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  PROLOGUE


  



  



  



  Brea


  



  The Freelands


  



  Nine months before the destruction of Atikala


  and the events of Ren of Atikala


  



  Three months after the events of The Pariahs


  



  SUNLIGHT CREPT IN, REDDING THE edges of her vision. It was daybreak filtered through the glass window of the modestly priced tavern; dawn’s rays touched her face, warming and rousing her.


  She stayed, unmoving, for some time. The thin blanket was more than enough to drive away the night’s chill, and a green arm was nestled around her waist. She squirmed, shifting back against the warm body behind her.


  “Good morning,” she murmured, curling her toes against his. “You awake, Kozog?”


  “Kozog?” The voice was deep, soft and familiar—but not Kozog. “Who’s that?”


  Of course. Full awareness returned with a jolt; she jerked, clapping her hands over her face. Memories flooded back. A purchase made at the pleasure mart. Some half-orc named Godan. Jodan? No, Golan.


  “Hey,” said Golan, shifting back from her, his strong orc hands retreating. “Easy. You okay, Brea?”


  “Yep,” she said, gently biting down on her palms, fingers over her eyes. The embarrassment would fade in a moment. She freed her tongue. “Sorry. I just…I just thought you were someone else. It happens sometimes when I wake up. I forget the difference between my dreams and the reality.”


  “Understandable,” said Golan. He sat up, folding his hands in his lap. A crooked half-smile—one painfully similar to Kozog’s—formed on his face. “To be honest, given what you paid for the night, you can call me whatever you like.”


  “I had….very specific needs.” Brea slid her hands back to her sides and with palpable effort dragged herself out of bed, standing before the window, closing her eyes as the warm rays of the sun bathed her naked body, a soothing warmth filtering through the cool air. Not a common morning ritual, but for a moment, her elf side wanted to bathe in the light of the sun. “I wanted an orc.”


  Golan shuffled behind her. She heard the rustle of a robe and the tying of a cord. “You like orcs, mmm?”


  Hard question, with no real answer. She had not, before last night, done anything like this with a greenskin. Plenty of others, yes, but never anyone like Golan. Recent events had lead her to this moment; Brea was comely and she knew it, wore her desires openly, and possessed a cutting wit and quick tongue. She was educated. Practiced. Attractive. Few could resist her charms for long, fewer still for a year. Yet, still, it was her purse that was lighter.


  The most frustratingly handsome, but equally infuriating and confusing, half-orc in the whole history of Drathari had rejected her. Deliberately or otherwise. The reasons were complex and she, overthinking things as she typically did, had not worked them out yet. Either he was much crueler than she anticipated and was stringing her along—an entirely reasonable proposition given how forward she had been, but one strikingly out of character for the legalistic and bluntly honest half-orc—or he was truly stupider than a bag of rocks. Unlikely, given he was a lawyer.


  Brea, making her living as a sellsword, was used to many hardships. Rejection of her affections was not one of them. So she had to make do.


  But did she like orcs?


  “I like an orc,” Brea said, the words spilling out without her meaning to. Sunlight slowly travelled up her body. “But I don’t think the feelings are returned.”


  Golan’s warm hand slipped to her backside, cupping it gently, and he cuddled up behind her, his heavy orc scent filling her nose. “I thought as much,” he said, gently squeezing. “Orcs are usually not desirable, but we are a niche taste for some; they consider our strength, our more primal nature, assets. Forgive me, Lady Brea, but I feel you did not truly take advantage of my talents in that regard, so I can only assume my appeal was…personal.”


  “Truth be told, I don’t know what I was expecting.” She leaned back against his strong chest. “You’re right, though. It was personal.”


  “Then I doubt I could have truly satisfied you. For this, I apologise.”


  “You earned your gold,” she said. Although the fire of her various desires had been reduced to embers, truly she was unsatisfied.


  “I will pass along the compliment to the matron. She repeatedly offered you Juma and Durzol; their presence would have been more than covered by your purse.”


  Brea shook her head, dismissing the notion. “I just wanted one,” she said. “The smartest orc she had.”


  “And that’s me. You came seeking an educated orc, quite an ask. You’re lucky Matron Pridetail takes care of us, preparing us for our lives when our youth fades and our talents no longer command coin. I chose training as a scribe; Juma and Durzol both, construction. Probably too dim to understand anything more complicated, unfortunately.”


  “Very odd,” said Brea. “But hers is a welcome attitude.”


  “I think it’s a halfling thing.”


  “Matron Pridetail treats you well. That’s why I patronise her with my gold.” She inhaled, reaching around behind her, touching Golan’s waist. “You are happy in her employ?”


  “I am paid vast sums of money to pleasure comely half-elves. How could I be unhappy?”


  She smiled at that. “Oh, you’d be surprised. I just want to make sure you choose this life.”


  “It’s my calling,” said Golan. “At least, until my scribe training is complete; but to be honest, I suspect I’ll do this until I can no longer. Probably until I die. You, of course, will still be young and fair, but such is life.”


  Kozog had said something similar. Suddenly her chest hurt at the memory.


  “I should go,” said Brea. “The sun’s coming up. I may have overpaid, but a deal is a deal. Freelanders pay their debts and our word is our bond.”


  “Until the sun has completely crested the horizon, I am still yours. Then I shall bathe and return to work.”


  “Fairly paid work,” she clarified. “Where nobody mistreats you and you can leave any time you want.”


  Golan laughed and kissed one of her her pointed, elven ears. ”I assure you, Brea, I am no slave.”


  Always a welcome reassurance. She turned to face him, and almost immediately regretted that decision. At least with her back turned she could pretend better.


  Awkward silence. Golan smiled politely, waiting to be told what to do.


  Would Kozog do this? Would he take her lead, take instructions from her? He was headstrong, stubborn even, although he did seem equally comfortable following as well as leading—even if his directions were simple and direct. Yet… some part of him was weak. Frail. Vulnerable. A part he buried deep, kept hidden and protected by layers of education and discipline, but it was there.


  There was insecurity beneath all his big dumb green layers, whereas Golan seemed to truly love his life, and that nagged at her in more than one way.


  Why was Kozog pushing her away? What did he fear?


  A knock on the door stole the awkwardness out of the air. “That will be the bath attendants,” said Brea, stepping back.


  Golan frowned, amber eyes flicking to the sun—a half-disc still above the mountain ridge—and then to the wooden door. “If so,” he said, a little louder so he could be heard, “they are early and are interrupting Matron Pridetail’s prize customer’s last few private moments with her client.”


  The knock came again. Brea, glad for the relief from her thoughts, wrapped a bed sheet around herself, unlatched the door and pulled it open.


  A dozen members of the Freelands watch, their white cloaks and silver half-plate stained a light gold in the dawn light, greeted her, weapons readied and manacles in hand.


  “Lady Brea?” asked their leader, a coarsely shaven human with dark skin and a gaze of steel.


  “Yes?” Brea scrunched up her face, glancing over her shoulder at Golan, who shrugged helplessly in confusion. “I’ve paid for my time,” she said. “Is there some issue?”


  “My name is Watchman Verano.” He held out a thick scroll of parchment and unfurled it. “Brea Fleethand, the church of Tyranus in Valamar has dispatched by sending this writ to the Regent of the Freelands. You are bound by law to accompany us for trial.”


  “Trial?” Brea’s blood boiled. Kozog had promised that the trouble in Marcelin, Valamar’s capitol, would not be traced to her. It was time to do the thing she did best: lie her way out of a bad situation. Easy.


  Verano’s eyes flicked to Golan, then to Brea. “Yes.”


  “I’m afraid I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she said. “I haven’t done anything wrong. I’m a sellsword with the Army of the Open Fist; my contract was paid out and I’m enjoying the spoils of—“


  “Lady Brea,” said Verano, pointedly resting his hand on the hilt of his finely made longsword. “You are bound by law. Please get dressed and come with us.”


  Brea, expertly, put a finger to her lips in feigned shock. “Well, close the door, and I’ll get changed.”


  Verano nodded to two of his other soldiers, females. “Very well,” he said. The two women, similarly armed and armoured, moved into the room, surveying it with practiced caution.


  Golan coughed from within. “The sun has risen,” he pointed out. “I should go.”


  Verano stepped out of the way, clearing the path. Without looking back, Golan slipped out and away, walking down the hallway.


  That’s when the last vestiges of Brea’s wilful delusion disappeared. Kozog would never abandon her like that.


  Brea smiled politely to Verano, gently closed the door, and then took a breath to steady herself. She had no weapons, no armour, none of her equipment…only a bathrobe. Well, only one thing for it. A magical suggestion would give her the distraction she needed to escape. They were only the watch. Easy.


  Humming in a spritely fashion, Brea skipped across the wooden floor, scooping up one of her undergarments with her toes and flicking it into her waiting hand. She did the same for her top. The effect required motion, and she knew this particular act of hers could be quite entrancing. Out of the corner of her eye, she saw a vaguely stunned look drift over both faces.


  Then, at once, they shook it off. “Stop what you’re doing,” said one, her hand drifting toward her hilt.


  Brea smiled flirtatiously. “I can’t hum while I change?”


  “No.” The guard shook her head resolutely. “They warned us you were a spellcaster. No humming, no singing, no noise. No sudden moves.”


  Well, so much for that. Only one thing for it: beating her way out. She stood against two of the Freelands watch. Not an easy fight, but even with nothing she was capable. She smiled at the two women, their hands casually resting on their blade-hilts, and evaluated her plan of attack. Kick one in the head. Step into the other’s reach, take her blade, use the pommel to brain her. Escape through the window.


  Easy.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER I


  



  



  



  Kozog


  



  Marcelin


  Capital of Valamar,


  The First Kingdom of Man


  



  “MISTER KOZOG OF THE HOUSE of Locke,” said Justice Darksire, a gaunt, almost ghoulish dark skinned man with a gaze that could freeze water, “you may begin your closing argument.”


  Kozog did not stand immediately. He did nothing but adjust the spectacles on his face, peering down at a long roll of parchment crammed full of notes for this day’s legal proceedings, and fought down the urge to vomit.


  His chest ached. The pain came from within. Deep, as though his lungs were full of water. Drawing breath was an effort and the hurt surrounded a scar near his heart. The wound he had sustained at the hands of the succubus Heartbreaker had not abated; it grew infected, but Kozog was strong enough to throw it off. One of the tenants of Tyranus was that strength of will could conquer all.


  Still, despite his discomfort, it felt good to work. He did as he had done for months, and focus entirely on what was in front of him: a legal matter in which he was prosecuting.


  The case was simple. Someone had touched the Cup of the Copper District. The particular someone, a devilblooded woman with sharp horns on her forehead, who sat shackled to the defendant’s stand, her tail curled into her lap. She had provided no defence for her actions, not that any could truly be provided. An open and shut case. Another win under his belt.


  Time passed. Finally Kozog removed his spectacles—the devices were simply for show, and had no focusing element—and then turned to the large iron star, the symbol of Tyranus, and spoke.


  “Your Honour, all morning we have heard the details of this particular case. It is like so many others which concern the Cup. The defendant, Nightingale of Houses Unknown, lay hands on the priceless Cup of the Copper District, in defiance of the will of Tyranus. Specifically, she willingly entered the heart of Marcelin’s Copper District with the intent of stealing the Cup; to usurp for her own the ultimate beacon of order and justice.” He paused for effect, basking in the total silence of the court room. “It is true that the Copper District is home to the poor and miserable. This fact is undeniable. It is also true, as Nightingale said, the treasure could feed the whole district for a year, such is its value. Yet the simple fact remains: it is not hers. The value of an item that is stolen does not affect culpability, only degree of punishment. And Nightingale violated the law.


  “Her actions satisfy all criteria for guilt. The act was intentional—she wanted the cup for herself. The act and its consequences could have been controlled—she is a tiefling, yes, but such unfortunate parentage cannot excuse them. Lastly, Nightingale of Houses Unknown has provided no excuse or justification for her actions. In conclusion—“


  “Not true,” said Nightingale, the words tinged with dark energy. “I have a justification.” Her mouth widened, presenting row after row of razor sharp teeth. “I wanted it.”


  “In conclusion,” Kozog continued, nonplussed. “Nightingale of Houses Unknown violated the moral standards of Valamar, and with all who do so, they must be punished.”


  Justice Darksire steepled his fingers, considering. All parties had made their statements; it remained up to the judge to proclaim the truth of the matter. After a moment’s deliberation, he stood and faced the iron star of Tyranus.


  “Guilty,” Darksire proclaimed. “I sentence the defendant to ten years hard labour in the silver mines.”


  Kozog nodded with appreciation, dipping his head down. The guards moved Nightingale to the prisoner pen in the far corner—there was a minor struggle as she fought them, all to no avail—and then all parties sat.


  “Master of Chains,” said Justice Darksire, “please bring the next defendant from the prisoner pen, and begin their proceedings.”


  Kozog returned to his notes, recalling the specifics of the case to memory. Something about some miscreant from afar named Amavrin Briewéawen. Her crimes were extensive. Consorting with demons, burglary, theft, attempting to pervert the course of justice, evading justice across national boundaries. Accompanying the detailed report was an extensive list of misdemeanours, but suitable for resolution by fines or minor corporal punishment. Still, all were important, and all would be addressed in time.


  “All rise as the Master of Chains approaches the Iron Star.”


  Kozog stood, almost as reflex, the moment the Justice began to speak. The Master of Chains, a gruff woman wearing court’s robes, unlocked the prisoner pen and removed one of the prisoners. He expected a vagabond; a lawless ruffian, scarred and withered by the sun, bearded and bitter and sour as spoiled milk. 


  What he got was Brea. Double-manacled, wearing prisoner’s garb, her face puffy and bruised.


  About her being sour as spoilt milk, though, he was right.


  She sat. Kozog sat, hoping somehow—somehow—that he would not be seen by her. Their eyes met.


  “Kozog?” asked Brea, squinting.


  “What are you doing here?” asked Kozog. “You were supposed to be in the Freelands!”


  “What am I doing here? What are YOU—“


  “Order.” Justice Darksire leaned forward in his chair, so far Kozog though he might fall out of it. “The defendant is known to you, Mister Kozog of the House of Locke?”


  Kozog bit the inside of his cheek. “That is regretfully true, Your Honour.”


  “Regretfully?” hissed Brea. Kozog was very pleased that she could not kill him with thoughts alone. At least, not that he had seen.


  “You understand,” said Justice Darksire, “that this admission leaves you ineligible to act as the prosecutor for this case?”


  Brea’s tongue clicked. “Pro-sec-u-tooooor?” She drag out the final sound as though to form it into a noose and strangle him with it. “You’re going to convict me?”


  “The honourable Justice does the convicting,” said Kozog, fighting to keep his voice even. “And yes, Justice, I understand. I would prefer to advocate for the defence council, if one has not been assigned.”


  “One has not; the case was determined to be simple.”


  “Then my request stands.”


  The Justice, a tired look on his face, touched his forehead. “Granted. Mister Kozog of the House of Locke will advocate for the defence. While he prepares, I declare a recess of one hour.”


  Kozog straightened his back. “I request permission to interview the defendant in private before the resumption of session.”


  “Granted,” said Darksire, and Brea was escorted away. Nightingale laughed her hyena laugh, until one of the guards silenced her with a glare.


  “You’ve really done it this time, self,” Kozog murmured to himself, as Brea strained to glare at him over her shoulder.
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  Brea


  



  The moment the door closed on the interview chambers, Brea whirled on him.


  “This is all your fault,” they both said in chorus.


  Her temper rose within, a bubbling fire that threatened to spill out into violence. Before he could talk again, Brea snapped her fingers. “You first. What in the hells are you doing here?”


  “I’m a lawyer,” said Kozog. “As well as a sellsword. I’m working.” His red eyes narrowed. “You know, serving my nation, and all that. The same things you do, when war and conflict decide to take a breather, but for my own people. It’s not freeing slaves, but it’s good work. Honest work.”


  “Honest work is putting me in prison?” Brea poked him in his big green dumb chest. “You said this ‘stuff’ would not follow me to the Freelands. And yet I got dragged out of my bed, beaten up, arrested, thrown in irons and transported half way across the world to end up in this stinking courtroom…only to see your smirking face waiting for me!”


  “The court doesn’t stink,” Kozog protested.


  There was a moment’s silence. Nobody said anything.


  “What happened to your face?” asked Kozog.


  Brea ground her teeth. “It seems the Freelands watch are better fighters than I gave them credit for.”


  Kozog grimaced. “You shouldn’t have resisted. That’s going to make things difficult for us now.”


  She shrugged. Another stretch of silence.


  “Good to see your tusk has grown back,” said Brea.


  “It’s good to see you too, Brea.”


  The tension flowed out of her for reasons she didn’t quite understand. Brea slumped up against the wall, pinching the bridge of her nose. “So,” she said. “It doesn’t matter how I got here, or how you got here…the main thing is, what do we do now?”


  “It seems pretty simple,” said Kozog. “I’m representing you now, and we’ll see what I can do about making these charges go away. The most serious of them, anyway.” He folded his arms. “Assuming, of course, you’re innocent.”


  Brea could not believe he was this dense. “How…could I possibly be? You were there with me!”


  “No I wasn’t.” Realisation dawned over Kozog’s face, lighting it up like a match to tinder. “Wait,” he said. “This is in reference to the…thing? The succubus?”


  “Yes, of course it is!”


  Kozog snatched a roll of parchment from his hip and unfurled it. “But you’re not involved in this.” He pointed to a line on the scroll. “It says the guilty party is someone else. Someone named Amavrin.”


  “Yes,” said Brea, as though she were talking to a child, “Amavrin’s a surname. One of my many.”


  Kozog’s big dumb sweaty green face scrunched up. “How in the hells did you manage to get past the intake process with such an obvious error? Were you not subject to magical lie detection?”


  “My name being Amavrin is close enough to the truth to fool simple spells,” said Brea. “Wizards know magic well enough, but they’re terrible at reading people. Fooling them was a lot easier than I thought it would be.”


  Kozog nodded understandingly. “The Justices at the Tower of Order would not be expecting anyone to do such a thing, I imagine.”


  She inhaled through her nose. “So Kozog, it didn’t occur to you that a situation that was almost identical to one that you were actually a part of might actually be the same incident, except that the defendant’s name was slightly different?”


  “The court sees thousands of cases every day,” said Kozog. “I personally would deal with ten to twenty, assuming they were relatively minor.” He pointed to the scroll again, tilting it so that she could see the dark Valamarian runes inked into it. “It also says here that you’re an elf.”


  “Again, that answer is true enough to pass detection. If they’d asked me if I was a human, I’d say I was that, too.” She arched her back until it cracked. “I didn’t tell a lie, I simply failed to correct their mistakes.”


  “The Church of Tyranus does not make mistakes regarding these kinds of things.”


  “Clearly they do,” said Brea. “Otherwise I wouldn’t be here.”


  “Apparently.” Kozog flicked his tongue over his left tusk. “Adopting an alias is a serious offence.”


  She had more names, and prepared aliases, than she could count. The idea of such a thing being against the law was alien and, in some way she didn’t quite understand, deeply offensive. “What? Why?”


  “Why do you think? Giving a false name is clearly an attempt to subvert the course of justice.”


  “It’s a name.” She folded her arms. “So, the point is, the only thing we’re guilty of is breaking into your family’s house. All the rest of it—the demon and all—we didn’t have any part in.”


  “I know.” Kozog smiled at her. “Don’t worry. I’m advocating for you now. I’ll fix this.”


  The edges of Brea’s lips curled up. “You mean you’re avocado-ing.”


  Kozog blew out a long, drawn out sigh, reaching up to wipe the sweat from his forehead. “Because I’m green?”


  “Because you’re green.”


  Kozog went back to his notes. Brea’s mirth faded. Kozog…Kozog had actually understood a joke. A pun no less. He’d connected the lines, the threads of conversation, and seen how it might have been humorous. He’d understood her.


  He must really be sick.


  “What’s the plan?” Brea asked.


  Kozog’s eyes darted over the scroll, reading faster than Brea could possibly imagine anyone could. Was he actually taking everything in, or just reading every fifth word? “The serious charges,” he said, “are these: Resisting arrest, consorting with demons, fleeing justice across national boundaries, break and enter, failing to abide by civil ordnances.” He nodded firmly. “I can get you off.”


  “Oh,” said Brea, her tone turning teasing. “I’m sure you can.”


  “Yes,” said Kozog somewhat absently, and Brea’s hope that he had somehow learned to function like a normal person flittered away.


  She played with a strand of her hair. “Wait, go back a bit. Failing to abide by…whatnow?”


  “It means,” said Kozog, “that you were rude to an agent of Valamarian justice.”


  She shuffled. “I might have called the bailiff some choice words when I was bought in. Nothing too serious.”


  “Serious enough to have him lodge a charge against you.” Kozog coughed, a wet, hacking cough that sounded painful. “Fortunately, its damage can be mitigated.”


  “You okay?” she asked. “That sounds bad.”


  “I will live,” said Kozog. “It’s just the sickness I picked up after I was wounded.”


  Her brow furrowed darkly. “You still haven’t thrown that off?”


  “Not yet,” he admitted. “It lingers in the chest. It is stubborn.”


  “So are you. Have you seen a healer about it?”


  Kozog rubbed his chest with his palm, inhaling through his nose. “Not yet, but I will.”


  “No you won’t.” Brea put her hands on her hips. “If you wanted to, you would have found the time by now.”


  “True enough,” said Kozog. “I promise I will.”


  She scrutinised him, studying him with a skilled eye. She had been so consumed by her own predicament that she had not truly seen him.


  His skin seemed clammy, and tiny beads of sweat glistened on his green forehead. His red eyes seemed recessed and dull, and lacked sheen, even more than usual.


  “Your eyes seem dull,” she said.


  “That’s just the eyeglass.”


  “Eyeglass?”


  Kozog tilted his head back, and reached toward his eyeball. He removed a tiny sheet of a transparent material, stained in the centre with red ink.


  The eye it uncovered was amber.


  “Wait,” said Brea. “Your eyes aren’t red?”


  “No. They only look that way because of the eyeglass.”


  “Spectacles and eyeglass.” Brea shook her head. “Why do you go through such effort to change yourself to appeal to others?”


  Kozog replaced the eyeglass. “That is the Valamarian way. All must fit in. Everyone conforms. We value the suppression of individuality so that we can, tighter, present a united front. This is everything to us. Our nation is no stranger to fragmentation…breakaway provinces, would-be kings and emperors, and urban unrest. We have seen chaos upfront, under our very noses, and seen the damage it can cause first-hand. Red eyes are, for the humans that live here, a comforting reminder of Devils we commonly bind to our wills.”


  “But humans don’t have red eyes,” said Brea. “At least very few of them.”


  “Of course not,” said Kozog. “But you’ll see many people with eyeglass on the streets, if you cared to look.”


  Brea sighed. “Your eyes still seem dull. Even with the eyeglass removed.”


  “I’ll be fine,” said Kozog, gesturing toward the door. We should get back out there.”


  “Yeah,” said Brea. “What are we going to do?”


  “Just follow my lead, and answer the questions as honestly as you can.”


  “Honestly?” She tilted her head. “Are you sure that’s wise?”


  “Very,” said Kozog. He smiled a wide, Orc smile. “You’re in my domain now, Brea. I know what to do. Now. Can I get a sample of your evil laugh?"


  Brea half lidded her eyes. "I am not doing an evil laugh."


  “An insanity plea might be an option. I’m the lawyer here, and I'm telling you, the appropriate time for an evil laugh is now."


  She tittered, a faint noise half way between a giggle and a snort.


  "You're going to have to try better than that."


  “No evil laughs,” she said.


  “Fine, fine. No insanity plea.”


  “Right. Don’t screw this up,” Brea warned, heading toward the door. “I don’t want to spend the next few years rotting in a Valamarian prison.”


  “Neither do I,” said Kozog, reaching out and opening the door. “At least you’ll have me for company.”


  “That would be the worst part,” said Brea, taking a deep breath and heading back toward the courtroom.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER II


  



  



  



  Kozog


  



  KOZOG RETURNED TO THE COURTROOM and sat. His chest hurt so much it was hard to focus.


  Brea had that effect on him. She always had some way of making his heart clench tight until the words came hard and his breath was shallow.


  This was different. He wasn’t sure how but it was. Maybe he really should see a healer.


  Once again, Kozog kept his mind on the matter at hand. How had Brea been caught?


  His plan, such as it was, had gone off without a hitch…although there had been an investigation. He had hoped to avoid it, but he knew there had to be. Demons in one’s own house; if he had not intervened, there might have been an actual, full-on inquisition. Consorting with demons was no small matter.


  Still, even with this hanging over his head, the court still allowed him to practice. This was the beauty of a legalistic system; its wheels ground slowly, but they ground finely. The truth would win out for his case, as it would for all others, including this one.


  Faith in the law was always rewarded.


  Kozog stood, coughed again, and addressed the iron star. “Justice Darksire, I am prepared to advocate for the defendant.”


  “Proceed,” said Justice Darksire.


  He cleared his throat—doing so felt like it was going to bring up his insides along with it—and then spoke. “We’d like to plead guilty.”


  Brea yelped. “We absolutely do not!”


  “Guilty,” continued Kozog, “to the minor charges. Specifically everything listed in the order as a misdemeanour, along with failing to abide by civil ordnances. All these charges can be resolved with a fine, Your Honour, and I’d like to ask the Iron Star of Tyranus to consider the injustices my client has committed righted by her humble submission, especially given her early plea and obvious contrition.”


  “I may accept your plea,” said Justice Darksire, “although I do not recognise obvious contrition.”


  “Forgive her, Justice, for she is only a Freelander; they are a highly emotional, unstable people who do not recognise civilisation when they see it. Ungrateful, disorganised, proud of the chaos that is their judicial, political and economic framework, a people who willingly embrace a loose, wildly inefficient legal system and incomplete set of laws ranging from the major to the mundane… she is a product of her upbringing, Your Honour, and its influence is insidious and disingenuous to notions of true civil order.”


  Out of the corner of his eye, Kozog could see Brea making a point of scratching her ear, and in doing so, subtly drawing her thumb across her throat, her eyes locked on him.


  “But,” Kozog continued, “Freelanders understand right and wrong, and Amavrin clearly and without error understands that her actions, limited to the articles specified, are contrary to civilised notions of fairness, justice, and peace. She wishes to make restitution to the great nation of Valamar, and although she is of humble means, she meekly submits that a bag of silver should be sufficient to make right the wrongs the small wrongs she has inadvertently committed.”


  Justice Darksire turned toward Brea, his gaze firmly fixed upon her. “Is this true, Lady Amavrin?”


  “Yes,” said Brea, though Kozog could see her teeth were clenched slightly. “I agree to pay your fines.”


  “Then consider the matter settled; the fine for items one through fourteen is levied at eighty silver pieces, to be paid within the next moon.”


  Kozog bowed low. “Thank you for your wisdom, justice and mercy, Your Honour.”


  Justice Darksire folded his arms. “And what of the more serious matters?”


  Now was the time for the true legal art to begin. “There are four main charges laid against my client,” said Kozog. “Specifically, Lady Amavrin is accused of second degree housebreaking, a count of first degree consorting with demons, a charge of resisting arrest with violence, and a charge of evading justice by fleeing across national boundaries.


  “For the first charge, housebreaking, I humbly remind the Iron Star and the Justice that in order for a felony charge of housebreaking to apply, a forced entry—either actual, or via fraud or threats—must be recorded. Otherwise, if entry is not restricted, the crime in question is simply misdemeanour trespassing.” Kozog touched the scroll and began to read. “The investigation has determined that the offender gained access to the property via a window in the smoking room, and then exited by the servants quarters. However, Your Honour, the investigator tasked with this crime could not know, beyond a reasonable doubt, that the window on the house—which had been a ward of the state for some time—was in fact broken by my client, or if my client simply utilised the broken window to enter.”


  Justice Darksire considered the matter, resting his chin in his hands. “Are you saying that your client, Mister Kozog of House Locke, is in fact guilty—but only of misdemeanour trespassing?”


  “I am saying, Your Honour, that in order for one to be charged with home breaking, something must be broken by her. The burden of proving my client is guilty of anything more than misdemeanour trespassing is the burden of the court and I assert that the court, in all of its grace and wisdom, have failed to meet that burden.”


  Silence, as the Justice considered his argument. “You are technically correct, Mister Kozog of House Locke, the best kind of correct. I will accept a plea of misdemeanour trespassing in lieu of the charge of housebreaking.”


  “My client will accept such an arrangement.”


  “The fine,” said Justice Darksire, “is set at two hundred silver.”


  He could almost hear Brea’s fury burning in her veins, and Kozog avoided looking anywhere near her. “A wise and merciful decision, Your Honour,” he said.


  “Until I run out of silver,” quipped Brea, her tone laced with venom. “And then what?”


  Kozog ignored her outburst and, fortunately, so did the court. “On to the second matter,” he said. “With regard to her charge of evading justice across national borders, my client pleads not guilty.”


  “Finally,” murmured Brea, just loud enough for him to hear.


  Justice Darksire inclined his head. “For what reason do you address the forth of her charges second?”


  He went to speak, but the pain in his chest spiked. Kozog rubbed over his heart, and found his hand came away damp with pus. He gently folded his robes over the wound to cover it.


  Definitely time for a healer, but Brea’s situation would have to be dealt with immediately.


  “Your Honour,” said Kozog, “In order to answer the good Justice’s question, I would like to request permission to evoke magical interrogation and cross-examine my client accordingly.”


  Brea, ever so slightly, shook his head no at him. Kozog merely folded his arms.


  “Mister Kozog,” said Justice Darksire, “I will grant your request.” He stood, and consulted a thick, leather bound book Kozog recognised as a spellbook. All Justices were accomplished wizards.


  Justice Darksire snapped the book closed and began to spellcast. A dark pallor filled the room, a shadowy glow that grew out from the corners of the room and drained the colour out of everything.


  “Speak,” said Justice Darksire, “and your words will be forced to be true.”


  Kozog brushed the puss off his hand and turned to Brea.


  “Lady Amavrin, did you, after committing the misdemeanours this court determined you to be guilty of by your own admission, leave the nation of Valamar? Yes or no answers, please.”


  Her lips formed the word no, but another word formed itself with her voice instead. “Yes.”


  “This seems conclusive,” said Justice Darksire.


  Kozog stroked his soul patch gently. “Lady Amavrin, did you, or did you not, seek guidance from a Valamarian court-sanctioned legal advocate before you left?”


  This time, Brea’s words matched her answer. “Yes.” Of course she had. It had been him, telling her to run far, far away.


  “And did this advocate advise you to leave the nation?”


  “Yes,” said Brea. Another truth.


  “Would it be your reasonable belief,” said Kozog, “that an advocate of the law of Valamar, in good standing, would not advise you to flee the state if you were the guilty party to any serious crimes?”


  “That would be reasonable,” said Brea. Her words and her lips became un-synched. “If a handsome and frustratingly dense lawyer asked me to do something, I would do it, against my better judgement.”


  She needs to talk less. “Very good,” said Kozog, returned his attention to the Iron Star. “Your Honour,” said Kozog, “my client clearly did leave the state, but she did not intend to flee justice; she was simply following the best legal advice she had. If her advocate was present—“ Kozog chose his words very carefully. “They would be the guilty party, of criminal negligence, not her: a person simply doing what any reasonable, law-abiding person would do in her circumstances.”


  “This is true,” said Justice Darksire.


  Kozog nodded his agreement. “As intent is a critical part of this crime, I move that it be dismissed.”


  “Granted,” said Justice Darksire, after some consideration. His expression showed his displeasure.


  Kozog knew he was pushing his luck and, fearing another outburst from Brea that would undo them both, he focused his attention on the Iron Star. “I request that the spell be dismissed, Your Honour.”


  The magic faded from the room and it resumed its normal lighting.


  Kozog fought down the urge to cough; pain blossomed in his chest but he fought it away. “T—…To continue, on the matter of resisting arrest, my client would like to plead nolo contendere.”


  “What does that mean?” asked Brea, her voice apprehensive. The truth-compelling had rattled her more than Kozog had thought it would. Perhaps another recess would be in order, so he could clear his head.


  “It means,” he said, “I do not wish to contend. It is the act of admitting neither guilt nor innocence.”


  “And how does that help me?” asked Brea.


  Kozog turned back to the Iron Star. “Your Honour, my client absolutely did resist her lawful arrest. Of this crime she is, unquestioningly, guilty. Unfortunately, the arresting party was the Freelands watch, and in this case, they will have to bring any charges against my client. I reiterate that she is clearly guilty. For the Valamarian court, however, the charge is out of our jurisdiction, and accordingly I move for it to be dismissed.”


  “Again,” said Justice Darksire, “your motion is granted. As your other motions have been granted.” He leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “Mister Kozog, the court has been extremely generous toward you and your Freelander client. Do not make the mistake of overtaxing its generosity today.”


  Nightingale laughed again from the prisoner’s cage. Kozog tried to put her out of his mind—soon she would be labouring in the silver mines, a fate sure to crush her…mirthfulness.


  “Lord Tyranus does not give with both hands,” said Kozog. “With every gift, comes a curse. With every boon, a cost. With this in mind, I would like to request a brief recess to discuss the last, remaining matter with my client.”


  “As you wish,” said Justice Darksire. He glared down at Kozog. “Although I expect, Mister Kozog of House Locke, that upon your return, you will have a guilty plea prepared for me, so that at least some manner of justice may be administered.”


  “Of course,” he said.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER III


  



  



  



  Brea


  



  “WELL?” SAID BREA, SUPPRESSING THE slight tremble in her hand, “what’s the plan from here?”


  Kozog slid slowly in the room’s chair, and then set his head in his hands. “I have no idea.”


  Not good. Her ears tingled, an uncomfortable experience. Brea inhaled, trying to calm herself. Never had she been exposed to truth-telling magic before; not directly, not as its subject, and the idea rankled her. It was the ultimate deprivation of her liberty, of her right to think and say what she wanted. The spell tore the truth out of her mind and formed it on her lips; despite her considerable training in the art of deception and her breadth of experience, she had been rendered powerless before the court of Valamar.


  Brea Fleethand despised, above all other things, having choice ripped from her; the last and most sacred of her defences, her mind, breached. What good was a world where one was denied the right to choose the words they spoke? Words were powerful; to deny someone the right to speak freely, the words they used to carve their own path in the world.


  “What do you mean?” she asked. “You’re a lawyer. Based on your little show out there, a pretty damn good one, too. You managed to get me off basically everything…sure, I’m sour about the silver, but I have gold enough that a small fine won’t matter to me.” She moved over and crouched beside him. “I’m sure you’ve something more up that modestly tailored sleeve of yours.”


  “I have nothing,” said Kozog, and Brea could sense the truth in his words. “We told them you were at the house. You told them you were in the house, the house where the demon was. The investigation showed there was a demon there. There wasn’t one before. There’s basically no doubt about it, in the eyes of the law. If we put you back in there, the Justice will probably request another round of interrogation, and this time he’ll be asking the questions: you don’t want that. Darksire will phrase them in such a way that escape will be impossible. You’ll be found guilty.”


  She definitely did not want that. “No I won’t,” said Brea. “I won’t be found guilty, and no matter what, I won’t have that spell cast on me again. I’d rather sweat in a Valamarian prison than have that again.”


  Kozog looked at her, a strange reflection on the eyeglass he wore. “That’s only because you don’t understand how truly terrible those places are.”


  “Can’t be any worse than bunking down with you, out in the Shadowlands.” She smiled, trying to bolster his spirits. “C’mon, you. You’ve come this far. You’re a great lawyer. You can do the thing. I promise.”


  He sat in silence, ruminating. Brea noted with dissatisfaction how shallow his breathing was, and how sunken and empty his eyes were.


  She gave him time, letting the thoughts play in his head. She could almost see the gears turning in the lump of muscle that Kozog called a brain. Working the angles. Preparing half-truths to counter deceptive questions.


  Kozog’s shoulders slumped. “Sorry.”


  She bit down on her lower lip. Control.


  “You’re doing your best,” said Brea. “You’ve done great so far, and your heart is in the right place. You can do this.”


  “Good intentions,” said Kozog, “will not get us out of this.”


  She mused over this for a moment. “What they say really IS true; the road to Hell IS paved with good intentions, isn't it?”


  “What else would it be paved with?”


  Brea made a faint noise of derision. “Oh, I don't know, shackles and corpses?”


  Kozog rolled his shoulders. “I’m fairly sure corpses are the Abyss, actually.”


  “You make a good point.” She smiled. “You can be pretty smart when you want to be.”


  Kozog nodded thankfully.


  “I only wish you wanted to be more often,” she said.


  Normally Kozog took her ribbing with good humour, but this time she saw a flash of genuine anger in his eyes, and a complete lack of mirth.


  “Sorry,” she said. Brea lapsed back into preoccupied silence. 


  The minutes ticked away. Brea thought through her options. Fight, flight, plead to the Freelander embassy…none would be successful. Valamar was an iron trap.


  She’d gotten her way out of plenty of scraps, but nothing like this.


  “Here,” Brea said, gently resting her hand on Kozog’s shoulder. She focused her mind inward and cast a spell. A dull glow spread from her hand through Kozog’s body, and for a moment, she saw the spark of hope in his eyes. “You’re the hero I need,” she said. “Act like it.”


  The hero’s spell seemed to invigorate him. “We should head back in,” Kozog said with a slightly-less-than-entirely-defeated murmur, and with palpable effort, stood and made his way to the door. “To delay will only anger the Justice.”


  Brea slid her hand around his arm and helped him walk. “You’re not well,” she said. “Tell Dark-butt to delay it by a few days, so you can see a healer and get better.”


  “Not possible,” said Kozog.


  Brea tugged his arm, stopping him. “You should go,” she said, keeping the groundswell of her emotions in check. “Leave me. You’ve done all you can. Just go.”


  Kozog laughed, the first sign of anything other than sickness and despondence he’d shown for some time. “No.”


  Golan and his rapid exit flashed back into her mind. In a way, Brea was touched by Kozog’s determination, but similarly, she was frustrated by his stubbornness.


  “If you stay, you’re just going to get into trouble with me. It doesn’t make sense.”


  He grinned toothily. “If one of us goes down, we go down together.”


  Brea snorted. “There’s so many inappropriate things I could say to that.” Her tone hardened. “But seriously, you should leave.”


  “I can’t.”


  “You have free will,” said Brea. “You can. You should.”


  “One could argue,” said Kozog, “that the legal system is itself a celebration of the concept of free will.”


  Brea’s skeptical gaze could cut glass. “Explain how.”


  “A proclamation of guilt is more than the factual determination that the defendant took liberty with the truth, took a handkerchief, or took a life. It is also moral pronouncement. An earthquake is responsible for tearing down buildings, and take lives, but we recognise it has no agency. The system does not allow punishment where it cannot impose blame. It is the recognition that a free agent, confronted with a choice between doing right and wrong, chose freely to do wrong.”


  “Sounds like a quote from a legal textbook,” said Brea.


  Kozog ruminated on that. “Maybe there is something I can try,” he said. “Seems better than nothing.” He gently took Brea’s hand off his arm, straightened his back, and pulled open the door. Even that seemed to be an effort for him.


  Brea followed him back into the courtroom, back to the giant metal star that hung above everything, looking down on everyone. Why did everyone insist on talking to a big piece of metal?


  She returned the defendant’s box. The seat was hard and uncomfortable, and it was at once both too narrow in the legs and too wide at the rear; she would have almost preferred to stand, but it seemed to be expected of her that she sit. So she did.


  Justice Darksire preened as they entered. “Mister Kozog of House Locke, are you prepared to resume the proceedings?”


  “Yes, Your Honour,” said Kozog. He took a deep breath. “After due consideration and reflection of the facts, it is my bel—belief…”


  He coughed, bent over with the effort. Another of his wet, hacking coughs. Brea’s fingers dug into the seat’s hard armrest.


  “Mister Kozog,” said Justice Darksire. “Please continue.”


  Kozog didn’t. Clearly couldn’t. He bent over half, coughing and hacking like a cat about to vomit.


  Brea glared at the Justice. “Can’t this all wait a day? Kozog’s clearly ill. He needs a break. Can’t you see how sick he is?”


  “Lady Amavrin,” said Justice Darksire, annoyingly looking at the symbol of Tyranus, “this charade has gone on long enough. Your legal council is knowledgable about our legal system, and I celebrate him for his skill, but I will tolerate no more delays on this matter. Kozog of the House of Locke will continue, and I will have justice served in my court.”


  Pompous hunk of gnoll dung. Brea imagined the man to be a giant, spindly spider, weaving a web of legal trickery and magic that would ensnare her. Such a bastard, sitting on his high chair, forcing Kozog to remain here when he was dying, forcing her to endure these legal games, word games, mind games. The dyke she had built in her mind to keep back her true feelings cracked and bowed.


  “No,” she said. “You’re going to have to. This isn’t justice! I didn’t do anything wrong!”


  “Lady Amavrin, you will restrain yourself while you are in session, or you will be silenced.”


  For a bard there were few other worse things. In the background, Nightingale cackled. “Silence her! Gag her!”


  Brea jabbed a finger at Kozog. “He’s dying, you creepy old man, as you spend all this time talking to a…” her words failed. “Giant metal thing!”


  “Of course we speak to the Iron Star,” explained Justice Darksire in a manner she felt was deeply condescending. “It is symbolic. Defendant, advocate, accuser…all address the court in truth, but we hope that Lord Tyranus blesses our words and prepares them for their ears. You would be wise to address your words to the Star, as well, to show respect to the court, and to the Valamarian traditions—”


  “To Hell with your Valamarian traditions!”


  “Oh, Hell is not so bad a place,” said Justice Darksire, his expression hardening like a gargoyle camouflaging itself against a brick wall. “You will find, Lady Amavrin, that some of us make our Hell on Drathari.” His upper lip curled back and his tongue, thin like a snake’s, flicked out. “You Freelanders are all alike; you are iron ore, impure, infused with imperfection. Prison is a crucible, and all that makes you disorderly, unrepentant, uncivilised, will be beaten out of you. You should be grateful for this opportunity to redeem yourself.”


  It was insane. It was madness. Brea leapt out of her seat, hands balled into fists. “I’ll show you my imperfections,” she said, inhaling and steading her back. She blew out a note, pure and strong, and magic swirled around her. Her limbs moved faster, her hair swirling around as a vortex of wind whipped her braids into a hasted frenzy.


  Justice Darksire’s eyes grew wide and he drew a wand. The observers in the court, a dozen people in total, shouted and cried in alarm.


  But the wand, Brea noted, was not pointed at her.


  “Mister Kozog,” Justice Darksire hissed, “you will issue your guilty plea, and you will do it now so that justice may be administered!”


  Kozog, pale and sweating, took a deep breath as though to speak. Instead he only wheezed, his back arching. He twisted unnaturally, a shudder running from his feet to the top of his head.


  And then his chest burst.


  An explosion of puss and blood sprayed out over the floor of the court. From within the hideous wound crawled a beast made of dozens of foul, slimy limbs, dribbling rot out of every pore.


  She knew it. A rotbringer, a demon. To the elves they were called az’shelas; a lesser Vermlek demon that, fortunately for Kozog, did not completely consume the internal organs of their hosts as their greater brothers did, nor control their hosts.


  Their infestation, however, was still often fatal.


  Kozog fell in a bloody heap. There was motion in his limbs, still, spasmodic flailing, but Brea knew this was bad. Very bad. She tensed herself, and then flipped into the middle of the courtroom, her magical haste carrying her far. From the beast the crawled from Kozog’s chest a tendril of shadow reached out and became a hand. It reached for Justice Darksire but the withered man, displaying grace Brea didn’t think he possessed, ducked out of the way.


  “Demon!” The cry echoed throughout the courtroom. “Demon! Demon!”


  “Order, order,” roared Justice Darksire. “All involved in this disturbance will be held in contempt! Et uoco ferrum vigilia!”


  With the thunder of rushing wind, nine figures appeared in the room, hooded women and men with glowing golden hammers. They wore steel armour, and long flowing blood-red robes emblazoned with the gold symbol of Tyranus and various house sigils of noble Valamarian families. Under their crimson hoods were metal masks that completely obscured their faces.


  “Iron Guard,” commanded Justice Darksire, “destroy the demon!” He turned his attention on Brea, reaching for his spellbook. “I will deal with the other miscreants.”


  As one, the newcomers turned toward the pus-beast and began to spellcast. Justice Darksire did as well; once more dark energy gathered around her, and Brea readied herself to resist whatever magic he threw at her.


  Instead, the spell’s target soon became obvious. Kozog twitched, jerked, and shrank. Grey fur sprouted from all over his body and his robes, slick with blood and pus, folded and bundled on top of him. His equipment scattered. From below their surface, Brea could see something tiny kicking and squirming.


  Darksire began to cast again. Something bumped into Brea’s boot; the scroll Kozog had been carrying. Brea snatched it up and threw it at Justice Darksire. The scroll unfurled, hitting him in the head. His magic fizzled and died on his lips as his concentration broke.


  “Bye,” said Brea, her limbs a blur as she snatched up the wriggling bundle of clothes and papers that had fallen off Kozog’s body.


  Explosions tore through the courtroom as the Iron Guard’s spells completed. Blasts of magical missiles, rays of fire and orbs of frost slammed into the creature. None seemed to bother it; it scampered up the wall of the court as though it were a flat surface, and then it wove dark magic.


  “All to dust,” came a telepathic whisper in her head, malevolent and echoing with foul energy. Her stomach clenched and for an instant, her insides felt as though they were on fire. All around her, citizens and Iron Guard alike, groaned and shrieked in agony. From her bundle came a pained squeal. It wriggled and tried to escape. Brea clamped down on whatever it was through the cloth.


  Blood ran freely from her nose as she shrugged off the pain. She needed to leave. Right now.


  The Master of Chains, mace in hand, staggered up to Brea, other hand over her belly. “Halt!”


  Brea did no such thing. With a snap-kick, the Master of Chains was laid out. Brea snatched the keychain from her belt and leapt into the air, over the pews and cowering civilians, to the prisoner’s cage. She jammed the key in and turned the lock.


  The door to the courtroom burst open. Armed guards, maces and hammers in hands, fought their way through the wave of citizens struggling to get out into the corridor. The demon started to cast again, its dark speech filling the court, and Brea knew she had to act. 


  A hand touched her shoulder, scaled and red. A devil-woman smiled at her with a mouth full of teeth. She had black horns on her head and a long, sinuous tail behind her. A tiefling. Brea had killed one once. “Come with me, Freelander,” she said, her tone melodious. “I am Nightingale. I know the way to freedom.”


  “Lead on,” said Brea, casting again, sharing her magical haste on her new friend.


  The demon’s magical bite tore at her insides again. Once more her bundle squealed. Nightingale snatched Brea’s hand, and with her other, wove a portal into the wall; a dark disc lined with flames. On the other side was a street.


  Nightingale pulled her through, and Brea grimaced as the flames licked her hair, but didn’t seem to burn.


  The dimensional door snapped closed behind them. They were standing in a street, surrounded by confused onlookers.


  “This way,” said Nightingale, and Brea followed her into an alley, the sound of spellcasting and cries of alarm fading into the background.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER IV


  



  



  



  Brea


  



  GETTING DRAGGED AROUND A VALAMARIAN city by a total stranger was far from her ideal place to be at the best of times, but with the threat of years in an Iron Prison looming over her, Brea took what she could get. Marcelin couldn’t be worse than a cell.


  Nightingale lead her into a dark, narrow alley, then stopped. She touched her wrist, fingers tracing a tiny tattoo of a dagger. It grew into a full blade, complete with sheath. She touched another and another weapon emerged. How had the tiefling hidden that from her captors and bought them into the courtroom, let alone two? Brea’s opinion of the supposed efficiency of Valamar’s law enforcement shrank considerably, although she expected that Nightingale, much like her, had simply exploited an avenue the rigid, order-loving authorities had not expected.


  “Take this,” Nightingale said, offering her one. Brea slipped it into the back of her pants, secured the sheath around her waist, and then the two of them began to make their way out of the alley.


  As they were half way through, Brea’s bundle burst open.


  Within was a goat. No, not just a goat—a baby goat, with a black head and socks, and white ears, kicking and struggling.


  “Wait,” she said, tugging Nightingale. They stopped. “Look.”


  The goat, squinting in the glare, looked back and forth at the two of them.


  “Hah,” said Nightingale, “the bastards polymorphed him. Clever, clever.” 


  Brea knew of such magic. Powerful stuff, and permanent, too, unless reversed. “This is Kozog?” she asked, staring in bewilderment.


  Nightingale laughed a shrill, high pitched laugh like a harpy. “Yes, yes, yes.” 


  Brea’s ears grated at the noise. The goat bleated, waggling its legs at Brea, almost as though reaching for her.


  “Hey,” said Brea, half to herself, half to Nightingale, “maybe he still has his mind intact. Hey Kozog, are you in there?”


  Two quick bleats. Brea set him down. The goat stomped its hoof and its face becomes a furious mask.


  “Cantankerous and bad smelling,” said Brea, unable to fight the spread of a playful smile. “Bleating meaninglessly. Hairy, but kind of cute, in a strange way. It’s almost impossible to say if it’s really him. Who could truly know?”


  More bleating. The goat turned in a full circle, then began frantically scratching its hoof in the dirt of the alley, spelling out a word in the common tongue.


  KOZOG


  “It’s such a frazzled thing,” said Brea, her tone teasing. “We’ll never find our if the real Kozog is in there, somewhere…”


  Bleat, bleat, bleat.


  “Aww,” said Brea. “Who’s a cute widdle white goaty-goat? Look at his teeny tiny horns!”


  The Kozog-goat—or rather, as she suddenly considered, Goat-zog—gave his absolute best, goatish I will murder you for this impression. Brea put her finger to his nose. 


  “Boop.”


  Goat-zog snapped at her fingers.


  “Yup, that’s Kozog a’right.” Brea pat him on the head. His expression, bewildered, confused, but pleasantly surprised, was almost worth everything that had happened so far. Almost.


  Nightingale swung her foot at the goat. Brea, not expecting that at all, could only blink in mute shock as shoe connected and Goat-zog went tumbling.


  “What in the Hells did you do that for?” Brea snapped.


  “That wretched animal would have put me in prison,” said Nightingale, a dark smile painted all over her face. She drew her dagger, casually licking the blade. “How fast our fate turns. I fancy goat stew for dinner tonight, don’t you?”


  Brea scrambled over, snatching Goat-zog up, checking him for broken bones. To her relief she found only bruises.


  “No,” said Brea, the faintest edge of a growl sneaking into her tone. “There won’t be any of that.”


  “You’ve goat to be kid-ding me,” said Nightingale, twisting her blade in her hand. “That orc mongrel would have had me rot in the silver mines.”


  No. Nope. Nobody punned at Brea and got away with it. “I know you’re looking for a scapegoat in all of this, but you’ve goat it all wrong. It’s not Goat-zog’s fault that you goat sent to the courts.” She narrowed her eyes. “What the hell did you do, anyway?”


  Nightingale blew air out her nose making a mournful whistling noise in a way that Brea suspected was only possible because of her fiendish anatomy. “I touched the cup.”


  “Cup? What cup?”


  “The Chalice of the Copper District.” Nightingale’s tail swayed behind her. “The Valamarians believe that everyone knows their place. They have a golden cup, sitting in the open in the Copper District, home to the poor, sitting on a humble pedestal. It rests there day and night; it is unguarded and unwatched, for none would dare steal within the city of Marcelin. Well…” Her many-teethed smile returned. “I’m a little bolder than the average Valamarian street rat.”


  “Too bad your courage doesn’t match your skill.” Brea held Goat-zog close to her. “Equally, as much as you want to hurt Kozog for punishing you, I won’t let you.”


  “So much for all your defiance of rules and law.” Nightingale’s smile faded, replaced by a sinister visage. Her eyes glowed a pale red in the dim light of the alleyway, and Brea knew this was no trick of eyeglass. “You are as the Justice said you are; hypocritical, opposing laws only when you seek to benefit from their downfall. You care nothing for how fair they are. You are baaaad.”


  Prodding Brea’s moral code was added to the pile of grievous sins this tiefling had committed. She suddenly felt like a prosecutor; as though she were Kozog, or Justice Darksire, quietly filing a list of petty crimes against her enemies so they could, in the future, be thrown back against them.


  That made her madder than all the rest. Nightingale’s dagger appeared back in her hand.


  “You can’t have him,” she said, “and you’ve goat another thing coming if you think you can take anything from me.”


  Quietly, Nightingale began to hum, a ghostly, ethereal noise that reverberated against the walls of the alley. The tune carried with it a magical weight but it was no spell. Brea recognised a bard’s performance when she heard one.


  And knew how to defeat it.


  She joined the song, her voice forming a chorus with Nightingale’s. Subtly, though, she twisted the notes, placing each a quarter note higher or flatter, trembling and warbling her voice.


  The magic faded. Nightingale’s furious eyes flashed bright crimson.


  Nose in the air, Brea carried on the song, moving to true notes, singing from her chest. Magic flowed all around her, the air whipping at the edges of her prisoner’s robes.


  Then it was Nightingale’s turn; her discordant voice joined Brea’s, off slightly, creating cacophony. Brea’s magic, too, faded.


  Insulting her morales. Using the best puns. Hurting Kozog—wait, why was that suddenly on the list?—and singing well enough to counter her own song.


  The tiefling must die.


  Nightingale, seemingly, was gripped of similar resolve; she leapt at Brea, dagger leading the way. Brea stepped back, out of the lunge’s reach. Goat-zog sprung from her arms, scurrying away. She quickly folded the bundle of Kozog’s equipment into a sash, threw it over her shoulder, and drew the dagger Nightingale had handed her.


  What is it with killing people with their own weapons? Brea didn’t give the coincidence much thought, and she returned with a strike of her own. She focused her magic into the weapon, and it glowed faintly as it swung past Nightingale’s face.


  “You missed,” said Nightingale.


  “You missed first,” said Brea.


  “Nobody cares who misses first,” spat Nightingale. “Only the last strike matters.”


  The alley gave no room to flank or manoeuvre. Brea stepped forward and back, dagger held out before her. Nightingale did the same. Back and forth.


  Lunge. Parry. Counter. Dodge. Thrust. Duck. Stab. Withdraw. Attack.


  Sparks flew as the dagger’s edges scraped along each other, the blades running down to the crossguards and locking. They glared at each other for a moment, and then Nightingale jabbed Brea in the left eye.


  She howled in pain and stumbled back, hand sliding along the alleyway wall for guidance. Four steps for distance, and then, cautiously, Brea tried to open the eye.


  Blurry, but from tears, not injury. Her blink reflex had saved her.


  “You bitch,” Brea spat.


  “I’ve been called worse,” said Nightingale, “by better.”


  A tense moment. Brea readied her dagger again.


  “Halt, in the name of the Iron Guard!”


  A half-dozen men appeared at either end of the alleyway. Brea glared over her shoulder at them, then back to Nightingale. Their eyes communicated something subtle. Truce?


  Brea had been told what to do enough today. She turned to face the guards.


  “Let me go,” she said. “I don’t want to hurt you.”


  “An elf with a dagger?” The leader, a fair skinned woman with red eyes—or was it red eyeglass?—sneered, the head of her mace cupped in her hand. “Please. You wouldn’t even—”


  Goat-zog leapt up and headbutted her in the abdomen, blasting the air from her lungs and crumpling her chainmail.


  “An half-elf with a dagger,” said Brea. “And a smelly goat.”


  The remaining five guards, unable to approach more than one at a time into the alley, approached her in single file. A glance over her shoulder told her that Nightingale faced the same predicament.


  Brea sang again, and this time there was nobody to stop her.


  The first of the guards moved in. Despite her rejection of Valamarian courts, despite her bubbling anger and resentment at her treatment, she understood that these women and men were simply doing their job as the legitimate authority in the area.


  This would make it even harder.


  The guard swung his mace, a controlled overhead blow. Brea stepped back, stepped forward when the blow swung past her forehead, and gripped the man’s arm. She twisted, violently dislocating the man’s shoulder socket. A well placed blow to the groin sent him yelping to the ground.


  The second moved in, much more cautiously, jabbing with his mace. Brea waited for her moment, backing up until she felt Nightingale’s back to her own.


  Brea lunged with her dagger, slicing down the man’s arm. He held onto his weapon, but her other hand grabbed him in the jaw. She held on, roaring ferociously, using the metal-clad human as a battering ram, knocking down the other four. She made sure to kick, step on, and otherwise pummel them as she ran across, her boot connecting with forehead, groin, and gut.


  Fighting the city guard worked a lot better when they couldn’t gang up and surround her.


  She dropped the man. Nightingale dispatched the last of her foes, and Brea saw with horror that her dagger was bathed in blood.


  “You killed them?” Brea asked, her chest tightening as she saw the six her musical counterpart had dispatched. Throats slit. Hearts punctured. Veins opened, their red blood contrasting vividly with the black cobblestones.


  “You didn’t?” Nightingale pointed to the trail of guards Brea had trampled. One stirred, reaching for his weapon.


  Brea kicked him in the head, sending him back to the darkness. “They’re still people,” she said. But for him being a sellsword, and trained in the legal profession, any one of those men could have been Kozog—whatever his flaws, her half-orc friend did not deserve to have his throat slit in some dark alley, doing the city’s work.


  Nor being turned into a goat, she admitted, but that was amusing to her, a justification of a sort. And reversible.


  “They were in my way,” said Nightingale.


  “That’s murder,” said Brea, and she meant it.


  “No,” said Nightingale, a wicked smile spreading over her face. “That’s useful.” She began to move, swinging her body in a rhythmic motion. The tiefling moved in alien ways; as though her hip were in her chest, her ankles higher than they should be, eyes half closed.


  The six corpses rose again, the meat falling away from their bones. They climbed to their feet filled with ungainly purpose, still clad in their robes and armour, the empty eye sockets of their skeletal faces glowing with a fierce red light that mirrored that of their creator.


  Nightingale danced, and the dead danced with her, swinging and jigging a macabre, horrible mockery of art. They came at her, weapons drawn, dripping the last remnants of their flesh.


  “When I said I touched the cup,” said Nightingale, “that wasn’t strictly true.”


  Nope. Nope. Nope. Brea backed out of the alleyway as the risen dead clambered over the partially conscious, but still very much alive, guardsmen to get at her, their bloodsplattered, boney fingertips reaching hungrily for her, faces split in mute, hungry bites. She ran out into the street, which by now was bathed in twilight.


  “You cannot run, my little songbird,” called Nightingale from behind the moving wall of bones. “You and your pet are skulls that are not yet on my mantlepiece, trophies I have yet to claim!”


  “Not today,” said Brea, breaking into a sprint, the sling of Kozog’s gear bumping against her back as she ran. The trotting of tiny hooves clattering on the cobblestones accompanied her as she ran down the street, drawing many concerned and startled eyes from all around her. She ran down the middle of the street, shouldering the occasional bystander out of her way.


  Nightingale and her skeletal minions burst out of the alley. They moved as one, their bodies swaying to a tune only they could hear, stomping their way down the street. “You cannot run!”


  Brea certainly could. Her legs pumped as she turned down street after street, instinctively avoiding richer districts with their wide streets and adequate lighting. The black cobblestones underfoot became rusty, and she suddenly realised where the Copper District earned its name.


  More people were here, milling around in the twilight. This was good.


  Shrieks and panicked shouting heralded Nightingale’s horde. Brea’s eyes met Nightingale’s, red pinpricks in the fading light, twins identical to those of her skeletons.


  She couldn’t run forever. Skeletons would not tire. Brea needed an option, and one presented itself in the form of a golden cup, sitting in the middle of the road, resting on a plain pedestal. It was only two inches high, simple and unadorned, but the grip was almost an inch thick. A fortune in solid gold, covered in a fine layer of dust.


  Brea threw Nightingale’s dagger, knocking into the thing with a loud clang. It teetered and then tipped over.


  Magical alarms sounded all around her, seeming to reverberate from the very stones beneath her feet, and from the walls of the houses and shopfronts that lined the street. Everywhere Marcelin’s citizens exchanged fearful looks.


  Nightingale’s grating laugh mocked her, but Brea’s smile grew.


  A series of sharp cracks heralded the arrival of Iron Guard, their spellcasters teleporting in beside several soldiers, armed and armoured, their steel masks glinting in the fading light.


  “Help! Help!” Brea shouted, doing her best damsel-in-distress voice. “The living dead, lead by a fiendish necromancer, have touched the metal cup! Summon the Iron Guard!”


  Nightingale’s undead half-dozen met a full detachment of the Iron Guard, lead by a trio of wizards. Bone met flesh, steel met steel, and Nightingale’s song formed a pounding, melodic refrain, her undead creations dancing along with it, even as the maces of the watch broke them. For every watchman that fell, another skeleton joined her ranks, but the guard’s numbers gave them the upper hand.


  Brea considered joining in. She would gain significant satisfaction from driving Nightingale’s dagger into her heart, but reason whispered its calming voice into her mind. She was wanted by the law; there was no sense fighting the guard, too, as she would eventually be worn down, just as Nightingale would be worn down, and would only be get arrested again. Brea knew that the guards could use her help, but the threat of being clapped in irons again—along with being dragged back into that courtroom with its mind-affecting magic, not to mention being implicated in even more demonic nonsense—stayed her hand.


  The better part of valour, then.


  Brea slipped into the growing crowd which gathered to watch the civic brawl. Her delicate elven ears heard approaching booted feet, more reinforcements, no doubt. Making sure she wasn’t being observed, she stepped under the porch of a shopfront, murmuring a spell. Her hair turned auburn, her clothes becoming peasant’s garb. The disguise would not last long, nor would it hold up to close scrutiny, but for a casual observer it would be enough.


  Leaving the sounds of an increasingly decided battle behind her, Brea Fleethand slipped away into the growing night, her pet goat clip-clopping along beside her.


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  CHAPTER V


  



  



  



  Brea


  



  SHE DIDN’T GO FAR. SHE didn’t need to and to move too fast might arouse suspicion. Brea found a quiet spot under the porch of an abandoned shopfront, and there she sat, still breathing heavily from her flight. She listened, waiting for the sounds of battle to die.


  “Well, we got away,” she said to Goat-zog, who bleated unintelligibly.


  Brea considered patting him again but thought better of it. Instead, she pulled him into her lap. He squirmed uncomfortably.


  “Shh,” she said. “Just be still.” She focused inward, calling more of her magic to bear. She traced a symbol on his hindquarters; a bird, wings spread, the symbol of the Freelands.


  Goat-zog affixed upon her a glare most wrathful.


  “It’s so I don’t lose you,” she said, which was half the truth. The other half was the reward of Goat-zog seeing the Freelands insignia painted on his backside.


  Goat-zog hopped down and scratched something in the dirt. She waited patiently for him to finish, but as the words began to be spelled out, her teeth ground against each other.


  WOULD BE EASIER IF YOU WERE GOAT TOO


  She swore he looked smug. Brea scrubbed out the message with her foot and snatched him back up, non-so-gently sticking him back in her lap. “Stop that,” she said, “before someone sees you.”


  He did, fortunately, settling into her lap. Brea again felt the urge to pat him, but didn’t.


  A portly man wearing poor-man’s garb came down the street, walking with the aid of a simple wooden cane. 


  “Cute little goat,” he said, waddling up to her.


  “Thank you sir,” said Brea. “I call him Freedom.”


  Goat-zog gave a series of protesting bleats. Brea squeezed him pointedly.


  “Strange name for a goat,” said the man, chuckling and giving Goat-zog’s head a firm pat. More squirming protests. “He’s in good health, plenty of meat on him. Could I buy him off you, young miss? Fifty silver.”


  It took all of her considerable training to avoid snickering at Goat-zog’s confused, panicked bleating. She flicked her eyes skyward, not truly expecting an explanation from the heavens, but begging one anyway. A low price for even a young goat; a fully grown adult was worth two gold at least. “Oh,” she said innocently, “he’s not for eating. He’s a pet, one of those very special Freelander goats, you see. They breed them to be good watch animals; very strong. Nasty tempers, though, and this one eats anything not secured in a lockbox. But thank you.”


  The man nodded understandingly. “Of course, I would not wish to deprive someone of their companion. Good day to you.”


  He waddled away. Brea smirked at his back until he was gone.


  “I need to get you a bell,” she said.


  Goat-zog said nothing, of course, but his silence was as welcome as his words. She could hear the continued battle, muted by distance but still clear, and hoped that Nightingale was not, in fact, winning. That would have put a damper on her plans. A faint stab of guilt wormed its way into her belly but she suppressed it.


  She unslung the sash of Kozog’s stuff, unfolding it. She didn’t have her pack—all her equipment was sitting in some locker in the Freelands—so she needed to take stock of their supplies. No food, no water, but a handful of gold coins and a platinum ring studded with a ruby. Brea held it to the meagre light.


  “This should be worth a lot,” she said. “Fifty gold at least.”


  Goat-zog began kicking and squirming. He clapped his mouth over her hand, yanked the ring out of her fingers with his teeth, and swallowed it.


  “Hey!” She swatted him on the head. “What in the hells?”


  Bleat, bleat.


  Brea rolled her eyes. “Fine,” she said. “I’ll just get it when comes out the other end. You can’t keep swallowing it forever.” Some revenge would be in order, and her expression turned sly. “Horny little guy, aren’t you?”


  Goat-zog trotted around her feet, stomping angrily, his little tail swish-swishing with frustration.


  He probably didn’t understand the innuendo, as usual. Brea settled back against the wooden wall of the empty shop, her breathing slowing and returning to normal. Her legs ached, but it was a good ache; exercise. She’d spent too long in the tender care of the Valamarian pre-prison system. Not enough space to really run in there. Not like she had. She was out of shape.


  She continued to rummage. Parchment, parchment, parchment. What did one orc need with so many documents? She tossed most of it after a quick glance at its contents. Legal things with meaningless pseudo-babble on it. Goat-zog frantically tried to gather all of the pages with his teeth but eventually gave up on that task, sitting despondently as a steady stream of parchment fluttered away in the night breeze.


  Eventually she reached the bottom of the bundle, and found something interesting.


  A phrase book, for children, pocket sized. She traced the runes with her fingers, her tone quiet.


  “Kozog,” she asked, her voice soft in the night air, “were you trying to learn Elven?”


  He did not answer, and no scratchings were forthcoming. She flicked through the small pages, noting areas that had been underlined with a thin line of ink, and in a few cases, annotated with tiny script.


  Ask Brea about this.


  What does this mean?


  Makes no sense.


  She realised, quite suddenly, that she had overstepped her bounds in some way. This was a private thing—too important to simply throw away with the legal records she cared not a hair about—but valueless to sell. Still, it should be kept. She slipped it into one of her pockets without any further comment.


  “So,” she said, using the sleeve of Kozog’s robes to dab at her forehead. “I honestly anticipated seeing you naked to be a little different than this.”


  Goat-zog quickly crouched, bleating in alarm.


  She laughed. “Don’t worry about it. It’s not a problem.” She listened to the sound of cacophony behind them, and the shouts of the guards. The clanging of steel on steel and bone. The sounds of spellcasting. The wailing song of Nightingale was suddenly cut short.


  The tiefling woman had been right about one thing: the last strike was the most important.


  “Kozog,” she asked, mildly frustrated that he could not answer using his voice. “How can you put so much faith in law and its ability to properly mete out justice, when the system is clearly only infallible and impartial as the men involved?” She sighed, controlling her breathing, working her lungs and letting them do their work. “I know I broke some laws, yes, but I didn’t summon the demon to your family manor. Yet I was to be punished for it. How is it a good or right thing that I should have to pay for another’s crime?”


  Goat-zog waited, thinking, and then his hoof once again scratched in the dirt.


  ALL I HAVE LEFT


  That answer saddened her more than she expected.


  “Really?”


  Goat-zog considered, and scratched some more.


  EXCEPT YOU


  Her smile returned.


  



  [image: Image]


  Brea stayed awake until moonrise. Humans could not see in the dark like elves could and her dual heritage had gifted her with elven eyes. What the moonlight painted in dark shadows for men was, at least up close, as brightly light as an overcast day to her.


  The guards had no chance to see her, but even if they could, all they would have spotted was a peasant girl slipping from shadow to shadow, her shawl pulled close around her body, and her pet goat tucked close to her chest.


  Her disguise expired on the way—such was the fickle, transient nature of the magic—but she anticipated the change and renewed it when she had a moment, keeping her voice as low as she could. The combined effort of spellcasting, a day in court, several battles and a run through the city was beginning to drain her by the time they arrived at the docks; rest would have to wait, however. Their escape was not yet complete.


  The impressive harbour of Marcelin stretched out before them, a lighthouse periodically bathing the water in its golden glow. Brea studied the swinging of the light, looking for shadows. They would have to be ghosts out of the city; to be spotted would be disastrous.


  The lighthouse, though, was built as a tool of warning, not observation. There were enough gaps for her to make her way out to the far shore, and then hug the coast around to freedom. There was a stretch of open water between the mainland and the island of Valamar, but the water was calm and storms unseasonal. A risk, but one she felt confident in taking.


  Goat-zog, though, seemingly did not want to leave. Afraid to bleat, he simply squirmed to show his disapproval.


  “The elves will be able to help you,” Brea whispered to him, giving him another pat on the head to shut him up. “They are experts on all kinds of magic. That said, you should know that breaking the enchantment won’t be cheap.”


  Goat-zog’s head hung slightly, his eyes half-closed as though in thought. Brea casually slid a hand into her pocket. “Fortunately,” she said, withdrawing the golden Chalice of the Copper District she had casually pilfered, “I don’t think that payment will be a problem.”


  He almost bleated in shock, but Brea’s other hand gently clasped over his muzzle. “Just be glad you’re getting your goat-ification fixed at all,” she said, and he eventually relented.


  Brea turned her thoughts back to the water, to their journey. “We’ll have to hug the coast around to the northeastern tip of the island. After that we’ll land and head north, through the Thunderhelm territory, but I don’t think they’ll recognise us—nor be in any condition to stop us, anyway. After that, west. We’ll be in Elfholme soon.” She took in a breath, looking out over the moonlight harbour, her searching eyes finding an unattended rowboat, complete with a pair of oars. A pair of barrels of what she hoped were fresh water, along with small crates with salted meat and carrots, would be sufficient—if extremely bland—supply for their journey. Fortune smiled.


  Nobody was watching the boat. It was secured only by a rope. Nobody would dare steal it, after all. This was Valamar.


  “Piracy is technically conducted only on the high seas, right?” She asked.


  Goat-zog, after some consideration, nodded his head.


  “Great,” said Brea, walking down the pier toward the tiny vessel. She was apprehensive—not because of the danger they left behind, nor of the dangerous and long journey they had ahead of them, but for another reason.


  “Let’s go meet my folks.”


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  EPILOGUE


  



  



  



  Heartbreaker


  



  The Pits of the Abyss


  



  HEARTBREAKER WAS QUITE ENJOYING HER return to the pits, all things considered, but her recreational flaying of a lesser dretch-demon was rudely interrupted when a slimy, pulsating creature dared to slither into her domain.


  Normally such a thing would be a challenge—an attempt on her share of the black, inky lifeblood that was the food, drink, and body of all demonic creatures. For another to claim it would cause her to wither, and it was jealously guarded.


  But this one, this one had its black tentacles held high in supplication.


  “What do you want?” Heartbreaker purred, stepping down off her altar and casually wiping the black ichor off her skinning knife before sliding it into her thigh-sheath, the scabbard provocatively close to her bare crotch.


  “Lady Heartbreaker, this one crawls to you from recent defeat. This one has lost its pool, and begs the shared use of yours, to drink and grow.”


  She laughed mirthlessly. “Why would you even bother to ask? You know what my answer will be.”


  “This one has recently returned from a sojourn to the mortal realm. This one has news that concerns the Lady.”


  Her expression turned dour. “The surface concerns me not, az’shelas. I cannot return there. Why do you seek to anger me?” A flaming whip appeared in her hand, smoke trailing from the tip. “Do you seek release? The sweet embrace of oblivion, rather than face starvation?”


  “This one knows you have no mercy, Lady Heartbreaker. This one does not ask for killing.”


  “Then you’re as wise as you are ugly.” Her dainty lip curled and she settled her wings in against her back. “Speak quickly, you bore me.”


  One of the creature’s many mouths, dripping with pus and infection, smiled at her. “This one knows of the one you call Brea, and the one you call Kozog.”


  Oh. So the rotbringer was that rotbringer. The memory of her defeat, freshly rekindled, stung her and she almost lashed out; demons were not known for their patience, nor their tolerance for insult, but succubi were more cunning than most and more willing to plot, scheme, and deal. Presumably this was why the displaced demon had come to her, trying to barter whatever small knowledge it had for its own pitiful existence.


  The knowledge that the half-orc had avoided being killed by the beast was both a relief and a concern. She had a slim chance of ever returning to the surface world in time to do anything, at least not directly, but she had agents. Resources. A plan began to form in her mind, the pieces slowly falling into place.


  “Tell me everything you know,” Heartbreaker said, “and I may consider granting you use of my pool.” She held up a finger. “Long enough to survive, and no more; if and only if I find your words to my liking.”


  “This one knows that the orc has erred,” said the az’shelas, hissing wetly as it spoke. “This one saw its mind. Heard its words. Read its thoughts while it was inside him; this one knows its fears, and knows its secrets.”


  “What secrets?”


  The rotbringer told her everything. Time in the Abyss—a fiery place of screaming torment and without sunlight, seasons, or change—was difficult to measure, but the depth and breadth of its words was significant, and Heartbreaker grew more and more interested the longer it spoke.


  And by the end of the pitiful creature’s tale, Heartbreaker was very pleased indeed.


  



  Read more of the world of Shattered Dreams in the novel-length story Ren of Atikala!


  Brea and Kozog will return in The Pariahs: Elfholme!


  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  



  FANTASY AND SCI-FI


  



  



  



  Want more information about new releases for the Kobolds series? Looking for something else to read while you wait for it?


  



  Sign up for our “new releases” newsletter here:


  http://eepurl.com/toBf9


  



  Check out our webpage here:


  www.lacunaverse.com


  



  Like our Facebook page here:


  http://www.facebook.com/lacunaverse


  



  Or email me here:


  dave@lacunaverse.com

OEBPS/Images/pentagram-mid.png





OEBPS/Images/Map(full).jpg
opraevIvh xy

&
THE
WORILDCROW

SHADOWLANDS
UNEXPLORED)






OEBPS/Images/cover.jpg
\““WV‘"‘W

DAVID ADAMS

THE PARIAHS:

FREELANDS

A NOVELLA SET IN THE WORLD OF ‘REN OF ATIKALA’






