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PROLOGUE










Brea




The Valamar Coast

Tradewinds Sea




Five months before the destruction of Atikala

and the events of Ren of Atikala




Nine days after the events of The Pariahs: Freelands




“OKAY,” SAID BREA, HOLDING ONTO the edge of the tiny sailboat as her spell completed. This time she was sure she had it. “Try now.”

Nine days on the tiny boat. Exactly nine. She hadn’t lost count, although losing count might have been a mercy. Forgetting might have tricked her, if only for just a moment, into thinking that the journey from Valamar harbour, following the island’s cliffs across to the shores of the Ironhelm territory had been less than tortuously slow. Fortunately they were close. The wind had barely blown, and the boat’s meandering course was painfully tepid. Today, at least, it was stronger. Clouds gilded the horizon, teasing more wind and faster passage.

Faster was good. All she had to eat was carrots since stopping in at some rustic coastal village for supplies. Some light armour, some sharp daggers, and far, far too little food. At least she’d had her gear sent on to Elfholme—a letter to the Freelands had seen to that—but things had gone downhill from there. All she had for company was Kozog, polymorphed into a baby goat. Henceforth, Goat-zog. The only thing she had for entertainment was a silly game—Goat-zog had swallowed a silver ring in their escape. He’d passed it twice, each time managing to re-swallow it before she could snatch it up. Third time would be the charm.

At least she’d learnt a new spell; a magical empowerment, granting silver tongued glibness. Normally magic came easily to her, when she played her music to attune herself, but the boat was a poor choice of venue; the salt water warped the wood of her summoned violin, there was no room to dance, and conserving water parched her throat. Learning this particular spell was like pulling a clump of hair out of a drain. Slow, gross, and awkward.

The problem made all her magic unreliable. At first she had been able to prestidigitate the carrots into tasting like chocolate, or steak, but her inability to sing warped her ability to cast even simple spells.

After her first…mistake…the resultant taste of the altered carrot was best not mentioned, save that it resembled Goat-zog’s goat crap. Since then she had stoically tolerated the carrots.

Eventually, she knew, the new spell would come to her. Patience was the key—her weakness if ever anything was. Brea focused herself, giving the magic a moment to settle.

“When I was sixteen,” she said, the words flowing out of her mouth with every ounce of sincerity she’d ever had, “I met a girl in the elven market. Her name was Katrida Snowfeather, and it was—”

Goat-zog tapped his left hoof. Lie.

“Dammit!” Brea snatched up the uneaten end of a carrot and threw it overboard. “I thought I had it that time.” She stared blankly at the goat. Goat-zog stared blankly back at her.

Accursed goat. Was Kozog, as an orc, always able to pick when she was lying? The answer was a definite maybe. Certainly he’d been reliable in the past. This, though, was something else.

Was she slipping? Surely being polymorphed had not made Kozog better at sensing her lies.

Surely not. 

“You’re good at this,” she said. A painful concession but hardly the worst she’d ever made. “Kind of.”

Goat-zog hopped over to an unfurled parchment and tapped on a square labelled Thank You, carefully avoiding the much larger Tyranus Is An Idiot square. He was so dedicated to avoiding offending him…not that Tyranus was listening. Or were any gods.

No decent, sane diety would have allowed a demon to end up in Kozog’s house. Before the godsdeath, the divine powers had always observed a policy of keeping their direct interference on a leash; they could act only through their agents, but as each deity had agents, things had balanced out in a strange way.

Now that safeguard was gone. They had both nearly died. And some tiefling had put a demonic chest-creature thing inside Kozog. Then Brea had been dragged into a court room for doing absolutely nothing wrong (in the eyes of any sane being, at least), put on trial with no defence and had almost received a serious sentence because of it. This, especially the last bit, had hardly occurred all by itself.

Stupid dead gods.

Their absence meant that someone had messed with her. That someone was quite possibly messing with Kozog. And that they had tried to take her freedom away. This would not, could not, go unpunished. If the insult had been to her alone things might be different, but someone hurting her friends—or whatever Kozog was—wasn’t going to be forgotten. Or forgiven.

They’d both come within a finger’s width of losing far too much that she could never let this debt go unpaid. Brea knew she had to get even. To hunt down and…inconvenience whoever had been doing this. At any cost.

Which, unfortunately, was something she couldn’t do on a tiny boat.

“Being in this thing is really starting to get my goat,” she said, looking up hopefully as the wind picked up—were those clouds getting closer?—but the breeze died as soon as it arrived. The clouds on the horizon were far too distant but heralded stronger winds.

Goat-zog looked from the bow of the boat, down to the stern, and then bleated at her mournfully.

“Never judge a captain by the size of her dinghy,” she said, saluting sarcastically.

Goat-zog happily bounced from hoof to hoof.

“Dammit,” said Brea, thumping her fist into the side of the boat. “I’m saluting a damn goat!”

Goat-zog bleated again. Kozog was inside the goat’s body; no matter how terrible it was for her, it must be worse for him. They both only had carrots. He was, in a very literal sense, in the same boat she was; but trapped in a second prison of a foreign body. Brea tried to calm herself.

She tried.

She really, really tried to keep herself calm.

So hard.

The wind sprung up again, bringing with it more hope, but then it died down to almost nothing.

“Damn slow piece of flotsam!” Brea roared and kicked, flying to her feet. “I’m done! I’m finished! I am getting off this wreck right now if it’s—”

Goat-zog, bleating in a panic, chomped onto her pants and pulled.

“Let go of me!” She grabbed him. He kicked. She kicked back, and then fell onto the bottom of the boat, trying to pin him down.

They tussled, the boat rocking ominously. After a moment or two the absurdity of it all dawned on her and, in a feat of will, she relinquished the goat and sat.

“Truce,” she said.

Bleat. Goat-zog hopped over to the parchment. Yes.

“More practice?”

Yes.

Brea squared her shoulders. As she did, the wind began to pick up, blowing against the tiny vessel’s sail. Unwilling to hope, she focused on her words, injecting them with magical truth.

“The first time I saw an orc I was eight years old. It was while I was travelling with my family. She was dead; a raider the out-runners had caught and dragged into town. She had been shot by arrows—dozens of them blooming out of her body like flowers—but there wasn’t enough blood around the shafts. She hadn’t been killed by the arrows. The out-runners had found her dead and were trying to claim the bounty, and...” She trailed off. Goat-zog had remained still and quiet.

She waited. “Well?”

Goat-zog tapped his right hoof. Truth.

“Nope.” Brea sucked in a deep breath, basking for a moment in the strengthening breeze. Success, a feeling as sweet as the cool air on her face.

Goat-zog tapped on the parchment again, on the What? square.

“There was no bounty.” Brea turned her eyes to the horizon. “The out-runners just wanted everyone to think they were big, strong warriors who’d taken down an orc. The rest was true.” Or true enough.

Why? tapped Goat-zog, his hoof twisting against the fibers.

“Elves are...” She couldn’t find the right words. “Elves are elves.”

Goat-zog’s eyes searched the parchment but apparently couldn’t find a response suitable.

“I don’t know,” said Brea. “I just know that they did what they did and nobody seemed to care when the truth came out. It was treated as a white lie. Harmless. There’s a saying amongst elves: crime flows from harm. Who cares about a single orc? Not her tribe, certainly. Nor us. So…no harm, no crime.”

Goat-zog bleated and thumped his hooves. Why? Why?

“I don’t know!” she snapped the words, dry lips stinging despite the cool wind. “I didn’t invent the saying! All it means is that justice—at least, elven justice—flows from the harm caused by the actions of the accused, rather than an arbitrary set of laws written in some stupid tome.”

Why?

He really couldn’t take a hint, could he? All at once, the frustration and anger well and truly boiled over. Days and days with nothing to eat but carrots. Shitting in a bucket. Scorched by the sun. Skin withered by salt.

“I don’t know why elves are such jerks,” she said, casting her head to the sky. The dark clouds had, so swiftly, become blue and black, bruised flesh, as though giants had pelted the ceiling of Drathari with stones. “Maybe that’s just how the gods forged them; broken inside, all messed up in some way, where a tiny bit of their brains is missing! The part that told them that, just maybe, defiling the bodies of their enemies only made them hate you more!”

Although Goat-zog’s facial structure was distinctly inhumanoid, he looked concerned. Worried even. He tapped on the No square. That only spurred her on further.

“Oh, yes,” said Brea, rage bubbling up within her. She hated being put in this cage on the ocean; there wasn’t enough room for the goat, her, and her anger. “The gods—may they all eat a steaming pile of dung, each and every one—really messed up when they made elves! Bastards!”

No. No. Goat-zog’s tapping became frantic now.

Brea sprang to her cramped feet, bouncing toward the fore of the ship, rocking it precariously. The gathering wind tipped the ship, and water sloshed in the sides. “If any of the gods can hear me, living or dead, I ask them only one thing…” She thrust her hands out wide, rain splattering on her face as she roared to the heavens. “Get me off this gods-dammed boat right now!”

A huge wave, twice as tall as she, rose out of nowhere and rolled over the ship, breaking it into matchwood and throwing her, and her goat-ified half-orc friend, into the roiling ocean.


























CHAPTER I










Brea




AS WAVE AFTER WAVE SMASHED her into the thick cliffs, Brea could only think that her situation was rather…bleat.

This was how she was going to die. Her last thought a stupid pun, drowned to death by an uncaring ocean, stinking of body odour, goat, salt and terminal carrot breath.

The goat smell became stronger. A cresting wave revealed Goat-zog paddling around in circles, bleating like mad, beady eyes searching the rapidly darkening water.

“Here!” she shouted. Her head hurt and she knew she was bleeding somewhere, but her arms splashed and closed the distance between them.

Goat-zog pushed a piece of splinted boat toward her using his nose. She grabbed hold of it.

“Thanks,” she said, casting a mournful eye toward the shore. Craggy cliffs with jagged rocks below, like the lower jaw of some horrible monster. A bobbing brown blob, her backpack, floated nearby. She grabbed that too.

Like the lower jaw of an orc. Brea swore under her breath—something dark and elven, in the drow dialect—and began kicking her way toward the cliffs. Why did all her problems involve orcs?

Swimming proved to be difficult. Sitting down for so long, eating only carrots, had enfeebled her legs; her waterlogged clothes and backpack dragged her toward the sea floor as though her whole body were made of lead. Brea’s hat fell off and floated away.

Goat-zog seemed to be handling it a lot better than she was. He paddled with all four legs, making steady progress, seemingly unhindered by the turbulent waves. He nimbly scooted around floating debris, four legs motoring evenly, drawing away from her.

A strong wave blew a fistful of her own hair into her mouth. She coughed and spluttered, nearly losing her grip on the wood. Curse her hair. Curse that goat. Curse the ocean and everything that ever lived in it.

The black and white blob that was Goat-zog pulled away from her. For a moment—not that she truly believed it, mind, but her temper was short to say the least—she thought he would leave her. But as she watched, Goat-zog snatched up one end of a thick rope with his teeth and then doubled back toward her.

Saved by Kozog. Annoying. Saved by Kozog as a goat…double annoying. She grabbed hold of the offered end, looped it around her arms, and then let herself get dragged through the water, focusing on keeping her head above water.

It didn’t take long at all for Goat-zog to tow her toward the shore. Brea let go of the wood and paddled the last few feet toward a rocky outcropping covered in barnacles. The sharp shells cut her hands as she clambered up, but at least she wasn’t about to die. She flopped on the rock, the barnacles scratching the metal of her chain shirt. She fought to get her breath back as the waves lapped at her ankles.

Goat-zog, though, didn’t seem tired at all. With a bleat that could have meant anything, he turned and dove back into the water.

What in the hells was he playing at? Brea propped herself up into a sitting position, watching the fuzzy blob motor back out into the ocean, bobbing up and over each wave, gradually getting more distant.

The storm hadn’t been her fault, and fortunately it wouldn’t delay their journey too much. It meant they were further away from the Ironhelm lands than she had planned, but ultimately nearer to their destination; a much-needed chance to resupply would be lost, but Brea’s elf side might actually come in handy. Food would come from the forest. All that hunter-gatherer stuff came naturally to elves, even half-elves, right?

Sure. Why not. She was a bard; she’d figure it out. Brea scrunched up a handful of her hair and ran her fingers along it, squeezing salt water out. The ends were split and fuzzy; it would need to be trimmed back when she got back to civilisation.

At least she’d had a bath. Sort of.

A flash of white and black—and green—at the crest of a wave caught her eye. Goat-zog was coming back, her hat caught firmly in his teeth.

That made her smile. At least she’d be able to hide her frizzy mess of hair, and Kozog knew she liked her hats.

“Nice work,” she said as Goat-zog hopped up on the rock, thick hooves protecting him from the sharp barnacles. He trotted over to her, hat in mouth, and Brea took it thankfully. “Not sure I’m sold on the teeth marks in it, but…” she slid it over her head. “Thanks.”

Bleat.

Well, what now? Her neck craned back as she followed the cliff up to its zenith, growing more despondent the more she took it in. Sheer and covered in sharp rocks.

There wasn’t anything else for it; it was climb or be stuck on bed of sharp seashells forever. Brea’s bloody fingers ached in silent complaint, but once again they would have to take one for the team.

Goat-zog, it seemed, had other plans. He grabbed the end of the rope again, and then with grace that seemed so unlike orc-zog, leaped into the water, swam across to the base of the cliff, scrambled onto the smooth stones at the base, and then began hopping from impossibly-small ledge to impossibly-small ledge. Jump. Jump. Jump. Higher and higher, carrying the rope higher and higher.

She wasn’t some damsel in distress waiting to be saved by anyone, let alone a stupid orc in a stupid goat’s body. Every little hop of his stupid, cute little legs was a stomp on her ego. 

Goat-zog made it to the top, then ran circles around the base of a withered tree perched at the top like it was about to leap off. A metaphor for her ego at this point. Brea gave it a firm tug, tied her backpack to the end and then satisfied that it would hold, she swung out and splashed into the water. Bracing her feet against the cliff, she pulled herself up out of the spray and up the cliff.

Her arms were weak too. Damn carrots. Maybe after this was all done, she’d take a caravan to Everwatch and burn down a carrot farm there. Did the Wasp-men of the north even have carrot farms in their desert? Who knew. They had slaves a-plenty, though, and freeing them would do just as well. The burning down of the carrot farm would have to be differed to the future. It would definitely happen. She wouldn’t forget.

The words of Sheyra, Kozog’s mother, drifted back into her head. The fair folk never forget. Even Kozog’s mother was showing her up today and she was hundreds of miles away.

Every one of her problems really did begin and end with orcs.

The top of the cliff loomed. Brea reached up and took hold of the tree’s lower branches, using them to pull herself up to the cliff edge. Goat-zog was waiting for her at the top.

“You’re useful like this,” she said, grunting and flopping over onto solid land. “We should just keep you this way…”

Complaining bleat.

“I’m just kidding, you stinky fuzzball.” Brea pulled up the rope, untied her backpack and slid it over her shoulders. It was soaked through, cold and heavy. A wall of trees stretched out before her; a thick semi-tropical forest, green and leafy.

Orc-skin green. Of course.

“Time to walk,” she said, putting one bare foot in front of the other, and slipping into the forest.

[image: Image]

They walked. Brea was wet, cold, and dirty. Goat-zog, on the other hand, bounded this way and that, seemingly happy and full of energy. She casually wrapped each of her cut, bleeding hands in strips of cloth, a desperate effort to prevent infection of her wounds. Then, despondently, she stared at her friend bounce around.

It took a while, but she soon realised that Goat-zog’s bounding was more than an expression of playfulness. He was staying downwind of her.

“Sorry,” she said, pulling her hat down over her ears. “My fingers are all messed up. I don’t know now if I can prestidigitate a bath right now. Don’t exactly want to try it after…” After the shit-carrot.

Goat-zog stopped in front of her, and dragging his hoof in the dirt, scratched a word in big, crude letters. 

PRETTY

“Yeah, don’t know if I can manage. Sorry.”

Goat-zog shook his head and added another word in front.

ALWAYS

He smiled a goat smile.

“You’re sweet,” said Brea. “But nobody’s always pretty.”

Goat-zog drew a line under it.

ALWAYS

All this writing in the dirt reminded her of Valamar. Of their first attempts to communicate…and further back than that, to the trial. To her deportation to the crappy island full of arseholes.

“They didn’t just try to kill me, Kozog!” she said, drawing a curious—but eventually comprehending—stare from the goat. “I mean, comparatively, that would have been polite. No, they took me from my home, they took my freedom and tried to keep it, their plan, their plot, their design was to cage me! They had the—…the gall to walk into my life and think they could just dictate it merrily away! They were arrogant, obnoxious, proud, enough to think they could just pick me up,” she gestured wildly, “and put me down like some little defenceless pawn, wheresoever they bloody well pleased!”

And they nearly won.

“This will not go unanswered,” she swore, the forest and salt air her witness, “Goddess above, may I not rest until they have paid for their presumption.” The last she spat, a bitter taste in her mouth. “Oh, they will rue the day they—”

She stopped.

“And…I’m ranting to a goat aren’t I?”

Goat-zig tossed his head back and, bleating loudly, began hopping from hoof to hoof. So that’s what a laughing goat sounded like.

“Right. Um.”

Goat-zog’s head dipped as he snorted. Brea glared.

“If you’re trying to say anything about the relevance of that insanity plea, anything at all, you can shut it.” She snapped her fingers. “And another thing. They guy that brought me in? Captain Verano. He gave me his name. He gave. Me. His. Name. Do you have any idea how dead he is?”

Bleat, bleat.

“Well…okay, maybe not dead.” Brea wasn’t a murderer. But still, Verano was clearly unaware of how much trouble he was in for. If she found out he was corrupt or in someone’s pocket, she would do everything in her power to make sure he’s punished appropriately.

And if that meant she got to drive her dagger into his heart, well, worse things happened at sea.

She should know.

Bleat.

Content with quiet for a time, they walked on. The sun began to set, kissing the horizon with the edge of its orange disk, and Brea’s complaining stomach reached a painful crescendo. 

There hadn’t been a hint of food, not even a rabbit or something she could catch—a difficult task given her bow was warped by seawater. Not that she could fire it anyway given her hands.

So much for her innate elven forest skills saving her. When had that part of her ever done anything more than cause her problems?

“So Kozog,” she said, gritting her teeth and forcing her ego to stop its silent protests in her mind. “I’m starving. We have to find something to eat.”

Bleat. Goat-zog hopped around in front of her, nodding his head energetically. He tapped his nose with a hoof.

Rude. “I know I smell, damn it. It’s not my fault.”

Bleat. Bleat. Why was he so damn happy?

Brea narrowed her eyes and then relaxed, just a little, as realisation dawned. “Oh. You mean, you can smell something? Food?”

Nod. Bleat.

A thousand food-images danced around in her head and she wiped a slather of drool away from her salt-cracked lips. “Berries? Mushrooms? Potatoes?” Oooh, potatoes.

Bleat. Whatever that could mean. Goat-zog bounded off, tearing through the underbrush. Brea darted after him, fallen branches scratching at her bare soles. Her boots had gone to the bottom with the boat…no time to put them on. She ignored their little pains; her legs could file a complaint with her stomach. Kozog could co-sign it, or whatever, when they de-goat-ified him. It would—

Quite suddenly, the trees ended in a small clearing covered in flowering shrubs. Goat-zog bounded over to one of them, latching his teeth onto the base and yanking it out of the ground. Brea’s heart sank.

Wild carrots.

No. Not more carrots. Anything but that…

“So,” said Brea, grinding her teeth together. “You found me some delicious, hearty goat soup?”

Worried bleat.

Brea considered. “Actually, I think I’ll turn you into llama-nade.” She rolled her eyes almost immediately. “And I know, I know, goats aren’t llamas…shut up and eat. At least one of us should enjoy ourselves.”

Heedless of the dirt still encrusting the yellow root, Goat-zog steered the disgusting thing into his mouth with his hooves and munched away happily, seemingly very pleased with himself. The sound of crunching filled the clearing.

Somewhat unsurprisingly, none of the wild roots magically transformed into anything else. Nor could her heavily bandaged hands cast a spell to alter the taste. Nothing save happy munching.

Please, Goddess, make him less useful. He’s making me look bad.

Groaning in reluctance, Brea bent over and yanked one of the squat roots out of the ground, brushed it off, and bit down.

The dirty, flavourless taste in her mouth almost made her gag. She chewed grimly, considering the complex line of mistakes that had led her to this point—mistakes that primarily featured green faces and the Tyrantian religion—and almost missed the dozen elves sliding out of the forest like ghosts.

“<Noble forest creatures are entitled to our bounty,>” said one of them, a rakish, thin woman with a wicked recurved bow and fiery red hair, her elven dainty and perfectly articulated, “<but half-breed mongrels…somewhat less so.>”

Brea carefully spat the half-chewed remains of the carrot onto the ground, and lowered her apparently pilfered treat. “<There you are,>” she said, “<I gave it back.>”

The stranger scowled at her, finger tapping on the shaft of her arrow.

Brea scowled back. “<And besides. Don’t you know goats don’t normally live in forests? What’s kind of woodsman are you?>”

“<How did you find this area?>” asked one of the male elves, thin wisps of an untrimmed beard framing his face. 

“<I floated here,>” said Brea. She made a little bobbing motion with her hand. “<You know. Like a bird.>”

The male elf was clearly displeased. He turned to his female companion. “<We should interrogate her in Elfholme.>”

“<That’s where we’re going, actually,>” said Brea, narrowing her eyes. “<But if these disgusting wild roots are your ‘bounty’ as you claim, Elfholme is…quite some journey from here yet. Do you regularly make a several month round trip for a handful of carrots?>”

“<We have a wizard,>” said the man.

Well. A wizard powerful enough to teleport a war party around on errands was rare indeed, but could be useful, especially given her goat problem.

The elven woman raised her bow once more. “<I agree. We should take her with us.>”

Brea’s hand absently dropped to her belt, where her daggers were. “I don’t think so,” she said, switching to the common tongue. “I think we’ll make our own way. Just a girl and her goat.”

The man sneered at her, raising his bow once more. “<You really should rec—>”

 From the ground, a black and white blur leapt toward him, bleating a furious war cry. The man took a step back and kicked Goat-zog in the head. The goat slumped into a heap.

Goddess, I changed my mind. Make him useful again.

No such luck. With a soft groan, Brea raised her hands above her head.


























CHAPTER II










Kozog




KOZOG’S HEAD HURT SOMETHING FIERCE and the world bounced around him. It took him a moment to realise he was being carried by his back legs, body bouncing against someone’s back. Someone who smelled of pine needles and dirt.

The inquisitors of Lord Tyranus were taught from an early age to push past pain and focus their minds, putting aside discomfort in the name of completing their objectives.

Since being transformed—and in-fact ever since Brea had come into his life—such things had proved increasingly difficult.

Still, old habits died hard. Kozog drew upon his inner strength and, like pulling a log from quicksand, dragged his consciousness out of the quagmire and into the light.

A stranger had him by the rear legs. One of the elves. Kozog shifted—a mistake, the elf noticed the movement—but he pretended to still be unconscious. Successfully, apparently.

He could hear Brea arguing with one of them in elven. His study in the language had been progressing well but he was far from fluent. He could pick out an occasional word or two, or common verb constructions. Not enough to garner meaning. Only enough to know she was angry.

Then again, she was usually angry.

Brea’s elven banter continued. The throbbing in his head continued. Pain was a distraction; he once again forcefully put it aside.

It’s pointless to argue with her. Especially if you’re an elf.

Or an orc.

Or a goat.

He risked a glimpse of his surroundings through squinted eyes. Eight visible elves, two of which flanked an angrily gesticulating Brea, and presumably more he couldn’t see.

Time to escape.

Being a goat had caused all manner of inconveniences to him, but he had to concede, Brea was right. His agile yet strong limbs had come in very handy after Brea had taunted her goddess into trying to drown them. He didn’t believe it was genuine divine interference—such things were not possible now—but it was certainly…an odd coincidence.

Tyranus, dark master, if you’re listening I could really use a flaming column of hellfire right about now. Just don’t burn Brea too much.

No hellfire, but he didn’t need it. Once again his new size would prove useful. He waited until the elf carrying him shifted him ever so slightly, and then Kozog jerked his legs and kicked his captor in the face.

The elf yelped in pain. Kozog leapt away, hooves hitting the ground. He turned and darted toward the two flanking Brea.

They could kick. He knew that now. All he had to do was—

“Wait!” said Brea.

Kozog stopped.

One of her flanking elves said something in their tongue. Something nasty.

“He doesn’t speak Elven,” said Brea. That was partially true.

“It’s a goat,” said the elf. The same woman who had kicked him. Nasty woman. “It doesn’t speak anything.”

Brea turned to her. “Want to bet?”

“Bet?” The she-elf raised a ginger eyebrow. “Your bargaining posture is highly dubious.”

“How about this,” said Brea. “If my goat can prove he speaks the common tongue, you’ll let him walk unrestrained.” Her lips curled into a smile which Kozog found distinctly predatory. “And I’ll know your name.”

“I haven’t even taken yours yet,” said the elf woman, returning Brea’s smile with one of her own.

That struck Kozog as odd. Names were important in Valamar; an exchange of titles was a crucial part of any contractual dealing. He would have been unconscious for some time. To do without names, for so long, was such a strange thing.

Elves. Just why.

The elven stranger inclined her head and Brea touched her forehead. The elf likewise did the same to her. They said something in elvish—the only word Kozog was able to understand was promise—and then Brea turned to him.

“Well, Freedom,” she said, an eager smile forming on her face. “It’s time to dance!”

No. Kozog shook his head.

“But Freedom,” said Brea, mock despair painting her voice, “what if I break my promise to the elves? You have no idea what they might do to me! Savage beasts they are, truly. We aren’t safe, we can’t be until we prove ourselves.”

There had to be some other way. Something. Anything.

It’s pointless to argue with her, Kozog reminded himself, and with a slow, aching deliberate movements, hopped from one set of hooves to the other. Left, right. Left, right. Kick. Bleat.

Brea’s smile, a half moon stamped on her dirty face, almost made the humiliating experience worthwhile. 

Almost.

“Now sing,” said Brea, waving her hands encouragingly. “Sing something!”

Life is pain. So sayeth the words of Tyranus, Volume 26. Kozog summoned up memories of Valamarian hymns, flicked his tail, and tried to vocalise them; it came out as a harsh, tuneless bleating. 

“Okay, okay,” said Brea, clutching the tips of her ears. “No more singing.” She turned to her elf guardian. “Happy now?”

“Certainly.” The she-elf bowed low. “I am Sarusa Whispershadow.”

“Briewéawen Fleethand-Amavrin.” Brea tilted her head. “Sarusa sounds human.”

Sarusa smiled thinly and began to walk. “The humans tend to butcher my full name down. I didn’t want to strain you, given your…” Her eyes flicked to Brea’s slightly shorter ears momentarily. “Disadvantage.”

No. Not a good idea, not a good idea…

Kozog got ready for Brea’s self restraint to evaporate like morning dew, but instead her face remained calm and relaxed, fingers steady by her sides, eyebrows even. No hint at all of any anger.

“Of course,” said Brea. She just walked along with Sarusa, putting one scratched, slightly damp foot in front of the other, like nothing had ever happened.

Her glibness spell. It would have worn off long since, but she had ample opportunity to reapply it. Kozog narrowed his eyes, trying to find any hint, any crack in the magical armour that might signal she was lying.

There. The tiniest little twitch of the corner of her mouth.

Underneath her magical mask of iron, Brea was seething.

Seemingly unaware, Sarusa walked on. Time passed; every second he imagined Brea’s restraint would falter, but it didn’t.

As they passed through a small patch of berry bushes, another clearing in the trees, Sarusa turned her attention toward Kozog once again. “How did your friend come to be so supernaturally intelligent? I assume the poor creature might be the result of a baleful polymorph, or perhaps an awakened animal.”

“Oh no,” said Brea. “Awakening imparts upon the target a heightened intelligence and awareness.” The beginnings of a sneaky smile drifted over her face. “That definitely hasn’t happened.”

Her knowledge of magic was outstanding and accurate, as always. She would have made a powerful wizard, had she chosen that path. Kozog could almost see it now her, draped in thick red and black robes, studying at the Valamarian magical academy, poring over dusty old tomes and articulating ancient incantations.

How different their lives could have been.

“So a polymorphed person then,” said Sarusa, “how fascinating.”

“I’d rather not say.”

The magic could only polish her words and put them in the best possible light. Kozog wondered, idly, just what Brea had really said for the spell to output something so generic.

Sarusa glanced at him, then away. “Indulge me, Briewéawen. How did a human-kin end up south of the Shadowlands? It is a rough journey, certainly not one which should be attempted alone, not even by a full elf.” Sarusa inclined her head. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that.”

This time Kozog could see no sign of anger in Brea. Perhaps human-kin was not such a bad insult, or perhaps Brea had adapted to compensate for the tiny slip.

“Shipwrecked,” said Brea. “And I’ve been through the Shadowlands before. It wasn’t that bad.”

It had been bad. They had nearly died. Brea had sworn not to return; a feeling he shared.

“Where were you headed?”

So many questions. This one was sharp; Sarusa was prying them for information. He knew Brea could likely sense this, but…

“We were on our way to Irondarrow keep,” said Brea.

“Mmm,” said Sarusa. “I can understand. I’d want to want to avoid elven lands too if I was one of your kind.”

Surely this would be it. This would be the moment she broke. Kozog trotted around in front of Brea, giving her something to kick just in case her spell expired and her anger could no longer be contained.

“It’s fine,” said Brea. Something she only ever said when the situation was distinctly un-fine.

“You mentioned the dwarves of Irondarrow keep?” Sarusa motioned to Kozog. “Is he one of them?”

“He’s stubborn and smelly, but no.” Brea bristled somewhat. “Let’s not talk about this any more.”

“At least tell me how you ended up hanging around with a stray singing, dancing goat.”

“He’s my singing, dancing goat.” Brea scooped her hands around him and picked him up. Kozog wiggled in her arms. “Not a stray. And his name is Maldiabolos.”

That’s actually a nice name. Almost something you’d name a person in Valamar. An unfathomably frightening thought leapt through his mind like lightning. Is she being nice to me, sweet hells below?

“His name is ‘bad devil’?” asked Sarusa, thin eyebrows dropping. “I thought his name was Freedom.”

“They’re both his names,” said Brea, scratching idly at his belly. It was strangely pleasant, in a weird way. “His full name is The Dark Lord Maldiabolos Grimshadow Darksire Cuddles Hellraiser Gloombone Kozog Gravefire Hellspawn Kill Stab Murder Sacrifice Bad Bad Bad No Good Very Bad…” Brea took a deep breath. “Freedom.”

At least she put my real name in there somewhere.

“Quite a list of names.” Sarusa stepped over a fallen log. “Let’s stick with Freedom. It’s easier.”

“Mmm hmm.” Brea gave a firm squeeze around his middle, sending him a not-at-all-subtle signal to shut the hell up. “Well, that sounds fair. What do you think, Freedom?”

He sighed and bleated.

“There you go,” said Brea, and she pressed her face into his belly and blew a raspberry.

It was pointless to argue with her.
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The party travelled on through the endless wall of green. Kozog quickly became lost; his only help was the lingering scent of salt water from the south, which retreated with every step they took.

The elves, especially Sarusa, seemed to know the way. They strode with confidence through the undergrowth and, shortly, the group arrived at a clearing ringed with heavy stones the size of wagons.

Waiting for them there were more elves, dressed like the rest of their scouts, and one who most definitely was not. He was a great blob of a man; his bloated body made his filth-stained yellow-pink robes billow around him as though he were some kind of giant humanoid mushroom. Scrolls hung out of every pocket and a huge leather-bound book, partially covered by a thick flab of skin, hung from his over stretched belt. His hair, waist length and stringy, was falling out in clumps, giving his scalp a half-shaved, patchwork appearance. He floated about a foot off the ground; his arms and legs were withered twigs, tiny and pathetic.

The stench coming from him, though, was the worst part; urine and worse, mixed in with a body odour that curled his nose hairs. Given the difficulty Kozog imagined he had washing himself, due to his puny limbs and considerable girth, this was entirely understandable.

“Oh shit,” hissed Brea. “When they said they had a wizard, I didn’t imagine that they would have…”

“Vaarden,” said Sarusa, slinging her bow over her shoulder and stepping up to the strange man. Kozog didn’t need to be an inquisitor to know that she, like everyone else, despised him. “We have returned.”

“Even an idiot see that,” said Vaarden, giving a pained groan as he floating over toward them, slightly off kilter, toes scraping against the ground. “You have collected one extra. A filthy half-breed and her filthy, flea-infested pet. One more inconvenience for the mighty Vaarden, I see. One more pain in my beautiful arse.”

Despite insulting Brea, an action which usually demanded action, Kozog knew better than to attack a wizard. The elves would have merely shot him; this one would do far worse. They needed him. His Tyrantian pragmatism held him in check.

“Good evening Vaarden,” said Brea, forced-politeness palpable in her voice. “It’s been a while.”

Vaarden sneered at her, narrowing his tiny eyes. “Who the fuck are you?”

“I’m Briewéawen Fleethand-Amavrin, Vaarden. We met many times, as we are both members of the Sellswords Guild in good standing. Surely you remember me…”

He scrunched up his face, making his mouth look like a dried up lemon. “I have never seen you before in my life, stupid idiot filth-blood. I should disintegrate you for wasting my time.”

Vaarden used the tone of a spoiled child about to throw a tantrum, but if he was who he said he was—and Brea and the others certainly seemed to treat him that way—this was no idle threat.

“As angry and paranoid as ever,” said Brea, seemingly unconcerned by his posturing.

This was bad. Kozog tried to articulate a warning, forcing his lips to form the words that his mind commanded, but as with every effort so far the only noise he made was an alarmed bleating.

“Yes, well, some do say I’m paranoid,” said Vaarden, curling back his upper lip contemptuously. “It’s not paranoia to think that everyone around you is a rival wizard coming to steal my secrets.” His hand fell to the book on his belt, beady too-small eyes darted around the clearing. “Because they could be, you know.”

“Oh, I do know,” said Brea. “You know… a spy would almost certainly take the form of a stranger.” She gestured to herself. “Although that is far, far too obvious for the enemies of a great and mighty wizard like the all-powerful Vaarden.” She glanced at Kozog out of the corner of her eye. “They would definitely take a much more subtle form.”

Vaarden’s beady eyes turned toward him, and his hand flew to his spell component pouch. Kozog sensed the presence of magic in the air.

It could be anything; a disintegration ray, a mind control spell, a blinding flash of colour…Kozog bleated worriedly, kicking and trying to wiggle out of Brea’s arms.

A bright white cone sprung out from Vaarden’s eyes, washing out the colour around most everything, but highlighting several things in a faint blue glow. Brea’s lips, most notably, along with her weapons, several items in her backpack that she had obtained from their stopover, and Kozog’s whole body. He could even see the glow of his swallowed ring in his goat-belly, a disconcerting effect to say the least.

“Yes,” said Vaarden, the words spoken in a hiss. “I can see the magic aura on him. Transmutation. Valamarian work, certainly; this is good craft…” a grating, jealous edge developed. “But hardly comparable to my mighty spells.” He raised a sausage-like finger and pointed it directly at Kozog. “Time for me to destroy another of my rivals.”

“Wait,” said Brea, and Kozog could feel the tingle of Brea’s lying magic. “This isn’t a threat to you, it’s an opportunity.”

His eyes narrowed. “Explain.”

Brea held Kozog out in front of her. He wiggled for a moment, uncomfortable with being presented like a trophy. “This is amazing work,” she said, “but it’s not anywhere near as good as yours. Yet the, uhh…the spies that infest the world, trying to steal your valuable secrets, don’t realise this. If you were to defeat their sorcery, then you would prove, once and for all, that you are the mightiest wizard to live, since Alteron Devateri himself.”

“Alteron Devateri.” Vaarden practically spat the words. “Shit of the dead gods. What a hunk of literal garbage. He is nothing to me! A worm, a maggot, some vermin to crush beneath my heels; so what if he became a lich! So what! I could do better. A hundred times better. A thousand times better. A million times—”

“Then,” said Brea, “why don’t you?” She jostled him, and Kozog bleated in annoyance. “Fix my friend, and show the entire of Drathari who’s boss?”

“I am an elf with nothing to prove,” Vaarden said, a scowl forming on his large face. “Why should I waste my unlimited power on your misbegotten pet?” The way he said unlimited make his goat-ears feel like iron shards were being poured into them. “How does mighty Vaarden gain from this?”

“If such a minor spell is too taxing for you,” said Brea, “your power’s hardly unlimited.”

Not a bad point. Kozog grit his teeth for a moment, biting down on his lower lip. That was just the magic affecting her words; he was not immune to its effects, after all…it seeped into every one of Brea’s words, polishing her untruths and misdirections to a mirror shine.

He would continue to endeavour to see through it all. Tyranus’s strength was as much mental as it was physical. He would have to be especially sceptical, and remember that every time she sounded entirely reasonable, there might be magic at work.

Or perhaps it was just genuinely a good point.

“Fine,” spat Vaarden, rolling up his sleeves and reaching for his spell component pouch. “I will draw out the polymorphic magic and encase it harmlessly. Be prepared to be amazed and terrified, puny weaklings. Gaze upon my unlimited arcane energy and despair, knowing your lives will never be even a shadow of mine. You will come to understand the truth of my greatness.”

A very stirring speech. It reminded Kozog of home; he suddenly longed for Valamar, for its mighty courts and swift, terrible justice. A place where people were concerned with righteousness; every citizen loved seeing wrongdoers punished, brutally so, and they was absolutely no shortage of miscreants to be punished for this or that. That was how wise societies should be run.

Brea and the elves, on the other hand, looked vaguely disgusted.

Elves. Just why.

Vaarden retrieved a small pebble from his spell component pouch. He closed his tiny eyes and threw it in the air; the small thing hovered a few feet away from his hand.

A low hum filled the air. The constant breeze, blowing off the back of the storm that had wrecked them, was subsumed by a greater, local force; wind whipped between the stones of the circle, spinning in a circle, and the leaves of the forest grass bent and swayed against each other.

Kozog wiggled free of Brea’s arms and trotted into the middle of the circle, to the eye of the miniature storm. A column of blue light sprung up from the ground, casting a ghostly shadow of his four-legged form onto the low-lying clouds above.

For several moments nothing happened. Then the temperature began to drop, cutting through his goat fleece and chilling his skin. None of the others seemed to be effected. It took a moment for him to realise that the air wasn’t actually getting colder; his pelt was shrinking away.

The world slowly became larger. His legs bent and twisted, warping themselves as though the bones within were made of wax. The black and white patchwork fuzz disappeared into his dark skin, which slowly turned a healthy, natural green as his hands and arms grew out. As it did so, the stone hovering above Vaarden began to shift and melt similarly; it grew four little stubs and a crude head, taking on the mannerisms of a goat.

The reappearance of his tusks, tiny mountains at the bottom of his vision, was the last change.

He was a half-orc again.

Kozog took a knee and then unsteadily pushed himself up onto two legs. The world seemed so much smaller now; Sarusa was actually not a tall woman, shorter even than Brea, whose nose now only came up to his chest. The ring, shining platinum, lay on the grass beside him; he picked it up and slid it back on his finger where it belonged. Glad, truly, that he did not have to fight to swallow it again.

He took a deep breath, breathing with orc lungs. It felt good to be back.

And cold.

And naked.

Vaarden sneered contemptuously, his upper lip curling. “It was an orc? You squander my unlimited arcane energy on a filthy greenskin? You can find them anywhere, weeds in a common garden.”

“He makes a good point,” said Kozog, his own voice sounding deep and foreign to him. Was that what he sounded like? He had become accustomed to the high pitched cry of a baby goat; to have his own voice back was at once a relief and vaguely unsettling.

Perhaps that was just how Valamarian voices sounded to those unaccustomed to hearing them.

“No he doesn’t,” said Brea, bounding up to him, smiling widely and genuinely—the happiest he’d seen her in…a very long time. She wrapped her arms around his body, stood up on her tip-toes, and kissed him on the lips. “Welcome back, broccoli-face.”

“It’s good to be back, knife-ears.”

Then he realised he was bleeding.

Kozog slumped onto the grass, a blood-green stain spreading out from his chest.

“Oh shit,” said Brea, as though the wound he had sustained had completely slipped from her memory. “Crap!” She tore off a dirty strip of cloth from her sleeve and pressed it to his chest.

Kozog inhaled, forcing air into his lungs. He could still breathe. The az’shelas in his body had not broken through to his lungs. He would survive.

“I’m okay,” he said. “The wound will heal in time.”

“Okay?” Brea stared down at him, wide eyed. “First you’re telling me that orcs can regrow their teeth, and also that they can heal big holes in their chests, too?”

“Of course,” said Kozog. “Can’t you?”

The tension slowly flowed out of the air. Brea slumped back, smiling crookedly at him. “No, for reference.” Her eyes flicked down to his groin. “Nice to have your ‘other orc’ back too. I missed it.”

She had seen it before. This might well be the closest she had been to his orchood; that might be why it seemed larger to her. “It is statistically average,” said Kozog, and then managed a smile. “But thank you. If you were male, I’m sure yours, too, would be impressive.”

The tips of her ears twitched. “That isn’t what I…urgh. Never mind. At least we know your mind, such that it is, hasn’t been sucked away into that stupid rock too.”

He was glad for this. He liked being him.

Sort of.

They spent a moment bandaging his chest, wrapping fresh linens around the wound, and then Brea pronounced it dealt with. She stood, gave her his hand, and he used it to stand up.

Vaarden, Sarusa and the other elves wore mirrors of the same dirty look, one he’d seen a million times and didn’t bother him. How much of that was because of his orc side, and how much for his human?

“Did you manage to save my stuff?” asked Kozog.

“Everything you were wearing in court is in my pack,” said Brea. “More or less. It’s wet through, though.”

“That will make it cold,” he said, considering.

“I’ll keep you warm,” said Brea, mischievousness spreading over her face.

“That will probably be necessary,” he said, and began rummaging through her backpack.

Brea pulled a strange, aggravated face, as though his words had displeased her somehow.

Elves. Just why.


























CHAPTER III










Brea




BREA COULDN’T HELP WATCHING AN entirely naked Kozog get dressed and did so with more interest than normal. She’d seen Kozog naked so many times, in the field and on various misadventures, but this…this felt different. Even though they were in a woodland clearing surrounded by jerks, including a queen jerk, and she was dirty—filthy, even—Brea felt that this was their moment, a time to savour their…arguable…triumph. Hers and Kozogs. Nobody else’s.

It was good to have him back. But someone wasn’t as impressed.

“Disgusting human,” spat Vaarden. “This one was better as a beast; closer to its true nature. Does it really have to come with us?”

“Wait,” said Brea. “Before you said he was a filthy orc, now he’s a filthy human?”

“Is he not one and both?” Vaarden’s nose wrinkled. “Humans and orcs are practically the same to me; they lead short, uninteresting lives devoid of anything of any use. But make no mistake: this one is no less awful than you are.”

There was so much she could say, but Brea needed him. At least their shared human heritage was something she and Kozog had in common. “The Elfhome elders will want to speak with us,” she said, “so yes. It does have to come with us. As do I.”

“Yes,” sneered Vaarden. “Let us see what the elders have to say about you pair of mongrels.”

How easily the wizard was convinced. Her spell was actually working. Amazing. Fascinating, really, just to see how much it affected her ability to manipulate even powerful people; it almost made her forget that she and Kozog were being insulted straight to their faces.

Almost.

“Kind words, I hope,” said Sarusa.

The way she said it—the way she said everything—was so much worse. Vaarden was at least open with his contempt: she and Kozog were half-human garbage to be spat on and mistreated, but Sarusa was far more manipulative. Sarusa treated them like idiot children, incompetents who were ‘just so brave’ for daring to do the same things a full-blooded elf did.

Brea would show her one day. An image of Sarusa danced in her mind, crying and begging forgiveness. I’m so sorry, Brea! You’re wonderful and amazing and totally not compensating for your deep-seeded inadequacies! I swear it!.

Gah.

Thinking like that didn’t really help her feel better.

Sarusa’s eyes flicked to Kozog’s chest. The bleeding had stopped, and amazingly, he looked almost unaffected by his injury. “Is he going to live?”

“Apparently,” said Brea. “They’re tougher than I imagined.”

“I’m sure,” said Sarusa. “I’m sure that stamina must be very useful…” Brea caught something else in her tone. Something distinctly…predatory. “At times.”

“You just keep your elf hands off him,” said Brea, unable to keep her defensive reflex in check.

“Oh,” said Sarusa, her eyes widening. “Hah, no. Not like that—I meant if you wanted to hunt him. Not…” a visible shudder ran up her spine. “Not, ugh.”

Brea’s nose twitched.

“He’s all yours,” said Sarusa, disgust barely masked by her elven detachment.

“Good,” said Brea. “All mine, to do what I wish with him.”

“Not that there’s anything wrong with that.”

“No, of course not.”

Brea amused herself for a moment, daydreaming a particularly violent revenge, until an annoyingly familiar voice bought her back to reality.

“Yes, yes.” Vaarden floated toward the pair of them, little arms waving. “Stop with your meaningless prattle and let us get this tedious task over with,” he said, extending his grubby fingers. “Link arms, all of you, and I will transport the first of us back to Elfholme. I will return for the others.” He sniffed, nose wrinkling as though inhaling a terrible scent. “Probably.”

Not wanting to be in the probably category, Brea slipped her calloused hand into Vaarden’s. It was slimy and wet. Her other hand found Kozog’s strong, green palm and squeezed. They exchanged a look and held it as the ground below them froze over, the air becoming icy cold. A column of light reached up to the sky, a flash that rivalled the last vestiges of the setting sun, and then they were standing somewhere else.

The inside of a massive, hollow tree, nearly a mile across and eight times that high. The inside of it was lit by rings of lights; they grew up with the tree, as organic as its bark, just as much a part of it as the branches and leaves.

Familiar, and yet, alien. Brea hadn’t been here for years.

“Impressive,” said Kozog. “Structurally, this tree could never support its own weight; there must be some kind of subtle magic in the area keeping it stable.”

“Elves do that,” she said. “Pour magic into everything we do; it’s mostly arrogance. Just because we are the only ones who can do it.”

“Valamar could construct something similar,” said Kozog, “using mundane materials and architectural techniques, but the cost would be too great.”

A cost paid in blood. A Valamarian city-tree…Brea felt her toes curl. What would such a thing be like? Covered in spikes and bound together with the souls of the damned?

“If you say so,” she said. “I don’t know if I’d trust it. Magic is always better.”

“Magic is usually better,” said Kozog, and Brea wondered if the universe was about to strike them both down for, perhaps for the first time ever, almost agreeing on something.

The wind rocked the tree and Kozog’s worried look made her smile. Nothing short of a terrifying behemoth could bring down a city-tree.

Vaarden floated over to them. “What are you blathering about?”

“Nothing that concerns you,” she said.

“Pardon?” asked Vaarden, clearly confused. The concept of ‘event which does not concern Vaarden’ appeared to be entirely alien. “You should report to the elders of Elfholme,” he said, chin wet with spittle. “The pair of you.”

“I will,” said Brea. “I promise.”

“See that you do,” said Vaarden, seeming to believe her every word, and his bulbous self floated away.

Glibness was awesome.

“So,” said Kozog. “Since I’m guessing we won’t actually see the elders…what now?”

Her excitement soured slightly. “I don’t know. Some food—real food, you know—would be nice. As would a bath.”

“Either of those would be agreeable,” said Kozog, his eyes flicking over her shoulder at some unseen party.

“Well,” said a voice behind her. “Pretty rare to see folk in Tyrantus’s robes in Elfholme. Rarer still to have them accompanied by my granddaughter.”

Could it be? Brea spun around.

“Hey, peanut,” said Curath Fleethand, his withered face cracking into a smile. “Long time no see.”

He’d aged since she last saw him. The chestnut hair—signature of the Fleethand line, stubborn and unable to be quelled—was fading to grey, and his skin resembled a dry lake bed, cracked and broken, but there was joy in his eyes. So very, uncomfortably human.

Brea couldn’t help but be infected by it. “I said not to call me that,” she said, folding her arms and doing her best to appear very cross.

“You told me that years ago,” said Curath, waving a hand dismissively. “You can’t expect an old man to remember every little detail, can you?”

Hmm. He didn’t seem to buy her misdirection. Had her spell expired? “I definitely said not to,” she said, making sure to articulate herself correctly. “Don’t you remember?”

“No,” said Curath, his smile unbroken. “And I recognise a glibness spell when I see it.” He tapped his nose. “Tricks of the trade, peanut. And besides. It’s a grandparent’s right to call his children and grandchildren all manner of embarrassing names.”

“That’s just great,” said Kozog, the edge of a whine building in his voice. “Now there are two of them.”
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Brea gave Kozog directions to Curath’s home, and then sent him off to go deal with the Elfholme elders—she should really send someone, after all, and a confoundedly literal Tyrantian lawyer would frustrate them endlessly—and then she and Curath went for a walk, following the outer edge of the massive tree.

“I honestly didn’t think you would ever be back here,” said Curath, his fancy boots clicking against the tree’s bark as he walked. “Not in my lifetime anyway.”

“Oh you,” said Brea. “You’ve got a few good years in you yet.”

His aged smile betrayed no hint that this was in any way untrue. “We’ll see, won’t we?”

“Honestly,” said Brea, “I think you’re going to out-live me. Especially at this rate. Demons and courts and necro—…dancers.”

“Oh?” Curath’s face couldn’t hide a wave of concern, although if he really was under the effect of a glibness spell, then such action would have to be deliberate. “Why don’t you tell me all about what’s troubling you?”

She did. They walked for some time, arm in arm, and by the time she’d finished, the two of them had reached the main bazaar of the city-tree.

“So,” Curath said, and Brea got the feeling her grandfather was just now getting to the point he really wanted to talk about, “an orc, huh?”

“Sort of,” said Brea. “Half.”

“Just like you. I can see what you have in common.”

She laughed—a halting, barking noise that was half disbelief and denial. “Oh, I think you’ll find we have nothing in common. Pretty much. He’s all…” A flash of magic and Brea’s voice changed to be a rough, husky imitation of Kozog’s. “Hail the evil dark no-good bad lord, hah-hah-hah! For evil is my birthright and darkness the cover of my heart!”

“You’d be surprised,” said Curath, and then with the faint hum of far-away music, his voice changed too—a spiritedly, feminine version of his own that sounded far, far too much like Brea’s. “Tsanda and I are in love, parents! I’m running away and I’m never coming back!”

Tsanda. The memory of her first love—more than unconventional, given the fiendish woman’s abyssal blood—was less amusing and more painful to her, but so too was Curath’s duplication of her vocal alterations spell. 

“Hey,” said Brea, focusing on the immediate and putting the past out of her mind. “That’s my trick.”

She could almost hear Kozog taunting her in her head. Oh, Brea is ignoring an old wound in favour of a recent accidental slight from someone she actually quite likes? What a shock.

Shut up, mind-Kozog.

“Not as original as you might think,” said Curath. “Many bards have an affinity for sound; the voice is only one aspect of our audible experience, but it is the one we’re most familiar with. We like to tinker. Alter our realities.”

“How stereotypical,” said Brea. “I’m different.”

“Stereotypes exist for a reason,” said Curath. “To map common traits and behaviours. Like Brea Fleethand’s habit of deflecting when someone brings up something, or someone, she cares about.” He clicked his tongue. “So, you know, you might as well spill the beans about this orc-friend of yours, because I’m going to keep pressing you about him.”

“I thought you were the cool parent,” complained Brea.

“Mmm, life’s full of disappointments,” said Curath. “So his name is Kozog? And he’s Valamarian?”

“Yes,” said Brea. “And yes.”

“Details, my dear.” Curath smiled up to the roof of the tree, pointedly. “Or I could ask Liarn and see if he can pry it out of you.”

Oh sweet dead gods, no. Please, no. Have mercy. Her chest tightened painfully. “My…father is here?”

“Yes and no. I have my ways of speaking to him if need be.”

Humans. Just why.

“I don’t know what Kozog wants,” said Brea, too frustrated and annoyed to banter any more. “So…don’t go expecting anything from me. Or him. Or us. Or…anything.”

“A woman who doesn’t know what a man wants.” Curath’s smile was a wide, easy one. “You should inform the elders, they might want to study you. Such a unique malady.”

Brea eyed him nastily. “Were you always this sarcastic?”

“When speaking to someone capable of casting glibness, sarcasm helps.” He considered. “By the way, I could help you perfect your spell; it seems to be imperfectly cast…but so was mine, too, when I first acquired it.”

Noted. On both counts.

“Could you imagine it, though?” he continued. “My little Brea, ending up with a green—”

Her eyes shot daggers.

“—field agent?”

“He’s not green,” spat Brea. “At least, not in the way you’re saying. He killed a Babau. Definitely green on the skin, though, for sure. Damn broccoli face.”

Curath held up his wrinkled hands. “Of course, of course. A Babau is no mean feat. Well done.”

“Yup,” said Brea.

“He is very green, though,” said Curath. “Not that there’s anything wrong with that.” He said it in that way that Brea knew to mean the opposite.

“Every part of him,” hissed Brea. “Every single part, if you get my drift.”

Curath only smiled. “Tieflings and orcs, oh my.”

Brea’s ears tingled. Something about all of this was…off. She wheeled on Curath, putting her hands on her hips. “What happened to you? You’re different.”

“Am I?” Curath stopped, facing her properly, straightening his back. “Perhaps it is me who has changed; drifted away from the past in a way that confuses and angers you, making my words seem hostile…but perhaps it is Brea Fleethand, half-elven pariah, that has changed.”

The dots began to connect themselves in her head. “The elders sent you,” she said, her voice even.

“Of course. Too smart are you for their interrogations; your silver tongue would outwit them and they know this. They needed someone trusted by both you, and them, to give them the truth of your situation; a truth we can compare to the ‘truth’ of your friend. To see if either of you were a threat to Elfholme.”

“You know I’m not,” said Brea.

Curath’s mild, pleasant attitude evaporated. “Since what happened at Valamar, we don’t know what we know.”

The idea that the reach of the Valamarian courts could reach her in Elfholme rankled her. “You trust those officious cretins?”

Curath laughed, honestly and deeply. “Heavens no, peanut. Not in any way that is meaningful. Our policy is as simple as it is elegant: trust, but verify.”

Brea folded her hands. “So you just wanted to verify that I’m some kind of criminal?”

Curath’s lips curled up in a playful smile. “Verifying that you weren’t. It is my experience that whatever comes out of Valamar is axiomatically untrue. If they say one is a menace, then they almost certainly are not.”

That much they agreed on. “And what do they say of Kozog?”

“Such a menace.”

“And do you agree?” asked Brea.

Curath shrugged absently and began walking once more. “Who could ever say,” he said, “I’m not talking to him, am I?”


























CHAPTER IV










Kozog




ROUND, AND AROUND, AND AROUND. The outside of Elfholme was a massive spiral staircase nearly thirty feet wide that was made from tiny branches that grew out of the main trunk, intertwined, and formed a crude walkway full of traffic.

Seeing the world through humanoid eyes was confusing to him. Everyone looked taller; the moss that grew on the tree’s trunk didn’t look delicious anymore. His sense of smell followed his sense of taste…the scents of elven cooking drew him toward distractions like food, but he steeled himself against such folly. He had to speak with the council.

Speaking to authority was Kozog’s forte. He was not concerned about this task he had been given; the elders would see his opinion with all the logic and truth he could muster. The elves would be swayed by his words and all would be right.

Assuming these elves were rational folk. But they had to be; they were in charge of a massive city. It would be okay.

Surely.

His ascent drew many curious stares from the elves of the city—some painted with interest, others with distress or even fear—but he ignored them all. Their reactions were understandable. He had to report to the council.

Kozog climbed until he reached the 44th growth ring, as instructed. There, a set of double doors led into the tree; they were ornate stone, dwarven make by his estimation, an interesting architectural detail in a city of elves. At the centre of each door was a round knocker.

He raised the metal ring but before he even bought it down, a soft voice called from within.

“Enter, Mister Kozog of the House of Locke.”

Such a Valamarian term of address. Kozog pushed open the door.

The room was an oval carved into the wood of the tree, windowless and with only one entrance, the one he was standing in. The floor, walls and ceiling were natural wood, and three elves, as beautiful and as young as all the others, sat in chairs that had grown out of the floor—or perhaps been carved out of it.

The elf on the right was Sarusa. Her face was empty and expressionless and if she even recognised him, she showed no sign of it.

Kozog dipped his head reverently. The others did not react.

Time to see if those elven lessons were paying off.

“<Good evening,>” said Kozog, his words halting. “<My name is—>”

“Thank you, Mister Locke,” said Sarusa, raising her hand carefully. “Do not exert yourself. The common tongue will suffice.”

“My elven is poor,” said Kozog. “Please accept my apologies. I only wanted to show respect to your language and heritage.”

“Respect,” said Sarusa, “would be you declining to sully our home with orc feet.”

Blunt and to the point. Kozog couldn’t argue the truth in her words. “Given,” he said. “And I wish to apologise. Orcs and elves are, traditionally, not friends; the begrudging tolerance you have given me far outstrips the welcome my companion, Brea Fleethand, would have received at any of the orcish encampments in The Endless Wastes.”

“Your humility is well received,” said Sarusa, “but kind words are insufficient to excuse you.”

“Forgive me,” said Kozog, dipping his head again. She looked so young—the human equivalent of a woman in her thirties. “But may I ask; Lady Sarusa, how did you come to be both the lead ranger of a war band, and also sit on the council of elders?”

She paused, considering her answer, as though trying to explain a complex mathematical concept to a child. “Out there I am a ranger. In this room, I am an elder. Such are the ways of elves.”

“That is sufficient for my understanding,” said Kozog.

“Then to the matter of your intrusion,” said Sarusa. “And the method by which you will make restitution for your intrusion.”

That was more than fair. “I am prepared to answer any question you have,” said Kozog, “as well as formally apologise in whatever method you deem appropriate. But given the circumstances of my arrival, I feel—”

“Your feelings are sadly irrelevant here,” said Sarusa.

A brief silence. Kozog waited patiently.

“Tell us,” said Sarusa, “how do you feel about your homeland?”

“Truthfully, I have seen the back of Valamar. I do not anticipate returning for some time.”

“And why is that?”

Kozog, failing to see any reason why the truth would harm anyone, gathered his thoughts and then spoke. “It began in the Freelands,” he said. “I was in Valamar, working as—”

“We know of the az’shelas,” said Sarusa.

The mere mention of it made his chest burn ever so slightly. Although the demon was long gone, the memory conjured a physical response.

“So that is your concern,” said Kozog. “You wish to know if I am still infected.”

“Demons,” said Sarusa, her tone edged with danger, “are not permitted in Elfholme under any circumstances. If you are found to be infected, you will be…dealt with.”

“It has left me,” said Kozog, and cautiously moved to unbutton his robes, exposing the bandages swathing his bare chest. He carefully unwound them, working slowly and carefully, until the injury was revealed. Green and bloody, but already healing.

“It is impressive,” said the unnamed elf in the centre chair, “that one could survive such a grievous injury…let alone walk around unhindered by it.”

“Orcs are different,” was all Kozog could say.

The three elves exchanged a series of looks, saying nothing. Kozog expected some kind of magical communication was going on between the three of them; a conversation he was not privy to.

“Mister Kozog of the House of Locke,” said Sarusa. “Our decision is that you are likely clear of az’shelas infection: but to be sure, we will perform el’alim; a ritual of cleansing. Tonight, after feasting.”

That didn’t sound too bad. “What does this ritual entail?”

Sarusa steepled her fingers. “Consult with the Lady Fleethand. She will give you all that is required.” She lowered her hands. “This meeting is concluded. Pending the completion of the ritual…I offer you a provisional welcome to Elfholme, Mister Locke.”

Kozog could not shake the feeling that he had done nothing to actually earn that welcome, but he slowly re-bandaged himself, re-buttoned his robes, and then bowed low in acceptance.

“Thank you, wise elders,” he said, and then made his way to the door.
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Twilight finally gave way to evening as Kozog wandered down the side of Elfholme, bathing the tree in beautiful hues of blue. A million stars came out, visible through the occasional gap in the tree’s bark, some kind of enchantment that allowed the tiny pinpricks of light in; the inside was substantially no different from the outside.

Elfholme wanted the starlight inside its dwellings. What was the point of even building them then?

Drawing more curious stares, Kozog made his way through the sea of elves—they parted, mostly in caution and fear, to let him through—toward Curath’s dwelling. It, like all the houses of Elfholme, was carved into, or possibly grown out of, the tree itself. It was bulbous, like a wart growing on skin. Everything was round. Round door, round windows, round bottles on the window sills; not a single edge was straight, as though the architect and their magic took a certain pride in everything being…wrong. Chaotic. Curath stood out the front, clearly waiting for him.

The whole idea sent a chill down his spine. Why would anyone choose this life? How could such intrinsic wrongness, wrongness so deep and pervasive that it seeped into the very architecture of their homes, cause happiness?

Was there that much happiness to be found in order after all?

My, that was a heretical thought indeed. Perhaps this place was getting to him. Perhaps it was all the elves and their magic; it tended to seep into its surroundings, and he was inside the very heart of a colossal tree.

Maybe it wasn’t anything at all.

A dangerous line of thought not worth pursuing. Kozog bought up the Litany of Taxation in his mind, one of his favourites, and then stepped up toward Curath.

“Good evening,” said Kozog.

“Evening Mister Kozog,” said Curath, a wide smile forming on his face. “Brea and the others are dressing in preparation for the feast. You’re just in time.”

A meal with Brea and her family. He was not prepared for this.

Nothing could prepare him for this.

His chest hurt and not because of his wound. “Thank you,” he said, managing a smile. “But I’m not hungry.”

“Brea would want it,” he said.

“I don’t know what she wants,” Kozog grumbled. “Nobody does.”

“A man who doesn’t know what a woman wants.” Brea’s grandfather positively beamed, as though enjoying some private joke he was not privy to. “How unique. You should inform the sages, they might want to study you.”

“Unlikely,” said Kozog. “I am not extraordinary.”

Curath inclined his head. “Well, I can see that. Extraordinary people become liches and dragons, or both, and have their names etched in every part of history.” He clicked his tongue. “Ordinary people come to dinner.” And then, with surprising grace, Brea’s grandfather slid through the door and into the house.

Kozog waited. His eyes wandered to the starlit inside of the tree; a million tiny pinpricks of light, white and blue, twinkling faintly in the gloom like the eyes of far away cats. Every puff of wind blew tiny clouds across the surface, providing an ever changing, ever chaotic symphony of light hundreds of feet across and visible from the entire settlement.

Eventually, he was forced to concede to himself, it was quite beautiful.

The door to the house opened. Expecting Curath, Kozog instead found himself facing Brea.

Gone was her adventuring gear, the smell and grime of the road and her sea-soaked, dirty clothes. She was wearing a  green dress with a nature motif comprised of strips of cloth, each resembling a tiny green leaf, laid over a dark green bodice with gold-tinted leaf veins. Starlight shone in from above, highlighting her every part. Bringing out the most subtle of details.

“Hey,” he said, taking in the gorgeous dress. Suddenly  the starlight above seemed entirely plain.

“Well?” Brea prompted. “It’s lovely, isn’t it?”

It was certainly…leafy. But Kozog wasn’t quite prepared to risk pretending he’d misheard. Elven fashions were strange—where was the black and red? Such colours were bold, righteous and uncompromising. Valamarian fashion would have been like a breath of home in this strange forest, as full of aloof elves as it was bare of any trace of sensible civilisation. 

Comments to the effect of everyone looks better when they’re wearing the colours of Tyranus, however, would not be received well at all. He knew that much at least—not a revelation he was likely to forget any time soon. What, exactly, did Brea hoped to gain from his opinion then? Perhaps she was simply checking she was avoiding a faux pas.

That must have been it. When one overcame the regrettable lack of Valamarian style, it was certainly unlikely to cause some kind of sartorial disaster. The truth dawned with palpable strength.

She was stunning, even more so than usual.

Elves were strange, though, and their social standards were different, to say the least. He frowned, tried to approach the problem from a knife-eared angle.

“It’s a very nice green,” he said. “Just like the cap you used to wear. And it looks good. Um, very plant-like. Like a tree.”

If there was one thing he’d learned in Elfholme, it was that elves really did possess a strange, abiding love for trees. 

Brea was silent. In fact, Brea was silent for quite some time. There had been a flash of something, too fast for even he to identify, at his words. Perhaps he shouldn’t have mentioned the cap—it had always seemed important. 

She smiled, though it was a bit testy around the edges. Oops.

“Well then,” she said, gesturing expansively, “Seeing as you’re returned to your full broccoli-faced glory, I’d say we’re a matching pair.”

That had been uncalled-for. “I meant it as a compliment.”

She frowned.

“So did I.”

“You meant full broccoli-faced glory as a compliment?”

“When you put it like that…” Brea ran her hand through the end of her braid. “But yes, it is a compliment. It’s a big elven thing; one compares an admirable characteristic to verdant life—life that lasts far longer than the fleeting span of most younger races—to show appreciation, and a wish that the recipient have a long and peaceful life. Recently, the use of useful, practical, sustenance-giving plants has become preferred; hence, broccoli-face, though crudely rendered in the common tongue, is high praise among elvenkind.”

Was it just the glibness spell at work, or did she actually believe it? Kozog couldn’t tell, a fact that alarmed him. That would have to be dealt with later. For now, he assumed sincerity.

Which was…unexpected. He’d always taken the term to be a slur. Well, Tyranus taught something new every day, especially around a bard. It could definitely prove useful during the ritual.

Wait, did that mean...

“So…you were complimenting me, just now, and back when we were breaking into my mother’s house?”

Brea coloured slightly. Shrugged.

“I didn’t mean it as an insult.”

Awkward silence. Kozog didn’t know what to say, and Brea—too graceful and beautiful to seem to want to engage in any of their usual banter, simply pushed open the door.

“Come in,” she said, and he did.

The inside was a homely mirror of the outside. The walls were curved, bent and twisted to his eyes, uneven and with no symmetry. It was all one room, a hollow space with a low ceiling covered in fluorescent, magical lights that flickered a distracting array of different colours. How someone could stand it was a mystery. A dozen hammocks were folded at one end of the room.

More pressingly, though, was the centre of the room; a round table loaded with food and surrounded by people. Dozens of them. People seated. People with plates full of food. People including Brea and people who were related by blood to Brea. So many elves.

No, he wasn’t ready. Kozog gave Brea his best I screwed up and I’m sorry smile. “I’ll, uh, eat alone if that’s agreeable to you…”

“Nonsense,” said Curath, pushing back his seat with a low groan, and standing. He gestured to the single spare seat—the one placed, he noted, next to Brea—and Kozog knew there was no escape. “You’re still healing, and healing takes energy. Food. Hearty elven stuff.”

Elven cuisine. A mystery he would prefer to unravel in more controlled circumstances. Valamarian dining rituals took almost a year for most children to learn; but the elves seemed…much less rigid, much less correct in their application of everything. Confident, he sat, neatly folding his hands into his lap.

Besides. It was pointless to argue with him. Her. Any of them.

“Hey,” said Brea, leaning over and giving him a gentle nudge in the side with her elbow. “You never mentioned. How was it?”

“The interview with the council?” Kozog grimaced. “They didn’t execute me.”

“I can see that.”

“They let me stay, actually.”

“I can see that too.”

Curath slid a silver tray in front of him, laden with flowers woven into an intricate wreath. It was beautiful, in a way, and Kozog admired the craftsmanship as much as he, somewhat dejectedly, imagined the taste. Who in the sweet hells ever ate flowers? And why didn’t they use proper plates?

“Let us reflect,” said Curath, closing his old eyes, pressing his fingers together and resting his temple on them. Brea, to his side, did the same. “On that which is before us.”

He was thankful for a lot of things. Thankful for being alive. Thankful for not being a goat. Thankful that Brea was here, also alive, and also not a goat.

That was about it really. Everything else in his life was a pass; it had either always been so, or would continue to be so for the foreseeable future, so who could really speak of it? It was as the sky and the ground; immutable, unchanging. Nobody thanked the bricks of their house for holding up the roof; nobody thanked the ground for not swallowing them whole. His gratitude was entirely practical.

Brea and Curath seemed to have more on the mind, remaining with their thoughts. So did the rest of the elves. Kozog did not want to be rude and refuse their hospitality, so rather than sit awkwardly with an empty mind, he picked up the wreath of flowers, broke off a large piece, and popped it in his mouth.

Crunch, crunch, crunch. It was as he suspected—dry and tasteless. Of course elves would like it.

He swallowed, pushing the thick plant stems past his throat and down into his belly. He tried his best to keep his expression neutral, banishing the disgust with all the discipline he could offer. The rest of the flowers were similarly dispatched.

All the elves opened their eyes at once, including Brea and Curath. Kozog delicately pushed a last, thick stem into his mouth, chewing as quietly as he could.

Brea was staring.

Everyone was staring.

She reached over, hooked her pinkie finger over his tusk. “Excuse us,” she said to the table, the most polite and sincere smile on her face.

“Ow,” said Kozog as Brea roughly dragged him out of his seat and out the main door.

“What in the hells are you playing at?” she hissed, her eyes on his leaf-splattered lips.

“Curath gave me flowers,” said Kozog, rubbing his tusk.

Her eyes went as wide as saucers. “So you ate them?”

“I thought they were food!” Kozog threw his hands in the air. “Feeding people flowers seemed like the kind of thing elves would do!”

“They were a peace offering! You were supposed to meditate on the sacrifice our ancestors have made for our happiness, and quietly reflect on that which matters to you the most. Not stuff your stupid green face with them!”

“Well, I was hungry. That’s what matters to me most.”

“Go to the Abyss, Kozog.”

Kozog’s elven lessons paid off. His eyes widened. “But Brea, that’s a compliment in elven!”

“Go. To. The. Abyss. We’re not speaking elven right now, are we? Urgh…” Brea stomped her foot. “You—what—Gah! Orcs!”

“Hey,” said Kozog, straightening his back. “At least with orcs, if you want someone to go to the abyss, you just say so. What you see is what you get. No games, no silly flowers on trays or strange customs. No pretences.”

“Strange words coming from you, Mister Kozog of the House of Locke, a city-raised lawyer who’s never set foot in an orc settlement his whole life. All of Valamar is based on pretences and so are you.”

That was true. Kozog had no argument to counter that.

“Sorry,” said Brea, taking a breath and closing her eyes. “I didn’t mean that.”

“It was accurate.”

Brea shook her head. “That doesn’t mean I meant to say it.”

The conversation seemed strange to him. The truth, no matter how uncomfortable, no matter how raw and painful, was a virtue in Valamarian society. To disguise it was the greater evil.

“So what now?” asked Kozog.

“Let’s…” Brea took a low, long breath. “Let’s just enjoy dinner. I’ll explain to the guests that it was a side effect of your prolonged goatification, and I’ll try and smooth things over with everyone. I’m sure they’ll understand. Eventually.”

“Okay,” said Kozog.

“Just try not to eat anything weird,” said Brea.

“Okay.”

“And,” said Brea, managing just a cheeky nod to his hand. “I’m glad you got your ring back.”

“Okay,” said Kozog.

They took their seats. Brea immediately turned on her winning smile—Kozog did his best to join in—and after a short, energetic discussion in elven, trays full of food were bought out.

Actual food. A roasted pile of vegetables, coated with some kind of minty smelling sauce. Kozog stared at it until the others started to eat, and then he tucked in.

It was actually quite good. Mead was provided, overly sweet for his taste but palatable. He drank modestly, but noticed Brea’s mug being refilled at least once.

Second course was soup. Again, all vegetables. Once again Kozog ate cautiously. Once again Brea drank judiciously, muttering something foul under her breath.

There was a break between meals where, somewhat spontaneously, conversation sprung up. It was mostly in elven, and what few snatches of dialogue he could understand were terribly boring. Trees. Plants. Starlight.

“So Mister Kozog,” said Curath, finally turning the table’s attention toward him, just as Kozog expected it eventually might. “Brea tells me you’re from Valamar.”

The very mention of his home town caused more alcohol to vanish down Brea’s throat. Kozog cleared his, and nodded.

“That is correct,” he said.

“Hells of a place,” said Curath, smiling crookedly. “Can’t even tell a decent lie there, or they clap you in irons.”

Relief. This was a discussion Kozog actually contribute to. “Not true,” he said. “The truth spells tend to only be erected within the court buildings, official places of worship, or other important sites; although the city’s magicians do sometimes place them randomly to help enforce order.”

“Hah.” Curath clapped approvingly. “Perhaps that’s because the most experience I’ve had with them was the courts!”

Brea drank more. Kozog tried to steer the conversation back toward something that didn’t drive her to alcoholism. “Even within the courts,” said Kozog, “it is possible to be duplicitous. One must employ what we call a Valamarian lie. Something like... I haven’t killed anyone in six days. Now, obviously, I haven’t killed anyone for much longer than that, but my phrasing doesn’t make the sentence not true. Instead, it merely implies that, outside the specified boundaries, the words aren’t true when in fact they are. That’s the secret to beating that kind of magic; misdirect the questioner by implying things that lead them down an irrelevant tangent until the duration ends.”

“Fascinating,” said Curath, sipping at his drink. “Do you miss them, here in Elfholme?”

Time for a tactful answer. “I don’t think Elfholme’s in our jurisdiction,” said Kozog.

“I’ll juris-your-diction,” slurred Brea.

Curath laughed. For a moment, Kozog thought disaster averted, and then Brea put down her mug.

“Hey Kozog.”

“Yes?”

“Back in the court…why didn’t you warn me about the truth spell? You must have known I wouldn’t have liked it.”

That was a good question. Kozog searched for a diplomatic answer. “I was slowly dying,” he said. “It hurt a lot and I may not have thought of everything.”

Brea seemed to accept that, the admission of weakness seeming to mollify her, but Curath’s eyes—brown, so unlike Brea’s bright green—remained fixed on him.

“You know,” said Curath, “you don’t always need a truth spell to know when someone’s lying.”

An uncomfortable silence.

“If you’d known,” said Kozog, carefully avoiding looking her in the eyes, “it might have…ruined my plan.”

Brea burped loudly. “Plan?”

“Right at the end,” said Kozog. “Right when we had no other options left—”

“You had one,” said Brea. “That’s why we went back in there, and then the demon burst out, and you got yourself all goat-ified…”

“The plan was to confess to everything.” Kozog absently pushed around parsley in his empty bowl. “To tell the judge I was acting alone—using those Valamarian lies I told you about—and get him to convict me instead, so…you’d go free.”

Brea jabbed him in the side with her fork.

“Hey!” Kozog yelped and rubbed his bruised skin. “What was that for?”

“For being an idiot!” She poked him again. “What would I do if you got yourself thrown into one of those horrible jails, huh?” Poke, poke. “Selfish goat!”

“I wasn’t being—” Kozog stared. “I was doing it for you!”

“Did you even consider how that’d make me feel?” She menaced him with her sharp pronged instrument. “You nearly died of demon-chest-explosion because you were too stupid and prideful to ask me for help! Could you imagine if it’d killed you?”

Kozog snatched up his own and they engaged in a distinctly childlike duel. “It didn’t.”

Brea waved her fork, looking for an opening. “It could have!” She lunged.

He parried her fork with his own. “You didn’t give me much choice—I didn’t ask you to show up in my courtroom in chains!”

Brea feinted and then jabbed him in the knee. “I didn’t exactly have much choice either!” Then she stopped, her ears perking up once more. “So Kozog,” she said, her voice changing and becoming almost sultry. “You admit that choice is important to you. But isn’t choice the very essence of freedom? That’s not a very Tyrantian thing to want.”

“You’ve had too much to drink,” said Kozog, slowly putting down his fork.

“Nyaww,” said Brea, casually bending and releasing one of the prongs. “I was enjoying forking you.”

“It hurt,” said Kozog.

Brea’s smile became distinctly cat-like. “It doesn’t have to.”

Curath chuckled. “Honestly, I feel Brea’s outmatched you this time, friend.”

It was true enough. But he’d been surprised. “Yes, well, a saying my people have: The devil always wins in the end.”

Brea blew a raspberry at him, long and wet. “You know,” she said, slurring her words slightly as she spoke, “if Vaarden’s attempt to break the enchantment on you had backfired and he had absorbed the magic, we could call him Baaar-den.”

“That would be funny,” Kozog admitted.

Brea’s eyes widened. “You…understand humour!” She put her hand over her chest. “I might faint.”

“I know how to laugh,” said Kozog. “Just not cry. Tyrantians don’t cry. Struggles come to us and we overcome them; we succeed or we die. We survived, so we succeeded.”

“Boring,” said Brea.

“Laughter and tears are the same,” said Curath. “One does not cry because they are weak, they cry because they have been strong for too long. You cannot have joy without suffering. Nor pride without shame.”

“We believe differently,” said Kozog. “Negative emotions are, well, negative. Not to be encouraged.”

Curath raised a curious eyebrow. “How do they enforce that?”

“Fines,” said Kozog. “The expression of negative emotions can be covered by a fine. Some copper. Nothing serious.”

Brea looked half amused, half horrified. “They actually fine you for being sad?”

“Of course,” said Kozog. “Seeing justice done perks us right up.”

“And what if you don’t pay?”

“Well,” he said, feeling for a moment as though he were explaining an extremely simple concept to a small child, “you’re summoned to court to answer for your misdeeds.”

“They take you to court for tiny fines?”

“Of course. No injustice is too small.”

“What if they don’t catch you? It isn’t written off after a time?”

“No. Why would it be?”

The question seemed to completely flummox her. The mead she’d imbibed certainly didn’t help. It was then he noticed that all the other elves at the table had not joined in the conversation and were sitting, observing, their faces a wall of stony judgement.

“Here,” said Curath, “let me take your plate.”
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Kozog, unable to stand the stares of the elves, followed Curath out of the home, to the rear food preparation area.

“You’re doing well,” Curath said, casually sliding the plates into a large tub of water. “They’re impressed.”

“Charitable,” said Kozog. “Overly so. They hate me.”

“They don’t know you,” he said. “Not yet.”

That was true enough. “So,” said Kozog. “What horrible series of blunders do I have to stumble through next?”

Curath considered. “The elves will want to change for the ritual. That includes Brea and, oddly enough, me too. They consider me one of them, sort of.” He waved a wrinkled hand. “It’s complicated.”

They had to change again? Brea seemed so at home in her leafy dress that he didn’t want to deprive her of it. “I can understand,” he said, to both.

“Not sure you do, Kozog of the House of Locke,” said Curath, smiling with one side of his mouth, just like he’d seen Brea do sometimes.

“I’m not sure I can,” Kozog clarified. “But I’m trying.”

Curath stretched his back, popping it quietly. “Just wait here with the dishes,” he said. “Brea will come fill you in on what to do next.”

“What will you do?” asked Kozog.

“Go eat dessert, of course,” said Curath, disappearing back into the house.

Time passed—a few moments, longer, he could not truly say—and then the door opened and Brea emerged. Her hair was slightly out of place, her face flushed. The mead clearly agreed with her a little too much, but her big, goofy smile was infectious. She was carrying a big bundle of cloth strips.

“Ready for the ritual?” she said, stumbling up to him, kicking her toe on the door frame. She didn’t seem to notice. 

“Anything to get away from the dinner,” said Kozog. “What do I do?”

Brea dumped the whole lot down on the ground. “Wrap yourself up in them,” she said. “Like a big ole’ bug in a cocoon. The idea is…” She put her hand over her mouth for a moment. “The idea is, you get reborn. Like a butterfly.”

“Like…a butterfly,” said Kozog.

“Yuuuup.”

Arguing with her was pointless. Kozog bent over and picked up the cloth, putting it to his side.

“Oh wait.” Brea snapped her fingers. “You’re doing it wrong.”

“Wrong?” He did not want to offend her family any further. “How do you mean?”

“You gotta be naked under the cloth.” Brea grabbed his shoulders and shook. “Completely naked. Starkers. It’s a…an elf thing. Complete rebirth. Shedding of the sk—” she burped. “Shedding of the skin or…something. But you gotta be naked. So strip down.”

“Why didn’t you tell me that before?”

Brea smiled crookedly and held up an empty bottle, giving it a little shake. Where had she kept that thing?

“Everyone will be naked?” he asked. “Even you?”

 “‘Course.” Brea tilted her head. “Is that a problem?”

“No, but…everyone? Your grandfather?”

“Of course!” Spittle flew from her lips as she talked. “It’s not a sexual thing, Kozog. Ko—ooozog.”

“Of course not, no, no.”

“Do it, do it, do it, do it.”

With little option, Kozog stripped off out of his robes and began the slow process of winding the cloth around his body. Brea watched eagerly, a proud smile on her face as the last bit of cloth covered his head. Then he could see nothing.

Brea laid him down on the ground, thumping his head as she did so. He said nothing. It wasn’t her fault.

He lay there for a time, and then he was being carried. Almost certainly the bunch of silent elves who had been with them at dinner. They carried him smoothly and with barely a bump, and then set him down.

Singing. Lots of singing. So much singing that he thought, for some time, that he’d been forgotten. Not that escaping the tightly wound bindings would be possible—it was difficult enough to breathe, let alone move in any way—so without any other option he waited.

Finally, delicate elven hands began to unwind his wrappings. They started with his feet, working their way up, hesitating as they reached his waist.

The music and singing died down.

Further and further up the wrappings were unwound. Something was wrong.

Murmurings and confused whispers.

Then his eyes were unwrapped.

Everyone was wearing their clothes. The elves with their fine robes, Curath with his fancy leathers and boots.

And in the background, Brea in her green leaf dress, drunkenly cackling like a hyena.

Elves. Just why.


























CHAPTER V










Brea




WORTH IT.

THE ELFHOLMERS WERE mad. Even Curath was angry; he berated her, then all the elders took their turns, including Sarusa, which was particularly annoying. Brea doubted she’d be invited to any more el’alim rituals, but most of the Elfholmers had bought her excuse; too much mead and a joke between friends.

And Kozog’s face. His big, green, shocked, broccoli-like face. Terrified he’d done something horrible. Stammering over apology over apology.

 So worth it. It’s not like the elves really cared about seeing someone naked anyway.

When some clothes had been found, the el’alim proceeded as one might expect. The bards played, the stars shone, and the libations were freely flowing. Brea didn’t drink too much more, feeling already quite heavy in her gut, although she managed to get quite a few drinks past Kozog’s stubborn lips.

Once he had a few drinks in him, he too lightened up a bit. It wasn’t possible that he could see the humour in it all—she doubted very much that he ever would in his life—but at least he seemed to not be angry with her, which was all she could really ask for.

The moon rose over Elfholme and, as the music swelled, Brea danced.

Her confinement on the tiny boat had been too much. Her feet ached for freedom—to move and to swing and tap and exult the night. This was the pure elf in her shining through and Brea, for the first time since the Liang incident of which they did not speak, relished it.

For the first time in a long time she felt at home.

The dance became communal, as these kinds of things tended to. Elves carried themselves to the music. There were no rules about how a dance went, simply that it should go, be as free as possible.

At first with Curath, and then with several strangers, she went where her feet took her.

Then, far too quickly and with terrifying predictably, they took her to Kozog.

“Come on,” she said, taking his hand.

Kozog’s reluctance was palpable. His eyes flicked left, then right, at the gaggle of elves.

She wouldn’t accept no for an answer. Tugging firmly, Brea pulled him into the circle of elves. The music reached a crescendo, a roaring, thumping, beating affirmation of life; violins played, feet tapped and voices raised to carry the tune as far as it could go.

And Kozog, bless his green heart, actually danced fairly well. Overly stiff and formal, and with far too regimented a gait, but he did.

Orcs. Just why.

Somehow this didn’t surprise her as much as it might have. Valamar was famous for its gala balls; Kozog was raised in high society despite his linage. It would have been expected of him to partake.

Still, it surprised the other elves at least, and that was good.

More drinks followed. Laughing. Laughing about laughing too much. Laughing about drinking. Everything got fuzzy; that happy kind of fuzz where nobody cared about the future, or what might happen tomorrow. Drathari could crack apart and throw them all into the great void but at that particular moment Brea was happy.

The party wound down as these things tended to do. Sore feet and full bellies lead to elves slipping away in ones and twos over the course of the evening. The music became quiet. Muted. Somber.

She didn’t want to be somber. Brea dragged Kozog away from the festival grounds, and strangely enough he seemed happy enough to go. They walked arm in arm, half leaning on each other for support, half stumbling and staggering awkwardly, and soon Curath’s house loomed out of the foggy mead-haze that was her world.

“We have hammocks, right?” said Kozog, his fine Valamarian diction eroded by elven alcohol. It made him sound cute; like a deep-voiced child pretending to be a grown-up.

“Yup,” said Brea. She pulled open the door. The house was dark and it was difficult to see. Everything was bathed in a faint blue. Her grandfather—bless his frustratingly confusing heart—had already packed away the large table and strung up the hammocks.

Conspicuously, to one side, was an area walled off by sheets nestled in the darkest part of the room. “Everyone sleeps…” She let out a loud, distinctly human burp as she peeled back the cloth. A small-ish bed, big enough for two, with two pillows. Private. Set aside for the others. Out of sight, if nothing else.

Even in her drunken haze she knew who Curath had intended it for.

“Everyone sleeps together,” said Brea.

“Sounds fun,” said Kozog.

That…was not the response she had expected. The sheet fell out of her hands.

Fun?

Did Kozog even understand the very concept of fun?

“For you,” he added, stealing away any possibility of personal growth or development or… anything. “You know. Like you like to do… of an evening.”

“Brea has needs,” said Brea, echoing his common refrain. “Yeah, I know.”

His eyes turned to the faux-starlight shining in through the roof of Elfholme. “I suppose,” Kozog said, “this is where we part ways. You go off and do your thing, and I do mine.”

“Usually is,” said Brea.

“Did you,” said Kozog, the tiniest little crack forming in his normally iron voice, “enjoy the dance?”

“Yes,” she said.

“And did you find a partner for your…nocturnal activities?” Kozog’s tongue ran over his tusk, as though sampling some spilled drink. “Sarusa had her eye on you—most everyone did…everyone except for Vaarden, I think. The male, the tall one with the blonde hair, he was—”

“I don’t want the tall one,” said Brea. “I don’t want Sarusa, and I especially do not want Vaarden, the abyss take me, or any of them.” She drank in the starlight, her hand finding his. “I’ve already found my match for tonight.”

Kozog said nothing. Blessedly. Any word out of his mouth would have made it worse—risked ruining this perfect, happy moment.

She peeled back the sheet and, using only the tips of her fingers, pushed him back onto the bed. He fell easily—far too easily—and she crawled on top of him, hair spilling down all around his face, framing it in a wall of chestnut.

He was so green.

So handsome.

So perfect.

Brea kissed him, hands gripping him as his gripped hers. Kozog kissed her back. She felt fingers sliding into the leaves of her dress, peeling them back. Strong orc hands.

She’d wanted this for so long that she, almost, regretted that she had drunk so much; she wanted the sensations to be clear and sharp and lasting, not drowned in the fog of finely crafted elven beverages. This was something to be savoured, remembered, enjoyed.

Brea remembered it all, and it was everything she thought it could be and more.
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Sweat.

Her whole body was caked in sweat; glistening and slick and sticky, her breathing laboured gasping, heedless of the hearing of others. Her skin rippled in gooseflesh, pleasurable sparks tingling at the base of her spine, even now, so long after the act.

Brea had never, ever experienced anything quite like this before. So raw. So satisfying. Everything fed on itself; she was allowed to lead when she wanted to lead, but Kozog needed no instruction. Pure instinct for the pair of them. Everything had gone…way, way too well.

Was it the mead?

Was it Elfholme, and her connection to her elven half?

Was it…

“Did I do something wrong?” asked Kozog, a distinctly quiet, almost frightened, edge to his tone. The first words either of them had said since they started.

“Oh…no.” Of this she was certain; there had been nothing wrong with what had happened. “Not at all.” She squirmed back over to him, draping her hand on his chest. Already the wound there had closed; a green splotch, lighter in shade than the rest, marked the wound site. It would have taken a human five days to reach this point, an elf two weeks. Orcish stamina had clearly played some part. “Not. At. All.”

“Okay,” said Kozog. His hand gave her a warm squeeze—it was the perfect mix of confidence and hesitation, strength and inexperience. “I was thinking about it. I’ve sometimes, in the field, heard you during your little sessions, and you’ve never been this loud before, so I wasn’t sure that I—”

“Just shh,” she said. “When you make with the words it makes everything not so good.”

So they were silent for a time and, eventually, Brea’s breathing returned to normal. Every so often another little pleasurable tingle would start and she basked in them.

Never finished like that. Lots of times, yes, but…not like that.

“Kozog,” she said, gently leaning in and kissing his cheek. “You did good.”

“Thanks,” he said, smiling tuskily.

“I’m looking forward,” she said, curling her toes around his, “to doing this more in the future. A lot more.”

“That does sound agreeable,” said Kozog, “I didn’t anticipate it to be so enjoyable.”

She smiled, nosing at his shoulder. “Aww, haven’t had sex with a half-elf before?”

“Not with anyone.” The words came not as a confession, but as a simple statement of fact. There was no guilt. “It was…better than I had hoped.”

“’Course it was better,” said Brea. “It’s me.” She had feeling she’d be less than impressed with her own cockiness—hah!—later, but that was a problem of tomorrow morning’s Brea. Besides. It was true.

“Although,” said Kozog, “it would be good if we can figure out a way to make it more normal for you.”

Her eyes half lidded. “Screw normal,” she said, half sleepily, a subtle wave of tiredness creeping over her. “We’re not changing anything. You just keep doing your thing, and I’ll keep having the happy-shouty-fun time feelings.”

“The cause could be emotional,” said Kozog, locking eyes with her, amber glowing in the very faintest wisps of starlight. “Do you love me?”

Why. Why that question, a hammer blow to her heart, stirring up the swirling dust storm that was her greatest fear.

Everything good about that moment evaporated in the face of four words.

Some people feared heights. The dark. Spiders. Not Brea. Her fear was less tangible: not that she would fall in love, she had done that before, nor that her devotion would not be returned. Instead, she feared that she would fall in love with someone who loved her and everything would be wonderful.

And she’d be stuck there, in the same place, with the same lover, the same experience every day until the end of time.

Caged.

She’d end up praying for them to hate her, for no reason other than their affection would be as iron bars. She’d plead for them to change, a possibility made all the more alluring due to its likelihood; people fell out of love for the same reasons they fell into it and the change was all a matter of perspective. Would Kozog’s endearing stubbornness, leading to their endless banter and games, one day become a frustrating unwillingness to compromise? Would his one-track mind become immaturity? His legal leanings a pointless waste of time?

And the same would turn and sting her too. In his eyes her spontaneousness would become recklessness, her free nature, unreliability. Her passion, madness. Nothing could be worse for her than wanting to become ugly to someone who once looked at her and saw everything.

What kind of broken monster would actually desire such a thing?

Kozog lay there, eyes on her, waiting for her answer.

She had to tell him something.

She should risk it and spill her heart.

No, she should hold it close and protect herself.

Decision made. Truth. No going back now.

But it was easier to lie. Safer. Decision re-made.

No. In the end, it would be easier to tell the truth.

Or keep it safe. Lie.

Truth.

Lie.

“Brea?” asked Kozog.

He needed an answer. He deserved an answer. I don’t know would not suffice; that was as good as lying. When the words came, they sort of tumbled out, caught half way between decisions. Between the fiction and fabrication.

“No.”

She held his gaze. His stern gaze matched hers, trying to pierce her, pry open her words and see if there were shielded by lies. To find the truth.

That sternness became wounded, slowly, like the colour draining out of a dying man.

He believed what she’d said.

Because of the glibness.

Kozog sat up, sliding out of bed. He pulled on his robes, folding them around himself. He didn’t look at her.

Brea wanted to say something. Anything. Apologize. Call him names. Do silly things. Argue. Scream. Shout. Whatever it took to take back what she’d said and say something else instead.

Nothing came out.

Kozog slipped the ring off his finger—the ring he had swallowed as a goat. He went to put it down on the very end of their borrowed, sweat-stained bed, but then, without a word, put it back on, pulled back the wall of sheets and left.

And for a moment, Brea was glad he was gone.

She didn’t want him to see her cry.
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The dawn was especially cold.

Brea didn’t want to wake up. To do so would acknowledge that the events of the past night were real. She wanted to believe that Kozog was there, sleeping beside her, or at least resting nearby. She wanted to believe that she hadn’t screwed everything up. She wanted to hope, against all reason, that there would be some kind of demon incursion and, in the heat of battle right when she needed him, Kozog would come back to her.

That’s how it always happened in the stories.

Not today. Just the cold light of dawn, a pounding hangover, and an inescapable feeling of disappointment.

Every noise around her was ignored. The trample of footsteps out in the main bazaar. The shouts of the watch. The opening of the door.

“Lady Brea?” Sarusa strode into Curath’s house. “Are you here?”

Brea pulled the blankets over her head. “No.”

Humourless, Sarusa strode over and pulled back her feeble protection. “You are needed at once.”

So there was some deliverance at all. “Tell him that I’m sorry,” she said, folding her arm over her eyes to ward out the growing sun. “I’m sorry and I’m stupid, and it’s not his fault.”

“I don’t need your words,” said Sarusa, her tone even. “I need your blades.”

“I’m hung over,” groaned Brea. “Can’t you just let me die peacefully?”

Sarusa stepped over to her bed, and held out her hand. “As peacefully as your friend?”

Kozog’s ring. Splattered in blood.

“What did you do?” hissed Brea, the throbbing pain in her head smothered by anger. “Where did you get this?”

“Out of the city,” said Sarusa.

Brea slid out of bed, snatching up the thing. Platinum. Rubies. The very faintest lingering trace of his scent, hanging on to the metal. Just as she remembered it, with one addition.

A splattering of blood on the inside.

“Sentries spotted fire in the night,” said Sarusa. Brea noticed, for the first time, that Sarusa’s other hand held a backpack, wrapped and bundled for shipping. Her backpack. From Valamar. “A flash of red light. Howls of Babaus. The demons were slaughtered, eventually, but…there was no sign of your friend, save that. And the blood.”

“Take me there,” she said, tearing the sheet off the ceiling and wrapping it around herself.
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Brea had to admit that it was a lot of blood.

Nearly a mile out of Elfholme, a scorched, blackened circle stood as mute testament to the battle that had taken place. Stacked in a neat pile were scraps of cloth, broken arrow shafts, and a discarded, filthy glaive. Curath was already there and he had done done good work; she couldn’t imagine he’d missed anything. With no small amount of satisfaction, Brea noted that many of the items were stained with the inky fluid demons were made of; the black gunk was splattered all over the burned area.

But there was a lot of humanoid blood, too. Far too much. Kozog was tough. She’d seen it first hand. He’d survive it.

Probably.

“What caused the fire?” she asked Curath.

“The sentries bombarded the area with fireballs, once the nature of the threat became known.”

“Fireballs against demons?”

He chuckled grimly. “Rarely does Elfholme have their best and brightest stand sentry duty when the drink is freely flowing.”

She ground her teeth. “I’m the idealistic one, dammit,” she said, speaking to the bloodstained grass. “You’re the pragmatic one. Why in the hells did you do this to me, you dumb green arse?”

Curath gave her a moment, and then spoke. “You must be thinking the same thing I’m thinking,” he said. “It was demons.”

“It was demons,” echoed Brea.

“Demons don’t often take prisoners,” said Curath. “It’s very rare.”

“Very rare,” she echoed.

More silence.

“But…” Curath extended his hands, pulling back his fingers and cracking each of them, one by one. “There’s no body. There’s no body and you know what that means.”

“I know what that means,” said Brea.

It meant that whatever dark fingers had reached underneath Kozog’s family manor, whatever foulness had influence her trial, had followed them here.

They’d taken him to the black pit the demons called a home. Elves called it the Everchanging Torment, halflings spoke of it as The Dark Place, and pump-kin said it was The Hole…but all knew it by its name in the common tongue.

The Abyss.

“You’re thinking of going in after him, aren’t you?” asked Curath.

Something about the way he phrased it weakened her. Kozog was in. The. Abyss. Needing rescuing. And it was her fault. The guilt started to eat its way into her mind, but she pushed it aside in favour of the issue in front of her, repressed under cold anger, thus solving the problem forever and ever.

Kozog knew what she was like. What kind of answer was he expecting, anyway? It wasn’t her fault.

Comforting, a little bit, but that was one weakness of glibness.

One could not use it to lie to themselves.

“Not just thinking about it.” She scrunched up her nose. “Pretty much got my plan all set. But I don’t know how to get there.”

Curath nodded in understanding. “That’s not hard, child. The wizard will show us the way.”

“Us?”

“Of course.” He smiled a wide smile. “With my knowledge, Sarusa’s bow, your daggers, Vaarden’s teleportation magic…the four of us could cut our way toward the black pools of the Abyss. If he’s there at all, he’ll be in the pits. Together we’ll pluck him out of the darkness.” He rolled his shoulders. “If there’s anything left to save that is.”

“Let’s leave now,” said Brea. “Tonight. Right away.”

Curath touched her arm. “Patience, child.”

Repress the anger. Repress the guilt. Try to keep your calm. “How can I be patient at a time like this?”

“Everything will be alright in the end,” said Curath. “If it’s not alright, it’s not the end.”

“How very…bard-y.”

For a moment there was silence.

“Rest,” said Curath. “Focus your thoughts. You’re in no mind to do this anyway—let me make the arrangements, and in the morning, we’ll all head out together.”

“Okay,” she said, and together they returned to Elfholme, to Curath’s simple house. She helped Curath set up his hammock, and then set one out for herself, swinging her body in. Brea closed her eyes but pinched her feet in her shoes, focusing on the pain, using it to keep her awake.

She waited until Curath’s gentle snoring filled his house and then she slipped out of the hammock, picked up her battered and worn backpack, and slid out the door, making her way toward Vaarden’s opulent mansion in the upper rings of Elfholme.

Sarusa would advise her, Vaarden would transport her there, and Curath would travel in her heart. In her own way she was grateful to all of them and their contributions.

But this was something she had to do alone.


























EPILOGUE










Heartbreaker




The Pits of the Abyss




SOMETIMES, JUST SOMETIMES, HER LINE of work blurred the lines between business and pleasure.

Her Babaus threw the chained, struggling half-orc against a stone pillar, hooking his chains into iron rings, their anchors embedded deep in the obsidian stone. It had been work to secure their services, work to forge the chains, work to erect the pillar that would be her prisoner’s cage.

Pleasure, though, was seeing his amber eyes and seeing the flicker of recognition cross them.

Worth every sip from her pool paid to demonic mercenaries.

“You,” snarled Kozog of the House of Locke, his face battered, fingers broken, bare chest marred by a spectacular new scar.

“Me,” said Heartbreaker, casually stepping toward him, a wide smile on her face. “Fortune smiles. We had a complex plan, half way set in motion, to infiltrate Elfholme…and then the key to our machinations decided to just wander outside with no weapons?”

“What use am I?” asked Kozog, practically spitting the words. “Just an orc, as the wizard said.”

“Far more than that,” said Heartbreaker. She extended a finger, lightly tracing his jaw line. “So like your father. His blood flows within you. And so much like him your life is one long, unbroken chain of mistakes; and now his mistakes are piled onto yours, passed through blood from father to son.”

“I’m not going to listen to you,” said Kozog. “Your words are empty to me.”

“I know,” said Heartbreaker, breathing soothingly on the hairs on his arm. Brave words. “I know. Trust me, little orcling, I know.”

“You know nothing.”

How cute that he would think it possible to resist her. “Torturing someone is so intimate,” she breathed. “You get to know them so well. Learn what hardens their resolve; what makes them bend…what makes them break. I’m looking forward to getting to know you.”

Kozog pulled on his chains, but they held. Of course they would. “Tyranus is not the Lord of Iron for nothing, demon,” he said. “His will is unyielding; we are ashes to his flame, mixed with his metal and made steel, hard and tempered.”

“And yet I know what will melt you,” she said. “Mold you like clay. Remake you in whatever image I desire.”

“Try it, beast.”

Heartbreaker loved to hear his bluster, her smile widening. “Oh, little orcling, soon you’ll come to know the truth.” She shapechanged, her form shifting, chestnut hair spilling down her shoulders.

“You can’t spell Heartbreak without Brea.”




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

Brea and Kozog will return in The Pariahs: The Abyss!
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