
        
            
                
            
        

    




 
CONTENTS
Epigraph
Chapter 1: The Semi-Invited
Chapter 2: Trouble Wears Silk
Chapter 3: Just Another Street Fight
Chapter 4: Conscientious Objector
Chapter 5: Bad Deals
Chapter 6: Cage for a Smuggler
Chapter 7: Comrades in Chains
Chapter 8: Jaevis ex Machina
Chapter 9: The Ol’ Switcheroo, Redux
Chapter 10: Rewards Due
Chapter 11: Two Steps Ahead
Chapter 12: Payback
Chapter 13: A Bitter End
Chapter 14: The Wages of Gallantry
Chapter 15: Conscience Makes a Comeback
Chapter 16: In the Icy Clutches
Chapter 17: Assembled Frustration
Chapter 18: Farmboy’s Luck
Chapter 19: The Direct Approach
Chapter 20: Down Dark Halls
Chapter 21: Damsels in Distress
Chapter 22: What Goes Around …
Chapter 23: Dawn 
Acknowledgments
About the Author
Also by Auston Habershaw
Copyright
About the Publisher



 
EPIGRAPH
Do I contradict myself?
Very well then I contradict myself,
(I am large, I contain multitudes.)
— WALT
WHITMAN




 
CHAPTER 1
THE SEMI-INVITED
“Well, you are certainly dismal today. You look like the walking dead,” Carlo diCarlo observed.
Tyvian didn’t bother scowling, but he did manage a snort. “I was up well past dawn, that’s all.”
Carlo moved to signal his coachman. “We could stop for some karfan. There’s a little place—”
Tyvian held up his hand. “No! I’ll not attend a party with brown teeth. Bags under my eyes are preferable. Drive on.”
A coach was a relatively rare form of transport in Freegate, given that a significant portion of the city streets featured stairs, but Tyvian was glad of the novelty as they jostled over the cobblestones toward the diplomatic quarter of the city. Directly adjacent to the sprawling Beggar’s Market, it was there that the various governments of the world had once kept their embassies before the Municipal Council of Freegate had cut all formal diplomatic ties with everyone.
At the time they had done it because the Illini Wars and the conquests of the Mad Prince Sahand forced the traditionally neutral city to become entangled in a worldwide conflict. Kalsaari assassins and undercover Defenders killed each other in the streets, Dellor forcibly garrisoned troops within the city limits, and Alliance High General Conrad Varner had even entertained sacking it in order to cut off Sahand’s supply routes. When Sahand and Kalsaar were finally defeated, Freegate had enough and kicked all the diplomats out. Everybody had assumed the Council and Lord Mayor would allow the embassies to be reestablished after a while, but the merchants of Freegate soon found the absence of various armed parties holed up in fortresses within their city limits to be quite pleasant, and no embassies were ever allowed to be rebuilt.
This didn’t mean foreign powers weren’t present in Freegate—far from it. It simply meant they needed to keep their numbers down, couldn’t operate openly, and weren’t allowed to send ambassadors to harangue the Council or Lord Mayor for any reason whatsoever. As for the fortresslike embassies that dominated the Castle District—as the diplomatic quarter was called—they either fell into disrepair when nobody bought them or had fallen into the possession of private owners with sufficient funds who needed to possess a large, fortified complex in the center of Freegate. One of these owners was none other than a Hanim of the Imperial Kalsaari House of Theliara. It was there that Tyvian and Carlo were bound.
“I’m rather surprised you managed to secure this meeting, Carlo,” Tyvian remarked, examining his hair in a pocket mirror. He was dressed in his finest clothes—white linen shirt with flaring, embroidered collar, purple vest with gold piping, a mink-lined half-cape, and enough rings and jewels to show he meant business, but not so many that he looked like he was trying too hard. He hadn’t brought his rapier Chance, of course—doing so would be a grave insult—but he did have a stiletto hidden in his right boot. The boot, of course, had antiscrying runes etched into its interior, just in case.
“The Hanim is celebrating her thirtieth birthday, and a very select group of five hundred people have been invited. As I implied yesterday, one of them owed me a small favor, so I was able to get us on the guest list.”
Tyvian frowned. “Did you bring her a gift?”
Carlo chuckled. “Yes—you.”
“Charming.”
“It will be, I promise.”
“How much do you know about this Hanim?” Tyvian asked, peering out the window. In the gray light of early evening the stylized minarets of the Theliara compound—an architectural oddity even in the eclectic, hodgepodge environment of Freegate—could be seen looming over the lower buildings around them like a trio of ivory lighthouses on a rocky shore. “How long has she been in town, did you say?”
“About two months. Her full name is Angharad tin’Theliara Hanim, that last bit being her title as a lady of the Kalsaari Imperial Court.”
“I am well aware of her name and the meaning of her title. Tell me about the woman.”
Carlo threw up his hands. “Who can tell with Kalsaari nobility? Lies and illusions everywhere, as always, and I haven’t been able to pick out the true bits. She has taken no husband, which makes her a very valuable political ally among the beys of her family and beyond. She is no doubt a viper and an enchantress, doubly as dangerous as any woman you are likely to meet in the West, your sainted mother excluded. She is also supposed to be very beautiful, but you can take that with a grain of salt—these Kalsaaris use so many glamours and Shrouds that they could make an old man look like a sixteen-year-old girl, and you’d never know without a true-seer or mage-compass. For all we know, this is her ninetieth birthday, and she has four husbands and a gaggle of children back in her home country.”
“So, in other words, you know she is a Kalsaari Hanim, who may or may not be married and who may or may not be female. Really, Carlo, I’m disappointed.”
Carlo frowned and rearranged his robes to try and hide his gut. “She has done a very good job of giving my regular rumormongers the runaround, and no one outside of her household seems to know anything about her for certain, other than the fact that she’s been importing all manner of exotic beasts from around the world to display in her menagerie. Selling them, too, to whatever rich dimwit wants a purple man-eating parrot or an albino gorgon or whatnot. As I said at lunch yesterday, I try not to do business with the queenies except in emergencies, Tyvian. I’m afraid of them—I admit it! Some of the things I saw in Kalsaari camps during the war would curl your toes.”
Tyvian rolled his eyes. “Spare me stories, Carlo. That was twenty-five years ago in another country during a war. This is a bloody birthday party.”
“Hmph,” Carlo grunted. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. I hope your little proposal is worth the risk.”
Tyvian didn’t look at the iron ring, but he felt it tingle on his finger. “It is. Don’t worry.”
They were met at the gates by a pair of turban-wearing Kalsaari mark-slaves, each stripped to the waist to reveal their stupendously muscular, tattooed torsos. They seemed to take no notice of the freezing winter air as they inspected Carlo’s invitation. Tyvian marveled at the sophistication and artistry of the enchantments inscribed in their tattoos, and noted the ease with which they wore the heavy scimitars at their hips.
While Tyvian had no doubt that the mark-slaves would be extremely dangerous opponents in a fight, he was reassured that their enchantments in no way enhanced their mental faculties. Their search of he and Carlo was straightforward, mundane, and so poor that even a common thief could have smuggled a dagger or two past them. The only thing objectionable about the search was the sheer amount of awkward pawing Tyvian was forced to endure. By the time they were let past, he had to spend another few minutes rearranging his hair and clothing to restore them to presearch standards.
“Come on—we’ll be late,” Carlo hissed in the grand domed antechamber beyond the gate. The acoustics of the room were such that his whisper echoed off the far wall and back again.
Tyvian looked around and noted that, apart from the pairs of mark-slaves posted at various intervals throughout the massive hall, they were alone. No one else was making their way across the oceanic floor of polished marble toward the ten-foot-tall double doors that were thrown open. He frowned. “Do you mean to tell me, Carlo, that we were invited to a party and we showed up on time?”
“What? Should we have been early?”
Tyvian rolled his eyes. “We’re not going in yet.”
“Where will we go, then? We can’t leave and come back—the Hanim would hear of it! They would think it suspicious.”
Tyvian whispered into Carlo’s ear so that the sound did not travel. “Pretend to be sick.”
“Are you mad?”
He squeezed Carlo’s upper arm. “I will not be the first person to arrive at an exclusive party. It will paint us as either fawning sycophants or unsophisticated rubes, and I won’t allow it. Now, either summon up some vomit or, so help me Hann, I will slug it out of you.”
Carlo shook his head and sighed. He then, through some trick of bodily control that Tyvian wished he possessed, became very green and nauseous looking. His cheeks bulged and his good eye became as glassy as his crystal one.
Tyvian smiled. “That’s more like it.” He escorted the queasy Verisi pirate to one of the many doors leading out of the antechamber that wasn’t the main one heading toward the party. The mark-slaves drew their scimitars and crossed them before the door.
“You don’t understand,” Tyvian said pleasantly, not knowing whether he was understood or not. “My friend here is ill, and would like somewhere to lie down for a while.”
“Are there some difficulties I may be improving upon?” The smooth, unctuous voice came from behind them. Tyvian and Carlo turned to see a slight, thin man in an ankle-length red robe and jeweled turban—no doubt a steward of some kind. His beard was oiled and fashioned into the shape of a particularly sharp garden trowel, and only his thin red lips were smiling. His eyes were giving off an even mix of anger and terror.
Tyvian nodded. “Ah, yes. I was just telling your slaves here that—”
The steward executed a short half-bow. “My endless pardons, sirs, but your repetition is not necessary. I, Fariq the slavemaster, hear all that the marked hear.”
Tyvian smirked. “That must get rather noisy sometimes.”
“Ha ha.” Fariq laughed like a mechanical clock. “Truly you are the most amusing man I have met.”
Carlo wretched, placing his hands on his knees. Tyvian patted his back. “As you can see, my friend could use a private spot to relax. Motion sickness, you know?”
Fariq’s nostrils flared. “Such a thing is regrettably impossible. Her Beauteousness, the Hanim, in her immortal wisdom, has forbidden foreign visitors from all but the approved places. If you will follow me, please.” He motioned toward the tall doors.
Carlo hacked and gagged up a string of saliva that drooped, slowly, toward the spotless floor. Tyvian saw Fariq stiffen at the sight. “Look, Farroo, if my friend doesn’t get a chaise and a chamber pot, pretty soon he is going to baptize Her Beauteousness’s floor with the contents of his stomach. Just a room, man—you may lock us in if you like.”
Fariq, stiff as a board, made a hasty and terrified decision. “You will come with me. Do not stray from the path, for not all of the passages in the Hanim’s sumptuous and impeccable abode are safe.”
Looking over his shoulder every five seconds to ensure they were behind him (and that no one else saw), Fariq hastily ushered Tyvian and Carlo to a different door than the one they stood before and up a plush-carpeted staircase that led to what Tyvian guessed would be the third floor of the compound. Then they traveled through a series of winding halls and interlocking doors that were as labyrinthine as they were impressive. Colorful mosaics adorned the walls, each room tastefully decorated with porcelain vases and intricately woven rugs, and each door uniquely carved wood with gold inlay. Finally, Fariq led them into an airy enclosed veranda filled with expensive cushions, glowing feylamps clad in brass, and one chamber pot, also of brass, which had been placed prominently at the center of the room. Before Tyvian could compliment Fariq on his choice for their repose, the slavemaster had closed the door behind them. He heard it lock with a heavy clunk—a mechanical lock, and a heavy-duty one at that.
Carlo immediately recovered and threw himself down on a pile of cushions. “I really hate doing that, you know. Inducing nausea isn’t like faking a blush.”
Tyvian went to the wooden lattice that enclosed their veranda from the air beyond. He found himself looking down at a long rectangular courtyard. He could tell immediately from the green grass and the vibrant flowers resting along the banks of a reflecting pool that it was sorcerously abjured against the cold. In it he saw a pair of mark-slaves standing guard on either side of a large door, just as impressive and stationary as all the others they had seen since arriving. It looked as though this door led to the street outside. He grunted. “The Hanim certainly takes her security seriously.”
Carlo waved off Tyvian’s comment. “Bah—at least half of those slaves are illusions. Possibly two-thirds. I don’t know how much you look into the slave markets—”
“Not at all,” Tyvian spat.
Carlo raised an eyebrow. “Well pardon me—I didn’t realize you were clad in all white tonight, Your Holiness. In any case, a true mark-slave, especially the bodyguard types you see around here, costs more than your whole flat. Even an Imperial House like the Theliaras are unlikely to own more than a couple dozen of them. Some of those chaps might just be regular slaves but painted up to look like they are marked.”
“That eye of yours see anything interesting around here?”
Carlo shrugged. “Wards and illusions are all over the place, so it’s difficult to tell—you didn’t think this place naturally looks like some queenie pleasure palace, did you? Suffice to say that the clearest thing I can see is the layout at the party you have delayed us from. The food looks scrumptious, and it’s getting cold. How long do we have to wait?”
“At least fifteen minutes. Who else is at the party?”
“A couple guildsmen who look terrified, a brace of Eretherian ladies with a young knight escorting, a couple turbaned Kalsaari merchants—nothing exceptional.”
“The Hanim?”
“Has yet to appear.”
“Good. She wants to make an entrance. Let’s just make sure to make one just before her.”
Carlo snorted. “How will we know when that is?”
“You will have to rely on my years of fine breeding, Carlo. Trust me—we’ll be fine.”
Carlo sighed and rearranged himself among the cushions. He eyed the chamber pot. “I imagine I should vomit in that, just to keep up appearances.”
“Nonsense. I’ll not appear at an exclusive party with a fat Verisi stinking of vomit.”
Carlo scowled. “It was your story, remember?”
“That ruse was designed to fool Fariq, not anybody else. I don’t give a damn if he finds out we were lying. If anything, that ought to enhance our reputation with the Hanim.”
“I thought you didn’t know very much about her,” Carlo smirked.
“I don’t, but I have dealt with Kalsaaris before—more often than you, it seems.” Tyvian peered at the courtyard. “Though my contacts tend to be less powerful than this, and certainly less wealthy.”
“Smugglers.”
“For all the sophistication of their sorcery, the use of magic in Kalsaar is restricted as the sole province of the nobility. If you aren’t a pasha or a sultan or an emir or some such, you have no business touching the stuff. The penalty is . . .”
Carlo rolled his eyes. “Death, I know. That’s the bastards’ punishment for everything.” He sighed. “Varner was right—we should have kept going. We had them by the balls at Tasis, and that damned Prince Marik had to—”
“Carlo, are you waxing historical again?”
Carlo grunted. “History is important.”
“That may be, but it is also most unbecoming. It shows your age.”
Carlo opened his mouth to reply but closed it again when a series of stomach-shaking booms came from the courtyard below. Tyvian’s eyes darted immediately to their source, and he called Carlo over, gesturing that he should remain quiet. The Verisi crept closer, and they both looked down at the grand door in the courtyard that led to the street. Someone was knocking—someone very insistent.
BOOM BOOM BOOM. Tyvian concluded that whoever or whatever was knocking had to be as strong as a draft horse to get that kind of reverberation out of a door that big. A few moments later Fariq appeared, wringing his hands, a small party of slaves with him. He ordered the door opened.
An armed party of men in the black-and-silver livery of Dellor loped across the threshold like a pack of hungry dogs. They were led by an armored giant of a man in a wolf’s-head helm who was holding an iron maul that had to weigh at least thirty pounds. The final member of their party swept through the door with, Tyvian noted, his usual mix of flippancy and nervous energy. It was Zazlar Hendrieux, dressed in his best, a great cape of black fur draped from his sloping shoulders.
“This means trouble,” Carlo whispered. “We should leave now.”
Tyvian tsked through his teeth. “I’m disappointed again, Carlo. Don’t you want to get some information firsthand for a change? What happened to your sense of adventure?”
“If by ‘adventure’ you mean ‘do I want to witness you murder Hendrieux in the house of a Kalsaari Hanim,’ then I can assure you my appetite for such things is quite sated, thank you.”
“Shhh!” Tyvian hissed, and leaned his ear as close to the lattice of the veranda as he could. “You’ve got the magic eye—read some lips. What are they saying?”
“The slimy little stooge is offering the apologies of his mistress for not personally meeting Hendrieux . . .”
“The other slimy little stooge . . .”
“ . . . for their business tonight—apparently they have some kind of arrangement. Fariq is . . . Great gods . . .”
“What?” Tyvian prodded.
“He’s offering them the Hanim’s hospitality for the evening. Bloody Hendrieux and his henchmen are coming to the party!”
“Really?” Tyvian couldn’t help but gasp. “That’s incredible!”
“We ought to get out of here.” Carlo stepped back from the lattice and knocked on the door. “We can just tell them I’m too sick to stay.”
“Not on your life! Miss a chance to parade myself before Hendrieux? You’re mad!”
“Tyvian, I—”
Tyvian held up the empty chamber pot. “Besides, you forgot to vomit in here.”
The door opened, revealing a veiled female slave in diaphanous clothing who bowed deeply. Carlo cleared his throat. “Yes, I—”
Tyvian shouldered past him. “He is feeling much better. Which way to the party?”
The party was held in an expansive indoor garden that lay spread out beneath a domed canopy of pure mageglass construction. Among the exotic tropical plants and pleasantly bubbling brooks and ponds were scattered about three dozen cages containing a wide variety of exotic animals, from winged, rainbow-tailed coatl serpents to one-eyed, bat-faced cavern trolls, their thick, black-nailed claws clutching the bars as though they understood the meaning of their imprisonment. Wandering among this menagerie were five hundred guests showcasing the finest fashions from a half-dozen nations. Tyvian found it consistent with what Carlo had said about the local obsession with Her Opulence that the majority of the Hanim’s guests were from the West, outnumbering the Kalsaari guests at a ratio of three-to-one. Eretherians, Akrallians, and even countrymen from his native Saldor gathered in loose clumps around the firepits, all of them trying to find dignified ways to eat chunks of grilled meat and sautéed vegetables off skewers without getting sauce all over their fingers. Slaves, as it turned out, were usually necessary for this process, and it seemed that everybody had some half-naked Kalsaari stuffing food down their throats for them. Tyvian watched this and supposed that when this much pampering was being offered, deep-seeded political and ethnic rivalries could be temporarily forgotten. Either that or the whole place was crawling with spies. Or both.
Yes, probably both.
He let Carlo go mingle—by which Carlo meant “eat”—but kept himself to the periphery of the party, largely unnoticed, until he could find the key players. The Hanim had yet to appear, that was certain, but Fariq could be seen bustling around and socializing in his mechanical fashion, serving in his apparent capacity as the Hanim’s public face. There were a few prominent guild members and the Lord Mayor was in attendance, the latter seated on a fat cushion that just managed to eclipse the size of his prodigious rear end and was flanked by a half-dozen city watchmen. Tyvian, though, couldn’t have cared less about the city’s ostensible “rulers,” since the only real ruler in this city didn’t speak and was parsed out in little disks of precious metal. That really only left three people at the party he was at all interested in: Hendrieux and the two bald, tattooed old Kalsaaris chatting with him around a firepit placed discreetly behind a copse of palm trees. It was a less central location than he would have wanted, but it would have to do.
Tyvian made a direct line through the crowd toward Hendrieux’s secluded conference, brushing past Eretherian ladies in massive gowns and brushing aside Saldorian lords in their capes and velvet waistcoats. He picked a few pockets, collecting a half-dozen heavy gold marks in the palm of one hand, and then wrapped them tightly in a bit of wide silk ribbon he deftly pulled out of an Akrallian lady’s elaborate whalebone bustle. Each time he nabbed a trinket from another half-drunk party guest, the ring cut into his flesh, making him grimace. He had to remember to play his cards right tonight—the Iron Ring could ruin everything if he wasn’t careful.
As he got closer to Hendrieux, he saw one of the Akrallian’s Delloran guards standing at the edge of the meeting, keeping watch and making sure no one eavesdropped or interfered. The man had sharp eyes and picked Tyvian out at thirty paces. Good—what he had planned would be easier if the bodyguard were facing him directly.
Carlo was standing next to him. “What do you think you’re doing?”
“I’m going to talk with Hendrieux.”
“Do you really think his man there is going to let you?”
Tyvian grinned. “Don’t worry, Carlo—he’s been disarmed.”
Carlo snorted. “He’s six feet tall and probably weighs two hundred pounds. He doesn’t need weapons.”
“You never have faith in my abilities, do you?”
They moved together through the crowd. As they got closer, Carlo let the distance between them grow. “Your abilities are exactly what I’m worried about. Remember our deal!”
“Don’t worry—I remember,” Tyvian hissed, mostly under his breath. He was only about five paces from the guard.
The Delloran put up a gauntleted hand. “Private discussion. Move along.”
Tyvian hefted the ribbon-wrapped pound of gold and threw it as hard as he could into the Delloran man’s eye. It struck home with a satisfying smack and the guard reflexively put his hands up to his bruised eyeball. In that instant, Tyvian kicked him in the groin so hard the man could only produce a whistling moan as he fell on his side. The ring throbbed with displeasure, but not enough to break Tyvian’s stride.
He stepped over the bodyguard’s moaning form and plopped himself on a cushion right next to his former partner. He popped his most winning grin. “Hello, Zaz.”
Hendrieux’s mouth dropped open as though it were unhinged. He sputtered but no coherent words formed.
Tyvian decided to fill the silence. “Turns out your men don’t actually know what I look like. Rather sloppy of you, I must say.” He sighed at Hendrieux’s ink-stained fingers. “Then again, you always did have poor judgment.”
Hendrieux looked at the armored giant of a man who had led the party into the Hanim’s palace. “Gallo! Get him out of here!”
Tyvian held up a hand. “Now now—I’ve no intention of disrupting your little meeting.” Tyvian looked at the two bald Kalsaaris. “Hello. My name’s Tyvian, and Zaz here was an old business partner of mine. On a related note, I should warn you that he has a tendency to betray his business partners.”
If the two Kalsaaris were bothered by this, they didn’t show it. Their eyes, Tyvian noted, were almost reptilian in color and shape, and their skin was brown, dry, and creased, like sun-baked leather. Their fingers were long, thin, and covered in the small scars and stains of artisans who worked in delicate, dangerous crafts.
Hendrieux gave Tyvian a weak grin that did little to hide the panic in his eyes. “Tyv, I realize you must be angry, but—”
Tyvian shook his head. “You’re trying to explain yourself, but the simple fact is, Zaz, I don’t care why you stabbed me in the back. I don’t care what riches Sahand offered to pay you or why—all I care about is that you double-crossed me when I had been nothing but straight with you. We made a lot of money together, you and I. We built names for each other. I was even fair with the profits. Your forty percent was more than sufficient to sustain your . . .” Tyvian sneered at Hendrieux’s fur cape and out-of-fashion boots. “ . . . lifestyle.”
The two Kalsaaris exchanged glances and muttered to one another in their language. One of them rose as if to leave. Hendrieux leapt to his feet. “No, wait!”
Tyvian got up more slowly. “Yes, please stay; I’ll be on my way. I just wanted to pass along a little message.” He put an arm around Hendrieux and pulled him close so he could whisper in his ear. “Run, you little weasel. Flee like the mincing coward you are. Cower in dirty corners. Surround yourself with Sahand’s best troops, if you must, but I will find you and I will destroy you, and when I am finished the whole world will pass by your crushed remains and know what happens to cheap thugs when they try to dupe their betters.”
Hendrieux laughed faintly. “Well . . . we’ll see.”
Tyvian executed a smart half-bow. “See you tomorrow, Zaz.”
A heavy gauntlet fell on Tyvian’s shoulder and he was spun around to see the hard face and blackened eye of the guard he had taken down moments before, his fist cocked back to throw a punch that would level a cow. Even as Tyvian winced to take the blow, he found himself most disappointed that the Delloran’s quick recovery had spoiled such a fine exit.
The punch, though, never fell. Gongs were sounding and horns were blowing, and suddenly the Delloran was standing at attention. Tyvian saw that all of the assembled guests were coming to their feet and turning their attention to the same place. Losing no time slipping away from the angry guard, he found Carlo and took up position beside him.
“I trust that went well?” Carlo snarled.
Tyvian nodded. “I still have all my teeth.”
Carlo rolled his good eye. “You’re ridiculous.”
“This is a party, Carlo—we’re supposed to be having fun.”
Carlo snorted. “No, we’re supposed to be making a deal. Focus now—the Hanim approaches.”
Massive gilded doors at one end of the hall were pulled open, revealing a hallway beyond plated in pure gold and lit by ebony lanterns in the shape of the Imperial Raptor of Kalsaar. At the center of this hall, carried aloft in a sedan chair, was Angharad tin’Theliara Hanim of the Imperial House of Theliara.
Tyvian immediately forgot the little confrontation with Hendrieux as his mind was overridden with other, more pressing thoughts. The Hanim possessed a kind of beauty he had never seen before—dusky, intense, powerful. She sat with the bearing of a queen in her thronelike chair, carried by four burly slaves who strained under the weight of its jeweled frame. Her face was thin and angular, with high cheekbones and full lips, her black hair spilling freely across her delicate shoulders in gleaming waves. Her eyes were yellow, like gold, and they swept across her guests as though she were a raptor herself, looking for a likely mouse to snatch up. Her hands and wrists dripped with rubies and gold that matched her long silk gown, and her fingers each had a bloodred fingernail two inches long—the sign of a woman who never needed to work.
Carlo elbowed Tyvian in the ribs. “Stop staring at her.”
“The hell I will,” Tyvian breathed. “She’s incredible.”
“She can have us tortured and killed with a flick of her eyelash,” Carlo hissed in his ear.
Tyvian cocked an eyebrow. “What kind of torture, do you suppose?”
The slaves set the Hanim’s throne down, and somewhere in the garden a heavy staff was slammed against the floor. A voice yelled, “All kneel before Her Immortal Grace, Angharad tin’Theliara Hanim!”
The Kalsaaris fell on their faces instantly, the Westerners bowed and curtsied deeply, but Tyvian did not budge. The Hanim’s golden gaze fixed on him immediately. “You do not kneel?” she said coolly, her eyelids drooping as though bored.
He shrugged and sighed. “Sorry, but I’m afraid I don’t do that.”
“You are a guest in the Hanim’s home!” Fariq appeared from behind a pillar, his face red and beard twitching. “You insult her!”
Tyvian shook his head. “I assure you, Fooka, no insult is intended, but I would also hasten to add that I am not a guest.”
“I am Fariq!” The slavemaster stomped his foot.
“If you are not a guest, then what are you?” the Hanim asked, her face impassive.
“A gift, it seems. Accept me with the compliments of Carlo diCarlo.” Tyvian made a short bow that was more head-nod than anything else.
The Hanim’s strange eyes bored into Tyvian’s for a long moment, but he did not look away. Finally, he thought he saw the barest hint of a smile playing around the edges of her mouth. “Slaves, take this gift to my suite, where I will inspect it later.”
Two mark-slaves grabbed Tyvian by the elbows and shoulders and dragged him off. They were not gentle.
“You may rise.” The Hanim clapped her hands. “Let the party continue.”



 
CHAPTER 2
TROUBLE WEARS SILK
The mark-slaves heaved Tyvian headlong onto a pile of silk cushions. The irislike portal through which he had been tossed swiveled closed with a grinding metallic sound, and then there was silence.
Digging his way out of the pillow-pile, Tyvian checked his person for any permanent damage. Aside from a few bruises he would be feeling for the next several days and a couple tears in his clothing that would need the attention of a good tailor, he was unharmed. He also noted that they had not found nor relieved him of the dagger in his boot. He doubted it would be necessary or even effective in securing his goals that evening, but still, it never hurt to be prepared.
The room in which he found himself was beyond even his expectations. Occupying the whole top floor of one of the Theliara compound’s many minarets, Astral enchantments had been used to more than double the available space inside the circular room, including a broad terrace with arching windows showing panoramic views of the city around him. These windows, Tyvian noted, opened onto a long stone balcony that ran around the circumference of the room. Within the luxurious room there was a titanic bath carved from black granite that bubbled with hot water, a bed of such proportions that it could sleep ten people, and its own slave, who stood quietly next to the one entrance.
Tyvian got up and straightened his clothing. “I say, my good fellow, would it be possible for me to get a glass of wine?”
The slave produced a glass of wine from behind his back, already poured and on a tray. Even Tyvian, accustomed as he was to magical amenities, was taken aback. “Were you expecting me to ask for red wine?”
The slave bowed his head low. “Your wine, saab.”
Tyvian took the glass from the tray. “On second thought, I’d rather have white—chilled, please.”
The slave put the tray behind him and brought it back, this time with a glass of white wine. Tyvian took it and noted that it was cool to the touch. “Great gods, that’s incredible! How do you do that?”
The slave bowed low again but did not answer.
Tyvian shrugged. “Of course you don’t know—silly of me to ask. So, what’s your name?”
“I am Walid.”
“Worked here long?”
“Since my birth, saab.”
“Does the Hanim treat her slaves well?”
Walid bowed low. “She is our star in the heavens.”
Tyvian snorted. “That does not answer the question, you know. Never mind, no need to get you in trouble.”
Tyvian knew he would be there awhile. The Hanim would spend at least some time among her guests, accepting their birthday wishes and gifts. Even if the unexpected presence of Hendrieux and his cronies was enough to cut her public appearance short, he figured he had at least an hour. He spent it asking Walid to acquire for him various objects from thin air, most of which he discarded when he tired of them—a leg of lamb, a tennis racket, a live chicken, a diamond-studded bracelet, chocolates, and so on—until there was a pile of junk three feet high and he had eaten his fill of every delicacy he could think of. Then he arranged the most comfortable cushions in the room in front of the self-lighting firepit and reclined on them, noting for the first time the skylights in the ceiling. The fatigue of the past few weeks caught up to him at once, and he dozed off.
When he dreamed, the images were discordant and nonsensical. The only face he could make out was of that hairy Northron oaf, Eddereon—the man who had cursed him with the ring. The bearded mountain man spoke to him in a language he didn’t understand. Tyvian threw eggs at him until he went away, and he laughed. I’ll show you!
He awoke suddenly. He was looking up into the golden eyes of the Hanim, his head on her lap, her long fingernails running through his hair. He stiffened, and she smiled, her teeth gleaming in the firelight. “Well, it seems my present is finally awake.”
Tyvian consciously attempted to relax. The Hanim smelled of lavender, and her touch on his scalp was enough to make any man squirm, but he forced himself to take a deep breath. “I hope there has been no misunderstanding, my lady—I am not your slave.”
“Bosh.” She smirked. “A few simple enchantments and you wouldn’t even remember your name.”
“Ah, yes, but then I also wouldn’t remember the business transaction I came here to conduct.”
The Hanim ran a fingernail across Tyvian’s forehead and down his nose. Suddenly, she vanished from beneath him, and Tyvian fell back onto the cushion where she had been sitting. He leapt onto his feet, saw her standing across the room, Walid at her side, and looked back to where she had been. Had she really been there at all?
The Hanim chuckled softly, clearly amused. “That is right—illusion, Mr. Reldamar. A demonstration of my power, if you will, so you will know—or not know, if you follow my meaning—what you are dealing with if you seek to swindle me.” The Hanim’s face dropped the smile and gazed at him with deadly seriousness.
Tyvian smiled. “Fortunately, I have neither the desire nor motivation to do so, milady. I simply wish to make a trade.”
“You have a staff in your possession.”
“If by ‘staff’ you mean the colloquial term for mage, then yes, I have. What’s more, she is a Mage Defender.”
“Such a woman is worth a lot of gold, Mr. Reldamar, but not just to me. You could have easily sold her to some pretty criminal organization. Why go to all the trouble?”
It was Tyvian’s turn to be deadly serious. “Because I am not interested in gold. I want a favor.”
The Hanim grinned. “The Verisi, diCarlo, seems to think it is money.”
“As I said, milady, I am not swindling you.”
“Favors can be more expensive than money. You might do better to behave as your friend thinks you ought to.”
“With respect, Hanim, I don’t need money.”
“What is your favor, then?” She fished a sardine from a tray Walid had produced and ate it with a single rapid bite. Tyvian tried not to stare at her lips.
Having gotten to his feet, he came closer, stopping little more than an arm’s length from the Kalsaari noblewoman. “I need to meet with an Artificer.”
She smirked. “The Artificers do not meet with Westerners, and certainly not with thieves of rare magical goods such as yourself.”
Tyvian returned the smirk. “I saw a pair of them meeting with my former partner this very evening.”
The Hanim’s eyes narrowed. “Call me a liar and I’ll have your tongue.”
“I am merely ilLumenating Your Grace to unforeseen possibilities. Artificers, it seems, may meet with Westerners, if the price is right.”
“What do I offer them?”
Tyvian held up his right hand. “This.”
The Hanim’s gaze snapped to the Iron Ring immediately. She leaned in closer, blinking. “What is it?”
Why don’t you tell me? Tyvian wanted to ask, but held his tongue. The Hanim clearly recognized the ring but didn’t wish to let on. That was fine by him. He cleared his throat. “An inconvenient artifact I need removed, and will not trust to any bumbling Freegate talismancer. It is quite sophisticated, I assure you.”
The Hanim reached out and took Tyvian’s hand, pulling it closer to her and turning it over. Walid dangled a piece of illumite over her for additional light. “Have you tried antispell?” she asked.
“Not without knowing what will happen. It is bound to my hand, and I don’t want it stuck there.”
“You could simply cut the finger off,” the Hanim said, running her fingers over the smooth edges of the ring.
Tyvian grimaced. “I happen to like that finger.”
She smiled at him. “Yet you risk your entire body by meeting with me.”
“If I am dead, I don’t need fingers. While living, I would prefer to keep all of them. Can you do what I ask?”
The Hanim pulled Tyvian closer by his hand, until his knuckles rested against her chest. Her fingers stroked his forearm in a way Tyvian thought beyond the bounds of professional decorum. “What does it do, this ring? Why do you hate it so much?”
He met the golden gaze of the Kalsaari noblewoman and did his best to act as though his body was molested by dangerous enchantresses on a regular basis and found the whole affair quite boring. “Did I say I hated it, milady?”
“I can see it in your eyes. When you speak of it, your hatred flares up like fuel thrown on a distant fire. Why?”
Tyvian permitted himself to smirk. “Perhaps I’ll tell you, but I only trade secrets for secrets.”
The Hanim released his hand. “What do you want to know?”
“You do not, by any chance, have a professional relationship with Banric Sahand, have you?”
The Hanim sighed dramatically, as though she were on a stage and wanted the back rows to hear her. “A slight one. Sahand was once an ally of my family—during the wars—but not since then. At the moment, his vassals have expressed an interest in purchasing animals from my menagerie—the wilder and more frightening, the better. I do not know why.”
Tyvian nodded. “Logical enough.” To himself, he added, Even though you’re obviously lying.
“And now your turn for secrets. What does the ring do?”
“I’d rather not say,” Tyvian said.
The Hanim hissed like a cat. “Perfidious wretch! Is this how you do business?”
“Come now, milady, do you really think I am so stupid as to fall for the whole ‘information trade’ nonsense. It’s among the oldest swindles in the book. What you told me was at least half a lie, and you would never believe what I told you either. Let’s at least be frank with one another, shall we?”
The Hanim assumed a stately posture. “We will consider your offer and contact you tomorrow should it be possible.”
Tyvian nodded. “I look forward to seeing you again, Hanim.”
She snorted softly. “Still you do not bow.”
“Don’t take it personally,” he said. “I’ve spent my life snubbing those with power, no matter how beautiful they are.”
“Walid,” the Hanim said, “put him out.”
Walid clapped his hands and the floor fell away from beneath Tyvian’s feet. He fell through the dark, cursing Kalsaari sorcery the whole way down, until the abyss through which he fell became a flume full of foul-smelling water and trash. It wound and dipped through some dark system of tunnels and at last ejected him with a whoosh into a gutter. He landed flat on his back, knocking the wind out of him and covering him with freezing muck.
Pulling himself out of the stink and grime, Tyvian wheezed until his lungs remembered how to breathe air, then spent several moments cursing the Hanim. “The wretched witch could have at least tossed me out a side door.”
His clothes were a complete loss. Even if he had them magically cleaned, they would never quite be the same. He tossed his jacket in the gutter and used his scarf to wipe off the larger patches of refuse and slime from his breeches and shirt. For all his aggravation, however, he had to admit that the loss of a suit of clothes was a small price to pay for the deal he had secured.
Tyvian had complete confidence that the Hanim would accept his offer, because he knew that what he’d suggested was of immeasurable worth to Theliara and the Kalsaari Empire as a whole. A Mage Defender like Myreon was a walking secret weapon, trained in doctrines and disciplines the Kalsaaris would kill to know. For ages the Arcanostrum of Saldor had trained the world’s finest magi, bar none, and the Kalsaaris knew it. But the presence of sorcery among the nobles in Kalsaar spoke less to their talent than to their tolerance of it. The overuse of magical power was still somewhat taboo in the nations of the West, and all magi were trained to use only the barest fraction of their power in any given situation. In those rare instances when they did use the sum total of their arts to tackle a problem, the very fabric of the earth shook. Tyvian knew this better than most: his mother, Lyrelle Reldamar, was one of the most powerful sorcerers alive, and when she worked a spell, the world trembled.
Myreon Alafarr was, of course, not anything close to Lyrelle. Tyvian knew that, Myreon knew that, but the Kalsaaris likely did not. Their magic was focused upon invocation—the most ephemeral discipline of sorcery, which created effects and simulations that lacked real substance. Myreon’s skill in augury, enchantment, and transmutation would no doubt thrill them. Indeed, what enchantment, transmutation, and even conjuration the Kalsaaris had devised were all based on the confessions and interrogations of Western magi they had captured or who had defected to them over the years.
The exceptions to all of this were the Artificers. A secretive monastic order that devoted itself to a mixture of the Low and High Arts, they were the creators of magical artifacts beyond compare. It was said that their skill exceeded even those of the magi of the Arcanostrum or the Builders of Eretheria. Tyvian knew that if he could get them to take a look at the ring, not only could they likely remove it, but there was also a distinct chance they could tell him where and how it was made.
Of course, his deal with the Hanim would not put him directly closer to meeting with an Artificer. For as much as Tyvian thought the Hanim would accept his deal, he was twice as confident that she would double-cross him at her first opportunity. Not only was deception part of her nature, but he had gone out of his way to insult her pride this evening, and he knew she couldn’t accept that without getting some kind of satisfaction for that injury at his expense. Betrayal seemed the easiest, most straightforward option.
The deal with the Hanim was one facet of a plot that, if it worked, would serve to relieve him of the ring, attain his vengeance on Hendrieux, fulfill his “deal” with Hool the gnoll and get the Defenders off of his back for a long, long time. His plot had been growing in complexity with every passing day, but with Hendrieux’s fortuitous appearance at the party this evening, things just got a little bit simpler. Of course, he had to hurry.
Tyvian ran around the periphery of the Hanim’s palace until he was reasonably certain he had catalogued all the visible exits. Doing a little mental geography, he calculated the most obvious route one would take from the palace to the Blocks, and placed himself in an alley a quarter mile distant that gave him a good view of the area. The problem, however, would be how to make a move on Hendrieux’s party without getting killed.
“Hmmmm . . .” he said, trying to beat warmth into his arms. “If only I had a sword with me.”
It was then that Hacklar Jaevis jumped from the rooftops onto Tyvian’s back.



 
CHAPTER 3
JUST ANOTHER STREET FIGHT
The first thing that happened was Jaevis broke Tyvian’s nose by slamming him into the wall of the alley. Then came a swift kick in the guts, which sent Tyvian’s breath whistling through his teeth. Jaevis then picked the smuggler up like a sack of flour and threw him on the ground. All of this transpired in approximately two and a half seconds.
The alley spun in the darkness. Tyvian’s nose was throbbing and clogged with what he guessed was a lot of blood; he couldn’t breathe, see, or hear anything over the pounding in his ears and the white hot pain in his face. He felt Jaevis plant a knee on his breastbone, pinning him in place, and then Tyvian’s world exploded again as the bounty hunter began to pound his head with his fists as though it were a lump of dough on a baker’s counter. Dimly, Tyvian could hear the Illini muttering a single word, over and over: “Vendetta.”
After the third punch in the face, Tyvian managed to pull his knee to his chest and draw the dagger from his boot. Jaevis was so focused on pounding Tyvian’s head flat as a coin that he very nearly didn’t notice the flash of steel until it was too late. As it was, the Illini twisted at the last moment so the point of the dagger pierced his arm rather than his heart. Jaevis snarled with a mixture of rage and pain, clutching at the deep wound with his free hand and leaping up before Tyvian could stick him again.
Unpinned, Tyvian rolled away and into the street, which was really more stairs than street, and bounced down several icy stone steps before he managed to stop himself. Jaevis charged after him, his arm pumping blood but his mind apparently too filled with anger to care. Tyvian tried to rise with the aid of a lamppost, but the bounty hunter kicked him in the chest and sent him sprawling onto his back and tumbling down another half-dozen unforgiving steps. Air wheezing into his lungs, blood dripping into his mouth, Tyvian pointed his dagger at Jaevis to keep himself from being tackled again.
He didn’t kill me—he needs me alive.
Jaevis drew one of his long, curved sabers with his good arm and adjusted his cloak. “Not so full of jokes now, eh?”
Tyvian, trying not to fall down any more stairs, scuttled away from him until he had room to pull himself into a crouch. “You’re early, Jaevis.”
The bounty hunter advanced slowly, leaving drops of blood in his wake. “You were not expecting Jaevis. Jaevis was expecting you.”
Tyvian retreated, wracking his brain for a plan. “Must we debate semantics? I mean, let’s be honest, you barely speak Trade. Shouldn’t you just defer to me in linguistic matters?”
Jaevis grunted. “Still with jokes. I will cut out tongue, Reldamar.”
Dagger against saber was no contest, even if Jaevis was short an arm. Tyvian had stabbed him deep, but the wound wasn’t fatal. Thanks to the studded leathers Jaevis wore on his torso, the odds of getting a fatal blow in there were extremely slim. There was only one way out of this.
“Well, good-bye, then!”
Tyvian turned tail and ran.
Jaevis roared and pursued.
The bounty hunter was swift, and Tyvian had just gotten his face pounded in for a few moments, so his balance wasn’t perfect; his flight was more of a controlled fall down the steep, stair-lined street. There was little doubt in his mind that he would be caught in a matter of seconds. Fortunately, a matter of seconds was all he needed.
Tyvian made a sharp right turn and ran, full bore, into the arms of two of Hendrieux’s men. He made a show of struggling, but in all honesty he could not have been happier to see them. They had just come from the Hanim’s party, as Tyvian had anticipated, and their group included eight soldiers in livery, as before, as well as the hulking Gallo, the fur-caped Hendrieux, and two men in rust-red robes and hoods. Artificers, I presume. Tyvian tried not to smile.
“Look what we ’ave ’ere!” One of the Dellorans held a tiny bead of illumite close to Tyvian’s face. In the pale light, Tyvian could see the man had a black eye—great, it was the guard from the party. “It’s Tyvian bleedin’ Reldamar, and he’s got his fine clothes all mussed.”
Tyvian nodded. “Well identified, sir—and with only one eye, too! Hendrieux should give you a raise.”
The man kneed Tyvian in the groin, which, he had to admit, was fair enough. He fell to his knees, nauseous with pain, but the two Dellorans hoisted him back up.
Hendrieux’s face split into a genuine smile. “Tyvian! Now, what has you running scared, hmmm?”
Tyvian heard the cock of a crossbow and, between gasps of agony, managed to make introductions. “Gentlemen . . . I . . . give you . . . Hacklar Jaevis.”
It turned out that Jaevis didn’t have a crossbow, but rather a close relative. It was a hurlant—a crossbow-like device designed to throw spheres rather than bolts—and this hurlant was loaded with a smooth, fist-sized stone that popped and sizzled in the cool night air. “You give me Reldamar now.”
The Dellorans all drew their swords; Gallo hefted his heavy maul. Hendrieux moved so he could leap behind Gallo, should it become necessary, and smiled. “Now now, friend—we’ve no love for this wretch, do we? We were just about to slit his throat ourselves.”
“I take him alive.” Jaevis’s aim with the hurlant never wavered from Gallo’s massive form. “I take him now.”
“There are ten of us and one of you.” Hendrieux said. “I don’t think you are in a position to give orders.”
Jaevis nodded at his weapon. “Thunder-orb gives me position. Give Reldamar now.”
“One thunder-orb won’t kill us all, Mr. Jaevis. Let’s be reasonable—I have personal business with Mr. Reldamar here that will end in his death. You’re a bounty hunter, aren’t you? Why don’t I pay whatever you’re being paid plus, say, ten percent, and we call it even, hmmmm?”
Tyvian saw an opportunity to jump in. “He’s bluffing, Jaevis. He’s a coward—he’s soiling his breeches at the thought of you firing that thunder-orb at him.”
Hendrieux gave Tyvian a withering glance. “I am not bluffing.”
“That’s exactly what you’d say if you were bluffing.”
Black Eye gave Tyvian an ear-boxing that sent his head spinning. He let himself fall to the ground and pretended to whimper.
“Enough talk!” Jaevis’s finger trembled over the trigger. “Back away!”
Hendrieux, his face a bit paler than before, began to back up. “Very well, very well—no need to—”
Gallo charged, heavy maul held high. He made no cry, bellowed no challenge—he was like a war machine with its switch thrown, sudden and inexorable. The next few seconds were complete mayhem. Jaevis fired at Gallo, and the magical stone detonated on the huge man’s breastplate with thunderclap force, blowing everyone off their feet. Everyone, that was, besides Tyvian, who had sensibly gotten down earlier. The heat and crackling energy of the blast was still coursing through Tyvian’s body; he was deafened by the sound, disoriented by the concussion. Still, he had the wherewithal to sit up.
Gallo, impossibly, wasn’t dead. He had lost his maul and the loose wool cape he had draped over his shoulders, and his armor smoked and crackled like something stuffed in a furnace, but he stood up without so much as flinching. He backhanded Jaevis as the bounty hunter tried to rise, spinning the Illini around and knocking him back over. Tyvian grinned at this, but stopped grinning when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw Hendrieux coming at him with a drawn sword. Thinking quickly, Tyvian scooped a handful of gravel from the road and hurled it at Hendrieux’s eyes. The Akrallian flinched, buying Tyvian enough time to stand up and snatch a sword from one of the dazed Dellorans.
The Dellorans—the ones not blown to pieces by the thunder-orb, anyway—were getting up, too. Sounds were coming back to Tyvian’s ears; they were fuzzy and indistinct, but they were definitely sounds. He took heart that, at the very least, he wasn’t deaf.
Five of the eight Dellorans were left. Tyvian tried to stab one of them before he rose, but the ring shot a lightning bolt of pain up his arm and he was forced to drop his sword. The Delloran in question—Black Eye himself—tackled him by the legs, and the two men were left to rolling down those damned cobblestone stairs in an awkward wrestling match. Black Eye had strength and size, but Tyvian knew a few dirty tricks. Chief among these was biting, and he dug his teeth into Black Eye’s nose as though it were a massive wedge of Leventry cheese. The guard responded with a few kidney punches that made Tyvian let go, but not before he took a chunk of nose with him. “Kroth-spawned tit,” the Delloran growled. “Messin’ up my face.”
Another thunder-orb went off, blowing Black Eye and Tyvian up against the front stairs of a house. Tyvian felt his shoulder pop out of joint, and Black Eye cracked his own head on a stone and fell unconscious on top of him. Between his wounded shoulder and Black Eye’s bulk, Tyvian was trapped. From his vantage point underneath Black Eye, he could see that the battle, such as it was, was nearly over.
Hacklar Jaevis had lost his hurlant and was fighting against the monstrous Gallo with nothing but his thin, curved saber. Gallo had a weapon that looked like a cross between spiked brass knuckles and a machete, and he used it in much the same manner. All of Jaevis’s artistry with his curved blades was irrelevant against the hacking, driving blows Gallo delivered to the bounty hunter’s guard with mechanical rhythm. Each block Jaevis made seemed to drive him back half a pace and sent shockwaves of force through his body to the point where he looked scarcely able to defend himself. Gallo pressed on until, eventually, Jaevis was forced to his knees. Gallo’s armored paw seized the bounty hunter by the hair, hauled his head back, and laid his blade against Jaevis’s throat.
“Say good-bye to your bounty hunter, Tyv,” Hendrieux said softly. He was crouching next to Tyvian’s pinned body, a long thin dagger in one hand. “I just want you to see this last ridiculous ruse of yours fail before I stuff a knife in your eye myself.”
Gallo looked over to Hendrieux. His ruined voice betrayed no sign of fatigue or pain. “Now?”
Hendrieux held up his hand. “I’m glad it will end this way, Tyv—your body found beaten, dead, and dirty, pinned by a stinking oaf in some dirty Freegate side street. I bet they’ll think you were mugged. Won’t that be funny?”
It was then that Gallo was knocked across the street and slammed into the second story of a carpenter’s workshop by some unseen force. Hendrieux stood up bolt straight. “What the—”
Tyvian had never heard Hool roar before. It was, in a word, terrifying. The volume and timbre of the bellow that escaped her lips was sufficient to make Tyvian’s bowels watery, and he at least knew Hool had no intention of killing him.
The two Dellorans closest to Hool saw her copper eyes glinting in the dark and watched, open-mouthed, as she rose to her full height. Her bulky silhouette towered over them in the dim light of the street. In her hands was Gallo’s heavy maul, which she had just used to propel the massive man through the air like a croquet ball.
Sahand was said to pay well, but apparently didn’t pay that well. The men dropped their swords and fled into the night.
The last remaining Delloran stood quavering before the mighty gnoll’s advance, longsword extended. He called to Hendrieux, “Orders, captain?” Hendrieux, though, was long gone. The lone Delloran glanced around him, saw he was alone, and then ran off in the direction the others had gone. Hool dropped the heavy maul as the man vanished from sight and began to sniff the air carefully, her ears rigid and upright.
“Hey!” Tyvian yelled. “Hey! Help me up!”
Hool vanished from sight, darting down an alley at the speed of a galloping horse. Tyvian was left pinned and alone in the cold and dark. “Hool? HOOOL! Dammit, gnoll! I’m stuck!”
A minute or two later saw the weight of Black Eye suddenly lifted from Tyvian’s body. The smuggler looked up to see Hool standing over him. “Hool!” He coughed, “It’s about bloody time! What are you doing here anyway—you were supposed to be in the Blocks.”
Hool ignored the question and skipped straight to criticism. “You are very stupid, Tyvian Reldamar. You are lucky other humans are also stupid, or you would be dead.”
Tyvian crawled painfully to his feet. “Yes, Hool, thank you for the valuable critique.”
“Hendrieux got away again—another magic door. You said those things were expensive, but he has three of them now.”
Tyvian tried blowing his nose, but all that came out was blood. He reasoned that, at the very least, the shirt he was wearing couldn’t get any more ruined. “He hasn’t got three, just one—a door that magically connects to other doors. It’s called an anygate.”
“Where is it?”
“I’m not sure yet,” Tyvian said, but the ring pinched him for it, and hard. Fortunately, the rest of him was in enough pain that the effect was largely masked. “Where’s Jaevis?”
Hool pointed toward a different alley. “He snuck away when I hit the big man with his hammer. I can track him. He doesn’t use filthy cheater magic.”
“Not now, Hool, thank you,” Tyvian said, limping over to the piles of bodies now littered around the street. “Speaking of the big man, what did happen to Gallo, anyway?”
“He should be dead but he isn’t. I don’t know why,” Hool observed, cocking her head and listening. “He is close, but he’s leaving.”
Tyvian nodded. The man had to be life-warded beyond any life ward Tyvian had ever heard of—nobody survived a thunder-orb to the face and walked away, particularly not when they were knocked through a building immediately afterward. He made a note to avoid frontal confrontations with Gallo for the foreseeable future.
Tyvian found the second Artificer lying underneath one of the Dellorans killed by the initial thunder-orb. “Here—is this one alive?”
Hool nodded. “He is bleeding, but he will probably live if nothing catches and eats him before he gets home.”
Tyvian sighed, which made his bruised ribs complain. “Ugh . . . well, that’s something. Here, pick him up and bring him to my flat.”
Hool’s ears flattened against her head. “Why?”
Tyvian shrugged; the gesture made his dislocated shoulder scream, but he kept his desire to wince to himself. He doubted Hool was sympathetic to physical pain. “I want to make sure he isn’t caught and eaten, of course. Now hurry, or all this will have been for nothing.”
Hool hoisted the unconscious Kalsaari onto her back while Tyvian snatched up the hurlant where Jaevis had dropped it, then they both headed for home. Altogether, Tyvian decided it had been a rather productive evening.
He tried not to think about how much of it had relied on pure, dumb luck.



 
CHAPTER 4
CONSCIENTIOUS OBJECTOR
Myreon did not sleep, yet she was too tired to do much of anything else. She lay on the plush mattress with the downy quilts bunched around her and stared at the ceiling.
Artus was almost certainly dead by now. The thought of it made her want to cry, but no tears came. The poor young fool—came this far, followed Reldamar every step of the way, only to be cast out and murdered in some Freegate alley for no discernible reason.
He had been a good person, too—Myreon could tell just by looking at him. In her time, she’d seen a lot of bitter, desperate children gathered in the wretched alleys of Saldor and Galaspin, eyes dull and hard as shale. They were the progeny of ink-thralls and prostitutes, raised with the lash and taught to expect nothing. Artus hadn’t been like them, though. He had an easy smile and an honest way about him. He spoke like a boy who had been loved once and perhaps still was somewhere. He could have made something of himself, if not for Reldamar’s meddling. The tragedy of it chilled her bones.
Myreon wondered how many people like that—good, innocent fools—had their lives ruined by Tyvian Reldamar. She thought of a flower girl in Ihyn who Tyvian had employed as a lookout for his safe house, killed by accident when she threw herself in front of the Defenders advancing to capture him. She remembered a young Akrallian enchanter who had trusted Reldamar with sensitive documents and, as a result, was rotting in an Akrallian dungeon to this day. Everywhere the man went, people suffered.
And yet . . . no. There was no “and yet.” Tyvian Reldamar was a spinefish—colorful, interesting, even beautiful, but if you touched him you wound up dead or hurt. To him, there was nothing beyond himself. That ring could torture him all it wanted, but it couldn’t torture him into believing in something good or noble. It couldn’t force him to be selfless. Myreon suspected that Tyvian believed that Good and Evil were arbitrary distinctions made by those who wished to control other individuals through the creation of some kind of moral code. To him, they had no more true meaning than any other baseless superstition. He thought of them as the crutches leaned upon by the stupid, the ignorant, and the weak.
He was wrong, though. She knew what true nobility and true selflessness was. She had seen it in her father. She had even seen it in Lyrelle, Tyvian’s mother—a woman so selfless that, though she had it in her power to seize her son and bind him to her will, she did not do so. As Magus Lyrelle had often remarked, “Each of us must be allowed to make ourselves as we intend. For others to fashion you in their image—even with the best of intentions—is the commission of a grave violation.”
Myreon dragged her thoughts away from the Reldamars and back to herself for a moment. Her room had no spirit clock, no way to judge time. It was late, at any rate. A storm was rolling in, blotting out the moonlight and dropping a pall of fog over the dirty Freegate streets. Assuming her message had been received, how soon could she expect a rescue attempt? She tried to estimate timetables—how long it would take to verify the veracity of the rescue message, how long it would take to get a team together, how to sneak it into Freegate without the city watch noticing? “Gods,” she grumbled, “a long time.”
The best she could hope for, she realized, was for a rescue party to be on the midday spirit engine tomorrow. If she had to do it, she would bring ten men disguised as guild apprentices and journeymen. Watchmen would be all over the spirit-engine berth, tattlers and all, but if the Defenders scattered to various sections of town while disguised, no one would likely notice or care. Equipment would have to be shipped separately, as parcels—crates to be delivered to whichever warehouse would serve as a rally point. The operation required to muster them all would take hours. Tomorrow night, then. She could be rescued from here as early as tomorrow night.
She had the sinking feeling that wouldn’t be soon enough.
Thump!
A sound through the wall, muffled but clearly audible. Myreon bolted upright in bed and cocked an ear.
It had come from Artus’s room. Gods, she thought, the specters are removing the body. She felt ill. Her tongue, dry and sour, seemed to swell in her mouth. Her eyes watered. “Reldamar, I am going to . . .” She couldn’t summon a curse suitable enough, so she just let the dead silence swallow her rage for a moment. She shook her head, thinking of the smuggler’s mocking smile. “Somehow.”
Another thump and then a crash. The sound of broken porcelain—it had to be the blue-and-white Hurnish vase on an end table by the door in Artus’s room. The specters must have knocked it over as they carried out the corpse.
Except that serving specters never did anything like that. They were existentially incapable of breaking household objects or anything in general—you had to get specially constructed ones that were able to break eggs, let alone accidentally break vases. So, if they didn’t break it, then that meant somebody else was in Tyvian’s flat. But who?
Myreon stood up and went to the wall, pressing her ear against it.
Silence for a long moment—only her breath and racing heart to mark the time.
“Unnnhhhhh . . .” It was the faintest of moans, barely verbal, but Myreon heard it. It was like a spike of fire in her spine.
Artus was still alive.
Myreon was numb with shock. She kept listening, her face pressed so hard against the wallpaper it was probably making a permanent imprint.
“H-Help . . .”
“Oh Gods!” Myreon leapt to the door, trying the handle though she knew it was locked. “Hey!” She pounded on the door. “Let me out! Let me help him! He’s fallen out of bed! Please!”
It was pointless. One did not argue with specters—they were not intelligent beings. They did what they were supposed to and nothing more. Reldamar had them set as housekeepers and cooks and improvised jailors—nothing else interested them. They were probably cleaning up the broken vase around Artus’s fever-wracked body at that very moment, never imagining they might help . . .
Wait.
“That’s it!” Myreon snapped her fingers. She cast her glance around the room, looking for something to spill. Her water pitcher was empty and had been for hours and no other liquid given to her. That liquid, however, hadn’t just vanished entirely; the chamber pot sat in the corner, not yet emptied.
With the specters’ cleaning function in mind, Myreon tore off the lid and hefted the heavy porcelain bowl in both hands, the stink of her own urine burning her nostrils. She aimed at the door to her cell and dumped the contents on the floor so it would leak under the door and into the living room. She didn’t have to wait long.
The door was flung open and a floating towel dropped on the puddle on the threshold of her cell. Myreon leapt over it, brushing past something invisible. The specter did not grab hold—it was cleaning the filth from the floor first, and its companion was busy cleaning the mess Artus had made. She had a few seconds to dart into the living room, up the short corridor, and duck into Artus’s room.
Artus was facedown on the floor, sweat-soaked and panting. On his back, the bandages Myreon had placed were black with dried blood. She immediately crouched and grabbed him under the armpits. “I’ve got you! Are you all right?”
Artus’s head rolled back. His eyes were bloodshot but surprisingly clear. “Hey . . . how’d I get on the floor?”
Myreon lifted him—he was heavier than he looked—and dragged him back into the bed. She was out of breath by the time she was done. “You’re . . . you’re alive!”
Artus lay back weakly on his pillow. “Yeah . . . sure . . . Tyvian saved me . . .”
“No he . . .” Myreon frowned and felt his forehead. He was cool to the touch. She felt around to his back and pulled the bandage away—the wound was healed. Practically gone. “How in hell’s blazes did Reldamar—”
“Oh Saints! That’s right!” Artus’s eyes popped open wide. He moved as if to get up again, but Myreon pushed him back down. “Lemme go! I gotta talk to Reldamar!”
Myreon still couldn’t quite figure out what had happened. She found herself staring at the boy for a moment before finally gathering her wits. “Artus, you nearly died—you have to stay in bed!”
He nodded slowly. “Okay, Ma. Sure . . . sure thing . . .”
Myreon felt a force seize her by one arm and begin dragging her out of the room. She struggled against it. “Artus, what do you mean Reldamar saved you? What did he do?”
Artus, though, seemed to be drifting away again. “Saints, this is a swank place, huh? Nice . . . nice curtains . . .”
Another specter had its hooks in now, and Myreon felt her feet sliding on the floor. “No! Somebody needs to take care of him! He needs water! He needs something to eat!”
The specters made no comment. She was slowly dragged from the room and into the hall, cursing the whole way. She considered trying to dispel them—a relatively simple maneuver, typically—but that would tip her hand early. She was saving what little energy and strength she had regained for the moment when it would be most necessary. So instead she wove a small portion of her power into a small telekinetic push that knocked a vase off the mantelpiece in the living room. This prompted one specter to release her immediately and, moving faster than Myreon might have believed, catch the vase before it hit the floor.
It was the opening she needed, however. She yanked against the other specter, and though it didn’t lose its grip, it did slide across the floor with her, unable to find purchase with whatever eldritch process gave the thing traction. Dragging it along, if slowly, might be enough—she only needed to make it to the front door of the flat. Once she crossed the threshold, the things would have no further power over her.
Her heart pounded in her chest as she forced herself against the living room floor, step by labored step. The specter had replaced the vase on the mantel and again she felt the cold, formless force of the thing join its companion by grabbing her under her other arm. She was stopped in her tracks and dragged backward half as far as she had come. It was only by propping herself against a pillar that she managed to stop her backward progress. “Dammit!”
She created a bigger distraction then—this time a telekinetic burst at the fireplace, stirring ash, soot, and fiery sparks across the floor. One spark landed softly on the armrest of great, high-backed chair. The specters released her immediately, fetching brushes and dustpans from distant closets and flying to the rescue of Tyvian’s upholstery with all the speed of falcons in flight.
“Ha!” Myreon bolted for the front door. She had no staff, but she was strong enough to possibly work a few spells to get her to safety. Any reward she could offer the city watch for her safe return would probably outstrip whatever funds Tyvian could offer to bribe them. She had to hope.
She flung open a closet in the front hall and fished out a heavy purple cape with a hood. For that split second, she wondered about Artus. If she left now, what would become of him? Could she leave the boy in Reldamar’s care?
And yet . . . Artus had been saved. By Reldamar. Somehow.
Maybe, against all reason, Reldamar would take care of him. Maybe the ring would make him. Maybe . . . maybe he even wanted to.
Myreon shook her head. She couldn’t wait any longer. She turned and threw open the door.
Reldamar stood on the threshold in front of her, key in hand. He looked at her with a kind of resignation. “I thought as much.” He was filthy, bloodied, and seemed to sag under his own weight. His nose was broken, and it made his voice sound oddly high-pitched. Hool towered behind him, an unconscious man across her shoulders.
Myreon raised her hands for a spell, but the specters seized her from each side and dragged her off-balance.
Tyvian shook his head and entered his home. “Purple really isn’t your color, Myreon. You’re too pale.”
There were a lot of things Myreon wanted to yell at him at that moment, but only one came out. “You saved him. How?”
Reldamar didn’t meet her gaze. “None of your business.”
The specters kept pulling her along. She scrambled to get purchase on the smooth floor. “You aren’t fooling anybody, Tyvian Reldamar! You aren’t fooling me for a second!”
Reldamar scowled at her as he followed her into the living room. “Get back in your cell, go to sleep, save your strength—tomorrow is a big day.”
Myreon was pushed over the threshold of her cell. “Why? What’s tomorrow?”
Reldamar said nothing. He merely gave her a cold, steady look as he slammed the door in her face.



 
CHAPTER 5
BAD DEALS
Sahand watched the Artificer’s face carefully, waiting for any sign of deceit or evasion. Instead, the leathery-faced monk merely nodded. His Trade was surprisingly unaccented. “I will do it.”
They were standing on a wooden platform erected over a circular pool about ten yards in diameter. The water, originally clear as a mountain spring, was now murky and crimson—the color of blood. The underground chamber in which the pool lay reeked of death so strongly that the men who worked here wore kerchiefs treated with pungent oils over their noses and mouths to keep from retching. Sahand had made it very clear that any man vomiting in or near his pool would pay with his life. This rule had resulted in one elderly alchemist with a weak stomach and whiny voice being suspended upside down from this very platform, his wrists slit, and left to drain until empty. No one else had vomited.
In retrospect, Sahand rather regretted exsanguinating the alchemist. It had been relatively early in the process, and he hadn’t fully anticipated how complicated the preparations would be. Not only was the man talented, but the addition of his blood to the pool had caused a number of problems that set back the entire project by weeks.
A trio of soldiers wrestled a cage with a snarling baboon up to the platform as Sahand and the Artificer watched. Sahand motioned to his men as they worked. “I came up with the idea of utilizing vicious animals to enhance the effect some time ago, but full implementation took longer than I expected. Too many of the same kind would calm the energies in the waters by too much, as would collecting the animals in any kind of predictable pattern. I’ve needed to employ an individual with a wide range of contacts to acquire the beasts almost at random. This baboon comes from the jungles south of Hurn—very aggressive, I’m told.”
The baboon snarled and whooped as the soldiers positioned its cage over an iron grate, beneath which swirled the deep red waters of the pool. The men looked to Sahand, and the Mad Prince nodded. In unison, the three men drew iron skewers about three feet long and stabbed the beast over and over until its screams turned to wails of pain, then whimpers, then deathly silence. The beast’s blood ran in rivers down its ruined corpse, raining into the pool below.
With each drop, Sahand could feel the burning power in the pool grow stronger. The cavernous chamber, though located high in the mountains in the depths of winter, grew hot. Sahand’s hair stood on end with the sheer amount of the Fey pulsing through the room. He did his best to suppress a smile. “I have been giving this project a great deal of my personal attention, but my duties are many and I have need of another skilled hand to take over certain final preparations.”
He started down the ramps the led up to the platform. The Artificer followed, his head bowed. “You are having difficulty releasing the energy?” the old monk asked.
“Yes, in a manner of speaking. We can siphon out some of the energy held therein—the ancient warlock kings who built this place were masters of such power sinks, and the release of a measured amount of energy has not been a problem. I am not interested in a measured release of energy, however. I want to release it all at once. I want to tap it in its entirety.”
Sahand waited for the shocked reaction from the Artificer as the gravity of what he had said sunk in. Again the Mad Prince was pleasantly surprised—the old monk only nodded slowly. “I see. This is to be a weapon.”
Sahand grinned and put a finger to his lips. “The reputation of your noble order is not exaggerated, sahib. You are one of only two human beings besides myself to figure that out. The other one is dead. We had . . . a difference of opinion.”
The Artificer bowed deeply. “We of the Artificers are seekers of knowledge only. We are not blinded by the West’s notions of propriety or custom.”
Sahand pointed to the hunched, gaunt form of Hortense the thaumaturge. The man had been working practically nonstop all week, and the elaborate systems of focusing crystals, channeling rods, and power funnels he had erected around the edges of the pool looked like the work of some desperate madman. “There is my lead warlock. He is a thaumaturge by trade and has skill with the Low Arts, but he lacks the knowledge of the High Arts to complete the preparations. He is highly motivated, as you can see, but he will require your assistance to complete his work.”
The Artificer’s sharp eyes narrowed at the frantic activity of the warlock. “What is his motivation?”
“His daughter’s virginity. I trust you needn’t be motivated in a similar fashion?”
The Artificer looked back at the vast, ancient power sink. “No. To see this thing done and to carry the tale back to my order will be enough.”
Sahand nodded. “A simple enough price to pay, sahib. I will leave you to your tasks.”
The Artificer bowed again and made directly for Hortense. Sahand watched him for a few moments more and then nodded to one of his men. The man ran up and saluted. “Keep an eye on the Kalsaari,” the prince said, pointing to the soldier’s crossbow. “If he makes any move to leave this place, shoot him in the leg. Don’t let him bleed out, though, or I’ll have your balls.”
“Yes sire!” The man clicked his heels and returned to his post.
Satisfied, Sahand took his leave and wound his way through the icy tunnels and crumbling galleries of the ancient ruined palace to return to his tent overlooking the slumbering city of Freegate below. It was snowing more heavily than before, and a squad of soldiers were clearing the snow away from their tents and defensive positions, building snowbanks that would slow down potential attackers, not that any were likely. Sahand had full confidence now that nothing could stop him.
Inside his tent, Carlo diCarlo was waiting for him. Sahand knew better than to act surprised that the old master thief was able to steal past his guards, but the intrusion hadn’t been expected. His hand flew to the hilt of his dagger—a dagger infused with a particularly brutal enchantment. Carlo, though, had already leveled a wand at the Mad Prince.
“I didn’t come here to kill or be killed, Your Highness,” Carlo said, his crystal eye reflecting the firelight in circular patterns. “I have things to discuss.”
Sahand removed his hand from his dagger and shrugged off his cloak on the rack beside the pavilion entrance. “Out with it.”
Carlo settled his bulk into a chair—not Sahand’s chair, sensibly enough—but one close enough to the brazier to heat his hands. “You were right—both of your League associates are in the city or will be shortly. One of them used me to hire Hacklar Jaevis to nab Reldamar for his own purposes, and the other is—”
“Angharad tin’Theliara Hanim. I know; I’m not an idiot. Her whole reason for being here is to provide me with the animals I need, and now the Artificers—this is hardly useful news.”
Carlo shrugged and removed his crystal eye to polish it with a cloth he produced from a pocket somewhere. “Your little pissing match with the city watch isn’t winning you any favors either. Hendrieux is extremely unpopular in the Phantom Guild and the Guildmaster is making plans to destroy him.”
Sahand sat behind his desk and poured himself a drink of straight oggra from a genuine ogre horn. He didn’t offer Carlo any—the harsh liquor would probably kill the fat swine. “How do you know that?”
Carlo grinned. “Because I am the Phantom Guildmaster, obviously.”
Sahand nodded. “Hmph. That explains a great deal about your resources; why the confession?”
“Because I want you to know that I have to act a certain way in the next few days that will result in your operation in Freegate being shut down. There is a troop of Defenders on their way here on the next spirit engine that Reldamar is going to play like puppets, mark my words, and I will aid him. Furthermore, neither Theliara nor your other conspirator believes you are working on Rhadnost’s Elixir anymore—”
Sahand nearly choked on his oggra.
Carlo held up a hand, “Don’t ask how I know—I just do. I don’t know what you are working on, and neither do they. Even if I did, I wouldn’t tell them, since you are an enemy I don’t relish having. I’m only here to tell you that trouble is coming, and whatever happens, I don’t want to be held responsible for it. Understand?”
“Perfectly.” Sahand nodded. “I won’t forget this, Carlo. You can rest assured that I will pay you exactly what I owe you.” The Mad Prince swirled the harsh, clear alcohol in his mouth. “I will pay you with interest, even.”
Carlo bowed and slipped out. It was amazing how stealthy a fat man could be.
Tyvian watched the Artificer’s face carefully, waiting for any sign the old Kalsaari was trying to dupe him. The old monk met his eyes firmly and nodded. “I will do it.” His Trade bore no trace of accent. Tyvian wondered if that had anything to do with the bone talisman the Artificer wore around his leathery neck.
Tyvian grinned. “Excellent. Believe me when I tell you that you will be well compensated for this, Mr . . .”
“I am called Dohas.” The Artificer’s dark eyes scanned Tyvian’s dining room, noting the mageglass chairs and table, the fine chandelier lit by the warm glow of tiny feylamps, the lush embroidered rugs. He nodded again. “I will have the mage’s staff.”
Tyvian snapped his fingers. “Done. How long will it take you to remove it?” He held his right hand out and pointed to the plain iron ring. “There’s the bastard. Work your arts, sir, and be quick. Time is of the essence.”
Dohas removed a small flat stone from some hidden pocket in his robes and waved it over the ring. Tyvian felt a slight tug in his innards, as though somebody had just yanked a string running from the stone through his arm and tied around his liver. He grimaced.
The Artificer looked at him. “You felt that?”
“Just a mild tug. Is that good or bad?”
“Ah.” Dohas put the stone away and turned Tyvian’s hand over and back again, his delicate fingers stroking the ring as though cleaning it.
Tyvian drummed the fingers of his free hand on the table and tried to keep from tapping his foot. He took a glance at the spirit clock—three in the morning. He face was still throbbing from Jaevis’s attentions earlier, despite the salves he had applied. Hool had been “kind” enough to pop his shoulder back into joint with a savage tug, but his left arm still felt as though it might fall off. He ached, stank, and had no doubt he looked like an Illini mud-barker during monsoon season. He also guessed he only had a matter of hours to get everything ready for tomorrow.
He tried to catch Dohas’s gaze, but the Kalsaari now had a different stone out. This one was on a string, the old monk dangling it over the palm of Tyvian’s hand and watching as it jerked from side to side or up and down, depending on how close it was to the ring. “I’m sorry, but did I mention I was in a bit of a rush.”
“The Art will not be rushed.”
“The Art doesn’t realize there will be a troop of Defenders of the Balance kicking in that door in a matter of hours.”
The Artificer stared at Tyvian, his whole body suddenly rigid.
Tyvian forced a laugh. “Sorry, sorry—forget that last. I spoke out of turn. Please, continue at your leisure, sir.”
“Ah.” Dohas returned to his work, but this time he seemed to be bobbing his string-on-a-stone a bit more urgently.
Hool lumbered into the room, a tub of beef jerky under one hairy arm. Dohas froze again, his eyes locked on the gnoll. She ignored him. “Artus is waking up. I think he is feeling much better.”
Tyvian looked over his shoulder at the gnoll. “Hool, I’m busy.”
Hool sniffed the tub of jerky. “Is this for eating or wearing?”
“Whichever you please. You didn’t sit on the couch, did you?”
“No, that is where I put your dirty clothes.”
Tyvian heaved a sigh and did his best imitation of Dohas. “Ah.”
A weak voice called from the guest room. “Reldamar . . .”
One of Hool’s ears swiveled to listen, but her copper eyes stayed fixed on Tyvian. “I told you. He needs to tell you important things.”
Tyvian looked at Dohas. “Can you do this while we walk?” The monk frowned, and Tyvian jerked his free thumb toward the front door. “Defenders, remember?”
“Ah. As you say.” The Artificer rose, his hands cradling Tyvian’s hand as though it were fashioned from glass. They walked in this way to just outside Artus’s room and Tyvian poked his head in the door.
Artus had propped himself up in bed. The boy was pale, his eyes only half open, but he still looked worlds better than he had yesterday. “You . . . you took me in.”
Tyvian stepped inside the room and stood at the bedside, the Artificer trailing along like some sort of tattooed manicurist. Tyvian shrugged, “The least I could do.”
“I . . . I didn’t know if you would . . .”
Tyvian took a deep breath. “Yes . . . well . . . I did, didn’t I?”
Artus smiled at him. “I knew you weren’t such a bad guy . . . knew it . . .”
“Look, let’s stop talking about me. What happened to you?”
Artus frowned at the Artificer. “Who’s that guy?”
“Focus, Artus—what happened to you?”
“What happened to your face?”
“Hann’s boots, boy! Tell me what happened!”
Artus blinked for a moment, as though dredging his memories. Then his eyes flew open. “Saints! I almost forgot! I’ve got a lot to tell you—somebody is trying to capture you! They hired Jaevis—he’s not dead, you know—and there was some younger guy and your friend Carlo . . .”
Tyvian pulled up a stool and sat down. “All right, slow down. Give me the whole story, and don’t leave anything out.” Tyvian thought about that for a second. “Let me amend that statement—leave out any of your own commentary on the events in question. Just give me the facts.”
Artus reported. It took a while, since Hool kept interrupting with critiques of Artus’s decisions and Artus took to defending those decisions, starting a gnoll-on-boy argument that Tyvian would have to break up. Still, Tyvian was pleased with the level of detail Artus could supply, and made a mental note to add this skill to the list of things the boy could do if properly focused. It then occurred to him that he was beginning to think of Artus in terms of a working assistant.
Was he? Tyvian felt there was a distinction between using someone for personal gain and employing someone as an assistant. He was certainly planning on the former—Artus was indispensable to his plan, somewhat regrettably. Was the boy worth keeping around, though? He certainly seemed loyal, if Artus had risked his life just to find out information regarding Tyvian’s own problems. That was something he could certainly exploit, if nothing else. It was half the reason he had saved the boy’s life, after all.
Right?
While Tyvian listened and mulled this over, Dohas continued to work on the ring. He now held a fine-tipped ink brush and was painting delicate runes all over Tyvian’s ring finger in neat little circles and meandering rows. Tyvian tried to figure out what the fellow was doing but couldn’t follow it all—the complexity of the monk’s work was far beyond his own working knowledge of magecraft. Myreon could probably explain it to him, but he had made sure she was secured in her room before waking the Artificer up. He didn’t want the two of them to meet.
Whatever Dohas was doing, he could feel alternating pulses of cold and heat coursing through his hand and halfway up his arm. There was a faint odor in the air, too—something Tyvian couldn’t identify but that immediately caught Hool’s attention.
“Someone is doing magic in here,” she announced, glaring at the Artificer.
“Hey! I was just getting to the part where Jaevis was going to stab me in the back of the head!” Artus had a bowl of soup in his lap, brought by the serving specters. The color had returned to his cheeks.
Dohas, who had frozen at Hool’s statement about magic, now sat staring at the gnoll, his ink brush shaking gently in one hand. Tyvian nodded at him. “Don’t worry about her. She hasn’t eaten a sorcerer since I’ve known her—please continue.”
“What is that little man doing to your hand?” Hool asked, her hackles raised.
Artus threw up his hands. “Does anybody care about Jaevis almost stabbing me?”
Tyvian sighed. “Artus: we know Jaevis didn’t stab you in the head, and the important parts of your story are over. In fact, I’ll tell you how it ended: just before Jaevis killed you, the city watchmen found you, Jaevis backed off—not wanting to make an enemy of the Watch—and you got brought here where I had to pay them an exorbitant sum of money—which, by the way, you owe me.”
Tyvian turned to the gnoll. “Hool, this ‘little man’ is an Artificer who is trying to remove the ring from my finger so that I can more effectively help you recover your pups from the clutches of Hendrieux and, probably, Banric Sahand.” He looked at the Dohas. “You, sir, had better keep up whatever it is you’re doing because if you stop again, so help me, I will feed you to the gnoll. There! Is everybody clear, now?”
Hool grumbled to herself and lay down on the floor, one eye trained on Dohas, who immediately began work again. Artus sat there open-mouthed. “How’d you know how the story ended?”
Tyvian rolled his eyes. “Hann save me.”
Dohas put his ink brush away. “It is ready now.”
Tyvian regarded his rune-covered hand. “Ready for what, exactly?”
“I will enact the spell. We will need space; it will hurt a great deal and I am uncertain exactly what will happen.”
“You’re really taking off the ring?” Artus asked, pulling himself out of bed.
“Yes,” Tyvian said, and looked at the Artificer. “Let’s go out on the terrace.”
They walked through the flat, toward the open-air terrace overlooking the length of Top Street to the south. It was snowing lightly, coating the oak planks in a thin layer of silver dust that seemed to glow in the dark. Tyvian opened the glass door and went outside, shivering against the cold. Dohas followed, as did Artus.
Tyvian stuck out his hand, taking a deep breath and blowing it out in a cloud of condensation. “Let’s get this over with.”
“But if you take off the ring, won’t you be a bad person again?” Artus hugged himself against the winter air, the snowflakes resting lightly on his eyelashes.
“Don’t be ridiculous, Artus—I’ll be the same person I’ve always been, just without something biting me every time I—”
“But you would have killed me. You would have left me to Hool. You would have—”
Tyvian cut him off. “I also saved your life, remember? I picked you out of that burning spirit engine and saved your life. I saved your damned life last night, too! I didn’t have to do that, did I? Doesn’t that count for something? I’ve also fed you, dragged you along to Freegate, put up with your incessant questions, and—”
“You threw me out!” Artus snarled, pushing Tyvian’s sore shoulder. The smuggler fell back a pace, wincing in pain. “You left me to rot on the streets again! If you didn’t have that ring, I bet you’d’ve let me die on your doorstep rather than shell out your precious money!”
“Dammit, Artus, I—” The door to the terrace slammed behind the boy as he stormed inside. Tyvian’s mind raced. What if he left? What if Artus ran away, just when he most needed him?
“The spell must be done now, before the ink fades,” Dohas cautioned. The Artificer cast off his robes, revealing his wiry, taut body to the winter air. His skin was covered with tattoos, all drawn in flowing, arabesque patterns and glowing with power. Tyvian could feel the hair on his arms standing up—the leathery Kalsaari monk was drawing in power through his tattoos even as they spoke.
Tyvian pushed thoughts of Artus away—this was more important. This first, then deal with Artus later. The ring throbbed dully against his finger, hurting him, no doubt, for not going to the boy. He sneered at it. “You’ve pinched your last, trinket.” He nodded to Dohas. “Do it.”
The skinny monk drew himself to his full height and chanted in a reedy voice, increasing his volume gradually until he was shrieking at the top of his lungs. Then, just as Tyvian began to wonder what the neighbors might think about the noise, Dohas slammed both his hands atop Tyvian’s outstretched one.
There was a rush of hot air and an ear-splitting bang—had the Artificer not been clutching Tyvian’s hand with both of his, he would have fallen over from the force of it. Then came the pain—white hot, blinding. It fell upon Tyvian’s entire body at once, as though his bones were growing barbed thorns in unison. He screamed . . . and screamed and screamed. It seemed to last forever; his entire life flashing by in an instant. He saw the face of every person he had stolen from, conned, cheated, or killed. All of them cried out his name, each voice piercing him to the quick, burning his mind like hot needles thrust through his eyes.
Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the pain stopped. The cold rushed back to embrace his body; he was on his knees on the terrace, his right hand cradled in his lap. He blinked the tears away from his eyes and looked down.
The ring sat where it always had, as black and hard as an iron manacle.
Dohas was also on his knees, his body smoldering with the heat of the ritual. “It . . . it . . . cannot be done . . .”
Tyvian struggled to his feet. “What? What did you say?”
“It is not fused to your body.” The Artificer’s eyes were closed, his body shivering. “It does not meld itself to flesh or bone or blood.”
Tyvian’s heart seemed to stop. “What does it attach to, then?”
“It is fused with your soul, Tyvian Reldamar.” Dohas opened his eyes, meeting Tyvian’s gaze. “You and the ring are one.”
“I can still cut it off,” Tyvian said, half asking.
The Artificer nodded. “At the price of fracturing your own self. This is an artifact beyond my arts.”
Tyvian grabbed the wiry monk by the necklace and hoisted him to his feet. “I don’t accept it! Your order is among the finest in the world at this sort of thing, and you’re telling me you don’t know how to remove it? Someone must! Someone else among the Artificers, perhaps? Surely you aren’t the best they can offer!”
Dohas’s voice never wavered. “I have never seen nor heard of anything fashioned by mortals that can do what this ring does. My order and my Arts can offer you nothing.”
“Who can?”
“I will not name them; they are creatures of legend, not to be trafficked with by mortals.”
“Tell me!”
“No. For your sake, no.”
Tyvian clenched his teeth to keep from screaming in the old Kalsaari’s face. He wanted to throw the worthless charlatan off the roof, to beat him bloody, to hear him apologize for his utter failure. Instead, he only dragged Dohas inside and threw him at the feet of Hool, who was waiting for them. “Tie him up. Get him out of my sight.”
Hool put a foot on the Artificer’s chest, but thrust a thick finger in Tyvian’s face. “You go talk to Artus now. You have made him very upset because you are stupid.”
“I am not in the mood.” Tyvian scowled at the gnoll. To think that this beast presumed to order him about in his own home!
Hool bared her teeth. This close, they looked like they were as long as Tyvian’s fingers. “You go and talk to him or I will make you.”
Tyvian sighed. “Sometimes, Hool, you remind me of a nanny I once had.”
“Good,” Hool announced, and threw Dohas over her shoulder. The Kalsaari appeared to be frozen with terror at the gnoll’s proximity. Tyvian hardly blamed him.
“You . . .” Dohas hissed, “You leave me for the Defenders?”
Tyvian groaned and rubbed his eyes. “Spare me the blubbering—I have quite enough of it on my hands already.”
The Artificer, though, didn’t look like he was going to beg. His eyes hardened instead. “The Yldd. They are known as the Yldd.”
“The . . . the creatures of myth who can help me?” Tyvian blinked. “Wait, why tell me? Why do me the favor?”
Dohas grinned mirthlessly. “I have done you no favor, Tyvian Reldamar. No favor at all.”
Hool carried him away, muttering to herself about wizards and nonsense. Tyvian sighed and left to speak with Artus.
Tyvian found the boy dragging a knife across the bedsheets in his bedroom. He couldn’t help but notice there were tears in his eyes. Feathers were floating through the room, and Tyvian spied a set of fine goose-down pillows that had been savagely murdered not moments before. Tyvian knew he should have felt angry—he wanted to be angry—but he found himself only standing there and watching. Eventually, Artus noticed him in the doorway. “What? What’re you gonna do about it, huh?”
“Nothing.” Tyvian held up his right hand. The ring gleamed dully in the lamplight.
Artus straightened. “You didn’t take it off?”
“The Artificer failed. Why are you destroying my bed?”
Artus jutted out his lower lip. “ ’Cause you’re a jerk and you deserve it. You gonna kick me out?”
“Are you going to leave?” Tyvian asked. The question hung in the air. Both of them looked at the floor.
“I should leave,” Artus said, sitting on the ruined bed.
“I should throw you out.”
Neither of them spoke for a few moments. Tyvian sat in a chair Artus hadn’t gotten around to destroying. Artus looked at him. “What’s this? What’s going on?”
Tyvian didn’t say anything. He didn’t know how to put it; he wasn’t sure he wanted to know how to put it. “How . . . how would you like another job?”
“What, carrying your stuff again? No thanks.”
“No, this time you’d be working on your own. I’d be relying on you to complete a very dangerous task; my life would be in your hands.”
Artus leaned back on the bed. “How much?”
Tyvian almost said, The forty marks you owe me for buying you off the Watch, but didn’t. He sighed. “Name your price.”
“Five hundred.”
Tyvian coughed. “I’ll give it to you, boy—you aren’t shy.”
“Take it or leave it, jerk.” Artus smiled.
Tyvian found himself smiling back. “Fine—it’s a deal. You’ll need some equipment before I give you instructions, though. Go in the back of my closet—you’ll find a chest there with a bottle of perfume. Bring it out here.”
Artus frowned. “I’m not gonna have to wear perfume, am I?”
“It’s not really perfume.”
Artus went into the walk-in closet and started rummaging around. “Well, what’s it do, then?”
“It makes you look like me.”
Artus’s head popped out of the closet like a rabbit from a hole. “What?”
Tyvian smiled. “After you find it, I need to teach you how to use a seekwand.”
Artus came out with the perfume bottle in one hand, holding it up to the light. “Who am I going to find?”
Tyvian produced a handkerchief from inside his shirt and threw it on the end table under the lamp. The monogram read TR. Artus looked at it, face blank with incomprehension. Tyvian rolled his eyes. “I forgot you can’t read—me, Artus. You’re going to find me.”



 
CHAPTER 6
CAGE FOR A SMUGGLER
Tyvian shifted from side to side among the plush cushions of Carlo’s coach, his hands clenched into fists on his knees.
“Now who’s nervous?” Carlo snickered. “I told you she accepted the deal.”
Tyvian scowled at the Verisi. “She’s going to double-cross us, Carlo. You must know that.”
Carlo shook his head. “No, no—not for that she won’t.” He pointed at the drugged form of Myreon Alafarr, who was leaning against a wall of the coach, snoring through an open mouth.
Tyvian snorted. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”
“If you are so certain, then why are you going?” Carlo asked, pulling out his crystal eye and polishing it.
“A calculated risk, Carlo. Besides, I have a backup plan.”
“Oh?” Carlo chuckled. “Do tell!”
Tyvian produced a pair of thunder-orbs from up his sleeve. “Courtesy of Hacklar Jaevis. Not the most elegant of emergency plans, but certainly effective.”
Carlo shook his head, replacing his eye. “Great gods, Tyvian, you are losing your flair for the sophisticated, I’m afraid.”
“And you are losing your keen wit. That was a wholly pedestrian insult.”
“What happened to your face, anyway—you look like you’ve been kicked by a horse.”
Tyvian scowled and made a conscious effort not to touch his sore nose. The swelling had gone down, but he knew his eyes were still black and blue and his cheeks puffy. “Are we critiquing each other’s appearance now? Shall I inquire how your quest to become the world’s first spherical man is going?”
Carlo shrugged. Then, peering through the wall of the coach, he banged on the ceiling. “Here! This is the place!”
Tyvian climbed out and saw that they had crossed the city to the Cloth Market. Here, concentric circles of colorful awnings spread out from the broad and ornate stone fountain at the market’s center, which frothed with magically heated water. In this fountain—the Bathsfont—local launderers washed their clients’ clothing by the ton every day. It was late afternoon and a light snow was falling from a quiet gray sky, muffling the sounds of clothiers and seamstresses haggling price underneath heated canvas. They were situated at the market’s southern edge, and a variety of porters, couriers, and laborers lounged about the entrances to several taverns, watching them.
Carlo emerged from the coach as well and nodded happily to the bystanders. “There, you see, Tyvian? Very public, very safe.”
In the distance Tyvian heard the moan of a spirit engine pulling into the depot. Right on time. So long as Artus was in position . . .
Tyvian frowned and resisted the urge to scan the streets for the boy. He knew Artus would have no trouble tailing the coach through the city, particularly with the seekwand, but he still felt the need to double-check. He was relying a great deal on that boy to come through with his end of the plan, and it made him uncomfortable. He never liked relying on people whom he couldn’t entirely control, and Artus, as an adolescent, was permanently in that category. Suspicious, he allowed himself a brief look around but saw nothing. That was either good or very, very bad.
Carlo clapped his hands and his two coachmen dragged the snoring Myreon out of the coach and put her in a wheelbarrow, which they then piled high with bolts of linen to conceal her. When they were ready, he motioned for Tyvian to follow him. “Right this way.”
The Cloth Market was a good choice for a public meeting regarding an illicit transaction, as it was simultaneously crowded and private at the same time. Once within its winding, steam-choked maze of awnings, clotheslines, and pavilions, one could seldom see more than a few yards ahead while, at the same time, being no more than a few feet from dozens of other people. The smell of clean, pressed cotton and the freshness of the falling snow was invigorating to Tyvian, as were the vibrant wares being hawked by effete Akrallian tailors, swarthy Rhondian cobblers, and burly Galaspin furriers. He took a moment to inspect some particularly impressive leather gloves before Carlo hastened him on with a scowl. Tyvian permitted himself a smile; some of his anxiety regarding the upcoming meeting faded. You know what is going to happen, he told himself. Just relax.
“Here,” Carlo said, stopping before a pavilion of brilliant yellow and white stripes. Tyvian looked up and saw the black-and-gold pennant of the Kalsaari Empire hanging limply from its central pole.
Tyvian bowed and gestured at the tent flap. “After you, Master diCarlo.”
Carlo shook his head. “You’re paranoid.” He flipped the tent flap open and stepped inside. Tyvian followed.
Inside, the tent was heated by a brazier of glowing hearthstones set to one side of the hexagonal pavilion as well as four armed mark-slaves. The floor was thickly carpeted with hand-woven rugs, and there were four piles of cushions that Tyvian had come to identify as the Kalsaari equivalent to chairs. Two of these piles were occupied already. One held the slavemaster, Fariq, dressed in his official bloodred robes with jeweled turban and sporting the same nonsmile as he had when they first met, the night before. The other supported a man wearing an ankle-length skirt of sorts but no shirt. He looked withered, sandy, and old—like a piece of fruit left in the desert sun too long. His head was shaved bald and was covered with tattoos—another Artificer, virtually identical to the one tied up in Tyvian’s living room. What a coincidence . . .
Fariq stood and bowed low. “Many stupendous welcomes, most intelligent and magnanimous sirs. The most gracious Hanim offers her apologies for her lack of attendance, but assures you that I, the humble Fariq, may execute our dealings with faith and efficiency. Please sit.”
Carlo sat, but Tyvian did not. “Ah, Frumar—excellent. I was hoping we would meet again.”
Fariq’s pointed beard twitched slightly at the mangling of his name. “I am, likewise, most pleased. To business?”
Carlo opened his mouth to speak, but Tyvian cut him off. “That’s what I like about you, Famak—no small talk. Let’s to brass tacks, then. I imagine this man on your right is the Artificer I requested to see?”
Fariq nodded. “He is.”
“Does he speak for himself?”
The Artificer was staring at Tyvian, no visible expression on his weathered face. Fariq answered for him. “My infinite apologies, sir. He does not deign to speak to Westerners.”
Tyvian snorted. “Puts a bit of a crimp in our deal, doesn’t it?”
Fariq shook his head rapidly. “No, no—of course not! He will speak to my humble person, and I will of course relay his words with accuracy.”
Tyvian scowled, and Carlo cut in. “What is he talking about, Tyvian? Why is there an Artificer here? Where’s the money?”
Fariq blinked. “Money? A million pardons, my good sir, but there was—”
Tyvian interrupted. “There is no money, Carlo—that wasn’t the deal I made.”
Carlo sprang to his feet faster than a man of his age and girth had a right to. “What? You said there would be money!”
“No, I merely implied there would be money, Carlo. Not the same thing at all.”
Carlo’s mouth popped open and he sputtered, ineffectually grasping at curses. Tyvian thought the performance was quite impressive, really.
“See,” Tyvian said, “I told you your wits were failing.”
Fariq looked over at the wheelbarrow that had been brought into the room. “Is that the mage?”
Tyvian nodded. “It is.”
“Just a moment!” Carlo barked. “I demand to speak to the Hanim!”
Fariq bowed. “I regret to inform the gentleman that nobody may demand anything of the immovable Angharad tin’Theliara Hanim, may She live forever.”
Carlo snorted. “As though I give a damn about your queenie pride, you dirty little sand-gobbler! The Hanim assured me I would receive—”
“One hundred percent of the value of Master Reldamar’s deal,” Fariq interjected, his lips curling back into a cruel smile. “And that is what you shall receive.” He jerked his head in Tyvian’s direction, and two mark-slaves immediately seized the smuggler by the elbows.
Tyvian glared at Carlo—his turn to perform. “You rat. I should have known.”
“Don’t give me that, Tyvian.” Carlo’s face was red with artificial—well, perhaps genuine—anger. Tyvian reflected that he really had lied to Carlo about the money, and it’s possible the old Verisi was expecting some actual remuneration for this charade. “You planned to cheat me, too. The Hanim wasn’t just interested in the mage, you know.”
“Enough!” Fariq clapped his hands, which caused the Artificer to evaporate.
Tyvian shook his head, burying his mirth deep, deep inside. “A simulacrum. I’m an idiot.”
Fariq pointed a finger at Carlo. “You! Pull back the laundry to show me the wizard you have brought.”
Carlo folded his arms. “You pull it back yourself. I didn’t bleed the soil of Rhond red to take orders from some slave. Especially not one who just cheated me.”
Fariq maintained his ugly leer. “You ought to be more polite, Carlo diCarlo. You pretend offense and yet the glorious Hanim knows very well that you are being paid by many parties to deliver Reldamar into their clutches. Did you really expect to be paid twice for the same job?”
Carlo stiffened. “That’s exactly what I expected, actually.”
Tyvian’s eyebrows shot up. “Multiple parties? How many people want me anyway? Hendrieux, obviously, and the Defenders, and the Hanim, but . . . who have I missed, Carlo? I should at least get to know who you’ve been working for!”
Tyvian’s performance was convincing enough that all eyes were now on the rotund Verisi pirate. Carlo shifted from foot to foot, his face boiling with a volatile mixture of anger, frustration, and embarrassment. He then took a deep breath, forced his hands down to his sides, and said, “Very well, then. Since I haven’t any choice . . .” He walked over to the wheelbarrow and grabbed a fistful of laundry. “Here’s your bloody mage.”
When Myreon was revealed, Fariq and his two marked bodyguards leaned forward to see. There was Myreon Alafarr, Mage Defender of the Balance, just where she was supposed to be. The only thing amiss was that Myreon was awake.
Tyvian felt the hair on the back of his neck stand on end, and shut his eyes just in time for Myreon to unleash a bolt of pure white energy that sizzled the air like bacon in a pan. Tyvian’s captors released him immediately to tend to their seared retinas, and he ducked away from them. Opening his eyes, he saw everyone but himself and Myreon clutching their hands to their faces. Fariq, who had been the focus of the sunblast, screamed and writhed on the ground, his turban, robe, and beard all burning.
Two mark-slaves rushed the mage, but Myreon held up her hand, her first and fourth fingers curled tightly alongside the erect second and third, her thumb flat against her palm—the fifteenth position for minor enchantment, if Tyvian remembered correctly—and spoke in a thunderous voice. “STOP!”
The mark-slaves stopped dead in their tracks, suddenly rigid and motionless like wooden practice dummies, their faces wild with confusion and fear. No doubt knowing such an enchantment had only bought her a handful of seconds, Myreon darted out the tent flap. Tyvian followed close on her heels.
Once among the tents and stands of the Cloth Market, Myreon looked around, unsure where to go. Tyvian yanked her by the arm. “This way!”
Myreon pulled her arm free. “Follow you? Are you mad?”
“Who do you think cut your dose of that sleeping draught in half? Look, it’s me or them—you choose.” Tyvian pointed—three mark-slaves barrelled out of the tent, their ensorcelled tattoos glowing in the cold winter daylight.
Myreon planted her feet, spread her arms wide, and brought her hands together in a standard Gathering maneuver. A cold blue orb of light formed in her palms, and with the utterance of a word wholly lacking in vowels, Myreon released it at the mark-slaves. It struck the first of them on his chest, exploding into a riot of white light and deep cold, freezing the nearby tents solid and sending sheets of icicles hurtling in all directions. Tyvian knew a lode-bolt like that would ordinarily be enough to kill any three men dead, freezing them as solid as rocks, but when the spell faded the three mark-slaves were still coming, only a glistening sheen of ice coating their rippling muscles.
Tyvian shook his head. “They’re warded—this way, come on!”
Grimacing, Myreon followed. They ran like rabbits, skipping in and out of tents and ducking under clotheslines as they wound their way through the labyrinthine tangle of clothing displays and fabric salesmen. Behind them the mark-slaves did a good job of playing the part of hounds, bellowing to each other in their foreign tongue and smashing their way through tents and people alike.
“Can you cast something to slow them down?” Tyvian asked. Despite his best efforts, the mark-slaves were still on their trail.
Myreon shrugged, panting with exhaustion. “Like what?”
“Conjure up a wall or something!”
“I don’t know any conjurations,” Myreon countered.
A mark-slave tore through the back of a tent, ripping the canvas apart like paper. He saw the two of them and shouted for his friends. Tyvian grabbed Myreon by the collar and ducked inside another tent, then another, and another, until finally they dove underneath an untended wagon loaded with straw being sold for mattresses.
“What if we call a watchman?” Myreon offered.
“How much money have you got on you?” Tyvian asked.
“Nothing, why would . . . oh . . .” Myreon frowned. “I hate this cursed city.”
Tyvian fished in his pockets and brought out the two thunder-orbs. “I’ve got these.”
Myreon scowled. “It won’t work on them—they’re warded!”
“Then I won’t throw it at them. Gods, am I the only one who displays any ingenuity in these matters?”
The bellows of the mark-slaves got closer, and Myreon cursed. “They must have a seekwand.”
“Kalsaaris lack the know-how,” Tyvian corrected. “They’ve just got enhanced senses—like bloodhounds. Let’s move.”
They kept running, this time toward the edge of the market itself. “Where’s that gnoll of yours when you need her?” Myreon gasped. Her pace was slowing.
Tyvian grabbed her by the collar and dragged her into an alley just outside the market, his sore shoulder groaning in pain. “You need to get out of the saddle more often, Myreon. You’re soft.”
Myreon leaned back against the wall, hands on her knees as she struggled to catch her breath. “I’m . . . usually . . . the one doing the chasing. This . . . is a different experience altogether.”
The mark-slaves voices came echoing up the street—they were closing in.
Myreon turned and looked at the back of the alley—a narrow passage between two brick buildings led through to a street on the other side. “Here—this way!”
“Not so fast!” Tyvian pulled Myreon back and threw the two thunder-orbs at the gap. They exploded in spectacular fashion, causing the corners of the two buildings to collapse into a pile of impassible rubble.
Myreon stared at their blocked escape, aghast. “What . . . why did you do that?”
The mark-slaves appeared at the entrance to the alley, their faces grim. Tyvian looked at them and sighed. “I’m sorry, Myreon, but my plan calls for us to be captured.”
“Plan?”
“Well, yes—I always have a plan.” Tyvian nodded. “You’ll be delighted to know that your regaining the ability to cast spells will be most useful to its successful execution.”
Myreon shook her head, backing away from the tattooed brutes as they came ever closer. “You purposely led us to this alley. I can’t believe it!”
“I know this sounds ridiculous, but you’re going to have to trust me,” Tyvian said, getting down on his knees. “Oh, and I’d curl into a ball if I were you—I’m pretty sure we’re in for some savage kicking.”
Nobody noticed the column of mageglass-clad soldiers marching through the Stair Market. The fact that it was snowing rather harder now, the flakes drifting down in heavy clumps that hit the cobblestones with an audible thwick and gradually building, was part of the reason. Another reason was that most of the merchants, knowing a heavy snowstorm when they saw one, were packing up shop and heading indoors, so there were fewer eyes on the street anyway. But the main reason that the column of twenty armored men went unnoticed was because they were, all of them, concealed with sorceries so powerful that few wizards outside of Saldor could have even dared attempt them.
The Aura of the Ordinary was a personal favorite of Master Defender Ultan Tarlyth—something of a specialty of his, actually. The spell was a mixture of the orderly power of the Dweomer and the calming, soothing power of the Lumen, making those who were under its protection appear essentially, totally unremarkable and disinteresting. Back in the war, Tarlyth, as a young mage, had used this same spell to ambush a whole supply train of Sahand’s army before the battle of Calassa. In his most arrogant moments he liked to tell himself that he was at least partially responsible for the Mad Prince’s final defeat.
The spell was difficult to maintain, though, particularly in a place as full of suspicious eyes as Freegate. At the front of the column, a heavy gray cloak thrown over his mirrored armor, Tarlyth held his staff aloft, focusing as much of his attention as he could on maintaining the Aura as his Defenders marched in orderly fashion toward Top Street. To those they passed, they all appeared to be nothing more than a disorganized crowd of cloaked men moving in the same general direction—nothing to arouse more than a brief flicker of interest from even the most suspicious. The price of that, however, was Tarlyth’s hands nearly freezing with the icy power of the Dweomer and huge yawns battling their way up through his chest from the soothing Lumenal energy filling his body. A nap before a warm fire sounded like the absolute most wonderful thing in the world to his old bones at that very moment. Dammit, he thought, were I only a younger man.
Tarlyth kept it up, however, and for several reasons. The primary need for the Aura was political—Freegate didn’t want the Defenders in, and the Arcanostrum didn’t want to aggravate Freegate. The city was sitting on one of the Western Alliance’s most important trade routes, and the governments of Galaspin, Eretheria, and even Saldor would throw an apoplectic fit if a rash action by the Defenders caused Freegate to impose punitive tariffs. Though Tarlyth himself didn’t find tariffs all that upsetting, he did enjoy his job and position within the Defender organization, and he didn’t want to jeopardize it lightly. In all honesty, he shouldn’t even be here.
That, of course, brought up the second reason: Tarlyth was and had been a member of the Sorcerous League for over a decade now. He initially joined with the exclusive intent of spying on them for Saldor and the Defenders, but as the years had taken their toll on his once-robust body and he found himself ever more restricted from field operations, his attitude toward the organization had changed. With the Arcanostrum of Saldor, even in this modern, progressive age, sorcerous research and expanding the uses of the High Arts was consistently met with skepticism, wariness, and reluctance. Tests had to be performed; there had to be approval from committees of the various colleges; funding had to be secured. The process could take years unless you had the political connections that Tarlyth lacked. He wasn’t a research mage, anyway—he was a Defender, a practical user of the Art, not some skinny-wrist bookworm holed up in a laboratory.
The odds of Saldor finding a way to restore his youth while he was still alive were slim to none. There was always cherille, but the stuff could cost more per bottle than half a year’s stipend. He was the son of a blacksmith, not some wealthy noble-born mage with his family’s estate to help support him. No, Tarlyth knew that if he intended to become the young, virile ox of a man he had been in his youth, the Sorcerous League was the only way to do it.
They got things done. Irresponsibly sometimes, ineffectively often, but they went out and did it. They took risks. They invested in their members. They encouraged innovation and, what’s more, shared results. Sahand aside, he had come to think of it as less a secret cabal of evil wizards and more of an exclusive club of like-minded, forward-thinking men and women devoted to the advancement of the Art. The fact that the Arcanostrum disavowed its existence merely reinforced for Tarlyth where his loyalties ought to lie. Saldor sought to control, while the League sought to liberate.
By the time the Defenders reached Top Street, the snow was coming down in sheets. Tarlyth let the Aura drop and planted his staff on the cobblestones as his men fanned out up and down the rows of expensive homes and elaborate hotels. Closing his eyes, he hummed to himself a slow, building tune—wordless and slightly off-key. The music brought Lumenal energies seeping from the houses’ cheery decorations and caused the slumbering seeds of nearby flower beds to coalesce into an Augury of Distress. Tarlyth could feel tugging on his soul from a hundred different directions—manifestations of people’s needs and wants, their troubles and secret calls for aid. He could feel babies crying like gentle tickles across his stomach; he could feel the sickening pangs of a drunk or ink-thrall in need of their next drink or dip; he could feel the thrumming beat of someone seeking something lost. Tarlyth blotted them out—what he needed to find was someone in need of rescue.
It only took him a moment to isolate it—like a screeching, painful abrasion across the chest and back, the feel of someone trapped against their will, hoping to be free. It had to be Myreon. “Sergeant!”
The Sergeant Defender stepped to the Master’s side. “Sir!”
Tarlyth nodded down the street. “The seventh house on the left, penthouse flat; go with speed, but be careful. Reldamar is to be taken alive.”
The sergeant saluted and called his men to him. They lit their firepikes, activated their wards and guards, and moved at a quick, efficient double-time to the base of the tastefully appointed grounds of a three-story apartment complex. When they had the place surrounded, Tarlyth scanned the building for traps or hexes—it was clean. Just some warding on one of the rooms in the penthouse; that was, presumably, where they’d find Myreon. He gave the sergeant the go-ahead.
The assault was quick and disciplined. Four blew open the front door with thunder-orbs and stormed the front stairs, supported by another five who began a floor-by-floor search. Another group of five activated their lightfoot charms and scaled the side of the building as though it were a ladder, making it to the roof and in through the skylights at about the same time as the front-door party were storming the penthouse. The remaining men secured the exits, making sure no one could get out without going through them. Tarlyth keyed his helmet to hear what his men heard—a simple enchantment placed on the mageglass helms of all staff-bearing Defenders.
“First floor—clear!”
“Second floor—clear!”
“Third floor— Oof! Contact, contact! Isolate!” Tarlyth heard a few explosions and the flash of a firepike or two—sounds of struggle. The voices came thrumming through the helmet in a jumble. “Man down! One hostile, heading downstairs!”
“We got him!”
More flashes from firepikes, a few more thumps and groans, then, “Got him! Grab his arms! Watch it!”
“Third floor—clear!”
The Sergeant Defender appeared at the front door. He had a bloody nose. “Sir, you can come up now.”
Tarlyth smiled—so much for Tyvian Reldamar. Myreon’s rescue operation was providing the perfect opportunity to apprehend him for the League; if he could have, he would award the girl a medal for her contribution. The secrets the Iron Ring possessed could be a major breakthrough in the ultimate goal of every League member—Rhadnost’s Elixir.
Tarlyth found Reldamar on a landing between the third and second floor, flat on his face, a fur cape pulled over his head. Two Defenders were sitting on him—one on his back, one on his legs. His hands were being cuffed behind him. Tarlyth leaned down, looking at Reldamar’s hands.
There was no ring.
Tarlyth felt his spine tingle. With a rapid flick of his hand, he ripped the cape off the downed man with a simple spell. Looking up at him he saw the bearded, bloodied, filthy face of not Reldamar, but of Hacklar Jaevis. “What the . . . Jaevis?”
The Illini spat blood on the floor. “Why do you interfere with Jaevis? We are allies.”
“Dammit!” Tarlyth groaned, skipping over the man and running to the third floor, ignoring the sharp pains of his arthritic joints as he pushed them. He found one Defender down, a knife in his stomach, being tended to by his fellows, and another two with obvious wounds. The flat—once finely appointed, no doubt—was a smoldering wreck after ten Defenders and one Illini bounty hunter fought a brief, desperate battle here with all the magical weaponry at their disposal. Tarlyth darted past them to where two more defenders were trying to open the locks on the warded room. “Blow it open!” he barked.
One defender pulled back his mirrored visor. “Sir, Magus Alafarr could be in—”
“Blow it!”
The two men didn’t hesitate. They fell back from the door, drew antispell and thunder-orbs from their bandoliers, and threw one after the other. The door’s wards winked out a split second before it was obliterated in a thunderous explosion of Fey energy. Tarlyth was through the door before the smoke cleared. There, tied to a chair, was a leathery old Kalsaari with a tattooed body. His dark eyes were wide with panic—this was the source of the need for rescue Tarlyth had sensed, drawing him and his Defenders right here. “Kroth’s bloody teeth!” he swore.
How could Reldamar have known they were coming? Where else could he be? How was it possible Reldamar could have anticipated this? Had Myreon been compromised? Had one of Tarlyth’s contacts betrayed him? He stomped from the warded room and kicked over an end table. “Dammit!”
“Sir! We found something!” A Defender called him into the dining room. When Tarlyth came in, he found the men puzzling over an envelope on a luxurious mageglass table.
Tarlyth snatched it up; it was addressed to “Commanding Officer, Defenders of the Balance Standing in my Dining Room.” Tarlyth tore it open with a snarl.
Dear Sir or Madam,
Welcome to my humble abode. I have no doubt it is somewhat more humble now than before, since I am well aware of just how little care your organization gives to the furniture and, say, doors that appoint a would-be detainee’s living quarters. In any event, I bid you to make yourself at home. There is a pretty good bottle of wine in the cupboard over the washbasin in the kitchen (just for you—I wouldn’t waste it on the blunt palates of those thugs you employ).
As you probably have noticed by now, I am not at home. I don’t anticipate coming back anytime soon, so don’t get your hopes up. No, you should know that by the time you are likely to read this, I and your dear friend, Myreon Alafarr, have fallen into custody of one Angharad tin’Theliara Hanim, who no doubt wishes some kind of terrible fate upon us. Don’t hold it against her—she’s Kalsaari, after all.
Now, if you should be looking for dear Myreon and myself, I expect you should find us in the dungeons of the Hanim’s little palace away from home. You can’t miss it—it’s the big thing with all the minarets in the Castle District. I rather doubt she’ll be terribly welcoming, what with you Defenders being the sworn enemies of her people and all, but you’re welcome to try and visit. I promise not to tell her you’re coming.
Ta-ta for now,
Tyvian Reldamar
Tarlyth tore the letter in half when he had finished and threw himself in one of the dining room chairs. The Sergeant Defender appeared and saluted. “Sir, orders?”
Tarlyth sighed. “There’s a bottle of wine over the washbasin in the kitchen. Fetch it for me, would you? Bring two glasses and the Illini—we need to have a talk.”



 
CHAPTER 7
COMRADES IN CHAINS
“One day I’m going to write a book,” Tyvian said casually, as though he were sipping tea among friends at a café in the Stair Market. Even under those circumstances this comment would have been odd, but in the depths of a bleak, frigid dungeon and standing on tiptoe so he could relieve the pressure on his wrists, which were manacled above his head by a chain hung on an iron hook ten feet up, Tyvian’s confession was downright bizarre.
“What the hell are you talking about?” Myreon’s face was bright red, but not from anger. The color was due to the fact that she was suspended upside-down by her ankles, which were manacled in a manner identical to Tyvian’s wrists. The Kalsaaris had tipped her upside-down, though, since they needed her hands to be in casterlocks.
“I’m talking about my book idea, Myreon—pay attention,” Tyvian scolded. “I’m going to call it ‘Dungeons of the World.’ It will be my analysis of the various jails, prisons, dungeons, and oubliettes in which I have been incarcerated from time to time. I think it will be quite interesting.”
“Shut up,” Myreon answered. Groaning, she lifted herself up from the waist to bring herself somewhat upright, relieving the pressure on her head for a moment. The mage could only hold it for a few moments before falling back upside-down. She struck her head on the stone wall for her efforts. “Ow! Kroth damn it!”
“Stop acting the ninny,” Tyvian said. “I’ll need you rested for when we escape.”
“What, now you want to escape? What the hell is wrong with you? We could have escaped already!”
“Yes, but that would have only been a temporary victory.”
Myreon rolled her bloodshot eyes. “Are you going to tell me what the plan is?”
“No, I am not.”
She grunted in incoherent frustration. “How am I supposed to help if I don’t know what the plan is?”
“To be honest, I’m not sure I can trust you yet.”
“You can’t trust me?” She shook her head. “This is absurd.”
Tyvian would have shrugged if his arms weren’t already at their full vertical extension. “You have to admit that, up until a very short time ago, it was your stated personal goal to see me turned to stone. Save for the duress of our pursuit and incarceration, I somehow doubt you would be using the term ‘we.’ ”
Myreon sighed. “The Kalsaaris are a common enemy to all Westerners. Even you can see that.”
“Nonsense. I have done business with Kalsaaris quite a bit in my career and found them as amenable as any Western business partner—you should know, as you ruined several of my smuggling attempts by detaining and interrogating my Kalsaari contacts in Tasis.”
“Those men were bigger criminals in the Empire than you are here. This Kalsaari is a Hanim of an Imperial House—there’s a big difference.”
Tyvian nodded. “Granted, but it still doesn’t make you trustworthy.”
“For the love of Hann . . .” Myreon grumbled, but fell silent.
Tyvian looked around. The dungeon was a simple affair—a cylinder of stone that sank fifty feet into the ground, with a narrow staircase winding along the edge from the door at the very top to the very bottom, where a number of iron hooks were pounded into the wall. From these hooks, manacled prisoners could easily be suspended like so many slabs of beef. At the center of the floor there was a heavy wooden table complete with all the chains, manacles, and bloodstains necessary to indicate a vehicle for torture. As a final touch, some shallow pits were dug into the ground and covered with rusty iron gratings—crude cells for prisoners who somehow didn’t rate being hung on the wall. Tyvian wondered if they were being treated better or worse than those thrown in a hole, but couldn’t decide. Given the small windows at street level, high above them, he imagined that when it rained all the water would run down and fill the holes, which would be very cold and potentially dangerous over long periods of time. Then again, being hung from the wall was far more uncomfortable, even if the risk of drowning was smaller.
“This all has something to do with Hendrieux, doesn’t it?” Myreon grumbled at last.
Tyvian smiled. “Now there’s the Mage Defender I know and love.”
The door at the top of the dungeon opened and two mark-slaves entered, bearing ornate golden feylamps fashioned in the shape of dragons. Behind them came another, particularly large mark-slave, who crouched to enter because, on one shoulder, he bore the elegant and slender form of the Hanim herself. The Hanim was then followed by Walid, who walked quietly behind the imposing procession with a blank expression, hands behind his back.
Tyvian looked at Myreon. “Time to prove how much you’re in the game, Myreon. Not a word—say nothing, understand?”
Myreon nodded, her face grim. “Even if they kill me.”
“It’s not you I’m worried about them killing,” Tyvian said back, and then did his best to compose himself as the Hanim was brought down to the dungeon floor atop her slave.
Walid laid out a small, ornately woven rug before Tyvian, and the Hanim was set down upon it. Her golden eyes gleamed in the light of the feylamp. “We meet again, Tyvian Reldamar.”
Tyvian smiled and nodded. “Forgive me if I fail to kneel again, but I am currently unable. Perhaps if you were to un-shackle my wrists . . .”
The Hanim grinned. “That smile won’t work on me, smuggler.” She knelt before Myreon and ran her long fingernails along the mage’s cheek. “A Mage Defender, and pretty, too—such a prize. His Imperial Magnificence will be most pleased with me.”
Myreon pulled back from her touch as much as possible, glaring at the Kalsaari through her swollen, bloodshot eyes.
The Hanim tsked at her through her teeth. “Now now—such anger will only make you easier to control, my prize. You will tell us your secrets, one way or another.”
Tyvian cleared his throat. “A question, if I may?”
“Of course.” The Hanim turned from Myreon and rose slowly.
Tyvian let his eyes wander down the front of her silk gown. He was not disappointed. “You’ve wanted me for the ring the whole time, haven’t you? Our private meeting in your chambers was simply to stroke my ego. You wanted me to think myself more important than I was, making it easier to lure me into your trap, right?”
The Hanim permitted herself a smirk. “I also wanted to inspect you. If I’m to have you and your ring in my possession, I wanted to know if you were worth having.”
“My apologies, then, for not allowing our meeting to progress that far.” Tyvian smirked back.
“Oh, for the love of Hann . . .” Myreon blurted out, her eyes rolling.
The Hanim broke eye contact with Tyvian. “I understand that you are planning to escape.”
Myreon’s eyes bulged out of her head, but Tyvian grinned. “Ah, you were listening—I thought as much.”
The Hanim looked around at her dungeon. “Tell me, Master Reldamar—”
“Please, call me Tyvian.”
The Hanim glared at him. “Very well . . . tell me, Tyvian, I am clearly less well versed in the design of dungeons than yourself. However would you expect to escape a dungeon such as this one?”
“You will understand, Hanim, if I decline to explain it to you. Rule number one for escaping dungeons is to refrain from telling the jailor your plan.”
The Hanim pulled herself to her full height and, fixing her eyes on his, she spread her arms forcefully and intoned, “You will tell me how you will break yourself out of this dungeon!”
Tyvian felt the enchantment take his mind up like a wave. He was suddenly delirious, insensible, intoxicated with a mix of Lumenal and Dweomeric energy. Before he knew it, he was talking. He explained the weakness in the mortar due to years of water damage, which would allow him to slowly work the hook out of the wall. He described how the lack of guards in the dungeon itself would allow him to quickly free Myreon from her prison. Then, armed with the mage’s Arts, they would soon overpower the two guards in the guard room beyond the stairs. From there it was a short run through the palace to the courtyard he had observed with Carlo on the night he visited. A quick lightfoot spell to aid their climbing, and they would be over the wall to freedom before any further guards could be summoned.
When he finally finished, he added, “It’s all very simple, really.”
The Hanim was clearly incensed as her enchantment ended. “Very clever, Tyvian, but you are still too arrogant. I am now tripling the men in the guardroom. There will be five guards here watching you at all times.” She reached out and seized his chin in a viselike grip. “Understand, smuggler—you are mine. I would rather have you with your wits in place, but I can make just as much use of the ring and your body without a mind as with one.”
She pushed Tyvian back against the wall. He permitted himself a laugh. “Really, Hanim—I’m blushing.”
The Hanim’s scowl softened into a flat-lipped look of consternation. “You are a challenge, Tyvian Reldamar. I wonder if your friend Carlo knows how much I am going to enjoy you.”
“Carlo’s a clever fellow. He’ll figure it out.”
The Hanim snapped her fingers and her slave picked her back up. Walid rolled up the rug, and the Kalsaari noblewoman and her procession climbed the stairs and left the smuggler and the mage in peace again.
When the door closed, Myreon began yelling. “You fool! You complete idiot! Do you know what you’ve done?”
Tyvian rolled his eyes and sighed. “No, Myreon, please explain it to me.”
“Maybe you were too busy making moon-eyes at the witch to notice, but you just told that bloody devil-woman exactly how we planned to escape!”
“Indeed, it seems that way.”
“Seems? SEEMS? I can’t believe this! You’ve gone mad! I think you might actually want to be her consort!”
Tyvian nodded. “I must admit the job seems to have certain advantages.”
Myreon howled in frustration. “Kroth damn you, you arrogant dunce! You’ve doomed us both! How in the name of all the gods are we going to get ourselves out now?”
“Well, Myreon, that’s just the thing,” Tyvian said calmly. “We aren’t.”
Hool crouched on the crest of a low hill, listening to the wind as it blew across the Taqar, stirring the plains of tall, blue-gray grass into waves and ripples as broad as the ocean. The sky was white and unblemished, and Hool could not see the sun, though she felt its burning weight upon her shoulders. The air smelled like rain.
She saw flocks of birds startle and fly out of the grass, twirling in the air as they fled, twittering their warnings to the others. Hool sank lower into the grass, watching. It could be a molecat, or perhaps a coyote, and she knew her pups were hungry. “Brana,” she hissed, “pay attention.”
Little Brana, her youngest, crouched next to his mother, a perfect mimic. His big yellow eyes, though, were fixed on his mother’s powerful shoulders and sharp gaze. At her scolding, he refocused on where the birds had fled, his white-tufted ears swiveling to the task at hand. “Yes, Mama.”
Hool sighed. This was a dream. She’d had it before, with her eldest, Api. She felt a horrible, cold, wrenching pain grow in her stomach. She knew how the dream ended.
“Mama loves you, Brana,” Hool said quietly.
Brana wasn’t listening. He had caught the scent—the sickly sweet odor of raw meat sweating in the sun. It was freshly skinned and enticing. Too enticing for him. The young pup was off, scurrying through the grass with lightning speed.
Hool howled after him, “No! It’s a trap, Brana! Trap!”
She ran after him then, her heart pounding, her eyes and ears scanning the blades of grass to see the way they turned and hear as they brushed against Brana’s cream-colored coat. The dream was a liar, though, and she saw nothing. The grass moved in the wrong directions, it led her in circles. All she could hear was the quiet scrape of Brana’s paws against the dry earth. “Brana! Come back!”
Then, through a trick of her dream, Hool saw it in her mind’s eye as clearly as though it were before her: a heavy iron jaw of serrated, sharpened teeth lying in the grass, the skinned hock of a calf atop its rusty touchplate. It was laid by a human cattleman to catch wolves, coyotes, and, sometimes, foolish gnoll pups. Brana, tongue lolling to one side, burst upon the scene and, nose wiggling with excitement, pounced upon the plate. Hool closed her eyes. She could never watch this.
She heard the rusty scrape of the springs and Brana yelp. He only yelped once.
“Mama loves you, Brana,” she murmured, her heart screaming.
Only the wind answered.
Hool awoke with a start, her face pressed into a snowbank. She laid still, the pain of the dream still washing over her. Brana’s scent still lingered in her nostrils. She moaned into the ground and breathed heavily. “It’s not real. Just a dream. Just a dream. They’re alive.”
A door slammed closed, and the world snapped back into focus. Her ears shot up; she listened carefully. It was a woman; she smelled of sex and death. She was going to the outhouse to throw up the poison she had drunk. Hool was too far away to tell who the woman had been with inside the big river-house with the tall stone wall, and it was too risky to go and grab her. Reldamar had said this place was where humans sold other humans to each other as slaves, which seemed a ridiculous idea. He had told her terrible stories about how they would fill their blood with poisons to make the slaves loyal, and how the place had a magic door that let them take people from anywhere, make them slaves, and send them anywhere. Hendrieux, he said, had to be inside. She’d been watching the big house for over two hours now, taking short naps to save her strength, but there hadn’t been a whiff of him.
Her hiding spot was an abandoned grain silo, its roof long since fallen in, its base ringed in thick snowbanks. It stood perhaps twenty yards from the walls of the fortress—close enough to smell what she needed to, but far enough that there was no way the poor eyesight of any human guards could spot her in the dark and snow, even if she hadn’t been hiding.
Hool didn’t want to hide. She was tired of stalking—she wanted to pounce. She wanted to kick the doors of the big house down and kill the men inside. She would rip them apart until they told her where Api and Brana were, and then she would go and get her pups. Then she would find Hendrieux, skin him alive, and make his flesh into a cape. She would wear it whenever humans came near, so they would know that she was not to be trifled with.
Tyvian Reldamar, however, had forbidden her from doing this. Trust me, Hool, he had said, if you charge in there alone, you won’t be saving anybody—these aren’t half-drunk taverngoers, these are trained Delloran soldiers in armor. Even you can’t kill all of them.
Her job was to wait and watch. When she was certain she had found Hendrieux, she was supposed to send up a signal to tell Reldamar he was here. He had suggested a fire, which only proved how little the human knew about setting fires. It was snowing too hard and everything was wet—a fire was out of the question. Even if she could start one, Reldamar’s half-blind human eyes couldn’t see it anyway, nor could his tiny human nose smell it unless he was right next to it. Come to think of it, even their hearing was terrible. Sometimes Hool wondered how humans managed to survive at all.
The same door behind the walls opened again. It was a man this time—big, heavy, wearing mail that clanked as he walked. There was a smell of pipeweed about him that was concealing his personal scent. She stuck her nose higher in the air and breathed more deeply.
“Hey, girl! Where are you? We ain’t finished, you and I!” the man called into the dark.
The woman was still vomiting, so she didn’t answer. Hool couldn’t understand what compelled humans to drink that much poison. On the Taqar, the gnolls only partook of such poisons during acts of penance or when testing resolve—such things weren’t for fun. Maybe this woman was one of those they were forcing to take it. Hmmmm . . .
“Hey!” the man yelled. “You ain’t sneakin’ away, are you? Not after I was so nice!” His boots crunched through the snow in the courtyard beyond the wall, getting closer to the woman.
The woman took a deep breath and moaned. “Comin’, milord. Jus’ . . . jus’ cleanin’ meself up, is all.”
Hool snarled softly; she found herself pitying this female who was too weak to claim her own mate. Hool had never let a male give her orders—she was always alpha, and any male who thought to challenge her would feel her teeth at his throat. This woman weighed less than Brana, and was weak and skinny as a stick. She would be claimed by any man who wanted her. She needed to eat more and get stronger.
“There you are!” the man said, pulling open the door of the outhouse. “Ugh . . . you smell like death.”
The man was closer now, and Hool got a better taste of his scent—the sweat in his boots, the oil he used on his armor, the leather wrapping around the hilt of his sword. She’d encountered this man before, walking with Hendrieux when they had killed the beer-smelling men in the ugly house. He was one of Hendrieux’s guards—if Hendrieux wasn’t here, this man would know where he was.
“No more waiting,” Hool muttered, and crept slowly out of the silo, the snow barely stirring as she passed. The streets were empty and dark, but she knew her silhouette would show up clearly against the new fallen snow if she were to head directly down the street, and she knew that eyes were watching the street from the fortress. She kept to the edges, blending in with the piles of trash and the run-down facades of the buildings—a shadow with gleaming, copper eyes.
The man was growing angry with the woman, and she was pleading with him. Hool didn’t pay close attention, however—she was concentrating all her senses on moving quietly and not being seen. The air was still but for the falling snow and the gurgle of the narrow stream beyond the fortress—there was no tightening of a bowstring, no gasp of recognition to be heard from the catwalks or battlements.
The woman fell back. The man had struck her. “Foul bitch! You think I’ll pay for you now? I’ve paid your worth already in the drinks you poured down your ugly mouth. Get inside!”
The woman screamed instead, which made the man angrier. Hool heard him kick her in the stomach, making her retch into the snow. Hool knew she didn’t have much time—the weakling woman would go in the house soon, and the man would be gone. She darted across the last ten feet of snow and leapt to the top of the wall, balancing like a great cat atop the crumbling crenellations.
The man was beneath her, no more than five yards away, hauling the sobbing woman to her feet, his cheeks red from the cold. If he were to look up, he would see Hool’s eyes—she knew they were glittering in the light from the windows of the house. She made a decision; she pounced.
She landed squarely on the woman’s back, pinning her facedown in the snow. The man’s eyes grew wide, but Hool had him by the throat and threw him down as well. She sat atop his chest, her teeth bared. “Where is Hen-droo?”
“Gods! It talks!” He struggled against Hool, but her weight and strength were too much.
Over her shoulder Hool heard the sentries on the second floor of the house moving to inspect the noise. Hool snarled and dragged the man by the mail shirt into the outhouse and slammed the door. The smell and sound of the filth-choked stream below filled the air, burning Hool’s nostrils. Space was tight in the tiny outhouse; Hool’s snout was pressed up so close to the man’s face that she could feel his breath against her tongue. He, presumably, could also feel her hot, thick breath as she growled at him. “You will tell me where is Hen-droo or I will rip off your face.”
The man quivered in her grasp. “Hann save me! A gnoll!”
Hool shook him, which in turn shook the entire outhouse. “Answer me!”
“Okay! Okay! Just don’t kill me!” Tears were brimming in the man’s eyes. Hool curled her lips at his cowardice. “Captain Hendrieux is inside—well guarded. You’ll never get in alive!”
“You are lucky.” Hool said.
“Wh-Why?”
“I am not going to kill you,” Hool said, and then crumpled the man’s body into a ball and shoved it down the vomit-ringed hole in the outhouse floor. He cried like a child, struggling weakly as he slid down the short tunnel and landed with a plop in the swift current of the stream below. It occurred to Hool that he would probably drown now, and she scolded herself for lying to him.
She slipped out of the outhouse and hid herself behind the woodpile. The woman she had tackled sat up, swaying from the effects of the poison in her blood. “Wh-What? Hello? Something hit me . . .”
“Go home, stupid weak girl!” Hool hissed at her, her ears cocked to hear the sentries above—they were elsewhere, but she could hear the footsteps of another one drawing close.
The woman looked at Hool, her bleary eyes trying to focus. “Hey . . . you’re . . . you’re one of those things.”
“I am not a thing. Go home now!”
The woman got to her knees and shuffled across the snowy yard, reaching her hand out. “Wow—you’re a lot bigger than the other one.”
Hool froze. “Other one?”
The woman giggled and lay back in the snow. “Yeah—they got one, just like you. Smaller though. In . . . the . . . storehouse.” She closed her eyes.
Smaller one.
In the storehouse.
When the sentry passed, Hool crept up to the unconscious woman and sniffed her clothes. It was very faint, but the scent was there—a musky, woody sent, mixed with dry wildflowers.
It was Brana. He was here, and he was afraid.
Rage bubbling through her like molten iron, Hool turned her attention to the massive house.
Reldamar or no Reldamar, she was going in there, and she was getting her pup.



 
CHAPTER 8
JAEVIS EX MACHINA
Tyvian’s wrists, arms, and shoulders were knotted with cramps and raw with pain thanks to his incarceration, but he refused to let it dampen his spirits. He had passed the interminable hours playing “I Spy” with Myreon. Myreon, unfortunately, was a very poor accomplice for this enterprise, since all the Mage Defender seemed intent on doing was brooding, moaning, and cursing him in every way she knew how. She also was a bad guesser.
Since their meeting with the Hanim, the scenery in the dungeon had become more interesting. True to her word, the Hanim had stationed five mark-slaves to watch them inside the dungeon itself. There were two at the top of the stairs to guard the exit and three more on the dungeon floor to keep watch over Tyvian and Myreon’s persons. The mark-slaves, not the most imaginative fellows, took their orders quite literally, and stared directly at the two prisoners the entire time. Tyvian had been counting blinks for the past hour or so, and had concluded that the big one on the right was nervous, since he was blinking constantly, while the squat one in the middle was calm, and the tall one on the left wasn’t even real, since he hadn’t blinked at all.
“I’m telling you, Myreon, that tall one is a simulacrum.”
“Who gives a bloody damn which one is a simulacrum or not?” she snapped.
“Myreon, I am trying to engage you in conversation to distract us from our predicament. The least you can do is play along.”
She groaned. “I’m sorry, Tyvian, but no amount of inane small talk on your part is going to distract me from the fact that I am chained upside-down in a Kalsaari dungeon!”
“Stop yelling—I’m right next to you, you know. Besides, it could be worse—you could be wearing a skirt instead of breeches, and then you’d be upside-down and indecent.”
“Go to hell,” Myreon snarled, and thrashed in an apparent attempt to spit in Tyvian’s direction.
“You are going to wear yourself out, you know.”
“Wear myself out for what, you insufferable boob? Perhaps some physical demands might be made of you when you whore yourself out to Her Eminence, but I assure you they will not be asking me to perform calisthenics while they probe my brain for sorcerous information!”
“No one is going to probe your brain for Arcanostrum secrets, I assure you,” Tyvian stated, standing on his tiptoes and flexing the blood back into his fingers.
Myreon rolled her eyes. “You’ve been saying that for hours now, and I am beginning to think I would prefer being cut in two during a botched escape attempt rather than endure your insinuations at the existence of a successful one.”
“How’s the headache?”
“I have been stuck upside-down for the better part of a day now, how do you think it is? I can hear my blood pumping in my ears more loudly than I can hear your babble, which, as it turns out, is the best part about this whole affair. Now, would you please leave me alone?”
“We’ve tried this already, Myreon—if I can’t talk to you, I have to talk with our jailors here, and they are terrible conversationalists. Why, the short one there only smiles when I insult his parentage, and what fun is that, honestly?”
Myreon addressed the largest of the three slaves watching them. “Could you please send somebody down here to torture me? Having to listen to this man is worse than anything you lot could possibly dream up.”
Tyvian grinned. “I daresay your wits are getting keener, Myreon—that one was pretty good. Perhaps you should hang upside-down more often.”
Myreon said nothing, and Tyvian assumed she was glowering. He couldn’t say he blamed her either—he was getting rather impatient himself. He had expected his plan to come to fruition at least an hour or two ago, at the latest. He might have given up hope had he not remembered his mother’s first rule of manipulating others: Always have faith in the capabilities of those you use. Like any workman, if you choose your tools well, they will perform their duties as expected.
They’ll be here, Tyvian assured himself, it’s just a matter of time.
As if on cue, a series of bells began to clang with such rapidity that he knew it had to be the work of an alarm. His suspicion was confirmed when the two guards at the top of the stairs exchanged nervous looks and drew their scimitars.
Tyvian smiled. “Ah! Excellent—here they come.”
“What? Here who comes?” Myreon asked, her voice losing the sardonic edge it had maintained for the past few hours.
“Our ticket out of here, of course.”
“I thought you said we weren’t escaping!”
“We aren’t—we’re being broken out. Semantics, I know, but they’re important when being compelled to answer questions.”
Myreon turned this over for a moment, and then asked, “By whom?”
“The Defenders, of course. And possibly Hacklar Jaevis, though I can’t guarantee that.”
“Wh-What? The Defenders? Here? How would they know—”
“I left a note for them, of course.”
Myreon’s mouth was hanging open, which Tyvian thought was peculiar, given that she was upside-down. “How did you—”
“You told me you were trying to escape. There are only a finite number of ways that can be done from that room with the resources I left at your disposal. Predicting this was really only a matter of reading spirit engine schedules.”
“I knew it! I just knew it!” Myreon said, squeezing her eyes closed. “I knew you were playing me.”
“Myreon, I’d thought you’d be pleased—your friends are here to rescue you. Doesn’t that make you happy?”
She brightened for a moment, but then narrowed her eyes again at him. “Wait . . . how does this help you?”
“Well, I presume they’ll take me along with you, seeing how I’m a wanted criminal and all.”
Myreon snorted. “That’s a tremendously large presumption.”
“Maybe. I’m fairly confident in it, though.”
“I wouldn’t take you with me.”
“Yes, you would.”
“No, I wouldn’t!”
“I don’t see the point in us arguing about this—we’ll know who’s right soon enough.”
Myreon let air hiss between her clenched teeth. “I hate you.”
The two prisoners didn’t speak to each other until, a few minutes later, Jaevis kicked in the door at the top of the dungeon stairs. The Illini bounty hunter’s black eyes blazed over his blood-caked beard, and the twin sabers in his hands were crimson with gore. He killed the two slaves guarding the stairs with two vicious, disemboweling strokes—whose tattoos, as Tyvian had guessed some time ago, were imitations of the real things—and charged down the stairs toward the dungeon floor, shouting curses in his language with a hoarse voice.
“Jaevis!” Myreon yelled. “The tall one is a fake! He’s a fake!”
“Will you shush!” Tyvian hissed. “No need to ruin the surprise!”
The simulacrum mark-slave was the first to meet Jaevis in battle at the foot of the stairs, but the phantasmal being’s combat skills were somewhat lacking. It lifted its broad-bladed scimitar high over its head as though intending to cleave Jaevis into two neat halves, and Jaevis, using his higher position on the stairs to his advantage, cut the simulacrum’s arms off just below the elbows and, as part of the same flowing movement, dragged both his blades along the thing’s throat. Had it been a real person, the amount of blood would have been impressive, but as it was, the being simply vanished into a pink fog and Jaevis charged through it to meet the actual mark-slaves, whose magical tattoos were gleaming with red and purple light.
Each of the mark-slaves, even the shorter one, was bigger than Jaevis both in height and weight, and their magically augmented strength made their bare hands deadly weapons. This Jaevis clearly knew, and so he circled the two men beyond their grasp, forcing them to draw their scimitars against him.
Like the simulacrum before them, they were poor swordsmen, and they hacked wildly at the bounty hunter, each swing designed to kill. Jaevis elegantly evaded their attacks with a series of dodges, feints, and skillful parries. Tyvian, having fought Jaevis before, noticed a couple of the same moves being used again, but was impressed at how well the bounty hunter adapted to fighting multiple opponents—an advantage, Tyvian imagined, inherent to fighting with twinned slashing blades like the two short sabers.
Then both mark-slaves rushed Jaevis, hoping to overwhelm him. The bounty hunter, having little room to retreat, dove into a somersault that shot him between the two brutes. Coming up behind them on his feet, he thrust his blades backward into the spine of one of his opponents. This, by all accounts, ought to have killed the slave outright, but the protective signs upon his body were sufficient to allow him to turn around, still upright, with Jaevis’s blades still firmly planted in his back.
Thusly disarmed, Jaevis retreated, drawing a stiletto from a sleeve. The mark-slaves discarded their scimitars and advanced on him with their bare hands, which glowed with murderous red light.
“Jaevis!” Tyvian shouted. “The keys! Throw me the keys!”
“Watch out for their hands!” Myreon added. “They have Fey enchantments on them!”
“Gods, Myreon—he can see that they’re glowing! Don’t distract the man!” Tyvian snapped.
Ignoring both of them, Jaevis put his stiletto in the eye of the injured mark-slave with a quick throw. This injury was enough to drop the brute, who wailed pathetically on the ground as blood spurted from his new wound.
“Well done!” Myreon cheered. “They can’t put tattoos on their eyes, now can they. Ha!”
Jaevis moved to recover his swords but was met halfway by the other mark-slave, who delivered a left hook that exploded on his shoulder with a burst of flame and an audible pop. The blow threw Jaevis through the air and dropped him in a heap five paces away. He barely had time to recover before the slave was on him again, foot raised to stomp the bounty hunter into an early grave.
Jaevis rolled away at the last moment, drawing another knife and slashing at the slave’s leg in the same motion. The slave’s tattoos flashed and the blade failed to leave a mark.
“Where are the Defenders?” Myreon snarled, eyes following the fight with manic attention.
The mark-slave looked down at where Jaevis had attempted to cut him and laughed. Before the bounty hunter could scurry out of reach, he seized Jaevis by the scruff of the neck and threw him bodily against the stone wall between Myreon and Tyvian, who heard at least one bone break on impact and hoped it wasn’t Jaevis’s skull. The bounty hunter slumped against the wall, stunned.
“Jaevis! Jaevis, wake up!” Myreon prodded the Illini frantically with her casterlocked hands. The mark-slave, still chuckling, advanced slowly, cracking his knuckles in preparation for the final blow. Despite Myreon’s prodding, Jaevis didn’t stir. “Where the hell are the Defenders?”
“Kroth!” Tyvian swore. Jaevis dying would put a serious hole in his plan. There had to be something he could do . . . but what?
He noticed, then, that his right hand—his ring hand—was tingling. It wasn’t pain, per se, but rather a feeling of restlessness, as though his hand needed to be wrung or swung around to get out some kind of stored energy. Tyvian yanked against his chains—nothing. He yanked again, this time as hard as he could. He felt something give. Could he actually . . . ?
It took one more pull to snap the chain that held Tyvian captive. Everyone—Myreon, the mark-slave, even himself—stared at what he had done. “Hann’s boots,” he whispered, looking at the broken chain in his hands.
This was the distraction Jaevis had been waiting for. The bounty hunter, evidently not as stunned as he had appeared, leapt from the ground, knife in hand, and slashed the blade along the one other place besides the eyes that mark-slaves didn’t have tattoos. More blood than Tyvian had seen in some time spilled from between the slave’s legs, and the man screamed at a pitch that seemed likely to shatter windows. Jaevis shoulder-checked the slave onto his back and watched him writhe in pain for a moment before recovering his sabers and turning to Myreon and Tyvian. “You will come with me now.”
Tyvian fished the keys to Myreon’s chains from one of the dead guards. “Nothing would give me more pleasure, Mr. Jaevis.”
A pair of Defenders—breathless, wounded, with their firepikes gleaming—appeared at the top of the stairs. “Hurry up, bounty hunter! We’ve got trouble!”
When Myreon was freed, Jaevis pointed to some spare shackles on the wall and said, “Put those on Reldamar. He is prisoner.”
Myreon grinned, rubbing the feeling back into her hands. “Nothing would give me more pleasure.”
Tyvian grinned back. “I told you you’d take me with you.”



 
CHAPTER 9
THE OL’ SWITCHEROO, REDUX
The cavernous halls of the Theliara Palace were strangely silent as Artus darted from column to column, his soft-soled boots barely creating a whisper of sound over the lush carpets and smooth marble floors. It had been about ten minutes since he had followed the Defenders and Jaevis through the knocked-open doors, and he had become irrevocably lost. The galleries seemed to run in circles, the stairways never seemed to bring him where he thought they would, and the corridors all looked precisely the same. The halls seemed to change when he looked away, too. If Tyvian hadn’t warned him that the place was awash in illusion, he would have thought he was losing his mind.
It had been some time since he’d seen anybody. Artus pulled out the seekwand to check if he was going the right direction. The swirling pool of shadow that enveloped the wand’s tip jerked and flickered, which Artus thought was a good sign, but he wasn’t sure. For the tenth time that day, he wished he had paid closer attention when Tyvian was telling him how it worked.
An alarm bell sound somewhere deeper within the palace (or farther out, depending on whether Artus was deep inside the place or not, of which he couldn’t be sure). Guessing that the Defenders had finally triggered some attention, Artus resolved to go in the direction of the alarm, as stupid as that seemed to be on the face of things.
His instincts proved to be accurate. At the foot of a narrow spiral staircase, Artus found a pair of bodies—a mark-slave with his throat cut and a Defender with his head tilted at an unnatural angle, his mirrored armor spattered with gore. Holding back a wretch at the sight of it, he moved on, trying to remain as stealthy as possible.
Before long he heard the sound of fighting and the screams of injured men. Several female slaves fled past him in the corridor, so hurried that they didn’t even recognize he was there. Artus wondered whether they were an illusion, too, but couldn’t figure out why you would have your illusory servants run away.
Creeping along the edge of the corridor in the direction from which the slaves had fled, Artus poked his head through a doorway that led to a balcony. Keeping himself low so as not to garner much attention, he stepped onto the balcony, to find himself situated above an extravagant indoor garden, featuring geometrically precise rows of fountains, topiary, ponds, and flowers that stretched off seemingly into the horizon. He found himself staring, bug-eyed, at the scale of the opulence before him—an indoor garden? Saints, it was the size of his family farm, and it was warm as springtime!
Another clash of steel on steel refocused his attention on what was happening in the garden. There, not too far from him and near a jewel-encrusted gazebo, he saw Hacklar Jaevis cutting down a slave armed with spear and shield while Myreon Alafarr dragged a shackled Tyvian Reldamar along behind her. Three mirror men were covering their backs, their firepikes occasionally spitting bolts of white flame into distant galleries and down corridors, discouraging any pursuers from taking a shot at them. Artus shook his head—the scene was exactly as Tyvian had described it would be. How in blazes did the man do that?
Artus kept himself hidden as the trio passed, heading for the opposite end of the massive garden complex, where an arched exit yawned. With his inherent sense of direction he could have sworn that particular direction led farther into the palace, but it didn’t matter—Tyvian had told him just to follow and not do anything until “the time was right.” Though he didn’t have any clear idea of what the right time would be, Artus was confident that now wasn’t it. Grabbing a silk banner hanging off the front of the balcony, he slid down its length, dropped into the garden, and stole after Tyvian and his captors.
Once in the garden, following them was easy enough, but remaining unseen was far more worrying. Just before they reached the edge of the garden area, Artus’s arm brushed a neatly trimmed bush. The sound made Jaevis to stop short and spin around. Artus barely had enough time to drop to his face and hope the cluster of flowers in front of him were enough to conceal him. His shoulder throbbed, as though remembering what Jaevis had done to it not so long ago, and he held his breath. It was a full minute before badgering from both Myreon and Tyvian got the bounty hunter to move on.
When they left the garden and began to roam the long, broad corridors, things became even more complicated. The keenly honed senses of Hacklar Jaevis, professional bounty hunter, and the disciplined formation of the Defenders, far exceeded the shadowing skills of an adolescent street urchin and erstwhile farmboy. After another close call involving his toe scraping along a polished marble floor tile, Artus was forced to extend his following distance to almost the length of whatever chamber or hallway through which Jaevis and company were moving. He found himself listening at doors and catching the barest glimpses of his “quarry” from yards distant, just to avoid detection. He held the seekwand up from time to time, just to check if he was going the right way.
The alarm that had been clamoring about Tyvian and Myreon’s escape had ceased, and an eerie silence again descended on the Theliara palace. No guards challenged their passage through the corridors and not a soul showed themselves as the escapees, with Artus still behind them, sought a way out. It did not seem forthcoming. Finally, as Artus skulked in the shadows behind a circular door frame, he heard Myreon call a halt to the procession.
“This is ridiculous. We are clearly walking around in circles—that witch Theliara is probably leading us back to the bloody dungeon!”
“We need window only,” Jaevis grumbled. Artus noted that he sounded tired and his words were labored.
“When was the last time you saw a window?” Myreon countered.
“Cast spell, then. See the way out.”
“And how, exactly, would you have me do that? Perhaps if I had a Truthlens I could pull that off, but I don’t and I don’t know of any auguries that will make the illusory things glow and the real things whistle. Then there’s the problem of phantasms—they are half real, so they aren’t as easy to detect. If I start pitching counterspells around, I might vaporize a load-bearing phantasmal pillar or something and the whole bloody roof will come down!”
“Ma’am,” one of the Defenders said, his breathing labored, “we could try to contact outside again.”
Myreon sighed. “By all means, Sergeant, but I doubt the sending stone will start working all of a sudden.”
Jaevis grunted. “Is problem.”
“Would anyone like to hear what I think?” Tyvian offered.
Jaevis and Myreon responded in unison. “No!”
“Fine. Suit yourself.”
Silence followed for a few moments, and Artus thought they might have moved on. He almost poked his head out, but then Myreon said, “Fine, since you are the one with all the jailbreak experience, what would you do?”
Artus could almost hear Tyvian’s grin. “Jaevis, Sergeant—how many guards, marked or otherwise, have your company killed this evening?”
“Twenty-three,” Jaevis said.
“I’ll confirm that,” the sergeant said. “Twenty, at the least. We’ve lost five, though,” he added.
Tyvian whistled. “That’s quite impressive—my congratulations. I daresay that is the majority of armed guards at the Hanim’s disposal. She is, after all, only one member of an Imperial Kalsaari House living in a foreign city, and an unmarried one at that. This means she probably isn’t all that popular—I imagine all the good little girls live closer to Daddy and the Emperor and have for themselves important husbands whom they can order about. So, by the standards of Imperial Kalsaari Houses, she is relatively poor—she can’t afford more than a dozen or so mark-slaves, most of whom Jaevis here has so aptly dispatched. I’m guessing her last few—her most important ones—she is saving to do two things.”
“Which are?” Myreon asked.
“The first is obvious—bodyguard herself. The second is almost as obvious—set a trap for us. She can’t have us escaping, after all—think of the embarrassment! Think of the slight to Kalsaari Imperial power! No—a trap is awaiting us, and all of our wandering around has been to buy time for her to set it.”
“And your plan is?” Myreon prompted.
“Well, trip the trap, of course. It’s the only thing we can do.”
“This is bad plan,” Jaevis announced.
Tyvian sighed. “I don’t expect you lot to understand, but let me put it to you this way: Myreon, remember Akral, a year ago?”
“I had you right were I wanted you,” Myreon growled.
“And what did I do?”
“You escaped.”
“I promise you, my ever-graceful Saldorian nemesis, that we will do the same thing here that I did there.”
Myreon sighed. “He’s right, Jaevis. Let’s spring the trap.”
When they left the room, Artus followed again, but this time he was more than nervous—he was terrified. Trap? What else can I do? Artus thought. Just keep following them, stupid!
When the trap was sprung, Artus didn’t see it so much as hear it.
Tyvian, Myreon, the Defenders, and Jaevis had just descended a broad staircase that passed through a wide, arched portal. Artus, from the opposite end of the corridor leading to that portal, heard them yelling in excitement, but only managed to make out Myreon’s voice say, “We’re out!” Then there was the ear-splitting screech of metal grinding against stone and the bellows and shouts of dozens of Kalsaari voices.
When Artus peeked at where the six of them had gone, he saw a brass gate blocking the portal. He could only guess that similar gates had risen or been dropped into place, barring all the exits from where Tyvian and company were trapped. Seeing nobody between him and the gate, he quickly crept closer so he could see what was going on.
He was looking down from a gallery that ran around the edge of a wide, circular rotunda. Tyvian, Jaevis, Myreon, and the mirror men stood back-to-back-to-back at the center of the floor below, surrounded by about forty slaves who had all leveled spears to form a perfect circle of sharpened steel around the would-be escapees. The two other exits to the room—one of which seemed to lead outside—were barred with similar brass gates as the one at the top of the stairs.
“I must say I am impressed, Master Reldamar,” a woman’s voice said with a sultry air. Peering from his hiding spot to the opposite side of the gallery, Artus saw a beautiful, dark-haired and olive-skinned woman dressed in golden silks standing between a pair of burly mark-slaves.
Tyvian bowed deeply. “I am happy to have been so impressive, milady. I only regret that I could not impress you just a bit more.”
The Hanim’s lips curled into a smirk. “Amusing, as always. Tell the Illini and the Saldorian stooges to drop their weapons.”
Tyvian held up his chained wrists. “I think you will find that said Illini and stooges don’t take orders from me.”
“Your business is with me, witch!” Myreon said firmly, pulling herself to her full height. Her blond hair, wild and ragged from her treatment in the dungeons, seemed to whip and writhe, as though tousled on some phantasmal breeze. “This attempt at kidnapping is a violation of the Tasis Accords. You risk war by holding me here!”
The Hanim’s laughter was dissonant music. “May I point out, Magus, that the invasion of my palace by these . . .” she sneered at the mirrored armor of the Defenders. “ . . . ‘soldiers’ is likewise a violation of the Tasis Accords? You are as guilty of starting a war as I.”
Tyvian nodded. “She’s got you there, Myreon. Your Master Tarlyth is acting with surprising recklessness to save little old you. Do you happen to owe him money or something?”
Myreon shot Tyvian a baleful look. “You give me no choice but to invoke destruction upon this place. Release us at once and spare yourselves my wrath!”
“Look around you, mage!” the Hanim countered. “This room has been warded against your magical bolts and blasts. My mark-slaves are immune to any attack you could possibly muster. Come come—this needn’t end in violence. Surrender and be handled gently.”
“Death before surrender,” Jaevis barked.
The Hanim glared at him. “That offer does not extend to you, Illini. Whatever you do, your agony will not cease until the Eye of Ishar boils the oceans dry.”
Myreon cast a brief look at Tyvian. “Well? What about Akral?”
Tyvian shrugged. “Oh, this is nothing like Akral.”
“Enough,” the Hanim said, and spreading her arms and crooking her fingers into positions of power, she spoke in a thundering voice, “DROP YOUR WEAPONS AND SURRENDER AT ONCE!”
The enchantment caused the air to tremble, but it was met by Myreon, who crossed her fists before her face and pushed outward while uttering a single eldritch syllable. This caused the temperature in the room to spike to a nearly unbearable degree for a brief moment and then the two mark-slaves on either side of the Hanim dropped their weapons and put their hands on their heads. The Hanim stared at them, dumbfounded.
“You’ll not be winning any sorcerous duels against me, Kalsaari,” Myreon announced. Even from his hiding place, Artus could see how her blue-gray eyes flashed.
“Now,” she added, cupping her hands at her breastbone in a Gathering maneuver, “try this.” The Mage Defender released a lode-bolt that screamed through the air, but rather than freezing the Hanim dead, it passed directly through her to strike a wall on the other side.
The Hanim laughed. “You might be a better wizard, Defender, but I am the smarter opponent.”
“Idiot,” Tyvian growled, “she’s an illusion. She wouldn’t risk herself like this.”
“Then she has to be nearby,” Myreon snapped back. “A simulacrum can’t cast enchantments!”
The slaves took a threatening step forward, Jaevis began to weave his blades in anticipation of the fight, and the Defender’s firepikes glowed fiercely with burning energy. Tyvian gathered up his chains in his hands to form an improvised weapon. “Well,” the smuggler shouted, “perhaps if we had the leisure to search all the adjoining rooms, that piece of information would be worthwhile!”
Tyvian’s words jolted Artus from his horrified observation. She was somewhere nearby! A moment ago he had been wondering just how long he’d last while chained to an oar in a Kalsaari galley, and now, burning through his terror like hot sunlight, came a plan. A crazy, harebrained, hopeless plan, but if he was going to do something, the time was right now.
Slipping back from the edge of the gallery into the shadows along the wall, Artus crept carefully, drawing Jaevis’s hurlant out from under his cloak. It only took him a minute to spot her, dressed in a long black robe, half hidden behind a pillar and shrouded in darkness—the actual Hanim. He could see her long, bloodred fingernails curling into complicated patterns as she wove the spells that made the illusory “her” dance. Artus heard her mutter something under her breath, and then heard the illusion say, “This is your last chance. Surrender now, or suffer my wrath.”
From behind her, he advanced, placing each foot carefully on the hard stone floor. If she turned around . . . if he so much as made a single, solitary sound, she would hear him, and he was dead. He held his breath, his heart thumping hard enough to bruise his ribs. Step after step, inch after inch, and then he was there, right behind Angharad tin’Theliara Hanim, Kalsaari enchantress. This, Artus realized, would be his finest mugging yet.
He pressed the hurlant against her back and growled. “Twitch and yer dead, sweets.”
She stiffened, and Artus wrapped his hand over her mouth. The words tumbled out of his mouth automatically, pitched low and gravely to hide his age, all of it part of a routine he had made second nature on the streets of Ayventry. “You scream, you blink, you say one bloody word, and I’ll have you laid out for the priests, unnerstand?”
The Hanim was very still. Artus pressed the hurlant harder against her back. “Trigger’s getting itchy, love!”
The Hanim nodded.
“Walk,” Artus growled.
From the rotunda floor below there was a sudden quiet. “Why isn’t anybody moving?” Myreon asked.
“Something’s wrong.” Jaevis said.
“Yes, very good Jaevis, thank you,” Tyvian sneered.
Artus maneuvered the Hanim to the stairs, one arm still wrapped over her mouth, the other pressing the hurlant into her kidneys. “Open the gate, love.”
The Hanim flicked a finger and the gate sank out of view. Artus pushed her into the light, and the entire rotunda was suddenly struck speechless. All of it except, of course, Tyvian. “Ah, Artus—it’s about time.”
The two mark-slaves flanking the fake Hanim, having regained their senses from the enchantment, bellowed in dismay at the sight of their mistress being thusly waylaid, but Artus shouted back at them. “You hold fast, boys, or I airs out her guts!” He pulled her closer, so his hand slipped from her mouth to her neck.
“Who sent you, assassin?” the Hanim screeched, her voice suddenly hoarse. “I’ll double your price!”
Tyvian grinned broadly. “That is not an assassin, Hanim, but my young associate. He’s really more of a thug and a murderer.”
The two mark-slaves were moving around the gallery, closing in on Artus. They hadn’t stopped! He had a moment of panic—should he shoot her? Could he shoot her? Why didn’t she tell them to stop? Oh Saints, he was doomed! He saw Myreon’s face fall—another few seconds and they’d be on top of him. How could he make her stop them without killing her?
Suddenly Artus remembered his sisters, and he knew exactly what to do. He grabbed a big handful of the Hanim’s long, thick hair, right down by the roots, and gave it a twist and a yank that used to make Kestra squeal like a pig. To his surprise and amazement, the mighty Angharad tin’Theliara Hanim did the exact same thing. She even fell to her knees. Artus pressed the hurlant to the side of her neck. “What, you fink I’m kiddin’ or some such?”
At the sound of their mistress in pain, the mark-slaves slowed. When the Hanim held up her hand, they stopped cold. “Ah! Let go! Let go, you horrible—”
Artus gave her hair another good yank, bringing tears to her eyes. “You ain’t running this show no more, sweets. You gimme what I want and we all walks away, right?”
Myreon leaned over to Tyvian. “What’s with the phony accent?”
Tyvian shook his head. “Don’t ruin it now.” He then turned back to the Hanim and moved to go up the stairs. The slaves pressed spears against his chest. “Can we dispense with these now?”
“What are you talking about?” the Hanim growled through clenched teeth.
Artus increased the torsion on her hair by wrapping it around his fingers. “Do what he says!”
The Hanim waved her hand and four out of every five slaves vanished in a puff of smoke. Tyvian then stepped between two of the eight or nine remaining and came up the stairs. “Well, now, Hanim—we have ourselves a predicament, don’t we?”
“I will hunt you to the ends of the earth, smuggler! I’ll see you all suffer before you die!”
Tyvian tsked and shook his head. “Let me be more clear. My associate here has a particularly nasty enchanted rock pointed at your lovely neck and seems likely to tear your scalp clean off in another few moments—bad for you. You, on the other hand, have us lost in this lovely maze of a palace and still, no doubt, have a couple more dangerous tricks up your well-tailored sleeves—bad for us. It seems to me that we ought to cut a deal.”
“No deal!” Jaevis growled, eyeing the remaining slaves like a dog eyeing meat. “Cut her ugly throat.”
“Stay out of this, Jaevis,” Tyvian snapped. “So, can we deal?”
“Ma’am?” The Sergeant Defender glanced at Myreon.
Myreon held up a hand. “Steady . . .”
The Hanim’s face was twisted in a dirty scowl. “Release me first?”
Tyvian shook his head and smiled at Artus. “Not a chance in hell. Deal first, then we talk about releasing people. Here’s what I want—you show all three of us the way out. Once we are breathing real, actual night air, Artus here lets you go.”
“Tyvian,” Myreon said, “there are seven of us. And why are you making deals anyway? You are my prisoner!”
Jaevis snorted. “No, he is my prisoner.”
Myreon rolled her eyes. “Who you will be turning over to me as soon as I furnish the proper reward. Need we be this technical?”
“I do not turn Reldamar over to you. There is higher bidder.”
Myreon’s mouth dropped open. “What! Who?”
The Hanim, tears marring her mascara, snickered softly. “The red-haired young man, isn’t it?”
Myreon looked at the Hanim. “Who is that?”
Artus saw Tyvian’s mouth pop open for a split second, but then the smuggler closed it and composed himself. “Look, it really doesn’t matter who Jaevis works for, since I’m not bargaining for his release at all, so he won’t be getting paid.” He faced the Hanim. “When I said ‘all three of us’ I meant Artus, myself, and Myreon here. You can keep the Illini and the Defenders, for all I care. They’re exhausted and injured, and I doubt that those firepikes have much more than a charge or two left in them—those two mark-slaves and your remaining retainers can handle them, I’m sure.”
“You dog!” Jaevis screamed, “Death to you!” He rushed the stairs, but the mark-slaves intercepted, pushing him back with casual ease.
“Reldamar, you scum!” Myreon snarled. “I’ll not let you abandon my men here!”
Tyvian nodded. “Thank you, Myreon—right on cue. I, as it turns out, am not entirely heartless. I am willing to negotiate the release of your mirrored cohorts, provided you do one thing for me.”
Artus watched the Mage Defender stew for a second, then she heaved a heavy sigh. “What is it?”
Tyvian held up his wrists. “Take these shackles off of me, please.”
Myreon’s face screwed itself up into a bitter grimace. “Done.” She waved her hand and Tyvian’s shackles fell to the floor.
Tyvian nodded, rubbing his wrists, and looked to the Hanim. “Well? The use of your scalp and the continuation of your life in exchange for the release of myself, Artus here, Myreon, and her three flunkies. Deal?”
“You have a deal, Reldamar,” the Hanim growled. “Tell your brat to let me up.”
“Artus, help the lady up.”
Artus yanked her up by her hair, causing her to scream again.
“When this is over, your time will be short, Reldamar. I’ll see to it that every knife from here to distant Sandris will be hunting you.”
Tyvian gave the Hanim a kiss on the lips. “Until then, my desert flower. Come Myreon, Artus, stooges—let’s get out of here.”
The Hanim waved a hand to open a hidden doorway, and the awkward party moved through, a few slaves following them at a respectful distance. The last things Artus heard as the door slammed closed behind him were the screams of Hacklar Jaevis as the mark-slaves broke his bones.



 
CHAPTER 10
REWARDS DUE
The storehouse was a short tower in the far corner of the keep, built on a narrow strip of land that jutted out into Arble Brook. It had only one entrance—a door on the ground floor that opened into the courtyard. Pressing her ear against this door, Hool heard Brana’s whine. Several minutes later she could still hear it, echoing in her head: a pathetic whimper in Hool’s native tongue, squeaking out through an echoing chamber, quavering as though barely strong enough to speak.
“Mama? Come get me, Mama. Please . . . come get me . . .”
At that sound, Tyvian’s plan had been erased in a holocaust of maternal rage. Breathlessly, tears running down her snout, Hool softly called back to her long-lost pup. “Mama’s coming, Brana. Mama loves you.”
The Dellorans inside the keep were drinking and celebrating, so they did not hear her kill the courtyard guards or capture the one inside. The guard inside the tower had been watching the river when she came upon him in the dark and broke his hip. She hung him upside down from the rafters.
She found Brana in a small cage of wire and steel, held in a deep, dark room full of animal cages that had been his prison for months. It stank of blood, fear, and filth and she tore it apart with her bare, bleeding hands. They had injured her pup. They had filled him with foul magicks. They had shaved patches of his fur away so they could burn him with horrible devices. They had made him howl with pain and threw him in a dark hole alone. They had left him to starve and taunted him when he was sleeping or awake. All this Brana had told her when he was, at last, nestled in her arms again.
Hool’s heart felt as though it were being ripped, stretched to the breaking point between two extremes. One of her pups, one of her babies, was back with her and safe. Brana clung to her chest, just as he had when he was brand new and still suckling at her breasts. Still whimpering, he nuzzled his fuzzy snout against her warmth. Her love was like a sunrise, setting her world afire. But the hatred was there, too—hatred for the beasts who had done this to her pup. Where her love was bright and hot, the hatred was dark and hard and cold as the ice of deep winter.
She would make them pay. The guard hanging from the rafters would be first.
Even before Hool began, the man wept and begged and called out for his mother. The irony of it filled Hool with a blinding, white-hot anger that could only be released by dragging the man’s own knife across his naked skin, peeling him like a grape. Hool pressed the bloody edge of it against the meaty inside part of his thigh, and the guard shrieked. “Sweet Hann’s mercy! Don’t don’t don’t . . .” His voice melted into a garbled howl as she stripped a section of skin three inches wide off his body.
Taking her time, Hool methodically stripped him of his skin. Listening to him plead for mercy produced a deep satisfaction that could not be accurately measured, all while his comrades drank poison and rutted with dirty women no more than a few dozen yards away.
The guard eventually died, and Hool completed dressing the corpse like a hunting kill, hanging the hides from the rafters to dry. She tossed Brana parts that looked good to eat—meatier parts like the arms and buttocks—so he could gain back some strength. She had left his organs in the courtyard to be found—those contained his spirits, his wretched essence, and she wanted no part of such a foul and tainted soul.
There were more Dellorans, though. There was more vengeance to visit upon them. There was her other pup—her darling Api, brave and daring—to find. She wanted them to know she was coming for them. She wanted to fill them with the same terror they had filled her pups with all this time. At the top of the tower, her fur stained maroon from the blood of the skinned Delloran, she poured herself into a howl that would freeze fire and blacken the sun itself.
Hendrieux was sitting on a chair set atop a table, two slave girls at his feet, competing for attention by removing more and more of their clothing, while around him Sahand’s Delloran soldiers drank and whored their way through their lord’s reward. Hendrieux flipped each of the women a half-mark apiece, and smiled. “Keep it up, ladies. Winner gets a very special present.”
Sahand’s appreciation for acquiring the Artificer from the Kalsaaris and not screwing it up overly much had come in the form of a massive chest of gold coins and the orders to simply “lay low” for a couple of days while the final touches on the prince’s plan were put in place. To Hendrieux and the men, that meant being cooped up in a fortified keep that no one but the Phantoms knew they occupied. It also meant being cooped up in a fortified keep full of slaves placed there for their exclusive use. Things couldn’t have been better if Tyvian Reldamar’s head had been delivered on a silver plate
The slave girls grinned weakly at him—one of them was missing a tooth—and pawed at their bodice laces. Hendrieux watched with heavy-lidded eyes and dipped his little finger into the pot of Cool Blue in his lap. He had done it. He, Zazlar Hendrieux, had earned the respect and praise of the most powerful, most dangerous ruler in the West. He would be a rich man. Leaping up from his seat, he raised his hands above his head and shouted to gain his men’s attention. “Lads! Lads! Let’s have a toast, shall we?”
Tankards were immediately raised as the wine and ale was passed around. Hendrieux, smiling more broadly than he had in weeks, snatched a cup from another man and said, “To Prince Sahand, long may he live, and to all the bloody gold he’s gonna rain on our heads! To riches, lads! To riches!”
The men met the toast with cheers. Hendrieux was declared the man of the hour, hoisted atop their shoulders and carried about in triumph. After a score of minutes and two cups of ale, he was dancing on a table when Gallo appeared at the door to the hall, a cold wind entering with him.
The revelry died immediately, and all eyes went to Gallo and what he had in his hand.
“What have you got there, Gallo?” Hendrieux asked, trying to keep the levity from dying down. “More meat for the fire?”
Gallo held up a bloody lump of flesh and threw it onto the floor. “All I could find of Jenner.”
“He was the guard at the storage tower.” Hendrieux said, his voice calm only from the ink he’d taken. Silence blanketed the hall, and men reached for their swords. Hendrieux looked at the bloody pile of flesh on the floor and felt suddenly queasy. “Who . . . who . . .”
Just then, a bestial howl echoed from somewhere outside. It persisted for several seconds before finally wearing away to nothing, but the sound left a mark that remained long after it was gone. Hendrieux looked around and saw every face as drained of color as his own.
Every face, that was, except Gallo’s. “The gnoll’s here,” the fish-eyed man rasped. “She’s not happy.”
There was no escape from the storage tower without being exposed to fire from the sentries atop the keep. Hool knew they were inattentive for now but would not be for long, and then she would have to figure out how to get them without being shot. From the top of the tower, now sticky with the drying blood of Brana’s torturer, Hool could easily see the catwalks atop other parts of the curtain wall surrounding the fortress, but those catwalks did not connect to the tower itself. She could make the leap and escape, but not with Brana, and she could not leave him. The space from the storage tower to the main building was shorter—ten yards maybe—but not short enough for a leap with her pup. The closest door at the back was thick oak studded with iron, and had been barred against her. They knew she was here now. She wanted them to know. Nothing would save them.
“Mama,” Brana whimpered, nestling closer to her bosom, “Can we leave now? I don’t like it here.”
“We need to find your sister, Brana. Hush,” Hool told him, running a hand gently through his fluffy cream-colored mane. It was tangled with mats and she could feel the scars beneath it. Again her heart exploded with the feelings of rage and elation. Her baby was safe, but she had another pup. Another pup these monsters were hurting somewhere at that very moment.
“They took Api away, Mama.” Brana said softly. “They said I would never see her again.”
“They were liars, Brana. Hush, now.” She laid a hand along the top of his head and scratched his ears the way he liked, and Brana let loose a deep sigh.
The sound of human voices came from within the fortress building and from the turrets that overlooked the tower Hool controlled. They were doing something. The strong one, Gallo, must have returned. They must be regrouping. This was bad. Hool could take any four of them at a time, but she needed them to be disorganized. She needed them to be afraid. She cursed herself for howling—that had been foolish. She was acting stupid, like a human.
Gathering up the clothing of the dead guards, Hool painstakingly crafted a nest for her pup. Setting him gently within it and covering him so he would not be seen, she whispered. “Brana, I have to go find your sister now.”
“I want to come, Mama. I can help.”
“Rabbits don’t help wolves, little one.”
Brana nodded, understanding. “I’m the rabbit.”
“And what do rabbits do?”
“Hide in their holes.”
Hool scratched his ears. “Good boy, and what else?”
“Run like the wind.”
“You be a good rabbit, Brana. Mama has to be a wolf.”
“Will you come back?” Brana asked, big yellow eyes gleaming in the lamplight.
“Always,” Hool said, her voice trembling.
“Don’t cry, Mama.”
Hool licked him on the nose. “Mama loves you, Brana.”
Turning away from her pup, her precious Brana, Hool ran and took a flying leap from the top of the tower, sailing across the thirty feet of open air between it and the keep, and landed against the rough stone wall. Gaining purchase in an arrow slit, she began to climb.



 
CHAPTER 11
TWO STEPS AHEAD
“I don’t get it.” Artus said, his eyes crossed so he could focus on the glowing tip of a firepike that floated no more than six inches from his nose. “How is this better than where we just were?”
“Don’t worry, Artus. Everything is under control.” Tyvian kept his smile pinned to his face, more for everyone else’s benefit than his own. He hadn’t quite anticipated this part of the plan going this way. They hadn’t gone halfway across the plaza that lay before the gates of the Theliara compound when about ten Defenders had popped out of nowhere, ordering Tyvian and Artus to their knees, their firepikes tucked under their arms and blazing with power. They acquiesced, of course, and Myreon had given the smuggler a smug little grin as she reapplied the same shackles she had removed just moments before. They were now surrounded, kneeling in the snow with their hands on their heads. They took away Jaevis’s hurlant from Artus—their only weapon—and patted them down for anything else. Artus, it turned out, had nicked the Hanim’s gold necklace (for which Tyvian made a mental note to congratulate the lad later—he was a real talent in the thievery department, that was for sure), but they had nothing else of value, besides a pretty ordinary-looking bottle of perfume with a glamour enchanted upon it—fairly standard fare for perfume.
Myreon crouched in front of Tyvian, grinning broadly. “So, Reldamar, did you have a contingency plan for this?”
Tyvian decided only to give the mage a wink and a smile. “You’ll see.”
Myreon’s smile dropped into a sneer. “I am really going to enjoy putting you away.”
“Myreon! I see you’ve made it out in one piece—well done!” The voice was a full, deep baritone, frayed slightly with age and fatigue. A tall, broad-shouldered Mage Defender strode through the snow with the confidence of a man long used to being invulnerable.
Upon seeing the mage, Myreon dropped to one knee. “Master! I . . . I didn’t expect to see you here.”
Tyvian blinked, unable to contain his surprise. “Master Tarlyth? Of Galaspin Tower?”
The old mage pulled himself to his full height—Tyvian noted a bit of a gut pushing out under his mageglass breastplate. “And you must be Tyvian Reldamar. You’re a shame to your family name, boy.”
“That’s very kind of you.” Tyvian nodded. “And may I say that you, sir, are about to cause a diplomatic incident.”
Myreon rose and made a show of brushing off her filthy robes and smoothing her ragged hair. “He’s right, sir. You shouldn’t be here. We’ve got to get out of Freegate before the Watch spots us. I imagine the Hanim is calling them . . .”
Tyvian snorted out a laugh. “Oh, I doubt it. A wealthy, powerful enchantress being waylaid by a thirteen-year-old ragamuffin with a talent for hair-pulling? I imagine she will prefer it if no one ever speaks of this event again. There isn’t enough real gold in that entire palace to keep the Watch from gossiping about that one.”
Myreon looked like she wanted to kick Tyvian in the face, but the presence of the venerable Master Tarlyth was enough to keep her anger bottled into a single, withering glare. “Well then, good for us,” she said to Tyvian. “We’ll be out of here with you in chains in no time at all.”
Tarlyth nodded. “I have taken care to conceal our arrival from prying eyes. No one knows we are here. You, Master Reldamar, better get used to those chains—your little tricks have run their course.”
A frown crossed Myreon’s face. No, Tyvian corrected himself, a different timbre of frown crossed Myreon’s face. “Forgive me, sir, but why did you come personally?”
Tarlyth held up a hand, “I’ll explain later, Myreon—for now, we’ve got a spirit engine to catch.”
Tyvian peered between the cordon of Defenders toward the streets and alleys feeding into the plaza. It was dark, the snow was falling, and the light from the firepikes was enough to virtually blind him. He could see no sign of movement, but that didn’t mean there wasn’t any.
A pair of Defenders grabbed him by each arm and hoisted him to his feet. Two others did the same for Artus, and the rest of them began to form a column to march out of the city. Tyvian’s mind raced for a way to stall them. “Wait!”
Tarlyth and Myreon looked at him with dour faces. “What?”
“There’s one thing you didn’t anticipate—I’ve hidden Magus Alafarr’s staff. If you don’t release me, it will be handed over to the Lord Mayor’s office at sunrise! They’ll know you were here, in violation of Freegate’s neutrality ordinance.”
Tarlyth nodded. “Ah—that reminds me.” He reached into his cloak and, by some trick of Astral transmutation, pulled Myreon’s magestaff out of it. “Here you are.”
Tyvian was genuinely surprised. “Wh . . . but I . . .”
Tarlyth delivered Tyvian a small grin that he probably used on his grandchildren when explaining how he knew they’d been raiding the cookie jar. “You don’t become a Master Defender, sir, without knowing a few tricks yourself. That was quite an impressive hidden compartment, by the way—just not impressive enough.”
Tyvian sighed. “Well, worth a try.”
Artus groaned. “Is that all we got, Reldamar?”
The Sergeant Defender tapped the butt of his firepike against the snowy earth—it didn’t make the sharp crack that he probably wanted. “Company . . . move out!”
Then Tyvian heard it—harness bells, jingling closer. He grinned. “No, Artus—it seems I’ve got a bit more, after all.”
Tarlyth raised his staff and spoke a few words under his breath. The light from the distant streetlamps dimmed a bit, and the snow appeared to lose its midnight luster. All of them—everyone in the party—seemed to fade from notice. Tyvian had trouble focusing on the back of the Defender in front of him, as though he was just too boring to look at. He knew of this spell, of course—his older brother had used it all the time when he was an apprentice and wanted to sneak out of the house—but he’d never seen it used on such a large scale before.
Myreon was beside him, whispering, “Whoever it is, Tyvian, they’re just going to ride right by us. They’ll never notice us under this spell, in the dark, in the snow.”
Tyvian spoke at a normal volume. “If this is you gloating, Myreon, I have two things to point out. First, you again fail to understand the nuance required to deliver a proper gloat . . .”
Carlo’s coach, its wheels replaced with sleigh runners, slid into the plaza, pulled by a quartet of heavy draft horses, sweat steaming off their flanks. Behind it were trotting about two dozen figures, their padded leather caps and heavy blue cloaks ilLumenated by the darting spheres of light that followed them—the Freegate city watch, accompanied by their tattlers.
“ . . . and, second, your gloating is once again premature.”
Tarlyth and Myreon sprang into action then, working sorceries to confuse the simple tattlers or dispel them altogether. But it was too late. The magical constructs, insatiably curious and devoid of any notions or expectations of “ordinariness,” were immune to the Aura of the Ordinary, and quickly flitted over to shine their bright lights on the glittering helmets and glowing weapons of the Defenders of the Balance. The watchmen spotted them immediately.
“Company!” the Sergeant Defender bellowed. “Defensive formation, double-quick!”
Tyvian found himself dumped on his back as the Defenders rushed to form into a double line, the first line kneeling, their firepikes set against the ground, the second line standing, their pikes braced under their arms, prepared to fire. The watchmen barked orders of their own, and brandished a variety of maces, spiked cudgels, and mourning stars. They wore small target shields etched with some basic magical guards, and most of them were wearing two or three talismans of various sizes and descriptions around their necks. They encircled the Defenders on three sides, standing about ten paces away, shouting and jeering at the invaders of their city. The Defenders shouted back, so that the result was a cacophonous mess of men screaming various threats and commands.
Carlo’s coach-turned-sleigh pulled up just behind the line of watchmen and the door popped open, revealing the squat, fur-wrapped form of Carlo himself, his crystal eye twinkling in the light of the firepikes. His coachman hopped down, fished him out a stool with a silk cushion, and Carlo slid out of the coach and deposited his backside on the stool, his hands folded neatly into a fox-fur muff. ‘Well, well, well—what have we here?”
“Let me handle this. You don’t need to be involved,” Myreon said to Tarlyth, and stepped forward. “I am Mage Defender Myreon Alafarr on special assignment from Master Tarlyth of Galaspin Tower. This man, Tyvian Reldamar, is in my custody. Saldor will make it worth your while to assist me in keeping him captured until we can get aboard a spirit engine and leave you in peace.”
A giggle escaped Carlo’s lips, gradually building to a gut-splitting guffaw that rocked him back and forth on his stool until he nearly fell off. He was joined by the snickers and jeers of the watchmen, who twirled their assortment of spiked, blunt instruments menacingly. Through it all, Myreon and her Defenders stood rigid and erect, their eyes never flinching, as though they were openly mocked every day of the week where they came from.
When they had all calmed down, Carlo steadied himself on his perch and called to Tyvian, “What do you say, Tyvian? Should the fellows here toss you in a dungeon?”
Tyvian pressed past the Defenders and stood next to Myreon. “Carlo, enough charade. Could you please remove these shackles from my hands? They are chafing me horribly.”
Carlo’s jeweled eye sparkled in the tattler-light, his face an unreadable mask. He snapped his fingers, and a watchman stepped forth with a set of skeleton keys and an assortment of enchanted oils for undoing magical locks. “Sorry I’m a bit late—had to put the runners on the coach, blasted snow,” Carlo said, his face breaking into a grin.
Myreon thrust her staff at the advancing watchman, knocking him sprawling with a blast of invisible force. “I’m afraid I didn’t make myself clear—this man is my prisoner.” Behind her the Defenders advanced a pace in unison. “Any act of force on your part would be foolish. You are not our equals, even if you do outnumber us.”
Tyvian was pulled back behind the Defender’s lines by the collar, but he didn’t struggle. He had what he needed—the perfume bottle, lifted off Myreon and concealed in his hands. He caught Artus’s attention and nodded. Get ready.
Carlo chuckled, shaking his head. “Magus, with all due respect, do you really intend to attack the city watch of Freegate to arrest a smuggler? Do you have any idea the political mudslide you’d cause? Saldor, Galaspin, Eretheria—they’d lose millions to trade tariffs. Traffic between the West and the North would get choked to a trickle until your governments paid reparations; the Defenders would get labeled as ‘mavericks’ and ‘irresponsible prosecutors’ and lose the reputation they’ve worked so hard to build. Then, of course, there’s you—you’d get yourself stationed in the dustiest, dirtiest outpost the Western Wastes can offer, left to dodge scorpions and dump sand out of your slippers until the queenies finally come to take Illin back and mash you under the foot of some ten-ton manticore. Now, tell me madam, does that sound like a good trade?”
As Carlo talked, Tyvian began spraying Defenders with the perfume. Its magic was simple enough, but worked wonderfully if the individual wasn’t warded against the ether. Defenders, as it happened, almost never were—such wards interfered with seekwands and made their concealing magicks harder to use. One by one the back row of Defenders fell victim to the simple illusion contained in the bottle. When they looked back at him (which they did every few seconds), Tyvian did his best to look nervous.
Tarlyth stepped forward, facing Carlo. “I am Master Defender Tarlyth of Galaspin Tower. While Magus Alafarr might not be enough to impress you, I should be. You make a compelling argument, but allow me to make a counterargument: I can, with a few words, obliterate every one of you gentlemen, wards or no wards. I can bake your bones inside your skin; I can freeze you until you will shatter at a touch; I can call down lightning from the sky to smite you. All we ask is safe passage out of Freegate and an agreement to not make an incident of this. Do this, and not only will we pay you handsomely, but you will get to keep your lives as well. Now, I ask you, Master diCarlo, is that a good trade?”
The watchmen grumbled at that, looking to Carlo and muttering to themselves. Tyvian wondered how much money the fat Verisi had to pay them to show up. It was probably an enormous sum, and he knew it didn’t cover getting into an actual scrap with Defenders of the Balance.
Myreon suddenly cocked her head. She turned to face Tarlyth and pointed at Carlo. “Wait a minute—how did you know his name?”
If Tyvian and Artus were going to make a move, it had to be now. “Artus, RUN!”
They ran in opposite directions, making certain to conceal their shackles under their shirts. The back row of Defenders lost no time in turning around and splitting up in an attempt to run them down. Tyvian and Artus began to dart back and forth among them, dodging errant grabs and failed tackles as they leapt and dove through the snow.
And everybody—Defenders and Artus included—was the spitting image of Tyvian Reldamar.
Myreon and Master Tarlyth froze, temporarily stunned, as they saw seven snow-covered Tyvians wrestling and chasing one another around the plaza. “Don’t let ’em get away!” the Sergeant Defender barked, leaping atop the closest Reldamar and putting him in a hammerlock. The rest of the men leapt into action, but hesitantly, not sure who to tackle.
The disguised men kept yelling, “I’m not him! I’m not him!” and Tyvian and Artus yelled the exact same thing, of course. It was sheer pandemonium.
“How the . . .” Myreon gasped, and then started throwing dispels as best she could, but it was dark, she was tired, and her aim was off. She missed the first few. Tarlyth was better, dispelling two of the Shrouds in short order (the two Defenders were in the process of wrestling each other), but it provided all the time Tyvian and Artus needed to slip into an alley and vanish from sight.
By the time Myreon and Tarlyth had everything sorted out, they found themselves alone in the plaza with their ten men—their prisoners, the sleigh, Carlo diCarlo, and the watch had all melted back into the night. All they had to show for it was a single, empty perfume bottle.
Carlo picked Artus and Tyvian up a block away and sped off. Artus had managed to snatch back the hurlant while wrestling with a Tyvian Defender. He was giggling uncontrollably. “Hot damn, that was incredible!” He slapped his knee.
Tyvian sighed. It was distinctly disconcerting to see “himself” behaving in such a manner. “Carlo, the shackles, if you please.”
“Yes, yes—not even a thank-you, though? I mean, look at all the snow you’re traipsing into the coach?”
“Sleigh,” Tyvian corrected.
“Whatever. It’s not even mine,” Carlo grumbled, producing an enchanted oil and a pair of lock picks and getting to work. “What kind of idiot would bring a coach to Freegate—you can’t even get to half the city. I just hold onto the thing and use it in the wintertime for private conversations that I don’t want eavesdropped.”
Tyvian noticed Artus’s expression suddenly change; it was as though something had just occurred to him, a storm building just behind his face. Well, behind Tyvian’s face, but still . . . “What’s the matter, Artus?”
“Tell ya in a minute,” the boy said, holding out his shackles.
Carlo nodded. “Ah—so you’re Artus and that’s the real Tyvian. Good. I’ll know which one will get my dirty jokes now.”
As soon as Artus’s shackles popped off and hit the floor, he snatched up the hurlant and stuffed it in Carlo’s face. “Don’t move or I blow off your head!”
Carlo put his hands up. “Fine, fine—I’ll tell you all the dirty jokes you want, boy! Gods!”
Tyvian frowned. “Artus, what the hell are you doing?”
“Reldamar!” Artus said, his voice cracking, “I told you already! That’s the man that betrayed you, remember? He’s the guy in the coach with Jaevis and that other guy—the young guy.”
Carlo groaned. “This is ridiculous.”
“Tell him! Tell him what you done!” Artus pressed the hurlant harder against Carlo’s cheek.
“Boy, that hurlant’s broken.” Carlo pointed to the firing mechanism, “It looks like somebody fell on it.”
Tyvian watched his own expression change to doubtful on Artus’s shrouded face. “Artus, did you fall on that hurlant?”
“I . . . uhhh . . . I had to dive to the ground a couple times, if that counts.”
Tyvian grabbed the hurlant and pulled it away. “Yes, that counts.”
Artus folded his arms. “He betrayed you, though—I wouldn’t trust him.”
“Don’t be ridiculous, Artus. Carlo has been helping me the whole time.”
“What?” Artus sat up. “How?”
Carlo shrugged. “Well, we haven’t been exactly conspiring, but I’ve been dropping Tyvian plenty of hints. We work together well—our minds work in a similar way—and I certainly have no love for that thug Sahand or that louse Hendrieux. I have to say, though, Tyvian, this particular plot has even me lost. What are we doing again?”
Tyvian sighed. “Myreon is going to keep hunting me—she can’t help it. I left her the perfume bottle so she could track us.”
Artus said, “But she doesn’t have the seekwand—I have . . . oh. Right, she took it back.”
Tyvian nodded, smirking. “Even if she didn’t, she’s with a pile of Defenders and they probably have a spare. Hell, we’re in a sleigh in the snow—they could just follow our tracks. Anyway, with Myreon on our tail, it’s an opportune time to pay Hendrieux a little visit.”
“What? Why?” Artus asked, but Carlo was laughing. “What’s so funny?”
“I love it, Tyvian. You’re using them the same way you used them against that Kalsaari witch—a wrecking crew. In chasing you, they’ll be forced to attack the Dellorans when they find them, which, of course, will be exactly when and where they spot you.”
“Whoa,” Artus breathed. “But we don’t know where Hendrieux is.”
Carlo snorted. “Of course I do—he’s in Arble Keep, along with a lot of heavily armed Delloran soldiers. Who do you think is renting the damned place to them?”
Artus blinked. “But . . . if you knew the whole time, why didn’t you just tell . . .”
“As much as I appreciate young Tyvian’s friendship, my boy, I’ve no desire to die for him. I wasn’t going to tell him because I didn’t want to be the one who he found out from. That kind of information could have cost me a lot of very important organs I’ve come to rely on for breathing and such.”
“Besides,” Tyvian said, “I’ve known where Hendrieux was, more or less, for a little while now. There are only so many anygates in Freegate, after all, and Hendrieux has always had contacts with the slavers in the Phantom Guild.”
“Shhhh!” Carlo waved his arms
“Carlo,” Tyvian said, grimacing, “I appreciate your fine performance earlier this evening, but I don’t think that entitles you to—”
“I said shut up!” Carlo shouted.
Tyvian, taken aback, fell silent, as did everyone else. They listened to the jingle of the horse harnesses through snow-muted air for a moment before they heard it, faint but not too distant. It was the mournful, slow howl of a great beast. It was Hool.
Tyvian looked at Carlo. “Can you see her with that eye of yours?”
Carlo shuddered. “She’s starting early, Tyvian. The Dellorans will have their guard up.”
Tyvian nodded. “More fun for Myreon and her friends, then—let’s go.”



 
CHAPTER 12
PAYBACK
Had Sergeant Tillick Nord of the Delloran army been in charge, he would have burned the stupid tower to the ground rather than wait for whatever was in there to come out. Of course, Nord was not in charge, and “Captain” Hendrieux had told them they needed to keep a low profile. So, that meant that Nord and a dozen of his men had to crouch behind the frigid, wind-worn battlements on the top of this godforsaken fortress, crossbows loaded and cocked, and hope the gnoll or whatever was in the tower would be dumb enough to come out the door they had their weapons trained on. He was too much of a Delloran to admit he was freezing, and too much a professional to complain openly about anything, but he could still taste the pipe smoke on his lips and the warm ale in his belly, and he hoped to all the gods that this ridiculous gnoll-thing would show itself quick so he and his men could feather it and go back inside to party.
Nord passed a pouch down the line after picking out some of the dried leaves inside—wakeroot, the soldier’s best friend, guaranteed to sober a man up in a minute or less. “Everybody takes a chew. You can get yerself nice and drunk again once this is over.” Nord stuffed the wad of pungent black leaves in his mouth and held it in one cheek, the fiery juices bubbling on his tongue and tickling as they ran down his throat. When it hit his stomach, it was like somebody had lit a firebomb in his innards. Nord’s eyes watered as the world was brought into stark focus at the same time as a raging headache assaulted his temples. Wakeroot got rid of the drunk by, essentially, skipping straight to the hangover. Still, he found he could see straighter, once he squinted past the pain behind his eyes. Down the line, men were coughing and groaning as their own hangovers hit them. Nord cursed Hendrieux under his breath; they were in for an unpleasant evening.
Just how unpleasant, however, wasn’t made clear until a few minutes later. Such clarification came in the form of a pack of angry people gathering outside the stockade gate. This struck Nord as odd simply because nobody ever used the gate—all transport was conducted through the anygate in the fortress’s dungeon—and that, as far as the outside world was concerned, this particular ruin was nothing but a run-down brothel and ink den. Nord walked over to the side of the battlements that faced the gate, which was opposite from the side facing the storage tower, and kept an eye on things, just in case. He couldn’t see who was out there, thanks to the height of the walls, but he guessed it was some kind of bizarre domestic disturbance . . . in the middle of the night . . . in the winter. Right.
A magically amplified voice thundered over the walls.“Attention, occupants of the Arble Keep; you are harboring a fugitive and are hereby commanded to open your gates by the authority of the Defenders of the Balance. You have two minutes to comply.”
“Damn,” Nord hissed, and began issuing orders. “Matcher, report to Hendrieux and Gallo, ask them to advise. Keeler, Verins—you two stay on the tower. Everybody else form up here. We’re gonna have visitors in a minute, and I want ’em welcomed. Go!”
The men instantly set to their tasks, and Nord had nine crossbows set up to rain quarrels on anybody coming through the gate just before it blew inward with a white flash. A pair of Defenders were the first through, crouching by the edges of the wall and pointing their firepikes up toward the battlements to cover the rest of their party. They sent a few white-hot blasts of enchanted fire up toward Nord’s men, but they had cover, and firepikes were notoriously inaccurate weapons anyway.
“Take’em down—aim for any part of ’em not glitterin’!” Nord barked, and two crossbows clacked, sending a bolt through one Defender’s thigh and one through the other’s hip. Nord grinned—fancy magecraft was nice, but good shots were better.
An instant later a full squadron of Defenders, armored and angry, were storming through the gate. The first four were taken down by Nord’s men, but the next few shots were deflected by the mage they had with them, who threw various guards and wards over the Defenders’ heads as they made their way toward the keep’s entrance. Firepike bolts hissing and spitting past his position, Nord stayed calm, noting that the mage seemed to have forgotten to ward herself and wasn’t wearing the standard mageglass breastplate or helm.
Spitting to test the wind, Nord raised his own crossbow to his shoulder and took aim at the wizard’s bright yellow hair. “Say good-bye, girlie.”
“Good-bye, girlie.” A deep, rumbling voice said from behind him.
His hair suddenly standing on end, Nord twisted to look over his shoulder. In the dim evening light all he could see was a huge, hairy bulk and a set of gleaming white fangs protruding from a bloody maw. “What . . . the . . .”
“Keeler and Verins missed me,” the gnoll growled.
These were the last words Nord ever heard.
Before the Defenders arrived, Tyvian, with Carlo’s help, had mimicked a set of tracks in the snow indicating that they had gone inside Arble Keep, leaving Carlo’s sleigh and horses tended by his coachman beside an empty water trough. Carlo produced a warding taper of bloodred wax and lit it, the magic in the candle shielding them from magical detection for a brief time as they waited in the coach.
Predictably, Myreon and the Defenders were so incensed by his recent escape they didn’t take the time to investigate further than seeing the tracks and questioning the coachman, who quietly indicated the massive, walled-in ink-den as the fugitives’ current location. The siege of the place followed no more than a few seconds later.
Tyvian noted that Tarlyth wasn’t present. He wondered why the Master Defender would have come all this way—it was definitely not standard operating procedure, and, as much as Tyvian liked to flatter himself as being at the top of the Defenders’ most wanted list, there was simply no reason a man of that stature would leave his warm office in Galaspin and come here, a city where he was expressly forbidden to enter by international law.
Unless it was something he needed to do personally because he couldn’t afford his colleagues back at the Tower knowing about. Because it was illegal. And had something to do with Tyvian himself. And Sahand. And maybe even Theliara. And involved him meeting with or otherwise knowing Carlo.
Tyvian sat in the coach, eyes wide, as giant puzzle pieces thudded into place in his brain. “Gods . . .”
“C’mon!” Artus said, jumping out of the coach once the last of the Defenders was through the door. “What’re we waiting for?”
Snapping himself out of his revelation, Tyvian snagged Artus by the collar before he had gone too far. “Not so fast now.”
The boy stopped in his tracks, blinking at the smuggler and the old pirate. “C’mon! We’re going to get them, right? The Dellorans, Hendrieux, the Defenders—everybody!”
“Not we, I. You, my young friend, have better things to do than be gutted by a Delloran soldier during some delusion of grandeur.”
Carlo produced a few items from a sleeve and passed them through the coach window. “Your effects, Tyvian. Is there something wrong with your hand?”
Tyvian looked down to see his ring hand contorted in pain. Apparently he was getting used to its bite, or perhaps his good deed of stopping Artus was mitigating the bad deed of allowing Myreon and company to run into what was probably some kind of cross fire. “It’s nothing. I didn’t escape the Hanim entirely unscathed, is all.”
Carlo grinned. “Why don’t I believe you?”
“Because you are a mistrustful, miserable old man, that’s why,” Tyvian countered, taking Chance, the throwing knives, and the illumite shard Carlo was offering and stuffing them into the appropriate pockets.
Artus’s voice broke into a whine. “Why can’t I go? I can fight!”
Tyvian shook his head. “No, you can’t. You only think you can—there is a major difference. The men in there are trained soldiers in armor with swords. This is no amateur back-alley knife fight in Ayventry. This is for your own good.”
“Since when do you care what happens to me?” Artus countered.
Tyvian scowled. “Are all children at your age so petulant? I care what happens to you because I have a use for you, stupid. I need you to use those sprightly legs of yours to run around back and keep an eye out.”
Artus blinked. “Why?”
Carlo cuffed Artus on the back of the head. “In case Hendrieux tries to slip out the back! Gods, Tyvian—is he always this dense?”
Tyvian thought back to the Hanim’s palace, no more than a half hour ago, and smiled. “No, Carlo, I daresay the boy is sometimes quite clever.”
Artus’s face split into a huge smile. “Really?”
“Why are you still here? Run, Artus, RUN!” Tyvian clapped, and Artus took to his heels.
“He won’t get past me!” he said as he sprinted out of sight. “You’ll see!”
Carlo watched him go. “Never thought I’d see the day.”
Tyvian groaned inwardly. “Dare I ask?”
“He reminds me of you, when you were that age. He’s taller, though.”
Tyvian scowled. “I won’t dignify that with a response. Good-bye, Carlo. I’d lay low until the day after tomorrow, at the earliest. Plausible deniability and all that.”
Carlo clasped Tyvian’s hand in a warm, firm handshake. “If I were you, as soon as I left here I would lay low for the next decade. You’re making a lot of enemies tonight, you know.”
An explosion shook the fortress wall, and the two men immediately separated. “That’s Myreon breeching the main keep—my cue. I’ve got a revenge to secure, Carlo.”
“Good-bye, Tyvian. Look me up sometime when we aren’t both embroiled in some kind of international espionage.” And with that, Carlo clapped his hands and the coachman leapt to his place. With a crack of a whip and a jingle of sleigh bells, the Verisi pirate and his borrowed sleigh vanished from sight.
Tyvian shook the cramps out of his ring hand, drew out and activated Chance, and darted through the open gate. Stepping over the injured bodies of the Defenders, he crossed the courtyard, climbed the narrow stair, and ducked inside Arble Keep. Tonight, he told himself, Hendrieux runs out of places to hide.
Hool hoisted a screaming Delloran over her head and threw him down the narrow spiral stairs into his fellows. They collapsed under his weight, rolling down into a heap of arms, armor, and weapons. Hool took up the battle-axe of the man she just threw and hacked the three Delloran soldiers apart as they struggled to rise. When they stopped moving, she moved on.
At the foot of the stairs the door stood open. She sniffed the air beyond—there were two men, one behind the door and the other a bit farther in. He probably had a crossbow. Fishing a shield from the heap of slaughtered men, Hool held it out with her left hand and went in, kicking the door so it slammed into the man behind it hard enough to stun him for a moment. The man with the crossbow fired from behind an overturned table, hitting the shield. Hool dropped it and covered the distance between herself and the table in one bound, splitting it and the man behind it in two with a titanic, two-handed swing of the axe. She swung so hard that it embedded itself deep in the floor, so she left it to face the other man, who had recovered from the door slam.
This one had a sword and shield and was circling her cautiously. Hool roared at him, causing him to back away, but she was unarmed, so he quickly advanced again. Hool decided to hold still and wait for him to do something stupid. She didn’t have to wait long. The man advanced to striking distance with his sword, assuming his reach exceeded her own, and made a conservative overhand cut with his blade. What he failed to realize was that while she couldn’t reach his body from that distance, she could reach his hand. Darting past his swing, she seized him by the wrist and yanked him close, bringing her knee into his groin. After that, as he wheezing with pain beneath her, and with his one weapon in her control, killing him was easier than breathing.
There was another explosion; Hool knew that the other attackers of this place were now inside. She also knew Myreon was with them, which meant Reldamar would be nearby. He wasn’t as stupid as the wizard, though, so Hool knew he would probably be sneaking in rather than just running around and blowing things up. He would be hunting Hendrieux, just like she was. She had to hurry if she wanted to catch Hendrieux first.
The room she was in now had several exits. Like most buildings she had encountered, everything was needlessly confused by doors and stairs and corridors. Gnoll yurts had one room, as that was all you needed. This place was like a rodent’s warren—Hendrieux could be holed up just about anywhere. Reldamar probably already knew where Hendrieux was hiding and was headed directly there. But where?
Hool opened up all the doors in the room, letting the air from the adjoining corridors and rooms flow inside. She breathed deeply, hunting for a scent. In the open air, when she was downwind, she could pick up the trail of a particular person from miles away. Here, however, her sensitive nose was assaulted with the pungent odors of fire, blood, and magic, making a trail almost impossible to pick up without spending a lot of time she didn’t have. She needed some kind of marker—something to follow that was distinctive enough to be found through the scent-filled air and that would be found with Hendrieux.
Then she smelled it—the smell of the magic door Hendrieux had used all those times to escape her. Even at this distance the metallic, cold smell burned her nose. It was stronger this time, so Hool knew this door was very important. Hendrieux would be close to it. Yanking her axe free from the floor, she rushed out of the room to track them down.
The keep was in total disarray as Hool passed through it. She saw dead and dying men all over the place, and even more fighting for their lives. Doors were bashed in, tapestries were on fire, and she even saw several Dellorans frozen stiff, their skin white with frost. These smelled like magic. Slaves and miserable humans filled with poisons screamed and stumbled around, getting in the way, dying, fleeing, and adding to the chaos.
Shutting it all out, Hool darted across contested corridors and edged around desperate hand-to-hand battles, her nose leading her deeper and deeper into the aging keep. Finally, when she knew she was beneath the earth, in the dank, cobweb-strewn dungeons and all sounds of battle had faded, she heard Hendrieux speak.
“Hurry,” he said, his voice breathless. No one answered.
The smell of magic was so overpowering, Hool could scarcely get a whiff of Hendrieux, let alone who he was talking to. Crouching in the darkness and letting her ears guide her, she crept closer, her padded hands and feet scarcely disturbing the dust that lay in thick layers around her.
“Why are you stopping?” Hendrieux asked his companion. “They could be just behind us! Come on!”
Hool slipped around a corner and saw him, his blade-thin silhouette clearly ilLumenated by the flickering red light of an oil lantern he held in his left hand, a slender rapier in his right. Next to Hendrieux, resting on the floor, was a chest, its lid partially open. The gold inside produced an orange glow in the lamplight.
Hendrieux ignored the chest and spun around on his heel, searching the dark recesses of the cellar. “Where are you?”
Hool let her growl escape, rumbling up from the depths of her broad chest until it seemed to shake the walls. The color drained from Hendrieux’s face, and his whole body trembled as he looked frantically left and right, waving the guttering lamp before him like a holy symbol. “Oh gods! She’s here! She’s coming for me! Help! Gallo!”
Hool pounced, aiming to knock Hendrieux on his back. He glimpsed her for a brief second, illuminated by his lamp, and screamed. In that instant, she saw the terror in his eyes and her heart leapt at her victory. She would make his skull a trophy, and wear his fingers in a necklace as a warning. His wicked blood would be sweet.
. . . And then Gallo rammed her in the side with an armored shoulder. The force of the blow was enough to knock the air out of Hool’s lungs and send her spinning across the room to smash into a wall. Others might have lain there, stunned, but Hool’s instincts told her to roll to her feet and draw her axe. Her lungs screamed for air, and she took several, gulping breaths, but didn’t take her eyes off the huge armored form of Gallo.
He drew out a heavy bladed falchion with a wickedly spiked hilt, his dead black eyes fixed on the gnoll. “Go,” he said to Hendrieux, “Take your gold and flee.” His voice betrayed no evidence of emotion.
Hendrieux nodded. “Right. Be careful.”
Hool moved to intercept Hendrieux as he hoisted the chest on his shoulder, but Gallo was there to meet her. He slashed his falchion at her in a savage arc, causing her to leap back. He recovered his swing quickly, his armor seeming to have no effect on the smoothness of his movement. More magic, she thought, sourly. It was from Gallo that some of the heavy magic stink was emanating, she was sure.
Hool tried twice more to evade the huge warrior, but there was nothing for it—she would have to go through him to get to Hendrieux. It was dark now, and her sensitive eyes could make out the gleam of his armor. He couldn’t see as much—probably only her eyes, which would glow in the distant torchlight.
So Hool closed her eyes. She could hear Gallo’s demeanor change as he lost sight of her. He became still, so his armor would not give away his position, but she could still hear his labored breaths, each of which was like a flare in the dark. Silently, she moved to hit him in the flank, aiming to put the iron spike at the back of the battle-axe straight through his breast plate. Then she charged, opening her eyes only at the last moment. Gallo spun to face her but it was too late. Her strike with the axe was perfect—the armor-piercing spike punched straight through the center of his armored chest, no doubt puncturing his heart beneath.
Gallo, though, did not fall. His scarred, masklike face registered no injury. He merely looked at the gnoll before him, clenched his left gauntlet so that some mechanism caused a short, stabbing blade to thrust out from his knuckles, and drove it into her stomach.
Hool lurched away before Gallo could twist the blade, and a hot, searing pain contorted her abdominal muscles. Before she could recover, Gallo followed up his attack with a brutal kick to her wounded midsection, sending the gnoll rolling to one corner of the room. As she panted for breath, whimpering against the pain, the huge warrior yanked the axe out of his chest and broke its thick, oaken handle over one knee like a piece of kindling. “Now you die, dog.”
Hool gathered herself and backed away from him, her growls mixing with wheezes of pain. He was wrong. No human was going to kill her. No human was her equal.
The troubling thing, though, was that she wasn’t sure that Gallo was entirely human—not anymore anyway.
Tyvian could see that the Dellorans didn’t have much hope of holding out against the onslaught he had arranged against them, but he knew it had very little to do with the average Defender. Certainly, a dozen mageglass-armored men with firepikes helped, but it was the Mage Defender in their midst that was the tipping point.
Mage Defenders were not primarily trained to use magic as an offensive weapon, but Saldor’s involvement in the Illini Wars had showed them the worth of giving all of their magi—Defenders especially—certain basic instruction in the more martial aspects of sorcery. Myreon, it seemed, was living proof of how a little training could go a long way.
As Tyvian made his way behind the main body of those storming the keep, he saw numerous examples of Myreon’s handiwork. Lode-bolts that had frozen Dellorans solid were only the most obvious signs; there were also a number of Defenders who were untouchable behind numerous blade- and bow-wards, making them into human siege engines behind which their fellows could shelter from the better-trained Dellorans, or all the barred and locked doors that had been casually blasted apart from Myreon’s liberal use of The Shattering, which shook the whole keep with its every invocation. Tyvian caught a glimpse of her once, charging with a pair of Defenders at yet another Delloran strong point, her hair wild and her hands steaming from the power she was channeling, yelling battle cries that would have been more fitting in the mouths of historical characters like Finn Cadogan or Conrad Varner.
Tyvian shook his head as he watched Myreon break through the Delloran barricade without missing a stride. Say what you will about the woman, but don’t question her patriotism.
The ring throbbed with the kind of steady, uncomfortable pain that usually indicated he was being irresponsible and shallow but not precisely evil. Tyvian shut it out as he went deeper into the keep, in the exact opposite direction from the fighting. If he were Hendrieux, he thought, that was exactly where he would go to make his escape. The anygate Hendrieux had been using was down there, for one thing. Anygates weren’t the kind of thing you would put in the living room of a castle—dungeons and other internally defensible positions were usually the best.
Tyvian knew he was on the right track when he heard Hendrieux scream in terror. He doubled his pace into the dungeon, pulling out the illumite shard and hanging it on a lanyard around his neck to light his way. Hool, he guessed, had beaten him to the prey. He only hoped he could get there before she finished torturing him to death.
He met Hool as she stumbled backward through a door. Her lips were foaming pink with blood and she had numerous vicious wounds on her shoulders and arms, plus a serious gut wound that was pouring blood down her hind legs. She spared him barely a glance as she backed away from where she had come from. Tyvian, likewise, backed up—whatever was doing that to Hool was not something he wanted to tackle without some strategic forethought.
Emerging from the doorway came Gallo, clad in the same dirty plate mail, blood likewise pooling at his feet from several wounds, most obviously a massive puncture in his chest that should have killed him already, were it not for the incredible life-warding the man had evidently been . . . given? Afflicted with? Tyvian wasn’t entirely sure if living with those kinds of injuries forever qualified as a boon. Gallo, an arahk-style falchion in his hand, was apparently unperturbed by his injuries, and his black, flinty eyes never strayed from the gnoll. If he noticed Tyvian, he gave no sign.
“Reldamar!” Hool managed, her voice rough with pain and exhaustion. “Get Hendrieux!”
The ring twinged, making Tyvian pause. “You need help, don’t you?”
Hool, growling, dodged a pair of two-handed swings from the giant man, waved him off. “No time! He’s running!”
Tyvian’s feet tried moving away, but every step led the ring to squeeze tighter on his hand. “Dammit!” he shouted, and produced his two throwing knives. They were long thin blades, and razor sharp—perfect for armor. The first he put through Gallo’s sword hand, which was enough to make the beast drop the falchion. The second he slid across the floor to Hool, who snatched it up. “I want those back!” he yelled, and disappeared through the door from which the two combatants had come. The ring complained, but not as strongly as it might have.
Beyond, a long, winding stair led him even more deeply into the old keep’s dungeons. He choked on the dust that had been kicked up by Hool’s desperate battle with the Delloran giant and followed their trail of destruction until he found what he assumed to be its point of inception. It was an old wine cellar appended to the dungeon, with only a few empty casks remaining. Beyond that, Tyvian could see the reflection of lamplight on the walls of an adjoining room: Hendrieux.
Straightening his tattered shirt and wishing he’d had the forethought to ask Carlo to bring a clean set of clothes with him tonight, Tyvian pulled himself to his full height and walked through the door. Hendrieux was crouching against the far wall, rapier across his knees. His eyes were glazed with a kind of sleepy calm—ink, no doubt—and he grinned faintly as Tyvian entered. “Ah,” he said, “I thought this was your doing.”
On the wall stood what had to be an anygate, judging from the Astral script etched around the door. Tyvian snorted. “Can’t remember the right combination of runes to link to where you want to, can you? I keep telling you, Zaz—ink will rot your brain.”
Hendrieux stood up, rapier out, and assumed the en garde position. “The idiots didn’t listen to me. They didn’t know just how dangerous you are, and they didn’t listen.”
Tyvian drew Chance and mirrored Hendrieux’s stance. “You stabbed me in the back, Zazlar. I’m here to return the favor.”
“You won’t get to see my back, Tyvian! When Gallo finishes with your pet, he’ll come back here and the two of us will see you dead, once and for all.”
“What makes you think you’ll live that long?” Tyvian countered, advancing a pace.
Hendrieux circled away from the wall, changing his blade position, shifting smoothly through a number of Akrallian fencing styles. Tyvian had to remind himself that Hendrieux was no slouch with a blade—it was so easy to underestimate someone as underwhelming as Hendrieux. Tyvian matched him, style for style. “What’s the matter, Zaz, can’t decide?”
“What about this?” Hendrieux opened with a feint that Tyvian saw coming, but only barely. He batted away a thrust at the last second that would have pierced his liver. The Cool Blue Hendrieux had in his system was dulling the Akrallian’s facial expressions, making him hard to read.
Taking note of this, Tyvian pressed back with a series of feints and aggressive beats to knock Hendrieux off-balance. It worked well enough to cause him to stumble back two paces until his back was almost against the anygate. He recovered his defense and grinned. “Barrister? I didn’t think you liked Eddonish styles.”
Tyvian permitted himself a shrug. “Usually too thuggish for my tastes, but since I’m fencing a thug—”
Hendrieux lunged, Tyvian parried and riposted, injuring the Akrallian in the shoulder. Snarling, Hendrieux locked blades and closed into corps à corps. Instinctively, Tyvian reached for a knife, only to remember too late he had given it to Hool. Grinning with only his teeth, Hendrieux swept Tyvian’s forward leg, knocking the smuggler to his knees. Their blades still locked together, Hendrieux pressed down with all his weight, crushing Tyvian to the floor. “What,” he hissed. “No knife, Tyvian?”
“What, no sword, Hendieux?” Tyvian countered, and with a twist of his wrist, the unyielding mageglass blade of Chance cut straight through Hendrieux’s rapier, leaving him with a broken end.
Eyes wide with shock, Hendrieux fell backward. Tyvian hopped to his feet and lunged, but Hendrieux had already turned his back and fled straight to the anygate. Before Tyvian could intercept him, the Akrallian vanished through the magical doorway.
“Kroth’s teeth!” Tyvian swore, and dove through the door after him.



 
CHAPTER 13
A BITTER END
Hool spat blood and tried to keep her tongue from lolling out as she backed away from Gallo. The slender stiletto Tyvian had given her was dark with the giant warrior’s blood, but nothing she did to him seemed to have an effect. She had pierced his body a dozen times—in the armpit, the knees, the abdomen, and the face—and Gallo was just as strong as when the fight began, an eternity before. With every lunge and attack came a price. Gallo’s falchion was gone, but his gauntlet-blade was still there, and his fists and feet were each armored bludgeons that had broken her bones and bruised her body.
The bloody, scarred mask of Gallo’s face regarded her like a death specter, his hooded, lifeless eyes boring into her. His breath came evenly, if ragged, as though the deadly battle were all part of his ghoulish routine. Hool, meanwhile, was gasping for air, every dodge and step agony on her exhausted body.
She knew now that she could not win. She could not kill this man. She needed only to keep him busy until Tyvian could win. She needed to last a bit longer.
Gallo charged, swinging his blade-hand in an arc intended to cut above Hool’s eyes. She ducked low and thrust the stiletto in another chink in his armor. She struck flesh and drew blood, but again there was no benefit for her. Gallo kneed her in the jaw and she fell backward.
Exhausted, her roll back to her feet was too slow, and Gallo’s mail-clad boot slammed down on her chest. He leaned his mountainous weight down on her, pushing all the air from her lungs as he drove his gauntlet blade toward her face. Hool caught it with her hands and pushed it away. Gallo, expressionless, went at her again, steadily and inexorably, like a machine pressing grapes. Hool’s arms quivered and the blade grew closer and closer to slamming home in her throat.
In a last, desperate ruse, she released his arm, letting the blade slam forward, but twisted her head away at the last instant. It cut along her jowl but hit the stone floor with such force that it shattered. Gallo lost his balance, and Hool placed both of her hind legs against his chest and pushed him off. This time she rolled to her feet quickly, but afterward was dizzy from the exertion.
By then Gallo was up again and met Hool’s desperate lunge with a straight arm jab that broke her nose. He put another two uppercuts into her already broken ribs and, grabbing her by the ear, threw her headlong into a musty storage closet. “No more time for you.” he announced, and slammed the door closed before she could get back out.
Hool heard the door barred against her as she battered it in the dark, but she was too tired. She sank back against the sacks, bags, and blankets in the closet. Her broken nose twitched at the musty odor that assaulted her, and then, recognizing the scent, she sat bolt upright.
Frantically, she dug through the piles of cloaks and clothing until she found it, her fingers trembling with horror. The world fell away from her and she began to howl with a pain far deeper than any blade of Gallo’s could have inflicted.
Tyvian tripped on his way out of the anygate. He was in a woodcutter’s yard, probably near the South Inn District, near the edge of Freegate along the road south. The snow had built up to shin-deep, and he hadn’t been ready for the shift as he rushed through the door.
Hendrieux was on him in an instant, knocking Chance away with a frozen log and leaping on his chest. Pressing his thumbs into Tyvian’s windpipe, he giggled, the cold winter air puffing out his nostrils like smoke. “Got you! Got you! Ha!”
Tyvian grabbed a heavy handful of the wet snow and stuffed it in Hendrieux’s nose and mouth. The Akrallian inhaled some of it and, coughing, loosened his grip long enough for the smuggler to slug him in the solar plexus and roll out from under him.
Casting around for Chance, Tyvian suddenly realized an unusual drawback of mageglass weapons—their icelike appearance blended perfectly with the snow on a winter night. “Kroth’s bloody goddamned teeth!”
Roaring, Hendrieux bull-charged him, but Tyvian met the attack with a right cross to the jaw that spun the Akrallian around and dumped him on his face.
He took the second he had to recover to scan for a weapon. There, across the yard and half smothered in snow, he saw the unmistakable outline of an axe buried in a chunk of wood. He ran toward it, snow churning around his legs, and wrenched the weapon free. Spinning around, he expected to see Hendrieux right behind him, but he wasn’t.
“Look what I found.” Hendrieux giggled. He had Chance.
“Of all the bloody . . .” Tyvian groaned and took a step closer.
Hendrieux twirled the mageglass blade and tossed it from hand to hand. “My goodness, I knew the balance on a blade like this was good, but I never dreamed it was like this! Tyvian, how thoughtful of you to bring me a souvenir to remember your demise by.”
Tyvian grimaced and considered tactics. Hendrieux’s footwork would be slowed by the snow, but the same went for him. Chance would make toothpicks out of the top-heavy wood axe without even trying, and the odds that he could cut past Hendrieux’s guard with it were slim to none. This was bad . . . very bad.
Hendrieux advanced, Chance at full extension. It was a lure, and Tyvian wasn’t stupid enough to take the bait. “You never did tell me why you did it, Hendrieux. Was the money that good?”
Hendrieux performed a lightning quick cut that beheaded Tyvian’s axe. “Oh, Sahand pays well, don’t you worry. That isn’t why I did it, though. I would have done you for half what he offered. Want to know why?”
“Not especially.” Tyvian circled Hendrieux and vice versa. The Akrallian could take him at any moment, and they both knew it. They were postponing the inevitable.
“You think you’re so smart! You think you’re Hann’s gift to the human race, with your superior attitude and your fancy education and your refined tastes. That bothered me, but what bothered me more is that everybody else buys it! Next to you, I was the dull sidekick, the fool, the monkey you send on errands! Sahand made me a captain! He gave me respect! When I walk down a street wearing his coat of arms, people back away.”
“Are you sure it isn’t in disgust?” Tyvian offered. He had an idea. A long shot, but worth a try. He advanced on Hendrieux as though about to strike.
Hendrieux held Chance against Tyvian’s throat, stopping him cold. “I’m disgusting, am I? Not so disgusting as you’ll be when they find you come thaw. Good-bye, Tyvian Reldamar.”
Tyvian shrugged. “Bon chance!”
The triggering enchantment on the hilt heard the activation words and the blade of the mageglass rapier vanished. Hendrieux’s ink-laden expression opened up into genuine shock an instant before Tyvian slammed the heavy axe-handle into the side of his head. He dropped to the ground, spitting teeth and blood.
Tyvian fished Chance’s hilt from the snow, reconjured the blade, and pressed it against Hendrieux’s chest. “Funny thing just occurred to me—conjurations from a trigger item require the owner to be touching the item in question to make and unmake it. Nothing specifies what end you need to be touching. Isn’t that fascinating, Zazlar?”
Hendrieux’s lips quivered. “Tyvian . . . Tyvian, please, don’t do it! Don’t kill me, please!”
“What, and miss my one chance to show the world what a captain’s post in the Delloran military gets you?” Tyvian grinned and pressed a little harder against Hendrieux’s chest.
Hendrieux scrambled backward through the snow. “I’m sorry! I’m sorry! I . . . I’m an idiot! I didn’t mean what I said back there . . . about . . .”
“You don’t need to tell me you’re a liar, Zaz. I’m the fellow you betrayed, remember?”
Tears welled up in the Akrallian’s eyes. “I just wanted to make good for myself! I . . . I . . . I didn’t mean to betray you. It was the only way! You gotta understand! Please! I’m begging!”
“I know exactly what you’re doing. It is quite amusing—please continue.” Tyvian raised Chance’s tip to his throat. One flick of the wrist and Zazlar would end his days bleeding out in a dirty snowbank in some Freegate slum. Very fitting, Tyvian thought.
Hendrieux began to weep then, shaking his head and mouthing the word “no” over and over, his hands held up in surrender.
“Well,” Tyvian sighed, “this is just embarrassing. Good-bye, Zaz.”
Tyvian willed his hand to draw the tip of the lethal mageglass blade along Zazlar’s throat, but instead a white-hot pain seared his whole sword arm. Screaming, he dropped Chance, clutching his arm to his chest. “NOOO! NOT NOW!”
The ring had passed its verdict, and the punishment was severe.
Hendrieux lay on his back for a brief moment, a stunned look on his face. He got up slowly as Tyvian writhed against the ring, expecting a trap. When none came, he laughed.
Picking up Chance, he thrust it through Tyvian’s thigh, putting the smuggler on his back and in even more pain.
Standing over Tyvian, Hendrieux spat in the smuggler’s face. “My lucky day, eh, Tyv?”
Then he was gone, leaving Tyvian to scream in agony and anger both.
Myreon was all alone. She didn’t know where the rest of the Defenders had gone, but she knew that most of them had been injured or killed. The warriors of Dellor were rightly feared—their defense had been organized and fierce, even when caught by surprise. Were it not for her own talents with the High Arts, they likely wouldn’t have won. As it stood, she hadn’t seen another living Delloran for some minutes, but she was performing a room-by-room search, working her way from the roof down. Her body ached and her skull was throbbing from channeling so much energy that she doubted she had the concentration or stamina to invoke another lode-bolt; she resolved to cross that bridge when she came to it.
She had found her way into the basements and subbasements of the old ink-den when she heard the sound—a slow, keening wail, muffled somehow into a barely audible moan. Holding her staff in two hands, Myreon sought out the source of the noise. Was it a Delloran? Was it one of the slaves who hadn’t run away? She hoped, whatever it was, her basic grasp of staff fighting would be sufficient to defend herself, if necessary.
She entered a storage cellar that had been ravaged by an intense brawl. Shelves were smashed, chests thrown about, and blood covered the floor, forming a thick red paste with the ever-present dust. The sound was coming from what was probably a closet, barred from the outside. The wailing, Myreon could tell, was in no way from a human throat.
Hool! She was injured and locked in a closet. Would it be safe to open it? The gnoll had never liked or trusted her. The feeling was certainly mutual, and she had no real desire to surprise an injured monster.
Before she could decide, she heard a crash above her and the organized, heavy tread of what were either more Dellorans or . . .
Myreon backed away from the stairs she had come down just before a trio of Defenders, looking grim and exhausted, tromped into the room. They were led by none other than Tyvian.
“Magus! Come on!” His voice was strangely high-pitched, and he wore an open, honest expression that didn’t suit him. Of course—the Shrouding spell.
“Artus?” Myreon made a snap decision and unlocked the closet door, then followed the boy down the stairs. “What are you doing here? You men, why are you following him?”
“Well, Tyvian sent me to guard the back door. Thing is, though, there ain’t no back door—just a dirty river—so’s I figured that he was just trying to keep me outta trouble, right?” Artus explained as he ran, his adolescent lungs somehow able to breathe while chattering. “Then, I figured, I can help nab Hendrieux. Then I ran into these fellows, and well, once I convinced ’em that I’m not Reldamar—”
“That’s all very well, but why are you coming with us?”
Artus shot her an incredulous look. “I wanna see how this turns out, don’t you?”
They charged deeper and deeper into the winding, dark dungeon, their every step moving them closer to their goal. Artus began to lose them, the Defenders and Myreon too exhausted to match the boy’s boundless energy. Still, Myreon and her men could follow his footprints in the dust, which eventually brought them to the anygate.
The first thing Myreon noticed was a giant, horrifying monster of a man who could be none other than Sahand’s infamous agent, Gallo, easily recognized because of the various warrants the Defenders had issued for him. He was facing the anygate, prodding the runes around the edges in a complex code pattern. Behind him was the comparatively diminutive figure of Zazlar Hendrieux, his face a ruin of bruises and blood. Between the two men she saw a chest of gold coins, half open.
Gallo reacted to the arrival of the Defenders as though he had expected their appearance all along. A quick flick of his wrist saw a tiny, glasslike sphere of antispell strike the first man on the chest. Even as his mageglass armor disappeared, Gallo kicked the chest of gold across the floor so it hit the man in the knees, toppling him.
Gallo was stopped by a blazing firepike blast to the chest by one of the other Defenders. The hit rendered his breastplate concave and smashed him against the far wall of the chamber but, impossibly, Gallo seemed otherwise unfazed by the attack. His ruined voice could be heard over the roar of churning air kicked up by the magic blast. “Hendrieux, get through!”
Hendrieux, though, found himself flanked by the two other Defenders. He immediately dropped the mageglass rapier in his hand and raised his arms over his head. “I surrender! Mercy! Mercy!”
Gallo was not so docile. Recovered from the blow he received, he darted for the anygate, snagging Hendrieux by the arm as he ran past.
“Stop!” Artus put himself in Gallo’s path, a sword in his hand, but the Delloran let the boy’s blade clatter harmlessly off his armor and straight-armed him into the ground without breaking stride. Before Artus could recover, Gallo had dragged Hendrieux and himself through the anygate and vanished from sight.
“Dammit!” Artus said, wiping the blood from his nose and standing up. “They’re getting away, Myreon! Come on!”
She held up her hands, “Not so fast, boy! You don’t know where that goes!”
“But they’re escaping!” Artus countered, and leapt through the half-open door.
“Artus!” But he was gone. Myreon stared at the gate, face grim. If the boy was walking into a trap and if they thought he was Tyvian . . .
“Ma’am,” one of the Defenders said, grabbing her arm. “Let him go.”
Myreon shook her head. “If Sahand gets his hands on him . . . he’s just a boy.”
“No ma’am,” the Defender countered. “He’s a criminal.”
Myreon gave the man a long, hard look. Then, holding her breath, she stepped through the anygate before any of the other Defenders could move to stop her.
Body aching, blood running down his legs, Tyvian crawled back to the door in the woodcutters yard and opened it. Within was a simple storage room, filled with icicles formed from a leaky roof. “What? Dammit!”
He closed the door and opened it again—nothing. He opened it a third time—still the damned storage room. Somebody had reset the gate. Tyvian lay back in the snow, staring at the sky, and had to laugh. He held up his ring hand. “You’ve really done it now. See what your moralistic nonsense has earned us? We’re bleeding to death in a snowbank. Congratulations, ring.”
Tyvian knew he was as good as dead. Though his free hand pressed feebly against the deep leg wound, he could feel the blood spurting out too quickly to be stopped entirely. “Kroth. Kroth’s bloody teeth.”
He imagined Eddereon was there, standing over him in the snow, that odd, warm expression on his face, like a father watching his son learn to ride. The big Northron pressed his broad hand to Tyvian’s leg, and it was filled with the most incredible warmth. Tyvian felt suddenly stronger, better. He managed to sit up.
Eddereon was there. Eddereon was wearing that ridiculous expression. Tyvian scowled at him. “So, you can bring people back to life?”
Eddereon nodded. “So could you, if you felt something strong enough.”
“Aren’t you even the least bit disappointed in my recent attempted murder of a former friend?”
Eddereon nodded, snowflakes shaking loose from his beard. “Yes, I am. I understand, though. Accepting the ring takes a long time.”
Tyvian frowned. “Did you heal me entirely?”
“Your nose is still broken, your leg will bleed a bit, and your shoulder is . . . well, how does it feel?”
“Like hell.”
Eddereon nodded. “There you are. I could heal you all the way, but some pain will do you good for what is to come.”
“Are you an augur now? You can tell the future?”
“The boy, Artus, is in danger. As is the mage, Myreon Alafarr.”
Tyvian snorted, pulling himself unsteadily to his feet. “Hang the mage. She wants to make me into public art.”
Eddereon sat on the woodpile. “She is a good woman doing what she thinks is right. You can’t fault her for that.”
“I can, have, and will.”
“Hool needs you, too.” Eddereon added. “She is in a great deal of pain.”
“Well, can you call me a coach, too? Because I don’t see myself limping through a snowy night to find them.”
Eddereon pointed at the anygate. “The Defenders and their Master will be coming through there soon enough. Don’t trust him, Tyvian. He isn’t who he says he is.”
Tyvian watched as the Northron stood up to leave. “Do you know who he’s working for?”
“He is a member of the Sorcerous League. They want you for the ring on your finger, just as they wanted me in the past. Don’t let them have you. The ring’s secrets are not for them to know.” With that, Eddereon hopped the fence of the woodcutter’s yard and was gone.
Tyvian scowled after him, fiddling with the immovable ring, when he heard a soft whump behind him—the anygate had connected. He limped to it and threw it open before the Defenders on the other side could come through.
He emerged into the same room he had been before, deep below Arble Keep. Master Tarlyth with a quartet of Defenders stood there, their firepikes pointed at his face. The Master Defender’s tone was dry. “I take it your revenge didn’t go as planned?”
Tyvian looked down at his wet, bloodstained body. He was careful not to touch his ring. “Did the bastard get away, then?”
Tarlyth nodded. “Yes. Yes he did. Magus Alafarr and your . . . associate went after him.”
Tyvian noted Chance where it lay on the floor and was thinking about how to grab it before the facts hit him. “What . . . Artus? Artus went after them?”
“I somehow doubt you will ever see them again, Master Reldamar,” Tarlyth remarked, and snapping his fingers, called Chance into his open hand. “You are hereby under arrest.”
Tyvian’s shoulders slumped—that was it. There was no way out of this one. He extended his hands to be shackled. The Defenders weren’t gentle.
As they led him up and out of the cellar, limping and exhausted, he heard Hool howling. The long, mournful sound slid down the stairs and through the winding corridors of the cellar, and Tyvian felt a chill leak through his bones like something greasy and foul. This was not a howl of pain . . . at least, not of physical pain.
They found her lying in the middle of the courtyard, facedown, a small, fuzzy creature nestled next to her, which whimpered in a staccato rhythm to mirror its mother’s long, grief-stoked wails. Tyvian, seeing the weeping wounds and foul injuries inflicted on the tiny pup, felt his heart fill with something unfamiliar—something painful and hard, as though fluid were pumped inside until the pressure couldn’t bear it. He looked for a word for the feeling and he found it—sorrow.
Tarlyth regarded her and grunted. “She’s found one of her pups,” he said.
Tyvian’s voice was hollow. “Not just one.”
Hool arched her back, head pointed to the sky, and howled for all her worth. They could now all see what was in her lap.
It was a fur pelt.



 
CHAPTER 14
THE WAGES OF GALLANTRY
Myreon stepped out of the anygate and into ankle-deep snow and air so frigid it made her gasp. This chill, however, was nothing compared to the one that ran up her spine a split second after she looked around and saw where she was: an armed Delloran camp pitched beneath the soaring domes and cracked arches of ancient ruins. She could see out past the pickets and over the whole of the narrow valley in which Freegate sprawled—they had to be thousands of feet up, well beyond the notice of anybody in the city. The Dellorans could have been here for years and nobody would know.
A cry of pain ripped Myreon out of her shock and brought her back into the present. She saw a group of six men, armored and wearing heavy wool and fur cloaks, standing in a circle around the prone form of a man who looked, for all the world, like a bruised and battered Tyvian Reldamar, except it wasn’t. It was Artus, and the Dellorans were beating him to death.
The boy’s voice, incongruous in Tyvian’s lips, was frayed and hoarse, “No, please . . . I surrend—” A Delloran boot hit him in the throat, causing him to gag.
The owner of the boot was a man twice Reldamar’s weight wielding a wicked dagger with a serrated blade. He knelt down as the other men kept kicking Artus and pressed its blade to the boy’s face. “Payback time.”
Myreon’s heart was pounding—six men, many more nearby. As she stood there, the wind fluttering the strips of her tattered, patched cloak like streamers behind her, her golden hair wild, her staff glowing with power, she knew time was of the essence. Slamming her staff into the snowy ground, she released as much anger as she could into the Shattering. The big Delloran’s dagger disintegrated with a fiery pop, sending blazing shrapnel in every direction. It scorched Artus’s face, but that was better than having his throat cut, and it got the soldiers’ attention. All of them.
Tents opened, men rushed for their weapons, orders were issued. Myreon heard them saying, “Staff at the gate!” and “Activate your wards!”
Myreon spread her arms, thrust out her chest, and hoped her voice wouldn’t crack. She channeled the tiny amount of Lumenal energy given off by all the living bodies nearby into a blazing flare of light that burst from the end of her staff. The shadowy camp was bathed in a harsh white glow, causing many men to shield their eyes. “By authority of the Defenders of the Balance, I hereby order you to drop your weapons and release your prisoner or face the full weight of my Art.”
The Dellorans wasted no time in parley. Four of them advanced on her at a near sprint, weapons drawn. They planned to take her simultaneously from either side, and the plan was a good one. Myreon only had an instant to react, and she did by capitalizing on the Lumenal ley her staff flare had established to release a sunblast at one group of men. The blazing white bolt again lit the camp as bright as noon, and the two men struck recoiled in horror, their cloaks aflame and their faces seared.
The second pair lost a man as well, who fell to his knees clutching his eyes and screaming. The second man, though temporarily blinded by the flash, had the discipline to follow through with a lunge, his short blade barely missing Myreon as she retreated out of reach. He retracted into a defensive stance, but she could see that his eyes were still unfocused and blind, making him vulnerable. She quickly swept the man’s forward foot with her staff, knocking him off balance, and then followed the attack with a hard, overhand chop with the full length of the magestaff. The man put his arms up reflexively to guard his head, and Myreon’s strike shattered his forearm just below his sword guard. The man screamed, but not before the butt of her staff hit him in the groin, felling him.
Adrenaline surging through her veins, Myreon strode toward the two remaining Dellorans standing over the whimpering body of Artus. She channeled the Lumen again into a simple glow-glamour, causing white light to pour from her eyes and an unearthly Aura to surround her like a shield. She shouted at the two men and the platoons of armed allies behind them, trying to hide the weakness in her knees and the tremor in her arms. “Cease and desist—this is your final warning!”
The assembled Delloran host paused. Crossbows were shouldered, spears were leveled, but nobody advanced and nobody shot her. They hadn’t called her bluff. A tense silence, broken only by the moan of the wind cutting through the broken tunnels and empty galleries of the ancient ruins, fell over the camp.
A booming voice rose from the assembled guards. “My congratulations to your trainers, girl. In my experience, courage is the hardest thing to teach.” A broad-shouldered man in a hood moved through the cordon of spears surrounding Myreon.
Myreon pointed her staff at him. “Stand back!”
The man barked a harsh laugh and pulled back the hood, revealing a slablike face, pinched and cracked with a mixture of anger and disgust. Myreon didn’t need to see the iron circlet on his brow to recognize him—Banric Sahand, Mad Prince of Dellor. “Are you sure you know what you’re doing, girl? I’ve bested much better magi than you.” Myreon backed away from Artus as the Mad Prince came to face her from a few dozen paces away. “Is Reldamar worth that much to you?”
She took a deep breath, trying to still her panicking heart. She felt like her entire body was quivering with a peculiar mix of fear and elation. “You are far from home, Your Grace, and in violation of the treaty of Calassa.”
“I didn’t sign that treaty; I was freezing on a mountainside at the time.” Sahand stomped a foot and, with a violent, brutish series of arm motions, cast a blazing ball of Fey energy at Myreon, forcing the mage to throw herself to the ground to dodge it. The fireball struck an ancient statue behind her, which burst into an ear-shattering explosion that obliterated a half-dozen tents nearby and set the whole area aflame. Roaring, Sahand came at her like a bull.
Myreon climbed to her feet in time to meet his charge. She put her staff up to parry what she assumed would be a physical blow, but Sahand’s fist stopped just short of her and then opened as he uttered the harsh word, “AKRKH!” A blossom of orange flame burst from the Mad Prince’s palm and struck her in the chest. She felt the air pummeled from her lungs as she was sent hurtling through space. She crashed through the burning doorway of a tent and slammed upside-down against a rack of pots and pans. She collapsed on the floor in a heap, the world a spinning, burning sea of red fire, black smoke, and white pain.
Myreon found, to her surprise, that her staff was still in her hand. Struggling to her feet, the smoke and fire stinging her eyes and choking her nostrils, she focused her attention on drawing a perfect circle on the dirt floor and then striking the exact center with the butt of her staff. The icy-cold Dweomeric blast boomed outward, extinguishing the fire and blowing what was left of the tent into the air. Breathing clean, cold air again with grateful gasps, Myreon came again to stand before Sahand.
The Mad Prince was still there, waiting for her. “Hmph. Not a quitter. I like that in a woman.”
Myreon gathered as much Dweomeric energy as she could from the cold, wintry mountain air and sent a lode-bolt at Sahand so large it left icicles on the ends of the mage’s fingers. Sahand spun himself in a quick circle and reflected the bolt back at her. She did the same, this time sending it back with enough speed that Sahand was forced to duck out of its way. Behind him the assembled masses of Delloran soldiers threw themselves to the ground in a panic. Myreon permitted herself a tight smile. “You forget that we Defenders have been trained to duel.”
“I don’t forget things, girl,” Sahand grumbled, and struck the earth with another Fey invocation that caused the ground to shake and gouts of flame to shoot toward Myreon. She braced herself and worked a Dweomeric dispel that would counter it, but the sheer power of Sahand’s casting was such that she was seared and smoking even after the spell had been dissipated.
Sahand followed that spell up with another, and another, each of them such violently powerful Fey spells that Myreon could barely shield them with Dweomeric energy, even though they were fighting on a cold winter mountain slope—ideal Dweomeric conditions. Exhausted from her efforts to dispel the spells, her breath came in ragged, gasping bursts and she had her hands on her knees. Sahand, she noted, had barely broken a sweat.
“Trained to duel, eh?” he said with a chuckle. “You, girl, are a sorry excuse for a mage. Look at you—panting like a dog, waiting, no doubt, for some kind of opening or mistake.” Behind him at a healthy distance, his men chuckled in kind. They made lewd gestures and catcalls.
Myreon threw a weak lode-bolt at Sahand, but the Mad Prince batted it away contemptuously. “That’s it? This is what they taught you in Saldor? Ha! Get over here, kneel, and beg me to spare your life.”
The jeers doubled at the prospect of Myreon kneeling. The laughter seemed to press in on her from all sides. She realized she was surrounded now—no way to get back toward the anygate. Trapped.
“You . . . really are . . . mad . . .” she said between breaths, and used her staff to pull herself to her feet. “Let . . . Reldamar . . . go . . .”
Sahand drew a knife and seized Artus by the hair, dragging him to his knees in front of her. “You want him so badly, I’ll give him to you. What part do you want first? The ear? The eye?” He let the tip of his blade waver from spot to spot on Artus’s disguised face.
“Leave him be,” Myreon growled, and did her best to cast a fireball, but she was so exhausted the spell barely made enough heat to light a candle.
Sahand gave her a cruel grin. “I don’t take orders, girlie.” He slid the blade of his knife along Artus’s face, sending a rivulet of blood running down his cheek. Artus screamed himself awake.
“Tyvian!” Myreon shouted. “Tyvian, stay calm! I’ve . . . I’ve got things under control. I’ll save you.”
Sahand’s guards leveled spears and advanced on Myreon from all sides. Sahand held his knife up so it caught the light of the burning tents. The blade was slick with blood. “I’m not a patient man, Defender. Surrender or I cut off something that won’t grow back.”
Artus’s voice blubbered between Tyvian’s swollen lips. “D-D-Don’t do it. Don’t . . . please . . .”
Myreon felt sick; he was just a boy. Her pride wasn’t worth his death. “O-Okay. Leave him be. I . . . I surrender.”
Sahand grinned, and Myreon could have sworn his teeth were pointed, like a beast’s. “Kneel, Defender.”
Myreon was flanked by two Dellorans, and she threw down her staff and knelt. “I give up.”
“Not fast enough,” Sahand sneered, and with a quick, savage motion of his knife, cut off Artus’s left earlobe. Artus screamed and fainted.
Myreon struggled to stand, “You . . .”
Sahand shook his head and laughed. “For a girl who likes to quote the Treaty of Calassa at me, you don’t know your history, do you? I’m not to be trusted.” He looked at his men and nodded.
Myreon felt the white-hot pain of a blade entering her back and the blood bubble to her lips. She then pitched forward onto the icy cobblestones and passed out.
Sahand kicked the unconscious Defender onto her back and snorted. “That’s got to be Alafarr.”
One of his men put his sword on Myreon’s breastbone and prepared to thrust. “Finish her, milord?”
Sahand thought about it—much as he liked the idea of killing the Defender here and now, there might be uses for her if she survived the knife wound . . . and uses for her if she didn’t, come to think of it. “Pick them both up and throw them in the dungeon.”
“Both, milord?” one of the men asked.
“Question an order again and you’re dead,” Sahand snapped, and added, “Clean up the camp and prepare for an attack. The Defenders know we’re here.”



 
CHAPTER 15
CONSCIENCE MAKES A COMEBACK
By dawn, the snow stopped but Hool had not. She would not be moved from her place of mourning and the new Defenders that arrived with the break in the storm were not inclined to try. Her howls were hoarse and pitiful, each one as filled with raw pain as the first had been. It gave a strange, tragic air to the dirty work that had to be done. Bodies were loaded onto carts, fires extinguished before they could spread, blood washed from the halls. The Defenders who had fallen in the siege were laid in the yard alongside the grieving Hool. Tyvian wondered if their surviving Defenders had done this to appropriate some of Hool’s grief for their own purposes. It was a strange thought, for him. He was having a lot of strange thoughts that morning.
His leg bandaged, Tyvian sat on the back of a cart, watching the cleanup, his wrists and ankles in shackles. He had his back to where Hool sat, her living pup still by her side, pouring her mother’s agony out on all to hear. With every howl, he felt himself wince. To his surprise, the ring had nothing to do with it.
Is it my fault Hool’s pup was killed? He found himself wondering. The answer should have been obvious—how could it have been? He had no knowledge of Sahand’s plan for them—he still didn’t have that knowledge—so he couldn’t be held responsible.
Then why did he feel like this?
Another howl caused him to stiffen, and he tried to focus his attention on the designs embroidered into the shawl worn by his guard—a Defender disguised, just as the rest of the reinforcements had been, in simple clothing that wouldn’t have stuck out in the Blocks or Corpse Alley. It had worked thus far only because it was the Blocks and Corpse Alley, and no watchmen would come down here anyway unless directly bribed to do so. Hendrieux had chosen Sahand’s urban hideout well.
Tyvian found himself, bizarrely, wishing Myreon were there for him to talk to. She was a good sounding board, if nothing else. He could tell her that he was feeling empathy for a gnoll, and she would inform him that he was a lying, cheating, scheming monster who was making it all up. Somehow that would have helped pull the stitch out of his guts that had rested there ever since he saw the dirty fur pelt in Hool’s trembling hands. Somehow.
The idea of her seeking out her children was never real to me, Myreon. It was an abstraction—a foothold on her personality that allowed me to use her, just like I use you or Artus or . . . well, everybody.
Another howl, another bucket of ice water poured down Tyvian’s spine. It hardly mattered what Myreon thought anymore; she was almost certainly dead. Artus was dead, too, the poor fool. Running through an anygate and probably straight into Sahand’s camp—typical Artus. More heart than brains. To think the boy died at the hands of Banric Sahand . . .
“Dammit,” Tyvian snarled to himself. Wasn’t he going to let Hendrieux kill the boy no more than a month or so ago? Gods, that seemed a long time past. Had he become so attached to Artus? To Hool? To even Myreon?
He had to be. Why else would he be sitting here, moping over how sad Hool looked and how terrible Artus’s death had likely been and how much he actually seemed to miss bantering with Myreon. The damned ring had addled his brains. It had taken the calculating, cold, efficient man of the world he had been and made him into a . . . a . . . a what?
Tyvian leaned back and looked at the sky, wincing again at another one of Hool’s wails. He let all his plotting and scheming of the last few weeks unfold in his mind’s eye. How had he come here? How had it changed him? Was he different?
The revelations of last night came back to him with full force; he lay, half paralyzed with thought, running the scenario through his head. The ring had wound up on his finger because Eddereon wanted it there. Eddereon thought he was “worthy” of it, whatever that meant. It was Eddereon who tipped off the Defenders of Galaspin Tower to his own and Hendrieux’s spirit-engine operation—easy enough. Galaspin Tower meant Tarlyth, and Tarlyth meant two things: first, that Myreon was the Defender dispatched, and second, that Tarlyth had given this information to the Sorcerous League. That would explain how Hendrieux knew, since Sahand was known in underworld circles to be a member of the League, even if most people didn’t believe the rumors. Tarlyth informed Sahand of the Defender attack, and Sahand told Hendrieux to stay away. Being the dunce that he is, Hendrieux set Tyvian up for a bigger fall than it would have been otherwise.
Where did that leave him? Tyvian wondered. He wasn’t sure, but something else was forming in the back of his mind, along with Sahand, Tarlyth, Theliara—all members of the Sorcerous League. Sahand was in Freegate messing with something in the old ruins of Daer Trondor—probably the old power sink sitting on the Saldor/Galaspin/Freegate ley line. To do this, he needed a lot of help. He got Hendrieux to kidnap alchemists, thaumaturges, and the like; he used Theliara and her menagerie to supply him with wild animals, for some reason. Tarlyth was probably involved in keeping the Defenders off Sahand’s back while he did all this.
Enter Tyvian himself and the damned ring. Tarlyth and Theliara wanted him and the ring on his finger. What did Sahand want with that power sink, though? What was the Mad Prince’s piece in all of this? How did it fit, and why had the three members started to pit their resources against one another? What did it mean for himself, wounded on a cart, with no friends left but a devastated gnoll?
Everything suddenly clicked. It happened so quickly that it made Tyvian gasp. “Gods . . . I’ve been blind!”
Sahand was a monster. He was a colossal, horrifying tyrant who ruled his miserable, winter-locked principality with a brutality unmatched by modern rulers. Just over a quarter century ago, shortly after wresting control of Dellor by way of a bloody coup, Sahand had waited for the Duke of Galaspin and his armies to be called across the sea to defend Illin from the Kalsaaris, and then he invaded the defenseless Galaspin countryside. Villages that hadn’t surrendered were burned. Men who would not kneel were executed, often in sight of their children, and then the women were ordered raped. It was said that the Mad Prince, as he quickly became known, wrote a letter to the Duke of Galaspin, assuring him that if he or his bannermen ever set foot in their home country again, he would catapult the duke’s newborn grandchildren from the walls of the city. When the duke sent General Conrad Varner to free his suffering land, the Mad Prince did exactly as he promised. A memorial stood to the young princess to this day—an obelisk of granite, surrounded by gardens, standing six hundred yards from the walls of Galaspin. Tyvian’s face twisted in disgust just thinking about it.
Tyvian knew he was many things, but he was not Sahand. He was not the kind of person who tortured people for fun. He did not seek to master perverse sorcery. He did not starve a whole country just so he could horde gold for another war attempt. He did not hurl infants from catapults. He did not torture, murder, and skin what were, for all intents and purposes, someone’s children. He, Tyvian Reldamar, might be a criminal, but he had standards . . .
. . . which was precisely why he hadn’t been thinking clearly on this matter.
He hit the muddy ground of the courtyard at a limping, half run, half hop, his guard trailing behind. “Hey! Where do you think you’re going, mate?”
The smuggler was surprised at how angry he was, suddenly. His hands shook so badly he had to ball them into fists. He planted himself in front of Hool and pointed at her forcefully. “Snap out of it, dammit!”
Hool’s pup growled at him, its hackles raised, and stepped between Tyvian and his mother.
Tyvian ignored it and kept addressing Hool. “Are you going to sit here and weep for the rest of your life, or what?”
“Leave the beast alone, Reldamar!” The Defender who had followed him across the courtyard grabbed Tyvian by the shoulder.
Tyvian pushed him flat on his back in the mud. “Unhand me! You think I’m a monster? You think Sahand and I are the same, eh? Well we aren’t. I am not that man, and I will not be bested by him.”
The Defender stared at him, open-mouthed, and then climbed to his feet, calling for backup. “The bloody smuggler’s lost his marbles!”
Tyvian grabbed Hool by the ears and pulled her face so he could look her in the eyes. They had lost their usual, predatory luster—they were dull, like tarnished coins. “Is this it for you, then, Hool? You’re going to give up? Snap out of it!”
Tyvian could hear the mud sloshing as the guards closed in. Hool blinked, her eyes focusing on Tyvian as though he had just appeared. “Brana . . . Brana needs medicine. He is hurt.”
“Hool, in eight seconds I’m going to be dragged away by these men. After that happens, get some medicine in my flat—top shelf in the kitchen cupboard—and then head for the old ruins in the mountains. Sahand is there, Hool. He killed your pup, do you understand? He is planning on killing many, many more.”
Two men wrapped their arms through Tyvian’s armpits while a third hit him in the back of the knees. After he collapsed, they dragged him off. Hool watched, her ears alert. Tyvian smiled at her, said, “We haven’t lost yet!”
In his youth, Tyvian concluded, Master Tarlyth had probably been a mountain of muscle. He had hands like garden rakes, each finger thicker than most people’s thumbs. Tyvian wondered how a man with hands like that could achieve the rank of Master in the Arcanostrum, let alone Master Defender.
Let alone while being a traitor.
“Tea, Master Reldamar?” Tarlyth asked quietly. They were sitting in a private room in Arble Keep, a flimsy card table between them. The scent of blood and ash still hung in the air, despite the shutters of the narrow window having been thrown open. The floor had splinters of broken furniture and a few bloodstains, and Tyvian thought the presence of Tarlyth’s silver tea set in the midst of all this was marvelous. It was just the kind of irony he was coming to associate with the Master Defender.
“No thank you,” he said, “I’ve no interest in what you consider to be good tea.”
“You’re in quite a lot of trouble, son. I’d expect a bit more deference.” Tarlyth considered Tyvian with his heavy lidded eyes.
Tyvian met his stare evenly. “I don’t really think I’m in half as much trouble as you pretend, actually.”
“You stand accused of murder, smuggling, and dealing in proscribed magical texts. This doesn’t seem like a lot of trouble to you?”
“It’s odd, you know, sending Myreon ‘Magus Errant’ and then you showing up personally to rescue her. I mean, the whole point of Magus Errant is so the Arcanostrum coffers don’t have to pay for the long-shot activities of its agents. Yet here you are, risking a diplomatic incident, getting your men killed in combat—not to mention committing career suicide—just so you can rescue a junior mage Defender and capture a smuggler.”
Tarlyth sat back in his rickety chair. “I don’t see why it’s any of your business what I do or why. Especially not now.”
Tyvian smirked. “What are you doing here, Tarlyth? What’s the real reason?”
“I brought you here to discuss what is about to happen to you, Reldamar, not indulge your petty inquiries.” Tarlyth frowned.
“Forgive me, Master Tarlyth, but I know what is going to happen to me already.”
Tarlyth’s frown deepened. “Oh?”
Tyvian snorted. “Shall we dispense with the charade—I’m finding myself in an impatient mood and, while I would ordinarily enjoy our little parry-riposte of innuendo and veiled threats, let me be explicit. I know you have no intention of handing me over to Saldor for punishment; I know that you and Sahand, along with Angharad tin’Theliara Hanim and who knows who else, are in collusion on some grand project Sahand is heading up. I know this because you, Master Ultan Tarlyth of Galaspin Tower, are secretly a member of the Sorcerous League.”
The teacup fell out of Tarlyth’s hand and shattered on the floor. Tyvian watched the big wizard visibly compose himself, locking his jaw and clamping his hands on the flimsy armrests of his chair as though restraining his body from some kind of emotional detonation. When he finally spoke, it was with a calm so artificial that Tyvian could practically smell the fiery rage burning just underneath. “You claim to know quite a lot.”
Tyvian didn’t so much smile as show his teeth. “Let’s not pretend all that I have thus far presented is inaccurate. Your reaction to my accusations alone confirms it—for a man living a double life, you really are an atrocious liar. Now, let’s see—getting back to what you intend to do with me: you can’t kill me, because you want this.” Tyvian held up his ring hand and noted how Tarlyth’s eyes lingered on the plain iron band. “And you can’t hand me over to the authorities because the League wants the ring, too, and the Arcanostrum will discover the presence of this rather sophisticated sorcerous artifact the very moment I am processed for incarceration preceding my trial. Obviously, once Saldor gets its hands on me, you and your League cronies won’t.”
Tarlyth’s face was boiling like a thundercloud, but still his voice kept its artificial calm. “That’s what I can’t do, but have you considered what it is I can do?”
“Yes, I was just getting to that. Sahand’s behavior has been the primary clue to the whole affair, actually. He isn’t interested in me; quite the opposite, in fact—he’s been trying to keep me out of his hair this entire time. He’s had Hendrieux purchasing exotic wild animals, kidnapping thaumaturges and warlocks, and he’s been using some very expensive magical hardware. Brymm, biomancy, and the bribes necessary to obtain exclusive use of the Phantoms’ own private slaving anygate are, none of them, inexpensive enterprises. When we couple that with the secrecy he’s been laboring under, one can only presume that his project, whatever it is, is both very important to the League as a whole and to him personally.
“Sahand simply doesn’t have the contacts in Freegate to pull this off alone—his occupation of the city earned him a permanently bloody reputation, and he’d need assistance from the League to get started. So, you help him. Why? Well, because what he’s creating, as I said, is important to all of you. Important enough that one of your number—Theliara—has gone so far as to set up shop here in Freegate and bring along a menagerie of wild animals and a few Artificers. Am I to believe she would just hand them over to Sahand’s agents if there weren’t some kind of connection between the two of them? Nonsense.”
Tarlyth’s massive, marble-sized knuckles were turning white on the armrests. “You’re rambling.”
“All the more reason to not interrupt. Now, all this brings us to your presence here with a pack of Defenders. On the one hand, Myreon and I gave you the perfect excuse to come—no doubt this might end up looking quite heroic of you if you pull it off—but you’re also here because you have questions for Sahand, questions probably along the lines of, ‘Are you really doing what we think you’re doing?’ These are questions, you feel, probably best asked over the blazing tip of a firepike. Am I right?”
Tarlyth’s nostrils were flaring so widely, Tyvian was fairly certain he could stuff his arm up to the elbow inside them. “Sahand can’t be trusted. I’ve said so all along.”
Tyvian nodded. “A wise stratagem, and one no doubt reinforced by your experience as both a League member and a Master Defender.”
“Well deduced, Master Reldamar—I see your reputation for intelligence is not exaggerated. That still doesn’t explain what it is I intend to do with you.” Tyvian opened his mouth, but Tarlyth held up a hand. “No, please—allow me to confess, as you have said enough already. I intend to place you in Astral stasis in this room, where you will remain until it is convenient for one of my colleagues to collect you later, after I and my Defenders have dealt with Sahand and quietly left the city. You, of course, will seem to have managed another miraculous escape from this room—your reputation for elusiveness has it’s drawbacks for you, you see—so you will be in the League’s possession with no one being the wiser. If you were to clear away some of this debris on the floor, you would find the veta already drawn and ready to receive you—I need only incant the spell. So, as charming as this conversation has been, I see no reason to continue it.”
Tarlyth stood up and spread his arms. His staff materialized in his hand with a snap of his fingers.
Tyvian frowned at him. “I really wouldn’t do that, if I were you.”
A cold wind blew in from the window as Tarlyth’s staff began to glow. The first syllables of the incantation began to slither past his lips—ugly, confusing sounds that seemed to bend the mind and hurt the ears. Tyvian stood as well. “Are you familiar with the concept of blackmail, Magus?”
Tarlyth froze in place; the power he was channeling was sucked from the room with an audible pop. “What?”
“An associate of mine—you remember the fellow in the sleigh with the watchmen from last night, of course—well, he is a rumormonger of sorts; not only does he know you are here, but I informed him about your collusion with the League before entering this place. I furthermore told him that were I not to return to his office by tomorrow morning, he should send a letter detailing all of this to the Lord Defender in Saldor. I imagine you’ll deny it, of course, but I think you’ll find Carlo is quite good at acquiring corroborating evidence if it suits his need. He is the secret Guildmaster of the Phantoms, after all.”
“You’re bluffing.” Tarlyth said, his polite tone slipping, replaced with an almost canine growl.
Tyvian shrugged. “Unlike the rest of the rubes in your organization, I know for a fact that magi—even Masters—have no ability to detect lies. Feel free to call my bluff, if you are so convinced. It would seem to me, however, that you have a great deal more to lose than I do if you wind up being wrong.”
A vein bulged in Tarlyth’s forehead. His jaw was clenched so tight, Tyvian was concerned his teeth might crack. “I should kill you right now.”
“No, you really shouldn’t. Allow me to inform you, instead, of what we’re going to do.”
“What?”
Tyvian smiled. “You are going to call a meeting of the Sorcerous League and I am going to attend it with you.”



 
CHAPTER 16
IN THE ICY CLUTCHES
Artus didn’t want to open his eyes. As long as he kept them closed, he could keep on imagining that this was all a nightmare. If he opened them, he knew that he’d start crying, and he didn’t want to cry. He had to be strong and clever, like Tyvian. That was, after all, who they thought he was.
His whole body was bruised and battered, but if he didn’t move, he felt all right. The only thing that hurt then was his face—the places where Sahand had cut him burned in the frigid air. He was lying on his back, his arms splayed out to his sides, on a floor so hard and cold that it had to be solid ice. He knew Myreon was in the cell, too, which was another reason he didn’t open his eyes—he didn’t think he was ready to see her dead eyes staring at him.
Artus had no concrete idea of how long it had been since his arrival, since he was fairly certain he had passed out at least twice during the whole thing. In any event, it seemed a long time. Though he did his best to keep his breathing slow, his heart was pounding in his chest so loudly that he swore he heard it echo off the walls. Something terrible was about to happen to him. Something more terrible than anything that had ever happened before. He kept imagining what that might be, despite his best efforts not to, and that only made his heart race faster and his stomach churn more fiercely. He wanted to vomit with terror.
The gate to the dungeon or prison or wherever he was rumbled open suddenly, the sound making him jump. His body screamed in protest at the movement and he couldn’t help but cry out. From beyond the gate, he heard a man’s voice grumble, “Sounds like he’s awake.”
The second voice was higher pitched and sharper. “Well then he gets a show, don’t he? C’mon, gimme a hand with this one.”
Artus squeezed his eyes shut. He didn’t want them to see the terror in his face. He didn’t want them to talk to him. Instead, he lay very still as he listened to the two Dellorans drag some kind of wheelbarrow or cart closer and closer until, at last, they stopped no more than a few feet away. He then heard the sound of the men grunting and groaning as they maneuvered some kind of large load somewhere, and then one said, “Steady, now—first nail’s the hardest, right?”
A hammer pinged off the end of a metal spike, and a new voice joined the chorus—a weak, rattling moan that escalated with each strike of the hammer until it became a steady, wailing gasp of agony. “Shut up, you,” one of the men growled. “Or I’ll put one through your feet, eh?”
The wailing voice deflated into a low, barely audible sob until another spike was hammered home, and then the wailing intensified again. The Dellorans cursed the wailer with threats and vivid profanity before they went away. When the gate closed again, all Artus could hear was the slow, hiccuping sobs of the newcomer.
Artus swallowed hard and then opened his eyes. He was looking up at vaulted stonework no more than seven feet up at its highest point. Icicles dripped from cracks between the stones, and he could barely see his breath in the flickering white light of a nearly dead illumite shard dangling in the hall beyond his cell. This light was freely admitted, since his cell was caged off from the corridor by a metal grate bolted into the stonework, and in the grate a sliding door was mounted, a heavy iron padlock holding it closed. The corridor beyond was narrow and gradually sloped up towards where the guards had entered and left. Artus knew it was that direction, though he couldn’t see the gate, thanks to the curve of the corridor as it wound up and away from him. He noted that it also went down as well—there were apparently deeper and darker cells than the one he was in.
As Artus sat up with a groan, the thing that grabbed his attention, though, wasn’t the hall or the illumite or the existence of deeper cells—it was the man nailed to the wall of the corridor immediately opposite his cell. A square iron spike had been driven through each of the wretch’s wrists, at once crucifying him and displaying the brutal attention his barely clad body had received. His skin was a spiderweb of cuts and scabbed-over scars, and the spaces between were discolored with deep, ugly bruises. One hand had its fingers broken and bent at terrible angles, while the other had no fingers at all. Blood dripped from his ruined, toothless mouth, and his face was swollen and purple, but he was still alive, and Artus recognized him. The man was Zazlar Hendrieux.
“Saints . . .” Artus gasped.
Hendrieux lifted his chin from his chest slowly, moaning as he did so, and fixed the black slit of one bruised eye at Artus. He hacked out a thin, weak laugh. “S-Sur . . . surprised?”
Artus rolled onto his hands and knees and crawled to the metal grating. “I thought you was on their side, Hendrieux! What’d they do?”
The corner of Hendrieux’s mouth tugged into what might have been a smirk before, but now merely showed off the bloody scabs of his gums. “S-Sahand was displeased with me. Very dis . . . displeased. Don’t act so surprised, you son of a b-bitch. You . . . you knew. You knew this would happen. Should’ve killed you . . . when I had the . . .”
Artus felt weak with horror and disgust. He knew why Sahand had ordered Hendrieux nailed there—it was a promise. It was to show Artus—whom he probably thought was Tyvian, because of the shrouding spell—what he could expect for himself. Artus turned away from Hendrieux and his eyes fell on the heap of bloodstained cloth that was Myreon. “Myreon! Myreon, are you alive? Saints save me, I need you to be alive. Don’t be dead! Don’t be dead!”
Artus shook the unconscious Defender, rolling her over on her back. His heart leapt when he heard her groan weakly, but it fell again when he saw the mage’s face and the pool of blood she had been lying in. Her lips were blue and her skin was ice cold.
“Kroth,” Artus swore, and wrung his hands. What to do? What to do? He had to stop the bleeding somehow. With his bruised body screaming its protests, he rolled Myreon around until he found the knife wounds in her back. Pulling back the mage’s tattered robes, he saw that the wounds had already stopped bleeding, after a fashion, and were now just sticky, black gashes that seemed to swell out of Myreon’s back. Looking at them made his own shoulder twinge from the knife wound he’d received there. Though it had only been a few days ago, the injury seemed a lifetime away now.
He did his best dabbing at Myreon’s injuries with a shirt he had borrowed from Tyvian. He could practically hear Tyvian’s snide remarks about how he was ruining a fine piece of clothing, but he didn’t care. He needed Myreon to live. She was the one who could figure all this out. Tyvian’s instructions hadn’t gone so far as to tell him how to deal with being Sahand’s prisoner—he had no idea what to do now, other than quake in terror, and he knew that wasn’t going to help him survive, and he had to do that. He couldn’t die. He’d promised his ma as much.
“You’ve ch-changed, Tyv—” Hendrieux coughed weakly. “Not like y-you to b-be saving some staff.”
Artus looked at the ruined man nailed to the wall, and suddenly knew that the more he acted like Artus, the worse things might get. What would happen if Hendrieux figured out he wasn’t really Tyvian? The smuggler had told Artus that the shroud would last until he was either subjected to “concentrated Lumenal energy” or until anyone trained in the High Arts found out it was there and dispelled it. If Sahand knew he was just some kid and not Tyvian Reldamar . . .
“Nothing to s-say, Tyv . . . not even to an old friend?” Hendrieux said weakly, his ruined body trembling and shaking.
Artus tried to think of something witty, but only came up with, “Shut up, Hendrieux!”
Hendrieux began to undergo some kind of seizure, so he stopped talking, though Artus doubted it was at his behest. He had seen tremors like that before in Ayventry—withdrawal from ink addiction. It looked like a kind of mental torture, and he couldn’t imagine the agony one would feel if physically tortured at the same time. A wave of pity welled up in him for Tyvian’s ex-partner, but he quashed it by bringing to mind when Hendrieux tried to have him murdered in an alley.
The gate to the dungeon rumbled open again, and this time there was only one set of boots echoing off the cold flagstones. Artus’s stomach leapt into his mouth. He wanted to play dead again but stopped himself. Tyvian wouldn’t cower, and he had to be Tyvian—his life depended on it. Using the grate to help himself to his feet, Artus swallowed his fear as best he could and planned to meet the gaze of whoever came around the corner. This meant, a few seconds later, he was staring into the flint-gray eyes of a man who had to be Banric Sahand himself. Artus couldn’t help but blink and step away from the grate.
“Awake, I see,” Sahand remarked. He was dressed in an ankle-length fur cloak joined with a golden chain at his collar, and wore an ornamental mail shirt that gleamed in the dim light. In the cramped quarters of the dungeon, he looked like a giant.
“I couldn’t sleep. The cell here is real uncomfortable,” Artus said, trying to mimic Tyvian’s wry grin.
Sahand snorted. “Enjoy it while you can. As Zazlar can tell you, it’s all downhill from here. That is, of course, unless you are of some use to me.”
Artus racked his brain for what use Tyvian could possibly be to Sahand. He came up with a stock answer. “I guess you want those secrets of mine, huh?”
“Of the ring, specifically. Provide them, and I’ll let you go with just a slap on the wrist,” Sahand said, fixing Artus with his hard eyes, “But I’ll know if you’re lying.”
Artus’s heart was pounding. He dared not look, but he wondered if the shroud he wore mimicked him having the ring, too. Casually as possible, he moved his right hand behind his back—just in case. “Nobody knows when I’m lying.”
“I wouldn’t try to swindle me, Reldamar.” Sahand said, reaching into a pocket sewn into his cape to produce a small glass vial. “Those who do wind up very miserable indeed. Don’t they, Zazlar?”
Hendrieux whimpered softly through his parched lips, “Yes, milord.”
“Good answer.” Sahand grinned and clapped a gloved hand on Hendrieux’s shoulder, causing the wretch to scream. “I suppose you know why I’ve brought Zazlar down here to see you.”
“You’re trying to intimidate me,” Artus said softly, swallowing hard.
Sahand frowned. “Oh no—hardly, though I can see how you would think that. Actually, I brought Zaz down here as a bit of a peace offering. We are enemies, Master Reldamar, only because Zazlar here saw fit to betray you. Now, Zaz, what did I say about betraying Master Reldamar?”
Hendrieux’s voice was barely audible, “You t-told me to leave him alone.”
“Yes, I did, didn’t I?” Sahand said, patting Hendrieux’s cheek, which caused blood to leak out of the man’s mouth. “I would have been content if your spirit-engine operation had simply been called off, but Hendrieux wanted to ruin you. He had some kind of personal score to settle—he resents you, Reldamar, despite everything you’ve done for him. He, of course, didn’t have the guts to do it on his own, but once he had my treasury to exploit, he lost no time in double-crossing you, didn’t you, Zazlar?”
Hendrieux let out a low sob, and Artus again felt his stomach tie in knots. Sahand was about to kill him, and Artus knew he would have to watch. The scariest thing about it was that Sahand thought Tyvian would actually want to watch.
“You and I are not so very different, Reldamar.” Sahand said, holding up the small glass vial before the light. Though the glass was clear, whatever was in it was of the purest black. “Both of us,” Sahand continued, “are above the normal rules that apply to the average fool. The primary difference is that, while you merely seek to exploit them, I intend to rule them. I am, at my core, a philanthropist—I realize that humanity is too stupid to conduct its own affairs, and so I plan on forcing them to do as I say, as is only sensible.”
“I’ll tell you what you want to know if you give Myreon medical attention,” Artus blurted.
Sahand gave him a steady, cold look. “You are in no position to negotiate. Since when are you so concerned with the welfare of some staff?”
“She has her uses,” Artus said quickly.
“Not anymore,” Sahand deadpanned. He held the glass vial just beyond Artus’s grasp. “Do you know what this is, Reldamar?”
Artus stared at the vial, knowing full well that Tyvian would know. “That’s a stupid question.”
Sahand scowled. “If I were you, I’d mind my tone. Point taken, however—stands to reason you’d recognize it. Do you know what they call Black Cloud in Kalsaar? They call it kabuslar bir seyler—‘the stuff of nightmares’—poetic, yes? It’s quite expensive, as you know, so you will appreciate my expenditure of some for your benefit.”
Artus wracked his mind for the term Black Cloud, trying to remember all the conversations he overheard in the slums of Ayventry about dark and illegal things. All he could recall were some ink-thralls musing on it while numb with Cool Blue, and he hazarded a guess. “Why would you need ink?”
At the word “ink,” Hendrieux’s swollen eye opened a crack, and it focused immediately on the vial in Sahand’s hand. Impossibly, his beaten, broken body went rigid and he pulled his head back and away from Sahand. He began to emit a steady, high-pitched whine. “Noooo . . . n-noooo . . . pleeease noooo . . .”
Sahand grinned. “So you’ve never seen it used, then? Well, as it is pure Etheric energy, Black Cloud is essentially bottled despair and concentrated terror. Take just a tiny bit, and they say you will have visions and nightmares to keep you awake for months on end. Take too much and, well . . .” Sahand gripped Hendrieux by the chin and wrenched his head around to face him.
Artus, his eyes wide, held up his hands. “No, wait—you don’t gotta do this!”
Sahand’s laugh was flat and passionless. “I don’t have to do anything, Reldamar. I want to do this. Take it as my gift to you.”
Sahand pulled the stopper out with his teeth and spat it out. His other hand then closed like a vice on Hendrieux’s cheeks, forcing his mouth open. “Down the hatch, Zaz.”
Tears ran out of Hendrieux’s swollen eyes as Sahand poured the tarlike Black Cloud down his throat. When it was gone, Sahand released him and stood back. For a moment all Hendrieux did was suck in long, wheezing breaths, coughing up some of the dark, magical liquid as he did. Then he began to scream in a way that made Artus shut his eyes and nearly double over in horror. Hendrieux’s beaten, swollen eyes popped open, bloodshot and wild, and his whole body went rigid with his screams. His toothless, bloody mouth stretched into a perfect O as he produced such a horrible, overwhelming sound that Artus couldn’t stop it from invading every part of his body, until he himself felt like he was dying from terror. Blood flowed from Hendrieux’s nose as he shook and quaked with whatever horrible effect the ink was having on him. He convulsed, his back arching violently, his head striking the wall, his arms tearing at the spikes that held him in place. Then, finally, just when Artus began to scream himself, Hendrieux suddenly stopped and went limp.
Sahand was laughing softly. Removing a glove, he clamped a hand around Hendrieux’s bloody wrist. He left it there for a moment, checking for a pulse, and when satisfied, put his glove back on and shook his head. “And so ends Zazlar Hendrieux.” The Mad Prince looked at Artus and noted the tears running down his face. “Well, Master Reldamar, it seems me and you are a bit different, after all.”
“You and I,” Artus corrected quietly.
Sahand’s smile vanished. “I’ll leave you to collect your thoughts. Be ready to deliver in one hour, or suffer my displeasure.”
When the dungeon gate again slammed closed, Artus slumped to the floor and wept.



 
CHAPTER 17
ASSEMBLED FRUSTRATION
The Artificer did good work, that much was certain. Sahand stood at the edge of the bloodred pool, hair standing on end as he felt the Fey radiating out from its depths in pulsing waves, like the beating of some massive, disembodied heart. The smell of death and the musk of wild animals mixed in the air with the faint, sour taste of brimstone. Sahand let it burn on his tongue and savored the sensation.
It was the taste of revenge.
The apparatus suspended over the pool had been removed, and no one, not even Gallo, was permitted this close to the ancient power sink. It was Sahand’s and Sahand’s alone to approach—the creation to which he had devoted much of the past two decades. His triumph, his final victory, was so close. It only had to work once—just once—and he would have achieved what all his armies and spies had failed to do all those years ago.
“Let’s see Varner stop me now,” he growled under his breath. It was a foolish thing to say, though—Varner was gone, back across the mountains to the north to fight for his cousin, the King of Benethor. Finn Cadogan was gone; the Falcon King, Perwynnon, had long since been murdered by his own retainers in a fit of their own cowardice; Prince Marik the Holy, Shield of Illin, vanished without a trace. Even old Keeper Astrian X was dead and gone. Of the coalition that had handed Sahand defeat at Calassa, none remained except perhaps old Lyrelle Reldamar, the old bat retired and sipping tea on her country estate. To the west, the wars of a quarter century ago were dead and gone; a new age had dawned, and they thought he, Banric Sahand, was just a boogeyman left to mope in icy Dellor for the rest of his life.
The fools were all in for a surprise.
“Dread Prince.” Sahand didn’t need to turn around to know it was the Artificer. He was the only one besides Gallo who would willingly enter this chamber, and Gallo had been ordered elsewhere.
“Yes?” Sahand held his hands out over the crimson waters. Where his shadow struck the surface, the liquid boiled and frothed, as though eager to leap out and consume him.
“The focusing apparatuses are in their final positions and the ley is sufficiently unstable. The task is done.”
Sahand nodded—right on schedule. He turned to face the weathered old Kalsaari, noting the fierce glow in his eyes; the Artificer wanted to see this as much as he did. “I will begin to draw the veta in one hour.”
“As the Dread Prince wishes,” the Artificer said, bowing low to the ground before withdrawing.
Sahand lingered for a few moments longer before following him out. Around him, the ancient frescoes of the Warlock Kings who once strode these same halls looked with empty eyes on the complex sorcerous constructions that now filled most of the available space leading to and from the power sink. There were those, even among the League, who said desecrating the ancient homes of those godlike sorcerers of old was a recipe for disaster. To tap into their ancient power was to flirt with catastrophe, they said, and that some of the lores they had devised were best forgotten.
“They will see,” Sahand muttered again. “When the dust settles, everything will be clear.”
Back in his tent, he fetched a hardwood case from a shelf and opened it. Inside were a half dozen sha, specially made for the ritual Sahand was about to perform. He ran his fingers over them carefully—they were rough and irregular on the surface, just as they should be, and hard as chalk. His fingers tingled from touching them.
Sahand threw off his cloak and began to unbuckle his armor—the ritual needed to be performed nude, and his body needed to treated with . . .
Snick.
The letterbox. Sahand whipped his head around to glare at it. A message? Now? He considered ignoring it, weighing the pros and cons of arousing the League’s suspicion. Had that redheaded twit or that Kalsaari brat got them in a panic over his intentions? Possibly, though it would take more than the say-so of a couple junior members to get that band of sorcerous ninnies to come after him. More importantly, did it even matter? His triumph would be complete well before the time it would take them to meet, quarrel over a plan, and then pursue him. No, best to ignore the letter and proceed with his own plans. Who cared what the message said? There was nothing that interested him more than the ritual at hand, and there was nothing anyone could do to stop him now.
Nothing whatsoever.
“Hello, my name is Tyvian Reldamar, and I’m delighted to be invited into your . . . whatever this place is.” Tyvian smiled and waved at the assembled host of Shrouded sorcerers. There were scores of them lining the terraces of the Black Hall, stretching upward in every direction, their black robes and impassive faces making them look like the world’s largest assembly of judges, jurists, and hangmen. Tyvian tried not to think about how apt that analogy might be in the end.
His shoulder still hurt from the fight in the alley with Jaevis, his leg still throbbed from the wound Hendrieux had given him, his every square inch was bruised, battered, and exhausted beyond all limits. He couldn’t even remember the last decent sleep he’d had, and yet here he was, in some alternate dimension, surrounded on all sides by sorcerers who probably wanted to dissect him like some kind of exotic toad, trying to talk his way out of this mess and into another one. Oh, for the simple life of international smuggling . . .
“Where is our Esteemed Colleague from Dellor?” Tarlyth asked. The Master Defender, whose Shroud looked an awful lot like a younger Tarlyth might have—big, red-haired, and burly—stood beside Tyvian, his hands clamped firmly on Tyvian’s chains, which he had steadfastly refused to remove. Tyvian thought this ridiculous—wherever did the man expect him to run?
One of the fellows with a scepter, standing at the bottom of the hall along with Tyvian and Tarlyth—some kind of officer, Tyvian thought—shook his head at the Master Defender. “He has not come. Such is his right.”
“To business!” someone yelled from above. The call was echoed by others, and staves, canes, and feet were pounded on the black stone floor. “Yes! Explain this!” and “Why is an outsider among us!” and even “Blasphemy! Betrayal of the League!”
Tyvian smiled up at them all, waving like a local hero might in the midst of a parade. He whispered to Tarlyth, “I say, is the turnout usually this good, or am I just that much of a draw?”
Tarlyth was not amused. “No games here, Reldamar. One misstep and this is the last place you’ll ever see.”
Tyvian winked at him and gave the crowd a perfunctory bow. “Esteemed black sorcerers, hedge wizards, and eccentric recluses: it has been brought to my attention that you lot have an interest in this.” He held his ring hand up, and the gallery fell silent. He nodded to them all. “Good to see I was not misinformed. Now, I wanted to come here in person because, as it happens, I believe we can help each other.”
One of the officers—a short man with an eye patch and a long white beard—snorted at this. “The League needs no help from the likes of you, smuggler. We are only entertaining your presence as a favor to our Esteemed Colleague from Galaspin.” He nodded to Tarlyth, who nodded his thanks in return.
Tyvian shrugged. “I see. Well, here’s how this is going to work—I’ll answer one of your questions if you lot will answer one of mine. Sound fair?”
The one-eyed fat wizard shook his head. “We do not give up our secrets lightly, Reldamar.”
Tyvian couldn’t help but smile. “I promise not to ask anything too personal. I give you my word as a Reldamar.” The ring bit into his hand as he said that, but he was in so much pain everywhere else, he barely felt it. “Shall we begin?”
A hand rose from halfway up the gallery. It was a woman, or at least it appeared to be, in her middle age, gray streaks running through her hair. The one-eyed fellow pointed to her with his scepter. “The Chairman recognizes our Esteemed Colleague from Eretheria.”
The woman had a man’s voice, deep and powerful. The effect was unnerving. “Tell us what you know about the order that placed the ring upon you.” General murmurs of assent rippled through the crowd—a popular question, it seemed.
Tyvian shrugged. “Almost nothing, I’m afraid. They work as a cell-structured organization, I’d imagine. I have met only one other person with the ring, and he has said virtually nothing about the rest of the organization, assuming there even is one.”
Groans of disappointment and accusations of deception roared from the gallery. Some of the sorcerers shouted threats and brandished wands and orbs of various descriptions. Tyvian stared at them calmly, watching them work themselves up as they saw how little he seemed to fear them. The honest truth was that he hadn’t felt this frightened in ages—any one of these people could reduce him to ashes in a matter of seconds and he had no way to escape without their help. The feeling was exhilarating, actually, and served to deaden the exhaustion weighing him down.
The Chairman—apparently old one-eye’s rank—tapped his scepter against the edge of the wide black well that formed the exact center of the hall until everyone quieted down. “May I remind the gallery that there can be no lies spoken that the Well of Secrets does not reveal. Observe.” He motioned to the still, ink-black waters of the Well. “The waters are dark.”
The sorcerers collectively grumbled at this. A couple walked out of the hall entirely. When they had settled themselves, the Chairman nodded to Tyvian. “Ask, Master Reldamar, but ask carefully. Your very soul is at risk.”
“Don’t worry—my first question is very simple, really.” He addressed the crowd. “How do you fellows feel about being betrayed and robbed by one of your number?”
Dead silence. The Chairman’s voice was grave. “Our policies for traitors are swift and severe, Reldamar. Why do you ask?”
Tyvian cocked his head to the side. “I’m sorry, was that your next official question for me, or was that follow-up of some kind? Hmmm . . . perhaps we ought to have ironed out the question-asking rules a little more clearly before we started to—”
“Answer him!” somebody yelled from the back. She was joined by a chorus of others, and then more, until the entire hall was howling for Tyvian to explain himself. He hazarded a look over his shoulder at Tarlyth. The youthful, handsome face of the Shrouded Defender was frozen into a masklike scowl. His eyes were staring at the smuggler so hard, Tyvian thought it amazing they weren’t drawing blood.
When the Chairman had calmed everybody down, he pointed his scepter at Tyvian. “You had better explain yourself.”
“And if I say I was merely curious?”
As Tyvian spoke, a glimmer of light flickered from the center of the Well of Secrets and then was gone. One of the other officers—a tall, bald man—leaned over the pool and shook his head. When he spoke, it was the voice of an old woman. “Not much time to see, but it was a lie, for certain.” He (she?) glared at Tyvian. “He knows something.”
Tyvian smiled. He had them now—they were all staring at him, hanging on his every word. “So, tell me, what is it that Banric Sahand has told you he’s working on?”
Silence. The air seemed to thicken with anxiety.
Tyvian laughed softly to himself. “Never mind—allow me to guess. Hmm . . .” He rubbed his chin, pretending to think; pretending that he hadn’t figured this out hours ago. “Rhadnost’s Elixir, isn’t it?”
No one said a word. Every last one of them was frozen solid, as though caught with their hands in the cookie jar.
Tyvian paced around the Well, trying to make eye contact with as many of the assembled sorcerers as possible. Tarlyth was forced to follow him, carrying his chains like some kind of lady-in-waiting holding her mistress’s train. “See, the trouble with having a magic well that detects lies is that you can’t lie when you need to. For instance, I can infer from your collective silence that I hit the nail on the head just now—Rhadnost’s infamous Elixir. The long-lost formula for eternal life; I can see why you’d all want it, obviously. Sahand, of course, was never really interested.”
A voice of protest rose from the gallery. “Why wouldn’t he be? Who wouldn’t want to live forever?”
Tyvian shook his head, forcing a chuckle. He had their attention; now it was time for a little incitement. “Sahand doesn’t care about living forever, and do you want to know why? It’s because, unlike you lot, Sahand isn’t a loser.”
Tyvian saw a few of the sorcerers stiffen at that, while a few others muttered darkly. He smiled and went on, “Come now—look at yourselves. Do you expect me to believe I’m in the presence of greatness? Please. You’re a bunch of sad, bitter people whose antisocial beliefs have led them to hide under a rock and collude in secret with a series of other magical bottom-dwellers. Let’s face it—if you lot were half as talented as you pretend, you would have overthrown the Arcanostrum ages ago. You are just the type of pathetic nobodies who’d sell their souls and bankrupt their fortunes to live forever. Why? Because you’ve collectively come to accept that the victory you savor and the success you long for won’t happen in this lifetime. Maybe not even the next.”
The grumbling rose to angry outbursts, more threats, and a series of detailed descriptions of the kinds of curses one or another sorcerer might inflict upon him. This time the Chairman didn’t intercede. He was watching Tyvian with his one good eye—it was of the clearest blue, and for a moment Tyvian thought he recognized it. He had more important things to do, though, than unravel the secret membership of the Sorcerous League.
He shouted over the gallery’s jeers. “Sahand knew this about you all! He knew it and he played you, like the idiots you all are. Sahand doesn’t need to live forever because, unlike the rest of you, he plans on achieving his goals now, while he is still alive. He tells you a plausible story—just plausible enough that your magic well here doesn’t give him away—and all of you fill in the blanks for him, delighted to have somebody with some courage finally doing something to help the League. Eternal life for everybody, right? As the fellow up the back said, who wouldn’t want it?”
The jeers fell silent again. Sorcerers were looking at their feet, some were shaking their heads. Others had their fists bunched up in their robes, fury contorting their faces to the point of nearly cracking through their Shrouds. “So what is he doing?” someone asked.
“Well, I can’t say for certain.” Tyvian cocked an eye at the Well, but it didn’t glimmer. He immediately realized how easy it would have been for Sahand to half-truth himself into League support. “Also, seeing how all of you pitched in to transport Sahand and a small army of his soldiers in secret up in the mountains in the midst of an ancient fortress, it would be a rather suicidal prospect to go and ask. Take my friend here.” Tyvian jerked a thumb over his shoulder at the glowering Tarlyth. “He’s been suspicious of Sahand for some time now.”
All eyes now turned to Tarlyth. The Chairman stroked his beard. “Really? And why didn’t our Esteemed Colleague from Galaspin inform us of these suspicions?”
“Easy.” Tyvian smirked at Tarlyth and gave him a wink. “He was probably planning on double-crossing all of you, too. He is a Master Defender, after all.”
Everyone looked at the Well. It remained still, calm, and black as night. Tyvian marveled at what a rotten lie detector it was.
“Reldamaaaar!” Tarlyth screamed like a wild animal and thrust his hands toward the smuggler in a sorcerous gesture too subtle for Tyvian to follow. He felt a heavy, hot wind hit him in the chest and then he was sailing through the air, green fire all around him. A death-bolt? Maybe, but not focused enough to kill, since he wound up smashing into a collected group of black-robed wizards like a catapult stone, dizzy and smoldering, but not altogether fried.
The Black Hall erupted into sheer havoc a split second later. Most of the assembled fled, making for the thirteen exits like theatergoers fleeing a fire. They pushed, shoved, trampled one another underfoot; some of them used enchantments to leap through the air, climb along the ceiling, and one woman actually turned herself into a bat and tried flying. She didn’t seem very good at it, though, as she kept slamming into the wall.
The rest of the gallery—perhaps a mere tenth of those assembled—devoted their attention to destroying Tarlyth. He was alone at the bottom of the hall—the officers had vanished in puffs of smoke, apparently—and was beset on all sides by a half-dozen black-robed wizards. The ley in the Black Hall was exclusively Etheric, to the point where other energies were almost impossible to channel, and so as Tyvian got his bearings, the combatants struggled with their magecraft to the point where there was more shouting and gesturing than actual invocations flying around.
Tarlyth, though, was Arcanostrum trained and a Master to boot. His spells did not fail—death-bolts struck down two of the assailants in bursts of green fire before the others could erect wards to shield themselves. When their spells finally took effect, Tarlyth showed his prowess once more. Black, thorny vines that burst from the floor to envelop him were dispelled into black smoke with ease; tiny imps conjured to poison him were banished with a single word; their own death-bolts were blocked with wards that blazed with power.
Tyvian steadied himself, getting to his feet as the last of the fleeing sorcerers pushed past him. Now what? His mind still spun in his head, unable to focus—there had been another part of this plan but he couldn’t remember what.
Even for a Master Defender, though, four against one were long odds. Tarlyth missed with a spell, enabling one enemy to step through a shadow, only to emerge from another shadow behind the Master. Tarlyth turned, but was slashed with a jagged dagger across the chest and then struck in the back with a bolt of darkest purple energy, which caused him to scream in pain and fall to his knees.
Then Tyvian remembered. The last part of the plan was save Tarlyth.
He looked down at his chains, still clamped around wrists and ankles, and focused his attention on the ring. “C’mon, you little bastard. Now is the time.” He pulled—nothing. The chains held.
He looked up to see the four remaining sorcerers closing in on the prone Tarlyth, snickering to themselves. Tyvian looked back at the ring. “Don’t you want me to save him?” Then there it was again—that twitching, anxious feeling in his ring hand, just like in the Hanim’s dungeon. Tyvian grabbed hold of the chains and pulled for all his worth.
They shattered off his wrists and ankles as though made of glass.
He hit the first sorcerer in the back of the head with the wadded-up remains of his chains, and the fellow dropped in a heap. The other three looked up, shocked.
One of them managed, “But you’re . . .” before Tyvian broke his nose with a haymaker swing. The other two hastily prepared spells to stop him, but Tyvian was swinging the chain again, causing them both to hold their arms up to protect their faces. He hissed to Tarlyth, “Can you stand?”
Tarlyth got to all fours. “Y-Yes . . .”
Tyvian threw the chain at the two and kicked a third sorcerer in the face as he was trying to rise. “Then c’mon—let’s get out of here before your cronies grow spines and come back for you.”
Tarlyth glared at him through bloodshot eyes. “Why should I go anywhere with you?”
Tyvian had him under the arms and was guiding him as fast as possible toward the closest exit. “Because I’m your only ticket out of this mess.”
“Where are we going?”
“To stop Sahand and save the world,” Tyvian answered, and pushed Tarlyth out of the Black Hall.



 
CHAPTER 18
FARMBOY’S LUCK
Artus was shivering. He had laid his cloak over Myreon, who was still breathing, though the tiny wisps of white vapor coming from her blue lips grew smaller and smaller with every passing moment. Several times Artus considered taking back his cloak, but on every occasion he stopped himself. If he took it away, Myreon might die, and he didn’t want her to die. He didn’t want anybody to die.
Sahand had said he’d be back in an hour, but it felt a lot longer than that already. With no windows there was no way to really tell, and Artus knew that when your mind was racing—as his most certainly was—a few minutes could seem an eternity. He passed the time staring at the floor or ceiling, beating his hands and feet together to keep warm, and doing everything possible to not look at the haggard ruin of Hendrieux’s body, still hanging on the wall.
When Sahand gets back, that’s gonna be you, a little voice in Artus’s head kept repeating. He shouted it down with various assurances—he’d think of something, Myreon would wake up, Tyvian would save him, and so on—but none of them were very convincing. The jig was up—Artus of Jondas Crossing, on the verge of fourteen years of age, was going to die forgotten and alone in some dark, icy prison while impersonating a criminal mastermind.
He laughed aloud, his voice echoing softly through the dungeon tunnels. Who would have thought the youngest son of a Northron farmer would have wound up here? If he ever made it back home (which he wouldn’t, but still), he would be the most interesting man in the province. He could hear the old men at the Broken Wagon chatting to each other on the clapboard deck in the middle of a heavy, humid summer day. Young Artus, Marta’s boy, done come back over the mountains from the West—escaped Sahand’s dungeon, they say, and has beasts and mages for company. Smart as a whip, that lad—shame about the family.
Artus’s empty stomach twisted and growled; he felt like it was mocking him. Who was he kidding? Escape Sahand’s dungeons? He was dead and gone, and there was no point in saying otherwise, even to himself. He was done for—Tyvian had finally ditched him, selling him up the river for the smuggler’s own gain, just like he always did. He shoulda turned down that ten marks on the streets of Ayventry, all those weeks ago. He probably would be sleeping under the stairs inside some smoky bar, picking the pockets of drunk patrons and dodging the constables. He wouldn’t have been happy, but he would be warm and most certainly in less danger. “Kroth take that, Reldamar,” he muttered.
The dungeon gate rumbled open and Artus pushed himself into the back corner of his cell. A Delloran soldier wearing a crude eye patch and rusty black mail stomped around the corner and peered into the gloom with his good eye until he spotted Artus. “ ’Ere, you—His Grace says to feed ye, so here it be. Come over and take it or I’ll just pour it on the ground.” The Delloran held up a wooden bowl with something wet and brown inside.
Artus pulled himself to his feet, his legs stiff with cold and bruises, and hobbled closer. The Delloran withdrew the bowl. “Listen ’ere—His Grace told me you was a tricky one, so no funny stuff, hear?”
Artus held up his hands. “Okay.”
When Artus came to the iron grating, the one-eyed guard held out the bowl and Artus took it, but realized quickly that it wouldn’t fit through the bars without turning it sideways and pouring out the gruel. The guard chuckled at him. “Now who’s tricky, eh?”
Artus scowled at the man, wondering, and not for the first time, from what horrible pool of bullies Sahand drew his men. The guard, still chuckling to himself, turned and left. When Artus heard the dungeon gate rumble closed again, he got down on his knees and saw if he couldn’t pour the gruel into his mouth through the bars. His tongue could reach the edge of the bowl, but only if he pressed his face against the ice-cold bars so that they burned his skin. Sighing, he considered pouring the gruel on the ground in protest. A fairly significant debate arose between his rumbling stomach and his freezing hands. Somehow, he reflected, his situation had gotten worse.
“Tyvian wouldn’t be stuck down here, I bet,” Artus grumbled. “If it was him gone through the magic door, I bet he’d escape somehow—just as easy as if he had always been expecting it, because he was expecting it and— Kroth take it!” In the middle of his tirade, Artus realized that one of his fingers had frozen to the bowl as the gruel was starting to harden.
Something occurred to him at that moment—something that made him hold his breath for fear of somehow forgetting it or losing the thought before it had fully formed. He remembered one particularly cold winter when he was little, going in the barn with Marik and Conrad. All the cider jars had cracked because Marik had filled them too full and left the stoppers in, and Ma was angry. Artus remembered being surprised that water could do that—break jars—but Ma had just shaken her head. Ice is bigger than water, Arty. If you keep water in too tight and it freezes, the ice will find a way out, even if it means cracking the jar.
Artus looked over at the rusty old padlock holding his cell door closed. Would it . . . could it work? He’d need a stopper, though . . . Sahand! Sahand had spit the stopper of that bottle of Black Cloud out on the floor. Where was it? There!
His hands trembling with cold and excitement, he broke the ice layer forming over the gruel and slowly passed it from hand to hand until he had moved the bowl along the grating to where the padlock rested. It was a fat, heavy piece of iron, crudely made with a gaping keyhole the size of his thumb—perfect. As carefully as he could, he held the padlock level with one hand while, with the other, he poured the watery gruel into the lock until it was overflowing. He then dropped the bowl of gruel and, with a foot stuck through the grating by the floor, he kicked the stopper over to himself. He then stuffed it into the keyhole so it filled the entire space. He knew that wouldn’t be enough, though, so he tore off strips of his frilly shirt and tied them around the lock and stopper, holding it as tightly closed as he could manage. When this was done, he backed up, his fingers numb and his body throbbing with pain. He only had to wait.
And wait.
And wait.
And wait.
And wait . . .
Clink.
Artus’s head shot up—had he nodded off asleep? No—yes—it didn’t matter. Had he really heard what he thought he heard? Gingerly, he crawled over to the padlock. He could see frozen gruel spilling out of every little fissure in the old, heavy lock. The stopper was still in place, though, and when he tugged on the lock, he discovered that it wasn’t as firmly attached as before. Not quite broken, but one of the pins holding the lock together had come loose. Wrapping his numb fingers around the iron lock, he yanked as hard as he could, putting every ounce of his adolescent frame into it. His bruised muscles and exhausted body screamed in protest, but he ignored them and kept on yanking, screaming as he did so. Finally, on the fifth or sixth pull, the padlock broke open. He was free of his cell.
“Yes! Yes, yes, yes, yes! I did it! I did it!” Artus whooped, but then stopped himself—he wasn’t out of the dungeon yet. There was also Myreon to think about—the mage, incredibly, was still breathing.
Leave her. Artus heard Tyvian’s voice clearly in his mind. He knew it was exactly what the smuggler would say, and he’d be right. There was no way he could drag Myreon—a grown woman, and a tall one, too—out of this dungeon, even if the doors were all open and the guards were waving him out. If he wanted to survive, he’d have to abandon the mage to her fate. It was the sensible thing to do.
It wasn’t the right thing, though. Artus could hear Tyvian chuckling at his foolishness, but there it was—it wouldn’t be right to leave Myreon. He couldn’t really say why that mattered so much, but it did. Doing right, as Ma always said, don’t mean doing easy. Myreon was coming with him, or they were both staying. Maybe he wasn’t as smart as Tyvian was, sure, but there wasn’t anything he could do about it. He was who he was.
He would have to be smart, though, if he was going to survive the next few hours. “So, what would Tyvian do?” he said aloud.
As far as he could tell, Tyvian’s great talent lay in predicting what other people would do in response to the things he did. Artus had watched him, time and time again, flawlessly predict other people’s actions simply by judging their character and wants and all that. So, to be like Tyvian, all he needed to do was figure out what the other guys were going to do and then plan accordingly. So, how would that help him now?
“If I were one of them ugly Delloran jerks, what would I do if I found I had escaped?” Artus asked himself. The immediate answer was, Put him back in the cell with a swift kick. Pretty obvious and it didn’t get him anywhere. Thinking a bit more, he expanded the possibilities. He found himself addressing the barely alive Myreon. “Okay, so what if, for argument’s sake, I got us to escape out of the dungeon totally—like, them guards come down here and find the cell empty, right? What do they do then?”
Artus grunted—they’d probably throw a fit. Sahand didn’t seem like the most understanding boss, and if the guards let who they thought was Tyvian Reldamar escape from the dungeon, Sahand would probably put a knife in them. So, they’d try and find him and Myreon as fast as possible, probably sound the alarm, and there’d be guards all over the place in minutes. Even supposing, then, that he were able to open the dungeon gate (which he doubted), he’d be caught again as soon as the guards saw he was gone, since he and Myreon weren’t going anywhere quickly.
“But wait a second!” Artus exclaimed. “I’m not Tyvian Reldamar! They don’t know who I am at all, do they? If I can get out of here and break the spell, then . . . well . . . then they won’t know who they’re looking for. They wouldn’t find me!”
Breaking the spell, though, wasn’t going to be easy. For starters, Artus didn’t really know where one got a hold of “concentrated Lumenal energy,” and he only had the vaguest of ideas what Lumenal energy was—“white magic” was all he could think of, even though he knew that wasn’t entirely accurate. He thought back to the road to Freegate and how Tyvian had wanted them to walk in sevens and stay in the bright sunlight and so on to encourage a “Lumenal ley,” but he didn’t think that would be enough to cut it. Still, he had to try—it was his only chance.
Rolling Myreon onto his cloak, Artus dragged the half-dead mage out of the cell, and rather than go up to the gate, opted instead to go deeper into the shadows of the dungeon, until he was confident the both of them were concealed in the darkness of the lower cells. Crouching in the dark, he prayed to Saint Handras for luck and Saint Ezeliar for bravery, and waited to see if his trick would work.
He only had to wait a few minutes before the gate rumbled open and a pair of guards came to his cell. Their reaction was immediate and extreme. “Gods, Matek, the bastard’s gone!”
“I told you he was tricky! I told you!”
“Shut up and find him!”
One of them started toward where Artus was hiding, and he held his breath as his heart began to leap and jolt in his chest. The guard hadn’t gone more than a few steps before the other one called to him. “Where you going?”
“Maybe he hid down here?”
“Why would he hide in the bloody dungeon?”
“I just thunk—”
“Stop thinking! He’s trying to escape, stupid! He’s probably on an upper level somewheres—Kroth, we probably walked right past him in the dark. C’mon!” With that, the two of them turned and ran up and out of the dungeon.
They did not close the gate, just as Artus had hoped they wouldn’t. Haste makes waste, Ma always said.
“Hello, Reldamar . . .” A weak, thin, whisper of a voice came from behind Artus. He jumped at the sound of it.
In the dark, Artus could barely make out a pair of delicate, bony hands sticking out between crude bars. “Don’t worry . . .” There was a long pause as the man seemed to be gathering breath. “I won’t . . . sound the alarm.”
“Who are you?” Artus asked.
“It’s me . . . Hortense. The warlock from the Stair Market?” He wheezed a soft laugh. “You don’t remember me, do you?”
Artus blinked—a warlock? “You mean . . . you work with magical trinkets and such? Spirit clocks and feylamps and—”
“Yes.” The thin hands withdrew in to the pitch-black of the cell. A narrow, haggard face with a long nose pressed between the bars. The man’s dark eyes were bloodshot and ringed by black circles. “You aren’t Reldamar, are you?”
“Listen, do you know how to make a . . . a . . . Lumenal . . . something?”
The warlock’s tired eyes closed and he nodded. “You’re shrouded, of course.”
“Can you help?”
“Only if . . . if you make me a promise.”
Artus tried not to sigh—as if he didn’t have enough to do. “Okay . . .”
“I have a daughter—Sahand took her from me, I don’t know where. You . . .” Hortense’s face trembled, tears welling under his eyes. “ . . . you must find her for me. Save her. Tell her I’m dead.”
“But you aren’t dead,” Artus said, shuffling from foot to foot as he glanced worriedly at the gate to the dungeon.
“Soon enough.” Hortense smiled weakly, “Can you promise me that, whoever you are?”
Artus took a deep breath. What was one more woman to rescue, really? “Sure. I promise.”
Hortense took a long hard look at Artus and nodded. “Bring me the shard of illumite and the wooden bowl you dropped.”
Artus retrieved the bowl and pulled the illumite down from where it hung in the hall, trying very hard not to look at Hendrieux or notice how his blood was congealing on the icy floor. “Here,” he said, pressing them through the bars. “Now what?”
The glow of the illumite lit the whole of Hortense’s cell—it was tiny, cramped—not even enough room to lie down in. Hortense himself was wearing what must have once been fine clothing—the kind of thing gentlemen wore in Ayventry. Artus thought he might have picked his pocket once upon a time. Now Hortense was a gaunt specter of a man in fraying wool and linen, and he was doing him a favor. It felt strange.
Hortense pushed the items back into Artus’s hands. “Place the illumite shard in the bowl . . . and smash it with something hard until . . . it shatters.” Hortense wheezed out a weak cough. “Then, quick . . . quick as you can, breathe deeply . . . of the light that pours out.”
Artus snatched up the remains of his padlock and did as Hortense asked. It took several blows—he was surprised at how hard the little shard of illumite was—but suddenly he heard it crack under the force of the heavy iron lock. The dungeon was suddenly lit with sun-bright light, pouring out of the bowl as though a piece of daylight had been broken off and somehow dropped in. Closing his eyes, he pressed his face into the bowl, breathing deeply. It smelled, bizarrely, like freshly cut hay and wildflowers. His body tingled with warmth and a bubble of giddiness bounced around in his stomach. He laughed, despite himself. He could do this. He was going to save Myreon and Hortense’s daughter and—
“Why . . . you’re just a boy.” Hortense’s voice sounded a bit stronger.
Artus looked at the warlock and noted the old man was standing up a bit straighter and his eyes were less bloodshot. “I’ll come back for you if I can, and I swear on my father’s honor that I’ll find your daughter.”
Artus then grabbed Myreon by the wrists and tried to pull her, but she barely moved. He pulled harder and harder until, at last, she budged a couple inches and his grip slipped. He fell on his back, panting and looking at the ceiling. “Say, Hortense,” he said, catching his breath, “do you know where I can find a wheelbarrow?”



 
CHAPTER 19
THE DIRECT APPROACH
“You’re a madman,” Tarlyth shouted, clutching his white cloak tightly around his body as he staggered up the steep incline. The wind was howling so loudly, Tyvian could scarcely hear him.
“We could always go back!” Tyvian shouted back. “Arrest me, and then the letter goes to Saldor tomorrow morning. You’ll be hunted by the League and the Defenders!”
“Damn your bloody eyes!”
The two of them were hiking up an icy scree slope, the city of Freegate displayed behind and beneath them like a poorly constructed model in a shop window, glazed with snow and hazy with soot. Squinting against the wind, Tyvian could see the yawning galleries and ruined atriums of Daer Trondor, the ancient mountain fortress of the long-dead Warlock Kings, a mile or two ahead of them. He tried to ignore the freezing air that cut through his thin shirt and tattered jacket, telling himself that, at the very least, he was too numb to feel all the pain he was likely in.
On his hand, the ring pulsed like a second heart, each pump like a shot of hot karfan to his veins, urging him onward, forbidding him rest. He had Tarlyth’s arm over his shoulders and, despite his injuries, he was pulling the heavyset old mage up the mountain, one step at a time. Tyvian literally couldn’t believe he was doing this—he kept checking behind him to confirm where he was; when he pinched himself, he felt nothing, and he couldn’t decide whether it was because this was all a dream or his skin had lost feeling better than an hour ago.
“We—” Tarlyth started, but stumbled, and Tyvian had to help him up. “We could at least get the Defenders I’ve got down in the city! Then we’d have a chance!”
“And give you the opportunity to arrest me as soon as this is all finished?” Tyvian snorted. “Sounds like a terrible plan to me.”
Tarlyth’s lips were blue and his teeth were chattering. “And walking up to Sahand’s front door is a good plan? We’ll die out here!”
They made it to the top of the slope and a broad ledge wide enough for two wagons to drive side by side. It was reasonably flat, but covered with several feet of heavy snow. “You know . . .” Tyvian said, dumping Tarlyth on his back in a drift and putting his hands on his hips, “I bet this was a road once.”
Tarlyth was breathing heavily. “Gods, I can see why Myreon wanted you caught so badly. Listening to you blather is torture; if I had the energy I’d zap you dead and take my chances on the run.”
“So you’re saying you’re of no use to me in a sorcerous capacity, is that it?” Tyvian crouched beside Tarlyth and ran a hand along his chin. He was due for a shave—funny how being in various forms of captivity for a few days made one forget the little things. “That’s going to put a crimp in our plans.”
“Your plan, you insufferable jackass. You’ve put me in this mess, but I’ll be damned if I’m going to be considered a conspirator.”
Tyvian shook his head. “You misunderstand me when I say ‘our.’ I’m not referring to you and I, sir.”
Tarlyth rolled onto his side to look at him. “Who, then?”
Tyvian stood up and shaded his eyes, searching the surrounding slopes of the big mountain. Finally, he spotted her, or rather, they—two furry golden shapes, one large, one small, heading straight for them at an impossible speed. “I’m referring to her, actually.”
Hool and Brana were upon them in a matter of minutes, bounding four-legged over the snowdrifts and sliding down the rocky slopes with the predatory agility he’d come to associate with gnolls. Hool’s fur was still caked with blood and Brana was still missing patches of his mane, but it seemed the two of them were much better off than when he last saw them. “I see you found the bloodpatch elixirs in my flat.”
Hool nodded, puffs of white steam pouring out of her flared snout. “Yes, but somebody has been there already and smashed all of your things.”
Brana yipped in what Tyvian thought, presumably, was an expression of support for his mother. The little gnoll wasn’t much more than a ball of golden-yellow fur with big eyes and a black nose. He shuffled behind Hool’s haunches as Tyvian looked at him.
“Brana says for you to stop looking at him. He doesn’t like people,” Hool announced, and then looked at Tarlyth for the first time. “Who is this wizard?”
“I’ll tell you in a minute. First, did you find Sahand?”
“I found a lot of soldiers in the old ruins, as you said. I don’t know their names.”
Tyvian nodded. “Sounds like the place. And?”
“We cannot get in without being shot with crossbows.” Hool put her ears back and gestured toward the distant ruins. “They are good sentries and guard all the ways up well. I have been trying to find another way, but there isn’t one. You say the one who killed my Api is inside?”
Tyvian nodded, remembering for a moment Hool’s howls from that morning. He shivered, but not from the cold. The ring pulsed warmly. “He most assuredly is, Hool.”
She thrust a finger into Tyvian’s chest; he was so weak, it nearly knocked him over. “If we find him, you will let me kill him.”
“You have my word.”
“Ha!” Tarlyth snorted, still lying down. “You think you have a chance against Sahand? Two big dogs, a skinny smuggler, and a half-dead mage aren’t enough to make him sweat, let alone defeat him. Maybe if I were well-rested, I could—”
Tyvian hit Tarlyth in the face with a snowball. “Shut up now—no more talking.”
Hool picked Tarlyth up by the front of his robes and displayed her teeth. “I am no dog. You are more monkey than I am dog.”
“Don’t kill him, Hool—he’s part of the plan.”
Tarlyth and Hool asked in unison, “What plan?”
“When will you people realize that I always have a plan?” Tyvian sighed. “It just so happens that, in this instance, it isn’t a very good one and subject to change as we go along. Follow me.”
Tyvian started up the slope again, the ring pushing him harder along with each step.
It was almost dusk by the time they reached the final approach to the ruins. Hool had Tarlyth slumped across her shoulders, Brana bringing up the rear, sniffing the air nervously, his fuzzy ears swiveling wildly to and fro. Tyvian was in the lead, and he crouched behind a boulder so the sentries at the entrance to the camp couldn’t see him. The guards were maybe fifty yards away, up an almost forty-five-degree slope, sitting behind a barrier of barrels and bails of hay. The two sentries Tyvian could see were erect, alert, and disciplined—they wore Sahand’s silver wyvern on their black tabards, and their mail glittered in the fading daylight. Hool was right—no good way up. This was by far the easiest entryway to approach—the others were at the top of nearly sheer slopes or attended by even more guards. Sahand really did have a small army up there.
Tarlyth was looking over Tyvian’s shoulder. “Well, what’s this brilliant plan?”
Tyvian pointed at Tarlyth. “You’re the diversion—start running.”
Tarlyth’s mouth popped open. “Wh . . . what? Is this a joke?”
Tyvian looked at the gnoll. “Hool, did I mention that this man assisted Sahand in acquiring you and your pups for his little experiments?”
The hair on the back of Hool’s neck stood straight up and her lips drew back to reveal her teeth. Even after hearing it numerous times now, her growl still made Tyvian feel ill. Tarlyth looked as though he were actively wetting his pants. “Now . . . now . . . hold on . . . I didn’t . . .”
The Master Defender backed away, hands weaving various defensive guards and wards, but the duel in the Black Hall, coupled with the grueling climb, had left the mage depleted and unable to channel enough energy to more than just fling sparks at the angry mother gnoll. Brana, too, was copying his mother, and while perhaps not as thunderously terrifying as Hool, he was still about fifty pounds of angry teeth and fur.
Tyvian shook his head at Tarlyth. “You should probably start running.”
Tarlyth tried to step around Hool and Brana, but they blocked the way down. “Reldamar, you can’t . . . you said . . .”
“I said I was your ticket out of this mess—I didn’t tell you where that ticket was taking you instead. You choice, Tarlyth—get ripped apart by gnolls or see if Delloran crossbowmen can hit you in high wind at dusk at fifty paces.” Tyvian looked at the gnolls. “I know what I’d choose.”
Tarlyth turned and ran—not straight up the slope toward the guards, but at an angle, working his way across the cliff face to . . . well, Tyvian suspected Tarlyth hadn’t thought that far ahead, yet. For a half-dead old man, he ran pretty well, but then the prospect of being devoured by a wild animal had that effect on a fellow.
The Dellorans spotted him almost immediately. An alarm was called, and the first sentry shouldered his crossbow and took a shot at Tarlyth. He missed by a mile, the wind taking his bolt and throwing it well off course. The second man, noting his partner’s shot, adjusted, took careful aim . . .
Clack!
The black bolt flew in a wicked arc and hit Tarlyth below the left knee, right through his calf. The Master Defender howled in pain and fell flat on his face. He began to tumble down the cliff face, end over end, each bounce producing more cries as bones were probably broken.
The ring clamped down on Tyvian’s hand with a razor-sharp bite of pain. He clenched his teeth and hissed at it. “Not now . . .”
The Dellorans were reloading and one of them came over the front of the barricade, crossbow at his hip, heading down to investigate who it was they had just shot.
Tyvian didn’t need to tell Hool when to take her opening. She growled something in her tongue to Brana and began to slink upward, circling away from the descending guard, her chin practically touching the ground. Tyvian followed her at a half crawl, half crouch, hoping the second guard kept his attention on where Tarlyth had gone and not where he had come from.
Hool covered the fifty yards between the boulder and the barricade before Tyvian was even a third of the way up. The guard there saw her at the last moment, but it was too late—he went down beneath her bulk and only managed a gurgling cry before Hool ended him. The descending guard spun around. “Hey!”
Hool stood up and threw Tyvian the dead man’s loaded crossbow. Tyvian just managed to catch it before it sailed off into thin air, and he took aim at the remaining guard, who was aiming at Hool. They fired at the same time.
Clack. Clack.
The guard missed Hool by inches; Tyvian caught the guard in the hip. He fell backward, twisting from the force of the shot, and rolled down the hill in the same direction Tarlyth had gone, grunting and screaming as he went until he vanished from sight. Tyvian ran up the last of the slope and vaulted the barricade before anybody else could see.
He’d barely arrived when Hool slapped a helmet on his head. “Stand up and look around like a soldier, or the other guard posts will know!”
Tyvian obeyed, deferring to Hool’s exemplary infiltration instincts. Sure enough, a few other guards from other posts along the edge of the old ruins had heard the commotion and were looking in his direction. Tyvian gave them a casual salute and then hunkered back down behind the bails of hay and barrels. “Well, so far, so good.”
“Stop talking,” Hool grumbled. “You’re always talking.”
“We should split up—you’d give me away.”
Hool snorted. “You’d give me away. You move like a sick donkey.”
Tyvian thought about inquiring after the metaphor, but remembered Hool’s admonition regarding his tendency to chatter. “What about Brana?”
Hool looked at him like he had just grown wings and tried to fly. “He is going to be a good rabbit and hide. He is too little for battle.”
Tyvian nodded. “Makes sense—good luck, then.”
“Do not die,” Hool advised, and then, picking up a shield, darted deeper into the camp. Tyvian lost sight of her almost immediately behind a cluster of tents.
Tyvian stripped the dead guard of his mail shirt, trying not to think too hard about how the man had died—his face was little more than a mushy ruin of torn flesh and blood—and fished a long dagger from the man’s belt. It wasn’t an ideal weapon, but it was a damn sight better than nothing.
The camp was built beneath what had once been a grand gallery overlooking the Trell River Valley. Treelike columns supported ancient vaulted ceilings as far as the eye could see. The “roof” of the gallery was a full thirty feet over Tyvian’s head, and he marveled at the architects who could have designed such things to be built this high in the mountains and have them stand for almost three thousand years. Most of the architecture in Freegate was lucky to last half a century. Of course, that was as much due to the occasional riot and the famously lazy for-profit fire brigade as it was to any engineering concerns.
Between the columns and the piles of rubble where the ceiling had collapsed in places over the centuries, the military camp was laid out with typically military precision. Staked into the stone ground were rows upon rows of tents, arranged in ten-tent units that formed a regiment apiece—forty to fifty men, including command group, in each section. There were burning iron braziers every three or four tents or so, lighting the gloomy gallery and spilling heat into the frosty mountain air. Indeed, the presence of all the fires and the wind-blocking properties of the columns and rubble-piles served to raise the temperature in the ruins from bone-chilling to merely cold. Tyvian actually felt a tingling in his nose indicating that it was starting to defrost somewhat. This was a relief—he had begun to worry he was going to lose it to frostbite.
He crept up to a tent that was dark and looked still, and after listening long enough to determine it wasn’t occupied, slipped inside. It was an armory containing racks of crossbows, assorted quivers of bolts, enchanted and otherwise, and a wide variety of swords, axes, shields, and helmets. He rummaged about for a rapier and came up with the next best thing—a cavalry saber, well-maintained if a trifle top-heavy, with a plain iron basket hilt and knuckle guard. He took a few practice swings—it would do.
A troop of men stomped by outside, their armor jingling. “Fan out!” an officer of some kind barked. “Reldamar may try and escape this way, and I’ll whip every man-jack o’ you raw if that happens. Move!”
The men knuckled their foreheads and scattered in teams of four, beginning a search pattern that reminded Reldamar eerily of a late night visit to his flat several days ago. Peering through the tent flap, he could see he had about another minute or so before he’d have to move or get caught. That gave him a minute to ask himself a very important question: How can they be looking for me if they don’t know I’m here yet?
The answer leapt to his lips almost immediately. “Artus.”
Artus was alive.



 
CHAPTER 20
DOWN DARK HALLS
“Who are you and where do you think yer goin’?” The Delloran soldier had Artus by the collar and was using it as a tourniquet for the boy’s throat. Thanks to the helmet the man wore, Artus could only see the man’s dirty beard and blazing eyes. It was enough to let him know the kind of fellow he was—a murderous thug, just like every other man in Sahand’s service.
Artus didn’t have any trouble sounding frightened. “They told me to ditch the body somewhere, so . . . so I’m ditching the body somewhere.” He jerked a thumb at the corpselike Myreon in the wheelbarrow.
The soldier took a good look at Myreon and licked his lips with a red tongue. “Yeah?”
Artus noticed the soldier’s grip loosen and tugged himself away. “Yeah, that’s right.”
The soldier stomped around the wheelbarrow, prodding Myreon with a mailed hand. “She were a looker, that’s certain. Shame she’s dead.”
Artus did his best not to scowl. “Yeah, well can I go?”
The soldier pointed up a narrow passage half filled with rubble and ice. “Dump her over the side with the rest. Anygate’s off limits since she came through.”
Artus blinked. That was it? It was that easy?
As if reading his thoughts, the soldier grabbed him by the scruff of the neck. “How come I ain’t seen you around before?”
“I used to work in Arble Keep, ’fore the mirror men showed up. I ran through with Captain Hendrieux and . . . and the big feller.”
The soldier grunted and let him go. “Get outta here—don’t let me see you down here again, or it’ll be yer hide.”
Artus saluted and pushed the wheelbarrow off in the direction the man indicated. When he was out of sight, he set the wheelbarrow down and let his breath run out in ragged gasps. Saints, he didn’t know how long he could push this thing! His legs were quivering and his every pore seemed to ache with pain, and Myreon seemed to look even worse. He wanted to listen for her breath but didn’t. He couldn’t stomach the idea that she was dead, though he didn’t know why, exactly. She wasn’t a bad person, at any rate. She had come after him—she had tried to save him from Sahand, and that meant a lot. It was more than Reldamar was doing anyway. For the thousandth time he wondered where the smuggler was. He wondered if Tyvian were thinking about him.
Probably not.
So far, Artus’s “disguise” as himself was working perfectly. Apparently there were or had been a cadre of adolescent boys—slaves and vagrants, probably—brought here by Hendrieux to do menial work, and nobody paid much attention to a kid pushing a wheelbarrow with a corpse around. That soldier had been the first one to take an interest—everybody else was running around in armed groups, looking for Reldamar.
Something occurred to Artus then. If everybody else was looking for Reldamar, what was that soldier doing? Peeking back around the corner, he saw that the man was still there, keeping watch. He was guarding something. What, though?
Artus looked around—he was still in the depths of the earth, or so it seemed. The halls and passages and rooms he passed through looked to be millennia old—the engravings on the wall showed things that he was fairly certain no longer existed and hadn’t for ages. There were giant monsters ridden by glowing wizards, flying cities, armies of the walking dead . . .
. . . Well, at least he hoped things like that no longer existed. His history wasn’t very good. More accurately, his history was nonexistent beyond the stories of the Saints of the North, which he wasn’t sure was exactly history anyway. Well, maybe it was, but . . .
Focus, Artus. Tyvian’s voice seemed to echo in his head so clearly that Artus actually looked around to see if the smuggler had found him. No, just his brain playing tricks; it was a good point, though—focus. He needed to focus. Why would you need a guard way down here in the depths of this weird old maze?
“Prisoners,” Artus muttered to himself. Obviously—he was guarding more prisoners. Maybe even Hortense’s daughter.
“Okay Artus,” he said under his breath, “what’s the plan?”
The soldier wasn’t a great deal taller than Artus, but about twice as broad. He was armored, and armed with a broadsword and dagger at his hip, whereas Artus had nothing. There was also the little problem that he had never killed anybody in his life, and wasn’t sure if he could if he wanted to. As a final point, he noted that, aside from his beard, the man had no hair to pull, and even if he had, Artus somehow doubted a little hair pulling would work as well against a brutish Delloran soldier as it would against a spoiled Kalsaari Hanim.
Running through his options, Artus came up with the best plan he felt he had at his disposal. He began to scream, “Help! Help! It’s Reldamar! I’m being attacked! Help!” His voice echoed through the icy corridors. In the distance he heard shouting and the crashing jingle of mail and weapons coming closer at a run.
Artus picked up a rock and peeked around the corner, expecting the soldier to be almost upon him. He wasn’t, though—the soldier was looking in his direction but hadn’t left his post. Where was the jingling coming from, then?
Artus looked behind him. A troop of four Dellorans were at the opposite end of the corridor where he had stopped to rest, and they were jogging in his direction, scanning the surrounding passageways. Their sergeant’s voice echoed, “It came from this way. Look sharp, boys.”
“Kroth’s teeth!” Artus swore, and put his back into pushing the wheelbarrow back toward the lone sentry. One Delloran, he figured, was better than four.
When the bearded soldier saw Artus coming, he spat something foul on the ground and came to meet him. Artus forced himself to smile. “Oh, thank Hann! It was Reldamar—he almost got me and . . . ulghh.”
The sentry seized Artus by the throat and threw him against the wall. “I thought I told you not to come back, rat!” He pulled out his dagger. “Now it’s time to pay.”
Artus dug his fingers into the soldier’s arm, trying to loosen his grip. He kicked out with his legs, hitting the soldier in his armored shins. He coughed, scarcely able to speak, “W-Wait . . . I—”
The man pressed the knife to Artus’s sternum and snarled, “Orders is orders, scum.”
Adrenaline surged through Artus’s body. He kicked and tried to scream and scraped his fingernails along the man’s mailed arm. The man was as immovable as a tree, though, and he leered a yellow-toothed smile at him. “Hope that wheelbarrow fits two.”
A shadow fell over both of them, causing the guard to look behind them. Something with huge hands grabbed the man by his tabard and flung him headfirst into the opposite wall so hard, Artus heard something break. The man’s body flopped onto the floor and didn’t move.
Artus was still gasping for breath when great, furry hands picked him up off the floor and brushed dust and snow off his clothing. Hool’s voice was heavy with motherly disapproval. “You are always about to be stabbed by soldiers. What is wrong with you?”
“Did you . . . is he dead?” Artus pointed at the soldier’s inert bulk.
Hool’s ears swiveled back and forth, as though thinking about it. “Maybe, maybe not. He will not walk again. His spine is broken. Why are you always asking stupid questions?”
“Hool you’ve got to help me—I’ve got Myreon and she’s . . .”
“Dead,” Hool announced. “I can smell her on you. She is dead.”
Artus felt the wind rush out of him. “No! No she isn’t! She was breathing just a few minutes ago!”
Hool nodded. “And now she has stopped. Dead things always smell a little different than alive things. I know.”
Artus shook his head. “You just said you didn’t know if this guy was dead—how can you be so sure about Myreon, huh?”
“Because she has been dead for long enough to smell dead. You are wasting time.”
Artus looked back in the direction of the wheelbarrow. It couldn’t be true! He’d . . . he’d worked so hard to save her. He’d come too far to have her die now. It . . . it wasn’t fair. “She tried to save me.” He felt tears beginning to well-up. “She didn’t have to do that. It’s . . . it’s my fault she’s dead, Hool.”
Hool slapped him in the face. “There is no time for sadness. Come with me.”
The gnoll grabbed Artus by the collar and dragged him toward the dark corridor the soldier had been guarding. “Hool! Let go! Where are we going?”
Hool pointed down the corridor. “This way is a lot of blood . . . and magic. It is where Sahand is.”
Artus’s stomach flipped at the mention of the Mad Prince’s name. The terror, though, drove some of his tears away. “Then let’s not go that way!”
Hool didn’t budge. She took a deep breath and let it out so that the fur on her cheeks rippled. “I have come for Sahand.”
Understanding hit Artus all at once. That was why Hool was here, of course—revenge. Not him. Not Myreon. Revenge. “Did you find your pups?”
Hool’s ears went back. “Two of them. One of them is alive and hiding outside. The other . . .” She pointed down the dark hallway. “He skinned her. Now I will skin him.”
The gnoll started down the hall, but Artus grabbed her by the wrist. “Don’t go, Hool—he’ll kill you, too. He kills everybody—the guy is, like, incredibly dangerous. He killed Myreon, he killed Hendrieux, he . . . he’s a monster, Hool. Just take the pup you got and leave.”
She looked down at Artus and ran a hand slowly through his hair. “You are a kind human, Artus. But you do not understand.”
With that, she took off down the hall, vanishing in the dark before Artus could even say good-bye. He stood there, watching the dark spot where she had vanished, for almost a whole minute. Should he follow? Should he escape? What help would he be, anyway?
From behind him, he heard voices shouting. “Sir, look! It’s the mage, sir—he must have ditched her body here!” and “Fan out, find him—shoot on sight. Don’t give the weasel a chance to talk his way out of it.”
If the Delloran squad had found Myreon, they had also blocked the only way out Artus knew, and they would find the incapacitated guard momentarily. He drew the guard’s broadsword and started down the corridor after Hool. It seemed as though luck was making his decisions for him today.
Tyvian ducked out of a shadowy enclave after the party of Delloran guards had passed and followed them as quietly as he could across the dusty, ice-choked corridors of the inner ruins. The camp and the wide gallery it occupied was just the tip of the iceberg. Corridors and stairwells cut deep into the heart of the mountain, leading to a labyrinthine warren of tunnels, chambers, and dead ends. All around, the eyes of the long-dead kings who once walked these corridors stared out from their endless portraits, bracketed in hieroglyphics that Blue College magi had studied extensively before Freegate had them expelled after the war. Tyvian felt a certain weight of history in this place—heavy, moldering, dreadful—that made the way Sahand’s goons were casually marching through it all unnerving. They really had no idea how important Daer Trondor had once been, or how much ancient blood stained the flagstones beneath their feet.
The party ahead of him were following a report that said he’d been spotted somewhere down in this part of the ruins, and so Tyvian was following them in the hopes of finding Artus. Since they hadn’t run across any mauled or mangled corpses, he guessed Hool was coming in from another direction, which was just as well—he didn’t need all these soldiers any more on edge than they already were.
They crossed a grand hall with a fallen-in roof, a great crack of sky visible down the center of the crumbling vaults. The last dying breath of sunlight sent some weak rays spilling across the rubble-strewn floor, but that was all. It was dark, and most of these corridors weren’t lit—they had been originally designed to admit as much natural light as possible through the clever use of skylights and, one presumed, some kind of reflecting devices that now were replaced by packs of blue-white ice and drifts of wet snow. Of course, once the sun went down, none of that would matter anymore.
Tyvian had a shard of illumite in his pocket that he had picked up in the armory tent, but he didn’t dare bring it out—he might as well ring a bell and shout “Come attack me.” He was forced, therefore, to stick close enough to the party of Delloran guards that he could use their light to avoid tripping on anything, but not so close that he himself would be illuminated. It was a tricky business, since the party kept stopping to get their bearings and would occasionally fan out, a shard of illumite apiece, to search large rooms. He supposed in these instances he might have taken them out, one by one, but four fewer Dellorans running around wasn’t going to make a lot of difference in the end, and furthermore, the ring seemed to disapprove of stabbing men in the back from the shadows anyway.
Tyvian really couldn’t afford to ignore the ring at this stage. He was relying on it too heavily to give him the strength to carry on—its every pulse of goodwill toward his goal of stopping Sahand and, now, rescuing Artus was an essential jolt of energy. He could see how a thing like the ring could become addictive, perhaps even be seen as an asset. Eddereon’s behavior was making a bit more sense now, though he still rejected the theory that stated the ring was making him a hero of some kind. Nonsense. It was only natural that he should be exhausted and alone in the dark corridors of some cursed ruin trying to take on the world’s most dangerous man and his army of bloodthirsty mercenaries. It was totally in character.
Right.
They were heading down another corridor now, and Tyvian noted a particular smell in the air—metallic, semisweet, sticky. Blood. A huge quantity of blood—it grew in strength with every pace the group of soldiers took in its direction, to the point where Tyvian was having difficulty imagining what terrible event could possibly produce that much of the stuff. There was another scent in the air—an acrid, foul stench, also very familiar. Brymm—definitely brymm, or at least pure Fey energy, and a lot of it. So much, again, that it was making Tyvian nervous. What the hell was Sahand up to with that power sink? Just how terrible was his plot, after all?
The soldiers in front of Tyvian were getting nervous, too. There was some muttering among themselves that he wasn’t close enough to hear, but the body language was clear enough—they knew where they were headed and that they weren’t supposed to go there. They came to the top of a broad staircase that dropped about fifteen feet to a wide arch. A pair of soldiers were guarding this arch, and they held up their hands to stop the oncoming group.
“Oi, Farrut—no passing, you know that!” one of sentries yelled.
Farrut—the group’s sergeant, evidently—put up his hands. “Yeah, I know—we got word of Reldamar down this way, though. You seen anything?”
The sentries both shook their heads. “Nah—nothing but that stink. Gallo came by, but it was on His Grace’s orders, right? Didn’t get in the way.”
Farrut nodded at the wisdom of this.
Tyvian saw where all this was going long before it got there—they were going to turn around, which meant he needed to beat a hasty retreat. He started back the way they’d come but hadn’t gone ten paces before he heard voices ahead of him—more soldiers, coming this way! He looked to his left and right—nowhere to hide, at least not that he could see. Turning back, he saw the group he had been following heading his way, too. He was trapped.
The two groups of Dellorans met at about the center of the corridor, and their lights ilLumenated Tyvian, his saber drawn, at about the same exact time. “Hello, gentlemen—I believe you’re looking for me?”



 
CHAPTER 21
DAMSELS IN DISTRESS
Artus had no idea what had happened to Hool, but he knew wherever he was headed was trouble. Even he could smell the blood in the air now, and it made him uncomfortable. The corridor he was following emptied into a large hall with a partially collapsed roof—a crack in the ceiling was admitting a bit of dying sunlight, and that was it. So it was just about nightfall—Artus realized suddenly it was the first time he’d known what time it was since . . . since whenever he got here. It couldn’t have been more than a day, could it?
Focus, Artus.
Though the lighting was poor, Artus could make out several entrances and exits to the hall. Behind him, he could hear the group of Dellorans closing in at a half run, so he didn’t have time to consider his route very carefully. He took the closest side-corridor he could and hid in the shadows until the group passed. When they headed down a different way, he breathed a sigh of relief.
“Quiet down!” a man bellowed from somewhere in the dark—Artus thought it came from deeper in the hall he was hiding in. He heard the crack of a whip, and someone screamed; a woman’s voice.
Holding the Delloran broadsword tightly in both hands, Artus stalked down the corridor, step after step, eyes straining against the dark to see something that would tell him where the sound was coming from. He hadn’t gone very far when he saw the orange glow of an oil lamp flickering from a lopsided arch. Backing up next to it, he hazarded a peek around the corner.
He saw about a half-dozen wretched looking people chained together on a long bench. Over them stood a fat, bald Delloran, a whip in his hand and a heavy wool cape draped across his round shoulders. His arms were bare, too, and covered by a lattice work of scars. Artus had seen scars like that before, in some of the darker corners of Ayventry—you got those from knife fighting, and most people didn’t live long enough to get more than a few.
The knife-fighter had his back to Artus, and he was snarling and cursing at the prisoners in front of him. There were four women and two old men, and all of them looked as Hortense had—starved, terrified, and resigned to their fates.
“No more whining about food!” the knife-fighter barked, “or I’ll gut the lot of you freeloading whores!” He waddled then, crablike, to a wooden stool set before a small table and took up a half-eaten loaf of bread. Leering at the women, he took a big bite and chewed, humming to himself as though the hard bread were the finest meal he’d ever eaten.
Saints, Artus thought again, where does Sahand find these ogres?
The next thought came tight on the last one’s heels: Artus, you’re going to have to kill this man to save those people.
His stomach twisted again. He tried to think of another way, but his experience with the kind of soldiers Sahand employed reminded him they couldn’t be reasoned with and wouldn’t balk at stabbing a kid to death for fun. He couldn’t expect Hool to show up every time he was about to be murdered either.
And he couldn’t just leave them here. He was beginning to identify this as a character flaw.
Artus shifted his grip on the stolen broadsword—his palms were sweaty, despite the cold. He took a deep breath to try and calm his dancing heart. It would be easy—the easiest thing ever. He had the element of surprise. Just run in, hit him in the head with sword, and bam, that’s it. He tried to imagine how much blood there would be or what kind of sound it would make. He reminded himself that he was doing it to protect innocents, and that Hann would understand. He could be a soldier—it was in his blood. All the men in his family had been soldiers.
Artus counted to three in his head and, with a whooping cry he hoped was terrifying, charged the knife-fighter. The big man’s blue eyes seemed to pop out of his head at the sight of Artus, sword held high, running for him. The Delloran stood, put up his hands, and then Artus brought the sword down with all his remaining strength.
The blade sheared off the man’s fingers on his right hand, but it missed his head. Instead, it dug itself into the side of the man’s neck and moved a full six inches across his torso, only to wedge itself somewhere in his rib cage. Blood spurted in all directions and the man keened pathetically as he contemplated his mangled hand. Then his eyes rolled back in his head and he fell backward with a crash, upsetting the table and stool and knocking the oil lamp to the floor. Artus’s face felt wet and warm; he figured he knew why. While he stared at the dead man, he wiped his face absently with his shirt. His whole body seemed to tremble at once. “Saints.”
“Who are you?”
Artus blinked and found himself looking at a woman old enough to be his mother. “I . . . I . . . my name is Artus and I’m here to rescue you.” He immediately felt himself blush. What a stupid thing to say.
“The keys! Get the keys, boy!” one of the other women yelled, pointing at the key ring on the dead Delloran’s hip.
Artus found himself staring at the body again. “Weird . . .” he said to no one in particular, “he was the first Delloran I’ve seen who wasn’t wearing armor.”
As Artus fished the keys off the man’s belt, one of the women spat in the direction of the man’s face. “He said it made him hot, the pig.”
Artus handed the keys to the prisoners and they began to undo their chains. “Did any of you know a man named Hortense?” he asked. “He had a daughter here but the Dellorans took her away. I’m looking for her.”
The woman who had asked him who he was shook her head and sighed. “Gone, boy. Sold off, dead, or worse. Poor lamb.”
Artus blinked—he didn’t know how to react to that. Now what did he do? “But . . . I promised her father . . .”
The other prisoners were heading out the door without even bothering with good-byes. They looked like rats scampering out of a cupboard. One of the old men snorted at Artus before shuffling into the dark. “Forget her, sonny—it’s every man for himself now.”
The woman patted Artus on the cheek and kissed him on the forehead. “Hann bless you, Artus. Wish I had a son like you. Damned cowards, the lot of them.” Then, with a sad smile, she vanished through the doorway.
“Great.” He sighed. “Now what?”
The key to successfully fighting multiple armed opponents was to stop fighting multiple armed opponents as soon as humanly possible. There were three typical solutions to this: killing them quickly, disarming them quickly, or running someplace where they couldn’t all get you at once. Tyvian was currently exercising the third of these options.
He had lost track of the number of turns, twists, chutes, and winding stairs he’d plummeted down or scampered up; he had no idea where he now was. He knew two things, though—he was down to three or four men behind him, which was a great improvement over eight—and the smell of blood and brymm was getting stronger. He hoped very much this was because he was closer to its source and not because of whatever Sahand was doing. He had a sneaking suspicion, though, that it was both.
Tyvian squeezed through a crack in a wall through which a flood of orange light was pouring. He found himself up on a narrow ledge ringing the top of a massive circular chamber. The floor was a complex and asymmetrical pattern of orbs, crystals, and mageglass prisms, all radiating out from a central pool perhaps ten yards in diameter that frothed and bubbled with a thick, hot crimson liquid. Beside it, completely naked and inscribed from head to toe in burning orange runescript, stood Banric Sahand, chanting in a booming voice. Tyvian was dumbfounded by what he saw—a ritual of some kind involving artifacts and magecraft he’d never heard of, let along seen before. “Kroth.”
The soldier behind him scuffed his foot along the ledge at the last second, affording Tyvian enough notice to parry a thrust from a broadsword that might have speared his spine. Their blades still engaged, the soldier moved as though to lock them together. In his exhausted state, Tyvian knew better than to put himself corps à corps with a larger opponent, so he disengaged and withdrew two paces, careful to keep both feet planted on the narrow ledge.
The soldier took a wild thrust at his forward leg. Tyvian lifted it clear and slammed it down on top of the man’s sword before he could recover. His weapon pinned, Tyvian whipped his saber in a quick cut to the only part of the man’s face that wasn’t armored—his chin and lips. Blood spurted from the soldier’s mouth and he moved a hand to block his bleeding face. Tyvian followed up with a sharp pommel strike to his temple, knocking the man him off the ledge, to crash to the unforgiving stone floor some twenty feet below.
Behind that soldier, though, there was another . . . and another . . . and another . . . and another still, squeezing through the crack. “Kroth,” Tyvian swore again. It seemed he hadn’t lost as many as he’d hoped.
The next fellow had a short spear and a shield, and he jabbed it at Tyvian’s face, backing the smuggler up. This one was more cautious than the last, and Tyvian couldn’t find an opening. He beat the spear’s shaft away, recalling how Chance would have cut straight through the hardened wood like it was a daisy stem. Tyvian wondered if there were any way off this ledge besides falling—one didn’t seem to present itself.
“Hyah!” the Delloran yelled, and lunged. The spear nearly took Tyvian in the throat, but he parried it aside at the last second. That let him get inside the man’s guard, and grabbing hold of the Delloran’s spear-hand, Tyvian turned on the spot and flipped the man over one shoulder with more power than he thought he had in him at the moment. Another Delloran crashed to the floor below.
Another Delloran squeezed through the crack.
“Kroth’s bloody Kroth-spawned teeth!” Tyvian’s heart was pounding and his situation was not improving. The next man had a battle-axe and a mean, snaggle-toothed grin. “How much is Sahand paying you for this, honestly?”
Below, Sahand completed his chant with a final, guttural syllable. He slapped a hand on the surface of the roiling bloody pool, and for a split second Tyvian thought the world might have just exploded. A cataclysmic roar shook the air itself, so loud it blurred Tyvian’s vision and caused his breath to catch in his throat. He and all the Dellorans on the ledge put their hands to their ears as the masonry around them quaked and rumbled, as though being rung like a giant bell. Through his half-open eyes Tyvian could see a fiery red streak of energy sizzling from the pool, through several of the focusing apparatuses, and then in a massive, burning line of power down the primary corridor entering the chamber. The heat and power of the thing blew him back against the wall as though hit with a gust of hurricane wind, and then he fell forward, stumbling on the ledge. Tyvian flailed around to find purchase but found none.
THWUMP!
Tyvian’s fall was broken by the corpse of one of the men he had just recently tossed off the ledge. He landed on his ribs and felt at least one of them crack with a white blaze of pain, but was otherwise not seriously harmed. He rolled to his knees, trying to suck air in through his deflated lungs, and cast about for his saber.
He found it, and thanks to the ring as much as anything, pulled himself to his feet. He pointed the blade around him, expecting attack, but found none. All of the Dellorans who had risked stepping out on the ledge had fallen, just like him. They didn’t have any of their compatriots to break their fall, though, and lay in broken heaps around him—some injured, some dead.
His ears were still ringing, but he heard Sahand’s harsh laugh and turned to see the Mad Prince walking around the edge of the pool toward him. Tyvian moved the opposite direction.
“So, Reldamar, I take it that you have refused my offer, then?”
Tyvian had no idea what he was talking about, but nodded anyway. “Is it that obvious?”
Even naked, Sahand possessed a kind of confidence that Tyvian felt unnerving. The man probably hadn’t been in a room where he wasn’t the most dangerous being there in, well, decades. “Surely you don’t expect to stop me? What would be in it for you?”
“This is the old power sink, isn’t it?” Tyvian asked, trying to stall, eyes casting for a likely escape route. “Gods, Sahand—what have you done to it?”
Sahand stopped walking. Tyvian noted the Mad Prince was now standing in a veta inscribed in the floor and connected by lines of sorcerous script to various other crystals, prisms, and focusing devices. “I have made a weapon, Reldamar. A weapon so potent no one will dare oppose me.”
Of course—a weapon. Tyvian knew he was creating a weapon—he had basically told the League as much, but . . . but this? “You’re using the ley lines, aren’t you—the Trell line that runs through Freegate, Galaspin . . .”
“ . . . and Saldor, very good. The very lines of energy that network the world together I will use as conduits for my new weapon.” He nodded to the pool. “When the Fey energy I have banked in this sink is released, it will send a wave of power down the Trell Valley that will be sufficient to destroy half of Freegate, shatter Galaspin’s walls like matchsticks, and set Saldor ablaze.”
Tyvian’s heart felt still and cold. “You’ll kill tens of thousands of people . . . hundreds of thousands. Hann’s boots, man . . . it’s . . .”
Sahand grinned like a tiger. “Spare me, smuggler. I long ago stopped heeding the objections of small-minded men. Today I crush my enemies, tomorrow I make my demands—that is all that really matters. Now,” he put his hands over the churning waters of the pool, “I have been distracted long enough. Gallo, if you would . . .”
Tyvian looked over his shoulder to see the hulking, armored bulk of Gallo closing in on him, his vicious falchion in his hand, an expressionless fish-eyed stare fixating on him. Tyvian had seen how much damage Hool inflicted on the life-warded Gallo no more than twenty-four hours ago, and here he was, good as new. Tyvian backed away and then fled from the chamber. Behind him, he heard Sahand’s guttural chant begin anew as well as the rhythmic clank and constant wheeze of Gallo in pursuit.
Tyvian couldn’t get very far before darkness and the pressure his broken rib put on his lungs was too much, even for the ring, to ignore. He skidded to a halt, propping himself up against a pillar, and turned to face Gallo.
The giant was ten paces away, a shard of illumite around his neck, his weapon at the ready. He walked toward Tyvian as though entering battle was as stimulating as strolling through a public park.
Tyvian’s arms shook, his legs shook, the tip of his saber wavered in the pale light. There was no way he could fight a monster like Gallo, but he also couldn’t outrun him. He would get one good hit, and that was all. It had to count. A spike through the heart wouldn’t slow him, a stab through the leg wouldn’t bleed the bastard out, and no amount of slashing or stabbing of his stomach or arms or shoulders would do much good. There was one thing that he could hit, though, that no amount of pain tolerance or sorcerous death-warding would protect.
When Gallo was three paces away, Tyvian lunged for his eyes. The bulky warrior wasn’t expecting this—probably didn’t think Tyvian had the speed left in him or the skill to pull it off—and his guard was too slow. All it took were two precise thrusts, one to either side of the grotesque wolf’s-head helm Gallo wore, and Tyvian was pleased to see the armored juggernaut stumble a pace, groaning with what amounted to the biggest expression of pain Tyvian had ever heard from him.
It was then Tyvian’s turn to be surprised—nobody managed to counterattack immediately after being blinded. Nobody, of course, but Gallo. Tyvian was too slow with his own guard to stop Gallo’s heavy-bladed falchion from cutting deeply into his side. The aim was fouled a bit by his shirt of borrowed mail, otherwise it would have cleaved the smuggler clean in two. As it stood, Tyvian fell on the ground, blood pumping through his hands as he clutched them over the ragged wound.
Gallo swung again, this time blindly, and Tyvian rolled away. With reserves of energy he never knew he had, he managed to stumble to his feet and run. He didn’t go more than ten paces before falling again, and then there was no getting up. It was dark save for the light coming off of Gallo, and Tyvian pushed himself toward the darkness, flopping and rolling as his life’s blood spilled from his guts. Each of Gallo’s heavy footsteps sounded like a death knell. He got me, Tyvian thought, the faceless son of a bitch got me . . .
Spots danced in his vision and the ring burned and throbbed with a kind of urgent, energetic power that kept his right hand pulling him along the uneven, icy floor. He wasn’t dead. Not yet. Not yet, dammit.
Tyvian slid down some kind of fissure in the floor and flopped onto his back in another hallway. He could hear Gallo’s rasping breath above him and saw the tip of his falchion probing the mouth of the crevice through which Tyvian had slipped. “Too small, you ugly blind bastard,” Tyvian hissed, blood bubbling to his lips.
He heard Gallo move away, but knew for certain that Sahand’s monstrous henchman wasn’t going to give up that easily. He still needed to escape. He needed to find a way to heal his wounds. The pain was almost too much; he found he could scarcely think.
Tyvian kept crawling, though, his ring hand seemingly imbued with an endless strength drawn from reserves far beyond his understanding. Half-baked theories about magecraft and Lumenal energy flitted in and out of his head, but didn’t stay long.
It was then that he found Myreon’s body.
The wheelbarrow she had been in was overturned, and she lay on her back, her face pale, almost blue, snowflakes frosting her eyelashes and hair. Moonlight poured in from somewhere, and Tyvian, practically nose-to-nose with the body of his old enemy, could see her clearly.
She was certainly dead. He felt something dreadful building in him—something worse than the pain and the exhaustion, something sick and hollowing, as though his heart had been ripped out. He found himself blinking away tears. “Kroth. What . . . what a time to go soft . . .”
What was wrong with him? Myreon Alafarr was a devoted foe to everything he did or wanted to do. She had hounded him across every country in the West, ruined a half dozen of his most profitable plots, and now here they were, dying and dead, side by side—the victims of the same madman.
Tyvian held up his blood-slick ring hand and curled his lips at the humble little band. “You stupid trinket. Happy? You’ve killed me. You’ve killed us both.”
Wait . . .
Tyvian’s overworked heart leapt with a sudden inspiration. The ring! Of course! The ring could heal! Why didn’t he think about that before? Ah, yes—the bleeding to death and all that had distracted him. All he needed to do was press the thing to the injury, probably, and sort of do what he had done with breaking the chains, right?
And then what? A little voice in the back of Tyvian’s mind, one that sounded suspiciously like his mother, tsked at him. Just run away while Sahand blows up three of the greatest cities in the world?
“Why not?” he mumbled. It wasn’t like he could stop Sahand—he was no wizard. For all his knowledge, he didn’t have the first idea of how to stop a ritual of that magnitude. The only mage who could have possibly helped was dead anyway. Unless . . .
He turned his head to Myreon, thinking. It was a terrible idea; even if it worked, it would just put him in a penitentiary garden for birds to defecate on for the rest of time. It would take the very last bit of his energy, he had no doubt. Better to cut his losses.
The ring weighed in with a mild pinch of displeasure, but Tyvian ignored it. What occupied his thoughts, instead, were the tens of thousands of people whose lives were about to end. The women, the children, the innocents . . .
He really didn’t have a choice after all, did he?
Pulling himself to all fours, Tyvian placed his ring hand on Myreon’s chest. “Myreon,” he said quietly, “I . . . I am very displeased with you for dying. Very irresponsible of you. I demand you wake up. Wake up, dammit.” He struck her chest; it was like hitting a block of ice. The ring tingled with something—a glimmer of power—but then it was gone. “Wake up! Myreon, I need you! Artus needs you! We all bloody need you!” The glimmer was there again, but then faded. Tyvian’s voice cracked, his strength leaving him. He collapsed on Myreon’s chest.
There needed to be something more. Some deeper connection—Tyvian could feel the ring trying to grab hold of something, but he didn’t know what. He looked up at Myreon’s face, calm, pale, and serene. Beautiful, really. It was so rare that she wasn’t scowling at him, that he hadn’t had much opportunity to notice just how beautiful she was.
He took a long, ragged breath. “Oh . . . hell, why not?” He pressed his hand to Myreon’s chest and whispered in her ear, “Wake up, Myreon. Duty calls.” He closed his eyes, and kissed her on the lips.
A torrent of heat and energy poured through his hand and mouth to the point where Tyvian thought he saw lightning bolts shooting across the space between him and Myreon’s body. He felt her quake beneath his touch, back arching with the force of the ring’s power. At the same time, he felt everything he had, everything that had been keeping him going this past day, siphon out of him and into her. He couldn’t pull back from the kiss—he didn’t have the energy.
Then, finally, the power faded away. Myreon’s eyes opened and shot wide. She pushed Tyvian off as though she were being attacked and scooted away from him on her back. He lay on the ground, so weak he could scarcely move his head.
“What . . . what the hell? Were you . . . kissing me? What is wrong with you?”
Tyvian felt unconsciousness coming for him, and soon. He pointed in the direction of Sahand and whispered. “Sah . . . Sahand . . . weapon . . . you’ve got to stop it. Please . . .”
Myreon was over him then, kneeling at his side. The last thing he heard before he dropped into darkness was her voice, saying softly, “I suppose I have to carry you, too?”



 
CHAPTER 22
WHAT GOES AROUND . . . 
For Banric Sahand time seemed to flow in all directions at once. This much Fey energy—the stuff of chaos itself—confused the senses and confounded all attempts at solidity and logic. He had been talking to Reldamar a moment ago, that was certain, or perhaps he had yet to speak with him—it was hard to say. In either event, it didn’t really matter. The time of his triumph was at hand. He was intoning the final phrases—the last part of the ritual that he had been practicing in secret for years, waiting for this moment. The power within the pool was so intense Sahand could scarcely believe it—all of that anger, hate, rage, strength, wild aggression, every ounce of those creatures’ beings that had been poured and trapped within its magical confines had been magnified a thousandfold. He was about to unleash a tidal wave that would change the world. Tomorrow, he would be King in the West, the North after that, and after that, the Kalsaaris, and on and on . . .
A world of his own, a world to remake according to his vision. All of it coming thanks to this moment, right here, right now. Were he not focused on placing the proper inflections on all of the incantatory phrases, he would have laughed.
Hool snarled at the last of the Dellorans in her way, and they ran. The pile of bodies at her feet, the blood caked on her jaws—all of this was more than enough to dissuade anyone else from getting in her way. She could smell Sahand now. His scent was buried beneath so much blood that her heart wept to think of the horrors Sahand had made to get it all. She could not understand why anyone would do something like that, even humans. She didn’t need to understand, though. All she needed to know was where he was, and she could do the rest. She was stalking down a wide stair that was smoking and burning with heat up its center, as though the hottest of fires had burned there but moments ago—that would have been the explosion, she guessed. She was very close.
At the foot of the stairs she saw the chamber and saw Sahand standing at the edge of the foul bloody pool as it seethed and roared with what she could only describe as anger. This was sorcery beyond Hool’s wildest nightmares—in the plumes of red water she could see the faces and hear the cries of a thousand slaughtered creatures. She could smell their anger and their need for blood, and it made every hair on her body stand on end. Her ears stood ramrod straight, and she tried to quell her every instinct, which told her to run.
A little, wizened bald man charged from an alcove, a wicked dagger in his hand and murder in his eyes. Hool saw him long before he struck, and his attack broke her from her reverie. She batted the knife away with a swipe of her arm and tackled him to the ground. His hatred turned to terror in an instant. “No!” he squealed. “No kill!”
She recognized this human—he was a brother to the one that had tried to work magic on Tyvian’s hand. In what she conceded was a very humanlike moment, she decided he might be useful. She wrapped her hands around his skinny throat and growled, “How do you stop the magic?”
The man spoke quickly. “The power, once collected, cannot be destroyed—it must be released. There is no way to stop it! You are too late!”
Hool frowned. “That was a stupid thing for you to say.”
She tore out his throat, and decided to look for Reldamar—she wanted Sahand dead, but she wanted nothing to do with that magic without an expert present.
Artus really wasn’t sure what he was supposed to do now. He was thinking about escape, but he hadn’t the presence of mind to follow the prisoners out. By the time he thought of it, he had spent too much time trying to retrieve his sword from the body of the Delloran he’d killed and vomiting over the outcome to possibly find them again. It was all so embarrassing, he had trouble thinking about it without blushing.
Currently, he had stopped to rest and was sitting on an ancient stone bench beside some kind of cistern. He cupped some frigid water into his hands and sipped, then sat back and stared into the darkness, trying to figure out what his next move should be.
A pale light gradually rose up from the depths of a stairwell. Whoever that was probably wasn’t good for him, so he tried to stand up. He was immediately jerked back down, however, by the fact that his damp wrist had managed to get itself frozen to the lip of the cistern he had just drunk from. “Damn!” he hissed.
Heavy, mailed steps got closer and closer. Artus tugged at his wrist, trying to peel himself off the cistern, but his sleeve had frozen as well as his skin. He pulled harder and harder, but the shirt wouldn’t rip. “Kroth!”
Coming up the stairs, he heard the rasping, gurgling breath he had heard once before in the dungeons of Arble Keep. “Kroth’s bloody teeth!”
An eyeless, bloody-faced Gallo came up the stairs and turned in his direction, sword drawn. “I hear you, boy,” Gallo rasped. “Come here.”
Artus grabbed his stolen broadsword off the ground and tried to somehow cut loose his sleeve without slicing off his arm. His fingers were numb and the blade was heavy, so he dropped it by accident. In the presence of the blind Gallo, the clang seemed the loudest thing Artus had ever heard.
Gallo was coming closer, tapping his falchion against the ground like a blind-man’s cane. “Here, boy. Here here, boy.”
Artus snatched up a rock and threw it to the opposite end of the hall. Gallo cocked his head in that direction for a moment, but then kept coming toward him. “No good, boy. Not fooled.”
Artus racked his brain for any tricks or plans and came up with nothing—he was completely, totally over his head. There was really only one plan left. He yanked his arm loose with a painful tear, leaving flesh and fabric behind, and ran away as fast as he could.
The sound of his feet slapping against the stone floor was loud enough for Gallo to come roaring after him. Artus saw an orange light ahead and went straight for it, just glad to be able to see well enough not to trip. His legs felt like jellied hams, though, and he couldn’t manage more than a wheezing job. Behind him, Gallo plowed along in pursuit, shouldering his way past piles of rubble and shattering packs of ice beneath his feet. Looking back, Artus felt his knees go weak. He felt like he was in the midst of one of those nightmares where the arahk slayer or the troll is chasing you and your feet can’t get purchase on the ground. Run and run and run, and still you’re going to be caught.
Gallo was practically on top of him, his wheezing, gurgling breath blowing spittle far enough to hit the back of Artus’s neck. He sprinted through the door to the orange light—inside was a huge chamber, full of magical crystals and orbs, and a giant lake of blood surging with power. The stench of death was overpowering and the roar of the fountain so intense, Artus didn’t watch his step. He tripped over a focusing crystal and went sprawling on his face.
The sound of Artus’s fall was apparently masked by the roar of Sahand’s ritual, because Gallo tripped over him. The monstrous man went airborne, sailing a full two yards before landing, off-balance, just at the edge of the bloody pool. Snarling and gargling, the warrior tried to regain equilibrium, and he would have, too . . .
. . . if Myreon Alafarr hadn’t stepped past Artus just then and pushed Gallo with all her might.
With a guttural moan, Sahand’s henchman pitched backward and dumped, headfirst, into the seething depths of the power sink. One hand, crimson with blood and smoking with heat, thrust up through the surface, flailing for something to grab, and then burst into flame. Slowly, it melted back into the boiling chaos of the power sink.
Myreon helped Artus up. “Are you all right?”
“Me?” Artus shouted, a smile breaking across his face. “You were dead!”
“I was what?”
Sahand’s voice, barking its violent syllables over the roar of the pool, pitched itself an octave lower. The chamber shook with power; chunks of masonry falling from the ancient dome, crashing to the ground nearby. Myreon grabbed Artus by the collar and dragged him behind a chunk of rubble. “What the hell does that man think he’s doing?”
“Bad magic, what else?” Hool was with them. She looked at Myreon with her copper eyes. “Why aren’t you dead? What happened to Reldamar?”
Myreon frowned. “There are bound to be guards around. What happened to all the guards?”
Hool snorted. “I killed them or chased them away. They are regrouping at the entrance, but won’t come down here. They are scared of the bad magic, too.”
Artus peered around the corner. He wasn’t sure, but whatever Sahand was doing was getting serious. Streamers of multicolored fire were pouring out of the focusing apparatuses, cracks forming along the floor, and the pool had become more of a pillar of seething bloody liquid, somehow part fire and part demon. In the midst of it, Sahand stood within his protective veta, the magical energies roaring around him as he chanted faster and faster in some kind of non-language that made Artus squirm just to hear it. “We’ve got to stop him somehow.”
Myreon looked at the gnoll and the boy and rolled her eyes. “That’s the easy part. The hard part is escaping once we do. Get Tyvian and get ready to run.”
“I will get Reldamar,” Hool announced, and vanished into the dark corridors at a dead sprint.
Myreon said nothing, but simply retreated up the hall a few dozen yards until she came to a pack of snow and ice that had fallen in through one of the skylights. She knelt down, scooped up a big patch of snow, stuck a chunk of ice in the middle of it, and made a snowball.
Artus cocked an eyebrow. “What the . . .”
She took aim and threw the snowball at Sahand, but it vanished into the power sink with a sizzle. “Damn.”
“You’re . . . you’re going to stop him by throwing snowballs?”
Myreon smirked. “Snow is full of the Dweomer, which is the antithesis of the Fey. This is basic sorcery, here.”
Artus’s mouth fell open. “But . . .”
“Don’t just stand there!” Myreon snapped, “Start making iceballs, kid!”
Artus dropped to the ground to obey, even as the whole chamber around them quaked with the fury of Sahand’s terrible new weapon. He wondered what kind of world he lived in where hair-pulling and snowball-making were life-saving talents. “You sure this will work?” He asked, slapping his singnature killer-iceball-supreme—scourge of his childhood churchyard—into the mage’s hand.
“Miscasts can be rough,” Myreon said. She took a couple steps’ head start, cocked her arm back and threw. Artus watched, open-mouthed, as the white, snowy sphere arced gracefully across the chamber, in between the gouts of flame, and hit Sahand square in the mouth.
The Mad Prince, Dread Lord of Dellor and Scourge of the Peoples of the West, coughed and sputtered, totally failing to finish his incantation. The massive energies built up on the power sink were suddenly without direction and without control. A miscast.
The pool exploded.
A wave of crimson energy hit Artus with the force of a charging team of horses. He felt himself fly backward for what seemed like forever before he hit a wall, feet first. It hurt, but the fall to the ground afterward hurt more. His arm twisted behind him and his head cracked against the floor. Spots swam through his vision for a moment, but then Hool was there, picking him up. “Run!” she yelled, Tyvian draped across her shoulders, and then was gone.
Artus shook his head, trying to get his bearings. It seemed like everything around him was on fire or exploding. Pulsing waves of orange and crimson energy shot through the air, incinerating supports and vaporizing walls. Staggering to his feet, he saw Myreon likewise trying to stand, supporting herself against a pillar whose top was melting with volcanic heat. Artus charged up to her and pulled her aside before a great flood of liquid rock would have reduced her to ash.
Myreon grabbed him by both wrists and chanted some quick, precise words. Around them, the air cooled. “We have to get out of here!” she yelled.
“Not without Hortense!”
“Whoever that is, Artus, is as good as dead!”
Artus shook his head, shouting over the flames, “So was I when I went through the anygate, and you came after me!”
Myreon’s mouth thinned into a narrow line. “Fine! Hold on!”
Then they were off, the worst of the flames and the Fey energy deflected by Myreon’s wards. Artus was amazed at how vital she was—hadn’t she been dead a matter of hours ago? It didn’t matter—they were running through the burning labyrinth, hunting for Hortense. Artus, though, couldn’t remember the way back to the dungeon, and the fortress was coming apart at the seams. Myreon jerked Artus’s arm. “We have to leave—my wards can’t hold out much longer!”
“But—”
Myreon put a hand on his cheek. “Look at me, Artus: I’m only going to let you run off and do something heroic once, okay?”
He looked into the Mage Defender’s blue-gray eyes and back at the conflagration that surrounded them. To their left, half the ceiling fell in, white-hot with magical heat. He thought again of his mother, sending him away forever rather than letting him get chewed up by the same war that killed all his brothers. He saw the tears welling in her eyes as he asked to stay one last time, and remembered how hard she had shaken her head. She’d sent him to be safe from a violent death, and here he was, charging into it. Finally, he nodded. “Yeah. Okay.”
Together, arm-in-arm, Artus and Myreon fled through the burning air as the ancient ruins behind them seemed to be consumed by the breath of Kroth himself.



 
CHAPTER 23
DAWN
Through death and smoke, through hellfire itself, Sahand crawled. The runes that coated his body burned like coals, each a unique pain shaped by the chaotic power of the Fey. He had visions—Tyvian Reldamar laughing in triumph, the howl of that gnoll beneath a summer moon. Beings of pure Fey—fiends and gremlins and fire-sprites—danced around him, reveling in the mayhem he had created. There was no light but the fires of creation and destruction, a primordial magma of heat and flame.
Sahand kept crawling, arm over arm, for what seemed hours. He had no sense of direction nor of place, only that the heat was fading in the face of the cold—good. Cold wind assailed him on a black night. He tasted snow. The feeling of snowmelt upon his parched tongue was like rain upon the desert. He smelled the clear air and rolled onto his back, content at last to rest. Sleep took him.
His eyes snapped open to see the cold, clear light of a winter’s dawn. His body was caked in ice; he shivered. “Kroth.”
“Well, well, well—here we are again.” A woman’s voice. A voice he’d not heard for ages, but that he’d never truly forgotten.
Sahand sat up, stiff and sore. “Reldamar!”
Lyrelle Reldamar—or her wraith, more accurately—sat upon a boulder ten feet away. She wore a gown of deepest violet and white brocade, her hair tucked beneath a hat of bleached mink fur, her hands inside a matching muff. She looked older, but not by much.
Sahand roared and tried to stand, but his legs were too numb and he tumbled back into the snow. He sought to call the Fey to him, to burn Lyrelle or the image of her from existence, but it did not come.
Lyrelle chuckled from her perch, swinging her feet beneath her dress. “Oh, that won’t work, Banric. You’ve done a terribly efficient job of siphoning off all the excess Fey in the area, so you won’t be so much as lighting a candle without some doing. If only you had studied more broadly, alas.”
Sahand could scarcely form words—how could she be here? How was this . . . why would she . . .
Lyrelle surveyed the slopes of the mountainside as they gleamed in the rising sun. “I must say, you do seem to select the nicest vistas upon which to hit rock bottom. Very pretty indeed.”
“This was your doing.” Sahand managed at last.
Lyrelle’s blue eyes widened. “Me? Oh, no no no, Banric—your defeat was not my doing. Not this time.” She smiled. “Well, not really.”
“Why?” Sahand snarled, teetering to his feet. “WHY do you torment me, witch?” He drew a shuddering breath, his body quaking in the freezing air.
Lyrelle pursed her lips in mock concern. “Oh my—poor Banric Sahand, Mad Prince of Dellor. Why ever would the cruel world cheat him of his psychotic whims? Why should a heartless old sorceress interfere with his genocidal plots? It hardly seems fair, does it? Poor man. If you live to escape this mountainside a second time, I really am going to have to knit you something to keep warm. A fellow who tends to wind up half-dead on mountainsides could really use a nice scarf.”
“BEGONE!” Sahand cast a lode-bolt at her, but the blue-white sphere ceased to exist a foot away from her. He roared at her, barely coherent.
Lyrelle’s grin was the cruelest thing Sahand had ever seen. “I’ll be on my way shortly—no need to overstay my welcome. I did, however, feel I owed you a thank you in person.”
“For what? For failing to burn you and your whole stinking city into ashes? For being unable to crush the life from your bony old skull?” Sahand lunged at the image of Lyrelle, and succeeded only in hugging the boulder.
Lyrelle’s wraith re-formed behind him. “The last time we met here, I gave you a means to membership in the Sorcerous League. You didn’t have to take it, you know, but I knew you would. I gave you what you wanted—a way at revenge.” Sahand began to growl, but Lyrelle cut him off. “Oh, I know you thought you were playing a trick on me—you think you’re very clever, after all—but no, Banric. You have been doing exactly what I’ve wanted you to for the past twenty-seven years.” She gave him a shallow curtsey. “Thank you.”
Sahand felt the chill in his bones deepen somehow. “No. No, I don’t believe you. I was mere moments away from destroying you. Moments!”
Lyrelle rolled her eyes. “And I suppose it’s entirely by chance that one of my former assistants just happened to be there to throw a snowball at you at the precise moment? Come now, Sahand—I thought you knew me better than that.”
“No!”
“You have wasted twenty-seven years of your life arguing with miserable, cantankerous sorcerers and hedge wizards instead of rebuilding your armies. You have poured your treasury into a long-shot sorcerous ritual that even the Warlock Kings knew enough not to try. Do you know what the best part of it is, too? You, Banric Sahand, have single-handedly done more damage to the Sorcerous League than I or my agents ever have.”
Sahand’s fist clenched, but there was nothing to strike, nothing to destroy—only Lyrelle Reldamar’s smile, delivered to him from the safety of her home, hundreds of miles away. “NO!”
Lyrelle laughed. “You want to know whose doing this all was? That’s the beauty of it: yours, Banric. It was, all of it, your own idea. I merely had to push you in the right direction, and you basically did the rest. You have, at long last, thoroughly and completely defeated yourself.”
“I’ll kill you. Even if I die in the process, woman, I will drink your blood, understand? You’ve tricked me twice, but not again. Never again!”
Lyrelle’s image began to fade. “My dear Banric, haven’t you been listening? There won’t be an ‘again.’ These words of mine are the last nail in your coffin, you miserable, harmless old man.” She laughed just before vanishing, and the echoes of the illusory laughter rebounded off the mountain slopes, making it seem as though the whole world was, yet again, mocking his folly.
Tyvian Reldamar woke up in his own bed. He knew it was his own bed because the sheets were slashed in the same places Artus slashed them when he had his little temper tantrum. Even in tatters, the sheets on his bed were divine.
He heard somebody bustling in his kitchen and heard voices—his specters didn’t bustle and they certainly didn’t talk. He tried to sit up but couldn’t move. His body was like dead weight. “Hello?” he said. His voice was like the creaking of an unoiled hinge.
The first face he saw was Artus’s, bandaged and haggard, as though the lad had just gone ten rounds with a razorboar. “You’re awake!” he said in a half cheer.
“Astute, as always, Artus.”
Artus was joined by the tall, imposing figure of Myreon Alafarr in full Defender regalia, staff, mageglass armor, and all. Tyvian grimaced at her, and she stared down at him over her statuesque nose. “Tyvian Reldamar.”
“Magus Alafarr. I trust that I am in your custody?”
“I am led to believe that I was recently found dead. Is this true?”
Tyvian looked at Artus. The boy was grinning like an idiot. “Truth be told, Magus, my memory is a little hazy from the events leading up to . . . say, what happened, anyway?”
“The whole place exploded,”Artus said, “and then Myreon saved me, and Hool saved you, and . . .”
Myreon glared at him. “Artus, bring Master Reldamar some broth.”
Artus frowned. “But you said the broth weren’t done yet!”
“Wasn’t done yet,” Myreon corrected, and jerked her head toward the door, “and get out.”
When the boy had left, Myreon closed the door. “You kissed me.”
Tyvian groaned. “It . . . it seemed prudent at the time. It is no reflection upon my opinion of you, I assure you.”
“You saved my life when you could have saved your own, and you kissed me. Explain yourself.”
Tyvian opened his mouth to reply and then slammed it shut. “No. I don’t owe you any such thing.”
Myreon nodded and took up Tyvian’s right hand. There the ring continued to rest, quietly comfortable on his fourth finger. “This is a really very interesting piece of magecraft. Saldor would simply love to get its hands on it, I’m sure.”
“I have no doubt they are preparing you a heroine’s welcome as we speak,” Tyvian grumbled, trying to tug his hand back but lacking the strength to do so.
“Hmmm . . .” Myreon placed his hand back on his stomach. “It’s a real shame you will have escaped long before then.”
“I beg your pardon?”
Myreon shrugged. “Your elusiveness is well known, of course. No doubt you are already preparing an elaborate plot to dupe me yet again. I’d hardly be the first and certainly not the last. I doubt it would even hurt my career much, given how I single-handedly stopped Banric Sahand from blowing up tens of thousands of people. Don’t you think so?”
“You’re . . . letting me go? Why? What’s the catch?”
Myreon smiled at him for the first time in . . . well, the first time ever. It seemed to make her entire face glow. “Because, Tyvian Reldamar, that ring on your finger is a better prison guard than any penitentiary garden could ever hope to be.”
Tyvian found himself smiling, inexplicably, and he immediately masked it with a scowl. “You’re just leaving, then?”
Her eyes flashed. “Just leaving? What, you expect me to stay for tea, after you kidnapped me, sold me to the bloody Kalsaaris and . . .”
“Fine, fine!” Tyvian sighed. “I surrender. Begone with you, then—no tea for you. I merely thought, after all we’ve been through, it would have been polite to offer tea, you understand.”
Myreon snorted. “Polite?”
“Look, Myreon, either you’re going to sit down and have some tea or you’re going to get the hell out. Whatever you do, stop tarrying in my doorway.”
Myreon visibly composed herself before speaking again. Her voice was placid, officious. “I sincerely doubt we will cross paths again, sir.” She nodded politely. “Good day.”
Tyvian cocked an eyebrow. “What, no good-bye kiss?”
The old familiar scowl settled onto Myreon’s face like a comfortable hat. “Good-bye, Tyvian.”
She left—Artus later said she left on the spirit engine for Galaspin that same hour. Part of him cheered at her departure—a weight off his chest, to be sure. Another part, well . . . he kept that part well locked away. It wasn’t sensible.
Artus was staying. Like it or not, the boy insisted they were now partners, and Tyvian, seeing how he could scarcely move, was in no position to object. He set the boy about securing them passage on the next spirit engine—unlisted, of course. He had no doubt Theliara’s spies were still out there, ready to get vengeance. Then there was the League, and it was possible Sahand survived the explosion . . . gods, a lot of enemies
That night, Hool came in the dark, sneaking in through the still-broken window, Brana at her side. Tyvian woke up with a start, seeing her eyes glowing in the dark above him. “Kroth! Hool, can’t you knock?”
“The mountain is still on fire,” she stated simply. Brana growled in support. “Sahand is still alive.”
Tyvian sighed. “I’m sorry, Hool, but he’s beyond my reach now—probably back in Dellor, cooking up some new atrocity to inflict on the world. You could chase him there, but I doubt—”
“We are going with you now.”
“Hool, I’ve got problems of my own, all right? I can’t take responsibility for yours.”
Hool crouched down and eyed his ring hand, sitting on top of the sheets. Tyvian pulled it out of sight. She sat herself on the bed across from him, her copper eyes flitting from his face to his hand. “That’s the ring that Artus talks about. The one that makes you good.”
“It does nothing of the kind,” Tyvian said, his teeth clenching. “It . . . it just controls me.”
“That’s stupid,” Hool said firmly. “Rings don’t control people, not even magic ones. Everybody knows that.”
A squeaky howl issued mournfully from Brana, and Hool answered it with a shorter howl of her own. “Brana wants to know if you are okay.”
“What does Brana care?”
Hool blinked. “I told him that you saved him. He loves you.” She said those last three words as though they were common as the grass.
Tyvian glared at her. “You’re learning how to mock, Hool. Good for you.”
One of Hool’s arms shot out and pressed Tyvian against the headboard as easily as one might topple an empty chair. She loomed over the smuggler, the faint moonlight illuminating only her vast, furry silhouette. “I don’t lie to my pups, and I don’t lie to you. You think you’re a bad person, but you aren’t. Bad people break their promises, but you have kept yours to me and Brana. Bad people let other bad people get away with things because they are afraid, but you don’t, because you are not afraid. I would tell you stories sung in the Taqar by my people about the heroes of old and the things that they did, but you would laugh at me. I will tell you, though, that if you cut off your paw because you hate this ring, you will be a coward and a bad person, and Brana will not love you anymore.”
Hool let him go, and added, “Neither will I.”
Tyvian looked up at Hool for a long, cold moment. He began half a dozen clever rejoinders but stopped before he got halfway. “You really will stick by me, won’t you?”
Hool grabbed him by the shirt and pulled him to a sitting position. “As long as you are a good person, I will be your friend. Both of us will. Artus, too.”
She let him go and he dropped back onto his sheets like a rag doll. She and Brana left, but not before Brana licked his fingers lightly. He recoiled but didn’t say anything. He stared at the ceiling a bit and then called, “Artus, are you awake?”
Artus’s head popped in the door a few minutes later. “Yeah? You okay?”
“I’m fine, Artus. Say, do you still have that letter Eddereon gave you?”
Artus straightened. “Yeah . . . why?”
Tyvian sighed. He couldn’t believe he was doing this, but he had to admit it—he needed these people. He was never going to find the Yldd without them, was he?
“Bring it here,” he said. “Let’s teach you to read.”
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