know a merchant who deals with such things. I bet he can get us the weapons we need as well. We are wealthy men, after all.”
“Ah… Malvin,” Marcus said. “I bet he can.”
 
Later that night, Marcus, Neysa and I sat at the Bleeding Wolf with the plans of the palace spread out between us. Two tables were pushed together to give us enough room for all the plans. I did not have to look at the dates to know that they varied greatly in age. The oldest plan dated back more than four hundred years, had several rips, and was incredibly brittle. It was markedly different to the most recent one, which was itself approaching a century old.
“I don’t think these will help us much,” I said. “If anything, they show that the palace is constantly changing. I doubt even the emperor knows what the Gods-damned place actually looks like. Look here,” I said, pointing at a plan dating two hundred and fifty years back. “It looks like there was a hidden corridor along the main reception hall here. And yet it’s absent from the most recent plan. Either it has been sealed off, or the person who drew the new plan had no knowledge of it. We would be foolish to base our plans on passageways that may or may not exist.”
“You’re probably right,” Marcus said. He sat with his elbows on the table and his face in his hands, scrunching his cheeks together. His words came out as a mumble, and I could see the man had lost interest in the discussion. The talk had been going around in circles for some time, so I sat back and took a swig of ale. “I think we’d be better off observing the palace when we get to Morwynne. We’ll have to see if an opportunity presents itself. The only pattern in these plans is change. At least we have a fair idea of where the vault is, just no sneaky way of getting to it.”
“We should take the plans with us,” Neysa said. “They may yet prove their worth. That old bastard never does anything without a purpose.”
“Agreed,” Marcus said. 
I laid the plans back atop each other, taking great care with the old paper. I squinted as I slowly rolled them back up, expecting to hear a snap in the brittle parchment. “Adair seems to be on top of things,” I said as I bound them with ribbon. 
“I hate to admit it,” Marcus said. “But I think he’ll do a far better job than we ever could. He’s already streamlined our process significantly. The other staff members will take longer to find their feet, but he’ll get them there. Maria is a great cook, though.”
“She is. Don’t fuck her,” Neysa said. “Oh, don’t you dare try to look innocent. I’ve seen the way you look at her—keep it in your pants.”
“Fine!” Marcus said with mock outrage. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT
Morwynne
 
The week leading up to Harvest Festival was a busy one, bringing much excitement to Sagemont. Preparations were well underway with seven days to spare, and a slow transformation was taking place. Unlit lanterns were strung over streets, bunting hung from windows, and the imperial banners, usually absent, were prominently displayed. I had heard that the latter were the mayor’s doing. He was prone to sucking up. Beyond the physical changes, there was a noticeable improvement in the mood of the town. Chins were raised, and smiles were easy to find. Not on me, though. With the excitement came a constant prattling on the streets that got on my nerves. There was a drone of conversation like a wasp’s nest, always present. Frankly, I did not see what the big deal was.
With Sagemont so transformed, I could only imagine what Morwynne would be like. I would not have to imagine for long, however, as we were taking the train to the capital within the hour.
 
We had loaded enough ale onto the train to drown a small village. All that remained were Malakai’s lock picks, the modified barrels filled with explosive liquid. I was glad he’d put smaller barrels to the purpose. Our regular ones took a lot of effort to move.
The cart hit a stone in the road, which jostled the barrels. I cringed as they knocked against each other. “Easy,” I yelled at Marcus.
 
When we arrived at the station, Malakai was yelling at some unfortunate youth. “Be careful, you dolt. If you damage those rockets, they are like to destroy this whole train.” Malakai had the last wagon of the train for his cargo; the rest were ours to use. While the train was impressive as a whole, the wagons themselves were simple things—a flat timber rectangle with wheels below.
Two immense rockets lay on each side of the wagon, so long that a good half meter stuck out over the edge. The space between them was filled with the smaller variety he’d used to dazzle Sagemont at solstice. 
“Be nice,” Marcus said as we approached.
“The time has come, my friends,” Malakai said. “It’s been long in the making, but here it is. Are we ready?”
“We are,” I said. “As soon as we have these loaded, at least.”
“Where is Neysa?”
“Packing her bags. You know how ladies are,” Marcus said, loading one of the explosive barrels onto the wagon.
“I doubt she’ll have more bags than you,” I said. “Four cases of clothing, Marcus?”
“I am a man of nobility,” Marcus said. “And I need to look the part for the noble ladies of our capital. Pass a barrel, will you?”
“Ladies?” I said heaving a barrel up to him. “Knowing you, you will most likely tire out the first brothel we come across.”
“Gentlemen,” Malakai said, clasping our hands in turn. “I bid you farewell and good luck. I am sure we will be in each other’s company again soon.” 
 
With the train loaded, we made our way to the front. This trip had but a single passenger carriage, all for us. While the wagons were plain, the passenger carriage was grand—its timber panels carved with floral patterns and the metal frame polished till it shone like a mirror in the sun. I walked the length of the train, my thumbs hooked through my belt. I could not help but smile at what we had accomplished. Some of the townsfolk stood a short distance away to watch. They may not have known me from a bar of soap when I had arrived, but they sure as hells did now. Saul, co-owner of the Bleeding Wolf, a man with enough clout to gain exclusive use of a train pulled by monsters. Fine, so they didn’t know me. But at least they recognized that I existed. Or a version of me. Like I cared.
 Ten three-horns stood lined up next to the track, five on each side. The creatures were massive, their legs as thick as logs, but I doubted they would have an easy time hauling our barrels up the incline. We had a lot of barrels. 
I hoped these beasts were better trained than the last ones I’d encountered—or at the very least, immensely stupid. They would need to be to fail to realize that two trainers per animal had a wax cat’s chance in hells of restraining them if they should choose to flee. A huge yoke sat across the backs of each pair, with two thick chains connecting them to the train behind. It was an impressive contraption. I decided that if I should ever find the madman who had conceived of the idea, I would buy him an ale. Unless I had already killed him—or was yet to kill him before I knew who he was. I thought it might be safer to have an ale in his honor, or memory—whichever applied. More ale for me that way, too. 
I smiled. I was excited about the trip, if anxious. I was a little scared that the huge beasts would take off and drag us behind them. I had seen the damage they could do.
 
“Boys,” Neysa said as she approached in a carriage. She looked stunning in her long white dress, all silk and pearls, and her hair braided with sparkling jewels. “Are you just going to stare at me, or help me down? This dress is a bitch to move in.” I smiled and walked up to give her a hand. “And get my bags, will you?” she said, and climbed into the carriage using the step that sat at the open door. The nerve of the girl. I wasn’t her slave. But I did as she asked and breathed her perfume, which still laced the air in her wake. With Marcus and Neysa aboard, I signaled the driver that we were ready to depart.


Not long after I sat down, the train started to move. The metal on metal of the wheels on the rails screeched, and Neysa grimaced. “It’s like nails on a chalkboard,” she said. Gradually we built up speed, but we never reached anything faster than a slow jog. I wondered if this contraption was really more efficient than using wagons. 
But it was an interesting experience, and one I could not have dreamed of a year ago. I would have enjoyed it more if it had been just an ordinary trip. But the rest of my life, and perhaps Ubrain’s future, hinged on my success. The rest of my life would be a mere week if it went poorly. I could see that the others felt nervous too, as they sat forward in their seats, their lips just thin lines. 
“I think we need a drink,” I said, and went to the small bar at the front of the carriage. I held a bottle of whiskey in one hand and a bottle of wine in the other. Marcus gestured to the wine, Neysa to the whiskey; not the way I would have picked it, but it was an unusual day. With our glasses full, I held mine up for a toast.
“To genius plans.”
“To plans that exist.” 
“To idiot friends.” 
We clinked our glasses and sat back. 
 
The carriage was lushly upholstered and still new, with the smell of the leather rich in the air. The leather, Neysa’s perfume, and the lingering smell of tobacco from a previous occupant blended together in an aroma that spoke of nobility. It felt alien to me, even though I was as noble as one could be. A prince. But it had been such a long time that my life as a young prince felt like a dream, my slavery the reality. During the months I’d spent in Sagemont, it had always felt as though I was living a lie and, at any point, someone might recognize me for the fraud that I was. 
I watched as Sagemont disappeared into the distance, wondering if I would ever see it again. I hoped so. It had dreadful weather, being too hot, too cold, or too wet, and never comfortable. But I had a lot of fond memories of the place. 
I hoped that Adair would keep the Bleeding Wolf on track, though from what we had seen over the past weeks, the man was a born businessman. He was much better at running our operation than he was at finding the Sagemont killer. Just as well. 
My thoughts drifted to the branded men in the oasis. We had spent considerable money to supply them with food and weapons. They would be comfortable in the oasis, but I worried what would become of them if I died. At least they were free. 
 
My view of the town was cut off, replaced by the monotony of passing trees, as the track curved through the forest. The novelty of the trip soon gave way to tedium. It took an eternity, with stops every couple of hours to feed and water the three-horns. The slow pace of the trip warred with the possible culmination of years of planning, grating on me. It was as if I was a young child again, awaiting my father’s return after some misdeed. 
 
We arrived at dusk with the three of us hanging out of the windows. We displayed little in the way of dignity or nobility, regardless of our mode of transport and fancy clothing. 
Morwynne was beautiful, severe, and unlike any city I had ever seen. It was an ode to the square and the rectangular, but with more columns and arches than I could count. Statues and fountains of every size decorated any free space not taken up by cobblestone streets and flowerbeds. The setting sun, combined with the lamps already lit, made it look as if the city glowed. It spoke of elegance and grandeur, but behind the beauty lay the unmistakable power of the empire. The massive red and gold banners depicting the swooping eagle hung from columns along the road and from the tall buildings lining the streets.
“I was here just a year ago, but… wow,” Neysa whispered.
“No kidding,” Marcus said.
The train made its way through the center of the city, with broad avenues on each side. People waved at us as we slowly made our way along. Marcus blew a kiss to three young ladies leaning out of a window on the third story of a tall building. They giggled at each other and waved back, returning their own kisses. Neysa sneered at Marcus and slapped him hard. 
I decided that the elegance of the city was largely due to its uniformity of design. Most cities I had been to had seen too much war and destruction, resulting in a mosaic of different architectural design philosophies. 
 
The track led to a monstrously large building, the front of which was covered by a waterfall. The tracks led through the water, but as we approached, the curtain of water parted, creating a wide opening. The three-horns walked through, pulling the train in behind them. We entered a cavernous chamber with large stone platforms on either side of the track, and a forest of pillars supported the roof far above. I saw many slaves waiting between the pillars, their heads lowered. It tugged at my heart to see them. They were Ubraian. Of course. 
As the train came to a stop, slaves scurried up to us with steps and placed them at the doors of the carriage. I walked to the rear and started removing our bags, but I was interrupted by a gentle tap on my elbow and turned to see two slaves waiting. As I turned to face them, they bowed and gestured silently at the bags. I moved aside to let them take care of our luggage and stepped out to join the others. 
The building was a train station, far larger than the one at Sagemont—probably larger than necessary. Several ships would fit inside with room to spare. It would have taken an impressive amount of stone to build. It had a grandeur to it, solid as a mountain and imposing. Most of it looked old, if not ancient, and contrasted with a section on the opposite side which was clearly a more recent addition—stark white against the weathered stone beside it. 
At the end of the chamber the track formed a giant circle, with several other tracks veering off into dark tunnels. Large levers stuck out from beside the track, allowing the rails to be shifted. 
At the center was a wide corridor, and one of the three-horns had been unhitched and was being led down it by three men. To the side of it, a ramp led up to a metal door with a large lock. Many more wooden doors were set into the walls as well, and I found it odd that they had not been replaced with something more solid. They looked too flimsy in a room such as this and one in particular, near the ramp, looked as though it would fall to splinters in a stiff breeze. The branded men soon had our bags loaded into handcarts and stood waiting for us. 
“I wonder where that door leads,” I said, looking at the heavy door at the top of the ramp.
“What’s behind that door?” Marcus asked of the slaves. They did not answer, but bowed.
I turned to the men and spoke in Ubraian. “Greetings. Can you tell me where that door leads?”
This startled the men, and they turned to each other. One was pushed forward, being volunteered as the spokesman. “To the palace, master. Your ale will shortly be carried through that portal.”
“Do you not understand common?”
His face flushed, and he bowed his head lower. “Apologies, master, we are discouraged from talking to our betters. Hearing my own tongue… it caught me off-guard.”
“I am not your Master. You can call me Saul.”
The man looked back at his fellow slaves before speaking again. “Please, do not dishonor yourself by speaking to us, Master.” The man stepped back to the cart and lowered his head.
“I will do as I please,” I said. “Tell me your name.”
“I cannot,” the slave said. “I am not worthy of a name—I am nameless like all who serve.”
“What if I ordered you to tell me your name?” I asked. 
“My master’s authority supersedes your own… my apologies. I mean no offense.” 
I stared at the man. I could not believe that anyone would submit to another to such a degree. I never did, and sure, I paid for it, but one had to hold on to something. Your name was at the core of your being. The thought that these men were deemed unfit even to possess a name filled me with anger. But it was the fact that they agreed to it that pushed me over the edge. “I, Saul Baz Sharmoun, prince and heir to the Ubraian throne, demand you tell me your name!” I shouted, and my voice echoed through the chamber. 
I immediately regretted my outburst, as every slave in the chamber stopped what they were doing and turned to me. The man fell to his knees and bowed low with his arms outstretched, and soon the rest of the slaves followed suit. 
“What in the hells have you done now?” Neysa asked.
“Too much,” I said.
“Stand,” I yelled in Ubraian, and they did. I looked around but was pleased to see there were only slaves in the chamber. My party was not deemed important enough to warrant a reception. “Gather round,” I said. When I was surrounded by slaves, I spoke in a low voice. “As your prince, it’s my duty to free you of your shackles, but I need time to devise a plan. A lion sleeps in the heart of every brave man, and you need to be brave. What is this lion’s name?” I asked of the man once more. 
“Ferran, my prince.”
I looked at those assembled. “Ferran will lead you in this. I will speak to him in the next day or two, and he to you. Until then, talk to your fellows, but do not utter a word in front of your masters. If word gets out, I will personally hunt you down and butcher you. Am I clear?” The slaves thumped their chest twice with the right hand as was the tradition when being commanded. “Good. Now resume your tasks before your masters come to see why you are dallying.” The slaves set off with a spring in their step that had been absent when we’d first arrived.
“Lead us to the Eagle’s Perch,” I said to Ferran. Adair had arranged our accommodation, as he knew the city like the back of his hand.
“So,” Marcus said as we followed behind the slaves. “What in the name of the Gods just happened?”
“Well… I may have proclaimed myself as the prince of Ubrain. I may also have promised that I would set them free.”
“You did what?” Neysa snapped. “You’re a Gods-damned idiot, Saul.”
“I know,” I said. “I lost my temper. But I intend to keep my word.”
Marcus clasped a hand on my shoulder. “You risk us all, but for once I am proud of you.”
“You are both morons,” Neysa said. 
 
We followed the men up a wide ramp leading through an arch to a well-lit road. We came to a halt on the other side, as we had to wait for a column of legionnaires to march past. Never had I seen such well-ordered troops, not even in Castralavi. The red-plumed soldiers marched past in perfect unison, spears held straight. It was an impressive sight. When they were past, Ferran led us on. As we passed the station, the palace came into view on our right. It was the single largest structure that I had ever seen. It was surrounded by walls approaching twenty meters high, but these did little to hide the colossal structure behind them, its domed towers reaching for the stars above. A large metal gate barred the way, half as high as the walls themselves. My eyes picked out scores of archers atop the wall and heavily armed guards in front of the gate.
“I’m glad we picked a subtle way into the palace,” I whispered.
“Agreed,” Marcus said. “I doubt our bathrobes would get us through those gates.”
 
Ferran led us to a grand old building that was covered in stone relief work. Above the door was a large crest depicting an eagle perched on a branch. Ferran knocked on the door, which was quickly opened by a wiry old man in a flowing white toga. I had seen several men wearing togas since entering Morwynne. They looked ridiculous, like they were wrapped in bed sheets. The old man gestured behind him, and five slaves came running out to grab our bags. 
Marcus, Neysa and I walked into the foyer of the inn, if one could call it an inn. The Shady Oak was an inn; this place was something else. The high ceiling was covered in frescoes. Morwynne had a thing for tall structures, and I had yet to see a single-story building. We followed the old man to a large desk that lined one wall, and our footsteps echoed on the marble tiles. The old man sat himself down behind the desk and adjusted his spectacles, with the slaves waiting off to the side. 
“Do you have a reservation?” he asked.
“We do—it’s under the name of our business, the Bleeding Wolf,” I said.
“Ahh, the purveyors of the fine ale that I have been hearing so much about. Let me see,” he said running his finger down a ledger. “Yes, here you are. I have you down for three grand suites. Follow me,” he said, and led us up a spiral staircase. 
 
A long climb later, we arrived at our rooms at the very top of the stairs, and I wondered how the old man managed it with seeming ease when Neysa and I were short on breath. Marcus never seemed to tire. The old man gestured to three doors set to one side of the steps, and I could see another three on the other side. “Your bags will be up momentarily,” he said. “I bid you goodnight. Do not hesitate to call on me should you have any need.”
I opened the door closest to me and walked through. We walked in to find that the grand suites were aptly named. My suite was not limited to a single room, but had its own foyer, dining room, sitting room, two privies, a dressing room and two bedrooms. Each of the rooms were far more spacious than necessary and lushly furnished. The suite was larger than our family’s summer home had been. 
“By the Gods,” Marcus said. “Why do we need three of these?”
“I love it!” Neysa said, clapping her hands.
“This is going to cost us a fortune,” I said. I opened a door leading from the sitting room onto an expansive balcony and leaned on the railing. The city of Morwynne lay below—or mostly below. Many of the buildings were still at eye level, even though I stood at a great height above the street. Yet, the palace towered over all. 
While the city was beautiful, and it truly was, I could not help but feel it was also sterile. It reminded me of the hospital I’d worked at when I was young. They had decorated the place with flowers and paintings to help the patients feel more at home, but it utterly lacked the feeling. This city felt the same to me. 
 
The slaves soon knocked on the door and, once the bags were routed to the correct suites, were sent away with a request for food. After we shared a delicious meal together, Marcus and Neysa went to their own rooms, and I prepared for bed. I decided to get a full night’s sleep and collapsed on the excessively large bed. 
I leaned to the side and pulled the book, The Names of Things, from my satchel and unwrapped it. I scanned through the pages but got no more meaning from them than the last time I had done so. Every now and then, a new passage would come to light and lodge in my mind. The book was truly unusual. I could read every word of it, but as soon as my eyes skipped to the next word, the meaning of the former passed me by. Some passages, though, were as clear as day. Alas, they were few. 
It was an odd book to be sure, quite aside from its subject matter. I had shown it to Marcus once a few weeks past. With the secret of my ability out in the open, I had seen no harm in it. But Marcus told me he could not make heads or tails of the script. According to him, the letters appeared to morph and change when his eyes tried to focus on them. I hadn’t a clue what language it was written in, but at least I could discern some of its meaning.
I pulled the two sheets of folded paper out from between its pages. The first was the one Malakai had given me, a stylized depiction of a cat. The lion was important to my people, and so that was what it looked like to me, but the artist had taken some liberties in its creation. It could have been any number of large cats. 
Malakai had said it would reveal my brother’s location when the time was right, whatever that meant. The old bastard got on my nerves with his vague suggestions and plans wrapped in shadow, and I hoped he wasn’t all mouth and no trousers. If this sheet of paper meant nothing, I would not be pleased. 
Marcus, the other pain in my arse, trusted in Malakai, as did Neysa. Marcus was an eternal optimist who could walk into a room of shit and see a wonderland. Neysa was near as skeptical as I was, and her trust in the man made me doubt my own feelings, but I also doubted she knew of his power over us.
The other sheet had the illustrations of the crown and the Ring of the Lion. My purpose in crude drawings: my drive, my hopes, my life. Truly, without completing the goals they represented, a very large part of my life would be rendered a waste. The years I’d spent in the torture chamber, delving for answers, when I could have escaped. The many, many people who had died at my hands. Granted, if I had not been the torturer, another would have taken the job, but still. 
The ring had become somewhat of an obsession for me of late, largely due to what Malakai had said. “Made for someone like me,” I mouthed. What that meant, the Gods only knew. The crown was all important however. The crown was Ubrain. It was perhaps more than a little ridiculous that a nation placed such import on a band of gold, but they did, and I planned to use it to my advantage.
 
Sleep did not come easy with my mind fixed on my foolish promise to the slaves. It occurred to me that I might have been wrong. I had assumed no one would believe that I was who I said I was—a prince, their prince—without the crown. But the slaves I had encountered had thrown their lot in with mine with a willingness that boggled the mind. On the other hand, being slaves, desperate for a better life, they were more likely to believe that their long-lost prince had returned to free them. It made for a nice story. Besides, many slaves were broken and ready to obey command. Those in Ubrain who were yet free… they might have different ideas, and I suspected that we would face more difficulty in that arena. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE
A Day in the City
 
I enjoyed a cup of coffee on the balcony as I watched the sky grow lighter over the palace. On the table in front of me sat the plans Malakai had provided. As the glowing orb of the sun crested the central complex of the palace, I unrolled the plans and weighed them down with my empty coffee cup. My eyes flicked between the palace and the plans, trying to spot the differences. The main one I could see in the external structure was the large train station that lay to my right. It had had several previous incarnations.
At one point, it had been a walled-off rectangle with two gates. My best guess was that it allowed the palace to receive guests through the first gate, and then to judge how welcome those guests were to the palace proper. My father’s palace had had something similar, but at a much smaller scale.
An earlier plan showed a different, smaller structure which appeared to have been an area to fall back to in times of emergency. It had no gate to the outside but had what appeared to be a tunnel that led away from the city.
Something like that was worth investigating, and I thought it might prove itself to be a useful escape route for us as well as the slaves. If I could find a way into it, and if the tunnel remained unblocked—always if.
 
I had made smaller copies of the plans before we left Sagemont, a tedious process. But there was something about using the ancient parchment that made me feel like an adventurer of old. I would take the smaller copies with me to the palace. Certainly, it would be less suspicious than walking in with massive plans. 
I rolled them back up and made another cup of coffee. With my cup refilled, I went back outside to watch the city come to life. First, there was the changing of the guard. It was a lengthy process as there were a lot of guards to change. Their armor shone in the morning light, and their red plumes stirred in the wind. 
Next I saw a lady duck out and scurry up the road, glancing behind her and keeping low. It struck me as odd. A whore, or someone’s mistress, perhaps? Just a young girl who’d stayed the night where parents may object? She ducked behind a corner as a baker made his way down the road with a pushcart filled with loaves of bread.
By the time I finished my coffee, the streets were busy with people. There were also a lot of slaves about their masters’ tasks. More than I had expected; more than I wanted to see.
I startled when two small reptiles landed on the railing. One flapped its leathery wings while its claws found purchase. They sat as if waiting for something. I suspected they got fed by the guests. No such luck for them that morning.
I was hungry myself and thought about waking my friends for breakfast. In the end, I decided to let them sleep and walked inside to pull on the rope along one wall. The rope stretched down to the foyer below and rang a bell calling for service. When a young man gently tapped on the door, I asked where I could find a bath. He informed me that one would be prepared in my room. It seemed an awful lot of trouble to go through, hauling buckets of hot water up to my room, but I was assured I paid well for their efforts. A short time later I found myself floating in the near scalding water. 
The bath would have been too deep to sit in if it hadn’t been for the steps leading down on one side. I had planned to soak for a while, but the water was ridiculously hot, and I soon got lightheaded. After I scrubbed myself, I got out and looked for a towel. I could look all I wanted, as there were none to be found. Perhaps the servants had forgotten to leave one. I treaded carefully through the suite. The marble tiles may have looked nice, but they made for slippery walking. 
I was making my way through the sitting room when I froze in my tracks. Neysa sat on a settee. She was looking at my naked body—how could she not?—and she was smiling. I just stood there, dripping on the tiles. My legs refused to cooperate. 
No girl had ever seen me naked. What would she think? I had many scars, and not all on my chest. My former master had had perverted tastes, and my genitals bore their own scars. Still, I stood there. She smiled. Was it funny to her? My cheeks burned with shame.
 She slowly got up, walked to my room, and returned with a towel. She gently wrapped it around my waist. Still I stood there like some idiot, and when I did not move, she kissed my cheek and hugged me gently.
“It’s okay…” she said. “Marcus told me what a sick bastard Angus was. It’s nothing you should be ashamed of.” 
My heart thumped in my chest, trying to break its way out. And yet… part of me no longer wanted to flee. Having her this close to me had been a dream, and the smell of her… by the Gods, I loved her smell. Like air itself, I never tired of breathing it in.
She took a step back and her smile widened. “So, you are happy to see me then.”
I nearly died of shame when I looked down. Hells, I was pitching a tent, and the thin towel did nothing to hide my shame. 
And, of course, this would be the moment that Marcus chose to enter the room. When Marcus saw us, he stopped, put his hands on his hips, and grinned widely. “I see,” he said. 
I finally regained the function of my legs and made haste for my room. I took my damn time getting dressed, which gave my face a chance to fade; it was as red as a smacked arse. By the time I had recovered from the ordeal and composed myself, I found that Marcus and Neysa had made their way to the dining room, to a table set with food.
“I’m starving,” I said, not meeting their eyes. 
“A busy night can do that to a man,” Marcus said. I sneered at him. “Oh, relax, I jest.” I nodded and sat down to eat. “Besides, she liked what she saw.”
Neysa threw a cooked tomato at Marcus, but he ducked out of the way. “You are such an arsehole!” she yelled, her face blushing.
Interesting. 
I felt my own face grow warm again as well. It was ridiculous. I was a grown man. One who had killed the Gods knew how many people, and yet my guts left me when a girl saw me naked? Ridiculous. 
“And where were you last night?” Neysa asked Marcus. “I came to get you for breakfast, but you weren’t there.”
“Just down the corridor,” Marcus said with a mouth full of food. “A lady in the suite next to mine looked lonely on her balcony. I offered to keep her company last night. She was very grateful.”
“You are such a pig,” Neysa spat.
Marcus shrugged and swallowed his food. “What’s the plan for today?”
“I want to go and check that our ale was stored properly,” I said.
“Snoop around the palace grounds, you mean?” Marcus asked.
“Just so. I also want to go back to the station to check something I saw on the plans, and send a letter to Hobart.”
“Hobart!” Marcus said. “You know, I actually forgot about him. I bet he is mighty angry at himself for leaving our business partnership.”
“I bet he is,” I said. “But I want to catch up with him and invite him to be a guest of ours at the Harvest Festival. We are allowed five seats, after all.”
“Really? But he’ll get knocked out by your poison,” Marcus said.
“I figure he’ll enjoy being part of the whole thing. It would be quite the story to tell his father-in-law.”
“You probably have the right of it,” Marcus said.
“You boys enjoy that,” Neysa said. “I will catch up with you later in the day.”
“Oh?” I asked.
“I’m going shopping,” Neysa said with a smile. “Last time I was here I had little money. This time, I’ll just leave with little.”
 
On our way out of the inn, I penned a letter to Hobart and left it with the old man behind the desk. He perched on his chair like an owl, his head tilted to the side and his eyes enormous through his thick lenses. He said he knew of the estate that Hobart now called home and would have it delivered. He assured me it was a large house. In Morwynne, all buildings were large, so I wondered at how large the estate would need to be to earn that distinction.
Once on the street, we parted ways with Neysa. “You’d be an idiot not to make a move,” Marcus said, looking at Neysa walk away. She looked back and smiled at me. Perhaps at both of us, but I preferred to think it was at me. 
“I know,” I said. “It’s just… I’ve never really done this sort of thing before. Oh, I courted a few girls when I was young. But things were different back home. Children were promised to each other through family arrangements.”
“How boring,” Marcus said.
I shrugged. “Made it easier in a lot of ways.”
“But where is the passion?” Marcus asked. “Where is the excitement of the chase? Where is the anxious wondering?” We started walking toward the palace gates. “Were you promised to anyone?” Marcus asked.
I nodded. “I was. Once. To the daughter of one of the tribal leaders at the northern border of Ubrain. Not far from the Great Oasis, actually.”
“What happened?” Marcus asked.
“War happened. One of the rival tribes won a battle, and their chief took my future bride as his own.”
“Well, that sucks,” Marcus said.
I shrugged. “I only saw her once. Honestly, I felt relieved. She was only eight at the time, and I thirteen. My father was fuming, though. But I’m scared of taking things further with Neysa,” I admitted. Scared was an understatement. I was petrified. Part of me was as yet unsure if what we had could be more than friendship. Or, for that matter, if she was interested in me in that way. Sure, there were what could be construed as hints, and the occasional flirting. But Neysa was an odd girl, and I did not understand her well enough to be sure. Woman were an unknown race to me, and she was an unusual example of that race. “I really don’t understand women.”
Marcus laughed. “Saul, women are not made to be understood. They are made to be loved and adored.” His pace slowed as we walked until he stopped, a frown wrinkling his face. “Promise me you won’t put her under your control?”
I clenched my fists, and it was only with a great measure of self-control that I kept myself from punching him in the face. “Fuck off,” I said through clenched teeth, turned and walked away. He was seriously getting on my nerves, and I very much regretted doing him the courtesy of releasing him of his bond. That it may never have existed was quite beside the point. 
He caught up with me and kept pace, but no apology was forthcoming. Fortunately, it was a long walk, and tempers had settled by the time we reached the palace.
 
The palace gate was a formidable thing of iron, and it towered over us. It was only when you looked through the bars to the enormous palace beyond that its scale seemed reasonable. Two legionnaires walked forward and slammed the butt of their spears down into the ground in unison. A third man walked up just behind them, his armor more decorative than the others, a thick cape hanging from his shoulders.
“State your business,” the centurion said.
“We are the proprietors of the Bleeding Wolf,” I said. “We are supplying the ale for this year’s Harvest Festival. We arrived last night and want to make sure our barrels are properly stored.”
“You can count on the emperor’s keepers of the cellar to do their job,” the centurion said.
“Have you had our ale?” I asked.
“I have. It is a fine ale.”
“Would you say it is much better than other ales you have had?” 
“I would. What is your meaning?”
“It’s much better because we take great care with the selection of our ingredients, and with each step of the production. We also make sure that it is transported and stored correctly.” Well, Malvin made sure of that, but this man did not need to know that. “What use is it to spend that much effort in creating our fine ale if it gets ruined after the fact? Besides, what do you think would happen to us if the emperor and his guests find our ale wanting?”
“You would be strung by your necks,” the centurion said. Blunt, but true. 
“So we have somewhat of a vested interest in making sure the ale gets to the festival in the best condition possible,” I said. “If you help us out, we can make it worth your while.”
The centurion looked at his men before turning back to us with a frown on his face. “I do not sleep with men…”
“Gods, man!” Marcus said. “He meant ale. We can give you a barrel of ale. Or a gold coin if that’s your preference.”
The two guards behind him were trying to contain their laughter but failed horribly. The centurion’s face flushed as red as the plume on his helmet. “You two pulled extra guard duty,” he spat over his shoulder, but it did little to stop their laughter. If anything, it spurred them on. “Leon,” he bellowed, and another guard joined us. “Take these two to the cellar and let them check their ale. Stay on them like a flea on a dog’s arse. I expect you back here in half an hour.”
I flicked a gold coin through the air, and the centurion caught it and pocketed it in a manner that suggested that he was not new to this.
The guard, Leon, led us through the gate. I saw a lot of legionnaires. Some were obvious, like the ones marching across the expansive parade ground separating the gate from the main palace compound, but other were less so. I saw the shapes of men through arrow-slits along the buildings facing the courtyard. Others on top of buildings manned cannons, and more stood guard at various doors. 
Marcus was waving at each legionnaire who crossed our path and wishing them a good day. They ignored him, of course, but such things did not stop Marcus. Leon led us to the side of the main entrance and along the many paths that separated the palace buildings. I tried to capture as much as possible in my mind for later comparison with the plans. 
“Do you like being a legionnaire?” Marcus asked.
“Sometimes,” Leon said. “It’s just a job, really, and it can get a bit boring at times. I’m always at the palace, so one day is much the same as the next. I come from a noble house, and my father has made sure I’ll never go to the front lines.”
“You wanted front-line duty?” Marcus asked.
“I did, when I was younger. Now, I am not sure I would be cut out for it. The legion is expected to be brutal, and I don’t think I can do the things they would expect of me.”
It always surprised me how open people were with Marcus. Complete strangers often spilled their life story at a mere prodding, unsavory parts and all. I wondered if he knew a naming of sorts. I would murder him if he used something like that on me after all the grief he had given me. 
“Will you stay in the legion?” Marcus asked.
“Not sure,” Leon said. “I have been thinking about trying my hand at something else. I doubt I’ll be a lifer, but… I also hate to prove my father right.” 
“He did not approve of your joining?”
“No, no he did not,” Leon said. “He wanted me to become a diplomat, like he is. Truth be told I think I would be good at it. It would be nice to settle things with our neighbors with less bloodshed.”
“Perhaps you should give it a try,” Marcus said. “If that’s what you want to do, why wait?” 
Leon walked along in silence for a short time, deep in thought. “I think you’re right. I might speak to my father this evening. Thank you.”
“No problem,” Marcus said. 
We walked another minute before Leon spoke again. “He does lie with men, by the way.”
“Eh?” Marcus asked.
“The centurion at the gate. He has been seeing another man, another centurion, for some years now. No one cares, but… being against the law, we all pretend not to know.”
Marcus laughed. “I thought it a odd exchange.”
 
Leon led us to the cellar door. We followed him through a maze of wooden racks full of dusty wine bottles, until we came to a large open area filled with our barrels, and perhaps a few others. My breath caught in my throat when I saw three men sprawled on the floor. Their pewter tankards lay scattered nearby, and one looked to have pissed himself. Shit. The thieving bastards had sampled our poisoned ale.
“Drunk on the job. There will be hell to pay,” Leon said.
“Yes… yes, very bad form,” I said. My heart was thumping in my chest.
Leon walked up a ramp leading from the far wall and called for more guards. Two men soon arrived, and Leon pointed to the keepers of the cellar. They shook their heads and proceeded to drag the men away. They took little care with the men, a small revenge for having to drag them away.
“Check your barrels,” Leon said. “I’ll be back in a few minutes. Please don’t leave here until I return. The palace guards have been commanded to kill trespassers before asking questions. The emperor gets a bit more… cautious during the festival.”
He made his way up the ramp, dragging the third man behind him. When he was gone, Marcus turned to me with his eyebrows raised. Fortunately, Leon did not suspect the ale itself was worthy of further investigation.
“That was close,” Marcus said.
“Too close.” 
 
Having seen as much of the palace as we were likely to before the festival, we made our way back to the station. We found the building mostly deserted, with just a few slaves at work. They nodded or bowed to me as we entered, though I did not recall these particular men. All the bowing made me very uncomfortable. We walked to the edge of the stone platform, and I retrieved the copies I’d made. They fit nicely in my boot. 
“What are you looking for?” Marcus asked.
“There used to be a tunnel that led from here into the hills, but I’m having a hard time trying to match what was to what is.”
“Let me see that,” Marcus said, snatching the plan from my hands. “Hmm. I think that stained wall over there was previously an external wall.”
I took it back and looked from wall, to plan, and back again. “I think you may be right.” We made our way to the wall, and I walked along it until I came to a timber door. It was locked. One of the slaves stopped what he was doing and came to join us.
“Can I assist you, my prince,” the man asked.
“What’s behind this door?” I asked.
“A waterwheel, my prince.”
“A waterwheel?”
“Let me show you,” the slave said. He retrieved a key ring from his belt and sorted through it until he found the one he was looking for. He pushed the door open, and I found the room more brightly lit than I’d expected. Half of the room stood open to the sky, and the sun was bright. A large timber wheel spun in the middle of the room, taller than the ceiling. A channel, maybe two meters wide, cut the room in two, and the wheel sat within it. It had long buckets fixed to its spokes. I walked onto the metal grate that covered the channel, and looked down on a fast-flowing stream. The buckets picked up water as the wheel spun and dumped the water onto the roof before returning empty. I had wondered how water was supplied to the roof for the decorative waterfall, and while the wheel provided a simple solution, it still seemed excessive. My father would have fought his way back from the hells if he could see how much effort and water were wasted for the sake of an oversized water ornament. Water was a constant concern for him, as it was for all my people, and not even a drop went wasted.
“This does not help me much,” I said. 
“Explain,” Marcus said.
“Behold,” I said, pointing down at the channel. “My escape tunnel is now a river.”
“Oh,” Marcus said. “Well, that sucks.”
“Quite,” I said. I turned to the slave who kept watch at the door. “Tell me, where does this water come from?”
“There is an inlet from a pond at the city center,” the man said. 
“Thank you. Marcus, let’s go for a walk.”
 
When we came to the city center, I found that what a resident of Morwynne might call a pond looked to my eyes an awful lot like a lake. A river flowed straight through the city to feed the decorative lake, which discharged along a canal on the far side. Several islands stuck out from the clear water, with flowers planted in decorative patterns. While the lake was wide, it also looked shallow. I suspected a grown man could keep his head above the water without swimming. 
The lake sat at the center of the large open space. People wedged together on the benches around its edge while pairs and groups were scattered around the grass, drinking, eating, and talking while basking in the autumn sun. I was surprised that although many children played around the water, none were playing in it. 
“It’s beautiful, isn’t it,” a foppish man said as he walked over to us. He had a small paint brush stuck behind his ear, and an apron hung around his neck, covered in a rainbow of colors. “If you’d like, I could paint a portrait of you. It really does make a fabulous backdrop.”
 “Wouldn’t kill them to plant a few trees,” I said.
“There were trees once. But the leaves kept clogging the drain to the new train station, and sadly they had to go.”
“I don’t see a drain,” Marcus said.
“If you look just over there,” the man said, pointing at a spot between two islands. “You can make out the grate that covers the opening.”
“Couldn’t they just rake it clean?” I asked.
“Well, of course they could,” the man said. “But volunteers were few and far between. Even those filthy slaves took some persuading. One even chose public execution over going in there,” the man said between laughs. “No great loss, but it became a nuisance, so the trees went.”
I stared daggers into the man, and anger boiled within me. Marcus stepped forward, blocking my way with his shoulder. “What’s wrong with the water? Too cold?” Marcus asked.
“Oh, heavens no,” the man said, still laughing. “It’s filled with those dreadful red-bellied fish. Why, they have become quite at home, and I suppose I can’t blame them. People keep feeding them. If you’d like, you can buy some overpriced meat from that gentleman over there and feed them yourselves. Or push one of the slaves in, which would provide more sport and save you a silver coin. They do fleece the tourists so.” 
Marcus dragged me away toward a small stall. A stocky man with a red beard stood behind it, and he too had an apron spattered with color—the uniform dark red of dried blood. He had several large bowls in front of him, each filled with large chunks of meat. “Can we have one of those, please?” Marcus said.
“One silver,” the man said, handing over a bowl. I fished out a silver coin and handed it to him. “Bring the bowl back when you’re done.”
We walked to the water’s edge, and Marcus looked back at the man over his shoulder. “Well, he’s not exactly the talkative type.”
“I like him better than that painter,” I said, picking up a chunk of meat. I threw it deep into the lake and waited. Just as I’d begun to think nothing was going to happen, there was a splash. It was quickly followed by another, then another. Then there was such activity that the water looked to boil. The water became darker, tainted with blood. I took another chunk and heaved it some distance from the first. In seconds, a flurry of activity erupted there as well. “Wow,” Marcus said. “That’s something.”
“I was wondering why none of the kids were swimming in there. That would answer it. Let’s go back to the Eagle’s Perch. My legs have had enough of standing.” We walked back to the vendor to return his bowl, still mostly full, and I saw the painter was now busy at his easel. “Mind getting us some treacle apples?” I asked, pointing at a merchant. Marcus nodded and walked ahead. “One for Neysa, too.” 
When there was some distance between us, I walked to the painter, picking up my pace. As I walked past, I pulled a poisoned pin from my sleeve and pricked the painter on the back of his arm. “I beg your pardon,” the painter said. “What are you about?” I did not turn to him but kept walking as I returned the pin to my sleeve. I did stop when I looked down, though. The pinhead between my finger and thumb was red. I had meant to use a blue one. Things would not go well for him. Too bad, I thought. But there was an odd hollow feeling in the space just below my ribs. Guilt? It was unusual, at any rate. Perhaps I was just hungry.
 
Back at the Eagle’s Perch, we found Neysa sprawled on her bed. “Shopping was hard, then?” Marcus asked.
She lifted her head and smiled. “Hells yes, my legs are killing me. You would not believe how many shops there are. And huge.”
“Got what you wanted?” Marcus asked. She nodded, her smile even wider. “Do show,” Marcus said.
She shook her head. “It’s a surprise,” she said, and winked at me. At least, I thought it was at me. 
“We got you a treacle apple if you want one,” I said.
“Ooh,” she said, jumping to her feet, and taking it from my hand. “These were my favorite when I was a little girl. A traveling troupe of jesters came through our village once or twice a year. There were always a few merchants that accompanied them, and sometimes they sold these. Thank you,” she said smiling at me. “A letter came for you,” Neysa said. “It’s on the table.”
I unfolded it. “It’s from Hobart,” I said. “He has invited us to his father-in-law’s estate tomorrow for dinner.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY
Coming Together
 
As much as I usually enjoyed breakfast, the next morning I went without. I didn’t even have coffee, as I felt like boiled shit. On the upside, I wasn’t dead. Turns out, immunity to poison was not something you kept for long. At least not when you became lax at self-administering the stuff. I thought I would die. I probably deserved to. There were, however, some very angry people in the streets below my balcony, now covered in whatever had been in my stomach. I wiped my mouth on my sleeve and sat back down at the table.
Marcus looked at me as he ate, making all kinds of appreciative noises. He was trying to piss me off, and he had succeeded swimmingly. I was tempted to poison the bastard and see how he liked it. Nothing fatal, mind you; just something unpleasant. He was angry at me for threatening to bind him again. When he arrived and I told him I was sick, he decided to wave all manner of food at me. I’d felt ill and pissed off, so I’d threatened to bind him and command him to jump from the balcony. I wasn’t serious of course, but he took it poorly.
I held my sleeve to my mouth as I belched, relieved it was only gas. In retrospect, I should have taken a smaller sample of poisons, staggered over two or more days. Just a week had passed since my last dosage, but that was a lot in the world of an assassin—at least, one who used poison when the opportunity presented itself. Too many would-be assassins had died from their own poisons, and I would not be hoist with my own petard, as the saying went. 
 
“I am going to the library today,” Neysa said. “Morwynne’s imperial library has more books than any other.”
“That sounds riveting,” Marcus said. Neysa spat a pea at him. Marcus tried to duck, but she caught him in the ear.
“Gross,” Marcus said. 
“I need to devise a way to block the drain in that pond without getting devoured,” I said.
“Which pond?” Neysa asked.
“The one that looks like a lake.”
“Oh,” Neysa said. “If it was smaller I could probably freeze the water.”
“No matter,” I said. “I’ll come up with something. I hope.”
“I have a lot of nothing to do today. Think I’ll just sit around and do as I please. I can do as I will, can’t I, Saul?” Marcus said.
I did not answer to the remark. Instead, I dashed for the balcony and dry retched over the side. Those passing below were fortunate that my stomach was already empty. 
 
The autumn morning was as bright as a hooker’s promise and warmer than her heart. I pulled my collar up against the cold wind, which held the promise of rain. I tried very hard not to dwell on my exchange with Marcus and instead took in the sights around me. I paused to watch a gardener prune an apple tree. He went about it with the precision of a surgeon, trimming branches, but in such a way that it was not immediately apparent that it had been trimmed. There were a lot of trees and gardens in the city, and I decided that there must be an army of gardeners. 
Part of me was surprised that the task did not fall to slaves, but the gardener had no brands. He saw me looking, so I nodded a greeting which he returned. With a quick snip, an apple fell into his hand, which he tossed my way. I smiled in thanks, put it in my satchel for later, and made my way along. It struck me that it was the first nice thing anyone had done for me in a great long time; odd that it should be in this den of villainy, but perhaps I was too hard on the place. 
I was of two minds about Morwynne. It was a beautiful city, true. But beautiful as some merchants were beautiful. Finely dressed, with pleasant words, but always keeping secrets. Like there were pools of tar just below the surface. I walked past just such an example. A lady, perhaps my age, backhanded her slave with a jewel encrusted hand. I did not see what the slave had done to deserve such treatment. Perhaps it had been justified, but I doubted it. She was pretty, finely dressed, and had an impressive amount of gold on display. And yet, it was an ugly thing I saw. 
Most of the city folk were bedecked in gold. Gold was a trivial thing in Morwynne, which had some of the biggest gold mines of the empire at its doorstep. It had more jewelers than any other city, too, or so it was told. It was certainly the impression I got as I walked its streets. I looked a naked man among them, with not a ring or chain in sight. I was not one for jewelry. Well, there was one ring I longed for, and I would leave the city with it. But I would not find it for sale. 
 
I slowed my pace as I approached the lake at the city center. I was still a block away, but there were a lot of people ahead. They stood in groups, and all faced the same direction. A black man in a colorful robe was trying his best to keep his three children within reach. As I came close, one of his boys—at a guess, I would say he was about five years old—pointed at something around the corner. 
I was rounding said corner when I collided with someone. “My apologies,” I said. Then I looked. I stood face to face with an Inquisitor, his skin black with ink. “My apologies,” I said again and turned to walk away. 
“Wait,” someone said from farther away. I turned back and saw another Inquisitor standing over a dead body. The body of the foppish painter lay in a recessed doorway in a pool of blood. Red streaks flowed from his nose and mouth, now dry and cracked. Seeing what I had done, I felt a pang of guilt. I was sure of it then—it was guilt. 
I could not recall the last time I had felt guilty for anything. For years I had done what needed doing, never looking back. But I did feel guilty. I may not have intended to kill the man, but I had. And it would not have been a pleasant death, or a quick one. I resolved to take more care with my actions; to be slower to act on my impulses.
The second Inquisitor, who stood over the corpse, was not as fully tattooed as the first. His face and one arm were still bare. “Brother,” the man said. “Do you not recall this one? He was questioned at Sagemont when the inn burned. Though not questioned quite as thoroughly as I would have liked.”
“Yeees, I remember now. Good memory, brother. Tell me, worm, what brings you to our fair capital?”
“Ale,” I said.
“Ale? Did we not find you at the tavern last time we spoke? Have you drunk the place dry and now find yourself here to further your debauchery?”
“No, we bought the tavern you found me at last. That tavern, the Bleeding Wolf, won the imperial brewing competition. We came here to deliver the ale for the Harvest Festival.”
“I see,” the first Inquisitor said. “Very well, we will have to check on your story,”
“By all means,” I said.
“Tell me,” the second Inquisitor said. “Have you seen this man before?”
I looked down at the painter and nodded. “Yes, I saw him here yesterday afternoon. He spoke to me and my friend. Complained about the taxes and such, and said that he was thinking about leaving the empire. He spoke of plans to do some frescoes in a temple somewhere. He didn’t say much else, just tried to get us to pay for a painting.”
“I now regret not being able to speak to the heretic myself,” the second Inquisitor said, spitting on the man’s corpse. I had hoped for just such a reaction. “What did you do when you concluded your conversation?”
“We fed those vicious fish,” I said pointing at the lake. “Then we bought treacle apples and went to our rooms.”
“Which rooms?”
“Our rooms at the Eagle’s Perch.”
“Expensive,” the first Inquisitor said. “A waste. Typical of a heathen such as yourself to waste your coins on such frivolities.” The Inquisitor turned to his brother standing over the corpse. “Make a note of this, brother. We should check if this Bleeding Wolf Tavern have been keeping up on their taxes. They clearly have too much money if they are wasting it so.” He turned back to me. “Be gone, worm, we have work to do.” 
 
I decided to skip my visit to the lake, but my mind kept puzzling over the drain. The flooded tunnel was our best escape route. Perhaps my friends and I could have escaped by a more conventional means, but while I did not know how many slaves would be joining us, any at all would make things difficult. The tunnel, then—but how to get rid of the water? 
The easiest way in my mind was to block the drain, but the how of it was the issue. The painter, now dead… Gods, I’d nearly forgotten. “One for the one who waits,” I said in offering. Anyway, the painter had mentioned that they’d removed the trees because the leaves kept blocking the drain. So my first idea was to just dump a hell of a lot of leaves into the pond. It was a stupid idea of course and was quickly discarded. 
The best way would be to block it directly. Easy, right? Except for two issues. Firstly, with the water as clear as it was, it would have been blatantly obvious that the drain was blocked. Secondly… those damned fish would have devoured me. Enough poison would have rid me of them, sure. I had every intent of doing just that, but the sight of the painter lying in the blood he had coughed up… it made me hesitant. With the amount of poison needed, which presented its own problem, the lake would have been deadly for a few days at the very least. Poisoning the capital’s water supply was a bit much, even for me. 
 
My thoughts ran in circles as I made my way down the broad avenues. They were far wider than needed, and at no point was it necessary to move out of another’s way. Which was doubly surprising, seeing as I’d decided to walk in what others probably considered to be the wrong direction. You see, long stretches of the avenue had raised flowerbeds down its center, with statues rising from them every dozen steps or so. By some unspoken law, everyone had decided to walk along the left side—or their left, I should say. This of course resulted in everyone on one side of the flowerbed walking in the same direction. Except me. 
 
I found the train station abandoned once again. It seemed an awfully large and expensive building to leave unused like that. It had a waterfall, by Svyn’s balls! There were still a few slaves scrubbing floors, trying to look busy. I’d been a slave once; I knew how it worked. I scanned the faces, and each slave bowed as my eyes met theirs. Ferran was on the far side, and I walked to meet him. “Greetings,” I said. “I have a plan coming together, but it still needs some work. Here’s the gist of it. On the night of the Harvest Festival, gather your men and women here, anyone that wants to come. My friends and I should arrive here about an hour after the toasts start at the palace. I assume some of you will be on duty at the palace, but they will know when the time comes to leave. Those outside the palace will need to figure something else out. Work with them, come up with a plan. Meet us here, but if we don’t come, continue with the plan. We will block the drain in the pond in the city center. This will allow you to raise the metal grates over the channel by the waterwheel. Climb down and follow the tunnel. It should lead out into the mountains. Understand that I do not know for certain that it is clear for its entire length, but I believe it is. Once out, make for Ubrain and travel to the Great Oasis. You know of it?”
“I do, my prince,” Ferran said.
“Good, that’s the plan, then. I apologize for the level of uncertainty, but it is the best I can do with the time I have.”
“No apologies necessary, my prince. It is a sound plan.”
It was a plan, but far from sound. At least it gave them a chance. I frowned when I saw a lone wagon sitting on the tracks. It had Malakai’s two oversized rockets strapped to it. The smaller ones were missing. “What is that doing there?” I asked.
Ferran turned around and saw the wagon. “There were instructions to leave those on the wagon. My master forbade us from storing them with the rest of the wagons and carriages. He said he didn’t trust those things.”
“He doesn’t realize how right he is to be suspicious,” I said. “Won’t it get in the way?”
Ferran shook his head. “The train isn’t leaving for another couple of weeks. The tracks only extend to Sagemont. Once they are constructed to more distant towns, there will be more frequent trips. Hopefully I won’t be here to see that.”
“Count on it,” I said.
I said my goodbyes, wished them luck, and made my way back to the Eagle’s Perch. With my stomach somewhat settled, I was starving, and I decided to have a late lunch before we went to have dinner with Hobart.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE
Hobart
 
The old man at the Eagle’s Perch had not lied when he’d said that Hobart’s family’s estate was large. If anything, he had undersold it. In any other city, it could have passed as a palace. The guard at the gate expected us and opened it without a word. Neysa walked in front of me, and I could not help but stare. She looked stunning. She wore a dress made to be stared at, ivory white, covered in jewels, and so form-fitting it was close to improper. I did not mind in the slightest. Marcus and I looked pretty good too, I guess. For some reason, the more expensive the clothing, the less comfortable it became. I was very uncomfortable. As wealthy a man as I now was, I preferred simpler garb.
The guard led us along a meandering path through the garden. The word garden, however, does not properly convey the botanical wonderland we walked through. I figured that if I had invested as much as this had clearly cost, I would have made sure my visitors spent as much time as possible walking through it on their way to my door, too. Large flower beds were arranged in wide curves, and flowers of every color were clustered in pleasing patterns. The flower beds were separated by short cut grass, with not a weed in sight. Along the path, we passed shrubberies tortured into the shape of every animal imaginable. Well, perhaps not quite, but were they alive, it would have been considered an impressive zoo. 
 
As we reached the door, the guard bowed and took off back along the path. Marcus looked my way and slammed the metal knocker so hard that the door shook in its hinges. It was unnecessary. The door opened almost instantly, and a well-dressed older gentleman bowed, and gestured for us to come in. The man was caught quite off-guard by Marcus’s embrace.
“Thank you for the invitation,” Marcus said. “Hobart’s father-in-law, I presume?” He let go of the flustered old man.
“Noo—no,” he said, shaking. “I am the butler, sir. Please… come this way.”
The butler led us through the grand house, and I could not help but marvel at the place. The high walls were absolutely covered in paintings, big and small. They were hung with care, and each part of the mosaic managed to complement that beside it. The house was not a museum, however; it looked lived in, without being messy. It was a very nice house.
 
We were led to a sitting room, and its five occupants stood as we entered. Hobart left his wife’s side, walking over to clasp our hands and kiss Neysa’s.
“Welcome, welcome,” Hobart said. “I am so pleased you came by. You remember my wife, Mariana. And these are my sons, Albert and Joseph,” he said, pointing to his left and right, respectively. “And last but most certainly not least, my father, Emmitt.”
Emmitt bowed his head slightly in acknowledgment. “Welcome, honored guests. Hobart speaks highly of you and complains much of your achievements.” Hobart stared at the old man. “Oh, don’t mind him. He’s just bitter that you achieved in less than a year what he could not in ten.”
 
Some polite small talk followed, the conversation lubricated with tea and biscuits. I did not much care for tea, but it felt rude to ask for coffee. We soon moved on to dinner at an overly long table. Hobart’s sons were sent away, looking relieved to be away from the boring old people.
Servants came in with a constant barrage of smaller courses. I ate a lot and became concerned that my appetite would be long dead by the time the main course arrived. Each course required its own cutlery, and the space beside my plate still had quite a number displayed like weapons of war, ready for battle. It would be a battle, alright, and I doubted I would emerge victorious from that many more courses. Belatedly I realized that the others were not finishing each course served. Well, Marcus did, but that man’s stomach would never be satisfied. 
The food was nice, but the company tedious. I felt sorry for Hobart, as Emmitt rubbed our success in his face at every opportunity. It was an awkward affair, so to steer the conversation away from how awesome we were, I inquired about Emmitt’s business. 
“Glass windows, my friend, the likes of which you have never seen. Open those shutters,” he commanded of a servant. The shutters were opened, but I failed to see what the man was on about. “What do you think?” Emmitt asked.
“I’m not sure what I am looking at,” Marcus said. 
“Exactly! Come, take a closer look.”
Marcus, Neysa and I walked to the window. When I stood it became apparent that my legs were not as solid as they had been. They appeared to be full of wine. When we approached the window, I saw my reflection but little else.
“Unbelievable,” Marcus said, thumping on the glass. “It’s so clear…”
“Please… do be careful,” Emmitt said. “It is like to shatter. But your delight in my product warms my heart.”
I marveled at the glass. The things you could do with something like that… Neysa tapped my elbow and pulled me back to the table. The others were already sitting down. We did the same, and I placed the large white napkin back on my lap. 
“Would I be able to purchase some glass panes on short notice?” I asked.
“Usually, no,” Emmitt said. “But for you, I can make an exception. Leave me the dimensions, and I can have it ready in two or three days’ time. Will that suffice?”
“It will,” I said. “Thank you.”
Pleasant conversation followed, for a short while at least, but Emmitt found his way back to praising us. The others at the table looked as awkward as I felt. “Truly, it is a fine job you gentlemen did,” Emmitt said. “Not only did you brew a fine ale, but you managed to get it distributed throughout the Empire. And beyond too, if my business contacts are to be trusted, which they most certainly are not. How do you keep up with demand? Our modest business is currently experiencing difficulties in this area.”
“Easy,” Marcus said. “We bought most of the other breweries in Sagemont, as well as another in Qash.” 
Emmitt shook his head. “Such a simple solution, and yet… I hate to admit that it has eluded me. Not only do you increase supply, but you crush the competition at the same time. I like it. I propose a toast,” Emmitt said, raising his glass. “To the Bleeding Wolf.”
We raised our glasses, though not with much enthusiasm. It was not the first time that night that Emmitt had toasted our business. The man respected the brewery far more than he did us—that was for sure. 
Marcus stood, and raised his own glass. “As you all know, we will be attending the Harvest Festival at the palace. We would be blessed if Hobart and Mariana would grace us with their presence on the evening. Without Hobart’s fine training, we would not be where we are today. To Hobart!”
Marcus’s toast was heartily received by all but Emmitt. Hobart looked at his wife for a long moment, and I was sure there was a moistness to the man’s eyes. They hugged each other, rocking back and forth a few times before releasing each other. They both beamed. A part of me regretted it. I wondered how they would feel about this when they woke up on the floor, with the purveyors of fine ale having robbed their emperor. I hoped they would not be implicated, being our guests, but I doubted they would be. Not lying on the floor like the rest of the nobles. I was quite sure it would put a dent in Emmitt’s high esteem of us. 
But this was a night for celebrating, for eating and drinking. As the night wore on, the number of empty wine bottles at the center of the table increased, and I felt the ground below me become less sturdy by the glass. For a man with a brewery, several really, I rarely got drunk. But it seemed the night for it. 
 
On our way back to the Eagle’s Perch, three sheets to the wind, we took twice as many steps as would have been necessary if we’d followed a straight line. The steps to our suites were particularly troublesome. When we finally reached the top, I said my goodnights, went to my room, and collapsed on the bed. The room was just starting to spin around me when I heard a knock at the door. With a groan, I got to my feet, waddled back through the suite, and opened the door. 
Before I knew what hit me, Neysa wrapped her arms around my neck, went on her toes, and kissed me full on the mouth. She withdrew for a moment, smiling at me. I realized I was smiling too. I opened my mouth to speak and found she was back, biting my lip, then kissing me again. I returned it. Hells, I half thought I was dreaming. She stopped and leaned back, hands still locked behind my neck. 
“Aren’t you going to invite me in?” Neysa asked.
I smiled, nodded, and took a step back into the suite. Neysa did not let go of me but kicked the door shut once inside. We made our way to my room, embracing, stumbling, kissing, and tripping over each other. Once in the room, she put her hand to my chest, shoved me onto the bed, and followed me down. Her long hair tickled my face, glowing in the moonlight. Her elbows rested on either side of my face as she looked down at me. Gods, she was beautiful. She leaned down and kissed me gently, tasting of wine and something else, perhaps it was just her. The gentle kisses turned to more breathy ones, accompanied by awkward fumbling and touching. 
After a while of this, clothes became too much of a barrier. Neysa pushed herself up, got to her feet, and smiled. She hummed, and slowly started swaying, rocking her hips. I had no idea what she was doing—it wasn’t her usual magic—and I would have rather she came back to bed, but I could not take my eyes off her. Perhaps she used a different sort of magic, as the movement was quite hypnotic. The dance became much more interesting when clasps and straps started being undone. Then, like water, her dress slipped from her, cascading onto the floor. She gestured at her body, and the dance continued on. 
“Do you approve of my purchase at the market yesterday?” Neysa asked.
I nodded, a goofy grin on my face. She wore undergarments that showed more than they hid. They were a very long way from being functional in the traditional manner. It seemed their only real purpose was to draw the eye, and that they did very well indeed. It was with great effort that I peeled my eyes back to her face and gestured for her to come back to bed. I had sobered up a lot since earlier in the evening, which pleased me. I wanted to remember this moment clearly. 
The undergarments, as enticing as they were, soon decorated the floor. Our lovemaking was awkward, but passionate, hungry, and… did not last overly long. The second round was a lot more measured, and twice as good.
 
The next morning I woke with a start. There was a loud thumping on the door. Neysa’s arm lay draped across my chest, so I gently lifted it off and got out of bed. I couldn’t help but smile. Light was streaming through the window, and at a guess it was an hour past dawn. I had no memory of ever sleeping that late. I pulled on some pants and made my way to the door as the knocking grew increasingly insistent. I yanked it open and saw Marcus standing there, his hand still raised to knock. Marcus barged into the room.
“Trouble,” Marcus said. “Neysa is gone…”
“No, she’s not, calm down.”
“I just went to her room to get her for breakfast, Saul—she’s not there. I think something happened to her last night.”
Neysa came walking into the room wrapped in a sheet. “What in the hells is going on in here! There better be a good explanation. Marcus, who has died?”
Marcus was wide-eyed, with a huge grin on his face. “No one, it seems…”
“Then get the fuck out of here, man! We have unfinished business…”
Marcus’s smile did not wane, but he bowed, walked backwards out of the door, and winked. Neysa took me by the hand and led me back to the room.
“Got some stamina left in you?” she asked.
“I think I can find some to spare.”
 
The day passed quickly, and we found Marcus gone by the time our business in the bedroom was finished. I passed the dimensions of the glass panes to Hobart, and made sure that it was understood that I needed them as thick as possible. We also stopped by a butcher and ordered a whole pig to be picked up in three days’ time.
The people of Morwynne were busy, and preparations for the Harvest Festival were well underway. The residents were bubbling with a nervous energy. Food vendors were practically overrun with customers, and I saw a group of young ladies holding pieces of clothing up, admiring each other’s purchases. It was busy, but I thought it less showy than what had been happening in Sagemont when we left. Perhaps there was little that decorations could add to the splendor of Morwynne.
Marcus did not return for dinner that evening, but I was not concerned. Marcus could look after himself. I suspected the man was giving us some privacy and had gone looking for someone to share his own bed. Or, more likely, paid someone for the privilege of sharing theirs. The man had no shame, and I was glad to be away from him for a while.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO
Troubled Waters
 
With Harvest Festival the following day, my nerves were a mess. The days preceding it, too, were about as relaxing as awaiting one’s turn at the dentist. Marcus occupied himself by sowing his seed far and wide. He did not say as much, but his shit-eating grin spoke volumes. If he was sowing a field, my own efforts were limited to a potted plant, though that was perhaps a crude analogy.
Even when not tangled in sheets, Neysa and I spent most of our time in each other’s company. Our conversations were pleasant, but they rang false after a while. False, because none of it spanned past the next two days, as neither of us were willing to commit words to an unknown future. It was clear that Neysa wished to continue her studies with Malakai. And my plans—well, I guess you could say they were ambitious. It was hard to see how our two paths could intersect, never mind align, and both of our futures depended rather heavily on having survived our planned heist. So we talked of simple, mundane things.
Late in the afternoon, we were talking some such nonsense when a small bell chimed in my room. Not having heard the damn thing before, I took some time to decide on its meaning. It kept ringing, and I was of the mind to cut it free. Eventually, I gave up and went down to the foyer to ask the old man what it was about, but when I arrived at the foot of the stairs, its meaning was clear enough. A boy stood waiting with my glass panes on a hand cart, waving a piece of paper at me like a flag of peace. I was relieved to see him. It was late in the day, and I feared the glass would come too late.
“Sign this, please,” the boy said, offering the piece of paper and a charcoal pencil. As soon as I did, he snatched it from my hands and was out the door. I arranged for the glass to be stored in the small room behind the desk until later, then climbed the stairs back to my room.
“I need to set some things in motion for tomorrow night,” I said. “Mind spending the evening without me?”
“Oh, how will I cope without you? I want you—no, I need you!” Neysa said, and stuck her tongue out at me. “It’s fine, you do what you have to do.”
 
I grabbed my satchel and set off to the butcher to pick up the pig I’d ordered three days past. Along the way, I stopped at three different food stalls, eating as I walked. My appetite had returned, even though I’d consumed a generous number of poisons with breakfast, any of which would have been lethal to someone not subjected to them regularly. I was pleased with how quickly my body had readjusted.
The streets had far fewer people than I had come to expect. One of the food vendors informed me that most of the residents preferred to have a day of rest before the big event the following day. They called it “home day,” which I supposed was accurate enough, if lacking imagination.
 
I arrived at the butcher and asked if he had a private area I could use to prepare the meat myself. It was an odd request, and he was just starting to shake his head when I flicked a gold coin through the air. The coin had his agreement, as gold coins often did, and changed his shake to a nod. I loved money. Not for the purpose of acquiring clutter, as most did, but instead for the nods I could buy.
I chopped the carcass up roughly into fist sized chunks, drove holes into each of the parts with a large fork, then dripped one of my poisons into the holes. When I was done, I left the butcher and walked to the lake around the corner. It truly was an odd thing to see the city so empty. The avenues were too wide at their busiest, but that day it looked as though the world decided to die and forgot to tell me about it. The square around the lake only had a single occupant. The man selling bowls of meat stood at his stall, alone in the enormous open space.
One would think that with what he charged, he could take the day off. It’s not like he had any customers lining up. He looked hopeful for a moment when he saw me approach, but that look soured when he noticed the large bloodied sack I carried. He probably suspected I was a new competitor. I sat my sack of meat down beside the pond, picked up a chunk of meat, and threw it in.
It took a few seconds, but the water soon erupted in a flurry of activity as the red bellied fish tore at it. I threw another, and another. After a dozen pieces, noticeably fewer fish were fighting for each bit of meat. Another dozen later and barely a ripple could be seen. I continued until the sack was empty, then tossed that into the pond as well, turned, and walked away.
 
I stopped and looked over my shoulder at the meat man, still staring at me with his arms crossed. That could be a problem. I did not doubt that he would report me when the fish floated belly up, which would be very soon indeed. With the painter’s death still sitting crooked in my gut, I did not want to kill him, though that would have been the best solution. Quick, easy, and the fish would remove any evidence, too, if I was quick about it. I turned my back on the man, opened my satchel, and poured a few drops of poison onto a gold coin. I blew on it lightly, and when it was dry, I walked back to the man and flipped the coin through the air. He caught it instinctively. He looked at the gold coin sparkling in his hand, then back at me with narrowed eyes. Gold coins had many uses.
“It’s a beautiful day, and I am feeling generous,” I said. “I noticed the lack of customers and thought to share my wealth. Enjoy it.” I turned and walked away to find a bench at the entry to the square. The man was still eying me suspiciously, so I took a book from my satchel and opened it up. It was a ratty looking thing that Neysa had borrowed from the library. She told me that I might want to read it, though I had no idea why. It was entitled: “The threat of monotheism and alternative religions to the empire.” I had yet to meet a monotheist, so I doubted they posed much of a threat. Religion, as I saw it, only threatened the weak in any case. Why would someone else’s belief threaten your own, unless you did not have one to begin with? Monotheism was largely isolated to a small region at the very north of the continent, and the empire’s reach was not nearly that long. Not yet.
 
 I flicked through the pages of messy script but stopped when I came to a spot with a folded piece of paper, probably a bookmark. It was in a section that described some lesser religions and cults. It had a paragraph detailing a tribal cult that worshiped the dead. I did not need to read further to know the details, as it was the belief system of the nomads along the northern border of Ubrain. Death was sacred to them, and they believed that if you died a good death, that you would be elevated to near godliness in the afterlife. The people prayed to their ancestors and departed for guidance and intervention.
The next section described the worship of the celestial bodies as gods. It was an ancient religion, and one that was all but dead. There were rumors that the people across the North Sea still followed it, but no passage had been made across those waters in decades. The second page caught my attention, and I sat up. It read:
“Once every few decades, a cult emerged and proclaimed that a prophet had appeared to guide his followers through key points in history. He was alternatively called a mage, a wizard, an alchemist, a prophet, a teacher, a god, a soothsayer, and many besides. Descriptions of the man varied, but most agreed that he was old and that his followers were transported vast distances at the blink of an eye. Many of the accounts refered to it as teleportation, though it is unclear if it stems from an error in translation. Further information has been difficult to come by, and the claims would be easy to deride were it not for their sources. The information has been obtained exclusively from the journals and memoirs of powerful men and woman, kings and queens of times past. Most of these accounts are vague, mentioning the prophet only in passing. It has been hypothesized that the lack of literacy among the commoners at the time may explain why the accounts are limited to the elites. The most recent account surfaced at the writing of this manuscript. It related to the prophet in his mage and teacher guise and was signed by the Beloved, Emperor Solas. However, when the author interviewed the Beloved, he claimed the document a forgery and destroyed it at once, curtailing further study of it. While an interesting point of study, the author concludes that the cult is rare, little known, and of no real threat to the empire.”
My eyes widened. “Malakai…” I whispered under my breath. There was no mistaking the similarities. I would need to ask Neysa if she came across any further information. 
I looked back at the man by the pond. He was looking a bit green about the gills and shifted his weight from foot to foot. Four legionnaires walked past me, blocking my view as they discussed their plans for the Harvest Festival. They were lucky to be off-duty for the event. 
The man at the pond chose that moment to run to the water’s edge, pull down his pants, and shit into the lake. The explosion of diarrhea was loud enough for me to hear from where I was sitting. Frankly, I was surprised that the man had held it in as long as he had, as the poison usually took effect within a minute. It was a poison taught to me by a fellow student when I was young, years before I was properly trained in the art of poison. It was part of a prank that had not gone over well with my teacher. My father, too, had been unimpressed. 
I had hoped that the man would leave his post by the pond to find a privy, but alas, he shat on my plan. The guards walked to him to check if he was okay, but their amusement was clear. He was sweating profusely and fended them off as another burst of brown liquid exploded into the water. Two of the guards burst into laughter, and stood back, waving the air in front of their noses. Another of the legionnaires walked to the waterline to peer into the pond. He waived his comrades over, pointing into the water. Not good.
“Your shit is killing the fish,” one guard yelled. 
The man shook his head, then took a breath as more fluids streamed into the pond. He said something under his breath, too quiet for me to hear. I thought to walk away but decided it would look too suspicious at that point. The man was pointing right at me. Two of the legionnaires came walking up, so I closed the book, and placed it in my lap. 
“Good afternoon,” one said, and I nodded in greeting. “That man claims he saw you feeding suspicious meat to the fish. Is this true?”
I nodded. “Yes, it’s true.” The guards looked at each other and took another step closer. “The meat he sold me looked unusual, to say the least,” I continued. “Far from fresh, and I suspect it may have been dog. I paid him two silver coins for the awful stuff. He assured me it was the going rate, but it seems awfully steep to me. But I am merely a visitor—what do I know?” I nodded to the man, still squatting over the water. “By the look of him, he may have consumed some of his own product.”
“Two silvers?” he asked. “I knew he was fleecing visitors, but that is ridiculous. Thank you for your time.” The two walked back to the others and conversed quietly, out of earshot of the man. When it seemed that his bowels were empty, they lifted him to his feet, pulled up his pants, and walked him away. The man was protesting loudly, and I did not think his language would be conducive to leniency. He never took his eyes from me.
 
When they were gone, I approached the pond. The surface was covered with dead fish and a few floating turds. “A few hundred for the one who waits,” I said in jest. Judging by their ferocity, I expected the fish to be larger than they were, but most were about the size of my hand, flat, and round in shape. Sharp teeth protruded from their mouths, too long to be contained. As I watched, another floated to the surface, still flapping its tail. It was on its way out. Then there was a splash a short distance away. Another fish, healthy by the look of it, tore a large chunk from the other’s side. Clearly, not all the fish were poisoned, but if they kept feeding off each other, the poison would keep spreading. I wondered how many more would make their way into the pond from upstream. I would find out one way or another later that evening. 
Though the poison spread from fish to fish as they ate each other, the water itself was unaffected. I had Neysa try a glass a water that had a piece of poisoned meat in it for an hour. She frowned a lot as she drank it, and she did not finish it, but she was still alive and well. Her guts reacted to the water, but more likely from the fact that the water had uncooked meat sitting in it than from the poison. She turned into the fiery girl I first met when I told her of what I did. That was odd too, I missed that girl. I assured her I had the antidote ready, but she was more pissed off about the meat than the poison.
I frowned. While my poison would not affect the water, hundreds of dead fish would surely taint it. I’d tried to do a good deed, but I’d mucked it up just the same. Oh, well; at least the floating bodies would give plenty of warning. I had no sympathy for anyone stupid enough to drink from that. 
 
On my way back to the Eagle’s Perch, I hesitated, then changed course. I needed some space from Neysa. We were spending most of our time in each other’s company, and while I liked her a great deal, I sorely longed for some time to myself. I walked aimlessly for a time, but when I passed a tavern and saw it open, I went in. I took a seat at the far side of the bar, though I could have sat where I pleased. The place was empty but for two other patrons and the tavern keeper. The man walked up and leaned on the bar.
“What can I get you?” he asked.
“An ale would be nice. What do you recommend?”
“We have a barrel of imperial pale ale that is fantastic. Absolutely fantastic. It’s the same ale that will be served at the palace tomorrow night. I will be honest—it puts the ales we brew to shame. Better get some while the getting’s good.” I smiled at that. “Had it before?”
“I brewed it, so… yes. I thank you for your kind words.”
The man narrowed his eyes on me. “Come now. You? You brewed it?”
“I am a co-owner of the Bleeding Wolf chain of taverns. We are in Morwynne to deliver the ale for the festival. And to attend, of course.” 
“By the Beloved… I feel honored that you would see fit to bless my humble tavern with your presence,” the man said. Let me pour you a tankard—it’s on the house.”
The tavern keeper placed a tankard in front of me. I held it to my nose and breathed in deep. It really did smell fantastic, and I was pleased with how well it was holding up. While I still thought of it as my ale, the chances of my having brewed it were pretty slim. Our other taverns were doing the bulk of the brewing, while most of what was brewed at the Bleeding Wolf was done by new employees. The monotony of brewing the same ale over and over again had grown tedious many months ago, and I had never enjoyed it much to begin with. None of the other ales we had brewed had taken off in the same way, though, and we had to practically beg taverns to serve them. 
I took a sip. The bite of the hops upfront mellowed to allow the fruity flavors to come through. I nodded to myself.
“Still able to appreciate your own ale?” the tavern keeper asked. “Now, that is a sign of a fine ale. I have grown tired of my own a long time ago.” The man rested his elbows on the bar, leaning in close, with a conspiratorial look about him. “Have you considered creating… what’s the word for it… a franchise?”
I shook my head. “Can’t say I have. Also… what in the hells is a franchise?”
The man looked at the other two patrons, then back at me. “Well, how would you feel if I offered to buy into the Bleeding Wolf? Not buy into the business exactly, but—if I offered you a sum of money to brand my tavern as a Bleeding Wolf tavern, brew your ale, and cut you in on a decent percentage of my profit?”
“It’s an interesting proposition,” I said. “I can’t say that I have heard of such a business arrangement. It does have merit.” I tapped my fingers on the bar as I thought. “I tell you what. Send a letter to our business manager in Sagemont—a man by the name of Adair. He’s a far better businessman than I. He used to run a bank over here, I believe. Tell him you spoke to me.”
“Adair!” The man said. “You kid me not? He used to be my banker many years ago—gave me a loan to start this place, in fact.” 
“A small world,” I said. 
“That it is. Small continent, at least. My name is Ailin, by the way,” Ailin said, holding out a hand.
I shook it. “Saul.”
“Well met, Saul,” Ailin said. He stood up, hands on his hips. “Well, I better get back to work. I will get that letter written and sent off in the morning.”
I had no idea what Adair would make of the request. I suspected that, if he accepted the offer, he would place more demands on Ailin than the man likely expected. I ordered some food and another tankard. The food was bland but otherwise well prepared, consisting of ribs and potatoes. I left the last three ribs uneaten and placed them into a bag which I stashed in my satchel. 
 
With my tankard drained and my plate empty, I walked out into the night. Nighttime in Morwynne was not as peaceful as in Sagemont, and I found I missed the place. As few people as were about that night, the streets remained too well lit for me to find my peace. In the capital, the lamps were only extinguished at curfew. I loved the quiet darkness of midnight. It paid not to be seen sneaking around after curfew, of course, but the small risk afforded me the solitude I needed. My relationship with Neysa, too, robbed me of my peace, but in that case it was probably a worthy sacrifice. Probably. Blessedly, very few were about that evening and the time I spent by myself wandering the streets felt like a burden lifted. 
 
I was thankful to find that Neysa had left the suite in my absence. I changed into something more suitable and sat on the balcony to let my mind wander as it pleased. The bell struck for curfew, and I watched the slaves make their way down the street as they extinguished the lamps. I gave it another half-hour or so, then retrieved the cart with the panes of glass and made my way back to the lake. 
 
The empty square and the lake at its center were lit only by the thinnest crescent of a moon. I scanned the avenue, but I was thankful to find it free of any bobbing lanterns, the tell-tale sign of a legion patrol. I wheeled the panes of glass to the water’s edge, took out the bag of ribs, and tossed them into the water. The water rippled in the faint moonlight, but there was no splash, no flurry of activity. I breathed a sigh of relief. A lake was no place for a lion, and I was uncomfortable enough in the water without the constant fear of being torn to pieces. If I was to be devoured, I would much rather it be by something with more dignity than Gods-damned fish. Or devoured by Neysa, in her own special way. Gods, why in the hells was I out there when I could be in bed with her? I sighed. For Ubrain, of course; for my people. For the crown and ring. Because no one else was going to do what was needed. 
I hung my satchel over the cart, took the first pane of glass, and waded into the water. I tried to be quiet, but to my ears, my splashing sounded like a cat had been thrown into the water. The glass was heavy, too, and though I wore gloves to prevent myself getting cut, it came close to slipping from my hands on several occasions. The glass was easily a finger thick, and heavy as all buggery. 
Sloshing, I waded through the water, dead fish floating all around me. The lake was starting to stink, and I wondered how long it would take them to clean it up. A day in the sun, and the lake would be putrid. Something bumped into my leg, and I bit my lip to stop from screaming. Then, a fish came right at me, right for my face. I backed away, but it followed me. Then it flopped sideways and sunk again. Slowly, I released the breath I was holding. My movement had just stirred up a dead fish. Still, I was on edge as I felt around the bottom of the lake for the grate that covered the outlet. 
When I found it, I gently lowered one side of the glass and placed it along an edge, then submerged myself to lower the other side. It would be my luck that I would break the thing after all my careful planning. I dropped it the last few centimeters, and heard a muted thump above the sound of water pouring through the grate. 
I leaned my arm on the grate to push up to the surface, but found myself sucked into it. No, this would be more my luck, blocking the drain with my corpse. Panic seized me as I wrestled to free myself. I struggled, but it did me no good, and my pulse raced. I grabbed onto a weed growing near the grate and pulled, moving a short distance, but the weed tore free at its base. 
With a larger clump in my fist, I pulled again. I moved further, with only my legs still sucked onto the grate. The panic was getting worse as I ran low on air, and my frantic movements were not helping me in the slightest. I had heard that drowning was a peaceful way to die, but if this experience was anything to go by, it did not hold true for those raised in the dry plains. I wrapped my hands around another clump of weeds, pulled hard, and felt my legs floating free. 
I stood up but breathed in too quickly, and my chest shook as I coughed up water. My lungs were on fire, but I sucked cool air into them. The racket I made echoed through the square, and I was sure someone would be out there soon, looking for the source of the commotion. I lowered myself until just my nose and eyes were above the water. 
Drowning in water shallow enough to walk through—that would be my luck. My father had warned me that one could drown in a glass of water. I doubted it, though I had seen a different sort of drowning by the glass. 
I waited like that, watching the stars and, in particular, the Eye of Svyn. You might think the god of death an odd god to worship. But like many things, there was more to it than that. Svyn was the god of death, true. But he was also the god that could keep death from you, even though your time had come. Some may notice that there was no god of life and ask why, but the answer was simple. Svyn was the god of death and life—at least according to ancient texts. The latter part of his function lay all but forgotten, and to tell the truth, I had ignored that side of my god for a good long time. I lifted my head and was surprised to find the square as dark as when I had arrived.
I made my way to the edge and took another pane of glass. This time, as I lowered the pane, I kept well clear of the grate when I once again went below the surface. I could see the flow of water and bubbles spiraling down from the surface. As I raised my head above the water, I saw that a small whirlpool had formed. 
When I lowered the last pane, I came close to disaster. When the edge I was holding was an arm’s length from the bottom, the force of the water sucked it down suddenly. I pulled my hands free by the narrowest of margins but heard the glass break. The sound caused my chest to tighten, but better broken glass than being stuck at the bottom of the lake again. 
As the turbulence subsided, I saw that the pane had broken into three pieces. Thankfully, the glass was thick, and though it was broken, it was still blocking the water. Two narrow slits remained between the three panes, but I was sure it would now allow passage along the tunnel below. If it was not blocked off beyond the other side of the grate, at least. Unfortunately, there was no way of knowing for sure without walking down it, and that simply would not be possible for me until we had to use it for our escape. Not ideal, no, but it was something.
I made my way out of the pond, took the empty cart, and wheeled it back up the road. Dripping wet, I shivered with the cold, shock, and exhaustion. I kept to the shadows and made my way slowly and quietly back to the Eagle’s Perch. I left the cart behind the desk, made my way up the flights of stairs, and came close to slipping twice. My legs were aching with fatigue, my shoes slippery on the marble. I stripped my sodden clothes and collapsed onto the bed naked, still wet but too tired to care. I made a half-hearted attempt to pull the covers up around me, but I fell asleep almost instantly.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE
Harvest Festival
 
Harvest Festival arrived just as any day would, with the rising of the sun. It was far from just any day, though; it felt as though half my life, the pain, the torture, the acts of cruelty dealt and received, the hope and desperation, had all led up to this day. In many ways, they had. And yet the day itself came as an impostor, pretending to be like any other and failing to acknowledge that the world revolved around my actions that day. I moved egg about my plate with my fork, my stomach too knotted with anxiety to fit any food.
Conversation around the table was nonexistent, and with tension thick in the air, not even Marcus looked his usual cheery self. I dropped my fork onto my plate, scattering egg and startling the other two. I reached for Neysa’s book in my satchel, opened it to the bookmark, and handed it to Marcus. “Read this.”
His eyes widened as he read. “This sounds an awful lot like someone we know, doesn’t it? Interesting….”
“I looked for more, too, but that’s all I found,” Neysa said. “The librarian was a real bastard. He pulled me out of the section with the really interesting manuscripts. Told me it was off-limits. Then he kicked me out when I suggested that his mother was a whore.”
“So did you borrow this book?” Marcus asked. “Or, you know… steal it?”
“I am borrowing it indefinitely. What do you make of that passage?”
“Not sure,” I said. “It sounds ridiculous… or it would, if we didn’t know that old bastard.”
“I know, right?” Neysa said.
“Now that I really think about it,” I said, “our plans have gone awfully smoothly since we met that man.”
“More smoothly than they had any right to,” Marcus said.
“Still, I will assume he is just a crazy wizard until I see real evidence to the contrary.” 
Silence rushed back into the room, filling the space our words had left, and only the sound of chewing and sighing remained. 
“Still,” Neysa said. “When the glove fits…” 
“Look,” I said. “It appears, and certainly feels, as though his guiding hand has been on us for some time. Prodding here, pulling there, like we are nothing but puppets at his disposal. While you might see at as benign, I hate him for it. I did not escape slavery to submit so completely to another.”
Marcus burst into laughter, but it had no joy in it. It was a harsh and grating sound. “Oh, that’s rich! You loathe it, eh? Ha! Pretty free with giving it out, though, aren’t you… you fucking hypocrite!”
I bit down on my lip to stop from speaking. Too hard, though—I could taste the blood. 
Marcus stood and hobbled around the room like a puppet. “I’m Saul, don’t dare interfere with my life, it’s my job to do so with others, I’m the prince of the slaves.” Then he pretended to cry. 
I looked at Neysa. “Give us a moment of privacy, please,” I said through clenched teeth. She nodded and rushed from the room. She looked relieved to get away. Marcus meanwhile continued to act like a child. Frankly, I had had enough of his bullshit. 
“Marcus, stop.”
He did, but only to sneer at me. “Or what? What are you going to do?”
“What do you want from me?” I asked. “What would it take for you to stop with this bullshit?”
“Undo the past? Short of that, I don’t see a way of fixing what you’ve done.”
“Leave, then,” I said, snarling.
“Oh no, Saul. I told you, I will stick with you, but only to make sure you never sit on the throne in Ubrain—to see that you never hold a seat of power. You are a reasonable human being most of the time, but you can be a cruel and evil man, usually when things get tough. But you have the drive, the tenacity to actually wrestle Ubrain from the empire. I will not let you subject your people to your cruel streak. You’re a fucking lunatic at times.”
I rubbed my face, trying my very best to contain my anger. “And what, you’ll continue to remind me of my folly at every opportunity?”
A vicious smile split his lips. “Someone has to.”
The man he had turned into was not the one I’d befriended in the dungeon. That had been a kind man, a caring man. I barely recognized the one standing in front of me, and I did not know of how much use he would be to me like that. None, I decided.
I drew my dagger and rolled it around my hand, back and forth. Back and forth. The smile, if that’s what it was, slipped from his face and climbed onto mine. “Saul… what are you doing? You know you don’t have a chance of taking me with a dagger.”
I shook my head but said nothing. I looked into his eyes and watched them widen as I closed my left hand around the blade and slowly drew it up. Blood ran through my fingers and down my arm, dripping from my elbow to patter on the tiles. Marcus took a step back, frowning at the growing pool of blood. His mouth was open for a question that never left it. 
I drank in the pain and formed my knowledge of the man into a true name. I had barely known him in the dungeon when I’d last done this, but after most of a year in his constant company, I knew the man like a brother. I knew of his childhood in Prylea, living in the palace, the royal family like a family to him, too. His father, a hero in his eyes, as well as a teacher. His mother, who had died in his care a year after his father had deserted them. I took his years as a rebel leader, the frustrations they caused, the betrayal by his own people, and how they turned their back to his ideals to become bandits and thieves. I took what I knew of him personally, too—his pleasant nature and love for people, the way he found joy in providing it to others. I took the negatives, his fear of commitment and betrayal, the subtle lies, and the dark streak that occasionally peaked through. The look on his face in a fight to the death, and the pleasure I saw in it.
I took all that and forged it into a true name with my blood and pain. “Marcus,” I said, and cold surged down my back like I had never felt. His face told me he felt something too. He drew his blade and came at me. “Stop,” I commanded, and he stopped mid-motion. “Marcus, I bind you to my will. You will help me when you can, advise me when needed, protect me and my interests. When Ubrain is free and a kingdom once more, this binding will lift from you.” I took a deep breath. The cold continued to spill down my spine, which was new to me, and I drank it in. His face was the picture of rage, and I saw murder in his eyes. “Marcus, when I punch you in the face, you will forget everything that happened since Neysa left the room. You will forgive me for binding you. You will be happy and know that you are loved.” 
I did love the man. I loved him as a brother, but I smiled as I stood, clenched my fist, and punched him in the face with all my strength. He fell to his arse, which was satisfying, and partly made up for my aching fist and bleeding hand. 
The look on his face was priceless as it wavered between smiling and frowning. Like the sudden happiness he felt was at odds with his memory. I held a hand out to him, and he took it but looked unsure.
“I’m sorry,” I said. “I shouldn’t have punched you. Your face is like a granite cliff.”
“I’m sorry, too,” he said, but his brow furrowed. “I won’t bring it up again.”
I felt no guilt for what I did to him—not this time, not armed with the knowledge of the alternative. If he had been willing to just leave, then that would have sufficed, but the constant bitching and moaning was unbearable. 
 
Marcus offered to accompany me on my errands that day, which was new, as he had been distant since we arrived in Morwynne. Really, since the incident in the tavern so many months ago. Increasingly, he chose isolation, which was quite unlike the man I knew him to be. I’d encouraged it to begin with, alas, being a man that loved my peace, but the mutual isolation only divided us further. 
Well, the chasm between us had been bridged by my betrayal, and I was quite sure that I would burn that bridge to ashes one day. If it cost me a friend to restore my kingdom, so be it. Not that he had been much of a friend recently.
 
I left him at the Eagle’s Perch, opening and closing my bandaged hand, feeling the stitches tug at my skin. Marcus may have forgiven me, but I was still bitter with him, with the constant reminders of my failures, those I’d murdered, and those I’d killed more indirectly. So I walked alone once more, like a lion in the desert.
 
Harvest Festival was looking to be a shit day. It had started poorly and continued on that track as I made my way to the lake. Up until that point, I had considered the avenues wide beyond reason. However, I had to barge my way through the mass of people clogging the streets. It was in all ways the opposite of the day preceding it. All of Morwynne, and probably more besides, cluttered the streets. These people just stood there, in circles and pairs, men, woman and children, chattering, eating, laughing and drinking. They did everything except move out of my Gods-damned way!
The drone of the voices, the bodies—their sweat, filth and stink, all pressed on me and made me want to scream. Scream, and cut a bloody path through them. If ever there was a thing that would push me over the edge of sanity, this was it. 
So it was that I shoved and barged my way through the mass of filth, becoming increasingly forceful with every passing moment. With every moment, too, the smell of them intensified. Not to be overdramatic, but it was bad enough to make me gag. 
I shoved a big fat man, filthier than the rest, with food stuck through his beard and smelling of drink. He tripped over another, and an open space appeared before my eyes. The man, and the lady he tripped over, fell with a splash. The crowd was so tightly packed that I had not realized how close to the lake I was.
And the smell… I held a sleeve to my nose, but it did little to help. The smell that I’d assumed came from the people was actually from the rotting fish. While some had floated the night before, the lake was now white with the bodies of decaying fish. 
Those around me laughed at the fat man’s misfortune and yelled jibes as he struggled to get to his feet. The lady who had joined him in the water got to hers first and gave him a savage kick to the guts. 
“You oaf! You ruined my dress. And my hair…” she said, wringing water from it. 
He finally stood, still swaying with the drink, and pulled his arm back to show her the back of his hand. He stopped when he noticed the crowd of faces, dropping it to his side. Scowling, he looked over his shoulder at the water, perhaps fearing that some fish were still alive out there. “This bastard pushed me in,” the man shouted, pointing at me.
A few turned my way, and I shrugged. “I thought you needed a bath.” Many laughed, and a few agreed that it was indeed long overdue.
The man stumbled forward and swung a fist at me. I did not need Marcus’s years of experience to see it coming, and I moved aside with time to spare. With his weight behind it, and too much drink to compensate, his fist continued on. It connected with the man behind me. He was bigger than the drunk, perhaps even than Marcus, and head-butted the man. Soon, they wrestled on the ground, a tangle of limbs, sneaking punches where they could. Drunk men wrestling—people would pay for the sport, but those around me got a free show.
I turned and looked out over the lake. I had come with the intention of seeing how my glass was holding up, but the surface was so covered in dead fish that this was an impossibility. I took heart in the fact that the fish were yet to be cleaned up, making it unlikely that anyone would have looked at the grate covering the opening. Besides, that number of dead fish were sure to do the job anyway, and I wished that this had occurred to me before. Well, had I known how many of the damned things there were, it might have. 
 
I left the pond and made for the train station, but it was not a day for getting things done quickly. What would have been a short walk on any other day took close to an hour. I half expected the station to be packed as well, but it was as empty as every other time I’d been there. The slaves were there, of course—more of them than usual. But the quiet, cavernous building, even with the slaves, was like an oasis, and I took a long slow breath. 
Ferran came to meet me, bowing. I nodded in return, then looked over to where the waterfall had once cascaded. Now it looked like a light rain, and I smiled.
“My prince,” Ferran said.
“Did you spread the word?” I asked.
“I did, my prince.”
“How many will come?”
“Not all, but many. It’s hard to know exactly how many, but at a guess… a thousand? Maybe two.”
My eyes widened, and my breath caught in my throat. I was expecting perhaps a hundred. A thousand or more was good—great, really—but that was a large number to sneak out. Especially if the tunnel was blocked.
“Good work. Can you take me to the waterwheel? I want to check on something.”
We passed the lone wagon on the tracks, still sitting and waiting with Malakai’s rockets strapped tight. Ferran led me through the door to the room where the waterwheel sat in the channel. The room was quieter than at my last visit, and the wheel turned slowly, barely at all. I stood on the metal grate that covered the channel and looked down at my escape tunnel. It was still filled with water, but perhaps only knee-deep. Dead fish floated here, too. It had not occurred to me that some would find their way down, though it should have. That could have been a nasty surprise. 
“Has anyone been here to check on why the waterfall stopped flowing?”
“Yes, my prince. Several men came to check and wrote reports. They looked at the wheel but left soon after. Everyone is so busy preparing for the festival that no one has time to look at it right now. One said it won’t be till next week.”
“Good,” I said. “I have an important job for you. I want you to lift the grate and make your way along the tunnel to see if it’s clear. Take several torches—it might be a long walk, but you have a few hours, and you should be able to check the length of it and return before I do. If it’s clear, mark the wall beside the door with a circle; if it’s blocked, a cross. If that’s the case we will need to postpone the escape. Understood?” He nodded. “Tonight, when the rest of your men arrive, make your way up the tunnel. I should be along shortly after.”
“We will wait for you, my prince,” Ferran said.
“No, you won’t. When we arrive, it’s likely to be with the force of the hells on our heels. You best be off before that. Best of luck, Ferran. Pray we meet again soon.”
 
Back at the Eagle’s Perch, Marcus, Neysa and I sat in my sitting room, drinking coffee. Well, Neysa had an odd-smelling tea she called chai, but she was never one to conform. I was utterly exhausted and slumped in the settee. The first thing I did when I returned was have a bath and wash the filth and the sweat of the people from me. It helped settle my nerves, too. 
“Are we ready? For tonight?” Neysa asked.
“As ready as we will be,” I said.
“It’s a pity Malakai isn’t here with us,” Neysa said.
I narrowed my eyes at her.
“What?” Neysa asked. “The man knows stuff! He probably has some idea of how tonight will pan out. If he was here…”
“You’ve become awfully fixated on that old bastard,” I said. “Just marry him and be done with it.”
“Don’t be sick,” Neysa said. 
“I have to admit, I’m surprised he hasn’t shown up,” Marcus said. “Or his raven. Though he may surprise us yet.”
“I won’t hold my breath,” I said. “If we need a fortune-teller, we have you.”
“Oh, ha ha,” Neysa said. “He doesn’t know his face from his arse—what in the hells does he know of the future?”
“Little do you know Neysa,” I said. “Our Marcus is an expert at reading tea leaves. Or coffee grains, same difference. He did it once before, and pretty much everything came true.”
“Piss off,” Neysa said.
“No, really.”
Neysa looked at Marcus, and he nodded sheepishly. “Then why the hells has he not done it since, may I ask?” 
Marcus looked at me, and we shrugged. “Kinda forgot about it, I suppose,” Marcus said.
“You just forgot about it? Do it now then—here you go. We’ll see about this.” Neysa drained her cup and handed it to Marcus. Marcus shrugged and took it, swirling the cup, tilting it this way and that, and gazing into the tea leaves for a long time before speaking.
“Enough with the dramatic tension,” Neysa said. “I’m an actor, remember? I know the tricks.” 
Marcus scowled at her and looked back at the cup. “I see… two doors, one open, one closed. Could mean many things, like options opening or closing to us. Or you know… a door.”
“You’re right,” Neysa said. “This guy is a genius.”
“I see a fox, meaning treachery, often by a friend,” Marcus said, narrowing his eyes at Neysa. I nearly choked on my coffee. “Or it could indicate an unseen enemy. I see a thumb, I think. Which shows an opportunity to prove oneself. I see a boat, or a ship, which could mean news from distant lands. Though, if we survive this night, I bet we’ll be going on a long journey. Lastly, I see a wagon? Something like that. We’ll go with wagon. A wagon is usually given to mean approaching poverty. Maybe I should change that one…”
“I see why you didn’t do this more than once,” Neysa said. “Bunch of crap. A door? I see several from where I sit. We have no choice but to use one unless you grow some wings.”
“You know,” Marcus said. “The last person I did a reading for wasn’t nearly as much of a bitch.”
Neysa gasped. “Sir! You wound me.” She made a rude gesture. 
“Problem is,” I said. “Marcus’s readings only show themselves to be true after the fact.”
“Well, isn’t that convenient?” Neysa said and got to her feet. “I’m getting dressed. I suggest you do the same.” She stormed through the door and called back. “Oh, look, I used a door. Prophesies are coming true before our eyes.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR
Reception
 
We arrived at the palace fashionably late. That is to say that we were fashionable, and extremely late. As we walked through the door, I saw Hobart standing, waving frantically. He looked relieved to see us. The rest of the room paid us little attention, though some ignored us with purpose, and a few raised their noses. The stuck-up bastards had no idea who we were, but perhaps that was reason enough.
The banquet hall was enormous, the ceiling hidden in shadow far above the chandeliers, and the room long enough to fit the ship I had burned with room to spare. Pillars, carved with all manner of leaf, bird and vine, lined the walls, and the red and gold banners of the empire only served to detract from their beauty.
I puzzled over that. The pillars were absent from the plans I had of the palace. They were too decorated to serve such an ordinary task as supporting a roof, and I decided they had been added more recently, just for show.
At the center of the hall sat a large horseshoe-shaped table, filling most of the room, and around it sat a couple of hundred finely dressed arseholes. You could put makeup on an arsehole, but it would still be an arsehole. My father had taught me that. Well, I’d overheard him tell it to an adviser once; almost the same.
At the far side of the hall was a dais, on top of which rested a massive skull, sharp teeth sticking from it. The huge jaws were open, as if ready to snap up the throne that sat inside. I was sure it had come from the kronos that was beached near the tavern. 
A wiry old man approached us, his long coat streaming behind him as he walked our way with purpose, one arm held to his chest, his other hand holding a scroll. He unrolled the scroll with a flurry and pushed his spectacles back up his nose. “Names?” 
“Owners and employees of the Bleeding Wolf,” I said.
He ran his finger down the scroll, and when he found our names listed, gestured to the table. I got the impression that, had we been more noteworthy, he would have announced us and probably led us to our seats.
No matter. I was happy to remain as anonymous as possible, though I doubted it would be for long if we succeeded that night. Besides, Hobart still stood beside our empty seats. He rocked on his feet, looking nervous as all hells. I felt much the same. We walked to him, and I noticed that two guards stood between each of the pillars. There were a lot of pillars. I pulled out Neysa’s chair for her and found my own. I noticed that ours were the last empty chairs left around the table.
“A bit late, aren’t we?” Hobart asked.
“Have you seen how many people there are out there?” I asked. “It took forever to get here, and it’s not like it’s a long walk. Some even have tables and chairs in the avenues. What in the hells?”
“I guess I should have warned you,” Hobart said. “Harvest Festival is kind of a big deal in Morwynne. Some hold parties at their homes, but most take to the streets.”
“Evidently so,” I said. 
Hobart waved at one of the men standing behind the table. The man, one of the slaves, was dressed all in red. He bowed and scampered off to pour us a tankard each. I noted that it was from one of our blue barrels, those without poison. When we had a tankard each in hand, Hobart held his up. “Cheers.” To my relief, the ale tasted great. I knew it would, but a part of me still worried that the ale would turn, throwing a year’s work into the privy. 
“Are we clear on how the night proceeds?” Hobart asked. I had a few ideas but thought better than to share them with him.
“Please enlighten us,” Marcus said.
“First, the emperor and the princess will come out. He’ll make a speech, and then they’ll leave to a separate dining hall.”
“They don’t stay?” I asked.
“They used to,” Hobart said. “But the emperor has become increasingly paranoid… or, I should say cautious. More so now with the princes dead.” Hobart looked around, checking if anyone had overheard him. “Then, the mayor of Morwynne comes out and makes the toasts. This continues until either he or the guests are too drunk to continue. Then we eat. Frankly, there is not a lot of eating. Most here know that and come with full stomachs. I hope you did the same?”
“We did,” Marcus said, rubbing his gut.
“Now, when the toasting starts, it helps to pace yourself. If a toast applies to you in some way, it is customary to take a generous sip. If you are named directly, you have to finish your drink in one go, and slam your tankard upside down to show you have finished. Please… do keep with the traditions. It is considered rude not to. Unthinkable, even.”
“How about the guards?” Marcus asked. “Do they drink too?”
“No, they do not.”
Marcus looked at me. That would mean trouble. Marcus was a great fighter, but there were an awful lot of guards. And more beyond the hall—that was certain.
 
A hush fell across the room, and we all stood as a dozen men came walking into the room from a door beside the dais. The sight of the men sent a chill up my spine. They wore the red robes of the Inquisition, but black armor covered them where tattoos usually showed. They were Dark Legion, but not as I knew them. As time stretched, the cold down my spine continued. I realized then that it wasn’t just the sight of the men; there was magic at work.
“By the Gods,” Marcus whispered. “What is this?”
The Inquisition were known for their fighting prowess. They were veterans before being selected and had been trained by the best weapon masters for hours each day since their acceptance. But they never wore armor. They also never used crossbows, and yet four of them held them now. The crossbows were unusual in appearance, and though I had seen many designs, I could not see the string on these, nor the bolts. Still, these men carried them as though they were loaded, and I was inclined to treat them as such.
The four crossbowmen climbed the dais and kneeled at the edge, facing the table. The remaining eight Inquisitors lined up in front of the dais, drew their swords, and took a knee, dipping the tip of their blades to the floor. Their blades shone even though the room was dimly lit. These were not their traditional swords. The Inquisition were known to use rapiers exclusively, but these blades were wider, heavier. Short swords.
A hushed whisper sounded through the room as two more figures came through the door. Emperor Solas and princess Milliandra walked in. They walked like they owned the place, which of course they did. As they stepped onto the dais, the Dark Legion lifted their blades, the tips of their swords sparking as they scratched the stone. They leveled their blades at the crowd. I couldn’t help but jump, and many around the table did the same. The emperor stood in front of the throne, inside the jaw of the massive creature. How I wished it would slam shut. The princess stood to the side, where an empty chair, just short of a throne itself, awaited her evil arse. 
Solas gestured for the room to sit, and he did the same. Those Inquisitor blades did not drop, however, the gleaming edges pointing straight at us, almost accusingly. It was as though the emperor knew something was afoot. Solas spoke to his daughter for a while, and the hall was quiet in anticipation. 
The emperor stood and looked out across the sea of faces for a long moment. I hoped that I would look that good at the age of sixty. He barely looked older than his daughter, and had I not known better, I would have assumed them to be husband and wife. 
“Greetings,” Solas said. “It is an honor to stand before you again. This time of harvest is a time to rejoice, a time to celebrate, a time to reap that which we have sowed, and it pleases me that this great empire reaps far more than it sows.” A few in the crowd cheered at this, taking the opportunity to clink tankards and drink. Their enthusiasm rang false, like a few had been chosen to act a part. Solas waited for them to quiet down before continuing on. 
“It’s not always easy to be great… and we are great. To stand tall among our lessers, to unify the scattered, to lead the way. And I alone cannot do all that is required to make this great empire all that it can be. Though this is a time of celebration, I wish to take a moment to remember my sons, taken too early by the scum of the Serpent Isles—the scourge of White Lake.” I believe I was the only one in the crowd who smiled. I might be scum, but I had as little as possible to do with that vast stretch of water. “A moment of silence, please,” Solas said. 
Most bowed their heads and closed their eyes. Marcus was one of them. I was not. Perhaps it was unfortunate that so many had died on that ship, but for the princes, I had no remorse. Solas had killed my mother and father in front of my eyes, and I was happy to return the favor. I’d rather he had been there to see it, but you couldn’t have everything. 
“It pleases me that I have a daughter who eases my burden, and who will one day step into my shoes to continue this difficult work.” That was not as well received. The sound that flowed through the chamber was like the rumbling in a giant’s belly. Even there, right in front of their emperor, the nobles made it clear how they felt about being ruled by an empress. Not all, mind you, but a decent portion. The more old and gray, the louder the dissent. 
“And it pleases me that you, loyal men and women, do your own part for this empire. Because it is our empire, and it is our children’s empire. May its days never be numbered. May it stretch across time as it does across this continent, ever onward. So tonight, celebrate, for we have much to be thankful for. To the empire!” 
The crowd cheered and stood to their feet, lifting tankards and draining them. Solas rose, nodding to himself. The emperor and princess stepped from the dais and walked back through the door. The Dark Legion stood suddenly, in concert, the clank of armor resonating through the quiet room. The Inquisitors at the front sheathed their blades in a showy arc, stomped the ground once with a loud thump, then turned and marched out behind their emperor. The crossbowmen followed last.
No one dared move or make a sound. The crowd watched the door for a long minute, watching to see if the Dark Legion would return. When it became clear that they would not, a short pudgy man leapt to his feet and walked to the dais. The people cheered, and it seemed as though the mood of the room changed in an instant, the tension evaporating. This was real cheering, not the show that had just been put on for the emperor’s sake. 
I had no idea who this man was but presumed that he was a jester. His patterned pants looked as though a rainbow had thrown up on them, while the shirt he wore could only be described as pink, with more than half of it consisting of a mass of frilly collars. The man soaked in the admiration, nodding to the crowd, but made no move to quiet them down. It was clear that he loved it, and as he nodded, light glistened from his oiled hair and mustaches. 
“That’s the mayor of Morwynne,” Hobart said.
“I thought the emperor was in charge here.” Neysa said. “Why do you need a mayor as well?”
“Well,” Hobart said, “in theory, the emperor oversees the empire and leaves the running of the cities and towns to the mayors, who of course report to him. In reality, yes, he does do his share of running this city. The mayor has a cushy job, but it pays very well. He dotes on the nobility as well as the merchant class—the rich ones, in any case. And they love him for it. Why wouldn’t they? He greases their path to further riches, bending the rules as necessary. In turn, they keep voting for him. He has been mayor for two decades.”
 
The crowd eventually settled down, and the mayor smiled out at those around the table. Behind us, slaves emerged from a side room and pushed the green barrels into place, ready for the heavy drinking that would shortly follow. They contained our poisoned ale. As soon as they were ready, a tankard was filled and brought to the mayor, then to each of those around the table. The man sniffed it and smiled at the people. 
“To ale!” he toasted. The crowd laughed and clinked tankards, and many finished theirs in one go. I felt a twitch in my guts. This could go down very quickly indeed. Marcus, Neysa and I did not drink. When the noise of the crowd died down enough, the mayor cleared his throat. “To the Bleeding Wolf!”
Hobart elbowed me in the ribs. “Remember what I told you.” While I was immune to the poison, as I was with most, my friends were not. Full tankards were brought to us in case ours were empty. I held mine and cast a nervous glance at my friends. Neysa nodded. The ale was cold in the tankard. Much colder than I would have expected, and it numbed my hands. Beads of water formed on the side, ran to the bottom, and dropped to the table. 
I sighed, lifted my tankard in the toast, and then tipped it to my mouth. Something slammed into my lip, and I could taste blood. I held the tankard high, but my mouth remained dry. I heard Marcus, then Neysa slam their tankards upside down on the table. I did the same, and when I did, the crowd cheered. 
The mayor smiled. “As is tradition, the tavern that supplies the ale gets to make a toast. So, let’s hear from the Bleeding Wolf…” I looked at my friends, eyebrows raised. 
“You left this part out,” I said to Hobart. 
Marcus leapt to his feet, which was followed by more cheering. “Well… I was going to toast the Beloved… but seeing as he is otherwise occupied… here is to the legion!” Marcus held his tankard up and looked over his shoulder at the guards lined up against the wall. “They dedicate their lives to protecting us, to serving us, to dying for our sakes. And yet they stand there with their mouths dry and their stomachs empty. So I say cheers to the legion!” Everyone looked surprised, and some outraged. I was one of the former. The guards looked at each other, then at the mayor, a hopeful look in their eyes.
The mayor contemplated it for a moment, then shrugged, beaming a smile across the room. “And why not? Fetch the guards some ale.” When they each had a tankard in hand, he raised his own. “To the legion!” The guards smiled, then downed their ale. I shot Marcus a vicious grin, and he winked in return. I cast a glance over my shoulder, and the two guards behind me nodded their thanks, their tankards empty and upside-down at their feet. Little did they know.
The mayor was handed another tankard, which he lifted once more. “Here is to the nobility!” The vast majority of the room erupted at that. In fact, many thought the toast worthy of more than one tankard, and the table grew cluttered with upside-down drinking vessels. “To the merchants!” The mayor went on. “For we do love your money.” A small group cheered wildly, but most had a chuckle, and also drank. 
The mayor was swaying on his feet, and he took a step sideways. “To girls! Or boys, whatever takes your fancy,” he said, and nearly fell. There was a nervous laughter from those around the table, but they drank. “To… to…”
The mayor fell on his face, not suddenly, but as a large tree that starts slowly, then topples with ever growing speed to smash into the ground. A hush fell across the room, though a few saw the humor of it. A man near the front stood and walked to the dais, presumably to take the mayor’s place. He took half a dozen steps before he, too, was on the ground. Those around the table looked to each other, suspicion starting to grow. Then, like dominoes, they fell, one after the other. 
“Sound the alarm,” one guard bellowed. Another ran forward to get help, but he did not make it to the door. Within less than a minute of the mayor’s toppling, only Marcus, Neysa, the slaves, and I were still conscious. 
Out of curiosity, I lifted my tankard, and a block of frozen ale slipped onto the table. I smiled at Neysa, stood, then gestured for the slaves to come. They gather and bowed. “Drain all the barrels, but leave a few blue ones. Then make your way to the station. Ferran will lead you from there. I assume you know of ways to get there without raising suspicion.” They beat their chest twice, then ran to do as I commanded. Commanded… the thought scared me more than just a little. Who in their right mind would listen to me? 
Neysa reached down the front of her dress and removed the three masks she had hidden. With the disguises there, she had looked to have an ample bosom. Without it, she was quite flat-chested, the dress hanging low with the excess fabric. Beneath it, she wore a servant’s garb. She stripped the dress off and stuck it behind one of the pillars. Marcus and I did the same, and Neysa helped us put on the masks. She really was fantastic at making those. No one would spare us a second glance, or at least I hoped not. 
Marcus went searching for the red barrels. He found them stashed away in a side room and came out with the two explosive barrels on a cart. “Let’s go,” Marcus said.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE
A plan into action
 
We stood in a storage room for the second time that night, combing over my plans of the palace, the room lit by Neysa’s magical light. Her light was not just light but a ball of fire, though small. It was also ridiculously hot, and sweat dripped from my face.
Our disguises had held up in three encounters on our way there—twice with legion patrols, and once with real servants. We had explained that we were moving the small red barrels to the barracks kitchen as ordered. From the plan, we knew that the path to the kitchen passed near the vault. Or at least there used to be a kitchen there, and I deduced it was still true by the fact that none had objected.
“I told you we should have gone right,” Marcus said. “But there is a fork up ahead, so if we follow it to the right, we should be back on course.”
I ran a finger along the plan and saw that Marcus was correct. “Okay, let’s go,” I said, pushing the folded plans back into my boot. I held the door open a crack, and when I was sure the way was clear, we moved out. I bit my lip as we walked along it, my heart racing and my breathing shallow. Time was not on our side, and this embarrassment of a heist had already taken longer than planned.
Those decorating the floor and tables in the banquet hall would be out for an hour or two, but that did not mean they would remain undiscovered for that long. My heist was not turning out to be as easy as I had hoped, but this was not the time for doubt, and it was setting in thick.
 
We followed the fork as planned and came to a corridor that curved in a wide arc.
 “There should be a set of stairs leading down,” I said. “There.”
“How do we get these down?” Marcus asked, leaving the cart of barrels against the wall.
“We’ll have to carry one down,” I said. “Leave the other. We can come back for it if need be.” My large friend picked up the barrel and slowly made his way down the steps. “I was going to help,” I said.
 
At the bottom of the steps, the corridor opened up to a wide rectangular room. Two wooden doors led off each side of the wall, and front and center stood an impressive metal door, twice as tall and wide as the others.
The three of us smiled at each other. I approached and ran my hand over the cold steel of the locking mechanism. It was well made and would not be easy to open. I retrieved my lock picks, and knelt beside the door with an ear to the lock. I moved the picks inside the mechanism, listening to the metal clink inside, painting a mental picture of its interior. It was a complex lock, but I was sure I could pick it with enough time. Time, of course, was in short supply. 
I had been at it for a few minutes when I heard a heavy clang against the door and dived aside. I lay on my back with my elbows propping me up, and Marcus towered over me, a sly grin on his face. 
“Reckon I’ll have a go at picking this thing,” he said. The red barrel sat against the door. I stood and was about to object when Marcus started going through the procedure to set the fuse. “Might want to get some distance between you and this door,” Marcus said. Neysa and I jogged partway up the steps, but when Marcus came from behind, he tripped and knocked Neysa off her feet. We heard a faint click, and Neysa stretched out her hand, humming her song. 
A burst of fire rushed at us. Neysa’s shield formed mere moments before the flames reached us, but with the force of the explosion having nowhere else to go, it threw us up the stairs and hard against the wall opposite. 
The wind knocked out of me, I gasped for air and put a hand to my side. I was sure one of my ribs was broken, or at the very least cracked, and it felt as though I had been stabbed.
When my sight returned, green afterglow followed my eyes as they tracked to where Neysa and Marcus lay rolling in pain. I found my unsteady feet and stumbled over to them.
“Come,” I groaned. “To your feet. We don’t have much time.” I reached down and helped Neysa up. Marcus was getting up behind me. 
They looked to be in as much pain as I was, but we made our way back down the stairs as quickly as our injuries allowed. The room was littered with rubble, the timber doors blown to splinters. The door to the vault still stood, but was bent out of shape, leaving enough space on one side to squeeze through. 
I went through first and stood in silence in the dark, letting my eyes learn their way. The vault was large, dark… and empty. 
“The hells?” Marcus asked. 
“It’s empty!” Neysa hissed. “We did all this… for nothing!”
It felt as though my guts had dropped from my body, and I fell to my knees, my fists clenched as I beat the stone tiles. Empty? How could it be empty? Malakai, that traitorous bastard, had assured me the crown and ring would be here. I was at an utter loss as to what to do, what to say, and I let my emotions have their way with me. As I sobbed, I felt heavy hands on my shoulders which lifted me to my feet. Marcus embraced me, a short but tight hug. “We have to go, Saul,” Marcus said. 
“But…” I said, looking at the empty vault.
“Standing here won’t fill it with treasure. We have to go. Now.”
Marcus half pulled me, half carried me out of the vault. I still faced into the vacuous room. I honestly could not believe it. Empty, apart from some paintings leaning against one corner. All this work for nothing. Marcus stopped suddenly, letting me go, and the ground smashed into my already-battered body.
“What in the hells, Marcus,” I said through gritted teeth. Marcus did not respond. “Marcus?” I felt the cold tingle down my spine, somehow making itself known through all the pain, and tilted my head back. Marcus and Neysa stood like statues, facing the stairs. I painfully spun myself around to see what was bothering them.
 
“Oh, come the fuck on!” I shouted. The armored Inquisitors stood at the bottom of the steps. Those with blades held them outstretched, pointing at us just as they had in the dining hall. The crossbowmen kneeled below them. I slowly got to my feet. A small eternity passed as our two groups faced one another. Marcus growled and went to draw his sword. A bolt of lightning shot through the room, hitting the wall behind us and sending chunks of rubble through the air. 
One fragment hit me in the small of my back. I winced in pain and fell to my knees, smashing them on the stone as well. One of the crossbowmen slowly lowered his weapon. Had his crossbow done that? How was that even possible? 
“I would stand still if I were you. You will not get another warning—throw down your weapons,” someone said from the back. Marcus scowled, then dropped his blades to the ground. I tossed my dagger in the pile. 
The Inquisitors parted to reveal the man. The so-called Beloved, Emperor Solas himself, stood there, his arms crossed and a satisfied smile on his face. A few steps behind him stood another man, obscured by darkness. My eyes picked out an old face and a wiry body, but not much else.
“What sort of fool do you take me for? Did you honestly think that I, the divinely sanctioned emperor, would keep my valuables in a room? Keep all my eggs in a single nest? Come now.” Solas shook his head.
“What use is a vault, then?” Marcus muttered.
“A distraction?” Solas said, then laughed. “No, not even that. This vault has been here for centuries. I just have no use for it. I own one of the biggest banking houses on the continent. What use have I for a single vault? But enough of this.” Solas looked to his Inquisitors. “Take them to the dungeon. Except for him,” Solas said, pointing at me. “Put him in the chair.” My jaw dropped. “You have something on your face,” Solas said with an evil smile. 
I held a hand to my face and felt a flap hanging from my cheek. I pulled on it, and a large chunk of my mask ripped off. It must have been torn when I got blown back by the explosion. Shit. 
A burst of fire erupted in the room. I held a hand in front of my eyes, the flames blindingly bright. I looked to the side. This did not help, as the flames were flowing from Neysa’s outstretched hand as she hummed. The heat was close to unbearable, and I could see bubbles forming in Neysa’s mask. The burst cut off suddenly, and Neysa fell to her knees, gasping for air. 
The flames cleared but for a few tongues of fire still licking from a shimmering shield. It appeared to emanate from the points of the Inquisitors’ outstretched blades. 
“Well, well,” Solas said. “Now this is interesting. A magic user… and powerful. We can’t have that.” Solas looked to the Inquisitor beside him. “Remove her mask,” Solas said. The man hesitated. “Oh, don’t be frightened, brother. She just expended all her energy. It will take her a long time to recover.” The Inquisitor nodded, dropped his sword to his side, and walked over. He still looked cautious, however, as he reached to the side of her face, scratched a small portion off with the tip of his gauntlet, then yanked hard to rip the rest off. Neysa gasped, her head flung sideways by the force of it.
“Oh,” Solas said, laughing to himself. “This just keeps getting better. I remember you now. You three were in Sagemont. I saw you with my old teacher, Malakai. You must be his latest puppets, and he is getting desperate if he is choosing fools like you. He usually has better taste,” Solas said, holding his chin up high. “Take them.”
Six Inquisitors stepped forward. 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX
The Chair
 
I found myself in a metal chair, stripped of my coat and my hope, my arms and ankles restrained with leather straps. I knew firsthand what my chances of escaping such a chair were. I had seen monstrous men try and fail, and at that point, I had barely any strength to spare. So I sat on my own in that torture chamber. The routine was familiar to me. Beat the crap out of the prisoner, restrain him, then leave him while his worries chewed away at his resolve. That was when the pain started.
I should have been worried, but instead I looked about the room and compared it to the one I still thought of as home. It was disappointing, to be honest—smaller and less well equipped than the one I was used to. The table against one wall, lined with the tools of the trade, was poorly stocked as well. I observed all of this, but I no longer cared. I had failed at my quest, failed Marcus and Neysa, failed my brother, failed my people and my kingdom, and I knew I would not leave that chamber alive. So I simply stopped caring.
The biggest weakness I had observed in those I had interrogated was their insistence on keeping hope alive. It started off as a hope that they wouldn’t actually be tortured, which turned to a hope that it would stop at any moment, and ended as a hope to die quickly. None of these hopes were ever realized. I knew this, and I gave up on hope.
 
There was no way to tell how many hours had passed by the time the door swung open. Solas, emperor and so-called Beloved, walked in with the old man who had been with him when we had been caught. The old man wore his age well and walked with a perfect posture. When he leaned against the back wall, it looked as though he was supporting it, not the other way around. Solas was nothing compared to this man. The age without frailty and the power that surged from him reminded me too much of Malakai. But the feeling was different. Just as insistent, just as powerful, but while Malakai’s power was like a cold wind after rain or a mountain stream, his was dry and dead like the desert wind at night. 
Solas stood beside my throne with his arms crossed, still dressed in his finery from the night before, and shook his head. “I will give you one chance to save your friends. Tell me what I need to know, or they die. Why are you here? What are Malakai’s plans?”
I smiled. “You think this was his idea?”
“I know it is. I know a lot, Saul, prince of Ubrain, he who frees slaves.” I tried to keep a neutral face, but my surprise betrayed me. “Yes, that’s right—we caught them. We made an example of them.” It tore at my heart that Ferran and the other slaves had been caught and executed. I did not blame him for confessing—everyone did. Eventually. “I asked my Inquisitors to look into you. Quite the job you did on poor Angus. Can’t say I blame you. He was a sick fuck, exactly the type of man you want as a head torturer. They are surprised to find you alive, however. They promise me they found your body, savaged by some animal.” He shrugged. “But you were fool enough to fall in with Malakai, fool enough to come here. To my home! To my palace,” he snarled as he forced the words through his clenched teeth, then spat in my face. Solas turned his back on me but breathed heavily, the air whistling through his teeth.
When he turned, he leaned over me, his hands on the leather straps around my wrists, his face so close my eyes had trouble focusing on his. “Why are you here? Why?” he shouted, and his spit spattered my eyes. He turned when the old man tapped on his shoulder, then stood aside to let the old man take his place. 
The old man smiled, piercing me with his gray eyes. I felt… something, like a pressure on my skull. “A year has passed since your escape. What have you done to damage the empire?” the old man asked, and I felt the force pulsing past me grow stronger. 
My mouth opened and words spilled out. I could not stop myself. “Killed my master, killed a sorcerer, killed a slave master, killed a centurion, killed a three-horn, released another which killed several legionnaires, killed another legionnaire, released more than a thousand slaves, burned a ship along with the nobles and the princes —”
“Argh!” was the sound that came from Solas as he charged at me, then beat the top of his head against my face, again and again. I felt my nose break with the third hit. After a few more, the old man pulled him away.
I could barely see, my vision blurry and unstable. I spat the blood filling my mouth, but it did not go very far, and a generous portion landed on my lap. When I ran my throbbing tongue over my teeth, I was surprised to find them all still there, though a few moved in my bleeding gums. 
The old man stepped between Solas and me. “What have you got against the empire? Against Solas?” he asked.
“He burned my parents in front of me, enslaved my brother and me, and fucked my kingdom and my people in the arse.”
He turned to Solas. “See? I told you that violence begets violence. A pity some lessons are hard to learn.”
“His father, Kaleb, tried to have me assassinated!” Solas said. “We met under a banner of peace, and that traitorous fuck tried to kill me. He killed my wife! What would you have had me do?”
This was news to me. My parents had been burned with the palace after a meeting with Solas, true, but I had thought he was the one who betrayed the peace banner. Knowing my father tried to kill Solas, peace banner or no, gave me more respect for my father. I would have done the same, though I thought I’d have done a better job of it.
“What are Malakai’s plans?” the old man asked.
I shook my head. It wasn’t that his power over me had eased; I just had no idea what the plans were.
“Vesh?” Solas asked.
“He doesn’t know,” the old man said. Vesh. That was his name, not that it mattered, as condemned as I was. Vesh turned to leave.
“That’s it?” Solas asked. “We need to know what Malakai is up to. An assassination attempt? I can’t believe they are just here to rob me. Malakai could have moved them to my treasures without breaking a sweat, or done it himself.”
“Malakai is one for keeping to rules. The rest of us know to do what’s necessary.” What did he mean by “the rest of them”? “Just kill Saul. He can’t tell you what he doesn’t know.”
“We’ll see about that. Innis!” he shouted. “Come in, please.”
 A tall man came in, his head hung low, and walked to stand beside Solas. Even with his slouch, he was a good bit taller than Marcus. “Saul, meet Innis. I’m sure you will find a lot to talk about. He’s a torturer too. I would have had a master torturer come for a chat, but they are in short supply these days.” Solas narrowed his eyes on me. “Innis, Saul is not feeling overly talkative. Or at least, not on the subject I am most interested in. Find out about Malakai, and what Malakai has planned.” The emperor turned on his heels and walked to the door.
“Make sure to kill him when you are done playing, Innis,” Vesh said. “This one is dangerous… possible futures swirl about him like a dust storm. Unclear.” Vesh and Solas left the torture chamber, and the sound of the bolt sliding home echoed through the stone room.
 
Innis uncoiled like a mountain cat, stretching to his full height, straight as a rod. He was a giant, and the two stars that shone from his eye sockets let me know that I was in for a world of pain. Thing was, I knew Innis. Not just the type of man he was—one who relished this line of work; I knew the man himself. I had taught him many years ago. I wondered if he remembered me.
All noise in the torture chamber was loud, amplified as it bounced off the stone walls. When he pulled off his shirt, he rotated his neck in a clicking of bones, and the sound of metal on stone was loud as he dragged the table across the stone tiles, the tools clinking together. My screams would soon fill that space.
He smiled as he sat on a low stool beside me, and his crooked grin did odd things to his too-tight skin. 
“Talk,” Innis said. “Tell me of Malakai.”
“Fine.” Innis looked disappointed that I gave in so easily. “Malakai loves stuffed reptiles. He likes to dress them up, and to arrange them in poses that amuse him.” Innis smiled again, and leaned over the table as he looked over his tools. Clearly he thought I was having him on. He selected a pair of pliers, smiled again, then leaned over my right hand. His smile dropped away, and I could not help but laugh. I laughed a long time, to the point where it hurt. “You wanted to pry some nails off?” I asked through the dying embers of my laugh. “Sorry to say, someone beat you to it.” 
Innis growled and punched me in the guts. It hurt, and it hurt bad. I would probably have doubled over had I not been restrained. So I smiled instead. While it hurt, I was sure it did not hurt me nearly as much as it would a normal man. Angus made sure I measured pain on a different scale. Innis growled again, got to his feet, and retrieved an oil burner from a shelf on the wall. He set it on the table and, using flint, set it alight. The flickering light from the flame did nothing to soften the man’s appearance, and his deep set eyes, hidden in shadow, looked like hollow cavities. He looked like a man who’d escaped the hells before he did his time. Gods, I reckoned the man would have loved it there and would have found employment. 
Innis picked up a metal nail and placed it in the fire. They were effective, there was no arguing about that, but I hated using them myself. I generally stayed away from methods involving fire, though I made exceptions. Fire reminded me too much of my parents’ murder. The nails were short and narrow, not intended to kill, merely to cause agony. Though that was most of the trick to torture. A dead man spoke few truths. Innis picked the nail out with the pliers, leaned over me, ripped my shirt open, and brought the glowing nail close. I took a shallow breath, and held it, bracing myself. 
He stopped and jerked his head up in surprise. 
“What?” I asked, looking down. In the dim light it looked as though my chest was covered in black spots. In the light of day, they were poorly healed burn marks. “Oh, that,” I said. “Yes, someone beat you to that as well.” Innis sneered, then stabbed the burning nail into my chest. I gritted my teeth, but I did not scream. Don’t get me wrong, it hurt like hell, but not as much as it had when Angus first introduced me to this technique. My skin sizzled, and the smell of burning flesh wafted up at me. There was another reason I stayed away from fire when torturing. It made me hungry. Cooking meat smelled like cooking meat, no matter what it belonged to. My traitorous stomach grumbled, but the pain helped me keep my mind off roasted meat. As I adjusted to the pain, my face relaxed and I laughed. It was a forced laugh, but I wanted to get under Innis’s skin to piss him off. 
Innis stood suddenly, roared, and threw his wooden stool against the wall, shattering it. He looked at his tools on the table, breathing heavily. I had not had many pupils back in Castralavi, but Innis was the worst. He had loved the work and never shied away from inflicting pain, no matter how disturbing. But he had never understood the finer arts of torture and often forgot the small things. Besides, the man was far from stable, and while torturers were not generally the sanest of men, there were limits. He was a rope stretched too tight, ready to fray, and he reacted too much, too easily. Half of an idea started to play around in my head.
When Innis calmed himself, he looked over his shoulder at me, smiling once more. Shit, what now? Innis held the device in front of me, and I fought to keep my smile intact. This was going to be unpleasant. Sure, it was all unpleasant, but thumbscrews were particularly so. Innis spoke slowly. “Tell me about Malakai.”
“Your father never loved you, did he?” I asked. “Or perhaps he loved you a little too much?”
Innis punched me in the nuts, hard. My breath left me and I leaned as far forward as my restraints allowed. Barely at all, in other words. It took me a long time to recover. My put-on bravado only went so far. When I looked up, my right thumb was clamped down in the screws. Innis had a fire in his eyes, and it was not just the flame of the burner reflecting in them. Clearly I had hit a sore spot, though I had to admit that Innis had done a better job. The pain in my lower abdomen was still throbbing. Innis turned the screw once. 
The pain shot up my arm. It was a dull pain, but I knew it would get worse, and quickly. 
“Did he take you himself? Or just look the other way when your uncles came to visit?” Innis bared his teeth and turned the screw once more. I swallowed hard, then nearly choked on the spit as the pain shot along my arm, up my neck and into my skull. 
I bared my teeth. “Look, let’s talk, Innis. Can we talk? That is what you want, isn’t it?” Innis nodded slowly, and the cold running down my spine told me I had some power over him. Not much, but some. I wished that I had gotten to know him better when he was my student, but I’d spent as little time as possible with the sick fuck. “Okay, then. Perhaps you have heard of my former master. Man by the name of Angus, the emperor’s head torturer. Former head torturer.” Innis nodded, and his brow furrowed. “Yes, we have met before. I trained you. Sadly, I was not as thorough as my master was when he taught me all he knew of the art. And it was a lot. Thing is, he believed in teaching through experience. He taught me by torturing me. Everything you can do, he has already done to me. More, I would bet. Now, considering I’ve already gone through it all, what do you think the chances are of you cracking me before I die? And how will your beloved emperor react if you fail at your job? Are you indispensable?” Innis did not answer, but I could see the man was thinking it through. “In the interest of getting results, can I suggest something to you, Innis?” Innis snarled, and turned the screw once more. Oddly, the pain only increased a little. I wondered if my body had a limit to how much pain it was willing to show. I smiled. “As I was saying. Let’s get this over with. Do you have a vial of liar’s demise?”
Innis stood bolt upright. “You recommend that? For yourself?”
“You think I’m joking? I don’t want this to drag on for days when there is no reason for it. That poison will get you what you want to know, and I will die a quick, though far from easy, death.” Liar’s demise was a bastard of a poison, and I thought back to the dead Inquisitor in my own torture chamber and the convulsions that had killed him. You could be certain something was bad when it got a reaction out of someone like Innis.
Innis smiled at me as he nodded. “Very well, have it your way.” He unscrewed the device from my thumb, placed it back on the table, and walked to the wall to rummage through the shelves. While Innis’s back was turned, I bit my lip, and held back a scream that was fighting to escape. I was in agony. My thumb hurt more when the pressure was released than when it was on. So much for my theory on my pain threshold. The pain slowly faded, and by the time Innis had the poison ready, I was able to crack a smile again. Barely.
 Innis came back wearing long gloves, carrying the beaker with utmost care, which confirmed some of my suspicions. Innis came close, then glared down at me. “Am I going to need to force this down your throat?”
I smiled and shook my head. “Innis,” I said forming a name with every ache, throb, and pain in my body. There was a lot to go around. “Please untie one of my arms. I have a bitch of an itch that I would like to scratch before I die. You know that stuff is fatal, that there is nothing I can do.”
“I’ll release it as I pour it down your throat,” Innis said.
I shrugged. He held the beaker to my mouth, and I swallowed once. Innis really wasn’t very good. Perhaps I was a lousy teacher. Only a small portion of the beaker was necessary. While I was immune to it, I suspected that had its limits. If I consumed too much, there was a real possibility of me shaking myself to death.
I held the poison in my mouth when I felt the strap loosen on my arm. His own mouth was open too, most people just could not help themselves, like mothers, who when feeding their children opened their own mouths to coax their children into doing the same.
I spat the mouthful of poison at Innis, covering his face, his mouth, and eyes. Innis leapt back, dropping the beaker in the process. It hit the floor and shattered, and my laugh did not sound too dissimilar. This time, my laugh was not put on, but it was maniacal. I could not believe that trick had worked. Two twisted madmen in two different torture chambers with the same poison. I loved that magic liquid. 
Innis spun on me. “You bastard! You stupid bastard! You know you’re as dead as me,” Innis screamed.
“Afraid not,” I said. “I am an assassin, and trained to consume my own poisons. Sad to say, for you at least, that I am quite immune to it.”
His nostrils flared, and I was sure his eyeballs actually protruded from those deep sockets. He ran to the wall and retrieved a cleaver, took one more step, then his legs gave way beneath him. I laughed a little more, then settled down and cleared my throat. 
“Tell me, Innis, does the emperor have a vault in this palace? One that actually contains treasure?”
Innis lay flat on the ground. He could lift his head from the floor but could not prop himself up in any way. His face twisted as he tried to fight off the poison’s primary effect, being the inability to lie. “Yes,” Innis blurted out.
“Where is it?” I asked.
“Beneath his bed.”
“He fits it all under his bed? How?”
“Hidden chamber. Under his bed,” Innis said.
“You know this for certain?”
“No… Rumors.”
A chamber beneath his bed. Excellent. I wrestled my right arm out of the leather strap, and as I untied my left, I glanced back at Innis. “Slaves were caught when they tried to escape. How many?”
“Three.”
“What? Three slaves?”
“Three slaves,” Innis said.
“You’re sure that’s how many were caught?”
“Yes.”
Laughter shook my body, and if felt as though my heart would burst from relief. If only three had been caught, then the rest had either given up on the attempt or gotten away. “Farewell, Innis,” I said as a spasm took hold of him, then another. “Enjoy the hells. You deserve each other.”
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN
Crooked Eagle
 
The torture chamber shared many similarities with the one I knew so well. The one thing I wished it did not share was a door that locked only from the outside. Alas, it did, so I found myself watching the corridor of cells from the narrow slot of a window, with Innis shaking himself to death behind me. “One for the one who waits,” I said in offering to Svyn. I cast a glance at Innis. He was big, sure, but not all who had claws were lions, and you should never fight a lion unless you were one yourself.
From my angle, the cells appeared to be empty except for one, where I assumed my friends were kept. There were two guards stationed outside it, at any rate. I had to find a way out, but the how of it escaped me. I pondered all sorts of preposterous ideas, going as far as to arrange some of the torture implements to see if I could manufacture a tool to reach through the slot and somehow unlock the thing.
My planning was interrupted by the sound of boots on stone, with the occasional scrape of metal. I returned to my narrow window to see Solas and his armored Inquisitors walking past. Solas slowed for a moment, and I ducked down as he looked my way. I held a hand to my mouth, and screamed, directing the sound to the back of the room. The sounds that came from a tortured man were hard to replicate, but it was a fair impression of such a scream. I peeked around the corner and saw a smile played on his face. Then he continued on until he reached the guarded cell. The Inquisitors once more had their swords outstretched, pointing into the cell.
“Comfortable, I see,” Solas said. 
“Fuck off.” That would be Neysa.
Solas laughed. “Don’t worry, you won’t be here long. I have something special in mind for you, girl. You like fire, so you will go out in a blaze. As for you…” he said, looking to the side, presumably at Marcus. “You are in luck. Tomorrow is Gallows Day. Many will come to see the so-called rebel leader swing from a rope.”
Solas smiled. A tall red banner decorated the wall behind him, depicting the swooping eagle of the empire. Standing with his hands on his hips, Solas mirrored the eagle, his arms like the eagle’s wings and his prominent nose the beak. I screamed again, figuring it was time for another one.
“Sounds like your friend is enjoying his time with my torturer.” Solas said, then turned to the guards. “One of the brothers will bring you down a bottle of the elixir shortly. Make sure she drinks it. Don’t waste a drop.” The guards saluted, and Solas turned and continued down the corridor without another word, his dogs trailing behind him.
The guards relaxed when he passed out of sight, and smiled into the cell. “We’ll need to get Arnold and Len to help us hold the big one,” one guard said to the other. Arnold and Len were the brutish jailers who had helped me into my chair earlier. “I doubt he’ll stand back while we force that drink down her throat.”
“We may not need to force it down,” the other said.
“I’m not drinking it,” Neysa said. “I will not let you block my magic again.”
The guards looked at each other, then laughed. “Block it? The emperor has bigger plans than that, girl.”
The second guard hit the first on the shoulder. “You can’t speak of it.”
“Who is she going to tell? So, you know the mercury absorbs your power. What you don’t realize is that the emperor plans on extracting the mercury from you, and with it, your magic. It’s used to make those disgusting evil weapons for the Dark Legion.”
“Pffft, you only say that because he’s not giving any to you,” the second guard said.
“He can’t extract it,” Neysa said. “It gets absorbed by the organs.”
The guards laughed again. “Oh, but he can. By burning you until you are nothing but ash. Ash… and mercury.”
I heard a rustling in their cell. “You’re right,” the second guard said. “Better get Len and Arnold. The big fellow looks like he’ll make things difficult.”
The first guard smiled. “While we are holding her down… might as well have some fun.”
“The Beloved doesn’t approve of that.”
“You gonna tell him?” the first asked. 
“No… But Len and Arnold—”
“— Len and Arnold can have their turn. And Kal, too, if he gets back in time. Where is that lazy bastard anyway? He went to the privy half an hour ago.”
 
I went back to my planning, arranged and rearranged tools more frantically, but it was no use. Few would fit through the narrow slot, and nothing I could think of would turn a key, even if it was still in the door. Next I tried to think of a way to fashion a weapon, perhaps a dart of some kind, but that met a similar end. 
 
“There he is,” I heard a guard say. “Kal, you bastard, what have you got?”
“Help me with this, you shits,” another voice boomed down the corridor. I looked through the slot to see another man, presumably Kal, carrying a barrel. “Found this abandoned, so I confiscated it.”
“Good man,” the guard said, clasping him on the shoulder.
“Took me a while to find these,” Kal said, untying a small sack from his belt. He took out a tankard, dangled it, his finger through the handle. 
“Let’s get into it then, before someone finds us,” the guard said. He snatched the tankard and held it beneath the tap, turning it. Nothing came out. It wouldn’t. The barrel did not contain any ale. It was painted red, with “Last Resort” stenciled on the side. 
“Nothing’s coming out,” the guard said. “Tap’s busted.”
“You have to kick it,” I heard Marcus say. 
The guard looked into the cell for a long moment, then shrugged and did just so. I heard the click, ran from the door, and hid behind the metal chair. 
Boom!
The floor shook beneath me, and though I had my fingers pressed into my ears, the sound was still deafening. And more than the sound, the force unleashed by the blast pressed against my chest, stole my breath, and made me dizzy. When the blast subsided, I stood to my feet but came close to falling, so I sat in the chair instead. My head spun, making me feel sick, and I tilted it back to rest against the cool metal with my eyes closed.
 
A shadow fell across my eyelids a minute or two later, followed by the sound of keys clinking together. Metal scraped against the lock, was pulled away and inserted again. This repeated three times before I heard the bolt slide back, and the door opened. 
 “Gods,” Marcus said, and ran to me. I opened my eyes and smiled. “You’re alright!” he said with surprise. 
“Of course I am,” I said and leapt to my feet, stumbled, and was caught by Marcus. Neysa ran over, hugging me tight and tracing a finger down my face. I appreciated the gesture, but it hurt more than it comforted.
“You’re loose?” Marcus asked. “They didn’t strap you to the chair?”
“Of course they did.”
“Then how did you get out? And what happened to that monster?” he asked looking over his shoulder at Innis.
“I killed him, obviously. But that’s a story for another time.”
“Agreed,” Marcus said. “Let’s get out of the palace.”
“No,” I said as I stretched and winced at the pain in my chest. With the rest of the pain raking my body, from both explosions, the rough handling by the jailers, from Solas smashing his head into my face, and from the thumbscrew, I’d forgotten about the nail embedded in my chest. It felt as though my body was made of pain, and the nail just a small part of it. I reached down, drew it out slowly, and looked at the blackened nail before tossing it over my shoulder. My friends stared at me, their mouths agape.
“What do you mean, ‘no,’” Neysa yelled when she snapped out of her trance. 
I looked at her calmly. “I am not leaving empty-handed.”
“The vault is empty, Saul,” Neysa said, using that tone she reserved for the stupid.
“That one is. But Innis here told me of another,” I said, kicking the corpse. “The real one. We just have to find the emperor’s room.” I retrieved my satchel from a shelf on the wall and pulled on my coat as I walked to the door. “Come,” I said over my shoulder. My friends still stood were they were. “We’ll have company real soon. That was an awfully loud explosion. Come.”
 
The corridor was a mess of stone, mortar, and pieces of human. We paused to allow Marcus to belt on one of the dead guards’ swords, and I noticed something curious. The tall imperial banner was askew, blown aside in the explosion, and a blackness showed along one edge. I pulled it to the side. Behind the banner was a dark passage. When I let it go, it fell back in place to cover the opening.
“The hells?” Neysa asked.
“Come,” I said, and made my way into darkness.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT
A Step in the Right Direction
 
We were lost. Again. The hidden ways of the palace were a labyrinth of dusty, cobweb-ridden, and often narrow passages. Though I had the plans of the palace in hand, they were of little use. With no obvious landmarks, it was hard to know where we were, on the plans or otherwise, with only the occasional peephole giving us a fix on our position. Our progress was further hampered by modifications not shown on the plans.
The exit points shown on the plans were now walled off, but exiting was not on the agenda. We heard large groups running past us repeatedly on the other side of the wall. The search was on, but with how little use these passages showed, I thought it unlikely that their existence was well known.
 
We sat on the dust-covered floor of a dead end, the latest of many, with plans scattered between us. Neysa’s ball of hot light sat above, and I sweated beneath its onslaught. The passages were oppressive, the air old and stale, and I thought I could feel the weight of the stone around us pressing on my spirit. Cobwebs stuck to my face, neck, and arms and had me slapping at imaginary spiders.
 
“We have to double back to this point here,” I said, pointing at one of the plans.
“Urgh, that’s close to where we started,” Neysa said.
“I know. This passage here is our last hope,” I said, running my finger along a line on the plan. “If it doesn’t work…”
“We leave?” Marcus asked.
“We leave the hidden passages and do it the hard way. If you don’t want to join me, feel free to leave.”
“I’ll come,” Marcus said, almost before I finished my own sentence. “I promised your branded men that I would get their prince out alive.” Also, he was bound to me and my quest. He had no real say in it. If he had his free will, he would doubtless have left, or at least complained my ears off.
“Me too,” Neysa said.
I smiled at my friends. “Alright, let’s go then, bodyguard. Save me from the spiders.”
Standing up was difficult. Every inch of my body was a source of pain. And damn it, I was so very tired.
 
After another wrong turn we found the passage we were looking for and were walking along it for a couple of minutes when Marcus came to a sudden stop. Deep in thought, I ploughed into the back of him.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Noticed the lack of cobwebs along here?”
“No, but now that you mention it…”
“And look in front of me,” Marcus said.
I peered past him and saw the stirred-up dust leading down the passage. “Tracks?”
“Tracks,” Marcus said. “This passage is used, and fairly frequently by the look of it.”
We continued on more cautiously for several minutes until Marcus called a halt once more. He stood looking into the darkness. “Kill the light Neysa,” Marcus whispered. “I think I can feel the air move. If I’m right, it means there is another opening and I don’t want your light shining out.” Neysa’s light winked out, plunging us into darkness. It was cold without her light.
“And how will we find our way in this?” Neysa asked.
We stood for a long moment. The afterglow of Neysa’s light still danced across my vision, but after a while, it mostly faded, except for one spot. One spot? No, that was no afterglow, it was the echo of light, a whisper really. I stood for a while longer to let my eyes learn their way, then took Neysa’s hand in my own—it felt comfortable there—and led her forward. I felt a jerk as she grabbed Marcus’s hand in turn. We continued on for a long time. Or perhaps not, but it certainly felt that way. Darkness had a strange way of messing with my perception of time. My night vision had always been good, but ever since joining the assassin’s guild, I was sure it had only improved, but with the mere whispers of light in that passage, I could barely make my way, and stairs still presented some difficulty.
As the minutes stretched, I, too, felt a current of fresh air on my sweaty brow, and I was sure I could smell food cooking also. My stomach rumbled at the thought of food. Another bend and a set of stairs later, a sound echoed down the passage. Clang—clang—clang. Pause. Clang—clang—clang. The sound was faint at first, but got louder with each step.
 
We rounded a curve in the passage, and the light became brighter and the sound near deafening. The source of the light soon became apparent. Five small holes in the wall, peepholes, with beams of light shooting through them, making the swirling dust motes we stirred up look like smoke. I wasn’t sure if the light was incredibly bright, or if it was just the contrast with the darkness. My stomach rumbled again. I could smell roasting meat, I was sure of it. Letting go of Neysa’s hand, I walked to the closest opening, stuck an eye to the hole, and immediately jerked my head back from the blinding light. I blinked the tears from my eyes, then tried again, more slowly this time.
My eyes were first drawn to two men manning a large bellows. As they worked it, a flame soared in a furnace to my left. A large man wearing a metal mask removed a rod from a trough of water. He held it close to his face, looking down its length, then plunged it back into the fire. When he removed it, it was glowing orange, and he placed it on an anvil. Clang, clang, clang, he beat on it with his hammer. A blacksmith, then.
The metal rod, soon to be a sword, was plunged back into the trough with a hiss. The blacksmith stood and pulled on a lever which tipped a bucket of molten metal into a mold. He placed two silver bars into the empty bucket, poured another silvery liquid in after it from a glass decanter, and put the metal bucket back on the fire.
I looked over the rest of the large room. Swords and armor lay scattered across the many tables in various states of assembly, and a table near me was lined with swords. They looked the same as those used by the armored Dark Legion, but some had pommels, while others did not.
A movement on my very right caught my attention, but my line of sight was blocked by the wall, so I left my peephole and took up position behind another, the furthest to the right. Neysa stood away from the wall, looking angry, her mouth drawn in a tight line. “What?” I mouthed, but she did not respond.
I looked through, and saw two old hags waving fans into what appeared to be a shallow metal bath. With each wave of their fans, a fine gray dust flew into the air and kept there, swirling like a mist. They fanned it for several minutes, and when they were done, one of the hags picked up a glass decanter and held it beneath the bath. The other removed a plug or stopper, and a bright silvery liquid poured into the jar. The hag with the jar walked out of sight toward the blacksmith, and the other went off in the opposite direction. The first hag soon returned with an empty decanter and placed it on a shelf.
A grinding noise came from my right, mixed with a muffled cry. A hag came into view pushing an oversized wheelbarrow containing a young man, bound and gagged. She tipped it into the metal bath, and the man fell with a thump, face first. The hags left and soon returned with two small canisters, which they used to pour a liquid into the bath and over the man’s body.
I gasped, but quickly covered my mouth. One hag pulled out a flint from a pouch in her apron and leapt back as she struck it. A huge flame shot up from the bath with the first strike, and I pulled my face from the wall, feeling the heat even at that distance. The man screamed. He may have been gagged, with his face pressed into the metal, but he screamed, and it was loud.
The hunger I felt with the smell of roasting meat evaporated, replaced with something less pleasant. I remembered then the discussion between the guard and Neysa, when they’d told her what was to happen to her. The young man had met just such a fate, all to extract the mercury from his body. I doubted it was necessary for him to be alive when they’d burned him.
I walked back to the first peephole and watched as the blacksmith opened up the mold. Four silver balls were tipped onto the table, still rough, but what would become pommels for the swords. Silver and mercury, with perhaps something else, but it was the magic-imbued mercury that gave the swords their power. I pulled back from the wall again to find Marcus and Neysa staring at me, filled with rage. I gestured for us to move on, and the man’s screaming followed us down the passageway.
 
I walked blind for several minutes while my eyes found their way, and guided myself along with one hand on the wall. It was still dark, and I found my way more by the sound of clanging than the scant light. “Another blacksmith?” I asked.
“Sounds like battle,” Marcus said.
Around the corner, four more peepholes awaited us. We approached them and pulled away again in unison. None of the horrific scenes from the previous peepholes awaited us, but such reactions were only natural when the Dark Legion were involved. I stuck my eye back to the hole and saw what appeared to be a sparring session, with eight Inquisitors sparring in pairs. They wore armor, but not the impressive black stuff I had seen earlier. This armor was plainer, less well fitting. As much as I despised their order, their skill with the blade was impressive. It wasn’t often that you could call men trying to hack at each other with sharp implements graceful, but these certainly were. The room appeared to be a training hall, with wooden dummies along one wall and archery targets along the other.
“Enough!” an Inquisitor yelled from the side. The others stopped their sparring and bowed to each other before sheathing their swords. “Take a break,” the man said, and walked away.
One of the Inquisitors was rotating his arms. “I don’t think I will get used to this armor,” he said.
“You won’t have to, brother,” his sparring partner said. “The new armor will be issued within the week.”
“I am not comfortable with how many of our tenets are being modified,” the Inquisitor said. “For too long I have lived with the knowledge that armor was only for those who believed they could be hit. And those new swords make me deeply uncomfortable.”
“With that I agree. The years we have spent eradicating the heretics that use magic… only to use it ourselves now. But who are we to call the Beloved’s words into question?”
“Hah! More like Vesh’s words. But you are right, brother.” The Inquisitor walked up to my wall and placed his hands to either side of my peephole. He stretched a leg out behind him. “My body is not used to the extra weight,” he said. He lifted his head, and just as he was about to come eye to eye with me, I ducked down. The Inquisitor probably could not see me, but if anyone knew of the passage, it would be the Dark Legion. I sat in the dust with my back against the wall, then tapped Neysa on the leg and gestured for us to keep moving.
 
A short while later the passage became completely dark, but it was not until I found a ninety degree turn by walking into a wall with my face that I asked Neysa to summon her light again. The walk was long, much of it consisting of steps, and I was thirsty, starving, and in a world of pain. We walked for so long that I began to question whether we were still in the palace. We had to be very high up. I looked at my plans from time to time, but I had no idea where we were, so I resorted to guessing. There were no other forking paths leading from the passage, so it did not seem to matter.
We walked and climbed until the path ended. Not until we reached our destination, not until we chose to stop, but until the passage ended in a soul-destroying dead end. I felt deflated, depressed, and above all else, furious. By all the names of the Gods, who would put a dead end after such a climb?
“Give me the plans,” Neysa snapped. She looked at them, biting her lip. She looked gorgeous. I loved seeing her in her element, but now was not the time for the thoughts that ran through my mind. She nodded, gave the plans back to me, then pushed me aside. The wave of heat from the ball of light following her made me flinch. She walked up to the wall barring our way at the end of the passage and held her hands to it. She pushed gently, and it swung open, hinged on one side. It appeared to require little effort on Neysa’s part. I gestured for her to put out her light.
A dim light fell into the passage, and I made my way through the opening, taking slow and careful steps. I found myself in a small room. A small room that smelled like shit. On closer investigation, it looked to be a privy. It was shit.
Marcus and Neysa followed me in, Marcus scrunching his face and Neysa holding her nose. Neysa was about to speak, probably to say something obscene, but I held a finger to her lips. The door that led to the privy stood ajar, and I peered through the narrow opening.
A large, high-ceilinged room lay on the other side, sparsely furnished, with just a few paintings on the walls and cabinets here and there. Not what I would have expected from an emperor’s room; it was too spartan. I looked over my shoulder, and my face nearly collided with Marcus’s. He and Neysa were crowded in close and peered past me through the gap.
Marcus tilted his head to the room, so I slowly edged the door open. Fortunately, the hinges were well-oiled and the door swung open without a sound. I stepped through and saw that the rest of the room was as bare as my first impressions had led me to believe. Then, there was the bed, quite at odds with the rest of the room. It was massive, easily four times larger than the biggest I had seen, and sat on a raised platform.
“By the Gods,” Marcus whispered. “Bordellos need beds that size. Then we wouldn’t need to rotate.” Neysa smacked him in the face, hard, and the sound echoed through the room.
I heard a gasp, and a chill trickled down my spine. Magic. I spun, and the others soon followed. Marcus drew his blade and advanced on the dark alcove around the corner from the privy. Neysa’s ball of light flicked into existence, near blinding me. 
“Calm down, calm down,” a voice said from the darkness. “I have been waiting.”
A figure slowly emerged, hands raised. He had long gray hair, a white robe, and tiny spectacles.
“Malakai!” Neysa said.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE
Illusions
 
“Malakai!” Neysa said.
Malakai stood at the edge of shadow, looking half asleep. “Just so,” Malakai said. As Neysa approached him, her light shone into the alcove, revealing a desk containing a pot of ink, a burnt out candle, and several pages. The one at the top was half covered in writing. Had he fallen asleep?
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
“Why, waiting for you,” Malakai said.
“Why here?”
“Because I thought you would come here.” Malakai said.
“Did you, now?”
“Tell me then, why are you here?” Malakai asked.
“Stop it, you old goat,” Neysa said. “You already know of the hidden vault. That’s why you waited here.”
“Of course. I knew you were clever, dear. Though I am surprised you made it this far. Alive.”
“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” Neysa said.
“Seeing as you have been waiting here,” I said, narrowing my eyes, “I am sure you have gone ahead and figured out how to get to the vault below the bed, yes?”
“Of course, my dear.” Malakai walked to one of the bed posts, turned the knob at the top, then pulled it toward him. There was a low grinding noise, probably a counterweight, as the bed slowly rotated. A narrow slot appeared, barely wide enough to fit a person, revealing steps that plunged into darkness.
“After you,” I said, gesturing for Malakai to go first. Malakai nodded and started down the stairs, Neysa close behind him. At the bottom of the steps was a wider passage which we followed to the end. I was getting sick of dead ends. Marcus walked past Malakai and Neysa and shoved at the wall. Unlike the previous one, it did not budge.
“What now,” Marcus asked.
“It appears to be a dead end,” Malakai said.
I walked to the wall and looked at the others over my shoulder. “There is magic at play here. It covers this wall.” I watched Malakai for a reaction, but none came.
 Neysa pushed past me, laid her hand to it, then nodded to herself. She ripped at the air in front of the wall. There was a dull flash of light, then the wall was replaced by a metal door. Neysa put a hand against the wall to support herself, and Marcus ran forward to take her arm. I found the door locked, of course, but shrugged and rummaged in my satchel.
“That was… very well done,” Malakai said. “Good job, my dear.”
I fished the lock picks out and kneeled down in front of the door. The lock proved much less challenging than the one on the empty vault. I found that ironic. It took a couple of minutes, but I soon heard the final click, tried the door, and found it unlocked. The room beyond was disappointingly small compared to the previous vault, though it contained a great deal more.
Its contents lay scattered across the room. Little care seemed to have been taken to organize it. I walked through it slowly as I scanned the various chests. There were many. Neysa walked to a wooden shelf filled with books, ran her finger along the many volumes, and picked out manuscripts. Marcus followed close behind me, and Malakai stood at the door.
I had a hard time reading the man’s expression. Concerned? Puzzled? Marcus shoved me aside, and I stumbled and came close to falling. I held a hand against the wall and glared at Marcus, but Marcus was too focused to look back. He knelt against the wall and held something, his face pressed up against it. When he spun around, tears flowed from his eyes, and he held a blade out for me to see. It was a sword blade, but the hilt was missing.
“My father’s blade…” Marcus croaked. “I last saw it that night… when he tried to defend the King of Prylea.” He stood up quickly, grabbed a tapestry from the wall, and wrapped the blade. He tied it to the outside of his scabbard and sat on a chest, resting his face in the palm of his hands.
Neysa walked to Malakai and handed him a stack of manuscripts. He looked surprised. “The books you wanted,” she said. He nodded and turned the spines toward him to see.
I finally spotted the chest I was looking for. Its image was burned into my mind, the roaring lion carved into the lid. Unfortunately, the image of it burned along with my home and my mother and father, the memories too tightly woven to separate. I ran my hand along the top, feeling the rough carving beneath my fingers. I had spent so long dreaming of this moment that, now that it had arrived, I found myself scared, reluctant to open it in case it should disappoint. I took a deep breath and undid the latches. I opened it a crack, peering in. A smile nearly split my face in two, pulling on my tender skin and hurting my bleeding gums.
The ring lay in one corner. I slipped it onto my finger, a perfect fit. The lion, jaw open with the bright red stone fixed in its teeth, looked up at me. I could swear I heard it roar in my mind. I felt a slight prickling on my skin, too—an emotional response, I was sure.
I next picked up the crown. It was a simple golden band with several large stones set into it and an engraving on the inside. “We are the lion that stalks in the grass,” it read. The crown was made to be worn into battle and did not resemble the large ungainly things that many kingdoms preferred. I put it into my satchel, along with a small bundle wrapped in cloth.
“Okay, let’s go,” I said.
“Are you sure this is all you want?” Malakai asked. I looked around the room, then to Marcus and Neysa, and shrugged. “Very well, then,” Malakai said and walked out of the room. When Malakai was at the top of the steps, he froze. I pushed past him, and as I did, I noticed the old man mouthing something. I jerked my head around to face the same direction as Malakai. The princess stood in the door. She looked furious.
“It’s okay, dear,” Malakai said. “Everything is okay.”
I elbowed Malakai in the throat. The old man gasped for air as he fell and tumbled down the stairs along with the manuscripts he carried, and I heard Neysa swearing as she fell, too.
“Nooo!” The princess screamed.
I turned the knob on the bedpost and pulled it down. While the lever was down, I stomped on it—once, twice, three times. The post snapped near its base, and I threw it at the princess as she pulled up her sleeve, exposing the silver tattoos. I hit her square in the chest, and she fell. As the stump of the post rose to its vertical position, I heard the grinding noise again and I rushed down the steps. Milliandra cursed behind me.
“Gods. What are you doing?” Marcus shouted.
I did not respond, instead running to Malakai, who was on his hands and knees, still gasping for air. I drew my dagger and plunged it into the old man’s back in one quick motion, putting all my weight behind it. As the blade punctured the man’s back, three screams rang out: Malakai’s, that of the princess, and that of Neysa. I looked over my shoulder and saw the princess for an instant before the opening disappeared behind the mechanism.
Marcus kicked me off, and I lay sprawled next to Malakai and Neysa. She pulled the dagger from him and pushed the old man over onto his back as she sobbed. She snarled at me, hatred burning in her eyes, which flicked between the dagger and me. “Why?” she hissed through her teeth.
I gestured toward the old man, but did not speak. A moment later, there was a dull flash. Malakai vanished and was replaced by emperor Solas. Neysa leapt back, a shrill squeal escaping from her. She continued to crawl backwards until she hit the wall, her eyes wide. I mounted Solas and looked into the man’s eyes. He no longer resembled the man I had seen at the festival; he actually looked his age. I had had a feeling about him since we had entered the bedroom. While some magic pulsed from him, it was as nothing compared to the real Malakai, and I recalled Neysa saying that Solas only had abilities in illusion. Well, illusion failed with a knife through the lung, it would appear.
I had so many questions for him, most starting with “why,” and while my mouth opened twice to ask, no words came out. Too much anger, too much hatred stood in the way. This man had made me a slave, stolen my brother, burned my parents, destroyed my kingdom, and treated my people like cattle.
I punched him in the face, again and again, until my knuckles bled. When that failed to satisfy my hatred, my hunger for revenge, I grabbed him by his ears and smashed his head into the stone floor.
He either died, or passed out with the first blow, but I did not stop. By the fifth, blood spattered as his skull was smashed to pulp, but I continued, only stopping when Marcus laid his hands on my shoulders, pulling me up. I was covered in blood, and my friends had their fair share splattered across them too. I bent down and wiped my blood-soaked hands on the emperor’s sleeping gown. Marcus and Neysa stared at me, wide-eyed.
“How did you know…?” Neysa asked in a quiet voice.
“I just did.”
“Now what?” Marcus asked.



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FORTY
Another way
 
The princess’s screaming was loud through the slab of stone closing us in. “What to do next… I don’t know. The legion and the Inquisition will be on us in no time. I doubt it will take them long to open that,” I said gesturing up the steps.
“I might be able to fight my way past them,” Marcus said. “If we can make our way back down the hidden passage—”
“Then we are back in the dungeon,” I said. “Not exactly where we want to be.” We were quiet for a moment, the only sounds that of the princess screaming and a sizzling sound coming from the top of the steps. Every few seconds, the stone covering us was outlined by a flash of light. Milliandra was launching magical attacks, but fortunately they seemed to be failing.
I took the plans of the palace back out of my boot, looked at the top one, grunted, and shuffled to the next. I was looking for other hidden passages leading from the emperor’s room, ones that perhaps did not lead into the dungeon. When I came to the fourth, I frowned, puzzled. I looked about the chamber we were in but could not see it.
“What?” Marcus asked.
I tapped on the plan. “This shows another passage, leading off… there,” I said pointing at the wall beside Neysa. “Or it might lead from the room above. These plans are shit, not even the Gods could make their way with them in hand. I can’t see where it leads, either. It may lead back to the dungeon as well.” I sighed, and rubbed my face. I was too tired for this shit. “No matter, it looks to be sealed off.” I continued to look through the plans, but Marcus pushed on the wall. It did not budge, so he took a step to the side, and tried again without success. He took one more step and shrugged, leaning his back against the wall. He disappeared into it. There was a thump, and many grunts. 
“Gods,” I heard some distance away. Neysa stood, gathered up the manuscripts, and walked to the wall. She pushed her hand through the wall, and it was as though there was nothing there. 
“It’s an illusion,” she said. “There is no wall. But it feels… different somehow.”
“What do you mean?”
“The illusions that Malakai showed felt the same as the one that hid that vault,” she said, gesturing at the open door. “I could barely feel it, but still, there was something. I can’t feel this one at all… I don’t think it’s the same kind of magic.”
“Solas knew more?”
“No,” Neysa said. “At least, I don’t think so. I don’t believe he created this illusion. He may not have known it was here.” She took a careful step forward and disappeared.
I walked up to it. She was right, I could feel nothing coming from it. The previous one was obvious, not faint as she described it, but this one… I took a deep breath, and shoved my head through. I saw Neysa waiting on the steps and Marcus getting to his feet on a landing some way down. I pulled my head back, looked at the dead emperor in the pool of blood, then walked through.
 
I climbed over a pile of rubble and came close to slipping on my way down. Our progress down the steps took a lot longer than it had to climb up. It was clear that this passage had not been used in a very long time. Parts of the passage was collapsed, and many steps had crumbled to dust long ago. Fortunately, none were completely collapsed, though some came close. We once more fought our way through cobwebs. I hated the feeling of the sticky webs I walked into all too frequently. They were like hairs tickling my skin, but not so easily removed.
 
After what felt like an hour we stopped to rest. My throat was painfully dry. The last thing I had drunk was the poison Innis had poured down my throat, and I could not even guess at how much time had passed since then. Hours, certainly, but days? It was possible. 
I looked over the plans once again but shook my head. The passages were not marked with as much care as other portions of the palace, and the one we were in was only shown on one of the plans. There were many besides, and they often crossed each other, one above and one below, and both shown in the same space. I simply could not figure out where this one led. 
I shoved them back into my boot, sighed, and got to my feet. The leather strap of my satchel dug into my skin. The satchel was bulging with as many of Neysa’s manuscripts as I could fit, the crown, and all the rest of the things I always took with me. By the hells, I was tired. I doubted I would last much longer without food, drink, and proper rest. My friends stood, too, and while Neysa looked as tired as I was, if Marcus shared our fatigue, he did not show it. Marcus led the way, and we once more fought through cobwebs, and climbed over rubble as we came across it.
 
After what I guessed was another hour, we finally reached the bottom of the stairs with a number of extra scratches and bruises. Up ahead, I saw light and whispered for Neysa to put out her flame. A door sat at the far end, with light leaking from beneath it and through gaps in the door itself. We approached it quietly. There was a muffled conversation on the other side.
“Why would they come this way?” one voice asked.
“They won’t. But the princess… the empress ordered all exits covered.” 
An exit? That sounded promising. That it was guarded, less so. Marcus looked at me. It was dark, but I caught the white of his teeth. He must have heard them speak of the exit as well. 
“What do we do?” I whispered.
“We fight,” Marcus said, unsheathing his sword. “We can’t stay here. Besides, that is why I am here—not to clear cobwebs with my Gods-damned face.” Marcus tried the door, but it was locked. I was not surprised; nothing was ever easy. 
I found myself wondering why someone had placed such a shoddy wooden door at the end of a passage that led to the emperor’s room, of all places. I crouched down beside the door and stuck my finger into a hole in the ground against the wall. My finger fit into the hole easily enough, leaving plenty of room to wiggle it. I stood and looked up, seeing another hole at the top.
“There used to be another stone door here, I think,” I whispered. “Like the one leading to the privy. Someone got lazy and stuck this thing in its place. I doubt they looked to see where it led.” Climbing up would have been difficult, too, with the passage in such poor shape. There were stretches where we had been forced to slide down on our arses. 
 Marcus shrugged. “Ready?”
“No,” I said.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-ONE
Blood of my Blood
 
Marcus rammed his shoulder into the door, took a step back, and did it again. The door shattered, and Marcus went tumbling through. He collided with someone who followed him down. Another figure stepped between me and Marcus, looking down at him. It was a red-robed figure in black armor. Marcus, still on the ground, thrust his sword upward.
The Inquisitor blocked the blow. A high-pitched metal-on-metal sound shrieked down the corridor. Marcus’s sword broke, the end clattering to the floor. The Inquisitor raised his sword to cut Marcus down.
I leapt from the passage as I drew my dagger, slid the blade below the helmet, and cut the man’s throat. The Inquisitor collapsed to the ground, dark red blood spraying everywhere. Marcus grabbed the Inquisitor’s sword and leapt to his feet.
He slashed down at the Inquisitor he’d knocked to the ground. The man was just getting to his feet when Marcus’s blade cut through his armor in a spurt of blood. The Inquisitor gasped for air, and as he released the breath, blood poured from his mouth. Marcus took another look at the sword, his brow furrowed.
I took in the scene around us. We were in the train station, of all places. Had I known before what I knew then… the whole charade in the dining hall would have been needless. We could have simply opened the door, walked, or climbed up to the vault, and left again. “Svyn’s balls,” I cursed.
Daylight streamed through the trickling waterfall. Four Inquisitors were closing in on us, and another was further back. One came for me, but Marcus moved. I forgot how quick the man was on his feet. The Inquisitor barely had time to turn before Marcus dealt him a heavy blow. The man froze, just standing there. Marcus turned and engaged the other three.
I lifted a dagger, waiting for the one in front of me to move. That’s when the top half of the man slid from his torso, falling to the ground in a wet thwack. Neysa screamed. The legs soon fell, landing on top of the rest.
My eyes flicked back to Marcus. He was managing to keep the three Inquisitors at bay and had cleared some room around him. The Inquisitors were master swordsmen, but Marcus… he was something else. Still, one man on three—it was not an easy fight.
Marcus was focused on defense, and the Inquisitors were biding their time, waiting for an opening. The fifth Inquisitor backed up a ramp to the large metal door I’d noticed when we’d come through the station the first time, and he disappeared through it. He would get reinforcements, of that I was sure.
Marcus lunged at one of the red-robed men, attempting to impale him on his sword. Instead, the air shimmered around him, forming a large dome. A shield of magic, like the one they had used when Neysa had tried to burn the emperor. The men flew through the air. One Inquisitor collided hard with one of the many pillars in the station with a loud crunch.
Marcus looked surprised for a moment but quickly leapt after one of the Inquisitors who was standing to his feet. The man pulled back his sword. I thought he would use the same trick with the shield to throw Marcus back. However, Marcus dodged sideways, bringing his blade up. The man’s arm fell to the ground. It took the Inquisitor a moment to realize, then he started screaming. The screaming stopped when his head fell from his body, rolling past Marcus’s feet.
The last Inquisitor approached and started circling, his blade held out toward Marcus. A shimmering shield extended from the tip. Marcus smacked his sword into it, testing it, but the blade bounced back violently. The man approached, but Marcus had his own shield in place. They circled each other, waiting for a moment to strike. When they came too close to one another, their shields touching, sparks flew out, and both men were pushed back.
Unfortunately time was on the Inquisitor’s side. He just had to hold out until support arrived. As they circled around again, the man’s back turned to me, I considered sneaking up and cutting his throat. But then… the man burst into flame. The flash of light blinded me. The Inquisitor screamed, but his scream did not last long. I looked away and to Neysa, who was lowering her arm. She rested her hands on her knees, catching her breath. Marcus ran past the burning heap to join us. 
I sprinted to the door that led to the waterwheel and my escape tunnel, noticing a circle drawn beside in chalk, but froze as I barged through. Rocks had been piled into the channel, and my escape tunnel was no more. They must have done that after catching the three slaves, but the circle drawn in chalk meant it had been clear when Ferran had checked it. I hoped they had gotten away.
“Hells!” I yelled and turned back. Marcus was dancing with another Inquisitor, possibly the one who had run out previously. They dropped their shields and attacked in unison. This man was incredible. He moved with such ease, with such precision, never a wasted action. Even Marcus was outclassed. Back and forth they fought. It ended when Marcus tripped on a rail, hit his elbow on the tracks, and lost his sword.
The Inquisitor stood, towering over Marcus for a long moment. Neysa threw several fireballs his way, but he simply held the tip of his blade in her direction, and never took his eyes off Marcus. Neysa soon wearied, and fought for breath.
The Inquisitor pulled back the hood of his robe. He was the first black Inquisitor I had ever seen, his tattoos lighter than his skin. He sheathed his sword. “You should go now, son.”
He turned and ran from the station, passing through the dripping waterfall.
“Father!” Marcus shouted, and went to run after him.
“Marcus!” I used his true name. I was in no shortage of pain to draw on, but I wasn’t sure if even that could stop the man. It pained me to do it. “Behind you!”
Two legionnaires came into the station from the street entrance. I looked for another escape route and thought to join the Inquisitor, Marcus’s father, but what then? Fight our way out of the city on the streets? That was unlikely to go well. 
Marcus engaged the two legionnaires, and after a short but bloody fight, the station was quiet. Only the trickling water could be heard on the far side. The serene moment was at odds with my racing mind. The moment was broken when more legionnaires came in, and then again by a flap of wings. The legionnaires ducked down as a large black bird, a raven, flew close overhead. The bird settled on the lone wagon sitting on the track.
“Get on the wagon,” Neysa shouted, and pulled me toward it. The wagon with Malakai’s rockets still sat where I had last seen it. The legionnaires came at us, but Marcus cut them down with casual ease. That Dark Legion blade was incredible. 
We climbed onto the wagon and looked to Neysa. She was crouched next to one of the rockets, examining it. Another commotion had me look up to see a mass of guards and Inquisitors coming out of the large metal door.
“Whatever you have in mind, do it quick,” I said.
Neysa pried open a small panel on the side of the rocket and drew out a string. No, not a string—a fuse. She darted over to the other rocket and did the same, then sat between the two, lit her flame, and dipped the fuses into it. There was a spark that slowly made its way along the fuse. I understood what Neysa had in mind but found myself unsure of how it would pan out. 
I glanced back up at the gathering soldiers. The front row took a knee, leveling crossbows. 
“Look out,” I shouted. 
Neysa looked up and held out a hand as she hummed, forming her shield. More than a dozen bolts came flying our way, and I flinched as the bolts struck the shield. Several would have found their mark. The fuses had burned halfway along their lengths, leaving a black trail on the wagon’s timber.
“You might want to hang on,” Neysa said through gritted teeth. “Tightly.”
Marcus and I complied, gripping onto the metal rungs usually used to secure cargo. Her humming continued as another volley came at us, once more bouncing off the shield. This time they were joined by several magic attacks, launched by the crossbow wielding Inquisitors that had joined the fray. 
The soldiers cleared a space and the new empress walked through. The crossbowmen lowered their weapons, not wanting to put their new empress in danger. She continued to walk toward us, her teeth bared. When she was but a dozen steps away, my brain collided with my skull. A blaze of fire streamed from the rockets, and our wagon flew down the tracks. Neysa dropped her shield as she fell, and I reached out with my spare arm and clung onto her. 
I looked up to see the empress pull back her sleeve, and place her fingers on her silver tattoos. A large glowing ball of lighting came streaming at us. We were going ridiculously fast, but the ball was closing the distance.
“Look out,” I shouted.
“I’m drained,” Neysa croaked. “I can’t stop it.” 
Marcus fumbled at his belt. The ball of lightning was coming ever closer. The thing was large, making the bolts the Inquisitors shot look feeble by comparison. Beyond it, I saw the empress lower her hands, now far in the distance. 
Marcus freed his blade and stabbed it toward the ball mere moments before it reached us. The lightning crashed against the dome of the shield, blinding me. The blast rocked the wagon and it lurched, but we stayed on the tracks, much to my relief.


When my vision cleared, the palace was out of sight and we were flying through Morwynne. People gawked at us as we sped past, and more than one fainted with the shock of it. I supposed in a different situation, I might have found the experience exhilarating. 
The sun was low on the horizon. This escapade of ours had taken a full day, if not two. We passed through the imperial capital in remarkable time. I doubted anyone had ever moved as fast as that. My arms ached, but I held on for dear life.
Soon, trees flew past us, and our speed only increased as we went down the incline. I wondered how far we would go and what would stop us. The rockets running out of fuel? Or the end of the track? I sincerely hoped for the former while suspecting the latter.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-TWO
Barrels of Fun
 
Our journey from Sagemont to Morwynne had taken the better part of a day, but as Sagemont came into view, the lights of the town below us like the dying embers of a fire, I doubted an hour had passed since we’d left the capital. The rocket-powered wagon would leave even a good horse in its dust, and I reckoned we had a decent lead on our pursuers, perhaps an hour or two to make good our escape.
As we approached Sagemont, the wagon slowed, stuttering every few seconds as the fuel ran out. I was relieved. I would have hated to see how the wagon fared without tracks. Poorly, I thought.
The rockets let out their final breath as we rolled into town, and we rumbled along by gravity alone, slamming to a stop just past the small station. I bit my tongue from the jolt, and Neysa came close to tumbling from the wagon.
Marcus leapt off, landing gracefully. My own descent was clumsy, more appropriately described as rolling off. I winced as I stretched. Pain poked its bony fingers at my ribs, stabbed into the hole in my chest, twisted my muscles into knots, and slammed its fists to the side of my head. I was no stranger to pain, but it ravaged me this day.
Marcus helped Neysa while I looked down the streets of Sagemont. It lay slumbering, barely awake, with only hints that it was still alive. We had been away from Sagemont for just over a week, but it felt like a lifetime. It saddened me that it would be a short visit.
“Where to?” I asked.
“We go back to the tavern, grab some supplies, then get out of here,” Marcus said.
 
As we made our way up the steps to the Bleeding Wolf, I wondered what we would find. I suspected a crowded tavern, however, I opened the door to just three occupants. The new barman, whose name I could not recall, was cleaning glasses, and Adair and Malakai sat at a table by the window—our table.
The reflection in the mirror behind the bar caught my attention as I walked past, and it scared the shit out of me. I paused a moment to make sure I wasn’t imagining the apparition. Painted dark red in dried blood, some my own and some not, my shirt was torn open, the hole left by the nail was raw, and my nose was crooked thanks to Solas. I feared it would look like Marcus’s when it healed. While my bruises could not be seen through the blood that covered me, I felt them all the same.
I approached the table, and Adair looked concerned. Malakai on the other hand was beaming one of his irritating smiles. “You made it,” Malakai said, and I nodded. “I trust you got what you were searching for?”
I could not help but smile. I had succeeded, though I had barely spared a thought for it. I hadn’t had the time or the energy. Reaching into my satchel, I grabbed the manuscripts Neysa had gathered and dropped them onto the table with a loud thwack. The books were odd. My eyes refused to focus on the characters, and they appeared to shift when I tried to read them. It was exactly how Marcus had described my own book. Malakai merely glanced down at the manuscripts and nodded. 
I next reached in and took out the crown. It rolled in a small circle for a moment before clattering to the table. The moment felt underwhelming, but the crown and I had some ways to travel yet. Malakai looked down at my hand and smiled when he saw the ring, nodding.
“Enjoyed the ride back?” Malakai asked. I narrowed my eyes at the man. “Perhaps an invention before its time,” he said.
“Got any ideas on how we can get away?” Marcus asked. 
“I do,” Adair said. “There is a shipment of ale going to Qash at first light. They are loading the barrels tonight and casting off in an hour or two. I suggest you find yourself within some empty barrels, at least until you are on your way.”
I looked at Marcus, who nodded. “A good plan,” I said. My muscles, already sore, ached with the thought of being squashed into a barrel like some dried goods. I looked at Malakai, hoping that he would suggest we take one of his magical trips to his house instead, but he remained quiet. 
“Well, I suggest you get changed and grab a quick meal,” Adair said. “I will fetch something for you while you get dressed.”
I wished that time afforded me a bath, but I had no such luck. I looked down at my filth, my shirt torn open, and the blood…. 
 
I returned a few minutes later and felt like a new man. A tired, beat-up man, but better. It was remarkable what a change of clothes and some time with a wet rag could do. Neysa and Marcus were already seated at the table, wolfing down the bread that Adair had fetched for us. It was delicious, probably the best meal I had ever had, as basic as it was. Though the ale was watered down, it went down a treat. We ate quickly, and too much. My guts hurt and protested at the assault. 
“Before you depart,” Adair said, “I wanted to speak to you about the Bleeding Wolf. I hope you don’t mind, but I have taken the liberty of preparing some papers.”
“What papers?” I asked.
“Sale of business papers,” Adair said. 
“And who are we selling it to, may I ask? You?”
Adair shook his head. “When you sign, the Bleeding Wolf will be owned by another business. A business by the name of Asad Trading Company.”
“Asad? Never heard of them.” 
“Really? That’s funny, you own it,” Adair said with a wicked grin. “Or you will. Look, I thought that your business with the emperor would have unwanted consequences for the Bleeding Wolf. I want to see it continue on. So I created a dozen different businesses, each owning the other. At the very top of this pyramid is Asad.” Adair slid the sheets of paper between Marcus and me, and we peered down at them. I noticed that the documents were backdated. 
“Sounds good,” I said, looking at Marcus, who nodded. “Get some ink.”
 
We signed the agreements, along with a small stack of others, forming and dissolving various business names. More than the dozen that Adair had mentioned. Business concluded, we made our way down to the brewhouse with Adair and Malakai. Adair rolled out two of the largest barrels, stood them upright, and took off the lids. I scowled at the barrels, then went to find the privy. It would be a mess in there if nature called. Marcus followed suit when I returned. 
“Change of plan,” Neysa said. “I’m coming with you.”
“What of your plans to study with Malakai?” I asked.
“That can wait. I don’t want to be away from you,” Neysa said, and hugged me tight. Her hair tickled my face, and I ran my fingers through it. By the Gods, I loved the smell of her. “I love you, Saul.” 
“And I you,” I said for the first time. She squeezed me tighter, and it hurt, in more ways than just the physical. I did not want her to postpone her own dreams for my sake, as much as I wanted her with me. But I doubted she could be argued with; she was as stubborn as a mule. Besides, I had no idea where our journey would take us. I cared too much for her to let her risk her life without good reason. I thought to use her true name to command her to stay. In the end, though, I could not bring myself to do it, so I took a pin from my sleeve, and caught Malakai’s eye. Malakai nodded. “Neysa… you can’t come with me, not now.” 
“What?” Neysa spat. “And you think you can tell me what I can and cannot do?” She pulled back from me, but I kept my arms locked behind her. 
“I’m sure Malakai can arrange for us to meet up again soon,” I said. “But for now, go with him. Learn what you can.”
“Saul, I won’t argue with you about this.” 
“Nor I with you,” I said, and jabbed the pin into the back of her neck. 
“The hell! You son of a whore,” she yelled, pushing me off her. She reached up and pulled the pin out, scowling. “What in the hells did you do!”
“I’m sorry,” I said. She came at me, her small fists connecting with my chest. I was once again surprised at her strength, and to be honest, it hurt a great deal, not helped by my bruises and what I thought was at least one broken rib. Blessedly, the poison soon took its hold of her, and she grew tired, then clung to me, but still landed the occasional blow. I held onto her as she lost consciousness, and gently laid her down.
“You will take her with you?” I asked of Malakai.
“Of course, child,” Malakai said. “Though I doubt she will appreciate this gesture.”
“I suspect she will hate me for it,” I said. I approached one of the barrels and climbed in. I took the new waterskin from my belt, placed it against one side, and sat down with my satchel on my lap. 
 
Marcus arrived and looked down at Neysa on the floor. “It’s under control,” Malakai said. “Get in your barrel.”
“Before I do,” Marcus said. “You should look at this.” He unfastened the Inquisitor’s sword and handed it to Malakai. 
Malakai pulled it from the scabbard, and paid particular attention to the mercury pommel. “This is a worry.”
“The process by which they gain the mercury is much more troubling,” I said. “He has been burning his pupils at the academy. I’m assuming the silver tattoos the sorcerers sport have the same origins.”
Malakai nodded. “Solas needs to be stopped.” 
“Done,” I said. “I walked in here covered in his blood.”
Malakai looked truly surprised. I had never seen that expression on his face, and it did not suit him. “And his daughter?” Malakai asked.
“Milliandra is pissed off,” I said. “To put it lightly. She will be out for our blood.”
“This is bad. Solas was a power-hungry tyrant. But he was a good person when compared to his serpent of a daughter. The empire will bleed, I’m afraid.”
The old man’s words chilled me, but I found no guilt for what I did. “I suspect there will be war, yes. Not all will stand for an empress, especially not one of her ilk. But I’m more worried about Vesh, myself—he’s the puppet master, after all.”
Malakai frowned. “You met, then?” I nodded, hoping he would say more on the subject, but he turned away instead.
“You best get on that ship as soon as you can,” Adair said. Marcus climbed into his barrel, which looked far more cramped than my own, and Malakai handed the sword back. 
Adair hammered a few nails through the lids, and took them out again before sealing us up. Light streamed through the small holes above my head. “The lids are lightly sealed,” Adair said. “You should be able to free them without too much fuss. I will load you onto the ship personally. Wouldn’t want you to be rolled, now would we?” I heard the man walk off, then the sound of wheels on the timber floor. Marcus grunted as Adair tilted the barrel to get the cart beneath it, and the timber boards creaked in protest as he carted him off.
“Look out for the kronos,” Malakai yelled after him. I raised an eyebrow, forgetting I was sitting in a Gods-damned barrel. “You did what you set out to do,” Malakai said to me. “Well done, child.”
“That I did, but it wasn’t easy. Or clean, for that matter.” I said, my voice resonating in the barrel. I felt no animosity for the old man. Not anymore. I had a sense that there were bigger things playing out, things I had only seen the surface of. And Marcus was right—I was a hypocrite. I would stop at nothing to achieve my goals. Provided they aligned with Malakai’s, I had no problem with helping him. Vesh was the real enemy, the man who had pulled Solas’s strings. “Very messy,” I muttered.
“That’s how life is,” Malakai said. “But take heart, your journey has only just commenced. Years from now you may look back at these events and see them for what they were.”
“You mean plunging the empire into chaos?”
“Well,” Malakai said. “Chaos is the natural order of things. All we can do is to try and stay ahead of the avalanche.”
“I feel like I am being swept away by it,” I said. 
“You can’t expect to cause an avalanche and then to avoid it entirely, now can you, child?”
“It would be nice.” 
“What was on that pin?” Malakai asked.
“Just a tranquilizer. It should wear off in half a day.”
“Long enough,” Malakai said.
Adair returned to cart me off. 
 
Hours passed, and the cramped barrel only grew smaller. My legs burned, folded as they were, my back ached, and I desperately needed to piss. I longed for the waterskin to my side, but avoided it, knowing it would only make things worse. I occasionally wet my mouth, but that was all. 
There had been a commotion a few hours back as the legion had arrived to search the town. From what I could hear, which admittedly wasn’t much, no one knew what had happened to us. The general consensus was that we’d fled Sagemont as soon as we’d arrived. The legion briefly searched the cargo hold of our ship but did not go as far as to inspect the contents of the barrels. 
 
At long last we heard the ship come to life. Footsteps pattered on the deck above, and orders were yelled and confirmed. In time, the ship started to sway from side to side. Less than an hour after the ship cast off, Marcus groaned in the barrel beside me.
“I need to get out,” Marcus said. I was about to object, but Marcus started thumping on the lid. The thumping went on for quite some time. “I thought Adair said he sealed these lightly?” Marcus asked short of breath, then thumped again. 
There was a rush of feet as someone ran down the steps to the hold. I had visions of us floating in the lake, still sealed in our barrels. What a way that would be to go after all I’d endured. They started tapping at the barrels. Tap, tap, tap. Tap, tap, tap. Thump, thump, it sounded on my barrel. 
“What’s this?” someone asked, and walked away. Something slammed into the barrel, and a creaking sound resonated around me before the lid popped off, falling to the floor. 
A man stood above me, peering in, his long, braided beard hanging into the barrel like thick ropes, a crowbar in hand. The man looked surprised and glanced to his side. I grabbed his beard, and pulled it down sharply, holding the tip of my dagger just above his Adam’s apple. 
I maneuvered myself and stood up awkwardly, keeping the dagger in place. My knees were weak, like they were going to buckle at any moment, but I stood more upright when I felt a sharp jab in my side. I jerked my head to the side. A woman bared her teeth at me, and looking down, I saw a dagger in her hand. 
“Drop the dagger, or you’re dead,” she said, and I did. 
The man stepped back, rubbing at his throat. 
“Got any mates, stowaway?” the sailor asked, holding my own dagger at me. I tilted my head at the barrel beside me. “Keep him where he is,” the man said, then took off up the steps. It was still night, and the sound of laughter drifted down at me. The sailors were drinking before setting sail at first light, traditions and all that.
The sailor soon returned with the captain, then went to work on Marcus’s barrel and soon pried the lid off. Marcus peeked over the side, looking much younger than his years, then burst into laughter, which had the sailors on edge. The woman took her dagger from my side and walked over to Marcus. I could not help myself and laughed along, and the captain joined in, too. 
“Malvin!” Marcus said as he stepped out of the barrel. The woman approached with the dagger, but Marcus had it out of her hand before she knew what had happened, and tossed it into the barrel. He walked to Malvin and embraced him. “Aren’t you a sight for sore eyes?” Marcus said. 
Malvin hugged him back. “And you continue to surprise me. I have heard stories of your adventures as a stowaway. And here I find myself a part of one.”
“You know these men, Captain?” the woman asked.
“Relax, Lisa, I do,” Malvin said. “Marcus here once spared me from an unpleasant death, and Saul provided me with my fortune to buy into this business. It looks like I now have the chance to repay the favor.”
“Sorry for the intrusion,” I said. 
“Nonsense, I’m lucky,” Malvin said. “Three of my sailors did not show up this morning. Now I have two replacements. Have you sailed before?”
Marcus nodded. “I was a deckhand once on this same Gods-forsaken lake. Saul here has not, but I bet he can climb the ropes faster than any on this ship.”
The sailor snorted. “Not likely.”
“You’re the captain now?” Marcus asked.
“That I am. Smid has had enough of it.” Malvin held his arms out. “Welcome aboard the good ship Bounty.”
 
Our dinner, if you could still call it that past midnight, was basic, but not bad. Sagemont was barely visible through the porthole beside me. We were anchored not far from where we had boarded the imperial ship a lifetime ago. 
The sailors were a lively lot, and much rum was had by all. I detested the stuff, but drank some anyway, thinking it best to blend in with the sailors. Most were still at it, but Marcus and I went to the cabin we shared for an early night. The ship had only three cabins, while the rest slept wherever a hammock could be strung or a bedroll would fit. When the water was calm, most slept on deck, which was hardly surprising as the hold smelled like arse and feet. Some of the sailors were less than happy with the preferential treatment we received, like I could give a shit. One even tried to fight Marcus—a mistake no one was likely to repeat.
 
Sleep came easy, but I had two strange dreams, both plagued by a lion, large and male. In the first, I woke at the edge of the Great Oasis with the lion sleeping beside me, resting its head in my lap like an oversized house cat. The dream was incredibly lucid, and terror filled me, but the lion rubbed its head on my chest, and the fear faded away. 
It stood, and I climbed onto its back like it was the natural thing to do. It ran up the dunes through the cool night air, into the oasis lit by the moon, dodging trees, clearing boulders, and all the while I sat fixed to its back as if tied there. We ran into the clearing where the branded men were camped, and to the high spot from which I’d made my speech. The lion roared, impossibly loud. And it went beyond just sound—it vibrated and shook my chest. 
The people came from their tents and gathered as an enormous crowd, fearful but excited. I pulled the crown from my satchel and held it above me, and it seemed to glow of its own accord. I shouted the name of my kingdom—the name which bound my people, which was my people. “Ubrain!” I shouted. The lion ran with me on its back, circling the crowd three times while I waved the crown above my head. “Ubrain!” I shouted. After the third lap, it ran from the clearing and leapt through the leaves of a low branch. I ducked, holding a hand out to shield my eyes and the world went black. 
 
I woke with a start. My heart raced, my blood pulsed, and it took me a good minute to come to grips with the fact that it had been a dream. I brushed my shoulder, as if to rid it of leaves. To my surprise, a single leaf fell onto my bed. I held it in my hand, pondering what it meant. A coincidence; it had to be.
 
My second dream wandered aimlessly, as dreams are wont to do, and all the while the lion followed. I visited familiar scenes, but they were different. I watched my parents burn, Solas on his black steed, laughing that laugh of his. The lion pounced and tore off his face. 
I dreamed of Angus, and of some of the less pleasant things he’d inflicted on me, but the lion started eating him before I got to slit his throat. 
I dreamed of the burning ship, but instead of flames leaping from one place to another, it was the lion leaving fire in its trail. 
I dreamed of Solas in his room, but it was the lion, not I, that knocked him down the steps. 
I dreamed of shackling Marcus to my will. But the lion snapped its jaws on my wrist, waking me.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FORTY-THREE
Journeys Ended and Begun
 
I woke, clutching my wrist. It felt tender, and a slight tingle ran down my spine as it often did after I used true names. It was pitch dark still, so I closed my eyes and drifted back to sleep. Just before I slipped over the boundary between this world and sleep, a lion’s roar woke me again. I looked at the ring on my middle finger, barely visible in the dark. I stared at it, willing it to roar, but tucked it away as fancy. What would a mere ring have to do with dreams?
I picked up my satchel and the candle lantern beyond the door and made my way on deck. Three sailors were asleep there, so I found a spot furthest away and made myself comfortable. Untying the cloth-wrapped bundle I had taken from the chest, I laid its contents out in front of me. It held a manuscript, very old, and a notebook in my father’s script. The manuscript was familiar to me. I had not seen it before, but it was written in the same language as the one I kept so close, The Names of Things. This one was far harder to understand, but I thought the cover read “The Ghost in the Shadow.”
I was probably too tired, as I was unable to discern anything from its pages. It was like I could read the words, but as soon as I did, their meaning slipped from me. Like holding water in my hand. I put the manuscript aside and paged through my father’s notes instead. I didn’t know what I had expected to find, but it wasn’t what awaited me. The notebook was filled with seemingly random, unsubstantiated, and unconnected ramblings and thoughts. One page read:
“We must ponder the reasoning behind the Great Separation, for it was a deliberate act. Such devastation and power is not unleashed without purpose. What was gained by it? What have we lost?”
 I got as much from that as from the manuscript. Another page caught my attention, however.
“The Old Ways were our last hope of connecting those lost lands. With each moment, our chances of reaching them become slimmer.”
The Inquisitors in the forest had spoken of the old ways, mentioning that two of their number used them. What they were, and what they had to do with yellow twine strung between stakes in a forest, I hadn’t a clue. I soon gave up on the notebook as well and watched the night sky above.
 
Marcus was next to wake.
“Can’t sleep?” Marcus asked. I shook my head. “Probably your conscience,” he said. “What have you got there?” 
“My father’s notebook. It makes little sense to me. Seems he was fixated on something called the Great Separation, whatever that was. Lost lands and some such.”
“I might have an idea on that,” he said. I raised an eyebrow. His scabbard still held the Inquisitor’s blade, but his father’s blade was wrapped in cloth, and tied to the side of the scabbard. He untied it and unrolled the cloth it was wrapped in. “Remember how I ripped that tapestry from the wall in the vault to wrap the blade in? Well, look at this.” He spread the tapestry out and weighed it down with his father’s blade at the top, and the Inquisitor’s at the bottom. It looked like a map, but none I had seen.
“A map?”
“Obviously. But look closer.” 
I shook my head. “Haven’t seen it before.” 
“You have. Just not like this. Pay attention to the largest continent. Familiar?”
“Marcus, just spit it out.”
He sighed. “Fine. The center of the largest continent here,” he said, tracing a large circle. “It’s our continent, Kor. The other four were joined to it once. Look, here’s, Oos; here, Wesse; here, Suid; here, Noord.” He sat back, looking awfully impressed with himself. 
“You’re saying the continent was split into many? How?” I asked. “And those other lands separated even on this map, continents in their own right. What of them?”
He shrugged. “Great Separation, right? It was great? Gives some credence to the tales that travel between the continents was once more common if they are growing further apart. As for the rest, who knows?”
“A bit farfetched, don’t you think?”
He shrugged and looked down at the blade, letting out a deep sigh.
“At the station, that was your father, wasn’t it?” I asked.
Marcus nodded, and the silence stretched. A lone tear tracked down his cheek as he shook his head. “I can’t believe it. After all these years I find him, and he has joined with the people who destroyed my kingdom, killed the man he vowed to protect, killed my second family. He is the enemy. Honestly, Saul, I want to kill the man, and I mean that.”
“Take your time to think that decision over,” I said. “If at the end of this thing you plan to do so, I will help you.”
A half smile played on his face as he wiped his eyes with his sleeve and wrapped his arm around my shoulder. We sat like that for a long time, looking out at the stars as the ship came to life around us. 
 
The sailor’s life was entirely to my liking. The fresh air, the open space, the peace… it suited me to the bone. True, it had only been one day, and things could yet change for the worse. I was sure they would, just as soon as the Gods noticed I was not hating my life. 
True to Marcus’s word, I turned out to be a great topman. The sailor we’d first encountered in our barrels used to be the topman. Malvin had set a challenge for the man. We were to race to the top and if he won, he got to keep his job. He lost three out of three races. I was sure the man, named Ryll, was bitter at being bested, but I failed to give a shit. I was just thankful that I was of some use on the ship. Most of my job entailed being at the top and keeping an eye out for ships and other dangers. Sitting up there, completely alone, was bliss.
Ryll came to join me for a short time, and I apologized for holding a dagger to his throat, but not for taking his job. I had the sheet of paper Malakai gave me in hand, folded and refolded so many times that it was tearing along its creases. The stylized cat at its center was barely recognizable.
He looked at it and nodded. “You are so lucky to have a ticket. I wish I was going.”
“Where?” I asked.
“To the show,” he said, nodding at the paper.
“Sorry, I’m not following.”
“That show, the fight,” he said, but my expression remained blank. He sighed. “Each year for near a decade now, the Lion of Ubrain fights in the arena. Should be a good fight, it’s the ten year anniversary. It will be quite the spectacle. Wish I had a ticket.”
“The Lion of Ubrain?”
“Fiercest fighter I’ve ever seen, and a slave at that. We’ve been shipping your ale there nonstop for weeks now. People from all over will be in Qash for the event.”
The man leapt to his feet, cupped his hands to his mouth, and shouted. “Kronos! Kronos to stern!”
I stood and saw the sailors scurry this way and that. Some distance behind us, the head of the massive creature ducked beneath the water. It looked even bigger than the dead one that had washed ashore in Sagemont, and my guts twisted. Not seeing where it went was worse.
“Where did it go?” I asked.
“Beneath. It will follow us, but this ship is big enough, it should be fine as long as we don’t run into any difficulties.”
Ryll made his way down to help with the preparations.
 
The ship had two cannons, and when they were made ready, order slowly settled on board. It took me a bit longer to get my nerves in order, but the sailors probably knew better. I took a deep breath and willed my muscles to relax.
Marcus came up to visit me. “Big bastard,” he said, looking to stern. “Should make for an easy target.” He smiled, then nodded down at the folded sheet of paper in my hand. “What’s that?”
I unfolded it and held it up.
“Oh, that,” he said. “Figured it out yet?” I smiled, and a half-sob escaped me. “You did!” he shouted, and hugged me to him. “So?”
I took a deep breath, and clamped down on my emotions. “Ryll says this is a ticket to an arena fight in Qash. A big event, owing to the fact that it’s the tenth anniversary of the ‘Lion of Ubrain’ entering the arena. A fierce fighter and a slave.”
“Your brother, Shakir?”
I nodded. “Has to be.”
Marcus clapped me on the shoulder. “Hah! We are on our way to Qash, too. Fortune is smiling on us, my friend. This part of your grand plan should be easier by far.”
I leaned my elbows on the railing and looked back in the direction of Sagemont, the land barely visible now. I would miss the town, but it would be better off without me. The kronos reared its massive head above the water once more, and I could have sworn it looked right at me.
“Ugly bastard,” Marcus said.
 
The End
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