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The Novella

 

There were three men waiting for me in my office. Though calling it “waiting” implied that they had an appointment.

They didn’t.

In my line of work, that told me they had violent intentions—either to threaten it or deliver it. 

Some days it doesn’t pay to get out of bed.  

My name is Raine Benares. I’m a seeker. I find things and people. For the most part, it’s satisfying work. The crappy side is when certain individuals want me to find things that aren’t theirs—otherwise known as stealing—or locate and appropriate people who don’t want to be found—also known as kidnapping.

I refuse to do either one. I think I’m the only Benares who would refuse. 

Let’s just say my family and I don’t draw our lines in the sand at the same place. 

While they engaged in any number of less than legal professions, the one the Benares family was best known for was piracy. And whatever pirates took off a captured ship, be it plundered gold or pilfered people, all of it was fair game.

I had news for the trio in my office: I was not fair game, nor did I fight fair, as they were about to find out.      

Even though I was still down the block from my office, the sentry crystal I’d installed above my office door gave me plenty of warning when I had uninvited and unwelcome guests. A simple linking spell connected the crystal to its twin mounted in a silver cuff around my wrist. A red dot on the cuff represented the heat signature from one person. 

Right now there were three dots. 

I sighed. Three dots, three reasons why I wished I’d stopped for coffee. 

In half an hour, I had a meeting with a new client, a paying client. I always tried to be early in case they were. If I was to have any kind of luck at all today, I’d be able to clear my office of the three undesirables before she showed up. 

The city of Mermeia in the kingdom of Brenir consisted of five islands. Way back when the city was coaxed into existence out of the marshes bordering the Daith Swamp, each major race settled an island; and for the most part, their descendants stayed there. Canals were all that separated the Districts from each other. Sometimes we even got along. Present-day Mermeia consists of five districts: the humans in one, elves in another, goblins in still another. The fourth and fifth were occupied by magic users of many races and the island housing the city government.

I lived and worked in the Sorcerers’ District: my home was above an apothecary shop on Mintha Row, with my office above a magical instruments shop four blocks over. The proprietor rented out space to a few who, like me, found it prudent not to do business where they lived. Crystal balls, scrying mirrors and other favorites relied on by mediocre talents were displayed in the front window. She kept the quality stuff in the back, available only to a few select clients she deemed capable of wielding them. Too many deaths were bad for business.

I paused at the foot of the stairs. My office door was half-open and I could hear voices coming from inside. I recognized one of them by name. The other two voices were deeper and belonged to the muscle that made the first voice feel important. I had multiple locks on my door—both magical and mundane—but even though Ocnus Rancil didn’t rank very high on my list of dangerous people, he’d had enough skill to get past my physical locks, and obviously enough magic to negate the wards. The little bastard had probably shredded them in the process, earning him yet another black mark next to his name.

Since I was early, Ocnus and his boys probably weren’t expecting me quite yet, and I’d operate on that assumption. I knew which of the wooden stairs to my office creaked and which ones didn’t. I reached the landing outside my office door without a sound. I wore my swords in a leather harness on my back. After loosening them in their scabbards, I slid my shirt cuffs back slightly, clearing the way for the long daggers strapped to my forearms. I stepped around the corner and leaned casually against the doorframe. 

Ocnus Rancil had made himself at home behind my desk, his grubby fingers pawing through my client records.  

“Morning, Ocnus.”

He yelped and the handful of papers he held flew into the air. I hated the thought of sorting and refiling it all, but the look on Ocnus’s pudgy face was worth it.  

“You could’ve just made an appointment,” I told him. “It’d have been easier.”  

The hulking, hobgoblin muscle silently arranged themselves against opposite walls. I walked between them to the middle of the office, my hands loose by my sides, ready to move. I didn’t intend to be violent, just prepared.

Ocnus Rancil was a goblin. The vast majority of goblins were tall, sleek, and considered wicked sexy by anything with a pulse. Ocnus was the exception to all three. Rumor had it there was troll snuffling around somewhere in his bloodline.  

“If you’re looking for something,” I added, “I’m good at helping people find things—but only if those things belong to them to begin with.”

“My client’s business is none of yours, Seeker.”  

He sneered the last word as if it were a bad thing. Seeking wasn’t the flashiest occupation a sorceress could put out her shingle for, or the most highly regarded, but it paid the rent on time. I debated whether to take Ocnus’s insult personally. I decided to wait. I could always be offended later. With Ocnus there were ample opportunities.  Right now I wanted to know what he was after. 

“You’re in my office, so it is my business.”

Ocnus ignored the papers on the floor. “My client wants a meeting with Phaelan Benares.”

I groaned inwardly. My cousin had been at it again. 

Next to my Uncle Ryn, the most feared pirate in the seven kingdoms was his son, and my cousin, Captain Phaelan Benares. He plied his trade across all of their oceans, seas, harbors, and various waterways—and that trouble nearly always extended to whatever port city he was in at any given time. 

“I’m not my cousin’s keeper,” I said. “No one could pay me enough to take that job.” 

I’d said variations on those two sentences often enough that they came out automatically whenever anyone came around looking for Phaelan. While they could have been looking for any number of reasons, none of those reasons had ever been good, or anything I’d wanted to be even remotely connected to. 

“Let me guess,” I continued. “Your client thinks that Phaelan has stolen his money, insulted his honor, boffed his wife or girlfriend, or insert other offence here.”

“Yes,” Ocnus said. 

“Which one?”

The little goblin paused, apparently running down my litany of possible Phaelan offences. 

“One and three,” he finally said. 

I sighed. 

“And number two because of one and three.”

My cousin had been a busy boy, but then he always was the go-getter in the family. 

“Wife or girlfriend?” I asked. 

“Yes.”

Dammit, Phaelan. 

“So you want me to set up a meeting because your client is too scared—or has too much good sense—to go looking for Phaelan himself. And rather than going to the Fortune where you’d never get anywhere near Phaelan before his crew cut you into bait-sized chunks, you come here.” I spread my hands. “Where there’s no crew and no bait buckets.” 

Ocnus folded his meaty hands on my desk as his small eyes glanced toward Thug #1 and both men took one step forward. 

I saw where this was going, and my cousin was going to owe me, big-time.     

I shook my head and made tsking sounds. “Threaten me to make Phaelan meet with your client? Someone didn’t think this through. After all this time, you don’t know me or my cousin, do you, Ocnus?”

I didn’t think I was making a dangerous gamble. As far as violence was concerned, magical or otherwise, Ocnus Rancil wasn’t really worthy of consideration. His muscle-bound bookends didn’t rate much higher. They were good at one thing—being big. To their credit, they did it very well, but speed, either of thought or action, wasn’t a skill either one possessed.  

Ocnus squirmed, settling his bulk more comfortably in the chair. My chair. A chair I would be cleaning within an inch of its life as soon as Ocnus’s ample posterior left it. “I’ve been authorized to make you an offer, Mistress Benares.”

My back stiffened. “I’m listening.” 

“My client would like to meet with Captain Benares at a warehouse he owns. It’s a mere three blocks from where the Fortune is docked. He can even bring six members of his crew.”

“Six. How generous.”

“My client sends his assurances that he only wants to talk.”

I stared at Ocnus for a good long time before responding. “And if Phaelan says no—or if I refuse to even ask him?”

“Then my client would be forced to offer additional incentives to secure your cooperation.  Unfortunate and regrettable incentives.” Ocnus’s fleshy lips spread in his idea of a smile. “You wouldn’t like them, Mistress Benares, and neither would your adoptive family.”

I considered Tarsilia Rivalin, the proprietor of the apothecary shop above which I lived, and Piaras, her grandson and apprentice, as family. My mother had died when I was young, and Tarsilia had filled that void in many ways. Piaras was like the little brother I never had. 

No one threatened my family. 

I crossed to my desk in two strides. I felt rather than heard the thug to my left move toward me. I ignored him. I put my hands flat on my desk and leaned over it until my face was inches from Ocnus’s own. My hands were open, but hardly empty. The daggers were insurance against interruption. I had something else in mind for Ocnus. 

“Call them off,” I said through clenched teeth.  

He looked at my daggers and his head jerked in a nod. I felt the looming presence retreat.

I wasn’t counting on daggers or threats to get the results I wanted. I’d had it with Ocnus Rancil, and he needed to know that in no uncertain terms. The goblin wouldn’t go anywhere near my cousin. He needed to start applying that same caution to me. 

Generally I stayed away from curses. They were mean, and I was not a mean person. But threaten the people I loved, and I would get vindictive all over your ass. 

The words to the curse were short, sweet, and to the point. Perfect for when you didn’t want to waste words—or any more time—on someone. However, I put a three-day time limit on it. Fire fleas took four to reproduce. Like I said, I wasn’t a mean person, but I never hesitated to teach a deserving individual a well-earned lesson. 

Ocnus started to twitch as the fleas scurried under his clothes; then his piglike eyes widened to almost normal proportions. 

He knew exactly what I’d done. 

I smiled sweetly. It’s nice to have one’s work appreciated.  

“Tell your client that if he or any of his people, including you, get within one block of the Rivalins’ home, I will hunt all of you down and make what will be happening to you in the coming hours and days feel like a trip to a Rina spa.” I leaned forward. “And guess what, Ocnus?”

His bottom lip quivered. “What?”

“Next time it’s spiders, thousands of itsy-bitsy spiders.” 

As I leaned toward him, Ocnus leaned back. My desk chair creaked ominously under his weight.

I smiled and it was genuine. “And you might not want to do that, either.”

The chair flipped back, Ocnus squealed, and both landed on the floor. I’d been meaning to fix that chair. Really.  

Thug #1 hurried to help his boss off the floor. Thug #2 thought about drawing his sword. He thought too long. Mine was already out and leveled at his throat.

“Get out.” I didn’t take my eyes or my blade off the man, though my words were for Ocnus. “If you keep annoying me, or anyone I know, you won’t have to come looking for me again, I’ll find you. And you know I can.”

Ocnus’s hands shook as he straightened his robes and swatted frantically at what was crawling beneath. 

“I will tell my client that you refused to assist him,” Ocnus said. “He will be disappointed.”

“He’ll get over it.”

Ocnus managed to look scared and smug at the same time. Then he smiled, and the smugness won out.  “No, he won’t.”  

They left, shutting the door behind them. 

I blew my breath out and put away my blades. Damn, I needed some coffee. 

 

*

 

The solace of roasted, ground, and brewed beans was not to be.

After dealing with Ocnus and his boys, in addition to coffee, I needed sugar, and I wanted it now. Maira Takis’s bakery was usually my first destination of the morning for coffee and sugar knots. But my appointment would be here any minute, so buttery, sugar-dusted, fried-doughy goodness would have to wait. My stomach minded, but I didn’t. This meeting promised to be interesting. 

Rather than send a servant to request an appointment with me, Lady Kaharit had come to the instrument shop yesterday afternoon and spoken with Willa, the owner, who acted as my receptionist when I wasn’t in the office. Whatever was bothering my potential client was serious and sensitive enough for her to come herself. That was the first item of interest. The second? Lady Kaharit was a goblin. Goblins didn’t come to elves for help. Period. And since a goblin was about to do just that, flavored ices were about to be served in the Lower Hells. That was worth missing coffee and sugar knots for. 

Goblins and elves had what you might call a history. Every hundred years or so, the two races had themselves a war that accomplished nothing except to lay the groundwork for the next one—that is, if you’d call that an accomplishment. I didn’t.

Though elves might have had a wee bit more reason to be paranoid around goblins, and I didn’t think that because I was an elf myself. About every other war involved the goblins enslaving elves to work in their mines. That was the sort of thing a race tended to take personally—and made them hold on to the resulting grudge with an iron grip that never let go.  

Goblins were just as uncomfortable being around elves. However, not all of that discomfort came from racial animosity. The two races simply weren’t awake and out and about at the same times. Elves loved sunshine. Goblins were mainly nocturnal, by preference bordering on necessity. They could be out during the day if they had to, but their dark eyes were painfully sensitive to sunlight. Shops and businesses in the Goblin District opened at twilight, then remained open throughout the night and into the first few daylight hours. The early evening and early morning hours were for those of other races who preferred not to be in the Goblin District at night. If goblins had to go out during the day, they usually went hooded and wearing dark-lensed spectacles.

In my opinion, dig down deep and the cause of all racial distrust and hatred in the seven kingdoms throughout history boiled down to one thing.    

They are not like us.

Movement down in the street outside my window caught my attention. There was a lot of movement any time of any day on the street in front of my office; it was only the unusual that caught my eye. 

It was midmorning, but it was already hot and muggy. Two people crossed the street in front of my office wearing cloaks with full hoods. I was betting that one of them was my appointment. And she’d brought an armed retainer. The tip of a sword scabbard protruded from beneath the cloak’s hem, the broad shoulders indicated a male, and the fact that he was walking two steps behind and to the right of the smaller figure indicated that he was a servant.

My door was still open from Ocnus’s exit, and I’d left it that way. Cloaked or not, anyone who had passed Lady Kaharit and her guard knew they were goblins, and cloaked or not, I imagined they’d been subjected more than once to comments no one should have directed at them. I wanted to make sure they felt welcome at my door. 

I heard the outer door open and close, but no footsteps on the stairs. 

I stood. Time to put out the welcome mat. 

I stepped out onto the landing, clasping my hands loosely in front of me, careful to be as nonthreatening as possible considering the amount of steel I was wearing. I had to admit it wasn’t exactly what most people expected from their friendly neighborhood seeker.

“Be welcome in my house,” I said in formal Goblin. Technically my office wasn't my house, though I’d had to sleep here on more than one occasion, but the Goblin language didn’t have a word for office, at least not one that I knew. Better to make the sincere effort to speak faulty, though acceptable, Goblin.

The slighter figure raised gloved hands to push back her hood, and I detected a small smile.

Yep, I’d used the wrong word, but Her Ladyship didn't seem to mind.

“Your welcome honors me.” Lady Kaharit held out her arm and her escort took it. To help him up the stairs.

His hood fell back, revealing an elderly goblin somewhere between eighty and ancient. If his body was as frail as his face looked, I was surprised that sword hadn’t tipped him over. 

I hurried down the stairs. “Sir, can I—”

He raised the hand not holding Lady Kaharit’s arm, and his lips twitched in a smile. “I'm not as far gone as I appear, Mistress Benares.” 

I figured the best way I could help was to simply stay out of the way. I went back to the landing and waited for them to get there. 

It didn’t take that long, but I was glad I kept ale and brandy for clients who might need refreshing—or reviving.

I offered drinks, even though it was a little early in the morning, at least for an elf. For a goblin, it could be a nightcap. Lady Kaharit declined, her companion accepted brandy, and considering the way my day had gone so far, I poured one for myself. 

“How can I be of assistance, Lady Kaharit?” I asked in Goblin.

“I speak the common kingdom language, Mistress Benares.” 

Of course, she did. I felt embarrassed and mildly stupid.

“Though your effort is much appreciated,” she added. 

“Good.” I leaned against my desk since Ocnus had broken my chair. “Because my vocabulary is limited.” At least my polite vocabulary was. If you needed to do any quality swearing, Goblin was the way to go. I could cuss a blue streak.  

“I need your help retrieving a piece of jewelry that has been taken from me. A ring belonging to my grandmother.” 

Lady Kaharit was direct and to the point. Good. 

“Do you have any idea who may have taken it?” I asked.

Her expression hardened. “I know precisely who stole it. The same individual who has stolen all of my finer pieces. My husband.”

And the awkwardness just kept coming.

“Uh, I don't handle domestic disputes, Lady Kaharit.”

“That is all well and good, as I do not require assistance handling my domestic situation. I will be resolving that issue myself. Very soon.” 

It sounded like she had a permanent solution in mind. Goblins were nice enough people, but if they married and got on each other’s bad sides. . . well, divorce was rare, but death—suspicious and otherwise—was all too common. Black was a good color for goblins. She was already beautiful, so I had no doubt that Lady Kaharit would make a stunning widow.

“My husband has a gambling problem,” she continued. “When we were first married, I thought it more of a harmless dalliance. I recently discovered that jewelry which I brought with me when I married had been altered. The gems have been removed and replaced with counterfeits.”

I gave a silent whistle. Oh yeah, this guy was about to be pushing up daisies.

Her dark eyes glittered. “Two nights ago, he stole my grandmother’s ring.”  

Cancel the daisies. His Lordship would be bog-beetle food in the Daith Swamp before the week was out. 

“The ring has more sentimental than monetary value. The stone is not of the highest quality, which tells me that my husband has become increasingly desperate in funding his addiction. A fact proven by the unsavory individuals who have been seen near our home. I believe my husband has gotten in over his head.” She paused. “There have been threats.”

“Against you?”

Her eyes flicked over to the elderly man, one who was obviously fond of and close to his mistress. “And my servants.”

That crossed all of my lines. You didn’t threaten old people or children, and you sure as hell better not hurt them. 

“Sir, don’t take this the wrong way,” I began as diplomatically as I could. “I’m sure you’re capable with that blade you’re carrying.” Or at least you were forty years ago, I left unsaid. “But I’ve seen the handiwork of the local debt collectors. Honor’s not a concept they’re familiar with—and dirty’s the only way they know how to fight.”

That last part also applied to me, but when most of the opponents I encountered were taller and bigger than I was, I tossed any notion of fair play right out the nearest window. Strike first, strike hard, and make it count. If I’d done it the way I’d been taught, they wouldn’t be getting back up. And I didn’t know if what I had was called honor, but it pissed me off when innocent people were threatened. More than once it had me sticking my nose or fists into other people’s business, but some things I simply refused to tolerate.

“Do you have any children?” I asked Lady Kaharit. 

“Fortunately, no. Sethis and I have been married only a year and a half.” 

The name didn’t ring a bell. “Sethis Kaharit isn’t a name I’ve heard. Maybe he—”

“Kaharit is my family name. I was afraid you’d refuse to see me if I gave you my married name.” Her dark eyes went flat and hard. “And after the thefts, it is the name I will be using from now on. My husband is Sethis Mortsani.”

I briefly considered going for a second hit on the brandy.

“That name I’ve heard.” 

The goblin gave me a small, apologetic smile. “I thought you might have. The marriage was arranged when we were children, the dowry was accepted. . .”

Meaning she’d been bought and paid for. Sheesh. Made me glad I wasn’t a blue blood. He had the name and rank; she had the money. Well, at least she used to have the money.

The goblin lady drew herself up proudly. “I sense your hesitation. I will understand if my husband’s reputation makes you reconsider.” 

It wasn’t his reputation as much as the ickyness factor. Okay, maybe it was at least half due to his reputation. 

Sethis Mortsani was a nachtmagus. Anyone who worked with dead people made the skin of most living people crawl. Undertakers worked with dead people, but their intent wasn’t to bring them back to life, or undeadness, or whatever the end result qualified as. 

Many who called themselves nachtmagi limited their work to communicating with the dead. Other nachtmagi assisted the dying to the other side, to prevent their souls from getting lost and being trapped here or somewhere in between. 

Sethis Mortsani wasn’t either kind of nachtmagus.

A cottage industry had sprung up around the contesting of wills. If you were an heir who’d been written out of one, the death of the will’s signer didn’t mean the end of your chances to cash in. Rather than simply contest the existing will, it helped your case if you could produce one written and signed at a later date. When it came to wills, all the power was in the signature. Literally.

All wills were written on specially bespelled parchment. If someone other than the legal owner of the will tried to sign the document, the parchment would reject the ink. Getting your hands on bespelled parchment had gotten to be easy. Forging a signature on it was impossible.

That was where unscrupulous nachtmagi like Sethis Mortsani came in. Their job was to resurrect the dearly departed and get that signature. Spirits that got pulled back into their bodies were confused and easily manipulated by a talented nachtmagus. All the body physically needed was enough muscle left on the bone to hold a pen and sign their name. Apparently the parchment didn’t care if the signer was alive or dead. I didn’t even begin to understand how that worked. In return for their services, the nachtmagus was offered a cut of the inheritance.  

Lord Mortsani’s wife was a brave woman. Even if she succeeded in putting a permanent stop to his pilfering—and his life—well, I’d heard of nachtmagi coming back more than once from the great beyond. 

Lady Kaharit took a leather pouch from beneath her cloak and dropped it on the desk between us.  It landed with a thud—an impressive thud. 

A hundred half kugarats. Goblin imperial gold. 

Yeah, I knew exactly how much was in that bag. My regular fee, times ten. It was a family talent. Certain traits had bred into the Benares line. Knowing what and how much was in a purse when it was handed over was one of those traits. When you were a thief, pirate, highwayman, or any criminal variation thereof, you rarely had time to stand around and count your ill-gotten booty.

“That’s way more than my usual fee,” I told her. “I can’t take any more of your money that what I’m due for—”

The goblin smiled fully. “He stole my jewels; I stole his winnings.”

I returned her smile and reached out and took the purse. With Sethis Mortsani as my target, I’d be earning every bit of it. Heck, this might even cover my hazard pay.

I tossed the purse in my hand. “So, where does His Lordship like to gamble?”

 

*

 

When mages retired, regardless of their age, they wanted to enjoy themselves. As a result, Mermeia had evolved over the past couple hundred years from a handful of soggy islands on the edge of a swamp to the gambling and entertainment capital of the seven kingdoms.

When you’ve faced down one demon too many and felt Lady Luck was about to give you the ultimate cold shoulder, plenty of mages figured it was time to stop gambling with their lives and pick up a pair of dice. Risk was an addiction they didn’t want to kick, and now that their lives weren’t on the line, their money was. 

More than one mage had made a tidy fortune at the gaming tables. Yes, the casinos employed mages of their own to detect patrons using magic to favor their wagers. Mages survived out in the world by being smarter and more resourceful than who or whatever they were being paid to go up against. For men and women like these, coming up with new ways to cheat the system was so easy even an apprentice could do it. 

Seeing that part of my job was finding stolen goods, the city’s pawnshops and casinos were the first places I looked. Yes, seeking involved magic, but a lot of the time, it was talking to people and legwork that got the job done and the property returned. 

After my meeting with Lady Kaharit, I started with the pawnshops that dealt in high-end jewelry. The ones that bought and sold stones like those Lord Sethis Mortsani had stolen from his wife didn’t have storefronts. Being a Benares helped me know where to look, but earning the trust of the proprietors got me the truth—or at least their version of it. Over the years, I’d become adept at reading between the lines. Most fences wouldn’t touch blazing-hot goods. They didn’t want trouble; they just wanted to make a living, albeit a mostly dishonest one. They trusted me not to rat them out to the city watch; I trusted them to be upfront with me. Most of my clients could afford to pay to have their goods returned, and the majority of the time, the reward they offered was more than the fence had paid the thief. My clients got their valuables back, and the fence made some money. Everybody was happy. 

That being said, occasionally I had a difficult time persuading my contacts to be forthcoming with information. When the thief in question was a disreputable nachtmagi, talking too much went way the hell beyond risky. I could understand their reluctance, since a nachtmagus could kill you, bring you back, kill you again, and keep right on going in that happy little cycle of life and death until they got bored and let you die for good. 

A man known for resurrecting dead people and swindling them didn’t have many, if any, moral lines he wouldn’t cross to begin with. I imagine that anyone who made the poor choice of pissing him off was in for a whole new level of vengeance.

Lucky for me, no one was reluctant to talk. Though that probably had everything to do with none of my contacts having either the ring or the big jewels Mortsani had stolen.

Lady Kaharit had brought a small bracelet with her to my office that had also belonged to her grandmother. The stones were tiny and the gold was not the highest quality, so her husband hadn’t taken it. The nuts and bolts of seeking worked the same regardless of whether I was looking for a person or an object. If I was looking for a missing person, I needed one of their valued possessions or a favorite article of clothing. The closer the person was to that possession, the better. If someone had been kidnapped and a scrap of cloth from their clothing had been found at the scene, I could use that to see exactly what had happened to them, very often experiencing the crime through their eyes. Not fun by any stretch of the imagination, but then it hadn’t been me that’d been snatched off the street, or from wherever the victim had been taken. And if they had been injured, blood was the best linking medium there was for a seeker. Again, bad for the victim, great for me. Not only could I become an eyewitness to the crime, I could use that blood like a two-legged, psychic bloodhound to track where they’d been taken.

To find a missing object, I needed another object that had been kept in close proximity to or worn by the same person. Not only had the bracelet been owned and worn by Lady Kaharit’s grandmother, it had been kept in the same box as the ring and the stolen jewelry. It was all about imprinting. Objects that had spent time in contact with one another came to have the same psychic imprint. Basically, like called to like. Having one object, more often than not, meant I could find the other. 

After Lady Kaharit and her retainer had left my office, I’d spent the rest of the day checking in with every pawn shop owner and fence who might have received a visit from Sethis Mortsani, or whoever he had moving the stones for him. On my third stop, I’d found where the smaller stones had ended up. Mortsani had had one of his servants bring them in and sell them. Not surprisingly, those stones were long gone. No one had seen the ring, and surprisingly, no one had bought, been offered, or even seen the larger jewels. And what I sensed matched what I was being told. The big jewels hadn’t been anywhere I’d been today. Either Lord Mortsani had sold the stones to a buyer who wasn’t local, or the goblin nachtmagus still had the jewels. I wasn’t going to hold my breath on the latter, but it’d sure be nice to recover what remained of Lady Kaharit’s property.

Now that it was well into the evening, I was gearing up for the main event. 

Find Sethis Mortsani himself—and if Lady Luck was in a generous mood tonight, fleece the bastard.  

Lady Kaharit had told me her husband gambled at Sirens.

I wasn’t surprised.

When it came to finding missing valuables, more often than not, they ended up on the bad side of a bet. As a result, more than once I’d ended up at Sirens. 

Sirens was a high-class establishment. Unless you had a small fortune to risk on any given night, you took your gambling urges elsewhere. I didn’t have that kind of money; if I did, I sure wouldn’t be gambling it away. However, for my cousin Phaelan, gambling was his second favorite pastime. His primary entertainment when in any port involved ladies of the evening variety. And as a successful pirate—excuse me, seafaring businessman—he had plenty of gold to spend on games and girls. 

Phaelan would be going with me this evening. Not because I had a problem going anywhere in Mermeia by myself. I knew my way around a pair of dice, but cards—especially the high-stakes kind—wasn’t my thing. Phaelan not only loved playing cards, he was one of the best I’d ever seen, even when he wasn’t cheating. Lady Kaharit said her husband’s greatest weakness was cards. The higher the stakes, the better. To get my hands on that ring, I needed someone at the table I could trust to run up the pot and ensure His Lordship had to dip into his stash of ill-gotten jewelry to stay in the game.  

You might think that women didn’t go to Mermeia’s gambling houses by themselves. Up to a point, you’d be right. As has always been the case, a woman out at night by herself tended to attract the kind of man who thought that a woman on her own simply hadn’t met him yet.  

I’d taken a page from my Uncle Ryn’s book and provided a few well-publicized examples. He’d told me that there was always a suicidal dumbass in every pirate crew—at least one man who felt the need to push his luck when it came to getting along with his fellow crewmen. When that happened, Uncle Ryn usually let the men work things out on their own. Occasionally that involved chucking the offending brother buccaneer over the side of the ship into less-than-friendly waters—be they infested with the ships of a competitor or one really large, hungry shark.

But generally they only needed to make one example per voyage. Any other new crewman who was starting to get on his shipmates’ collective nerves suddenly experienced a behavioral epiphany. 

As a result of making some examples of my own, I now had a reputation for not taking any crap and dealing swiftly and creatively with any offenders. However, I remained perpetually alert for the inevitable future suicidal dumbass. 

Sirens was a favorite casino with Mermeia’s wealthy women for a similar reason. While there were still men who considered any woman there alone to be longing for their companionship, if the “gentleman” in question had a problem understanding a lady’s refusal, Sirens’ staff was always close by to quickly step in and resolve the situation—to the lady’s satisfaction. Most men wisely backed off at the first warning; a few were obnoxiously persistent—or ignorant of Sirens’ policy of tossing the offender into the canal behind the casino for a midnight swim. Any subsequent incidents resulted in the man being banned. Word got around that chivalry was alive and well at Sirens, and as a result, it was a big hit with women of means. 

The fact that the goblin owner, Tamnais Nathrach, was the embodiment of sin itself didn’t hurt. How much those women enjoyed gambling probably paled in comparison to how badly they wanted to “play a couple of hands” with Sirens’ proprietor.

There was a knock at my door. 

I looked out through the peephole. Surprisingly, Phaelan was right on time. His punctuality probably had everything to do with what I’d told him was on the schedule for tonight—fleecing a thieving husband at one of Sirens’ high-stakes card tables. That’d be my cousin’s idea of a fun night out. Heck, Phaelan had probably been here early and had been pacing in the street, killing what time was left until he was supposed to pick me up. 

I opened the door to a vision in emerald. My cousin liked to be noticed. 

“Ready for some fun and games?” he asked with a rakish grin. 

Phaelan’s doublet and matching breeches were emerald buckskin, with the sleeves slashed to reveal an ivory linen shirt—all of the above a perfect complement to his dark hair and eyes. His high boots were tooled black leather, and at his side was his favorite rapier.

I nodded toward it. “You know you’re going to have to give that up once we get to Sirens.”

“I know.” Phaelan said it, but he clearly didn’t like it. 

For obvious reasons, Nathrach didn’t permit weapons in his casino. High-stakes gambling meant flaring tempers. He had a fortune in carpets on the floors, and blood was a bitch to clean.

The instant he saw what I was wearing, Phaelan’s grin was gone. “Nice dress.” 

“Nice try.” I turned to get my cloak from a nearby chair. “I don’t want to be noticed or annoyed by anyone. Tonight I’m a highly observant wallflower.”

While my cousin liked to be noticed, my goal tonight was to blend in. I could hardly wear my usual leathers—doublet, breeches, and boots—in a fancy casino like Sirens; but unlike many of the women at its gaming tables, I had no desire to compete with a tropical bird. 

My dark blue gown was of simple cut and covered what I didn’t want stared at. I couldn’t do anything about my hair and skin. My hair was red gold, and my skin pale—visible even in the darkest shadows. 

“I hate to break it to you,” Phaelan said, “but you’ll stand out because you don’t stand out.”

I swung my cloak around my shoulders. “I don’t display what’s not available.” 

“That’s not all you’re covering up. I saw Will Brenkman this afternoon.”

Crap. I let out a little sigh. Will was one of the city’s best fences, and a friend. I’d been upfront with him about what I was looking for, who had taken it, and why. I couldn’t blame Will for leaking the identity of our mark to Phaelan. My cousin was like an inquisitor when he wanted to know something. And as one of the most profitable pirates in the seven kingdoms, Phaelan was one of Will’s best customers. The fence was simply being a smart businessman by not pissing off the man responsible for a large chunk of his income. 

“I knew how you’d react,” I said, “so I opted to omit some things until I got you face-to-face.” 

“Well, here’s my face. You know how I feel about mages.”

Mages? Not one of Mermeia’s most notorious nachtmagi? I bit back a smile. I owed Will. Like me, he’d told Phaelan the truth, but not the whole truth. Thankfully. If Phaelan knew everything about Sethis Mortsani, even the joy of potentially fleecing a fellow thief might not have convinced him to help—or pried him out from underneath the bed in his cabin. 

My cousin didn’t like mages. Magic gave him a raging case of the creeps. Yes, I was a magic user, but my magic didn’t include what Phaelan called “spooky shit.”     

Lord Sethis Mortsani was the walking and talking personification of “spooky shit.” 

Since if everything went according to plan tonight, my cousin would be sitting at the same card table with the goblin nachtmagus, it was time for me to put my own cards on the table. Lord Mortsani wasn’t one of those nachtmagi who had runes stitched into their robe, not just to protect themselves from the dark forces they were foolishly messing with, but to broadcast how magically badass they were. But to the truly adept and dangerous, like Lord Mortsani, all wearing a flashy robe meant was “I’m going to die young and leave a big smear.”

I told Phaelan everything. 

To my surprise, when I’d finished, he didn’t turn around and run out the way he’d walked in. On the other hand, he didn’t appear to be breathing all that well, either.  

Eventually, he spoke. “A nachtmagus.”  

“For our purposes, he’s just a husband who’s stolen all of his wife’s jewelry.”

“A nachtmagus.”

“Who’s taken the last piece of jewelry she has—a ring that belonged to her grandmother.”

No change in expression.

I blew out my breath. “Where’s your chivalry?”

“Hiding behind my survival instinct.”

I did not have time for this. At this rate, by the time we got to Sirens, Mortsani would have gambled away the ring.

“Are you going to help me or not?” I asked.

“If not?”

“I’ll do it myself.”

Phaelan snorted. “Raine, I’ve played cards with you. For your own financial preservation, you shouldn’t be allowed anywhere near a table.”

“I’m not that bad.”

“Yes. Yes, you are.” 

“Then I won’t play cards. I’ll confront him. I’m good at confrontation.”

“With a nachtmagus.”

“I’m not scared of him.”     

“I’m not scared of him, either.”

“That’s not what it sounds like to me.”

“Having good sense and being scared are two entirely different things.”

“If you say so. Oh, and by the way, while you’re keeping Lord Mortsani occupied at the card table, his wife will be burglarizing his private office.”

“For what?”

“To expose what he does for a living.”

“Being a nachtmagus is legal.”

“Not the way he does it.”

Silence. 

I knew I had him on the hook, or at least eyeing the bait with interest. My cousin had many weaknesses, and two of them were curiosity and a delight in scandal. 

“Her Ladyship says that he keeps meticulous records,” I continued casually. “The arrogant bastards usually do. Kind of like taking trophies.”

“What does he do?” 

“Our boy’s into raising the dead for profit.”

That last word was one of Phaelan’s favorites. I’d also said dead; but for my cousin, profit trumped dead things.  

“Profit?” he asked.

“Uh-huh. Relatives want a chance for one last chat with the dearly departed, usually when a will’s being contested or there’s a stash of valuables hidden in the family palazzo.”

“If they wrote them out of the will or didn’t tell them where the family jewels were hidden, why would being brought back from the dead change their minds? I’d think they’d be pissed off at being called back.” 

“Usually it wouldn’t change their minds,” I said. “But spirits that get pulled back into a body are confused and easily manipulated. Sethis Mortsani and nachtmagi like him are offered a cut of the inheritance for compelling them to sign a will predated to just before their deaths. The parchment is bespelled, so everything’s nice and legal. Immoral as hell, but legal.” 

“I steal from people, but I’m honest enough to do it to their faces, and while they’re alive. Taking advantage of dead people. . . that’s just. . .”

“Wrong,” I said helpfully. 

“In any and every way. And this Lord Mortsani cons dead people out of all their money for a living? Then he loses that at the card tables and has been stealing his wife’s jewelry?” 

“You got it.” 

“And his wife is getting the evidence of his cons while he’s at Sirens?” 

I nodded. “I’ll help her get those documents into the hands of the right people, and Lord Mortsani will be out of business and in prison—and the names of the scumbags who swindled their dead relatives will be public. And when the legal system is finished with them, I imagine more than a few will find their personal liberty severely limited as well.”

“Being the one responsible for all that doesn’t make Her Ladyship the least bit nervous? Not only would her husband want payback, but so would all those scumbag relatives. Being locked up doesn’t stop people from getting revenge.”

Especially spooky-shit nachtmagi. Phaelan didn’t say it, but I knew that was what he was thinking.  

I shrugged. “If she’s afraid—and it didn’t sound like it to me—she’s more pissed off. Plus, she seems like a lady who knows how to take care of herself.” 

Phaelan didn’t say anything, and I kept my mouth shut. I knew what my cousin wanted to do—ruin Sethis Mortsani’s night and life—and the only thing stronger than his survival instinct was his greed. I was counting on greed to edge out survival. It certainly wouldn’t be the first time my cousin had done something crazy for fun and profit. 

Phaelan squared his shoulders, a dangerous glint in his eyes. “This Lord Mortsani deserves to get screwed out of his money—while he’s alive and knows what’s happening to him.” He opened the door and turned back toward me. “What are you waiting for? We don’t want him to lose everything before I’m there to take it.”

 

*

 

While we were on our way to Sirens, I fessed up about the rest of what I knew about Lord Sethis Mortsani.

He was just as good a card player as—if not better than—Phaelan. For the sake of his ego, I left out the “better than” part. My cousin would find that out himself soon enough; it’d be up to his ego to accept that enlightenment when it happened.

Phaelan was predictably unimpressed. 

He shrugged. “I could always cheat.”

I snorted. “You could always try, and get your ass tossed in the canal out back. If Nathrach’s boys are feeling generous, you might even be conscious when you hit the water so you don’t drown. I heard that as of last week, oracle crystals have been installed at his high-stakes tables.”

“Shit.”

Oracle crystals kept magic—any magic—from being used. Even a simple questing spell would set them off. Questings were usually used to see how much power a magic user was packing; however, they could also indicate whether an opponent’s heart rate was up, or if they were sweating more than normal—basically whether they were bluffing or not. 

It was my turn to shrug. “The man’s trying to run an honest game.”

“There’s two words that should never be used together.”

“What?”

“Honest and game. It’s just not right.”

“It’s plenty right. That’s why you have a problem with it. On the upside, what keeps you from getting creative also keeps the mages from enhancing their odds with magic. Keeps cards what they should be—a game of skill and chance.”

“Part of my skill is cheating.”

I smiled. “Then that’s a chance you’ll have to take.”

 

*

 

Tamnais Nathrach’s arrival in Mermeia three months ago had turned the city upside down. 

It took a lot for the citizens of a city like Mermeia to notice you. Suffice it to say that as the former chief mage of the goblin queen, duke of the royal family, and supposedly grieving husband of a recently and mysteriously murdered noble wife, Tamnais Nathrach more than filled the bill. 

There were all kinds of rumors flying around concerning why he’d left his position as what was basically Queen Glicara Mal’Salin’s magical enforcer. It was said that his departure from the goblin court and his wife’s murder were connected. 

Whatever his reasons for leaving Regor, when he arrived in town, he had plenty of money and was ready to spend it. He purchased the palazzo of an old but impoverished Mermeian family and transformed it into Sirens—the most notorious nightclub and gambling parlor in the city. Some people said he bought the palazzo; others said he won it in a card game with the family’s foolish young heir. A few whispered that he’d all but stolen it using blackmail or black magic.

Those last two words, at least, were true. Tamnais Nathrach was a dark mage, a practitioner of black magic. I knew only too well what that meant. Black magic and the power it gave was an addiction, like a drug. The more power a mage got, the more they wanted—and the more they were willing to do to get it. 

To give you a comparison, Sethis Mortsani’s depredations were child’s play compared to what a dark mage of Tamnais Nathrach’s reputed power was capable of. He’d managed to stay at his queen’s right hand for five years. In the deadly world of goblin court politics, where surviving past lunch was a daily accomplishment, five years was an eternity.

Sirens consisted of a nightclub on the ground floor and a casino on the second. Tamnais Nathrach was reputed to have a lavish apartment on the top floor. He employed all of the races that called Mermeia home, including elves. In fact, his casino floor manager was an elf by the name of Lorcan Karst, who had been the manager of what had been the top casino in the city before Sirens opened. Nathrach must have made the elf one hell of an offer. Karst was also a mage, and rarely did anything happen in a casino where he worked that he couldn’t control—one way or another.

Tamnais Nathrach had restored the crumbling palazzo to its luxurious glory, its stonework gleaming, and its windows filled with the finest glass the master artisans of Laerin could produce, transforming Sirens into the jewel at the heart of the city’s entertainment district.

Once we were inside, Phaelan stopped at the cashier’s booth to get chips. The stunning human woman favored him with a dazzling smile, the kind that said she either knew what he looked like naked, or wanted to find out. I stifled a snort. My cousin had that effect on some women, regardless of race and occasionally even species. 

He crossed the floor to where I waited, casually tossing in his hand the silk pouch in which Sirens issued its chips. I turned toward the wooden doors leading upstairs to the casino and stopped dead in my tracks. 

Oh my. 

Phaelan chuckled at my reaction. “The artist is a local. I’ve been tempted to commission a panel or two for my cabin. Get some fine art to add a little class to the place.”

While what was depicted on the doors was well-crafted enough to be called “fine,” “art” was in the eye of the beholder, and only Phaelan would think it was classy. The two massive wood doors were covered in panels carved with people engaged in. . . uh, activities of the adult kind. Closer inspection expanded the heck out of my sexual horizons. I didn’t know how some of those positions were possible. 

Phaelan and I went through the doors, up the stairs, and into the casino, which was light enough to see the tables, dim enough to keep goblins comfortable. Most casinos liked to keep their clientele in the dark—literally and figuratively. By not being able to see the sky, gamblers wouldn’t know when the sun was up or down. The better casinos, like Sirens, made sure that their guests were pampered enough that they wouldn’t care what the sun was doing. Naturally the level of pampering depended on the amount you were known to be able to bet.  

Phaelan and I started across the casino floor toward the cordoned-off area with the high-stakes card tables. Some casinos put their card tables in a separate room. Nathrach had the business savvy to merely block off the area with velvet ropes and beefy uniformed staff to ensure that players only were allowed past the ropes. Not only did Sirens make money from the card players themselves, but people loved to watch rich people lose money—and occasionally win money. The entertainment value of fortunes won and lost at the turn of a single card was irresistible. And while they waited for the games to get exciting, they gambled and drank. More money for the house. 

As we got closer, I sensed them—wards, both ocular and aural. Tamnais Nathrach had been a busy boy. I discreetly gripped Phaelan’s arm and guided him to the nearest bar. He waved to the hobgoblin bartender for a pair of ales.   

“I presume you have a reason for this,” he said, putting his head close to mine so we could at least hear our own conversation over the din of voices.

“I thought you should know that Nathrach’s added a few tricks to his card area. You know about the oracle crystals to keep magic from being used; now he’s added wards.”

“Wards?”

“Ocular and aural. He’s taking extra precautions to ensure that the players stay honest and that any watchers keep their opinions and verbal cues to themselves, or at least from the players. The velvet ropes are a physical barrier for people out here, the ocular and aural wards keep the players from getting any help from either signals or verbal cues.”

“So no partner-to-player cheating.”

“Right.”

“This Nathrach guy’s determined to suck the fun right out of gambling.”  

“It also means that you won’t be able to see or hear anything going on out here, including me,” I told him. “And while I’ll be able to see you, I won’t be getting any sound.”

Phaelan took a long pull on his ale. “So if one of my fellow players decides to kill me, screaming won’t do me a damn bit of good.”

“Pretty much. Though I think I’d get the general idea from the visuals.”

“Good to know.”

I turned toward the card table area just enough to able to see the players. “Another good thing to know is that our quarry is here.”

Phaelan didn’t turn and look. “Describe.”

“Easy. At the moment, he’s the only male goblin at the table. There’s a female, and judging from the pile of chips in front of her, she’s doing well. The other three are all men: two elves and a human. I can’t tell through the wards, but they’re dressed like mages out for a night on the town.” 

My cousin groaned into his ale. “Of course they are.”

Phaelan had no magic of his own, but he somehow managed to know a mage on sight, or at least his skin did. The more it crawled, the more powerful the mage. My cousin turned and coolly took in the five mages at the table; the table he’d be joining as soon as they finished the hand they were playing now. 

His smile never wavered, and his lips never moved when he said, “You owe me.” 

I pretended to take a sip of my ale. “Your ‘can’t lose’ scheme last month damn near got me disemboweled. And have I mentioned Ocnus Rancil’s visit to my office this morning?”

Phaelan winced. “No, you haven’t. But I have a good idea what might have happened. You’re a good sport, cousin.”

“Damn right, I am. Believe me, we’re even.”

As Phaelan strolled over to the pair of uniformed goblins standing guard by the ropes, two of the five mages glanced up and looked downright happy to see my cousin. They must not know Phaelan. Maybe that he had money and he was a mundane was enough for them. They thought their ship had come in. They’d be finding out soon enough that it carried a pirate. 

The hand finished, and two seats were still available at the table—one next to Lord Mortsani, the other two chairs over.    

Phaelan took the seat right next to the goblin nachtmagus. 

I stifled a grin. When my cousin decided to man up, he didn’t fool around. 

Judging from the stack of chips at his left elbow, Lord Mortsani had money; not a lot, but enough to cover a night of fun unless he got reckless. Phaelan’s job was to goad him into doing just that. 

As I watched, I was reminded that my cousin would have made a fine actor. He was at a table with five mages, and he looked as cool as water flowing off a Myloran iceberg. And it wasn’t limited only to appearance; Phaelan had pushed down any and all fear he normally would have had being in the same room with mages, let alone sitting at the same table with them. Though in a profession where you could be outgunned, outmaneuvered, or outnumbered any day at any time, you learned to bluff and bluster with the best of them. It won and kept the admiration and confidence of a crew, and the earned fear of targets and competition. 

To put it simply, Phaelan could shovel bullshit with the best of them. 

Lady Kaharit’s ring was nowhere in sight, but that didn’t mean Lord Mortsani didn’t have it with him. 

I left the bar, found myself a nice vacant spot near a wall, and stilled my thoughts. I wasn’t trying to speak or hear past Nathrach’s wards, I was counting on being able to sense the ring or at least a few of the jewels; that is, if Lord Mortsani had them on him. I took a deep breath and let it out.

“What a pleasurable surprise to see you here this evening, Mistress Benares.”

I jumped and my body had itself a full-length shiver. The comment came from behind me, but the dark velvety voice came from the hot dream I’d probably be having later. 

Most people would’ve said “pleasant,” but not the goblin who had enthralled Mermeia’s gambling-loving female population. 

I slowly turned and looked up—and up. “You know my name.” I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was. 

I’d been to Sirens before—and I’d seen its owner. You know the saying that the most dangerous predators are the most beautiful? Well, I’m here to tell you that it’s true. Tamnais Nathrach was all long limbs and lean muscle. His eyes were large and dark, his black hair fell to the middle of his back like a sheet of silk, and his skin was silvery gray. 

He was dressed all in black, from the shirt that exposed enough of his sculpted chest to be intriguing, down to seriously fitted trousers and the tips of his highly polished boots.  

Tamnais Nathrach’s dark eyes glittered in the dim light. “Could I interest you in a game of chance?” His smile—with a bit of fang peeking into view—said he wasn’t talking about dice.

“I’m taking a chance every time I walk through those doors, and it doesn’t cost me a thing.” He could interpret that any way he wanted to. 

“Your cousin is among my regular clientele, so while it is not unusual to see a beautiful woman accompanying him, this is the first time his arm has been adorned with a relative—and a professional seeker. Unfortunately, you have never come into my establishment for pleasure. I assume you are looking for someone.”

I saw no reason to lie. I knew his coming up behind me just as I was about to look for the ring couldn’t have been a coincidence. “I’ve found the someone; now I need the something.”

He looked where I’d been looking. “You’d be wise to stay away from Sethis Mortsani.”

“I don’t do wise.”

His lips curled with the faintest of smiles. “So I’ve heard.”

Lord Mortsani’s chips meant he’d come in here with enough coin of the realm to buy them. Maybe. Was there any other way he could have gotten them? Tamnais Nathrach seemed to enjoy making small talk with me. I shrugged to myself. Go big or go home.  

“Does your cashier accept anything other than coin of the realm?” I asked bluntly. 

“Never.”

“Do you?”

“I have been known to assist guests who suddenly find themselves financially disadvantaged.”

“Has Lord Mortsani ever been financially disadvantaged?”

“The arrangements made between the house and our guests are strictly confidential.”

“Of course they are.”

“If I like the guest.”

Now that was interesting. I stifled a smile. 

“Do you like Lord Mortsani?” I asked.

“I never have, and I never will.”

Tamnais Nathrach went up a couple of notches in my estimation, dark mage or not. Or at the very least he had good taste. But then there were those doors downstairs. . .

“Then I’ll refer to my question regarding Lord Mortsani’s funding sources,” I continued.

“He has not tried to use any of his wife’s jewelry, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“I am. So you know about that.”

The goblin inclined his head. “I make it a point to know much about those who place large wagers in my casino.”

I’ll bet he did. Tamnais Nathrach had spent five years as the magical power behind the goblin throne. A man like that didn’t do anything halfway. In his previous profession, halfway done could easily mean all the way dead. As the owner of Mermeia’s finest casino, knowingly accepting stolen goods would damage his reputation, to say the least. As a businessman or a pirate—or seafaring businessman—your reputation was everything. Nathrach would know everything about the men and women who brought the most money through his pornographic doors. 

“Nor do I believe any other casino that Lord Mortsani frequents would knowingly accept stolen jewelry as payment,” he continued. “However, if he sold any pieces prior to crossing my threshold, I would be none the wiser.”

“And if he asks for the help of the house?”

“I will politely refuse.”

“That won’t make him happy.”

“I am not in the business of making those who are irresponsible with their money happy. Lord Mortsani—or any of my clientele—would be wise to acknowledge the possibility of financial loss before they enter my establishment.”

I had a feeling that as the ex-enforcer of the goblin queen, Tamnais Nathrach would have an appropriate response to any fit of pique Sethis Mortsani might suffer from being embarrassed at one of Sirens’ high-stakes tables. 

If a man’s gonna gamble big, he’d better be prepared to lose the same way.

I turned back toward the card table, my attention on Sethis Mortsani. His stack of chips wasn’t getting any smaller, but Phaelan’s was. Dammit.

“I don’t like trouble in my casino,” Nathrach said quietly from where he stood directly behind me. 

No one beyond the two of us heard his words, but the goblins who made up casino security and were stationed unobtrusively at regular intervals along the wall like so many statues stood just a little straighter. Either Nathrach had given them the subtlest of signals, or they were highly attuned to their boss. Considering the goblin’s rumored abilities, either or both were possible. 

“I don’t like making trouble.” Again, not a lie.

Nathrach gave me a soft chuckle. “That is not what I have heard.”

“I’d like to say you’ve heard wrong, but I can’t. My job is to stop trouble someone else made the poor choice of starting, not make more of my own. If everyone played nice and didn’t take things and people that didn’t belong to them, there wouldn’t be any trouble.”

“And you wouldn’t have most of your clients,” Nathrach noted smoothly. “People misbehaving are what keep you in business. The same might be said of me.”

“Of your business, or you?”

His lips twitched at the corners. “Yes.”

I thought about that and shrugged. “You’re right, but that doesn’t mean I like causing it.”

“Oh, I think you like it very much, Mistress Benares.” He leaned forward, his breath warm against the sensitive tip of my ear. “But be warned that if you misbehave, you must be prepared to accept your punishment.”

The warmth of his breath—and his all-too-there presence—vanished.

I turned. 

Gone.

As if he’d never been there. 

Though my entire body, with every nerve now standing at quivering attention, knew otherwise.

The guards were back at their earlier stances. I hadn’t seen them move, either.

I took my first decent breath in five minutes and forced my attention back where it belonged—on the table where my cousin sat next to Lord Mortsani. I had no way of knowing if on some level he could sense me or what I was about to do. Nathrach’s wards distorted sight from the inside, blocked sound from both directions, and made telepathic communication impossible. Unless he’d packed any little surprises in there, his wards shouldn’t affect the type of seeking I was about to do, which was through inanimate objects. I’d forged a connection with the bracelet, and the bracelet had a preexisting bond with the ring. I would merely be sensing the jewelry’s reaction to each other.  

I stood perfectly still, blocked out the noise around me, and opened my senses. As close as I was to Lord Mortsani, if he had the ring or any of the jewels on him, the bracelet would let me know with a slight tingle against my wrist. 

Almost as if on cue, the fine hairs on my wrist stood up.  

Yes. 

Then I heard crying. From somewhere on Sethis Mortsani.

What the hell?

A child’s cry, a little boy. Scared. No. . . terrified. But muffled by distance or through some kind of barrier. 

No one around me, including Nathrach’s security, gave any sign they’d heard anything. Then I realized that I didn’t hear the crying with my ears. It was in my mind. I’d never experienced anything like that before.

There was no doubt that it was coming from Sethis Mortsani. Not him personally, but from something he carried.

The goblin nachtmagus turned and looked directly at me. He turned back to those at the table with him, said something I couldn’t hear, and scooped his chips into a pouch at his robe’s belt with one smooth move. He stood and left. The two goblins guarding the entrance to the card tables stood aside for him, as did the crowd gathered around the ropes. Even if they didn’t know who or what he was, their primitive self-preservation instincts told them he was to be avoided. 

The cries coming from somewhere on him grew louder once he’d cleared the wards. 

I swore and followed him—at least I tried. No one got out of my way. Apparently I didn’t activate anyone’s survival instincts. I went around them, pushing my way past the bar to where Mortsani would have emerged from the crowd.

Nothing. 

He was gone, vanished. So were the cries, or any sense I had of the nachtmagus’s presence.  

The bastard had cloaked.

Mortsani wasn’t at a gaming table, so he could use all the magic he wanted. An invisibility cloak would certainly be within his skill range. 

A hand gripped my upper arm. I tensed, my hands closing into fists, expecting Nathrach or one of his bouncers. 

It was Phaelan.

“You don’t follow a goblin in the dark,” he told me, “and you sure as hell don’t tail a nachtmagus at night. Who told me that? Not that I’d ever be stupid enough to do either one.”

I unclenched my fists and blew out my breath. “I did.”  

A mage of Mortsani’s skill could stay cloaked for over an hour without taxing his power. If he didn’t want me to follow him, he was more than capable of evading me. The doors to the stairs were open and had been all evening. Even if they hadn’t been, Mortsani could have followed someone going out and I’d never know. 

I’d lost him. 

More importantly, I’d lost the terrified source of those cries.  

 

*

 

The next morning I vowed not to go without coffee or sugar knots. Maybe if I had both, today would go better than yesterday—and especially better than last night.

I stopped by Maira Takis’s bakery and got both. The place was full and Maira was busy in the back, but she saw me and gave me a smile and a wave, which I returned. The sun rising woke me up, but the promise of Maira’s pastries was what got me on my feet. And this morning I needed help. Just because I hadn’t chased after Sethis Mortsani last night didn’t mean I’d gotten any sleep. Every time I was on the verge of dozing off, I’d heard that little boy crying. 

Soon after sunrise, I’d gone to Lady Kaharit’s home to collect Sethis Mortsani’s logbook and give her my report. I’d also hoped to return her ring. Lord Mortsani hadn’t come home last night, and if he tried it now, he was in for an unpleasant surprise. His wife had had a lock mage come and do the magical equivalent of changing the locks. Apparently the house was in her name and had been bought with her money. She also had a high-powered friend or two judging from the armed guards around her home who looked nothing like the elderly retainer who’d accompanied her to my office yesterday morning. I’d felt guilty taking the book since I didn’t have a ring to give her in return. She’d done her part; I hadn’t done mine. When I’d told her what I’d heard last night, she was just as baffled and disturbed as I was.   

I was taking the book to Chief Watcher Janek Tawl. He was human, Brenirian by birth, and a watcher by natural talent. People trusted Janek, even if they weren’t particularly trustworthy themselves. 

Janek was good people and an even better watcher. We trusted each other. I guess that made us friends, or at least close colleagues. The city watch had seekers on staff, but Janek said I was better. He still tried to recruit me from time to time, but I’d always turned him down. Being a Benares and working in law enforcement just didn’t feel as though they went together. I wasn’t a criminal by any stretch of the imagination, but my contacts and investigative methods wouldn’t endear me to the higher-ups at watcher headquarters, so I kept turning Janek down to save both of us from being in a situation that’d be awkward to say the least. 

That and I’d been told I had a problem with authority. I didn’t take orders very well, especially those I didn’t agree with—which were most of them. 

I hadn’t gotten much sleep, but apparently I’d had more than Janek. 

The chief watcher was lean and all ropy muscle, the build of a man who was constantly on the move. From the dark circles under his eyes, it looked like Janek and his muscles needed to stop moving for a couple of hours.  

I showed him the book and gave him the essentials of my case. “Essentials” meaning things I didn’t mind sharing with law enforcement. The things involving me circumventing the law that might get me put in one of Janek’s jail cells, I kept to myself.   

“We’ve had complaints from families who’ve been swindled by this guy’s resurrections,” Janek said. “Any attempts to prosecute have always run up on a dead end—no pun intended. People want justice; they just don’t want to testify against him to get it.” He flipped through the book, his smile growing with each page. “Looks like Lord Mortsani could have had a secondary career as a bookkeeper. He recorded each resurrection and how much he made. You said this is written in his own hand?”

I nodded. “Lady Kaharit said she’s seen him writing in it on more than one occasion.”

Janek chuckled. “Dumbass. This is just the ammunition those families need.” He put the book on the desk, and his smile vanished as he sat in the desk chair and ran his hands over his face. 

“You know why I’ve been awake; what’s been keeping you up?” I asked. 

“Kidnappings.” A muscle in his jaw clenched. “Children.”

In my opinion, if heated spikes didn’t cover the floors in the part of the Lower Hells where they put people who took and abused children, there should be. 

“How many?” I asked.

“Eight.”

I gaped. “Eight? But I haven’t heard—”

“Because we’re just now confirming that they were kidnapped.”    

“Uh, either they’re gone or they’re not.”

“Souls, Raine. The kidnappers left the bodies. They took the souls.”

There were acts too horrifying to contemplate. Stealing the souls of anyone, let alone children, was one of them. 

The cries I’d heard last night coming from Sethis Mortsani immediately came to mind. Nachtmagi communicated with souls and helped them get to where they were going. I’d never heard of one being able to actually imprison one. That was an activity left to dark mages of the highest level. 

“At first, parents thought it was some kind of illness when they couldn’t wake their children up,” Janek told me. “A lot of healers haven’t had any experience with missing souls. Two of them knew the signs and reported it to the watch. And we figured if two had been taken. . .”

“There were more,” I said. 

Janek nodded. “We hoped we were wrong, but weren’t going to put out too much hope. We immediately got the word out to the healer community of what signs to look for.” He paused. “As of this morning, we have eight kids missing.”

“Did anyone see a cat sith lurking around?”

“This wasn’t your usual cat sith wandering over from the Daith Swamp looking for a late-night soul snack. The kids went to bed, and their parents couldn’t wake them the next morning. The doors and windows of the houses were locked; no one came in or out. The healers who’ve seen this before got together some clued-in colleagues. They’ve made the rounds to the affected children and put them in stasis.”

I knew what that meant. In cases of poisoning when an antidote isn’t immediately available, or medicine in the case of an illness, an experienced healer can put a patient under the effects of a temporary stasis spell to keep the poison or illness from progressing further. The process takes a hell of a lot of effort and stamina. The longest I’d ever heard of a stasis spell lasting was three days. After that you’d have two dead bodies on your hands—the patient and their dead-from-exhaustion healer.

“How long ago?” I asked.

“Two days.”

“Damn.”

“Yeah. Our only break is a cloaked and hooded man was seen near three of the houses where a soul abduction took place.”

“It’s cold at night; everyone’s wrapped up.”

“Traveling with a knee-high friend stinking of sulfur?”

“Sounds like a dark mage with a demon familiar.” 

“That’s what we’re going with.”

“Janek, you can’t swing a dead swamp rat without hitting a dark mage in this town. Even the Conclave produces more than their fair share.”

The Conclave was the governing body for all magic users in the seven kingdoms. They were based on the Isle of Mid where they also had a college for students with exceptional magical talent. Most of those kids turned out just fine. Some didn’t. The Conclave prosecuted those who practiced black magic to the fullest extent of their laws. Speaking as a magic user who knew plenty of folks straddling the line between white and black magic, I’d seen the ugly results firsthand. 

The Conclave laws saw everything—especially magic and its practitioners—in black and white, light or dark. But life and the people who lived it were mostly shades of gray. Just because you practiced white magic didn’t mean you were an angel, and occasional black magic usage didn’t mean you were evil incarnate.

Until a decade ago, those healers who’d placed those children into stasis would have been prosecuted as practicing black magic. The overturned Conclave law had said that to interfere with the natural progression of death once the soul had left the body was punishable by death. 

If you prevented a death, you’d be put to death. 

Oh yeah, that made all kinds of sense. 

As to having a familiar, magic users of any stripe could have one. But a guy seen at three of eight houses where children’s souls had been stolen with a pint-sized accomplice stinking of sulfur?

If something looked like black magic and smelled like black magic, sometimes that’s exactly what it was. 

“Okay, how do you know it’s a man?” I hated to speak ill of my own sex, but it’d been my unfortunate experience that women were capable of more evil than men, especially when it came to children. 

“Height, shoulders, and movement.”

Made sense. “Skin color?”

“Too dark to see. Robe sleeves covered the hands, and the witnesses couldn’t tell if he was wearing gloves.” 

There was a knock at the door.

A young watcher stuck his head in. “Nachtmagus Adler is here, sir.”

“Thank you, Tom. Send her in.”

I stood.

“Could you stay for this, Raine? I’d like you to meet Malina.”

I nodded once, tightly. 

I really didn’t want to be in the same room with a nachtmagus right now, even the legitimate kind. They still dealt with dead people for a living. I’d heard that most undertakers had a wonderful sense of humor, but I didn’t want to be around them, either. I knew I was going to die one of these days, probably in a messy and violent way. I’d deal with it then; I didn’t want to look its handmaid in the eye now. 

I tried to settle my face into a neutral—though open and welcome—expression. It probably looked more like a panicked grimace.  

Janek made the introductions.

Nachtmagus Malina Adler took one look at me and raised an eyebrow. “Mistress Benares, I assure you I left my scythe outside.”

“That bad, huh?”

“I hope you don’t play cards,” Janek said. 

“Mainly, I leave that to my cousin.”

“Good. But if you ever decide to chip up, let me know. I’m always looking for a new mark to fleece.”

“Funny.”

“At least I’m trying.”

I had to admit Malina Adler didn’t look like the Grim Reaper. I didn’t know of anyone who considered robin’s-egg blue the color of impending death.  

That was the color of her eyes and her outer robe. Her hair was silver and was pulled up into a sensible bun that probably had nothing to do with avoiding the grabby hands of a newly raised zombie. And she didn’t smell like sulfur either, more like freshly baked sweet rolls. 

Without consulting me, my nose took a confused sniff. I generally didn’t go around smelling people. 

Malina Adler noticed and grinned as she opened the carryall strapped over her shoulder. 

“I told Maira that you’re working a particularly bad case and she sent these over,” the nachtmagus said to Janek.

Once that bag was open, my nose knew that aroma sent from heaven anywhere. I’d just eaten two of them.   

Maira Takis’s sugar knots.

Malina Adler held up her hand. “And before you tell me that you can’t accept these because your men have been working just as hard, I left two bags in the squad room for them.”

That was all the encouragement Janek needed.

“And Mistress Benares, please help yourself. Janek tells me you will be helping us catch this soul stealer. And my sister would be disappointed if you didn’t have at least one. She thinks very highly of you.”

I didn’t know where to start from that list of surprises, but my indignation decided for me. I gave Janek a look that expressed my feelings before I’d said one word. “Apparently, Janek hasn’t gotten around to asking me yet.” It wouldn’t be the first time.

The chief watcher grinned sheepishly from around the sugar knot he’d just all but stuffed in his mouth. “I would’ve.”

“I’m sure. I’m working a case right now,” I told the nachtmagus, “but the souls of stolen children trump a stolen ring. I’m sure my client would agree.”

That brought up a thought. Malina Alder was a nachtmagus, and so was Lord Mortsani, though I hated to even remotely compare the two. 

“Nachtmagus Adler, do you—”

“Malina, please.”

I smiled. “Malina.” I stopped, remembering what else she’d said. “You’re Maira’s sister?”

“I am. She married. I never did.” Malina grinned. “Working mostly nights never left much room for a social life.” Her expression turned solemn. “My profession is my life, though many of us consider it more of a sacred calling. We help lost souls find their way—and ease the suffering of those they leave behind.”

“Then you probably wouldn’t know the nachtmagus I’m investigating, though I’m certain you’ve heard of him. Sethis Mortsani?” 

“A vile stain upon our noble profession.”

I nodded. “Vile stain. Sounds like him. You’ve met, I take it?”

“It’s been my distinct displeasure to cross his path on more than one occasion. Sethis Mortsani should be investigated, tried, and convicted on many atrocities. Which one has attracted your attention?”

“Unfortunately it’s nothing that’ll put him away, though my client’s extracurricular activities may have paid off in that direction. He’s stolen a ring of great sentimental value and my client wants it back.”

Malina laughed. “Bilking the dead must not pay as much as it used to.”

“You know?”

“My dear, everyone knows. The problem is in the proving. Though it is only a matter of time until he makes a mistake, either by calling up the wrong spirit or swindling the wrong family out of their inheritance. Problems like Sethis Mortsani usually manage to solve themselves. Others will merely have to scrape up the mess left behind when he does.” 

Okay, that she worked with dead people still creeped me out, but I liked Malina Adler.

I gave her the basics of my case and Sethis Mortsani’s gambling problem. 

“He’s been stealing his wife’s jewelry, presumably selling the stones and replacing them with fakes,” I concluded. “If he’s got creditors following him home, what I don’t understand is why wouldn’t he sell the big gems and pay them off? His wife just wants him stopped before he loses her grandmother’s ring. I followed him to Sirens last night. He had plenty of money to play with, and had the ring on him, but none of the fences in town who handle hot jewelry have seen the big gems.”

Janek gave me a look I knew only too well. 

“Hey, if you have a case involving hot rocks, let me know,” I told him. “Otherwise, yes, I associate with ‘criminal elements.’ Nearly everybody in my family is a criminal element. It’s why I’m good at my job—I know people, people who trust me not to rat them out.” I gave him a smile. “Besides, if it wasn’t for criminals like them, you wouldn’t have a job.”

“I’d gladly find another way to make a living.”

“Compared to the hooded devil you have stealing the souls from children in their beds, these guys are choirboys.”

“True.”

“And small fry like them give us information that makes it easier to catch the big fish who actually hurt people.”

Janek’s silence told me he agreed, but he wasn’t going to validate my statement by responding. 

We agreed to disagree. Friends could do that. 

“Have there been ransom demands?” I asked. 

Janek shook his head. “And there won’t be. The bastard’s not after money. He got what he wanted when he took those children. Most of the parents aren’t wealthy, but all of the kids are talents.”

With that, the situation took a turn for the truly twisted. A dark mage gathering the souls of magically talented children with the aid of a demon familiar likely meant the bastard was gathering them as offerings to do something truly unspeakable.

Even though I didn’t believe stealing and imprisoning souls was in Sethis Mortsani’s skill set, didn’t mean he wasn’t involved in some way. 

I told Janek and Malina about the crying child. 

“He felt me either sensing the ring, hearing the boy, or both,” I finished. “He got up, took his chips, cloaked himself, and got the hell out of there.”

“That was an overreaction if he was only guilty of having a stolen ring,” Janek said. “I’m with you, Raine. I’ve never heard anything like that before. Malina?”

The nachtmagus shook her head. “Sethis Mortsani can summon souls, and has the strength to hold them on this plane long enough to hold a conversation, but he should not be capable of holding one soul captive, let alone eight—in my professional opinion. That being said, I do not claim to know all of the mysteries regarding souls, but I do agree that the blackest of magic would had to have been involved.”

“Lady Kaharit’s been keeping a sharp eye on her husband lately,” I told Janek. 

The chief watcher nodded in understanding. “I’ll send someone over to see if he alibis out—or not.”  

The sugar knots I’d eaten suddenly felt like balls of lead in my stomach. 

Last night, I’d met the man who would know all about the blackest of magic.

 

*

 

Tamnais Nathrach had the strength and probably the ability to hold eight souls hostage, but I didn't think he was involved.

He'd done what a man who just wanted to start life over would do: move to another kingdom and establish himself as a respected businessman with a successful business. From what I'd heard, Tamnais Nathrach had been keeping his nose clean. There'd been no reports of illegal activity in, around, or in any way connected to Sirens or its proprietor. 

Janek had agreed with my assessment. He'd agreed because we'd discussed it. And we'd discussed it because I was on my way back to Sirens to talk with Tamnais Nathrach. I'd learned through experience to let at least one person know if I was meeting someone dangerous, where, and for how long. I told all of that to Janek and Malina.

While I knew Tamnais Nathrach was plenty dangerous, I didn't believe he was dangerous to me—at least not the kind of dangerous that'd get me killed. At this time of day, Nathrach was probably asleep. Every other casino and nightclub in the city received shipments during the day, and I didn't see why Sirens would be any different. Since Lorcan Karst was an elf—and was awake during the day—he’d be the one I'd ask to see. As Sirens' manager, he'd be the gatekeeper to getting me in to see his boss. Whether he'd be willing to wake his boss was another matter altogether. 

If I didn't have any luck, Janek said to tell Karst to expect a visit from him. A visit from a chief watcher would be unwanted, even though Nathrach wasn't being accused of anything. No other casino owner in town would want a chief watcher to be seen on their doorsteps, and I was counting on the goblin and his elven manager not being an exception. 

Of course, if things went smoothly, I wouldn't mention Janek's name at all. I was relatively optimistic; even though at the moment I couldn’t recall the last time any of my investigations had gone off without a hitch. 

I was going to Sirens because even though Tamnais Nathrach hadn't kidnapped those children, chances were good that he'd know about a dark mage in town with a mini-demon sidekick. To me, it was only logical that if Nathrach was trying to avoid sullying his respectable reputation, he could hardly do so without knowing who he needed to avoid. And if Nathrach's past reputation was as depraved as I'd heard, he'd know what the kidnapper had planned for the eight children who were magically gifted beyond their years—and how and why I'd heard a child crying coming from Sethis Mortsani.

Those children’s bodies would begin to die tomorrow morning. That meant we had less than twenty-four hours to find the kidnapper and reunite the children’s souls with their bodies. I didn't begin to understand how that worked, but that part wasn't my job. That was up to Malina Adler, two of her nachtmagus friends, and the healers who'd worked the stasis spells.

Nathrach had been chatty enough with me last night. I was hoping for more cooperation this morning, even though my waking him up at one o’clock in the afternoon would be like him showing up on my doorstep at one in the morning. I would not be amused. In fact, the only thing I’d be inclined to do would be to shut the door in his face.

I didn’t have much of a plan for getting Lorcan Karst to wake up his boss for me other than to speak honestly about how there was no time to waste. I also didn’t know much about Karst other than Nathrach had hired him away from the Duke’s Palace, which used to be the top casino until Sirens opened; and that only meant that Karst could be persuaded with money. 

Making a living as a seeker meant I’d never had an abundance of money on hand. And if I had, bribery wasn’t my thing. Even with all the criminal types I dealt with on a daily basis, I still liked to believe that most people were decent at heart and wanted to do the right thing. 

I really didn’t have time or patience for Lorcan Karst to be today’s exception. 

It turned out I didn’t need to worry about how I was going to convince Sirens’ manager that my problem was his concern. 

Tamnais Nathrach himself was standing at Sirens’ dock entrance, signing for what looked like a shipment of wine. 

Either Nathrach hadn’t been to bed, or he simply liked to wear black. Or maybe he was one of those people who could get by on next to no sleep. 

When he finished signing for the delivery, he looked directly at me, as if he’d known I was standing there the entire time. Though I couldn’t say for certain since he was wearing a pair of round, dark-tinted spectacles against the reflection of the afternoon sun on the canal. 

He passed the paper back to the delivery guy without looking away from me, then walked down the dock to the pier where I stood. 

“Another visit, Mistress Benares?” He gave me an open, welcoming smile. “And to think I dreaded having to be awake at this hour.”    

“Master Karst isn’t working today?”

The goblin’s smile faded. “He is, but he’s on an errand for me. So you’re here to speak with Lorcan?”

“Yes and no. I would’ve been trying to talk him into waking you up.” I hesitated. Here went nothing. “I need a favor.”

Nathrach’s grin was slow and dangerous. “Favors among goblins are not lightly given.”

“How about to an elf?”

“Rarely, if at all. However, that would depend on the favor.” His grin got a little more dangerous. “And the elf.”

Maybe I shouldn’t have used the word “favor.”

“I need information—and I believe you’re quite possibly the best source I know.”  

“But we only just met last night.” I heard the amusement in his voice. “We hardly know each other, and here you are asking favors.”

“I realize that—” 

Nathrach held out his arm courtier-style. “What I meant was why don’t we get to know each other better, then you may ask your favor. To begin with, I insist that you call me Tam.”

I hesitated, then placed my hand over his, feeling more than a little silly being escorted like a highborn lady, especially while wearing my leathers.

I didn’t feel nearly as silly once we stepped inside Sirens. You wouldn’t know it was a bright, sunny day outside from the nearly pitch dark on the inside. 

I thought the lights would be turned up in a casino during the day. Apparently not in a casino owned by a goblin. Heck, Nathrach didn’t even take his dark spectacles off until we were halfway across the main floor. Even once my eyes adjusted, I could barely see where I was going. Good thing Nathrach didn’t have that problem. 

“Kells, would you have tea and refreshments sent to my office?”

I didn’t see who Nathrach was speaking to until he moved. Damn. You knew it was dark when you didn’t see a hobgoblin standing—though it was more like looming—less than ten feet away. 

Kells inclined his head, turned, and stepped through what must have been a doorway next to where he’d been working behind the bar. I say “must have” because I hadn’t seen that, either.  

The goblin mage’s office was on the first level, down a hallway, behind the nightclub’s main bar. 

Nathrach seated me in one of two plush chairs across from his desk. Rather than sit behind his desk, he took the chair opposite me. 

While I prided myself on my ability to quickly adapt to a changing situation, I didn’t expect to be sitting next to a very much awake, alert, and even playful Tamnais Nathrach. Though the playful part might come in handy when I essentially told him that I’d come to him because of his previous vast experience being in league with the forces of evil. At least that was how it’d probably sound when I tried to explain it. A diplomat, I was not.

That’d squash the playful right out of him.

“You seem hesitant, Mistress Benares. I assure you whatever you have to ask, I will have heard it before.”

“Oh, I seriously doubt that. It’s rather personal.”

He smiled slowly. “For you or for me?”

“You.”

“You continue to intrigue me, Mistress Benares.”  

Those kids didn’t have time for me to work my way up to this. I simply came right out and told him everything I’d heard from Janek and Malina this morning, and what I’d heard coming from Sethis Mortsani last night. As I did, I saw Tamnais Nathrach’s sense of play go bye-bye.

“Those children have until sunrise tomorrow for us to find their souls,” I said, “and we have no idea of where to start.” 

“‘We’ as in you and the city watch.”

“That’s right.”

“And they didn’t come to question me themselves.”

“I thought you might be more willing to help if someone other than a watcher asked. It’d be less. . . official that way.” But it was plenty awkward.

“So you’re a private investigator who also works with Mermeian law enforcement.”

“Not all of them; I just help Janek Tawl from time to time.”

“The chief watcher of the Sorcerers’ District.”

I didn’t see what any of this had to do with finding those missing souls. I bit down on my growing impatience. “He’s good people, who right now is trying to save the lives of eight innocent children.”

“And because I served as Queen Glicara Mal’Salin’s chief mage, you thought I’d know all about stealing souls.”

This was going downhill fast, and gaining speed with every word. I sure as heck wasn’t going to try calling him “Tam” now.

“I’m not saying that you’ve ever stolen a soul, or ever would. You’re a dark mage; you’ve made no secret of that. . .” I groped for words that wouldn’t make the hole I’d done a fine job of digging for myself any deeper, but those words had vanished quicker than Tamnais Nathrach’s goodwill. 

If he hadn’t had anything to do with his wife’s death, I could hardly blame him for getting defensive. He’d lost his wife, his job, and his home. That had to have left a wound, and now here I was in his office throwing salt at it.

“I merely thought you might know something that could help us find those children’s souls. I’m not implying or accusing you of anything. You’ve left your past behind. All I want to know is, do you know who would do this, how, and why. Knowing the answer to any of those could help us find those kids.” 

Nathrach’s black eyes were on mine. He didn’t move. He didn’t speak. His expression didn’t change. I resisted the urge to say anything else. I’d stated my case, then pulled my foot out of my mouth. I’d done all I could do. So I gave back what he was giving me—a silent stare—though I hoped mine looked less antagonistic than his did. 

“The witnesses saw a dark-robed man,” Nathrach said at last. From the flatness of his voice, I wasn’t sure if it was a question, a rhetorical statement, or what.

“Yes, but no one saw his face.”

The goblin mage waved his hand dismissively as if that were unimportant. “The creature with him was knee-height.”

“Correct.”

“A volak,” he said.

“A what?”

“A volak. A minor demon. Challenging to call, but once here, easily lured into service with the right bait.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“Fermented human, elven, or goblin entrails is a favorite, but merely pickled will suffice for some.”

I felt my lip curl. Kells hadn’t made it in yet with tea and refreshments, and as of right now, I’d rather do without.   

“Volak are especially talented in acquisitions,” Nathrach added. 

“Meaning stealing.”

“Souls, to be precise. Though the mage controlling it must offer continuous rewards.”

“More pickled entrails?”

“No.” I got another flat look. “Do you truly want to know?”

“Probably not. Just curious.”

“Curiosity is an admirable trait—when it is not ill-advised.” He sat back in his chair. “The volak did the stealing. The mage, the collecting.”

“For what reason?”

The goblin paused.

“Oh, come on,” I blurted. “You can’t stop—”

“I can, and for the safety—and continued survival—of you and your watcher friend, it would be best if I did not say more.”

“They’re children,” I said quietly.

I didn't need my ears to know what word the goblin spat to himself. Tamnais Nathrach might be wicked, but he wasn't completely without morals. I could work with that. 

He exhaled in exasperation. “It’s a game, Mistress Benares.”

“A game?” 

Nathrach held up a hand. I shut up. Yes, it’s possible. 

“A game that began in Regor entirely too many years ago,” he continued. “When it was outlawed there, and in any other kingdom where it had spread like a sickness, it went underground, sometimes literally. Now it is held once a year, with a maximum of ten players, in a highly secret location, and always in a different kingdom than the year before to avoid detection.”

“What kind of game involves stolen—”

“The game itself is quite common. Your cousin and Lord Mortsani were playing it upstairs last night. The difference is what they gamble with.”

That took a minute to sink in because my mind, morals, and every shred of decency I had didn’t want to believe any living being would. . . 

Disbelieving words eventually made it out. “They gamble with the kidnapped souls of children.” 

“Among others.”

“The bastard’s stealing children’s souls to use as chips?” My voice rose; I let it. 

“The chips used in the game itself will be the same as are used in any other casino. The souls will be cashed in prior to the game, and the player will be issued chips in accordance with the value of the souls they brought with them.” 

My rage continued to build. “Let me guess, magically gifted children are worth more.”

“They are second in value only to full mages.”

“So this mage and his demon buddy are gathering souls to take on vacation with him to play cards with the boys.”

“I believe that he is already in his vacation destination.”

I blinked. “The game’s here? In Mermeia? How do—”

“I was awake this morning for a reason. Late last night, I received a warning that a certain individual had arrived in the city.” He paused. “He has been well-known in the past for organizing and running this particular game.”

“So more children are going to go missing.”

“I don’t believe so. I think your soul thief is merely a local who requested to join the game at the last minute. The game master arrives when the game is imminent. He arrived late yesterday afternoon. You said that eight children have been taken?”

“That’s right.”

“The minimal number of souls a player must bring to the table is five.”

“The bastard picked up a few extra.”

“From what you have told me, I can deduce ‘the bastard’s’ name—Sethis Mortsani.” 

“Son of a bitch!”

“And he acquires yet another name,” Nathrach noted mildly. “I do not know the legitimacy of his birth or the moral character of his mother, but considering the child’s cries you heard last night, combined with stealing his wife’s jewelry but not selling the large stones, Lord Mortsani is looking for a larger payout than he can get at any casino in this or any other city.”

“Mortsani’s so far in debt, he’d have to be turned loose in the goblin royal treasury to pay everyone back.” I nodded in realization. “He needed a game with higher stakes. He had the ring last night.” I froze. “Are you saying he has those kids’ souls locked in the stolen gems?”

“That is precisely what I’m saying. It’s my understanding that any jewel larger than five carats will suffice. There are dark mages in Mermeia capable of the spell necessary to enable a jewel to hold a soul. The organization running the game wants the souls, but a valuable container is a desirable bonus.” 

“Who’s this organization?” 

There was another pause, though it was shorter this time. Nathrach realized that he’d told me too much to stop now. 

“The Khrynsani. You’ve heard of them?”

“Oh yeah.”

The Brotherhood of the Khrynsani was a not-so-behind-the-scenes instigator of every act of goblin aggression toward elves since. . . well, since a monk somewhere started writing that stuff down. They were an ancient goblin secret society and military order, with even more outdated beliefs. Goblins were meant to rule, and anyone who didn’t agree was meant to be enslaved or killed. Unfortunately, those who had an opposing opinion included every other race. Even more unfortunate was that the Khrynsani had what no group of megalomaniacal nutcases should have: power, money, and influence. Some of the most powerful families of the goblin aristocracy were secret Khrynsani members. 

“So in addition to starting wars,” I said, “they collect souls.”

“As currency.”

“To buy what from who?”

“Knowledge and favors—from archdemons.”

I froze. The Khrynsani were going to give those children to archdemons? Oh, hell, no.

My reaction wasn’t lost on Nathrach. “I quite agree. It is among the vilest acts one being can perpetrate against another. The head of the Khrynsani started the game. Stealing the souls of children is right up his dark alley.”

I scowled. “What’s he look like?” 

“He won’t be here.” 

“You’re sure?”

“Sarad Nukpana would see this gathering as beneath him.”

“Never heard of him.”

“Pray that you never do.” 

“Where’s the game being held?”

“They would want privacy, security, and a location where it wouldn’t be out of the ordinary to see goblins.”

“The Goblin District.”

“A logical choice.”

“That’s not a small island, and we don’t have much time. You’ve lived in Mermeia for three months. . .” 

“Now you’re asking me for more than information. You’re asking for involvement.”

“I certainly wouldn’t be opposed to it, and neither would Janek. The city watch has plenty of goblins and mages, but a mage with knowledge of the Khrynsani would certainly be welcome. I’m not asking you to put yourself at risk. If you have any idea of places where they could be, Janek and his people will take it from there.”

“And you.”

“And me. If they try to take those gems and run, I can track those children’s souls.”

“The city watch has seekers.”

“They do, but I’m better than they are.”

“Beautiful and modest.”

“I don’t see myself as either one. As to me being better, it ain’t bragging if it’s true. And I’ve already linked to the child in the ring. It’s a little boy—a little boy I’m going to do everything in my power to ensure wakes up tomorrow morning in his own bed with his parents by his side. I have a client who paid me to retrieve her property, property that now has children’s souls imprisoned inside. In my mind, that gives me multiple clients: the one who paid me in gold, and the others who are pro bono—those kids’ families.”

Nathrach shook his head. “You don’t understand, Mistress Benares. The Khrynsani mage running the game is Sarad Nukpana’s second-in-command, Pavane Taregani. He will personally take possession of the jewels once they are cashed in. In fact, he will probably leave soon afterward, leaving others to oversee the game. He would have brought ample gold to pay the winner. Nothing your city watch has can go up against him, or those he brought with him, and survive. What I’ve observed thus far of the watch, even from those whose magic leans toward the dark. . . they are competent, but hardly impressive.”

“Then help us.”

“To do what? Paint yourselves as a target for retribution? Because I guarantee that nothing will draw Khrynsani vengeance to this city faster than attempting to stop this game. If that happens, there will be nothing the watch of this city could do to protect its citizens.” 

“So you believe we should just sacrifice the lives of the few to ensure the safety of the many.”

“You say you’ve heard of the Khrynsani, but you do not know them. I do. I know them because I know their leader. I know what they can do because I’ve experienced what they’ve done.”

I took a not so wild stab in the dark. “Your wife.” I kept my voice soft and respectful, as if she was in the room with us. For Tamnais Nathrach, she probably always was. 

“Yes. Among others who had the misfortune of being close to me. With more to come—including any who they perceive to be a threat to them or their plans.”

“Those are the kind of people who need to be stopped,” I said quietly. 

“I do not disagree. The Khrynsani are like a nest of vipers. If you decide to strike them first, you must be prepared to be faster and utterly merciless. If you do not kill them all, you will not live to get a second chance. The Khrynsani perpetuate evil on a daily basis—hourly even. I am hardly in a position, nor do I feel the desire, to launch a crusade against them. They will come here for one night, play their game, and they will leave.”

“Taking the souls of eight innocent children with them, children whose bodies will die at sunrise. Not to mention the souls the other players will bring with them.”         

“What would you have me do, Mistress Benares? If I don’t go after them, they won’t come after me.”

“You’re the only one I know who could help.”

“Know?” He barked a laugh. “You know me? If you truly knew me you would not put yourself in the same room with me. You do not know who I am, and you have no idea of what I have done.”

“And I don’t care. You left it behind. That tells me you don’t like what you did, either. Yes, the Khrynsani murdered your wife. They got what they wanted—you out of their way. Looks to me like they’ve already won.”

“I’m alive.”

“Yeah, you are. Tell me, what kind of life is it?”

“Nothing I say will dissuade you.”

“Then why are you trying?”

“To keep the best this city has from being slaughtered—or worse, from having their souls taken prisoner as well.”

I hadn’t thought about that. When a dark mage of Tamnais Nathrach’s skill said we were in way over our heads, I believed it. But it wasn’t going to stop us from—

“It won’t stop you,” the goblin said, as if reading my mind. He may have. Or my face was an open book; yet another reason I didn’t play cards.

“No, it won’t, and it can’t. We have to try.”    

“I cannot offer assistance beyond that which I have already given.”

“Then I won’t ask it again.” I stood to leave. Nathrach stood with me. “Thank you for what you were able to tell me. It will help.”

“Do you even know what a Khrynsani mage is capable of?” he asked softly.

“Trading the kidnapped souls of innocent children to demons for knowledge no mortal should have is as bad as it gets. So I’d imagine they’ve got the entire spectrum of evil pretty much covered.”

Nathrach gave me the faintest of smiles, but there was no humor in it. “Pretty much. And exactly what can you do that would keep them from killing you—or worse—when they discover you’re there?”

I swallowed. “When. . .?”

“Oh, yes. When. Mistress Benares, you have no idea what you’re going up against.”

I stepped around him and opened the door. “I don’t see it as a choice.”

 

*

 

Just because I didn’t see it as a choice didn’t mean I wanted to do it.

I was scared. Terrified, actually.

There, I’d said it. 

Tamnais Nathrach had said I didn’t know him, and he was right; I didn’t. But I’d always thought of myself as a good judge of character. The goblin dark mage was no coward.

Refusing to get involved in this wasn’t an absence of bravery; it was a profusion of good sense. There came a time when the only thing you could do was run—or as Phaelan would call it, beat a tactical retreat. I could only imagine what the Khrynsani had done to force Nathrach to abandon those he loved, his post, his queen, and his people. His making a tactical retreat—whether temporary or permanent—wasn’t for me to judge. I felt a little guilty for some of what I’d said to the goblin mage, and after this was all over, I’d apologize. 

If you live long enough, said the pessimist that had a permanent residence in my head. 

Tamnais Nathrach hadn’t been able to narrow down any further where the Khrynsani would be hosting their card game, but he’d given me plenty. 

Best of all, what he’d told me had matched the intelligence that Janek had gotten through his counterpart in the Goblin District. I had no reason to believe that Nathrach had been anything but totally honest with me, and I was glad I wasn’t going to have to waste any valuable time convincing Janek.

The chief watcher had put together a team and a plan. 

There were goblins on the city watch, most assigned to the Goblin District. Janek and his counterpart there were good friends, and he had a team that would be perfect for tonight’s activities. I presumed that meant they weren’t bothered by going up against Khrynsani. Part of the reason the Khrynsani had to be a secret society was that unless you were a goblin from one of the wealthy, old-blood families, you hated the Khrynsani and everything they stood for. The goblin watchers were probably looking forward to tonight’s raid and rob.

Some quick reconnoitering and discreet questioning by those goblin watchers had netted us our most likely target—a town house that backed up to a canal overlooking the Daith Swamp. Not exactly what you’d call prime real estate, but for hosting an illegal card game, it was nearly perfect. The neighborhood had seen better days, but it wasn’t completely run-down. The house was canal front and swamp back, offering easy access and quick exit. 

There was one hole in Janek’s plan. He needed coverage on the canal between the town house and the Daith Swamp, coverage that wouldn’t raise suspicions. The launches the watch used were easily recognized, and the kind of men and women who chose watcher as a career would have trouble disguising themselves as anything else. Their presence would scare away the players before they even arrived. I knew someone who could have men in boats who wouldn’t look suspicious because they wouldn’t be seen; and if they were seen, they’d look perfectly at home on a backwater canal next to a swamp.

That same someone had dreamed all his life of robbing a casino—and had stubbornly refused to sit this one out, volunteering both himself and his crew.

Janek wasn’t particularly fond of Phaelan’s proposed solution, but with no time left to arrange for anything else, he knew he didn’t have a choice. 

Being a pirate involved a pretty straightforward approach to stealing. You made the target ship stop either by intimidation, cannon fire, or both. You boarded. You took. My cousin was a very good pirate. Plus, the Benares bloodline covered the complete thievery spectrum—pirates, highwaymen, con men, gamblers, lawyers, bankers—basically any profession that involved parting people from their money. Cross-training was encouraged.  

Therefore it was a given that since Phaelan loved to gamble, he couldn’t help casing every casino whose doors he’d darkened, including Sirens. It wasn’t that he planned to actually rob any of them; it was merely his way of having a little harmless fun and staying in practice. 

When I told him what we would be doing, he was thrilled. When I told him who we’d be doing it to, his enthusiasm waned. Unfortunately, it didn’t go down far enough for his survival instinct to kick in. 

I knew the reason. Me. 

We were only cousins, but we’d been raised as brother and sister, and Phaelan wouldn’t abandon family—well, at least not most of them. Part of me was grateful; the rest was worried sick about getting him killed or worse. 

“Stealing a fortune in jewels from the Khrynsani.” It was the third time Phaelan had said it, at least out loud, as if voicing aloud that he—a man who was terrified of high-powered mages—would be taking jewels from under the collective noses of the blackest of the black magic brotherhoods would somehow make it less suicidal. 

“For the last time, you’re not stealing them; and no one’s keeping the jewels, there are souls inside. You’re watching my back and only watching my back—and I don’t want you even doing that.”   

“Those watchers sure as hell won’t have your back,” Phaelan muttered. “Not that I’d trust them to do it.”  

“Janek’s assured me he’s put together a team of the best of the city watch, including mages who combat black magic on a daily basis. If Janek trusts them, so do I.”

Since Mermeia was a favorite with mages in retirement, the watch had to be ready for anything, anytime. I didn’t know if Janek’s mages were of the dark variety, but if they fought as dirty as I’d heard, I couldn’t imagine them being anything less.     

Phaelan scowled. “Watchers and dark mages.”

“But they’re all on our side.”

“If you say so.”

We grew some uncomfortable silence.

“You don’t have to do this,” I said quietly. “I’d really rather you didn’t.”

“I promised to help you nail Sethis Mortsani. He’s still running loose, meaning I haven’t done my job yet.”

“Mortsani is the least of my concerns.”

We both knew who had the most of my concern. 

“Not only am I in,” my cousin said, “you couldn’t keep me out.” 

 

*

 

Phaelan was bristling with pointy steel.

It wouldn’t do him any good against the Khrynsani, and he would be ill-advised to point it in the general direction of the city watchers with us. Some things you did simply to make yourself feel better, and if wearing enough steel almost to make him clank made my cousin feel safer, then so be it. To tell you the truth, Phaelan armed to the teeth at my back made me feel better. A little.

I had only my usual throwing knives, a pair of long daggers up my sleeves, and my two swords strapped over my back. I wanted to be light enough to use what had often been my most effective defense. 

Fast feet. 

After I had a bag of soul-filled gems.  

Truth was, I didn’t have any big guns when it came to magic. Even though I’d never faced any Khrynsani, I kept telling myself that they couldn’t be much different than any other powerhouse mage I’d gone up against in the past. Admittedly I’d never taken on that many, but those that I had had one thing in common. 

Arrogance.

Once a mage progressed beyond a certain level, spellwise, the more cocky among them started thinking that lesser magic was beneath them, whether performing it or defending against it. I had the basics of defensive magic covered, and it’d always been good enough. I had solid shields, excellent deflection skills, and I could seriously haul ass if a fight went sour.

No one had seen Sethis Mortsani since he’d been at Sirens last night. No surprise there. He had his entry fee hidden in a safe place, and was probably holed up right along with it, waiting for game time. 

The plan was simple.  

The execution was where things were going to get hairy. “Execution” was Janek’s word, not mine. 

A raid by itself wouldn’t work. The gems would be small enough that all could be put in a purse which could easily be shielded and hidden in any number of ways. We couldn’t allow that to happen. Those children would pass the point of no soul return beginning at sunrise. 

The critical element to saving those children was yours truly. 

We had to know exactly where those jewels were before we made our first move. 

Janek had a goblin mage who would be doing the magical equivalent of drilling a tiny hole in whatever shields or wards the Khrynsani were sure to have all around that house, a hole that I could use to find those jewels and the captive souls inside. Seeking called for focus, and while focusing, I was vulnerable. Janek said his watchers would be protecting me, but Phaelan was there to back up my backup. 

Once I’d located the stones, Janek would launch his raid. Playing cards was far from illegal in Mermeia, but playing for captives was. Technically the law only mentioned physical captives, but Janek was prepared to stretch that law to include souls as well.

The goblin watchers had reported midafternoon that they sensed the presence of demons on the first floor of the town house. This particular variety were vicious, utterly loyal to whoever had summoned them, and were able to snap off a man’s arm like a chicken wing and then eat it the same way. 

That sealed it for us. We had the place, the plan, and now all that was needed was the arrival of the players.

Now came the worst part. 

The waiting. 

 

*

 

The players were taking their own sweet time getting there.

I couldn’t see them wanting to piss off their hosts by arriving fashionably late. Pavane Taregani, the organizer of this sick soiree, probably had them stagger their arrival times on purpose. Assessing a value in gold to the souls each had brought with them couldn’t be a quick process. 

I took a slow, deep breath and pushed my anger and impatience down. Five had already arrived, five more to go.  

The town house under surveillance was at the end of the street where the canal ended and the brackish water of the Daith Swamp began. There were no guards posted outside, or any light from inside to indicate that it was occupied. There would be no moon tonight, further shielding any suspicious activity from curious eyes, and the only sounds were water lapping against the buildings, along with frogs and other less harmless things in the Daith Swamp. We were in the small boathouse of a conveniently vacant town house across the canal from our target. There was enough room for the three of us, various and sundry boat supplies, and a launch tied to a small dock; a launch Janek had emphasized was for escape should something go wrong, not for me to go chasing Khrynsani.  

To do my job, I needed to have a line of sight to the house. Janek was familiar enough with my work to know that putting a canal—albeit a relatively narrow one—between me and my target wouldn’t adversely affect my results. 

As expected, the Khrynsani had the place locked down tight with wards and shields. 

The job of the slender goblin watcher crouched next to me would drill a hole through those wards—without the mages inside knowing about it. Nekat was also a telepath. Get through those wards, then let his boss know—a handy duo of talents to have. 

Janek’s guy would do the breaking; I’d do the entering. If either one of us as much as breathed wrong, the entire operation was screwed and those children were worse than dead. 

No pressure.

Nekat was a goblin; Phaelan and I were elves. We didn’t have a problem with him; he had no quarrel with us. In short, a promising beginning to a hopefully productive working relationship. 

Janek had introduced me when we’d all gathered two hours ago at a small warehouse the watch used as a base for this section of the Goblin District. The town house that was our target was five blocks to the west. Phaelan had found himself a spot that just happened to have a door to his left, a door to his right, and a wall at his back. Janek hadn’t bothered to introduce Phaelan. Every watcher in the city knew who he was. Now that he was sitting in close quarters with only one goblin mage had to be a much welcome relief. 

Phaelan’s anxiety level might have gotten a reprieve, but mine was just getting started. 

The goblin watcher seemed like a nice enough guy, but the success of tonight’s mission rested squarely on our shoulders. However, if he failed to do his job, I couldn’t do mine. Janek had assured me that Nekat had a level head, but it wasn’t his head I was worried about, it was the ironclad wards I had sensed. Just because I couldn’t drill through wards didn’t mean I couldn’t recognize a nearly impossible job when I felt one. 

Soon, the last player arrived and the watcher went to work. Out of professional courtesy, I stilled my mind to give him as much quiet as possible and kept my eyes on the house, stealing only occasional glances at his face. 

What I saw didn’t exactly fill me with optimism. The goblin’s clenched jaw, forehead beading with sweat, and shallow breath told me loud and clear that it wasn’t going well.   

Nekat closed his eyes, took a breath and slowly let it out. 

Oh yeah. He was having trouble. Major trouble.

I didn’t make a sound and carefully kept the string of expletives running through my mind to myself. 

Just because I didn’t have Nekat’s skill set didn’t mean I couldn’t sense what he was up against. Not only were the Khrynsani wards solid, they had the most complex locking mechanisms I’d ever encountered. 

There was no way Nekat could get through that. It wasn’t only the wards I felt. Stronger than all of the wards put together was the psychic presence, weight, and stench of the two demons inside that town house. When Janek gave the signal, his team would be rushing into more than a house with ten card-playing mages—I wondered how many of his Khrynsani brothers the game master had brought with him. Though my gut already knew the answer. 

Enough. He’d brought more than enough.

“Stand aside.”

The words were Goblin. Our surprise, complete.

Phaelan and I hissed the same word as we drew what steel was closest to hand. Phaelan’s rapier made it only half out of its scabbard when it was stopped by the gloved and steel-gauntleted hand of Tamnais Nathrach.  

It was no wonder we hadn’t seen him. Goblins could be damned near silent, and Nathrach blended perfectly with the night. He was all in black. What wasn’t leather was matte black armor and, I couldn’t help but notice, all of it formfitting. Nathrach noticed me noticing and gave me a quick, wicked grin. 

Nekat had a moment of wide-eyed amazement bordering on fear before his watcher training regained control. “Primaru Nathrach.” He stopped and swallowed. “This is official—” 

“Official city watch business,” Nathrach finished for him. “Yes, I know. I also know you’re not getting through those wards.” 

“Primaru” meant archmage of the royal blood. Nathrach may have left his job behind, but apparently the local goblin community felt the need to keep using his court title. Out of fear? Respect? Or both?  

Nekat didn’t want to admit defeat with those wards, though he and I both knew he was in way over his head. 

Like the rest of you aren’t, my pessimist chimed in.

I didn’t bother telling her to shut up, because she was right. The longer it took to get through those wards, the longer we all got to live. 

Nathrach took his hand off the guard of Phaelan’s rapier. “Captain Benares, I assure you that I am here to render assistance to your cousin.” His eyes met mine. “And hopefully ruin the night of an old acquaintance.” He looked to Nekat. “May I?”

“You are more than welcome, Primaru Nathrach. I wish you better luck.” 

Nathrach’s mouth curved in a bemused smile. “Luck has little to do with it. I know what they’re using. Plus, the incantations that built two of those wards they stole from me. Signal your chief to be ready. I’ll be through every ward in less than a minute.”

“But that’s—”

Another smile. “Not impossible. As a beautiful lady recently told me, ‘It ain’t bragging if it’s true.’” 

Tamnais Nathrach looked out an opening between two of the boathouse’s boards and across the canal at his target. The goblin mage tilted his head almost quizzically to one side, as if listening to a convoluted conversation. I immediately felt the wards silently unravel in one minuscule location with the simplicity of untying a shoe.

It was nothing short of breathtaking work.

It must have shown on my face.

“You’re welcome,” Nathrach murmured.

Normally a smug look like the one Tamnais Nathrach was wearing would have pissed me off; but when a man was that good, he could be as proud of himself as he wanted to be. 

I figured his ego didn’t need any boosting from me, so I gave him a quick nod and went to work. 

Nathrach had drilled the hole into the house; it was my job to find the souls. It didn’t take much work on my part—breathtaking or otherwise. The game master was depending on his wards to keep anyone out and all sense of those souls in. Unlike last night, I couldn’t hear the little boy. 

I heard them all. 

From inside the jewels’ confines, they were muffled like voices from behind gags. 

I didn’t dare project my presence beyond the opening in the wards, much like a mouse not sticking even the tip of one whisker out its hole in the wall and into a house full of hungry cats.

I went utterly still—body, mind, and soul—and listened with my seeker senses to locate the souls’ exact location. I got a strong impression that they were together, but not clumped together in a bag, more like in the same room, spread out on a table. That accomplished, I slowly backed out until I was clear of the house and its wards. I sat back and took what felt like my first breath since I’d gone in. 

“First floor, back of the house.” I paused. “With demons.”

Nathrach nodded, never taking his eyes from the house. “Pavane Taregani travels with a pair of balghuls as bodyguards. He prefers them to other species because they’re mute. No tongues.”

That they were demons was enough for me, and unlike yesterday, I had no intention of asking Nathrach to elaborate on any more of their distinguishing characteristics. 

“Pavane will go out the back door and into the swamp.” Nathrach said it like that was exactly what he’d expected all along. 

Along with his Khrynsani mages and demons. And all that would be standing between them and the swamp was some of Phaelan’s crew in itty-bitty boats. 

I looked at Phaelan. Phaelan looked at me. 

Oh crap.  

 

*

 

Within seconds of Nekat letting Janek know where the souls were, the chief watcher was done being subtle. He didn’t want those wards deactivated; he wanted them destroyed. I had to hand it to his people. They knew the meaning of teamwork, and the combination of their magical muscle shredded those wards in less than two minutes.

Based on what I’d just witnessed, Nathrach could have done it alone in a fraction of the time, but I got the feeling he didn’t want to advertise that he was here—to anyone. I respected and would honor that.  

The ten players who’d kidnapped souls to buy a seat at that card table got exactly what they deserved—they were left high and dry by their host to fend for themselves. Once the Khrynsani had the souls, the only thing the players were good for was being a distraction while the goblins poured out the back door like rats off a sinking ship, leaving not just the players with no souls, no gold, and plenty of trouble from the watchers, but the two demons that had apparently been ordered to cover their master’s escape. 

An escape the Khrynsani had been ready to make.  

A trio of sleek, dark boats, with pilots all in black to blend with the night, appeared at the back door to pick them up. Where they hell had they come from? 

Nekat was dumbfounded. “That was a cloaking spell?” 

“And more,” Nathrach growled.  

The pilots’ magic on those boats was like reins on racehorses champing at the bit. Underneath, I felt the pull of Lady Kaharit’s jewels as about a dozen dark-garbed and hooded Khrynsani jumped aboard. That pull meant one of them was Pavane Taregani.         

Tamnais Nathrach leapt into the launch. 

I felt his magic ramping up, and knew what he was doing. He wasn’t doing it without me. I jumped in with him. 

“Mistress Benar—” 

“Raine. We’re gonna kick Khrynsani ass together; call me Raine.”

Phaelan jumped in beside me. “I don’t give a shit what you call me.” He flung open the boathouse doors. “I’m not leaving her.”

“We don’t have time to argue—”

“I’m not arguing,” I told the goblin. “You are.” I quickly unwound the line from the dock cleat, casting us off. “Go!”

Nathrach snarled a string of words in Goblin, fully expressing his feelings concerning our lack of cooperation. 

I just turned and smiled back at him. 

The boat surged forward with Nathrach’s power against its stern, like giving a horse a sharp smack on the rear. I yelped, clenched the sides of the boat, and hung on for dear life. The boat cut through the water faster than with a full sail in high wind. Phaelan whooped in approval. 

“Any idea how many Khrynsani there’ll be, since it’ll only be the three of us at first?” I asked.

“The one of me,” the goblin corrected. “You two are staying in the boat.”

“Can you track those souls?” I shot back.

He couldn’t and I could. He knew it and he didn’t like it. Both realizations earned me an impressive growl.

“You’re going to lose your crew,” Nathrach told Phaelan. 

“Nice try getting me to leave.” My cousin’s smile was ferocious. “Neither one’s happening. I’ve told them to follow, not engage. Those goblins want to get the hell out of here, not pick a fight.”

I was proud of my cousin. Here we were chasing a pack of evil mages into a dark swamp, and if I didn’t know better, I’d say he was enjoying himself. Though that might have everything to do with escape being the Khrynsani’s top and only priority.    

A roar split the night, and I swear it shook the water under our boat. 

I knew that sound. 

Sky dragon. If that Khrynsani mage got airborne, there’d be no way to stop him. Sky dragons were fast, nimble, and enthusiastic fire-breathers. 

I bit back a scream of frustration. “So much for how he’s getting out of here. Can we go faster?”

Nathrach’s response was a force of will that sent the boat leaping forward. I damned near lost my grip on the sides, and I didn’t think the goblin would have minded one bit. 

There was no law in the Daith Swamp. Technically, it was under Brenir’s jurisdiction, but the swamp wasn’t patrolled. The swamp didn’t need protecting, and if someone was dumb enough to go wandering around in there, they deserved whatever got them. 

I wasn’t dumb, just determined, though I was probably the only one who thought so.

As soon as the bow of our little boat bumped a patch of bog grass, Nathrach was over the side and moving fast. I didn’t expect him to wait for me, which was why when he suddenly stopped, I plowed into him, nearly putting us both facedown in swamp water. 

When he swore another blue streak, I saw why. 

We didn’t see Pavane Taregani. 

We saw five Pavane Tareganis the instant before every last one of them turned and ran into the swamp in five different directions. An illusion to throw us off. 

The sky dragon roared again—from three different directions. Probably another illusion. Hopefully. 

There was no sign of any of the other Khrynsani. 

Janek and his people were still busy with those ten dark mages and two demons.   

None of those things were good. 

I added choice words of my own to Nathrach’s litany, as Phaelan slogged through the muck to catch up with us.  

“Any chance this Pavane Taregani handed the jewels off to an underling, and these five illusions are to send us on a wild-goose chase?” I asked. 

Nathrach shook his head. “If Sarad doesn’t get those souls, he’ll take Pavane’s, so the weasel won’t let them out of his sight.” 

“So, which one of those mages was the real one?” Phaelan asked.

I ramped up my seeker senses and stepped around Nathrach. “The one carrying the souls.”

 

*

 

Goblins could see in the dark as well as elves could see in the daytime. Tamnais Nathrach took the lead from me. I was enough steps behind the goblin mage that I could stop before running into him again. Phaelan was bringing up the rear. I was wearing high boots that until now I’d thought were waterproof. My mistake.

Surrounding us were moss-shrouded cypress, reeds, and black water. Entirely too much black water. Depths unknown, inhabitants undetermined, and as far as I was concerned, both could stay that way. Something was draped across the path directly ahead that I really hoped was a tree root.  

The path forked in three directions. Pavane Taragani was trying to get crafty with the wrong girl. Like a bloodhound on a strong scent, I had a lock on those souls and nothing was going to shake me. 

“Left,” I told Nathrach. 

Surprisingly, he took the left path without question. 

The area directly ahead was slightly lighter. When we got there, we saw why. 

A sky dragon loomed in the Daith Swamp’s idea of a clearing. The light we had seen was the banked flames that were visible through the nearly translucent skin of its throat.

Right now I was grateful for light to fight by any way I could get it, even if it might be trying to roast me a minute from now. I’d always wanted to see what killed me.

Pavane Taragani stood next to the dragon. He’d waited for us. He saw Nathrach and smiled. 

Correction, he’d waited for Tamnais Nathrach.

And so had his Khrynsani friends, who stepped out of the swamp all around us, hands glowing with what looked like ball lightning. 

I had a sneaking suspicion this was a setup.

I also suspected Phaelan and I had just been relegated to collateral damage.

“They’re not coming any closer,” Phaelan murmured.

Nathrach’s hands were suddenly glowing blood red. 

“They don’t need to,” I said. 

Mages didn’t have to get up close and personal to fight—or kill. However, Phaelan and I couldn’t fight what we couldn’t reach. I couldn’t even throw a knife that far in the daytime with any accuracy. 

We were sitting ducks, and soon to be roast ducks. And if those goblins stayed where they were, there wasn’t a damned thing we could do to fight back. If the blue lightning didn’t kill us, the dragon fire would. Phaelan and I were the most flammable things in fire-spitting or lightning-throwing range. 

Unless the Khrynsani didn’t think we were worthy of their killing consideration. 

Phaelan and I were elves; they were goblins who thought of elves as slaves, when they thought of us at all. 

I stiffened. Maybe they wanted to take us alive. 

I couldn’t let Pavane Taragani leave with those souls. Anything I could do would get me dead by any of many painful means, and he’d still escape with the pouch of jewels. 

Nathrach grabbed my arm and jerked me to his side. 

“Shoulder to shoulder, Captain,” he ordered. “Do not break contact regardless of what happens.” 

Phaelan and his instinct for self-preservation did as told. 

A shock jolted my shoulder where it touched Nathrach’s arm, and every hair on my body stood on end. 

Shields.  

Not only was Nathrach shielding himself, he was extending them to protect the two of us. 

And boy, were we going to need them. 

I absently wondered how long the shields of a mage as powerful as Tamnais Nathrach would hold out against the combined black magic of the Khrynsani surrounding us. By myself, I could have held out for maybe ten seconds against just one of them. 

“You tried to talk me out of this,” I said to Nathrach, never taking my eyes off our impending doom.

“I seem to recall mentioning something to that effect.”

“I’m stubborn.”

“Really? I never would have known.”

“Is there anything we can do about this?”

“We?”

“Okay, you.”

“I wait.”

“What?”

“I thought I would wait.”

“For what? The first sizzle of black magic melting our skin?” 

“Actually, from the spell they’re using, they’re going more for immediate immolation.”

“Because immediate is so much better,” Phaelan shot back. “Less pain that way.”

“Sarad and I were at a loss how to lure you out.” Pavane Taragani stepped away from the sky dragon, walking leisurely toward us. “Your talent is your greatest strength; your compassion your fatal weakness. We sought a way to use both against you.”

“So you had your agents ask around, found out about Sethis Mortsani’s debt, and offered him a seat at the table.”

“Very good. I’m impressed, Tamnais. Then again, you always have been too intelligent for your own good.”

“Or for yours. And don’t be impressed. You’ve never offered a last-minute invitation. You’ve always wanted every player thoroughly investigated beforehand. For you to make an exception is most unlike you. You promised Lord Mortsani a seat for the game—but only if he brought children’s souls.”

“You have to admit, it was the perfect bait for a compassionate man such as yourself,” Taragani said. “But there was the not insignificant problem of how to ensure that you became aware of it.” The Khrynsani mage smiled at me. “And then the elf came along. It was perfect. We could not have plotted it better ourselves.” 

I grimaced. “Sorry about that.”

Nathrach shrugged. “It’s not your fault. An unfortunate coincidence.”

Unfortunate was right. The Khrynsani were closing in, but not close enough for me or Phaelan to help in the fight.     

Nathrach smirked with the confidence of a man who is holding all the right cards. “Predictability is your weakness, Pavane. You had to know the city watch would have whatever house you chose under surveillance, so you chose one with an escape route you knew they couldn’t cover.”

“And it is working splendidly; my demons are seeing to that. I knew you would come alone. You would not want to endanger any new friends you may have made in your new home.” 

Nathrach smiled a slow, dangerously knowing smile. A smile that grew into a chuckle.  

Huh?

The Khrynsani closest to us burst into flames, his incoherent screams rising with the fire. 

When a second one turned into an upright torch, their brothers spun to face the new arrivals. Picking on us suddenly seemed to be bad for their health. 

I could barely make out the figures who had aligned themselves behind the Khrynsani, but the dark power I felt rolling from them told me they were black magic badasses of the worst kind—or in our situation, the best and exactly-what-we-needed kind. 

“I didn’t need to recruit and endanger my friends,” Nathrach said smoothly, “when you have countless enemies.”

What followed involved fire, explosions, cussing, and a gratifying volume of screams coming from the Khrynsani ranks. And best of all, they’d been so focused on shielding themselves from the front against Nathrach that they’d neglected to literally cover their asses.

Pavane Taragani was running toward the dragon, using his mages’ fiery deaths to cover his escape.

Oh, hell, no.

Nathrach’s shield was to keep Khrynsani magic out, not a stubborn elf in.

“Raine!”

I ignored Nathrach’s shout, determined to reach Pavane Taragani before he climbed into that saddle. He could go wherever the hell he wanted, after I had those souls.

I had a dagger in my hand and my plan was to slice the leather holding the pouch to Taragani’s belt, then run like hell. As far as plans went, what it lacked in tactical brilliance, it made up for in sheer suicidal audacity. Taragani would probably fry me the instant I grabbed that purse, but there was the slimmest chance I might actually pull it off. 

And then, just when I had the bad guy figured out, he hauled off and did the unexpected. 

Pavane Taragani yanked the purse off his belt and threw it out into the swamp.

My world went into slow motion. 

The Daith Swamp had two kinds of ground—was solid and only looked solid. 

The purse was flying out over ground that looked solid but mostly wasn’t. I’d seen small birds land out there and get sucked down. The purse would be gone in seconds, the souls inside imprisoned forever.

I ran as fast as the marsh would let me toward ground I sincerely hoped was solid.

The purse came down. 

I dove into the stinking muck. 

The bog closed around me as I caught the purse.  

And Tamnais Nathrach caught me. 

 

*

 

Pavane Taragani decided to take his chances with Sarad Nukpana later by returning to Regor without the souls. If he’d hung onto the souls, he would’ve had to face Tamnais Nathrach right then and there.

Smart choice. 

Nathrach could have gone after Pavane Taragani or me and the souls, but he couldn’t do both. 

I was grateful for his choice.

As the bog had closed over my body, I’d felt an iron grip on my ankle. 

The bog lost. Those children and their families won. 

And me.

Those dark mages finished off the Khrynsani only minutes before Janek’s watchers arrived, and they vanished as suddenly as they’d come.  

Bound by the law and all, watchers believed in letting criminals go through the justice system. So did Nathrach’s allies. They simply sped things up a bit. I think we all believed that justice had been served. Six of the players had survived; four had not. Lord Sethis Mortsani became one of the latter after making the fatal mistake of launching a death curse at one of the demons. As to what the demon did, let’s just say it was highly unlikely the nachtmagus would be coming back from the Lower Hells; but if he did find his way out, he’d need to find a new body.  

Without any of his lackeys surviving to dispute his story, Pavane Taragani was free to give Sarad Nukpana whatever excuse he’d managed to come up with during his flight back to Regor. 

Despite what Nathrach had said about Nukpana taking Taragani’s soul if he failed to return with the jewels, I had little doubt that the Khrynsani second-in-command would survive to perpetuate evil another day. That’d be like Phaelan taking his rapier and skewering his first mate. Unless he’d tried to organize a mutiny, that’d simply be a waste of good help, or in Pavane Taragani’s case, evil help. 

I imagine good evil help was equally hard to find.

Nathrach knew several dark mages who could unlock the jewels to release the imprisoned souls. The children’s souls were released next to their stasis-bespelled bodies as Malina Adler or one of her colleagues guided each one back where it belonged and the healers released the bodies from stasis. 

The eight children who had been taken in Mermeia were saved. However, the dark mages determined that the remaining souls had been abducted too long ago and from too far away for there to be a possibility of a viable body to be returned to. Malina and the other nachtmagi guided the newly freed souls across to the other side. 

Phaelan saw to it that the loan sharks who’d been stalking Lady Kaharit to pay back her now late husband’s debt understood that continuing to do so would be a very bad idea. I had a feeling that Tamnais Nathrach’s visit with me this evening would convince any remaining doubters.  

The two of us had Lady Kaharit’s ring and seven of her jewels and were on our way to return them. 

It was twilight in the Goblin District. Light enough for an elf; dark enough for a goblin.

“Tam?”

His lips twitched at the corners. “So now you call me by my name.”

“Hey, after you played tug-of-war with a bog over me, let’s just say I know how a wishbone feels. Then you saw—and smelled—me coated in bog slime. . . Well, the mystery’s pretty much gone at this point.”

“I assure you you’re still a complete mystery to me.” 

I wasn’t sure how to take that, so I asked the question that’d been nagging at me all day. “You knew the Khrynsani were setting you up?”

“I suspected it.”

“And you helped us anyway.”

“I helped you. And I brought backup.”

“Who you couldn’t know would arrive in time.”

“I had them already waiting in the swamp. It was the obvious escape route.”

“What if Taragani hadn’t sent those demons after the players?”

Tam shrugged. “Then it would have been a tougher fight. Some things you simply cannot know before they happen. You roll the dice, you take your chances.”

“Big chances.” I hesitated. “And by now, Taragani’s told this Sarad Nukpana person that losing those souls was because of you. What’s he going to do now?”

“The same thing he was already planning to do. Though after this, I might get bumped up a few places on Sarad’s ‘To Kill’ list.”

“What about the Khrynsani getting revenge on Mermeia? You said—” 

“An overexaggeration to get you to back off.”

I shot him an accusing look. “Because you were going to get involved anyway.”

Tam nodded. “Though preferably without you.”

“Without me, you wouldn’t have been able to track those souls.”

“True. But without me, you wouldn’t have reached the swamp in time; and if you had, you would have been reduced to a burnt smudge—or a permanent resident of that bog.”

I winced. “All true.” I gave him a sly smile. “Which only means that we make a good team.”

Tam’s opinion on that was a noncommittal grunt. “Good teams work together, on a plan, agreed upon in advance—and they typically have a leader.”

“We’re not typical,” I said. “Besides, I don’t follow well.”

“I noticed.” 

“And unlike Taragani, I’m not predictable.” 

“In a deck, you’d definitely be the wild card.”

“You say that like it’s a bad thing.”   

“When our lives are at stake, yes.”

“What if our lives weren’t at stake?”

He gave me a slow, wicked sexy smile. “I own a nightclub and casino. I’m all about having fun.”

Naturally my mind went immediately to Sirens’ doors. I wondered which one was his favorite panel. I had no doubt he’d tell me if I asked. I felt my face get warm and I didn’t ask.

“You don’t sound worried about Nukpana paying you a visit,” I noted, taking a sharp right turn back to my topic. 

“I’ve come here, and this is where I’m staying. When Sarad wants to find me, he’ll know where to look. Pavane was right about one thing.”

“What’s that?”

“He called Mermeia my home. For someone like me, wherever you are when you decide to stop running, that’s home.”

We walked in silence for a few minutes.

When we arrived at Lady Kaharit’s home, she answered the door herself, dressed in sleek and sumptuous black. 

I’d been right. She made a stunning widow, and from the expression on her face when she saw Tam, she’d just spotted husband number two. 

I glanced at Tam for his reaction. 

He wasn’t looking at her. All of his attention was on me.

 

 

 

The End
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