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Chapter One: The Seventh Magician

 

Daasek swirled the gritty wine in his goblet and stared darkly into it. If he divined his future in the dross, his expression gave no telling. His had been a hard three days’ journey, and he was grateful just to have a roof overhead and a wall behind. He fingered the solitary gold coin in his purse and sighed. It was all the satchel allowed this evening, sufficient for a room, a meal and little else. No wench to keep him company, and not enough to get him drunk. If such were possible.

He was in Ta’Bel, a small port that offered little more than several taverns and brothels. He was here for the same reason he had previously visited Oio, Byrnhea, Phrion and several he would not remember. He was here to kill someone. Who, or why, he did not know. He knew only that the urge had set upon him ten days previous, an urge he could not ignore or control. So he was drawn to Ta’Bel. The answers he needed, or at least was permitted, he prayed would come in time. That was a hope Daasek clung to desperately. Because it was the only hope he had.

It was the silence that attracted him. As in any tavern, there was a constant undertow of conversation, clinking goblets, the coarse laughter of the men and the feigned outrage of the women. Although Daasek took no part in the festivities, it was comforting to observe them. But suddenly nearly everyone stopped. He turned from his glass to discover why.

A tall, very thin man had entered. He was clad in a velvet jerkin and breeches, both the color of blood. The man’s skin was gray, more from dust perhaps than a lack of sunlight. Gray and stretched taut across protruding cheekbones and forehead. The urge, sometimes irritating like a stone in a shoe, others a force that struck with fire, squirmed within Daasek as he gazed upon the newcomer’s face. There was no doubt. This was the man he was being driven to kill.

The latter approached the bar, where a space was quickly made. He spoke briefly to the innkeeper, who returned immediately with a mug of wine. Daasek noted the man made no effort to pay. Instead, he leaned against the bar with an unhappy smile and studied the room.

The stranger’s attention was drawn to a game of dice at a far corner, where the participants, concentrating on the action, had ignored his entrance. Daasek had noted it earlier and regretted his forced austerity. Not that he would have won. He was a terrible gambler, but the camaraderie, even paid for, would have been enjoyable. What interested the stranger interested Daasek, so he decided to pay more attention to the game.

Until then, the game had been reasonably friendly, with curses and threats immediately followed by laughter and calls for more wine. Within moments of the stranger’s attention, the atmosphere changed. One player suddenly began enjoying a phenomenal run of luck. Four times in succession, he threw triple fives with the three dice. The first time he was greeted with cheers and congratulations, the second mere wonderment. By the fourth time, the competitors were no longer supportive.

Daasek glanced over at the velvet man. His eyes were closed and he was crooning softly to himself. All the while, he caressed the solitary black stone within the single ring he wore.

Another winning roll and one loser had had enough. A short, burly man in leather jerkin seized the dice and hurled them against the wall. Three fives came up again. Before the winner could protest, his arms were pinned by two of the gamblers. The short man drew his knife and calmly, expertly slashed the winner’s throat. His comrades held the victim until there was no more movement, then they dropped him face down into his growing pool of blood. They divided the victim’s purse among themselves, then stalked out of the bar. On the way one glared at Daasek, but Daasek offered no protest.

While the innkeeper and his help hastened to clear away the damage, Daasek returned his attention to the stranger. The stranger was smiling sincerely now, and drinking deeply from his glass. It was clear he had an erection. From the fresh stain on the front of his breeches it appeared that he had also had an orgasm.

Daasek understood what had happened. The man, clearly a magician, had controlled the dice—not the victim. Other patrons suspected the same, but no one would challenge him. Except himself, and the time was not right. He would know when that time was. The urge, and his dreams, would assure that.

Unbidden, a goblet of wine was set before him. He looked up, startled. The man in velvet was standing next to him. “I do not wish to stand,” he said in a sandy voice. “The wine is payment for sharing your table.”

Daasek nodded and pushed a chair forward with his foot.

The man sat with some difficulty, as if physical movement was foreign. There was a dusky odor about him, but one due to time, not carelessness. “I must apologize for my people. As a stranger here, I would not want you to get the wrong impression about the hospitality of Ta’Bel.”

Daasek shrugged. “A man who cheats at dice deserves such rewards.”

“A harsh code of behavior you proffer. One, I gather, you have learned in the wilderness?”

“Many places.”

“Tell me.”

Daasek stared at him through half-closed eyes. The closeness of the man made his nerves quiver. He had been this close to magicians before. How many times he knew not, but he suspected the result. “The glass of wine bought you a seat. Nothing more.”

“On the contrary. It bought me your life.” The man finished his glass, then stared at Daasek. “You are fortunate. I’m going to give you a choice. With most men, believe me, my offer is not as generous. The soldiers will be here soon. If you remain, you will be blamed for the murder. Everyone here saw you switch the dice with your partner, clumsy fool. Or you can come with me and share my hospitality.”

Daasek sipped the wine slowly. It tasted much better than the vintage he had been enduring. It was unfortunate he could not enjoy the physical benefits of alcohol as well. But he had ceased wondering why he was impervious to poisons, including the most benign. He had ceased wondering about most of his life, because the answers never came. It was the urge that mattered now, and the urge was to kill this man. “A most convincing argument,” he replied. “Please lead the way.”

“You will find this superior to the sewage we were accosted with at that inn.” His host handed Daasek a silver goblet filled with amber liquid. Daasek had finished his bath—the magician had insisted upon it and Daasek saw no reason to refuse—and was now clad in the same red velvet as his host. This room, as the others he had seen, featured red curtains and carpet, furnishings of exotic woods, objets d’art of marble and gold. Yet there was no sense of comfort or hospitality, and the fireplace offered light, not warmth. Daasek made himself as comfortable as the tight clothing would allow and waited for the man to continue.

The man lit a silver pipe, exhaled extravagantly. “Travelers are either seeking or fleeing. Which are you, whoever you are?”

“You are my host, not my brother. Information should be shared, not demanded.”

“Please do not tire me. If you did not know who I was, you would not be here to kill me.”

The cool of the wine did not quell the fire in Daasek’s heart. “I was not aware I wanted to kill you,” he lied.

The man fondled the ring he wore. In the light Daasek noted the single black stone in a silver setting inlaid with arcane symbols. The stone was familiar. It had something to do with the power of the magicians. He knew not why, but he would have to destroy the stone as well as the magician.

“Perhaps you are right. My name is Krujj. Now you shall tell me yours.”

“Daasek.”

“Your birthplace.”

“I must claim ignorance.”

“Of your birthright?”

“Yes.” Daasek casually let his hand fall to his side. His dagger nestled snugly in the too-tight jerkin. It could be in his hand at the speed of a thought. Meanwhile the urge throbbed, but it was not yet overwhelming. He could parley with the magician if that was what the latter wanted. And enjoy the wine. There was plenty of time to kill him. So Daasek pondered the question, and decided to respond further. “There are areas in my past that are lost to me. If I am truly seeking something, then that is my goal. If you can help me, then, yes, you are the one I seek.”

Krujj laughed. “Yes, I can help you. If I care to. You look like a barbarian, fresh from the wastelands of the west. Yet you lack their poor manners or tongue. Noble breeding must lurk in your background.”

“A pleasant thought if true. Perhaps I am claimant to a usurper’s throne. Or heir to a merchant’s fortune.” Even as he said it casually, Daasek wondered, hoped that perhaps it was true. “If that is the case, I will reward you handsomely for your assistance.”

“Give assistance?” he roared. “I give nothing! From you I will only take … everything.”

“Such as that unfortunate’s life in the tavern?”

Krujj gestured grandly. “Amusing, was it not? It was for your benefit, of course. And his.”

“His?” Daasek started. The conversation was taking a direction he had not anticipated, but one he wanted to follow.

Krujj laughed cruelly. “I pity you, Daasek. Truly. You have no life, you have nothing. You can only do what you are told. Tell me, where were you last?”

“Panot.”

“Previous?”

“BaniFel.”

“Two lies. Before that?”

“I don’t know.” This time he told the truth.

Krujj nodded. “You shouldn’t try to mislead me, Daasek. You can’t deceive a man with my talents. Not here.”

“If you think you can control me as easily as a set of dice, you are mistaken.”

“That is true. You I cannot control. Because you are already controlled. But I control everything and everyone in Ta’Bel. That is why you shall fail.”

Daasek poured himself more wine. He couldn’t be poisoned, he couldn’t become inebriated. One of the boons of being controlled, he was sure Krujj would say. The mage was right, terrifyingly so. Of that he was certain. If he could learn more, perhaps he could escape, perhaps he could regain possession of himself. If the magician would tell him. He had to prolong the conversation, at least until the urge became overwhelming. Already he felt it rising inside him like bile, ready to spew forth. He took a deep breath to regain some control. “If you are so secure, why did you seek me out? Why bring me here to tell me this?”

Krujj took a seat closer to the fire. He fed the flames for a moment, his regal manner gone. “My master told me you would come. My spies informed me of your arrival. I could have had them kill you instantly, but I doubt it would have accomplished much, not that way.” When he turned to Daasek, the regal mien was gone, replaced by one approaching civility. “You see, I cannot divine the future, Daasek. I have paid enough for what power I have. I will not pay more. If I kill you, he will send someone else. If I can convince him, through you, that I cannot be harmed and I will not harm him, perhaps he will leave me in peace.”

“And if I kill you?”

He glared at Daasek, all humanity gone from his face. “You are beginning to tire me. But I will tell you this. There are spheres of power that control this world, spheres of power in conflict with one another. Each of these spheres or gods or demons—whichever you can comprehend—has agents in this world. Each has tools as well. I am an agent. You are a tool.” His voice darkened. “It is much easier to destroy a tool, Daasek, than an agent.”

“Why do you tell me this, if I am in truth a helpless, hopeless pawn?” He dropped his hand near his dagger once again.

The magician flicked his hand as if a gnat had bothered him. “For now that is true. But the time may come when you can free yourself. The odds are against it, but dear Karmela has smiled upon you much longer than any could have anticipated. If that happens, I wish you to remember everything he has done to you, everything he has made you do. I believe you will feel very strongly about revenge.”

“Since you know, tell me who he is and where I can find him.”

“It matters not presently. Frankly, I doubt you will have the opportunity.” He yawned exaggeratedly. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m rather tired. I hope you realize it is not my lack of hospitality, but my common sense that makes me bid you leave. I have made arrangements for your transportation.” He looked at Daasek coldly. “You will not return to Ta’Bel.”

Daasek suddenly found himself rising to his feet. He tried to reach his dagger, but he could not move his arms even the few inches necessary. Instead they were caught in a steel grip from his shoulders to his hands, and for all his strength he could not control them.

He tried to trip over a chair, walk into a wall, but his feet marched unbidden. But Krujj can’t control me, he thought as he was walked towards the door, then outside and into the night-covered street. He said so.

It was only when he was in the cool evening air and sitting on the back of a galloping mount, that he finally understood. It was not his body Krujj controlled, but the clothing Daasek had been maneuvered into wearing.

   

Daasek’s flight into the night was a dream born in Hys. He had no control over his body, his mount, his destination. The entire journey was at full gait down winding stone streets, over tree-lined roads and rock-strewn paths. Limbs slashed across his face, his horse nearly fell a dozen times, yet he could only sit straight and rock still in the saddle and curse Krujj.

Near dawn the ride ended abruptly. The tension of the velvet disappeared without warning and Daasek almost fell before grabbing hold of the reins. Then his mount collapsed below him. As he picked himself off the ground, he finally realized how his steed had maintained the rapid pace for so long. Daasek had been riding a corpse.

He slept in the open until sunrise. It was only after wakening, when he attempted to bathe the dried blood and dirt and pain away, that he understood the full horror of Krujj’s plans. For he could not remove the clothing at all. And it was slowly beginning to compress.

Daasek caught and cooked a rabbit for lunch and planned. He must get the clothing removed. Somehow. He must get back to Ta’Bel. Somehow. He must slay Krujj. Somehow. When he awoke from a brief nap, he knew the answers. Somehow.

   

“I don’t think I can do it.”

“I’ve paid you sufficiently, have I not?”

“You may die.”

“I will die if you don’t. Every day they grow tighter. They will soon crush my very breath from me.”

The healer looked at the array of knives, potions, and amulets at his disposal. None seemed adequate. “Some I can cut, some I will have to burn. Are you sure you cannot take my herbs?”

“They have no effect on me. You have tied me securely?”

“Yes.” Daasek was suspended from two beams. His hands, ankles and head were fastened by leather straps and metal chains. Once the pain began, neither knew if they would hold him immobile. Or for how long. Only his head was uncovered.

“You may begin,” said Daasek.

The healer put a strap in his patient’s mouth to cover his screams, taking care to compress the tongue so it could not be bitten through. Then he turned to the table where his instruments lay. He sharpened and heated his knives while he studied his patient. Magician’s work to be sure. A man as muscular as Daasek should be able to burst through the velvet just through his own strength. He hoped the man was indeed as strong as he appeared. He would need it all if he were to recover.

He approached and rubbed his hand along one of Daasek’s arms. The cloth was stretched so taut that he could actually feel the pulse beneath. His patient was speaking truly. The man would die if he could not be freed. He took a deep breath and slowly slit across the clothing. It parted reluctantly, and blood quickly filled the gap. He pulled at the cloth. It pealed back slowly, as if it were part of Daasek, and took hair and skin with it. The doctor looked up and saw his patient gazing fixedly at him. There was pain in the eyes, but something else as well. He turned his gaze quickly. “Wait.” He placed a blindfold over his patient. “You needn’t see this.” And I dare not look again at those eyes, he added mentally.

   

During brief periods of consciousness, Daasek remembered the powerful and evil man in blue who had come from a dying forest in another land. Who had imprisoned his village, then captured him unawares. Who had stolen his soul? An old, evil man who commanded him by dreams and other powers to slay for unknown reasons. A man whose name Daasek was not allowed to remember.

In those moments he vowed revenge on Krujj, on his master, most of all on the beings who watched from somewhere and laughed. But when Daasek awoke two weeks later, after his body had become a mass of bandages and blood, he recalled nothing.

   

“It will require a year.”

“Six months.”

The healer shook his head. His patient lay before him, covered in poultices and magic herbs and a few well-placed leeches. Daasek’s face, hands and feet remained unscathed. The rest of him would become scar tissue. If he survived. “A year. You need at least that long to heal.”

“Six months. Krujj must not forget. I want to see fear in his eyes when he recognizes me.”

“You will never stand the pain.”

Daasek laughed. “Yes I will. You’ve given me plenty of practice.”

   

The bearded man ignored the stares and whispers of the townspeople. They in turn couldn’t ignore the squat barbarian whose half-naked body was so pitifully, totally scarred. Even the innkeeper, accustomed to strangers from many climes, caught his breath when the man approached. “I desire a room.”

After a long insulting silence, the man nodded. “Three gold crous for the night.”

“Your rates have gone up.”

The innkeeper looked at him thoughtfully. He could not forget a man like this. “You have never been here,” he stated after a pause.

“Perhaps. That will do. One night.” Coins were exchanged.

The man checked them carefully, then nodded. “Up the stairs, take…”

“No, something on the ground floor.”

“Only slaves live there.”

“Let one stay in my room. I paid for it.”

The innkeeper acquiesced. It would be better for his guests’ dispositions if the stranger was kept from them anyway. He gestured at a wrinkled bent man. “Follow him,” he said after a whispered conversation with his property.

Daasek was led down a narrow hallway to an equally narrow room. Light from a small window revealed a tiny pile of filthy straw, nothing else. He ushered the slave from the room and quickly shut the door.

Daasek had noted during his first visit to Ta’Bel that inns lacked windows beyond the first floor, presumably to discourage early exits. The stench of the room didn’t trouble him because he had no intention of remaining. Instead, he removed his false beard and donned more revealing clothing. Soldiers broke into the room less than ten minutes later, but by then he had fled.

   

“You want it this dark?”

“Please.”

The whore shrugged and closed the shutters. He had been very quiet, this man, almost shy perhaps, but richly dressed. He had needed little persuasion to accompany her. Now she had doubts. But he had paid without debate and in advance. “Do you want any help?” she asked coyly and reached for him.

“No,” and she was startled by his intensity. “I want you to wear this.” He handed her a strip of cloth.

She forced a laugh. “Where?”

“Across your eyes. I don’t want you to see me.”

She pondered. A rich merchant or traveling royalty, fearing reprisal from this peccadillo? Or someone with darker intent? But he had paid well, and she had help—and eyes—in the tavern next to her. And a sharp knife she always kept nearby. She had used both in the past.

He noted her hesitancy. “I am not going to hurt you. It’s just that … I had an accident. I am afraid you will not find me attractive.”

“I’m sure that won’t happen,” she smiled invitingly and reached for him again. But he quickly pulled away. Prolonging the inevitable would just prevent her from earning more that day, she decided. So she put on the blindfold and settled on the bed.

He was on her in seeming seconds, hungry and scared and naive and caring all at once, and she forgot her concern in the mad union of their bodies. It was only after his orgasm that she realized he was crying.

   

There were no moons that evening, which suited Daasek. The sport with the whore had been an enjoyable way to spend the afternoon, but, more importantly, it had kept him hidden from Krujj’s spies. Now he stood outside the magician’s home and fingered the hilt of his sword. Surely Krujj knew he was here, or at least some enemy was. The only question was how he would attack.

Daasek found the answer when he turned into the alley. He was studying the balustrade, judging the height, when he heard footsteps. He turned and saw three armed men appear at the passage.

“The coward sends slaves this time,” Daasek laughed. “Which one of you wishes to die first?”

They made no answer. The alley was narrow, only two could enter at once. Daasek noted carefully the one who held back. He would be the better fighter, Daasek decided. The other two advanced. He pulled his dagger almost carelessly from its sheath and casually flicked it underhand at the stocky man on his right.

It was a casual flip, but deadly accurate. The blade was not of metal, and thinner, stronger—and sharper—than any forged by man. The attacker gasped, then collapsed unmoving as the weapon buried itself into his chest.

The second man didn’t hesitate, yet the third continued to hold back. Daasek was faintly surprised as he parried the first blow. Caution, cowardice, or a sense of honor? He wondered. He leaped as the blade flashed towards his knees, then brought his own flat on the man’s left arm. The man grunted and spun back.

Daasek only smiled. “I could have taken your arm,” he said reasonably. “Is Krujj paying you enough to die?”

The man swore and lunged again, forcing Daasek back farther into the alley. It was no cleaner than any city street, and garbage underfoot threatened his balance. He ducked as a thrust went over his head and into the wall, then brought his sword up hilt-first into the man’s stomach. The man doubled over and almost dropped his weapon. Daasek grabbed him by the hair and drove his face into the wall once, twice, three times. When he let go, the man dropped to the alley, dark red blood streaming from his mouth and ears.

Daasek turned to the final man and saluted. “Now we can enjoy ourselves.”

The latter made a mocking bow and drew his own blade. “Thank you. Now I won’t have to share my reward for slaying you.”

“You will earn no reward this evening.”

“On the contrary. I will earn two. Money for me and your soul for Hys. I admit you fought my fellows well. But I am much better than they were. Besides,” he added as he feinted, “you’re too ugly to live.”

Even as Daasek moved to block, the blade flicked as fast as a fly down and away, and a ribbon of red suddenly appeared on his side.

“I have plenty of time,” the man continued as he moved his sword in ever tightening circles. “I was ordered to make your death painful. And I do what I’m told.”

Daasek sidled away as the blade flashed towards him again. He was no match for the latter’s skill, and, unfortunately, they both knew it. He cursed as he stumbled and the sword slid across his right arm. If only he still had his dagger.

But his knife was in a dead man at the far end of the alley and his opponent wasn’t letting him by. Instead, he pressed forward, forcing Daasek towards the far wall. If swords wouldn’t do, there had to be something else, Daasek decided.

He needed the opportunity. As long as the man thrust straight or at his legs, he was nearly helpless. He was already bleeding from a dozen new cuts and slashes, and if he let the battle continue, he would be unable to face Krujj even if he survived. It had to end soon.

The other man smiled as Daasek gasped for breath. “You will get your rest soon enough. The eternal rest of the damned.” He swung at Daasek’s head.

It was what Daasek had waited for. He deflected the blow slightly, then dropped his own sword. With both hands he grabbed the other’s arm. The man shrieked as Daasek turned back his wrist, shattering it within seconds. Daasek retrieved the weapon while the last attacker lay nearly in shock in the alley. He approached the man slowly. “Krujj will be disappointed in you.”

“Even if you kill me,” the man taunted between clenched teeth, “it only prolongs the inevitable. You will soon join me.”

Daasek shrugged. “Perhaps, but I still outlived you.” He buried the sword in his foeman’s heart.

He extracted his dagger, then wiped both blades clean. Krujj would be curious now, he knew. Krujj would want to face him.

He leapt and grabbed the ornate balustrade. He felt muscle and skin tear, and blood appeared from a hundred new wounds. The first rush of fire nearly caused him to scream, but he remained silent as he hoisted himself to the small porch above. He would have time to recover later. Right now Krujj was waiting.

He broke the window with his sword, then walked inside. From the single candle resting on a small table he could see he was in a library. “Down the hall and to your left,” a strange voice called out softly. Daasek looked. On the far wall a stag’s head stared down sightlessly at him. Its dead eyes glowed.

“Thank you,” he bowed.

“Down the hall and to your left,” the stag continued. Daasek went down the hall and to his left.

He recalled the room instantly. The mage was standing next to the fireplace, goblet in hand, just as he had so many months before. He smiled as Daasek entered, sword at ready. “The door was open. The window was unnecessary.”

“So were your guards. I hope they left no widows.”

“Meaningless lives. Just as meaningless as yours.”

“Perhaps you can still give meaning to mine. As you suggested once before.”

A frown touched the gray man briefly. “The last time?”

“This may help.” Daasek reached inside his belt and threw a shred of red velvet to Krujj. “I regret your suit is much the worse for wear.”

Krujj examined the cloth and the bits of skin and hair adhering to it. Then he laughed. “You did survive. My compliments. I apologize for not recognizing you earlier, but your appearance has changed much since we last met. I do prefer you this way.”

Daasek forced his voice to remain even. “You have information I need. Give it to me now.”

Krujj drank deeply. “I told you before, barbarian. You have everything you need to know within you. I cannot make it reappear. I will only make it unnecessary.”

“I ask only once.”

“And I say this,” Krujj responded and hurled his goblet.

Daasek ducked easily, but the magician’s real attack came from below. The rug at his feet suddenly surged, and he was swept off-balance. It was then he realized why everything in the room seemed made of red velvet. Every piece of cloth was under Krujj’s control.

Krujj remained at the fireside, rubbing his ring and crooning softly. Curtains flailed out at Daasek, striking him across the face and wrapping around his sword. He tried to hold it with both hands, but they were wrapped too tightly as they easily ripped the weapon from him. He reached down and pulled out his dagger just as another curtain launched itself at him. It encircled his chest like a constrictor and Daasek remembered horribly the suit of velvet that had so dearly cost him as it began to tighten.

He had only one chance now. Fortunately, his right arm, his throwing arm, was still free. He allowed himself to fall so he would not be distracted by the bucking carpet. Krujj stood still, eyes closed as he worked his magic. Daasek would get only one chance. Without reason, without question, he knew what his target must be.

He had always been good with a dagger. The weapon caught Krujj in the right hand, the unringed hand, pinning it to the wall. Krujj roared in pain and instantly the curtains ceased their pressure.

Daasek fought out of the velvet cocoon in seconds. The magician was stunned and struggling to free the knife deeply embedded into the wall when Daasek reached him. Without thought, Daasek seized the man’s free hand. There was only one object he needed. He nearly broke the magician’s finger off as he ripped the arcane ring free. He stepped back. “Now we can talk.”

Greenish ochre streamed from Krujj’s wound but he ignored it. Instead, he focused on the ring Daasek brandished before him. “You must give it to me. You don’t understand.”

“This?” He held the ring lightly. “Tell me what you know.”

The magician clenched his teeth. He tried to pull his hand free but the knife was embedded too firmly and he could not hold the haft with his other. “It will do you no good. I need my ring!”

“You were such a gracious host, I can only repay in kind.” He approached and with a swift pull removed his dagger from the wall and the magician. The man dropped to his knees, cradling his wounded hand. “You want this ring? Then take it,” and he turned and threw it into the fire.

“No!” The magician lunged after it. He stuck in his hands, shrieked, pulled them back, stuck them in again. Flames shot up his arm and quickly engulfed him.

Now that the ring and stone had been destroyed by the fire, one final task remained. Daasek retrieved his sword and approached slowly. He brought his weapon down, decapitating Krujj.

But as he did so Krujj reached out and grabbed his left arm. Daasek yelped at the burning touch and quickly shook himself free. He stepped back. The carpet was already beginning to burn. The rest of the house would soon follow. As he left, he looked at his left arm. The burns from Krujj’s touch left an oddly familiar design on his scarred skin. But, as usual, just a flash of recognition was all he was permitted.

   

He spent the evening in a tavern by the bay. From the doorway, he could see the lights of the flames engulfing the magician’s home. But he didn’t feel avenged, or satisfied, or even relieved. As he drank his wine, he could already feel the emptiness changing to the cursed urge, the urge to travel and to kill. He was sure that by morning it would be full upon him. And he could only obey.
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Chapter Two: Prelude: The Great Sail 

 

It was the season for the moon of Phann. Herald of the new planting, the high tides. The time for the young men of the city to take their rite of passage and prove their worth as seamen for the great fishing fleets of Myniah.

Under a tall tree, facing the harbor, three young men sat sharing a bottle of wine and discussing their dreams, the young ladies, and their upcoming ordeal … in no particular order, although the second received particular attention. Borof, son of a shopkeeper yet caught in the weave of the fisherman’s net, was under the heaviest influence of the strong drink. His voice rose and fell like the waves offshore. “One month, no more,” he swore and pounded his chest. “You shall see. I will be the first ashore with the head of my warback.”

Fygre, the youngest of the three (although by months only), laughed. “The way you sail, it will take you that long to breach harbor.”

Borof flared. He would always resent the fact that his two comrades were born to the Guild while he had to beg his father and a son-less fisherman to second his apprenticeship. He formed a fist reflexively. “You are going only because you were born with a silver hook in your mouth. Who has proven the fastest with the sail, or farthest with the net?”

Fygre looked to Daasek and raised a quizzical eyebrow. Truth be known, it was the latter only who could boast such skills.

Daasek ignored the challenge. This evening he was enjoying himself too greatly to mount an argument, one that at another time he would gladly have enjoined. “That matters little when searching for warbacks,” he observed. “It took my father three months to find his warback and return. This is not a race. All that matters is that you succeed.” Borof glared at him, then nodded. “Well spoken.” He suddenly smiled and lifted his glass for the dozenth time. “Success for all of us. To each a strong boat and to each a warback. And a celebration with plenty of wine and beautiful women when we all return.”

Fygre drank thoughtfully, then looked at Daasek. “When your father recaptured his, he lost an arm. Don’t you ever worry, Daasek?”

Of course I worry, Daasek thought and clutched his right arm reflexively, the one that his father had lost during his own Great Sail. Only a fool wouldn’t worry.

The warbacks were the kings of the Horean Sea. A man might grow to four kines in height. Full-grown warbacks were over eighty kines long, with sharp pointed spikes along their wide backs and mouths strong enough to snap a mature tree with one bite. A fully grown warback was easily more than a match for even the fastest warships. The ships the fishermen sailed, by contrast, were less than a quarter their size and not nearly as swift. Throughout most of the year the warbacks stayed within the deepest currents of the Horean Sea, much farther than even the bravest Myniah fisherman would dare ply his trade. The moon of Phann brought higher tides, however, and that signaled the warback’s spawning time. Then they made their long journeys back to the shallower coastal waters, which they normally couldn’t enter. There they mated, depositing their silt and eggs and bringing commerce of the seacoast towns to a virtual standstill.

Not all commerce, however. Full-grown warbacks might be impervious, but infant and young warbacks were not. Newborn warbacks were considered a delicacy by nobles throughout the coastal kingdoms. During the hatchling stage, hundreds of boys and girls (and old men and women) would wade the surf, scooping them up by the net full.

The Guild fishermen of Myniah never participated in this sport despite its profitability. Their interest in the warback was much more practical—and personal. Each warback was born with a heartstone, remains of the eggsack, which attached itself to its tongue. When a Guild member sired a son, he would go to the spawning grounds and capture one warback. The hatchling would be raised in freshwater pens until several kines long, large enough to defend itself. The heartstone was then carefully removed, with half of the stone being fed to the warback, the other half retained. Only then was the warback taken out to sea and released.

The remaining half of the stone would be given to the son, who would consider it his most valuable possession until the time of the Great Sail. For there was a mystical link between the heartstone and the warback. A warback which had only half a heartstone could never become a mature adult. And a fisherman who slew the warback and captured that prize would be considered by other warbacks as one of their own and forever safe in their seas.

During the Great Sail, each apprentice sailor took a one-man skiff and braved the giant sea, seeking the warback, which in turn was seeking him. The sailor who survived would become a full master and member of the Guild. Not everyone did.

Daasek’s father had been lucky. He had only lost an arm in the great battle. Others had returned with far greater wounds, or not returned at all. Yet for someone who had dreamt his entire life of plying his nets in the giant freshwater ocean, the Great Sail was paramount above any other consideration.

Even Borof, with all his father’s riches, could never buy his way into the Guild. Almost none of the Guilds of Horea—the Timbermen, the Merchants, the Captains, the Usurers, the Philosophers or the Fishermen—allowed that practice (The Mercenaries alone welcomed everyone, but even with them it was the rare individual who could rise in power if not born into it). Each craft was jealously guarded and gripped tightly by families and brotherhoods. To be born into a Guild family meant one’s life work was virtually assured … if one passed his or her apprenticeship. But at least that person would have the opportunity. The son of a farmer, say, or a tanner would normally never have the opportunity to apprentice with the Fishermen, Timbermen, Usurers or Captains. Only through the kindness of a seaman who had lost his own son in infancy and therefore could offer sponsorship was Borof able to participate in the Great Sail. Daasek knew the merchant’s son planned to make the most of it. And Daasek wished him well.

By reflex Daasek fingered the small white stone he wore around his neck. Once he was in the waters and nearing his prey, the stone would begin to glow, then to burn. As unerring as a compass and far more accurate. And what would occur once he and “his” warback confronted each other?

He had heard tales of creatures 25 kines in length exploding suddenly out of still waters, rising into the air like a living whirlpool before crashing down on man and mast. Of eyes red with fire and intelligence staring down at these pesky little men, and mouths almost laughing as gaping jaws and razor teeth struck and tore and destroyed. Of monsters suddenly surfacing beneath boats, their spines piercing the bottoms and impaling men like pigs on a spit.

Of course there were the other stories. How a strong arm and well-aimed harpoon or arrow, poisoned with the Love of Karmela, could guarantee a fast kill. How, with the grand assistance of the Lady of Chance, a man armed only with a knife could master the great beasts. Some of Daasek’s friends had crafted fantastic histories of their upcoming battles with their warbacks. After hearing his father’s tale, Daasek prayed only for a short skirmish and successful sail home. But dreaming of, or fearing for, what lay ahead mattered little. His destiny, and that of a warback he had never seen, were bound by the heartstone he had worn since his birth. He was glad the Great Sail was arriving. He was tired of waiting.

“Festival tonight, Daasek?”

Daasek looked up, startled. He hadn’t realized his reverie had been so intense. The jug of wine was empty, and both Borof and Fygre were ready to make their unsteady ways to the harbor below.

“Is there any better way to spend the evening? It could be our last,” he finished only half in jest.

“In that case I plan to spend it between the thighs of a beautiful young woman.” Borof pondered briefly. “Perhaps several.”

“Just don’t turn Myniah into your personal spawning ground.” Daasek smiled. “Else you will find the awaiting elders a much more vengeful foe than the warback.” Fygre laughed. “Tonight, then?”

“Perhaps. If I don’t show, have a drink and a dip on me.”

Borof and Fygre made for the town and the taverns which would soon be bursting with well-wishers. Daasek headed towards the harbor where he would for the hundredth time check out his small craft in preparation for the Great Sail. If he returned, his celebration then would be a thousand times more glorious than any he could enjoy that evening.

   

Daasek lay on the bottom of his boat and looked up at the five-starred Face of Threnn. Across the quiet bay, he could hear occasional outbursts of laughter as the celebration continued long into the evening. He smiled briefly, not begrudging his comrades their last evening ashore … perhaps forever. Here, on his boat, on the sea, he truly felt at ease with himself and his world. On shore, even with his friends, he felt like a guest, always welcome yet still a guest. And at some point a guest has to leave.

This malady was not a result of the Great Sail. On the contrary, he had always felt that way. Because of his father’s injury, Daasek had never enjoyed a life of a normal apprentice—or a normal boy. His father was an excellent fisherman. But with his warback-created handicap, he could never hope to net the numbers his brethren brought to port.

In the typical Guild family, it was a point of pride among the fisherfolk that fishing was all they did. During the spawning or brief winter freeze, the Guild members were content to remain in port and frequent the taverns.

Daasek’s family enjoyed no such holiday. In the summer, Daasek caught warback hatchlings with the young and infirm, or dove for mollusks in the great Myniah bay. In the winter, he trekked to the forests and felled trees, which were then dragged across frozen rivers to townsfolk willing to risk the wrath of the Timbermen in order to save themselves a few crous. He trapped for food and fur. He helped the farmers with their crops, and unloaded the ships of others as well as his father’s. He had even laboriously copied by hand the nearly unintelligible tomes of the local Philosopher, who had repaid him by regaling him with his convoluted theories and, more usefully, teaching him how to read and write.

In his youth, other young fisherfolk had teased him unmercifully about his height (he was shorter than most men), his stocky, muscular build (more a result of his non-fishing activities), even his flaming red hair. Then there would be the inevitable fight, which he almost always won, and the taunting would stop for a day or two. Eventually, when he had proven his ability with the net and his fists, the taunting had ceased altogether.

Still he had never felt completely accepted by the others. This is why he chose to spend this evening alone with his craft and his thoughts. With much of the latter devoted to the warback, which he had never seen but awaited him. Somewhere. Do you think about me? He asked the sky. Do you know I am coming for you? There was a fierce intelligence behind those great jaws and armored body. All the fishermen knew that. Do you dream of killing me, of reclaiming what was once totally yours?

There were many songs and sagas about the Great Sail, but few solely about the warbacks. They shared the Horean Sea only grudgingly with the fishing and merchant fleets. Is it tolerance, or respect, or do you merely consider us irrelevant? Daasek suddenly laughed. “Musings of the grape,” he said aloud and wrapped the warback hide that served as his blanket tightly around him. Maybe he would find the answers. But not tonight.

   

When Daasek awoke, the sun was just beginning to clear the mist above the waters. He had slept in his boat that evening not out of exhaustion or drunkenness but simply because he could have never slept at home. His parents had given their farewell three days earlier. He recalled the tears he had seen in his father’s eyes when they had clasped for the final time. “I want this returned,” he had tried to laugh as he handed Daasek his Guild blade made from the spine of a warback, the same warback that had taken his arm. Then he had said no more. Instead, he had turned and limped back to the arms of his wife. Daasek’s mother, like a good fisherman’s mate, had said nothing at all. Daasek had immediately walked away without one farewell look. He did not need his father’s empty sleeve to serve anymore as a reminder of the hazards of the Great Sail.

The Great Sail was, in truth, harder on the fishermen than their apprentice sons. Their sons had the anticipation of the hunt, the passing of their apprenticeship, to look forward to. The fathers had no such outlet. Guild members did not fear the warbacks, but the beasts fed upon and chased away all possible catch, so fishing was impossible. The men instead would congregate at the waterside taverns, drinking hearty glasses of mulled wine and smoking and gambling and trying to avoid any conversation about the Great Sail itself. There would be occasional bets on who would be earliest returning, who would be longest on his journey. There were never wagers on who would die.

Daasek looked toward shore and saw lanterns bobbing uncertainly down the steep path towards the dockage. A good fisherman went out at sunbreak, and even during the Great Sail, this tradition was maintained. He could hear muffled voices, some dulled with sleep and the aftermath of drink, others bright and laughing with false bravado. He shook himself, removed his blanket of warback skin, stood and stretched. The mist felt refreshing and even the morning chill was welcome. Out in the water, in the burning sun, he would remember this morning fondly.

A few of his friends greeted him as they approached their own boats. He only waved. What had to be said had been over the past few weeks. Prayers and best wishes were useless now. All that mattered was the warback that waited for him and the heartstone they shared.

By twos and threes, the small skiffs entered the bay. A few had already hoisted sails, apparently competing for a wager they had made the previous evening. Daasek took a more pedestrian course. The warbacks would be there. The spawners had long since left for the deeper seas, but the unmated or immature would linger along the coast for another month, remaining a constant worry to seamen who lacked the protection of the heartstone or the presence of a Guild fisherman who had decided to sell his services to the Merchants and Captains rather than plying his normal trade. Instead Daasek rowed easily, delighting in the sight of the cliffs painted orange by the rising sun, the smells of baking bread and frying fish drifting out from shore. To him the cliffs were the most beautiful sight in the world and they could only be seen and appreciated from deep in the harbor. If he was one of the unfortunates, if he gave up his stone to the warback rather than the reverse, then he surely wanted to enjoy this vista one more time.

His drifting reverie was broken by a shout. He turned and saw a boat nearing his. It was Borof, and the latter definitely had lost his battle with the night before. “Daasek,” he yelled. “Do you have any wineshead?”

Wineshead was an herb used to cure ailing digestions. And hangovers. That was a remedy for the land, not sea, and Daasek knew he had none in his pharmacology. “Steam some kelp. Down it with a few fresh raw clams.”

Borof shuddered. “Do you want me to befoul the harbor?”

“Not while you’re this close and upwind. You could wait a few hours. The Great Sail may begin today, but you don’t have to start with the sun.”

Borof shook his head even as he held it. “I bet Fygre I would be first. I won’t give him any more lead than I already have.”

“Then good luck to you. And calm seas.”

Borof belched in reply, then steered away. Daasek rested at his oars a moment, then continued his easy, steady pace.

   

Daasek bent over his compact fisherman’s stove, adding just a small amount of wine to the mollusks in his pot. The only stores Daasek had brought were several jugs of wine and kelp biscuits. A true fisherman was expected to feed himself during the Great Sail, not depend on the larder of the land. Kelp, grickle and fanfish—plus an occasional seamocker—would be his normal bill of fare, but as long as he was still in shallow waters, he decided to harvest and feast on clams.

Most fishermen shunned shellfish, considering their capture beneath their dignity. They just sit there, they would argue. There is no challenge in catching a creature that merely waits for you. Daasek knew different. He enjoyed the challenge of digging them out from their rocky hideaways in the shallows and inland lakes as much as he enjoyed their succulence. He had won more than one bar bet by holding his breath longer than his challenger. No one ever imagined he had honed this talent by diving for mollusks.

Daasek opened the shellfish expertly with a flick of his father’s warback knife, then swallowed the morsel whole. The knife was by far the prized possession of the fisherman. The blade was a single spine from a conquered warback, much stronger and sharper than any man-made weapon. Only during the Great Sail was any man save a Guild member allowed to possess one. Only when and if, Daasek conquered his own warback would he be allowed to own his own.

Daasek admired the design on the leather-and-wood haft. It was a spiral that evolved into the body of a warback. It was his father’s signature. No other warback blade carried a similar pattern; no two warback blades were alike. Daasek had spent joyful hours toying with his own design, but as yet had not decided on one. He was confident some event during the Great Sail would provide final inspiration.

That evening, Daasek was serenaded by the laughter of the high-flying seamockers and the far-off calls of sounding warbacks. Occasionally he joined in, piercing Phann’s cloak with notes on his bonepipe, another gift from the conquered warback. He saw, far away, flickering lanterns from others in the Great Sail. No other reason could account for this many ships being in these waters this season.

It was tempting to approach his comrades. It was also not allowed. For the profession of a fisherman was one of solitude, and the Great Sail was often the first time apprentices were entrusted asea alone. They were expected to remain that way, for the Great Sail, and the battle with the warback, was an individual affair. He would enjoy his loneliness until his hunt was over. That night he dreamt of his meeting with his warback. It would be the first of many such dreams.

   

Phann’s daughter Iofhee had now joined him in the sky. Six weeks had gone by and Daasek had yet to feel the heat of his heartstone. Several times young warbacks had surfaced nearby, studying his craft like a woman scanning scones in a bakery. A mature warback would not have hesitated. They, however, had already returned to deeper, richer hunting grounds. The presence of his heartstone confused the smaller beasts. They were uncertain if he was family to them or food. One had lingered for several hours, circling, considering, finally bellowing with rage and frustration and sounding with a contemptuous flick of its tail.

By now Daasek was feeling frustration himself. There was always the chance his warback had not survived its own infancy. But the legends claimed that the heartstone of a warback turned red upon its death, and his was as milky white as when he had first clutched it. He could not slay another warback. The heartstone bound him and his selected prey as firmly as the vows of Iofhee bound a husband and wife. So he merely waved as the occasional spikes of the warbacks broke the surface. Find my brother, he told them wordlessly. Tell him I am here. Tell him one of us must soon die.

And perhaps his words had some effect. That night he felt a flash of fire at his chest, which passed immediately. But it was enough. His warback was alive. For the first time in many eves he fell asleep with a smile.

   

“If it’s that funny, why don’t you share the joke?”

The seamocker looked down from its perch on the short mast and cawed its raucous laugh. Then it shook itself and turned its attention once more to the sea.

Daasek chewed a hunk of kelp bread. His free hand inched across the bottom to where his knife lay. The seamockers were far-flying predators, but they were also considered a delicacy. It would make a welcome break in his diet. “You must be tired,” he said soothingly as his fingers closed around the blade. “Just stay there and rest. Perhaps you’d like to share my meal? Perhaps you’d like to be mine?”

The bird cocked one eye in his direction but said nothing.

Daasek brought his arm back slowly. Seamockers were an alert breed. “Yes, look into the sea. There must be plenty of grickle nearby waiting to feed a fine-looking beast like you. Just as you are going to feed me.”

The bird cawed reproachfully as the blade flashed by, missing it by inches. Insulted, it spread its wings and, giving one more laugh, launched itself.

Daasek cursed. He never should have missed the bird. He had always been good with a dagger, but the long trip had played havoc on practice. He vowed that he wouldn’t let these long idle hours go to waste again.

It only took a quick swim to retrieve his knife. In the haft was one of the air sacs from a warback. The warbacks were air-breathers and their backs contained dozens of small bladders, which they filled when they planned to dive deep into the Horean Sea. A fisherman’s knife would never be lost to the ocean.

Daasek crawled aboard and looked for the seamocker. He expected it to be far and high away by now. Instead, he saw it only a hundred kine distance. At first he thought it was swimming, a talent unknown for the bird. Then he realized it was standing on a piece of something, feeding.

He steered his craft that way. The bird laughed a warning at his approach. Finally, in disgust, it ripped away one more morsel and flew off. Once Daasek recognized what the bird had found, he wished he could do the same.

It was part of a gunwale. Still attached, still grasping for salvation, was a severed arm. That was what had attracted the seamocker. Daasek swung his craft violently away. He did not want to know, did not want to guess, who had become another victim of the Great Sail. He whispered a prayer to Phann as he steadfastly sailed from the wreckage. He dare not even allow himself one look back.

That night he dreamed of his father being consumed by a flock of seamockers. He did not sleep very long.

   

There was a slight thwickk as the blade struck sharply into the mast. Daasek smiled as he removed the knife. Right in the center of the small gnarl. Since his misfortunes with the seamocker, he had vowed never again to miss with his dagger. Now he spent several hours a day at practice, using every delivery possible at every conceivable available target. There wasn’t one bare piece of wood aboard that didn’t bear the scars of his mania. Normally the Guild knife was used for cutting rope and gutting fish. At an early age, Daasek had found knives useful for hunting as well. In the short Horean winters, he had spent many hours in blinds, waiting patiently for frost hares to venture out of thickets. Others had preferred the bow, but he had found the knife more useful. For one, the hares were less likely to run long distances with a knife in them rather than an arrow. For another, a simple steel hunting knife was less expensive and more readily replaceable. That was an important consideration if Iofhee was not smiling upon your efforts that day.

   

Daasek stepped back near the helm and sighted another target. This time he would throw underhand, he decided. But an unexpected wave hit just as he flicked his wrist. He cursed as he tripped and watched the knife miss by inches and sail into the sea. It had been his first miss that day.

He dropped the warback cape and dove in. A refreshing dip in the cooling fresh water was always welcome on a hot day. And summer was full-blown now, two months since the Great Sail had begun. He swam out quickly and reached for his knife.

And screamed as a searing flame struck his chest.

He gasped, choking and fighting for breath. It was the first time he had felt the call of the warback in weeks. But never as strongly as this. And this time the burning didn’t cease.

He clambered aboard his ship and collapsed on the bottom. He pulled the heartstone away from his chest with a trembling hand. Beneath, where the stone had lain, was an angry red blister. He clasped the stone and felt the warmth remain. The creature had not vanished this time, had not teased him with unfulfilled promise. It was waiting, somewhere. And now the time of his waiting was nearly complete.

Daasek steered east, following the heat of the stone. He gripped it strongly, willing it once again to flare into fire. But it did not. Slight heat persisted, but it refused to intensify as the minutes grew into hours and Daasek searched the sea for the sight of spines shattering the surface. “Coward you are, creature. May Karmela sleep with you through eternity,” he screamed more than once in his frustration. Yet the stone only mocked him with tepid heat. And finally the stone went cold in his grasp.

Daasek collapsed in the bottom of his boat, flinging the stone away. So many weeks, and now it seemed his voyage had just begun. Chasing a warback, he thought and shook his head. The concept was nonsensical. Even with the strongest winds, no craft could catch a warback, which did not wish to be caught. He retrieved the stone and balanced on the gently rolling gunwale. “You need this as badly as I,” he screamed, shaking his fist at the waves. He challenged the sea with an angry stare, then climbed back into his ship. “No more games,” he screamed once more. “You now come for me.” As if in answer, the stone flared in his hand. “So you feel insulted, do you?” He laughed to himself. “Then perhaps our playing is at an end.”

He went to the front of his craft and pulled back a small tarp. Below lay three harpoons, each poisoned with the Love of Karmela. One, well-placed, would be sufficient. He hoisted the first in his hand. He had spent hours making each, sanding and smoothing them, adding weights to achieve the proper throwing balance. He was confident his recent practice with the dagger would be beneficial for the harpoon as well. Now he merely had to wait.

The spiked fin of the warback broke the surface first, but still too far away to risk a throw. Daasek felt the stone begin to warm uncomfortably in his hand. He transferred it to a pocket in his vest, then returned his attention to the sea.

Surprisingly, the warback continued its leisurely pace. Lore claimed that the heat of the heartstone drove them into a frenzy during the final confrontation. Perhaps, Daasek thought, this one was exhausted from its long swim. After all these weeks in fruitless pursuit, it would be only fair if his conquering of the sea beast was to be an easy one. Let the others tell tales of miraculous hunts around the wine flasks. Capturing the heartstone was reward enough.

The head of the great beast finally appeared. Daasek guessed it to be about eight kines long, smaller than his craft and even small for adolescent warbacks. “Runt of the litter,” he snorted, then laughed. He wasn’t overly tall himself. Only appropriate, he decided.

Daasek hefted the harpoon tentatively. His boat was drifting closer now. A bit nearer and he could risk a throw. Perhaps his warback was abnormally stupid besides, because it still paid no interest in him. He wondered if that was a bad omen, then shrugged the thought away. It was time.

The harpoon cut the air in a gentle arc, then buried itself behind the second spine. The warback convulsed. It stared at him as if confused and insulted. Then it let out a great roar and sounded.

Daasek unfurled his small sail, then leapt to the helm and steered after. The poison would be working through the warback’s system, slowly paralyzing it. His throw had been fortunate. He had pierced one of the great lungs, and that prevented the dying beast from diving to the bottom. The end of his harpoon remained above water, and he followed it easily. So simple, he thought. Perhaps those stories about the Great Sail he had enjoyed while a boy were gross exaggerations. But he merely had to recall his father’s handicap to realize that wasn’t the truth for all.

The warback surfaced again. But this time its movements were much slower. Its great tail twitched spasmodically, its deadly jaws only trembled. Daasek waited. After all this time, he would drift safely afar until he was certain the creature was dead. The warback shuddered once, then gave out one more roar. Now it floated completely on the surface, unmoving. Daasek smiled and reached in his pocket. The heartstone was his.

The stone nearly singed his fingers. Just as his boat was struck broadside, he realized what had happened. The heartstone cools at the death of the warback. His had not.

He had slain the wrong warback.

His grip on the tiller saved him from going overboard. The warback, his warback, struck on the port side, near the bow. It lifted its head and shook once. Daasek could do nothing but hold on and stare at the great beast. This was one worthy of the chase, longer than his ship and at least as wide. The eyes were red with the fire of the heartstone and it looked at him with fearsome intelligence. Then it dove, allowing the boat to crash upon its back.

Daasek froze as he saw the mast crack near the base. If given time, he could lash it down. He wasn’t given time. The warback struck again, coming up almost directly underneath. One long spine rose through the hull, just missing him. He fell back as the boat once again entered the water. He couldn’t worry about the mast now. He had to repair the hole before his damaged craft sank.

The mast could not stand the buffeting. The spar seemed to groan, then slowly tilted sideways, grandly, drunkenly falling into the sea. Daasek didn’t have time to curse his fortune. The hole left by the warback’s spine was circular. He took a piece of wood from the remains of the mast and forced it in. Water still leaked in, but it posed no immediate danger. Later he would seal it with tar and clamshell paste. If there was a later.

The warback had paused for a moment. Maybe, he thought hopefully, the attack had hurt it as much as my boat. He inventoried the damage. Water washed around his ankles and continued to deepen. His mast was gone. His small stove and many other items were scattered about the bottom.

Then he looked to the bow and realized the true damage. The covering tarp remained but the harpoons did not. He had had no time to secure them between his assault on the first warback and the appearance of the second. Now they, too, were gone, pitched from the boat during the attack.

He looked out to sea. The water boiled, and then the great head of the warback arose. But it didn’t attack. It just rested, staring at him in silent challenge. As if knowing Daasek was helpless and could be destroyed at its leisure.

Something wrapped itself gently around his foot. He looked down and saw his small fishing net, used to capture grickle and fan fish for meals at sea. Much too small for a warback. But it gave him an idea. He retrieved the strong netting. He had his knife. He had a plan. Now it was up to the warback.

The warback continued to watch. Resting, recovering perhaps? Daasek wondered. The creature could afford to wait. Water continued to enter his boat, slowly but steadily. Daasek had to force the creature to attack. He pulled out the heartstone. It remained red and fiery to the touch. He held it by the small chain and brandished it over his head. “Coward,” he yelled. “Are you afraid to regain what was once yours?”

The warback snorted, then roused itself. It began to undulate towards him, first slowly, then with increasing speed. Daasek gripped the net loosely. This would have to be the most accurate cast of his life.

The beast was at full-speed now, heading straight for his boat. Daasek braced himself for the impact, but at just a few kines distance, the creature suddenly dove. Daasek didn’t hesitate. He waded to the other side. The warback was going to attack from underneath. With one hand Daasek gripped the gunwale, with the other he held the net. Waiting.

Even prepared, the impact almost pitched him from the craft. The warback exploded from the water directly in front of him, its sharp spines splintering wood along the side of the boat. With a practiced flick of his wrist, Daasek cast the net high and far. The net spread, then dropped straight over several dorsal spines of the warback. Startled by the attack, the creature dallied on the surface. Daasek only had seconds. He stood on the gunwale and jumped. He had to land at the side of the creature; otherwise he could impale himself on one of its razor spines.

He hit the creature solidly. Before the warback could turn towards him, he managed to grab the net and pull himself out of the water. The material tore in several places, but it slid down over one spine and held solidly. Quickly Daasek drew his knife. Beneath each spine was an air chamber. He drove the knife down, penetrating the scaly skin and the sac below.

The warback panicked. Angry, alarmed and confused, it bellowed, then sounded. Daasek took a deep breath and wrapped his hand in the netting. The only way the warback could dismount him now would be to tear his hand completely off.

Daasek was buffeted by the currents as the warback streaked underwater. The creature was too large and the spines too dangerous for him to grip it with his legs. It was the speed of the beast itself that keep him near it. He couldn’t see. Instead, he reached out with his knife hand and slowly twisted the blade into its side. The creature shook itself, and the pressure nearly tore Daasek’s arm from its socket. But Daasek hung on. He had no choice.

How long could the creature stay submerged? Daasek knew he could stay below for over five minutes, a talent honed from years of clam-catching in the rivers and shallow bays around Myniah. Warbacks were reputed to remain underwater for up to twenty, but this one had dived quickly. Moreover, one of its air sacs was destroyed. Daasek released his breath slowly, trying to lessen the pressure in his lungs. He continued to stab at the great creature blindly, but he had no idea if he was causing any damage. Still the warback swam on.

His ears began to pound unmercifully, as did the pressure in his chest. Torrid pain flooded through his left shoulder and he reflexively tried to release the netting. But his wrist was too firmly wrapped within it. He opened his eyes but couldn’t see anything save stars and blackness. I’ve stood worse than this, he tried to convince himself. I can stay under longer than this. He reached out and stabbed with the blade one more time. He felt a rush of air bubbles flow past his hand. He had struck by another spine, into another air sac. Was the creature slowing, was the creature rising? He reopened his eyes. Even with his hazy vision he was sure the water was getting lighter. They had to be heading up. Up to the surface. Up to air. They had to be.

The warback broke the surface, bellowing with rage and pain. Daasek hung on, gasping. If the creature dove again, he knew he wouldn’t survive.

But the warback was as exhausted as he. It tried to turn its head and grasp him, but the pain from its damaged side and lungs distracted it. Daasek struck it once again. The creature roared, then suddenly changed direction and began heading purposefully forward.

Daasek looked up and saw, several hundred kines away, the wreckage that was his ship. He is going to use my own boat to kill me.

Daasek drove his knife into the creature’s back and pulled himself forward. The creature shuddered, but maintained its charge. Daasek pulled out the knife, drove it in again, pulled himself still farther. There was a plate just above and behind the eyes. If he could reach that, he could stab the creature directly in the brain.

He tried briefly to free himself from the net, but he was firmly entangled. He didn’t have time to cut himself free. He stabbed again, behind the first dorsal fin. The creature roared as another air sac was pierced, and it slowed momentarily. Daasek stabbed behind the left ear. The creature nearly jumped out of the water, arcing its back as if a horse trying to unseat a rider. But Daasek had remained knotted in the strong netting. He couldn’t be thrown off. He stabbed again. Into the plate behind the warback’s eyes.

The creature shuddered. Once. Blood and ochre erupted from its gaping jaws. Its tail thrashed against the water, then slowed, then stopped. The creature floated, silent and still.

Daasek didn’t have much time. Still he sawed through the netting as carefully as possible, gritting his teeth from the pain of his shoulder. He had to save as much of it as he could, otherwise he would find it impossible to feed himself.

He wrapped the net in the belt at his waist, then cut away one of the warback’s dorsal spines. He would use it to make his own Guild knife. Now only one task remained.

He pulled the upper jaw back carefully. The warback’s teeth were fine, plentiful—and razor sharp. He jumped into the water and swam up next to the beast. At the base of the tongue it lay—the other half of the heartstone he had owned since childhood. Very carefully he dug it out with his knife. Very carefully he matched it to the stone still resting in his vest pocket. Both stones were red now, and they fit together perfectly. Very slowly and painfully he swam to his craft, now a mere 20 kines away.

   

Everything after was a shadow. He remembered sealing the hole. He remembered treating his cuts and damaged arm. He remembered bailing out some of the water. He didn’t remember his collapse. Lying adrift in sea and fever. Awakening long enough to force down soggy kelp biscuits and shore leaf and queen’s breath.

When he awoke four days later, the fever was gone and his shoulder offered only a dull throb … easily drowned by the fire of hunger in his stomach.

His first concern was food. His craft had long since drifted far away from the slain warback. Any meal would have to be freshly caught. Fortunately, he had not lost his net during his delirium. He spent several hours reweaving the lacework until he was satisfied. His stove, although damaged, had not been lost, and neither had his small supply of fuel. Several hours of effort netted three grickle—admirable fishing under the circumstances, he thought wryly—which he washed down with a finger of wine and the last of the kelp biscuits.

Satisfied, at least for the nonce, he sat in his partially-bailed craft and studied the heartstone. Now smooth and blood red, it showed no signs it had ever been two. He found it difficult to believe the battle he had survived achieving it. Yet the Great Sail would not be over until he had safely returned to Myniah.

His satchel was nearly depleted of supplies, but an important one remained. He removed a poultice, carefully wrapped in oilskin. To ensure protection, the heartstone had to be worn at all times. A chain, a bracelet would not suffice. He took his knife and carefully cut a semi-circle over his heart, above the nipple. He gritted his teeth as he peeled the skin back and inserted the heartstone, then carefully placed the poultice over the wound. The mixture of herbs would hasten the healing. Only a small scar would remain. A small price for possession of a heartstone.

He looked at the warback’s dorsal fin. He had had no chance to recover one of the small air sacs. He could never fashion a true fisherman’s knife. But at least he had proof of his prowess. He wrapped it in a piece of oilskin and secured it at the bow of his craft. Finally, he looked at his boat. The mast was gone, the bottom was still awash. But at least the craft was no longer leaking. And his oars had not been lost.

He removed the tiller from the water and inserted the oars in their locks. The currents, at least, ran south to Myniah. He would row at night, steering by the stars, and sleep in the day. It mattered not if he ventured across another vessel. He could not accept their aid anyway. He had no idea where he was or how long it would take, but he would find his way home. He started to sing a fisherman’s song as he began to row.
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Chapter Three: The Eighth Magician 

 

Daasek lay back against the tree and sighed, momentarily content. Nearby, his small fire smoldered, consuming the remains of his dinner. His mount nickered softly, then returned to grazing. Daasek ignored him. His steed deserved a rest. So did he.

It was two moon phases since he had left Ta’Bel. He had ridden hard the first two nights and hidden during the day. But pursuers (if there had been any) never appeared. The remainder of his southwest journey had been at a more leisurely pace, and he had even spent several days at a remote homestead, trading his labor for a meal and a bed for the evening. The old farmer and his wife had refrained from asking about his terrible accident, a courtesy he appreciated. Instead, they had accepted his help eagerly, and, if truth be told, he would have preferred to remain longer.

But he could not. The urge had come upon him, forcing him to abandon their hospitality in the middle of the night. Even this respite within the friendly grove would end all too soon. Daasek shook himself to escape the inevitable and reached for his dagger. The blade was circular, not flat, and made of bone, totally unlike any he had seen in his travels. He couldn’t remember where he had gotten it and he somehow knew that lost knowledge was important. Then he recalled the comments of Krujj, but the tantalizing hints from the dead magician only frustrated him more. Even the marks on his arm, left by the burning man’s grasp, stirred a memory. Yet his past remained as remote as the icecaps of Rhykensk.

Finally, he sat up in disgust. Contemplation was fruitless, but it had succeeded in ruining his momentary contentment. He stood, took aim at a knot on a nearby tree and threw his dagger almost by reflex. The blade stuck in the heart of his target.

For a good hour he practiced, choosing objects at random from the many which were present. He missed only three. Then he took his sword and shadow-fought. Not as satisfactory as the dagger, perhaps, but he recognized his limitations. If he was ever given the time, he vowed, he would seek instructions from an expert. But time was something he was rarely permitted.

   

The sky was graying when he finally threw down the weapon in exhaustion. He stripped to only his belt and dagger and jumped into the lake nearby. The water was ice-cold, just what he needed to offset his extensive workout. After swimming for a few minutes, he took a deep breath and dove underwater. He knew almost by instinct that mollusks and crustaceans would inhabit the bottom. He found a bed of freshwater clams with very little effort and just as easily loosed a half dozen. Satisfied, he swam upward. When he again broke the surface, he had been underwater for a full five minutes, and a troop of soldiers was standing on the riverbank.

“Come ashore now,” one said, and the bowmen near him notched arrows. Daasek considered. He was near the middle of the small lake fed by an even smaller stream. A difficult shot for a bowman if he just stayed where he was. And he doubted they had time to surround him completely. Yet his few belongings were ashore. And there was something else as well. He felt the urge rise within him, like an infant making its first movements in its mother’s womb. Whoever he was seeking was nearby, had indeed chosen to come to him. With powerful stokes he swam to shore, sheathing his dagger as he left the water. “What do you want?”

“He is ugly, isn’t he, sergeant?”

Daasek turned, startled. A young girl perched on a white horse rode forward and eyed him with bemusement. He guessed her to be no more than fourteen. Her hair was black and long, tumbling carelessly over her brow and shoulders. She wore a yellow dress of sheer cloth draped across one shoulder, leaving her small left breast exposed. In the center of her forehead rested a single black stone. He knew immediately she was the one he sought.

She returned his gaze without hesitation. “You are trespassing.”

“I did not know, dear lady. I apologize. I will pay for the fruit and fish I have taken.”

“How kind of you,” she replied without warmth. She turned towards her minions. “Sergeant, what did you find?”

“His saddlebags were empty. A few coins in his purse. As for weapons, just the sword. And, of course, the dagger he is wearing.”

She returned her attention to Daasek. “You expect to satisfy your penalty with a handful of coins? I think not, criminal. You have abused my property for well on a full day.”

Daasek might have been relaxed, but not that remiss. He was certain there had been no watchers in the forest. Yet he felt it best to maintain the charade. “Lady, I assure you it was only a few hours.”

“Do not lie to me, criminal. We have observed you the entire time. Sergeant, relieve him of his dagger. He may be clumsy with the sword, but certainly not with that weapon.” The officer removed the belt without protest and carried away the last of Daasek’s possessions.

“If I had been told, I would have left immediately,” Daasek said.

She laughed. “I rather doubt you would have understood anything my watchman would have to say,” and she gave a short whistle. Immediately a falcon swooped down and perched on her proffered wrist. It turned and stared at Daasek, and he gasped. Instead of eyes black and piercing, he faced orbs white and dead. “He comes with us, sergeant,” she said as she urged her mount away. “And he walks.”

Daasek watched as the soldiers mounted. At all times he was observed by at least one bowman well-prepared. Finally he walked forward. “May I at least have my boots?” The girl turned. She considered briefly. “Give him his boots. He will just slow us down otherwise.” She looked at his nakedness another moment. “And a cape. His sight is beginning to offend me.”

   

Three hours later they approached a small clearing. The lush forest had long given way to rock and desolation. During the journey the soldiers had left him unbound but Daasek had never considered escape. The blind falcon had remained circling overhead throughout and even though it was only late afternoon the sky was unnaturally twilit. Besides, he was being led exactly where he wanted to go.

They stopped in front of what appeared to be an abandoned cottage. She dismounted first. “Sergeant, you will remain. The rest of your men will go.”

The officer nodded and she snapped her fingers. The other men—and horses—vanished instantly.

“Leave his horse and belongings outside. He won’t need them anymore. You,” she looked at Daasek, “come with me.” She then entered the cottage.

Daasek turned. The remaining soldier stood casually, sword drawn. In a saner moment, he might have fought, but the urge was now too strong. He entered the hut as well.

The hovel was empty. No furnishings, no fireplace, nothing to suggest it was ever lived in. Even the windows were boarded. There was a rear door he presumed led outside. Since it was ajar, he assumed that was where he was expected to go.

He walked through it and entered a palace. The entrance was at least 40 kines wide and the hallway stretched thrice as far. Chandeliers hung down from beams of iron and wood, filling the room with almost painful light. Servants and soldiers bustled everywhere, yet they passed unmindful of his presence.

He walked slowly down the aisle and turned his attention from one wonder to another. Before him were suits of hammered golden armor and statuary of finest marble, shimmering oils and rich tapestries that portrayed creatures and landscapes he had never imagined, let alone viewed. The air was scented with essences that confused and delighted and resisted all his attempts at naming. Small children ran tirelessly around him, laughing and playing tag and using him to hide behind. Musicians wandered playing their pipes and lutes to entertain the jugglers and clowns who in return entertained them. All ignored his scarred body, his near nakedness. If they cared not Daasek decided he would not and ceased his efforts to cover himself with the inadequate cape.

He did not realize he had stopped walking until someone grabbed his arm. He turned to find himself in the tow of a laughing, beautiful servant girl, provocatively dressed. He tried to talk but she only shook her head, putting her finger to her lips as she did so. Another servant approached with a tray laden with plates of food and goblets of wine. He allowed himself the wine but ignored the other. The servant eyed him as if insulted, then finally left. He downed the drink without tasting and tossed the crystal away, laughing as it shattered on the stone floor. Others appeared almost instantly and began removing the wreckage. He looked at his guide but she ignored his poor manners as thoroughly as the others. Instead, she led him to a steel door. She placed his hand on the latch, then backed away, still giggling mindlessly. Daasek shrugged and pushed the door open.

This room bore no relation to the former. It was actually a narrow hallway that veered to his left. As he turned, a hand shot out and shut the door behind him. From out of the shadows a creature appeared. It was an amphibian, yet walking on hind legs like a man. “Follow me,” it managed to say, its long tongue sliding out between thick lips. The hallway was lit by torches, the only ornaments on the gray stone walls. They seemed to be ascending, but Daasek was not sure. It was cold and damp and he wished he had borrowed—or stolen—more substantial clothing before entering. His guide offered no conversation, although Daasek saw his tongue dart out several times. There were occasional insects here as well.

As they continued walking, the amphibiman said nothing. Daasek was getting colder by the minute. The creature wore a sword at its waist but made no effort to unsheathe it. Daasek could certainly wrest it away, or use one of the torches as a weapon, but finally decided against it. Without the amphibiman, he could easily wander this maze for the rest of his days.

For in truth it was a labyrinth they were traversing. Alternate paths appeared with increasing frequency, yet the frog man was unerring in his chosen path. A left, a right, then two lefts again. The walls never changed and Daasek wasn’t sure he could ever hope to retrace his steps. He wondered grimly if his hostess was being entertained. He was certain they were being watched.

Finally his guide took a final turn to the right and they were back again in a long, narrow and straight hallway. The creature pointed to the door at the end, then walked away. Daasek wanted to laugh as he approached it. All that walking and he was certain they had come full-circle. He wondered if the same serving wench would greet him. He hoped the man with the tray of delicious wine did.

This time when he opened the huge steel door, he found himself in a garden. The air was surprisingly warm and dry, a welcome change from the chilly catacombs. Birds of multi-colored plumage flew overhead. Monkeys and creatures he didn’t recognize played in the bushes and trees scattered abundantly about. A fountain in the center of a pool sprayed blue and red waters, and fish and insects sported within. Near the pool with her back turned to him, his captor waited.

“I shall have to punish you for making me wait so long,” she greeted in the same high girlish voice. But no haughty teen-age girl turned to greet him.

The dress was unchanged. The person before him, however, was not a budding adolescent, but a mature and beautiful woman. Her breasts were fully developed, her hips wide with promise. Her hair was brushed back and held with pins of gold and amethyst. In the middle of her forehead, the single black stone nearly glowed.

Daasek took a moment to reply and she smiled at his bewilderment. “The route was at fault. Perhaps your servant was lost,” he offered finally.

“A necessary precaution. Your people are so belligerent. I needed to learn what type of … manners you have. Whether you would attack at the first opportunity.”

“And if I had?”

She smiled at the possibility. “You wouldn’t have been the first to wander those corridors until you died.”

Daasek felt himself tremble as the urge rose within. Not now, he scolded himself. There is too much to learn. “Then perhaps I should thank my parents for educating me properly.” He forced himself to remain obsequious.

“Perhaps,” she said softly, misunderstanding the tremor that had run through him. She gazed at him thoughtfully and a playful smile flashed across her lips. “I see too much of you I think.” She snapped her fingers and one of the frog creatures appeared, carrying a suit of yellow.

Daasek eyed it suspiciously. “I would feel more comfortable in my regular clothing, if you wouldn’t mind,” he said, recalling Krujj and his accursed red velvet.

“Since when did I invite your opinion? Wear this or wear nothing. I prefer the former. You are truly the ugliest man I have ever met.”

The frog man neared Daasek. He reluctantly took the bundle and donned it swiftly. He was not surprised that it fitted him perfectly. “Thank you, madam.”

“You are permitted to call me Aletia.”

“Not princess or queen?”

She laughed without warmth. “I am much more than that. Much more than that. Come, let me show you the wonders of my garden. Then you will tell me about yourself.”

She led him to a solitary tree whose trunk displayed a rainbow of colors. “From Calenba. One of my favorite places. The leaves produce a potent narcotic. My help,” she gestured at one of the frog creatures nearby, “are addicted to it.”

“I’ve never heard of Calenba,” he offered.

“Of course not. It’s not of your world. Most of what is in my garden, most of my home, in fact, is not of your world. Frankly, Horea is one of the least interesting of the thirteen spheres.” She gazed at him. “You don’t understand, I see. Will you believe me if I tell you there are more worlds than your own?”

Daasek nodded. Part of Krujj’s conversation came to him. The magician had said much the same.

“We entered my palace through the doorway on your world. This garden, this room, most of my realm, however, is not on your world. Not on any of the thirteen worlds, actually. But my palace contains a doorway to each. When it suits my interests, I have access to any one I choose.”

“I was indeed unfortunate you chose to visit mine today.”

“Most assuredly,” she said and began walking away. He lingered to admire the vegetation but one of the frog creatures was suddenly next to him, its intent obvious, so he followed immediately. He caught her by a tree covered with white flowers. “Aren’t they lovely?” she asked as she carefully picked one. “They are my favorite. Their perfume is so delicious. Especially after they’ve been fed. They are called blood orchids.” She faced him with a carnivorous smile. “Would you like to see why?”

Before he could answer, one of the frog creatures stepped forward. She set the flower carefully on its shoulder. Roots stirred as if awakening from a long sleep, then slowly wrapped around the creature’s arm. At first nothing more happened. The amphibiman stood rigidly while Aletia watched expectantly.

Then Daasek noticed the bloom. It had been snow white when first selected, but now he saw a blush of pink at the center. He shook his head, then looked again. There was no doubt. The heart of the flower was darkening by the second and the petals were reddening as well. He looked at the amphibiman. Its eyes were closed, its body trembling. The roots were throbbing and growing with its heartbeat. Aletia’s smile broadened.

The flower continued to darken, and it was clear the creature was in great pain. Daasek expected it to scream. It didn’t, it collapsed instead. Aletia waited another moment, then reached down and pulled the flower from the supine body. The roots had returned to their original size and the flower now looked no different than it had in the tree. Except that it was a deep blood red. She inhaled its bouquet greedily. When she turned back to him, her eyes were glazed. She took a step forward and almost lost her balance. “Delicious,” she said finally. She looked at him. “I am such a poor hostess. Would you like your own? The effect is lost within minutes, you understand. Once the pollen is released.” She wiped her hand across her nose, and he noticed yellow powder on the back of it.

“Thank you, no. I doubt I would survive the experience.”

She giggled. “I didn’t mean it that way. Someone else would have provided it sustenance. I have plenty of help.” She looked down at the fallen creature. “They’ll do anything you tell them to. So obedient. So loyal. So mindless.” She turned. “Remove him.” Two other creatures appeared within seconds and began to carry the corpse away. She ignored them.

“What happens, you see,” she continued as they walked, “is that the roots continue to grow as the blood orchid feeds. They follow the veins, seeking more blood. Eventually they reach the heart. You knew that circulates the blood, yes?”

Daasek just looked at her.

“No wonder I hate your world,” she sighed. She turned and summoned another of her servants. “The others are of such greater interest. Worlds where men clad in metal fly in the air and water. One where the rainbow arcs in fifteen colors. One where there is no night and the creatures live forever and move as slowly as an ice field. A world of crystal shadows and endless quiet, and the slightest sound can shatter their edifices.” Her reverie vanished, replaced by anger. “And I am forced to spend my hours spying on the sty called Horea. Searching for you.”

Daasek maintained his innocence. “Are you sure I am the one you seek?”

She sipped on the wine her servant had handed her. “A squat, strong man. Flaming red hair. A weapon made from the spine of a warback. Do you possibly believe there is another like yourself terrorizing the peaceful mages of Horea?”

Warback? What does she mean? He felt a memory stir but he knew now was not the time to pursue it. Instead, he bowed. “Then I am deeply honored.”

She snorted. “You’re a deep hemorrhoid is what you are. The price I pay for this.” She looked at her garden, then back at him. “Are you worth it, I wonder? How can one man have caused such excitement and consternation among the Thirteen? Just look at you!” Daasek stood still as she walked around him, as if sizing a calf for a holiday dinner. “Strong, yes, and clearly intelligent. At least, you use words of more than one syllable. But you’re such an ugly man!” She touched one of his shoulders lightly. The caress was like ice and he shivered involuntarily. She walked away with a laugh. “I wonder, should I be entertaining you by revealing these wonders? Could one as crude as you truly appreciate the music of the spheres? Or do their luxurious harmonies fall upon tin ears?” She eyed him carefully, then shook her head. “I think not. Still, you are the most interesting event that has befallen Horea in many a moon. Without you, I suspect Horea would be as easily forgotten as yesterday’s bath. Yes, you might be good for one evening’s entertainment.”

She turned to one of her slaves. “Take him and get him bathed and presentable.

Then bring him to my quarters.” She looked at Daasek and frowned. “He smells bad.”

   

At least her hospitality is warmer than the last magician’s, Daasek mused. Three maids had greeted him in his chambers, disposed of his clothing in seconds, and thoroughly and expertly cleaned him. But mechanically; they had steadfastly repulsed his invitations and never said a word through an experience that changed from erotic to exotic to endurance. Then they had doused him in an odd-smelling lotion which he had tried to refuse, but wasn’t allowed. Without words, they made it clear their mistress wanted him that way.

Another amphibiman (or the same; by now Daasek had seen dozens but couldn’t differentiate) was at his door minutes after his toilet was complete. All this will be wasted if I’m led through that maze again, he thought. But this time the walk was down a short hall and he was led into her living quarters.

After the richness of the palace entrance and the alien beauty of the garden, he was almost disappointed. A low table of marble piled with platters of food and two goblets rested in front of a long divan. A few tapestries on the wall, and, on a table by the solitary window, another blood orchid, pristine white and waiting to be fed. Nothing more.

Aletia was seated, waiting for him. Once again she was all in yellow, a dress this time that covered her completely yet was so sheer it mattered little. “Sit here,” she commanded, not rising. She glanced at the servant. “You may go.”

The frog man exited immediately. She gazed thoughtfully at Daasek. “Does the austerity of my quarters surprise you?”

Daasek shrugged. “After the richness of your entrance, yes.”

“I do not use my powers to amuse myself. Others, perhaps, such as you. I have … other ways to entertain myself.” She glanced once at her table. “Eat,” she said finally. “I know you must be hungry.”

Daasek sat and studied the table before him. He recognized only a few of the meats and fruits. Many presented strange odors or strange colors. He took what he considered an apple and bit. He was relieved to discover he was right.

“Drink some wine.” She handed him a glass. He sipped it, starting at the bitter taste but drinking anyway. When he set it down he noted her glass remained full.

“So now you will tell me,” she began, suddenly smiling. “What is your name?” “Daasek.”

“Why were you in my forest?”

“I was traveling south. I just stopped to rest. I had no idea I was trespassing.” “Where were you going—south?”

He thought for a moment. “I don’t know,” he said truthfully.

“I see.” She frowned. “Perhaps I have been too rash. I think I might forgive you, Daasek. Drink with me and we shall consider the possibility.”

The wine was more palatable this time. When he set down his glass, he could even imagine himself feeling the effects of the alcohol. Which, he knew, was impossible.

“Where are you coming from?”

“Ta’Bel.” There was no reason to lie, he thought.

“And why were you there?”

“I was there,” and suddenly he felt a curtain fall across his mind, separating him from himself. He was a spectator as he heard himself telling everything. About his first visit, his meeting with Krujj, the terrible flight and even more terrible aftermath. He tried to stop himself but couldn’t. He was an audience, a voyeur overhearing the story of his most recent life as if for the first time. Although as he listened, he seemed to remember other facts, other events that the storyteller was omitting. Such as his conversations with the magician Krujj. The fact he was controlled by another. Controlled by a magician with a stone similar to hers.

When his tale was complete, the curtain lifted. The effects of the wine or whatever he had drunk vanished. But, surprisingly, the memory, the real memory of his trip to Ta’Bel, did not.

She nodded, seemingly satisfied. “Then you are indeed the man I was told to watch for. Although your blood red hair and barrel body were proof enough.

“You have caused problems, many more than you could ever imagine. At first you were a mere annoyance. But then you became a threat. Finally the Thirteen became interested, and therefore I as well.

“You have become too dangerous. Perhaps you are getting assistance that we are not aware of. Your success with Krujj … I was quite impressed. And now, of course, you are here to attempt the same with me.”

Yes he was, but now he discovered he had the power to lie. “No,” he responded. He raised a scarred arm. “I have paid enough of a price.”

“Yes, so you have,” she caressed his arm with fingers of cold fire. “Perhaps I can make it all worth while.” She touched her gown and it fell from her like dust. “Kiss me,” she commanded.

He reached for her and her mouth exploded at him. He caught his breath at her surprising passion, but then realized it was not passion at all.

It was hunger.

She grasped his head with both hands. He felt a terrible pressure building, as if somewhere inside him a whirlpool was rising, threatening to take him down to some unholy pit of Hys. Far beneath his consciousness, he realized with a cold fear that it was a feeling he had experienced before. He wanted to cry out, to break away, but it was as if he was caught in a hurricane, helpless to raise a hand, to talk, to breath, to hear or smell or feel or even think. To do anything save go where the wind demanded.

Faces appeared before him. Krujj, laughing at him even as the fire burned his flesh away. The frog man, smiling while the blood orchid drained him dry. The three swordsmen he had faced in the alley. Men he did not remember but who, he knew with fear and pain, had all died by his hand. And one he did remember, the man who terrified him most of all.

But that memory vanished as the pressure within him slowly began to turn to fire. He knew that within seconds he would have to scream.

There was a scream. But as the pressure relaxed and he began to return to his body, he realized it hadn’t come from him.

It had come from Aletia. He opened his eyes and looked at her. She lay across from him on the divan, her body ashen and trembling. And it was no longer the teen-ager he had first met, or the full-bloom woman in the garden. This woman’s hair was white, her skin wrinkled, her breasts hollow and sagging. She weakly opened one eye. “You have no soul,” she whispered.

He now knew what she was. A succubus. A soul-vampire. As well as a witch in possession of the black stone. He rose shakily. He knew somehow what had happened to her. In discovering little or no soul to feed upon, she had suffered a psychic backlash more painful than his own. He would make it more painful still.

The stone first, he realized. He picked up the bowl of fruit, emptied it on the floor, then struck her on the forehead. It took three of his heaviest blows before the gem cracked and a small cloud began to escape. Then he walked unsteadily to the far table and removed the blood orchid. Its roots began to tremble, understanding that it was about to be fed. “But not me, not tonight,” he said. Instead, he placed it on her forehead, directly over the black stone. He waited until the roots were firmly implanted, then left the room. He still had much to do.

It took him only moments to find one of the frog creatures. “Do you know the way to my world?” he demanded.

The creature didn’t hesitate. “Yes,” it said awkwardly.

“Take me there.” As Daasek followed the servant through halls and passages, he recalled her comment in the garden. So obedient, yes. So loyal, no.

   

There was no one in the alcove. None of the beauty that had greeted him—the art, the light, the suits of armor or hordes of people—remained. A few torches flickered against cold gray walls, nothing more. The illusive powers of the witch had died with her. He quickly walked past the door, through the bare cottage, and outside into his own world. His horse, his clothing and, most importantly, his dagger were still there.

One duty remained. It came unbidden, as if by instinct. He dismounted, gathered a handful of wood, and reentered the cottage. He piled the wood before the doorway to the other worlds. His hands made arcane movements by themselves. He found himself voicing formulae he had neither heard nor practiced. Then he felt a blast of heat come from the pyre of wood. And even though the wood did not itself burn, he could see the door behind dance in the flames of the invisible fire. The immortal, indiscernible flame would prevent traversal between his world and the other twelve for eons.

The forest he now rode through was lit only by the natural glow of the moons. The sound of the night creatures hid no evils unknown. The urge was fulfilled. He should have been satisfied, but he was more troubled than before. The words and events of Krujj now bore down upon him like sod upon the grave. And the words of Aletia as well. “You are a tool,” he now recalled Krujj saying. “You have no soul,” said Aletia. What worried him most of all was that he now knew there had been others. So many faces and names he could not remember, but faces, he now fully realized, he had slain for reasons he knew not. How many more? He wondered. How many have I killed? How many more must I kill? He rode through the night in fear of the answer.
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Chapter Four: The End of the Beginning

 

Daasek pulled the warback hide tighter and inched closer to his small stove. The seasons had changed since his confrontation with his warback. Little else had. By day he rested, covering himself for protection from the high burning sun. He would fish in the early morning and twilight or practice with his blade. At night he would row for hours, following the southern currents and the five-starred Face of Thren, the constellation which would lead him, eventually, to the warmth and waters of Myniah. As yet he had not crossed the path of another ship.

Daasek blew into his hands and rubbed them vigorously. The change in weather meant he had been on his voyage nearly half the year. Surely, no one had ever been on the Great Sail this long. His story would be worth several jugs of wine when he returned, he thought wryly.

He looked down where his mast had been. Now only a shattered stub of wood well-coated with clamshell paste remained. There were reminders of his great battle elsewhere as well, most notably the deep scars that ran the length of his right leg and across his shoulders. My boat would not win the approval of shipbuilders now. He was fortunate the craft was made mostly of unseasoned wood. The wood had swelled at the many cracks caused by the warback’s attack, effectively sealing them. The rest of his hurried repairs were holding.

He admired the flickering fire another minute, then reluctantly extinguished it. It was too small to warm him and what precious fuel remained had to be saved for cooking. There were better, more profitable, methods for getting comfortable. Wrapping his hands in strips of warback hide, he took his seat in the center of the craft and inserted both oars in the oarlocks with arms grown even more powerful from his incessant labors. Above and behind him, the Face of Thren smiled. Somewhere below and beyond lay the cliffs and calm harbor of Myniah and home. He began to row.

   

An ascending scale of thirds drifted out across the freshwater sea. Daasek sat in the bow of his boat, drifting and drying in the sun from his recent swim. His fingers ran along the bonepipe, one he had carved as a boy from the spine of a warback. The tune was one of his favorites, a shantey called “Seamocker’s Ransom.” Tradition had it that years ago, a fisherman, becalmed in a damaged boat, had fashioned the melody to imitate the calls of that sea predator. So successful had he been that the birds had flocked to his ship and placidly allowed themselves to become his fodder.

Were it true, he thought wistfully. He had been practicing the tune for nigh an hour. As yet no laughing call rang from the heavens, no shadow of wings caressed the waves. “Perhaps you might instruct me on the proper fingering,” he yelled out. “My taste for grickle is fast disappearing.”

But at least I have grickle, he thought as he recalled again the song’s saga. His net still fed him well, even if monotonously. He stretched, took another position to relieve the pressure on his buttocks, and began again. After all this practice he was still having difficulty with the chorus.

This time, however, a voice answered his flute. But it was not the chortle of the seamocker. It was the trumpet of the warback.

The spines appeared first, then the great head broke the surface less then ten kines away. Daasek slowly put down the flute. Not now. I don’t want to fight you now. The great creature turned and focused its red rimmed eyes on Daasek. Daasek felt a warmth spreading in his chest. The heartstone, he thought. It recognizes the heartstone

 

   

The sea master continued to regard him, as if trying to decide exactly what sort of creature it was facing. Daasek reached down slowly and retook the bonepipe. Just as carefully he brought it to his lips and assayed a few trembling notes. The warback waited. Finally Daasek decided. If you are going to attack, then do it. I can’t stop you. He rudely turned his back to his audience and commenced his practicing. After a few minutes he heard a hoot and then the slap of the warback’s great tail. When he looked, the creature had gone.

The warmth of his heartstone faded as well. But even though he was alone once again, Daasek was smiling. The legends had foretold truly. The warbacks and he were now kin. He was finally and truly a fisherman of Myniah!

   

The redness of the cliffs was fading and the wind was picking up from the east, blowing shivering cold across the water. Daasek didn’t notice. He was home.

He rested on the oars and admired the golden Myniah cliffs. They, at least, hadn’t changed, rising out of the sea, monolithic guardians of the harbor and town within. Soon the watch fires would be set, serving as warnings for anyone still at sea. But he was too cold, too eager to await that ritual. Even at sail, he would have several hours to go before moorage. If he hastened, perhaps he would meet several of his friends drinking late at the wine shops.

But as he rowed into the harbor, Daasek began to sense that something had changed. There were no tardy vessels greeting him, no lights on craft or cliff. Even the seamockers, which claimed the crags as their own, were strangely subdued. He glanced at the sky. Iofhee alone looked down, her father now a denizen of the day. This was among the busiest months of the year. He could think of no festival, no reason at all that would make the harbor so still.

His caution increased as he further penetrated the harbor. It was nearing winter. The great fishing fleets should be filling the bay and the men hard at work preparing them for the upcoming winter. There were boats here, but not the kind or numbers expected. Instead of the small fishercraft, the harbor was dotted with larger merchant vessels. And several that looked less friendly. He stilled his oars and drifted. Where is the fishing fleet? They couldn’t all be out to sea, not this late at night and at this time of year. This was not the Myniah harbor he knew.

He made his decision. He rowed as softly as possible away from the great craft and selected a dock far to the end of the nearly empty piers. He sheathed his knife behind his back, out of sight but near of reach. His cape of warback hide was no protection against the wind, but the hide was dark. He wrapped himself within and carefully, awkwardly stepped onto the dock.

Not carefully enough. As soon as he stood on the pier, two lanterns flashed into life, impaling him with their beams like a fly on a pin. “What have we here?” a harsh voice called from behind the blaze. “A pirate sneaking ashore if I miss my guess.”

Pirates? Daasek shook his head, stunned at both their presence and words. He could not recall when the small Shore Patrol had ever troubled itself with activities at the docks. Their concerns were centered around the few taverns and brothels and the outsiders who frequented them. The reference to pirates made no sense either. No pirates would challenge Myniah. The fisherfolk were too strong on land and sea. “I’m no pirate,” he choked, immediately embarrassed at his voice. It was rusty with disuse.

“It croaks,” laughed the other. “A giant frog. A giant talking frog. This is indeed our lucky day.”

The taller man stepped forward. In the light, Daasek could see that he indeed wore the uniform of the Shore Guard. But the uniform was different somehow, although he couldn’t tell why. A jug of wine dangled from one hand, but that did not capture his attention. The sword he wielded did.

“I am Daasek,” he tried again. “I just came back from the Great Sail. I can show you my craft. I lost my sail, you see,” he continued as he turned back to his ship.

“Stop there, criminal. Or I will disembowel you where you stand.” The man flicked out his sword, which left a stream of red across Daasek’s left arm. “The Great Sail has been over for months. You have to be a pirate. Or a thief. Or assassin. You are under arrest.”

Daasek blinked at them, stunned and disbelieving. He had never had difficulties with the Shore Guard and they had never acted so unreasonably. “I’ve got to see my family, my mother and father,” he finally spoke. “I haven’t seen them in nearly a year.”

They both laughed. “How rare,” the rear voice mocked him. “A thief who actually knows both his father and mother. What are the odds they share the same surname?”

“Hold out your hands,” the swordsman commanded. Daasek obeyed and watched silently as leather thongs were wrapped tightly around his wrists. Only then did the other man approach. They studied him for several minutes as if admiring a pig on a spit. “Look at those arms,” the taller said finally, holding his lantern close and running one finger along Daasek’s massive biceps. “Those are not the arms of a fisherman. A thief or a pirate, a barbarian to be sure. Our captain will want to talk to you.”

“I don’t,” but the remainder of his message was aborted by a harsh shove in the back. It will be all right, he kept telling himself as he stumbled along the pier, both a result of being too long at sea and the close, harsh attention of his captors. I will explain what happened. They will believe me. But somehow he knew they wouldn’t.

   

“You claim you are a fisherman.” The captain looked at him with cold suspicion. “Yes.” Daasek stood still and steady before him. The guards had led him directly to the captive house, where his knife and clothes had been roughly taken from him. They had answered no questions, offered no comfort, merely provided him with a loose-fitting robe, nothing more. Now he was in the commander’s office, his hands tied before him, and he still had no understanding of what had occurred since the Great Sail.

The captain was someone Daasek didn’t recognize. There was an undercurrent of evil in his gaze, his words. Now in the well-lit room Daasek realized what had seemed different about the uniforms. There was no Mercenaries Guild insignia on the sleeves, no sign of the Guild on the walls. The Guild had always provided the Guard, yet this man, and the others, were no members. What happened while I was gone? In looking at his captor, he knew that the captain was not the man to ask.

Meanwhile the officer studied Daasek’s knife. “This is a weapon of the Guild,” he admitted finally.

“He has to be a pirate, or an assassin,” the stouter of the guards offered eagerly. “Look at the man. No fisherman is that strong.”

The captain gazed at Daasek. “My officer has a point. You have the body of a barbarian, not of a simple fisherman. Perhaps you should tell me about the Great Sail.” Daasek did so, trying to include every detail possible. He realized that if the captain didn’t believe him, his situation would become even more perilous.

“Pure fantasy,” the swordsman snorted when he finished. “Only a complete fool would believe such a fable.”

“You know nothing about the Great Sails,” the captain replied evenly. “You are not from here. I have heard some of the tales told in the wine shops. His may be more fanciful than most, true, but that does not make it less possible. Did you search his boat?”

The two guards looked at each other, then admitted, embarrassed, they had not. “I suggest you do so. There are many elements to his story we can verify. Report here immediately when you’re through.”

“But captain,” the shorter began to protest, then was quickly hushed by his companion. Clearly they had anticipated other, more delightful activities. They favored Daasek with glares of pure hatred as they left.

“My men have an overdeveloped sense of caution,” the captain offered by way of small apology. “Are your bonds hurting you?”

“They are tight,” he offered.

He nodded, satisfied and perhaps disappointed. “As well they should be. Barbarians cannot be trusted.” The man sat back and poured wine from a silver container. He drank deeply, and smiled as Daasek swallowed involuntarily. “Where did you get this knife?”

“I told you, my father. May I sit?”

“No. I will not offer hospitality to a barbarian. Sneaking ashore in the darkest hour. Evil intent clearly in mind. I believe I would be doing the populace a favor by killing you now.” Then he laughed. “But then, I might be doing you one as well.”

Daasek could think of nothing to say. He was tiring of standing but there was no sign that the man would show civility. Instead, he drank and toyed with the knife and occasionally sneered at Daasek. This went on for three glasses. Then the doors opened and Daasek’s capturers reentered. They carried little; his small net, his stove, a few bits of clothing. Virtually the only possessions left on his boat. They tossed them on the captain’s desk. “His boat was very damaged. He could never have crossed the Horean Sea in it,” one offered.

“He must have been dropped from a pirate’s ship,” his comrade chimed in. “Either exiled or sent on some unseeming mission.”

“Yes, I tend to agree with you,” the officer said as he briefly examined each item.

Daasek began to protest. There were people in Myniah who knew him. They would attest his character. But he stopped himself. Too much had happened, too much had changed since he left on the Great Sail. Until he understood more, he did not want to put any of his friends in danger.

“His hanging would provide grand entertainment this morning, I think,” the taller patrolman offered. “We could wager on his death. With his strong neck, I would give him two, maybe three minutes.”

His friend was eager to argue, but their captain silenced them both with a wave. “I think not. I think there is a better solution. One that could prove far more painful.” He smiled at Daasek. “Although I do believe you will have preferred dancing on air. Actually, I should thank you for dropping in on us like this. You may be the solution to a very vexing problem. Sergeant,” he called. A panel on the right wall slid open and a man walked out, sword drawn. “Feed him, clean him. Tomorrow he goes to the manor.” The man nodded and touched his sword to the small of Daasek’s back. The captain picked up the tangled netting, then looked at Daasek’s departing back. “You shouldn’t have come back,” he said almost to himself.

   

Morning came too early. Although his bed was little more than straw and a blanket, it felt like a feathered mattress compared to the bottom of his battered boat. Daasek even reveled with the cold bath and tepid gruel, which drew questioning stares from his captors.

The seriousness of his plight struck him, however, when he was led to the stables. Iron manacles replaced the leather bonds and he was thrown roughly into the back of a cart, where two armed guards watched him wordlessly. The captain appeared only briefly to spend a moment talking to his men. They were clearly reluctant to obey his order, an observation which troubled Daasek even more. Then the captain looked at him. “You are going to enjoy a rare opportunity,” he said, then laughed. The others laughed as well, but there was a note of sympathy, if not fear, injected. The sun was still rising as the cart worked its slow way through the town into the hills and forest beyond. Daasek made himself as comfortable as possible and looked up at the trees and sky. How often he had dreamt of riding through the woods, enjoying the shade of the trees and their fruit. Instead, he was lying on his back in chains, in transit somewhere. He concluded that somehow he had angered the guardians of Hys. There was no other explanation.

As their journey continued, Daasek noted that something had altered even his familiar forest. The woods grew dark, unnaturally so. It was as if the sun was afraid to shine here. Gray shapes, nearly indistinguishable from the shadows, flickered at the edge of his vision, disappearing immediately when he focused on them. Trees adopted unusual shapes, discordant cries from creatures he did not recognize echoed in the silence. His guards were no more at ease than he. Their tenseness and alertness increased, their animals grew more restive and tremulous. They whispered among themselves and occasionally threw accusing glances his way, but Daasek was unable to decipher their comments, his few attempts at conversation rebuffed.

It could only be noon but it appeared twilight when the party pulled up before a great stone building. The guards did not dawdle as Daasek was pulled roughly from the cart and thrown before the rough-hewn wooden door. One man knocked timorously. A spyhole opened and the soldier talked hurriedly with someone within. The soldier rejoined his comrades. “Leave him. They’ll take care of him.” The look they gave Daasek as they hastened away was almost pitying.

Daasek sat on the great stone step. The chains remained. Flight was impossible. Then bushes nearby shook and something that looked like a large rat—but not quite—brazenly came forward to sniff at his bare feet. He kicked out and the creature jumped back, chittering angrily. It stood on its hind legs while it washed itself, and even in the unnatural darkness Daasek could see its teeth were unusually sharp, its eyes clear with a wicked intelligence. It approached more carefully the second time.

The door opened with a thunderous groan. “What have we here?” called a booming voice, seemingly friendly but with cold hostility beneath it. “Someone has abandoned an infant at the doorstep of Nyxx. And he brought a pet, yet!”

Daasek turned. Behind him stood an old man dressed all in blue, from his peaked cap to his soft slippers. A full white beard flowed halfway down his chest. He smiled, and Daasek noted that one tooth seemed to have been replaced by a small black stone. A stab of pain in his foot prevented further observations. He glanced at his foot and saw the rat-thing scurry away, licking blood from its paws and face.

“Tut, tut, Abracina. That is no way to treat our guest. If you were hungry, you should have told me.” He smiled at Daasek. “She can be so demanding when she wants something. Not much different than when she was herself, actually,” he added thoughtfully. “Enough small talk. We should get you inside and comfortable, and then you can tell me all about yourself.” The last was more than a request.

Daasek stood awkwardly and limped behind. The interior of the building was as barren as the outside. It seemed to consist of one great room, dominated by a huge fireplace at one corner and a great desk at the other. He thought back, then remembered that at one time this had been the hall of the Timbermen. Why they would have given it up he could not guess. And he knew he shouldn’t ask.

His host made his way directly to the single chair by the desk. It was obvious Daasek was expected to stand or sit on the floor. Daasek made no comment. Poor manners now appeared the norm in his homeland and he was becoming accustomed to this fact. The old man sat and poured himself a glass of wine. He offered none to Daasek. Instead he filled and lit a silver pipe and blew clouds of noxious black smoke. He studied his captive carefully but maintained his silence.

“Perhaps you could remove these chains. I promise I won’t attack you.” Daasek lifted his hands.

“Of course you won’t.” The man continued his musing, acting as though Daasek was not there. He took a small cake from a tray beside him. He finished it, washed it down with a draught of wine and leaned forward. “Perhaps. What is your name?” “Daasek.”

“Where are you from?”

“Myniah.”

“Myniah.” The man made a circling motion over the desk. “That’s the name of this infernal place, isn’t it?”

Daasek bit back his anger. The man had to be the cause of all the difficulties, and he didn’t even know where he was? “Yes.”

“What are you?”

“A fisherman.”

“May Hys sire your grandchildren!” he responded with surprising vehemence. “Your people have caused me many problems. Many problems! Why haven’t you joined them?”

Daasek shook his head. “Joined them? I do not understand.”

His captor studied him quizzically. “Perhaps you don’t. Where have you been?” “On the Great Sail. Surely your captain told you this.”

“He did indeed. He also said he didn’t believe you. Neither do I. The Great Sail was over months ago.”

“I had … difficulties.”

“You still do. Continue.”

Once again Daasek recounted his hunt for the warback. When he finished the old man was smiling.

“Most remarkable,” he beamed, “most remarkable indeed! I would guess that in any other time you would be a hero to this fetid backwater of a town. Unfortunately there is no one left to appreciate your adventure.” He looked at Daasek coldly. “All of your fishing friends are gone.”

“Gone?” He wasn’t surprised, judging from the emptiness of the harbor. Still the word stumbled out like an unpleasant morsel. Daasek shook his head, trying to comprehend. “What did you do?” he asked, fearing the worst.

“I did nothing. I merely came to Myniah because I needed your fleet. I requested their assistance. More than a request, to be honest, but they refused.” He rose, and all the friendliness that his countenance belied was gone. “Your people went out in the morning with your nets and your ships and then you never returned.” He slammed his fist on the great polished desk. “Without your ships Myniah is nothing to me. Nothing!”

He turned towards the window. “But I will find them. I will destroy Myniah as they have tried to destroy me. And I will hunt down the fishermen and destroy them as well.”

There was too much information for him to comprehend immediately. But one question had to be asked. “Why?”

“Why?” The man toyed with the question like a cat with yarn. “Why indeed. Why should the most powerful magician on Horea be biding his time in the woodlands of Myniah when there is an entire world to conquer?”

A magician! Daasek’s heart grew cold. There had never been a magician in Myniah. He had heard rumors that some still existed, but he had never believed them. Not after what had happened during the Conflict. Any that practiced their craft would have to be extremely circumspect in most areas of his world.

But it was his last statement that shocked him even more. The Conflict had disappeared into legend, but it was one every schoolchild knew. Many years past the magicians of Horea had battled for supremacy among themselves. They called down floods, droughts, blights and terrors unnamable upon both themselves and the innocents among them. It was rumored there were still areas on Horea where the dead walked, where shadows cried throughout the night, where no living creature dared dwell.

And the war waged, with no side nearing victory, when the innocents of Horea banded together. It was because of the Conflict that the Guilds were formed. The first was the Mercenaries, the army which waged battle against one magician, then the next. Then followed the Merchants, the Captains, the Usurers and the Timbermen; each designed to control one of the resources the mages required for their battles.

The combined might of the Guilds proved stronger than the scattered power of the wizards. One by one, they fell or fled, and the Guilds established their own, more benign control of the world. Since that day, the magicians had never again presumed to risk the combined wrath of the Guilds.

Until now … until this man, whatever his name, dared to challenge Horea once again. He made a grave mistake if he thought the Fishermen would help him, Daasek thought, and felt pride in that. For the Guilds bowed to no man, no matter how powerful, because no single ruler was as powerful as the Guilds. The government of Myniah—ineffectual as it was—had been content merely to collect taxes and provide a safe harbor. This man may have been able to usurp somehow the city proper, to keep the merchants and farmers under his control by the threat of the now-corrupt shore guard. But he couldn’t cow the fishermen. Rather than battle him, the men had merely loaded their family and belongings on their craft and disappeared with the outgoing tide.

And the Mercenaries Guild would have lifted no hand to stop them. Instead, judging by what he had seen from the shore guard, they must have also left, no doubt eager to seek a financial benefit in the situation. The Mercenaries were beyond the magician’s reprisals. So were the Fishermen. There were dozens of coastal towns who would welcome Guild members without question. The magician would never be able to find them all. Daasek smiled to himself. The man was right. Without the fleet, Myniah was nothing.

The old man unrolled a map and studied it, then looked again at Daasek. “But I have more pressing matters. What do you know of the Council of Thirteen?”

Daasek shook his head, startled at the abrupt turn of the conversation. He had never heard of it.

The man sighed. “They teach you nothing here in this foul backwater, do they? I’m telling you of The Council of Thirteen, the thirteen gods who control all the worlds. Do you understand?”

Daasek nodded. Of course he didn’t.

“Those gods are now in conflict.” He smiled grimly. “My god is in conflict. It is my responsibility to … take control of this world. Which is why I needed your fleet.” He gazed at Daasek. “Still, there may be another way. But I see that Abracina bit you deeply. We should take care of that.” He picked up a small purse on his desk and from it pulled a poultice. “Put this on your wound. A most useful device, this purse,” he continued as Daasek clumsily applied the bandage with his manacled hands. “It carries everything you will need. Gold, medicine, potions and poisons. Whatever you need when you need. Most useful. Yes, you will require this.”

Daasek stood, wondering. For what?

“And a weapon. We must find you a weapon.” He stopped his monologue and studied Daasek, especially his muscular build. “Are you good with the sword?”

“No.” This was the truth.

“Of course not. You’re a fisherman. How stupid of me.” He walked behind the desk. From a drawer he removed Daasek’s knife. Daasek did not know a rider had been dispatched here not long after he had been placed in his cell. “This is yours?”

“Yes.”

“I take it you can do more with it than clean fish.”

“Yes.”

“We’ll see.” He approached and removed the manacles. “Pick a target and hit it.” “Yes.” In one motion, Daasek turned and threw the weapon straight at the man’s heart.

“Clever. Good throw,” Nyxx said, catching the dagger easily, harmlessly. He handed it back to Daasek. “Don’t do that again. I suggest you throw at the door this time.”

Daasek swallowed and shuddered at his display of power. Resigned, Daasek took rapid aim and threw his blade straight into the center of the spyhole. The man applauded briefly while Daasek retrieved his weapon.

“So that shall be your armament. I will have to be satisfied, I imagine. Time is against me. But at least you are strong, as the captain promised.”

The magician tossed him the enchanted purse. “You best be off, then. It’s a long journey to Jhahar, and I want you finished there within the month. Your steed is outside, waiting.”

Daasek stared at him. Surely the man didn’t expect him just to follow orders like the petty slaves who now controlled Myniah? But perhaps the magician was simply too confident of his power, he decided. He began to walk towards the door.

“One minute if you will.” The magician approached arms out, smiling widely as if greeting him after a long absence. He was within an arm’s length when suddenly his eyes flashed green fire and Daasek felt his limbs turn to stone. “I wouldn’t want you to think I don’t trust you. But of course I don’t.” He hugged Daasek tightly, smiling warmly. “This is going to hurt you, I think.”

Daasek felt a pressure begin to build within him. It was like his underwater ride lashed to the warback, and he involuntarily held his breath. He tried to break free from the man’s grasp, to move any part of his body at all. But he was as still as a bird before a snake. He could feel the coarseness of the man’s beard against him, the chill of his fingernails pressing into his arms. Even the man’s throbbing erection. He was helpless to do anything.

Then he felt something different, something he had never experienced. Something deep within him began to burn, began to grow. His ears rang with sounds that could only come from Hys. He thought he saw nameless creatures flying in the spaces behind his eyes. The pressure continued to build, turning and rising inside him, demanding release. Somehow, he knew that he had to fight it, had to keep within whatever was struggling for freedom. But the pain was greater, the pressure greater, than anything he had experienced in his battle with the warback. Through his swimming vision, he thought he saw the magician. Smiling, supremely confident, showing no outward reaction to the battle they waged.

That was when Daasek knew the magician would win. He could not hold his breath any longer. He thought he heard himself scream, thought he saw something white and formless escape from him and fly straight into the hands of the man in blue. Then he saw, felt, heard nothing.

You hear me, whoever you are?

“Yes.” But he heard the words within himself, not without. It mattered little. He was only a spectator within his own body.

Good. You will now open your eyes.

Daasek opened his eyes. He was still in the magician’s home, but that recognition did not come quickly. Indeed, everything he saw, heard, or felt seemed to be shrouded by fog.

I want to show you something.

“Yes.” That seemed like the proper reply. It seemed to be the only reply he could think of. It seemed, in fact, that he could not think at all.

The magician held up a small vial. It appeared filled with white smoke. The man spoke aloud, but again the words rang within him. This is your soul, whoever you are. I control your soul. I control you. Do you understand?

“Yes.” For Daasek, the words held as much impact as the rain on a beach.

There is a man in Jhahar. We are going there, you and I, to kill him. Do you understand?

Daasek felt his head nod.

After that, if we do well, there will be others. There are twelve that we have to kill. You will not like these men and women, I will make sure of that. You will want to kill them. Have you killed before?

“No.”

I have. I will help you. You will find me an excellent teacher. We have many enemies, you and I. I will tell you who they are. At the proper time, you will know what you need to know to destroy them. Do you feel this? 

Daasek felt a new sensation arise both within and without him. Tingling fire coursed through his veins, and his skin seemed covered by biting mites. It was a feeling he did not want to experience again. It was a feeling he would kill to avoid.

This will be your siren call, your compass to lead you to our enemies. It will continue to grow as you approach them, as the time of their destruction approaches. When, and only when, you destroy them will the urge disappear. Is this not a wonderful gift?

“Yes.”

There is more I shall give you, dearest one. You will never fear poison. That is a weapon many of my kind prefer. You will be immune to that. And though I cannot be with you as often as I would like, I will visit you frequently in your dreams. When you dream, my puppet, you will dream of me!

“Yes.”

I don’t expect to see you again. You will only remember what I choose to allow. You love me, do you not?

“Yes.”

You will do anything for me and the great Being we both serve?

“Yes.”

Of course you will. Perhaps, if you survive, if you please me, I will return your soul. It is a very nice soul you have. It is a prize worth dying for, don’t you agree?

Daasek agreed without knowing why.

Your horse is waiting. You have your knife. You have your clothes. You have your purse. Together, you the fisherman and I, the great mage Nyxx, shall destroy the first of our enemies. You should thank me, dear one. With my guidance and assistance, you shall be the perfect assassin. No soul, no conscience; unnecessary burdens each. These are great gifts, gifts others would die for. And I give them all to you. You see how much I love you?

“Yes.”

We shall leave now.

Daasek found himself putting his knife in his sheath and walking toward the door. He found himself turning. Nyxx stood, smiling, then waved his hand. Daasek found himself doing the same. Then he was walking outside and mounting a waiting steed and heading north into the mountains. North toward the plains city of Jhahar. Toward the first of the twelve magicians he was driven to destroy.
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Chapter Five: The First Magician

 

It was festival time in Jhahar. The plains city itself was small, little more than a meeting area. There miners could trade what little gold and precious stones they uncovered in the surrounding mountains for the food and goods they needed so they could dig for more gold and precious stones. The town was controlled by the Merchants Guild, with a small contingent of Mercenaries in place to protect the traders and their agents. The miners received no such consideration.

The Guild threw the festival once yearly as much to appease their agents and guards as to entertain the gold seekers—and remove what little remaining wealth they may have managed to hoard over the year. Instead of just a handful of flat mud-and-brick buildings, the plain now was festooned with dozens of brightly colored tents. Instead of the small group of sullen men and women who worked for the Guilds and the raggedy miners who worked for them, the village was bursting with musicians, jugglers, purveyors of drink and food and other, more exotic forms of divertissement.

The squat barbarian who ambled aimlessly among the crowd drew little attention. At another time the soldiers would have questioned him immediately. A man dressed as he was certainly was no miner. And there were times when the Merchants had considerable wealth stored here. The latter had long been removed by caravan, however. And the festival attracted all sorts, so the watchmen favored him with little more than a raised eyebrow. “Besides,” one had whispered to a comrade, “see how unsteady he walks. He is as threatening as a sand flea!”

I never thought there would be this many idiots about. The voice rang inside Daasek’s mind, the same harsh voice that had held him sway for weeks. It was the same voice that had directed him through the mountains and plains on horseback, urging him on relentlessly. It was a voice he could not talk to, could not reason with. He could only do what he was ordered to.

Stand still. Turn your head. I have to see where we are. Daasek obeyed, looking at all before him slowly, uncomprehendingly.

We will search out Ynain tonight. Until then we will have to bide our time. What was that?

Daasek found himself looking down. A young woman wearing multi-colored silks which revealed more than they hid stood before him, smiling. She reached down and squeezed his crotch once again. “Well?” she asked.

The voice inside him chuckled. This could prove interesting. The ultimate in voyeurism! But I think not. After all, you may be a virgin, and I wouldn’t want to upset your parents by introducing you to the sordid delights of the flesh! Ah, it is so sad I removed your sense of humor when I removed your soul. Do you think they are related? No, you don’t think at all, now, do you? That’s quite satisfactory. I can think for both of us. Tell her no.

Daasek formed the word with his lips experimentally. “No,” he uttered in a dry, cracking voice. It was the first time he had spoken aloud since he had left with Nyxx. He did not recognize the sound. He was not quite certain he knew what the word meant.

The girl shrugged prettily, gave him one more squeeze, then made her way along the crowd. Within seconds she was seizing the attention of another man.

I suppose we should feed you. Walk to that orange tent. Daasek made his way clumsily through the crowd. A few people turned when he brushed past them, but one look at his rugged build convinced them to stifle their protests. Barbarians such as he were an unpredictable lot after all.

Daasek stood before the orange tent and looked at the array in front of him. There hung strips of dried meats and fish mingling with piquant bulbs of queenshead and carminea. An entire horse turned slowly on a spit in the back, while nearby a kettle of hares-and-hound soup simmered. Small boys fanned the rich aromas out into the crowd, trusting their efforts would draw the hungry. The sights and smells made no impression on Daasek. He stood staring blankly at the tableau before him and awaited orders.

A fisherman should eat fish, I suppose. Order the grickle. And a cluster of carminea.

The owner, an obese man with sweat pouring from forehead and chin and beard, approached him. “You can’t live on the smells, my friend.” His friendly voice contrasted the look in his eyes. Buy or leave!

“Grickle and carminea.” Daasek repeated the meaningless phrase mechanically.

“An interesting combination for a most interesting and handsome man!” He plucked a clove of carminea, diced it expertly, and sprinkled it over the fish. This he wrapped in paper. “For you sir, only half a crous.”

Daasek reached for the food, then stared at him when the merchant drew it back. “Are you deaf, lad? Half a crous.”

Open your purse, the voice inside him ordered.

Daasek looked down at the satchel hanging loosely at his waist. He opened it clumsily. Inside a solitary gold coin rested.

Give it to the man. Daasek handed over the coin.

The man bowed. “May the gods watch over you wherever you roam.”

Not very likely. Besides, I will do that for you. Take the change, brain of stone. Daasek did so, then dropped the coins in the purse. Now eat.

Daasek bit mightily into the confection. The fish was fresh from the fire and heavily spiced with the herb. It instantly burned the roof of his mouth. Daasek, however, felt, smelled and tasted nothing. He consumed the food, including the paper wrapper, within seconds, attracting the bemused stares and comments of onlookers. “Perhaps he eats fire as well,” one miner called out and his comrades laughed.

Laughter echoed in Daasek’s head as well. If I had known you were such a gourmet, I would have just bought boiled viscera. Or maybe a horse dropping or two. Come, let us circulate. We have to find a certain friend of mine. Someone you have to kill for me.

Someone bumped into him. The voice roared in his mind, Look down! He obeyed, and found a young girl smiling at him. “My pardons, sir, I am so clumsy.” Daasek stood immobile as she started to walk away.

Stop. Hold her. 

Daasek noticed the girl’s fingers firmly attached to his purse, which in turn remained firmly attached to his belt. It meant nothing to him. The little thief stopped at the resistance, then stared in surprise at her telltale hand. When she looked again at Daasek, fear and recrimination were in her eyes.

Remove her hand. He grabbed it and pried her fingers away. I have no tolerance for thieves. Break her wrist. Daasek continued to bend her fingers back. The girl dropped to her knees, but, despite her tears, she said nothing. One at a time, the joints shattered under his pressure, but he was completely unaware of that. He merely knew he had to break her hand.

Her first scream brought the attention of the soldiers. One made his way quickly, purposefully through the crowd. “What is happening here?”

“This little trollop tried to steal my purse. I had to stop her,” Daasek suddenly found himself speaking and pointing at the girl huddled in the dirt, cradling her ruined hand and mewing softly.

The soldier looked at her, at Daasek, then nodded. Thievery was a common threat at the festival. “Would you want her killed? That is the law here in Jhahar during festival time.”

“And a good law it is. I congratulate you on your enlightened attitudes towards private property.” Again the words flowed from Daasek with no effort or control on his part. He was just an onlooker within his own body; even less, since he had no comprehension of what was occurring. “No. I think she has been punished enough.” Daasek felt himself bend forward and smile at the sobbing thief. “You should grow to learn a safer trade.” He felt himself rise. “Thank you for your help, guardsman.” He felt himself turn and start walking through the crowd.

That was most enjoyable. She will rob from no more honest traveler this day. How fortunate are we, and the honest citizens of Jhahar, that my magic works so well. Is that not right, whatever your name is? Nod your head.

Daasek nodded.

You are such an agreeable fellow. We have work to do. Walk.

Daasek walked.

   

He walked much that day. Past flowered tents bursting with laces and leathers, tools and trinkets, wines and woolens brought from all over Horea to delight the miners and detach their gold. There were countless amusements: jugglers and mimes, musicians and dancers, gambling and drinking and whoring. The sights, smells and sounds could have enthralled most for hours at a time. For Daasek they reflected off a stony shell. All he heard was the voice of Nyxx, all he saw held as much impact as a feather on granite. Smell, taste and touch intruded not on deadened nerves. All that mattered was the search. The quest for someone called Ynain.

They found their quarry late in the afternoon. An inconspicuous brown tent on the edges of the fair. A seer and his assistant advertising their services as fortune tellers. Daasek was forced to linger long enough to listen to the short man’s spiel while his tall, lean partner sat stoically, trying to appear sage and mysterious. At this time of day, the crowds were too vast for a successful attack and escape. In the evening, the attractions would pull the crowds to the heart of the fair. That’s when we shall come. In the meantime, let’s use your body for more intimate pleasures. You’re almost a man now. I shall teach you about more than killing. Daasek made their way towards the boys’ tents.

   

Iofhee was just beginning her nightly journey when Daasek pulled his horse up to the foretellers’ tent. Only a few people remained, most proprietors guarding their property. Daasek dismounted and tied his mount loosely to one of the poles.

A bell hung from a tent flap. He rang it several times. He heard a muffled voice, and then the smaller man appeared at the door. He looked at Daasek crossly. “Go away. The Great Ynain is resting from his duties this day. If you wish a reading, visit us tomorrow.”

“I cannot stay the evening,” Daasek, again under the complete control of Nyxx, said smoothly. “I have been sorely troubled by dreams which cry out for his interpretation. I have ridden many miles to seek his aid.”

“Then I suggest you get so drunk on wine that you pass out and sleep the sleep of the rock. I said not tonight.”

Daasek held out his hand. Ten gold crous glittered in the lantern light. “If I do as you say, I will have none of these in the morning.”

The man looked at the coins, then at Daasek. “Wait here.” He vanished inside. There arose a muffled conversation, one voice high with anger and frustration, one low and consoling. After a few minutes, the short man reappeared. “The Great Ynain has condescended to see you. At an increased fee, of course.”

“Of course.” Daasek began to count out coins. He didn’t stop until all the coins were gone.

“This way.” Daasek followed the short man into the dimly lit tent.

The fortune-teller sat stiffly behind a small table. In the center rested a crystal ball. A deck of cards sat nearby. The seer said nothing until Daasek was seated. The little man whispered something in the Great Ynain’s ear then took a seat nearby, almost disappearing into the shadows.

“My assistant informs me you are troubled by dreams,” Ynain’s deep voice rang out. “What do your dreams suggest?”

“I do not have the gift of farsight. That is why I am here.”

“Your decision was wise. Only the Great Ynain understands how dreams are pathways to the recesses of the soul, signposts on the crossroads of the future. To interpret the omens properly, we must know as much as possible about you. We will begin with a reading of the palm. Give me your hand.” Nyxx offered Daasek’s left hand. The seer grasped it with cold, hard fingers. “A hard life, a hard journey,” he intoned, massaging Daasek’s calluses. “I see much tragedy behind you, even more before. I see torment. I see much pain. I see death.” The man abruptly jerked upright, dropping Daasek’s hand. “I see my death!”

Even as the Great Ynain reached for him, Daasek’s powerful right hand reached out and seized the magician by the throat.

The short man gasped in surprise and pain. Daasek rose, lifting the assistant who was the true magician easily while increasing the pressure. The little man grasped at closing fingers with all of his, but he could not move them. Instead he was shaken like a toy, violently, side to side until there was a loud crack, and he ceased all movement. Only then did Daasek release his grip. The mage fell to the floor unmoving.

There was another crash. He turned. What others thought was the Great Ynain had likewise collapsed—across the table. Now that the magician was dead, there was no one to control the giant wooden puppet that who had been billed as the mighty fortune-teller. Instead it returned to the lifeless pile of cloth and wood and paint that had been its true existence.

Now watch closely. This is what you must do, Nyxx ordered from somewhere deep within. Daasek found himself bent over the slain magician, withdrawing his knife. There is a black stone. We must find it. Daasek/Nyxx searched, and discovered it on the toe of the man’s left shoe. Set it on the table and break it. He threw the wooden puppet aside, set the stone on the table, and brought the crystal ball crashing down upon it. The ball cracked and the stone shattered. A waft of red smoke rose slowly from the wreckage and brushed against his nostrils. It bit into him like freezing acid, and he jumped back reflexively.

Suddenly a heavy curtain seemed to lift, and the voice that had driven out all other sensations disappeared. Daasek looked in wonderment around him. “Where am I?” he asked aloud. He saw the dead body on the floor and approached it slowly.

Then the heavy curtain crashed down again, and his entire world was the voice within. One more task remains. Daasek was forced to empty one of the oil lamps on the mannequin, then set a candle on top. By the time the flame reaches the fuel, we will be gone. 

No one bothered him as he untied his mount and rode away. He maintained a leisurely pace, heading east into the mountains. He looked back once, and saw an unnatural brightness on the outskirts of the festival site. Even from this great distance, it looked like a gigantic inferno reflecting off the sky.

   

The small campfire burned cheerily. In the copse nearby, a horse whinnied with pleasure as it rested and foraged among rich, dew-covered grass. Daasek stared at the fire, but his focus was inward.

Congratulations, my servant. You have passed your apprenticeship. You have now killed my first enemy! You should be quite pleased with yourself.

Daasek felt no pleasure. Indeed he felt nothing as he stared sightlessly at the fire.

Now I will tell you what you must do. I can no longer be with you. The effort is too exhausting. Do you understand?

Daasek nodded.

Talk, you fool. I will hear with your ears.

“Yes.”

You will continue our great task. There are other men and women whom you must eliminate if our quest is to succeed. I will give you back your tongue and your talents. Your memories I will keep with me. I will help you in your travels whenever possible. When you are near one of them, you will know. I will come in your sleep and tell you what is necessary. When you talk, you will talk for me. When you act, you will act for me. When you think, you will think only of our great responsibility, our great goal. Do you understand?

“Yes.”

Of course you do. You will sleep tonight. Tomorrow you will travel to Avania. You will know who to kill once you get there.

“Yes.”

You make very boring company. But perhaps the imagination goes with the soul as well. Good night, whatever your name is. I will see you in your dreams.

The voice disappeared, but the deadness of his senses did not. He fell asleep staring at the fire.

Daasek awoke and gazed long at his surroundings. He did not recognize where he was, had no idea how he had gotten there. He did notice hunger, and thirst, and a bladder close to bursting. He noticed something else as well. An urge, almost a physical presence, as if thousands of ants were crawling across his body. He could not stay here long. He knew not why, but he had to travel east. To Avania. Only there would he find respite from the fire that was slowly rising within.

   

“You want to join the guard?”

“Yes.”

The officer looked at the man before him. The barrel chest, the ax handle arms, the leather jerkin and rough-hewn boots. He was surely a barbarian from the wild uncharted plains beyond the Toron ridge. But the soldier had seen barbarians before and none had had flaming red hair. Only those farther south betrayed that trait. He glanced again at the form before him. He had yet to meet a barbarian who could read or write. “You say you worked for the Guild at the courts of Kyleine?”

“Yes.”

“Very few of the Guild come here. Why did you leave?”

“A disagreement over a,” Daasek shrugged, “game of chance. My opponent was taking liberties with the dice. His father, however, was a duke. The Guild sided with my employer. You understand how justice must bow to blood.”

His interrogator smiled. “Of course. We do not condone gambling in Avania, you understand. Of any type.”

“I have learned the error of my ways. The Goddess of Chance has proven she is no lover of mine. And I am no longer a lover of the Guild. Or a brother. Which is why I came here.”

“You look capable enough.” And you will be watched most carefully to make sure you are what you say you are. The man walked to the wall and took down two swords. “You talk well. Let us see how well you fight.”

Daasek caught the weapon, then threw it away. “The sword is not my pleasure.” He withdrew his dagger. “This is.”

The officer gazed at it, unimpressed. “Not very good in crowds. Or in large battles.”

“I worked from the rafters. Assassination specialist.” He whirled and sent the blade spinning into the painting on the far wall. Direct into the forehead of the man he was to kill.

The officer stared at him for some time, then at the ruined painting. Finally, he replaced the sword. “I may have use for you after all. Sign these papers and then come with me to the barracks. And, by the way, payment for damages will be deducted from your wages.”

   

Daasek sipped at the watered wine and tried to ignore the chatter of the soldiers around him. He had been in Avania a month, yet his duty had not brought him into contact with his target. That he had known the second he had entered the commander’s office. He had looked at the painting of the Pasheur and immediately felt bile and hatred rise within him, a feeling which eased only slightly when he hurled the knife into the image. Each day the urge grew more intense, yet he still had no opportunity. Because the Pasheur was firmly ensconced in his palatial mansion, a building he rarely left and kept extremely well guarded.

The guard was a necessity. The Pasheur was not well liked by his people. Yet for Daasek this was fortunate. The Mercenaries Guild normally provided the soldiers and police for cities and fiefdoms of Horea. Yet the current ruler was viewed with such distaste that the Guild, normally a political neutral, refused to offer that service, so the Pasheur was left to fend for himself. It was not difficult to find men—and women—willing to provide military assistance. And if indeed such labor was more expensive than the standard Guild contract, it mattered not to the great Pasheur. He merely increased the pressure of his assessors upon his kingdom. Still it made the man’s existence a solitary one, and the Pasheur was rarely seen except by the most trusted of his protectors. Daasek had no alternative. He was going to have to find a way to get inside as one of the Palace Guards.

Currently he roamed the hot streets during the day, searching for thieves and spies and occasionally serving as escort for one of the fat, gloating merchants. Nights he shared with the other soldiers in the few wine shops which welcomed their trade. He had already earned a reputation for his drinking prowess … as well as money for those who bet on him against the unwary.

He wished he could get drunk. Too many nights he awoke screaming, trembling and drenched with sweat, reacting to vivid dreams that, upon awakening, he forgot instantly. He now slept in his own quarters for the comfort of his barrack mates. When he slept at all.

“Join us in dice, Daasek?” someone tapped his shoulder.

Daasek turned. One of his former patrol mates stood next to him, Rugerigo, he thought. “I was informed gambling was illegal in Avania.”

The man laughed. “Who is here to tell? We’re all guards, are we not? The innkeeper doesn’t mind.” He favored the man with a smile. “He dare not.”

“I am still paying for a … painting I damaged. My purse is very light tonight.”

“Your word is good. Some of us have profited highly from your capacity for drink. We will not be adverse to loaning you a crous or two.”

“I shall consider it. I’ll join you if I decide to.”

The man nodded and returned to his companions. Daasek returned to the wine which he could neither taste or smell or feel. When he left there was no stagger to betray his communion with the wine.

And later that night he had a dream in which Rugerigo and his friends played very important roles.

   

“So you will honor us!” Rugerigo looked up from the dice and smiled. “I hope you make decisions when you gamble much faster than this one. It only took you an entire day.”

It was the following evening and the gamblers were at the same activity at the same inn. “If the dice are in my favor, there will be no decisions to make,” Daasek replied, setting down a tray laden with mugs of wine. “I talked to the owner. He said I could pay him back collection day. Of course, I hope that will not be necessary.”

“Let us see if the Lady has eyes for you this evening.” Rugerigo tossed him the three dice.

Daasek played without plan or concern. His six comrades laughed when he often lost and carped good-naturedly when he won, told barrack tales and drank. The last was Daasek’s chief concern. That morning he had found a small packet in his pouch. From his dream he knew what it was, a drug which he had evenly divided among the goblets. Soon the drug would take effect. Then he would put the remainder of his instructions into action.

Most of his companions were well into their third or fourth refill when Daasek yawned theatrically. “I’ll be leaving now,” he said softly. “Meet me in the alley behind the inn in fifteen minutes. Now wish me a good evening.”

“Maybe the Lady will sleep with you next week,” Rugerigo said joyfully. The other men nodded and laughed before quickly returning their attention to the game. Daasek spoke briefly to the innkeeper, then left. He pretended to stumble as he walked, then staggered into the nearby alley. Anyone watching would assume he had gone to relieve himself. In a sense, they would have been right.

His companions arrived exactly fifteen minutes later. Several showed the effects of their revelry. The drug he had given them, however, was far more powerful than anything the innkeeper offered. None of them spoke, although several appeared confused. But explanations were unnecessary. They would do exactly what he ordered. “This is what I want you to do,” he began softly.

   

Daasek relaxed in the captain’s chair and gazed into his wine. After hearing his tale, the captain had left immediately, although not before treating him to the vintage and bidding him wait. Such vigilance, he had been assured, deserved a suitable reward.

The story he told was alarming. A palace raid by a handful of trusted guards. They would know the grounds and the patrol schedules, the staff, which doors led to traps and which led to the living quarters of the Pasheur. “I can’t believe this,” the captain had said when Daasek finished.

“The most dangerous enemy is the man you trust,” Daasek offered reasonably. “I’ve seen it happen before. In Kyleine. Bahkvai. Turquoret. You shouldn’t be so surprised it could happen here as well.”

“You’re right,” the officer said finally. “Wait here. I will want the chief of the guards to hear this.”

So Daasek waited, and when the two men returned he went over his story again. How he had been in the wineshop, almost drowsing, when a sudden outburst had startled him. He had glanced about and spotted the six conspirators at a nearby table. His training in Kyleine had made him suspicious of everybody. He pretended to sleep but instead listened carefully to their whispered conversation. Apparently one of the men, he wasn’t sure which, had a brother who had been shamefully treated by the Pasheur. He had joined the guard to get revenge. The other men would assist him for varying reasons of their own, but they were all willing to risk what little they had for the empty promises of the madman. Their plan was to strike the next evening.

The chief of the guards snorted when Daasek finished. “The babblings of the village fool. You said you were asleep. We all know about your dreams, Daasek. I suspect this is another.”

“I said I pretended to be asleep.”

“And you could hear a conversation several tables away, in an inn full of patrons? You were born with a magician’s talent, Daasek.”

“No, a skill which I could teach you. Guild training is very thorough. The inn last night was not crowded. You may ask the innkeeper if you wish.”

“I will do just that. Captain,” he turned to his fellow officer, “I don’t believe a word of this. He is accusing men hand-picked by me. I don’t make mistakes when it comes to the honor and well-being of our beloved Pasheur.

“This man has admitted to a weakness for gambling. I suspect he owes these fellows money and is searching for a way to avoid paying his debt. Or he merely wants to worm his way into your favor. In either event, I don’t trust him.” He gazed at Daasek with pure malice. “I say we put him in the stocks for a month, and treat the citizens to thirty lashes each day.”

“What if he speaks the truth? The benevolence of the Pasheur would be boundless,” the captain said.

The senior officer glared at Daasek once more and considered. “Perhaps.”

“The men said they would strike tonight,” Daasek interrupted. “It will be a simple matter to have several men waiting, hidden, just in case. If I misspeak, the stocks will still be there tomorrow.”

The chief officer decided. “Indeed. Captain, make arrangements. Say nothing of this to anyone, especially the Pasheur and his advisors.”

“Of course.” The men saluted and the commander stormed from the room. The captain filled his own glass, refilled Daasek’s. “Your news has upset him greatly.”

“It should have.”

“A very small army to overthrow our Pasheur.”

“But large enough to kill one man.”

The captain sighed. “I can only use my most loyal men. Only a few can be trusted with this knowledge.” He looked at Daasek. “And what do I do with you?”

This was the critical moment. Daasek knew he had to appear calm and reasonable. “I know what their plans are. I can be of greater help within the palace than within the stockade.”

The captain downed his wine quickly. “You will work your regular schedule. Then report to me immediately after. If your tale is exactly that, I want you near me this evening. Dismissed.”

   

Daasek almost enjoyed his work that day, if in truth he could enjoy anything. He wasn’t concerned about the verification of his story. He had drugged the innkeeper as well and the latter would confirm what was necessary. He paused and looked up at the Pasheur’s offices, which dominated the central portion of the city. A high wall surrounded the palace, the spacious gardens and grounds, and the armed patrols protected them. The walls were smooth and featureless save for the small balcony and windows of the Pasheur’s den itself. There was no way, he knew, that the Pasheur could be attacked from the outside. Even an assault planned from within would be difficult since the palace was a maze of blind hallways and traps, hidden doorways and pitfalls. The men at the barracks talked often about their work and he had learned much. He was certain only the plan that appeared within his dream could succeed.

He maintained his patrol along the outskirts of the building. There were only two gates along the entire barricade: one ornate entrance where visitors and supplicants entered, and one for the stables and barracks in the rear. If he were to escape, it would be through one of these. But the thought of escape didn’t concern him. Only the plan, and the urge that grew within him, becoming stronger and more uncontrolled with every passing hour. And only the death of the Pasheur could satisfy it.

   

He finished his shift at eventide and hastened to the captain’s office. When he entered, there were a dozen men waiting. Each wore the white linen uniform of the Palace Guard. He recognized none of them, but since he had yet to patrol the palace proper, it was not surprising. What was surprising was the white clothing they handed him.

“If you are to be with us, then you must look the part,” the captain explained. “The Pasheur is to know nothing until this episode is finished. One way,” he finished coldly, eyeing Daasek,” or another.”

“We could arrest them all,” said one of the older guards. “Then we just torture them, and him,” he nodded at Daasek, “until one or the other confesses the truth.”

“We discussed this before,” the captain said patiently. “How large is this group? Are there more than the handful of men at the inn? Daasek, could you recognize all the men, or at least tell us their names?”

Daasek shrugged. “I have been in your service barely a month. I do not know the names of all the men in my own barracks, and several of these men were strangers.”

The captain sighed. “We talked with the innkeeper. He confirms your story, such as he could. Get cleaned up and put on that uniform. As soon as you get back, we can discuss our plan.”

   

Which was simplicity in itself, considering the inner palace of the Pasheur was a jumble of dead end corridors, tripfalls, false doors and sliding walls. It was only necessary to wait in ambush along the one safe route to the Pasheur’s quarters. A surprise assault might succeed, an expected one could not.

Now Daasek stood with his captain in the hall outside the great chamber of the Pasheur. The honor uniform did not fit him well, especially across his barrel chest and arms. The captain had snickered when he first donned it. He said Daasek looked like nothing more than a great red-capped mushroom. Daasek would have preferred to being stationed alone, but he understood the reason for the captain’s presence, as well as that for his lacking a sword. If his was in fact a fanciful tale, he would not greet the morning.

The captain relaxed against the wall. It was plain by the way his sword dangled in his hand that he truly hoped Daasek was lying.

“If the conspirators get this far, I would prefer more than a knife,” Daasek touched the steel dagger at his side, “to protect myself with.”

The man smiled coldly. “You’re good with a dagger. In any event, there is little chance the assassins will get anywhere close to the Pasheur. If they come at all,” he added darkly.

They will come, Daasek thought. They have no choice.

   

Iofhee had nearly completed her solitary journey across the night sky when the two heard voices approaching. The captain recognized them and calmly sheathed his sword. After a moment a small contingent of the palace guard turned the corner. They dragged one man with them. Daasek recognized him as Rugerigo.

The sergeant threw the prisoner at the captain’s feet. “The others are dead. We let him live for the pleasure of the Pasheur.”

The captain looked at Daasek. “Congratulations. Avania owes you a great boon.” He looked at Rugerigo. “The Pasheur owes you death.” So saying, he turned and knocked thrice on the great gold doors. A panel slid open and the officer held a muffled conversation with someone inside. The captain nodded and rejoined the defenders. “The rest of you may go. Daasek, you will stay with me to guard the prisoner. The Pasheur will join us anon.”

The men saluted smartly. A few favored Daasek with envious glances as they left. Daasek ignored them. Instead he studied Rugerigo.

The guard had not been gentle. His face was swollen and blood poured freely from his nose. He winced with every breath and Daasek guessed, correctly, that he had several broken ribs. Blood on his shoes told him that they had severed the tendons as well. Yet the look in his eyes was as much confusion as agony. Daasek expected that, too.

After a few moments, the great doors creaked open and the Pasheur joined them. He was a very short, very fat man, with long greasy hair and gold rings on every finger, gold bracelets on arms and legs. Like his guard he was dressed all in white, although his robes were stained from careless dining and drinking. He looked at the captain, at Daasek, finally at the prisoner. “Is this the man who dared disturb my repose?” he demanded.

“The only survivor,” the captain saluted smartly. “The others were slain during the attack.”

“Very good,” he nodded. “Once again you have justified my boundless faith in you. Bring the prisoner to me.”

The captain grabbed him by the hair and dragged him forward. The Pasheur studied Rugerigo like a man studying a butterfly under a looking glass. “What is your name?” he asked with surprising gentleness.

Rugerigo looked at him, half-pleading, half-confused. He tried to answer but his jaw was broken. A few gurgling sounds were all he could manage.

“Your men were very thorough,” the ruler said finally, disappointed. “We could wait until you recovered, of course, but the people must know that the justice and the retribution of the Pasheur are always swift. Captain, please attach the collar.”

The officer took a thin metal band from the Pasheur and placed it carefully around Rugerigo’s neck. He stepped a good distance away and beckoned Daasek to do the same. The Pasheur grasped the head of Rugerigo. “I am now about to grant you forgiveness from your sins. You love the Pasheur, do you not?” The ruler forced Rugerigo to nod. “The Pasheur loves you as well. And because of my great love, I will now give you the release you long for. No more will you suffer want or need or hunger or pain. Eternal ecstasy is yours. For that is the gift of the all-loving, all-forgiving Pasheur.” He bent down and tenderly kissed the soldier on the forehead. Daasek could see tears welling in Rugerigo’s eyes.

The Pasheur stepped back several paces. “Now shall you feel the power and love of your Pasheur.” He made a circle with the thumb and forefinger of his left hand and slowly brought the two together.

It was the shriek of agony that took Daasek’s attention from the Pasheur. Rugerigo was writhing on the floor, groping helplessly at the metal around his neck. Daasek looked closer. It was tighter than when the captain had placed it on him. And as he watched, he saw it tighten more. He glanced at the Pasheur. The short man stood there calmly, almost without expression. He continued to close the circle his fingers formed. As he did, the collar imitated his actions.

Rugerigo let out a final yell, almost staggering to his feet, and then Daasek heard a loud crack. Rugerigo collapsed, his neck broken. Yet the Pasheur did not stop. The thin metal cut through the skin, sending blood across the floor. Muscles, blood vessels, cartilage; the steel band cut through everything. Until Rugerigo’s head rolled free from his body.

The Pasheur took a deep breath, then smiled. “Once again, the benevolence of the Pasheur is proven. Another soul has been released from the torment of this sinful world. The collar if you please.”

The captain walked carefully to the body and picked up something within the growing pool of blood. He cleaned it on Rugerigo’s shirt, then gave it to the Pasheur. The Pasheur calmly slipped the collar which was now a ring into his pocket. “You will have your men clean this up.”

“At once.”

The Pasheur finally looked at Daasek. “This is the man who warned you of their attack?”

“Yes, your Excellency.”

He studied Daasek. “I and Avania owe you much. I think perhaps we must talk, you and I. Captain, he will come with me.”

The captain was startled. “I cannot recommend that, your Excellency. He has been with my guard only a few weeks. He is much a barbarian, even if an observant one. It is not right that one of low birth should stand alone before the Pasheur.”

“He is also a man of honor. And uncommon strength,” he added as an afterthought. “I salute the wisdom in your words. Yet there are moments when the judgment of your Pasheur should not be challenged.”

The captain swallowed slowly. “At least, your Excellency, you could put to rest the fears of your humble servant by placing him in the collar.”

The Pasheur considered. “An excellent suggestion, my captain. A suggestion that will put both our minds at ease.” He reached again in his pocket and withdrew the ring. He shook it and it suddenly grew into the collar Rugerigo had worn and died in. He handed it to the captain.

The captain approached Daasek. “The Pasheur has given you a great honor by allowing you an audience. Act with proper deference. Or you may join Rugerigo.” Daasek said nothing as the captain placed the collar round him. Instead he nearly trembled in anticipation, anticipation that soon he could extinguish the urge within.

“Are you satisfied for my safety, captain?” the fat man said with a hint of irony.

“I should have his dagger.”

The Pasheur waved his hand. “Leave it. A true soldier would feel naked without his weaponry. Besides,” he arced his eyebrows, “I hardly have to fear a dagger.” He addressed Daasek for the first time. “Come with me.”

The richness of the golden portals belied the simplicity of the room within. From his brief look at the palace plans he had enjoyed earlier that evening, Daasek knew they were in the Pasheur’s study. The single window looked down upon the small inner courtyard stories below. The room had two doors: the one to the left led to the sleeping rooms, the one to the right held a deadfall which was triggered when the door was shut. The room itself was empty save for a small desk and one row of brimming bookshelves.

The Pasheur took his seat behind the desk. He did not offer Daasek similar consideration so Daasek stood. The Pasheur opened a drawer and removed some papers. He studied them for several minutes, then looked at his guest. “Your name is Daasek,” he began mildly.

“Yes, your Excellency.”

“It says here you were previously employed at Kyleine.”

“Yes.”

“Interesting.” He smiled. “We carry on much trade with Kyleine. We inquired about you. Your name was unfamiliar to them.”

“I did not leave on the best of terms. And since the Guild disavowed my brotherhood, I cannot expect to receive an honest report on my qualifications.”

“Yes, it says that here as well. An interesting story, Daasek. Interesting indeed. Tell me,” he leaned forward, “where did you get the soulklover?”

“I’m sorry, I do not understand.”

He shook his head and laughed. “The men were drugged, Daasek. It was clear to someone as experienced as I. They were fed soulklover. Obviously by you, since you are the only one who could benefit from this charade. You wanted to meet me. Why?”

“To kill you,” he replied evenly, suddenly flicking his guard dagger at the Pasheur.

The Pasheur calmly waved his hand and the dagger veered sharply away from his heart and buried itself harmlessly into the wall behind him. “Very rash, Daasek, very rash indeed. I will have to kill you for that affront. But first I need to know why. You are not from Avania, so it cannot be for some imagined slight upon your family. And you are certainly no member of the Guild. It does not conduct nor condone private contracts against recognized governments. So tell me. Who sent you and why?”

Daasek stood silent. Could he explain the urge? Why did he have the urge? If he was under hire, he had no idea by whom. Instead, he focused on the blade buried in the wall, the cold of the steel around his neck. He understood the Pasheur’s power. And he knew how to defeat it.

The Pasheur sighed. “You lack dearly as a conversationalist. Perhaps you are under soulklover as well. In any event, I see I shall have to grant you the forgiveness I recently gave your comrade. If nothing else, the pain may release your tongue.” He formed a circle with his fingers.

Daasek didn’t try to fight the tightening band around his neck. Instead he reached for his dagger, which he had hidden in his uniform.

The Pasheur smiled when he saw Daasek pull it forth. “Excellent. I do so admire a man who is persistent. Even if he learns as quickly as a tree.”

“This knife isn’t steel,” Daasek gasped and threw.

The short fat man grunted in surprise as the knife ignored his bid for control and drove itself deep into his chest. He stood awkwardly, staring at Daasek with wonder and condemnation. Then he collapsed forward onto his desk.

The pressure around Daasek’s neck relaxed immediately. The metal was thin and he easily ripped it away. He approached the Pasheur and retrieved his knife. Next he looked at the bracelets on the dead man’s arms. All were richly adorned with precious gems and stones. He did not have time to find the black stone. Instead he removed them all and opened the door to the right. Once the door was closed, he knew heavy stone blocks would fall from the ceiling. He threw the jewelry on the floor and slammed the door. He felt the crash as much as heard it. He was certain the stone would be destroyed, but now he would only have a few minutes before the guards appeared.

Daasek ripped off his uniform. Underneath he wore his regular clothing. He removed a few books and wrapped them inside the white linen, then he shattered the window and climbed onto the small balcony. Standing on the railing, he jumped and grabbed the edge of the roof. He pulled himself up, then turned and looked out into the garden. The light of Iofhee was too dim to reveal most details but enough to reveal anyone dressed in white. He heaved the linen bundle as far as he could into the garden and was satisfied when he saw where it landed. That lure wouldn’t delay the guards for long, but he didn’t need much time.

He scuttled as silently as possible across the tiles. The palace was one great interlocking series of buildings, most of them on the same level. When they had discussed that evening’s ambush, Daasek had studied the palace plans. The stables were far from the Pasheur’s quarters, but now that was an advantage. He could travel faster on the roof than the news could spread inside the sprawling, often confusing structure.

   

He studied the stable area for a few moments. He estimated it had taken him ten minutes to travel here. He was confident the alarm had not yet reached this far. With a deep breath, he let himself down slowly and calmly walked towards the stable.

The young stablemaster groggily rose to his feet as Daasek entered. “You’re up early this morning,” he greeted as he bent down to light a torch. “Early patrol or…” He stopped when he saw Daasek. “Where is your uniform?”

“Right here,” Daasek said, stepping forward. He hit the lad once. The boy dropped like a dead calf, unconscious.

One horse was already saddled, a precaution for emergency messengers. Daasek scampered aboard. There was a pouch attached to the saddle. Daasek wielded it with one hand, then urged his mount into the courtyard.

Before him the only exit loomed. In the tower above, the gatekeeper would be watching. If he was not, Daasek would not escape. He took a deep breath.

“Orders from the Pasheur. Make way! Make way!” he screamed and urged the horse into a gallop, all the while waving the empty satchel above his head.

The gatekeeper was startled. But he had also been at his post for many years. It was not often, but it did happen that messengers left in the middle of the night. Moving by reflex, he pulled the lever that opened the great doors.

Daasek was almost upon them when they finally widened. There was barely room to pass, but he never let his mount break stride. He flashed down the city streets, still waving the satchel and still screaming his warning. A few guardsmen turned in wonder, but no one had the courage or wits to try to stop him. He was already far beyond the city’s walls when the news of the assassination first reached the gatekeeper.

It was one moonphase later, in a stopover many kines beyond the arms of Avania. Daasek was seated alone at the dining table, ignoring his plate of mare’s hocks. The inn was warm. It was to his liking to stay there, but he could not. His memories of Avania were beginning to dim even as he felt an urge rising slowly within him. He had felt it before, but he knew not where. In his dreams, a face kept recurring. A face he was beginning to hate, a face he wanted to destroy. He did not know where he was going, but he understood that the drive inside and the dreams without would lead him there. And they would lead him there soon.
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Chapter Six: The Third Magician 

 

Daasek watched soundlessly from his perch in the trees as the monk made his solitary way up the twisting path towards the decrepit shrine. This was the seventh day Daasek had observed the holy man and the routine had yet to vary. The monk rose every morning with the new sun. First he would scourge himself across his arms, legs and chest with a metal-tipped leather whip. Next he would swim in the icy river that ran by his hut until his wounds had stopped bleeding. He would then fix a large breakfast of fruit and freshly caught fish, but this he would set before the miniature altar near his hut. Himself he permitted only a drink of water and the baked entrails of whatever he had caught. Only then would he begin the arduous climb to the true altar near the hilltop, where he would spend the day prostrate before the stone statue or scrubbing off the guano, leaves, dirt and other debris that had accumulated during the night. At dusk he returned and prepared his only real meal of the day. And so to bed.

Daasek had arrived in Lystra two months after leaving Avania. Part of that time he had spent in the mountains, hiding from the late Pasheur’s men. Their efforts had not been diligent. A power struggle had quickly arisen between several factions of the guard and a group of rich but overtaxed merchants. Without the Pasheur to protect them, the guard could not prevail against the Mercenaries the merchants quickly hired. Daasek could not know this, but if he returned to Avania now, he would be greeted and treated as a hero.

Instead Daasek followed another agenda. The urge had set in quickly. From Avania he had been led here. To a small village surrounded by rolling hills and a solitary, insane monk catering to a god no one else worshipped, let alone remembered.

The innkeeper had laughed when he had inquired about the holy man. “Have you come all this way to talk to that idiot? His mind is shut as tight as a virgin’s knees. Spends all his days tending some ugly carved rock up on the hillside.” His cheerful bantering ceased abruptly. His gaze darkened. “It is naught of my concern, of course, but if you are planning something untoward, I must caution you. He owns nothing of value. His ‘shrine’ is worth nothing. He has no gold, no jewels. But I can tell you this. Ten phases of Phann past, several young men became besotted at one of our taverns and for some reason known only to them and the grape they decided to visit him. To enjoy themselves in some boorish fashion, I wager. No one knows what happened, but when they returned the following morning their eyes and minds were as still as a frozen river.” He paused. “They have yet to thaw.”

Daasek shook his head. The words given him in sleep the previous evening flowed easily. “I am merely a traveling scholar. I have heard that a wise man lived near here. If that is true then I want to talk with him, perhaps learn from him. That is all.”

The innkeeper looked at Daasek’s strong chest and arms, his ragged leather clothing, and the sword that dangled at his side. “How long may I enjoy entertaining you?” he asked after a long pause.

“A week. Perhaps more. It depends on how willing the monk is to instruct me.” Daasek handed over six crous. “I will pay for my entire visit now, if you wish.”

“Yes,” the innkeeper smiled suddenly. “It is best this way, so we can guarantee you a room. Lystra is a favorite among travelers this time of year, you understand.” Daasek glanced out the window. The seasons were changing as Iofhee rose higher to rule the nights. Few would be coming north to Lystra when the only entertainment would be the forests losing their summer wear. “I understand. Now if you will tell me what I need to know, I will be on my way.”

“Of course. How may I help you?”

“Where can I find the holy man? And where can I get an ax?”

   

Daasek waited until the monk was far past before climbing down from his perch. Each day since he had reached Lystra the urge had grown. Now it was almost made him quiver when he saw, or even thought of, the monk. Today he would have to complete his task. Else the urge would drive him as mad as the monk he pursued. Daasek started up the trail.

It was near mid-morning before he finally reached the altar in the small clearing. As he expected, the monk was already at work. The birds did not share his affection for whatever it was he worshipped and he was busy scrubbing their reminders from the feet and arms of the graven image.

“Ho, master, hello I say,” Daasek called out. “I am here to seek your audience.” The man turned and rose awkwardly on skinny scraggly legs. He shielded his eyes and searched for the voice. “What? Who be ye? Where be ye? What ye want?”

“Your knowledge, master.” Daasek stepped out of the shadows and smiled. “I have heard that a very wise man lives in these hills. I have traveled far to see if those tales were true. By the sight of you, I can see they are.”

What Daasek saw was an undernourished man sporting a graying beard and hundreds of scars. His face was as weather-beaten as the statue he protected and when he opened his mouth, Daasek saw only a few rotting teeth. And yet there was a lively fire in his eyes, although Daasek wasn’t sure it rose from the furnace of sanity. “Ye have heard of Moogad?” he asked in wonder and suspicion.

“Moogad? Yes, Moogad, I have heard of you. That is why I am here.”

The man snorted and turned away, ready to dismiss him. “Stupid barbarian. I am not Moogad.” He pointed to the dung-covered statue. “That is Moogad. The great Moogad. The one and only true god of our world.”

The urge snapped at him like a whip, as if impatient at his mistake. Daasek pled his case quickly. “The tale-tellers were confused, as usual. But you are indeed the wise man they spoke of.” He walked forward as the monk eyed him with suspicion. “I am a pilgrim, searching for answers to what troubles my soul. I have visited others, but they have proven charlatans. I had hoped you could help me. Perhaps I was mistaken.” He made as if to leave.

“Halt, young wanderer. Halt I say.” Despite his frail appearance, the man’s call was surprisingly strong. Daasek slowly turned. “The world is buried under the weight of heretics and heathens and pagans. It is not unexpected that they have treated ye so unkindly. Moogad, the great all-loving, all-knowing, forgives ye thy ignorance. Ye may approach.”

“I now know your master,” Daasek said casually as he walked. “But, master, what shall I call you?”

“My name is meaningless,” he snapped, once again angry. “Only the great Moogad,” he gestured at the statue, “matters. Only when we obey his will and his teachings doth our lives acquire meaning. Only then shall we enjoy the eternal rewards that be his promise and his blessing.”

Daasek gazed at the stone idol. Before he had viewed it in hiding or in darkness. Up close he could see how cruelly the elements had treated it. It was little more than a column, only a few kines taller than either of the men. Features of a face and body had once been intricately carved, but rain and cold had erased most detail. The face combined features of man and bird, but in what proportions was impossible to say. Daasek could tell that the god’s arms were crossed, but what it held remained a mystery. There were no swellings in chest or waist to help identify its sex. Cracks and stains were everywhere and the statue rested at a severe angle. If the forest clearing didn’t act as a shield, Daasek was certain that it would topple at a strong breeze. Or push. “It is a beautiful work,” Daasek offered at last.

“Beautiful? Yes, the love of Moogad is beautiful. And yet so many refuse his blessings.” He turned to Daasek hopefully. “Ye say ye are a traveler?”

“Yes.”

“And does the wisdom of Moogad yet guide the lives of common men?”

“Yes,” he lied.

“That is good,” he nodded to himself. “As ye see, the humble servants of Moogad must isolate themselves from the imperfections and imprecations of the outside world if the purity and sanctity of Moogad are to be maintained.” He gazed on the filthy stone pillar and tears of joy streamed down his face. He opened his robe and grasped the single black stone that hung on a leather thong around his neck. “Blessed are we for the benevolence of the great Moogad. Our prayers have been answered. A new disciple has fled the temptations of the sin beyond and sought sanctuary with us. Our love, our hopes, our destinies we place in thine hand, oh mighty Moogad.”

Then he turned and looked closely at Daasek. “I must pray to Moogad for guidance, for the purity of both our souls. You will remain here until He bids otherwise.”

Then he made a gesture and suddenly Daasek felt locked in stone. He could see, he could breathe, he could listen. But he could not move.

He could only watch as the monk prostrated himself before the idol. He watched as the monk began his supplications. He watched as the monk unknowingly tripped the wire to the deadfall. He watched as the log, so carefully, cunningly hidden among the trees, was released. He watched as it swung forward into the statue, the two ropes which held it propelling it like a scythe. He watched as the statue came crashing down, crushing its worshiper beneath it.

Then, suddenly, he could move. He had only seconds to leap out of the way of his own weapon and felt a breeze as the great log swung up and over his head. It returned and continued its pendulum motion several more times before finally hovering directly above the fallen idol. Only then did Daasek stand and approach his victim. The man’s arms and legs were splayed, as if he had tried to catch his god. Wafts of red smoke rose from underneath. Daasek bent over to get a closer look at the curious cloud, then jumped back as it bit into his nostrils. He shook his head violently and sneezed, trying to free himself of the clinging, burning vapor. For a moment he thought he heard a voice within him call his name, cry for help. Then the voice died and he was again left with only the sounds of the forest.

Daasek rested a few minutes before he made his way back through the woods, leaving the great log to hang as a monument over the magician and his fallen master. The sun was directly overhead when he finally reached the monk’s hut and by now he was hungry. The offering before the smaller altar was still there. He bit into the fresh fruit and was startled at the sharp tang that bit back. He sat down and stared at the fruit. The last time he had eaten—all the last times he remembered eating—he had not experienced that sensation. He set the fruit down and sampled the fish. Salty, slightly burnt, with a seasoning of manwort and newmoss … the strange tastes brought identifying names unbidden into his head.

And then he noticed something else. A different sensation, an essence of smoke and brine and fresh dew and lavender. He touched his nose tentatively, then he smiled. He identified the senses almost instinctively: taste and smell. He could not recall the last time he had enjoyed either pleasure.

He downed the rest of his meal with a hunger for the sensory experiences as well as for the food. He was still smiling as he made his way back down the forest trail. The urge was satisfied. He felt relief, almost satisfaction. He never thought once about the man crushed beneath the stone pillar.

Later that evening as he relaxed at the inn, the urge set in again.

   

“And what brings you to Byrnhea?” asked the customs official.

From across the wide desk Daasek met his gaze steadily. “I hear there is work for mercenaries. I trust that is the case.”

“There is work,” the man nodded. “But to qualify you must be licensed by the Guild. That license must be purchased. With gold, not promises. We want no beggars, no outlaws, no idlers within the gates of Byrnhea.” He leaned forward. “Do you have money?”

Daasek set a dozen gold crous on the desk. “That, I trust, will take care of your paperwork?”

The man smiled at the sight. “Quite correct. I believe we can have your permits ready for you by the morrow.” He reached for the money.

Daasek was quicker. The coins disappeared beneath his large, muscular hand. “In that event I will pay tomorrow. Or perhaps I will return in the afternoon. Perhaps the official who works then will be more willing to assist an honest man who only seeks an honest day’s work.”

The customs man shuddered noticeably and raised a cautionary hand. “Patience, dear traveler. I merely misunderstood your haste. If certain favors are asked, if extraordinary efforts are made, if certain,” he gazed at Daasek, “friends are treated properly, we may be able to have your permits and licenses within the hour.” His smile returned. “If that is satisfactory?”

Daasek nodded and returned the coins to the table. Then he removed two more from his purse and held them before the official. “The reward for extraordinary effort. If it is done within the hour.” He dropped them in his pocket. “I will see you then.” One hour later Daasek had the permits and licenses necessary to make him an approved and employable member of the Mercenaries Guild.

   

The secretary of the Guild was not overwhelmed with joy to discover another new and surely transient member standing before him, no matter how physically qualified he appeared. He glanced at the forms before him, then tossed them aside. “You’re wasting your time,” he said coldly.

Daasek smiled quizzically. “I do not understand. Are not my papers in order?” The Guild official laughed. “Of course. So what? How much did they cost? Three crous? Five? Better you had saved your gold. Better you had gone elsewhere. There are no police actions demanding attention, except perhaps at Myniah. And that is still only conjecture. Byrnhea is the headquarters of our Guild. We have members idling throughout the city. If we cannot find them work, I shall certainly make no attempt to find such for one who merely presents a purchased piece of paper. Take my advice. Go elsewhere. There is nothing for you in Byrnhea.”

“What about,” he asked softly, “private employment?”

The man looked up, startled. “What are you talking about? The Guild makes its services available only to recognized royalty and other Guilds.”

Daasek paused. “I’ve heard that, occasionally, private citizens employ the services of the Guild for … private causes. Within the gates of Byrnhea it is considered acceptable practice.”

The official swore to himself. All Daasek said was indeed true, but how did he know? He decided to call the stranger’s bluff. “Byrnhea is a peaceful town. We demand that it be so. Where did you hear such an ugly slander?”

Daasek smiled. “I do not mean to denigrate your fair city. If that is not the case, then I apologize. But then how you explain the Hangman’s Charter?”

“I … don’t know what you mean.”

“The one I saw was a red slip of paper,” Daasek continued. “There were some lines of type, some language about parties and responsibilities and so forth. And there were three names. The name of the patron. The name of the agent. And the name of the accused. Interesting concept, is it not?”

Suddenly the Guild official was holding a knife. It, and the large signet ring he wore, were inches from Daasek’s throat. “Where did you hear of this?”

Daasek moved the blade away with a fingertip. “Kyleine. I was a guardsman there. One of my fellow officers had come from here. One night he drank more than his share of wine and he began talking about the Hangman’s Charter. No one else believed him. I didn’t either, even when he showed us a contract. Not until I mentioned it later, when he was as sober as a stone. His reaction convinced me his besotted ramblings hid the truth.” He touched the knife lightly. “This only confirms it.”

The official sighed, then withdrew the weapon. He sat down slowly even as he planned rapidly. “By rights you have no rights. Your Guildsman license really means nothing, especially for the right you seek. Only those of Guild birthright know of, and can practice, the Hangman’s Contract. But then,” he smiled agreeably, “you are not of Byrnhea. No private citizen would think of entrusting you with such a contract. No Guild official will honor it with his signet. The knowledge will do you no good.” He opened a drawer and pulled out several sheets of red paper. “So I will give you the Hangman’s Charter. Read it, if you can. It explains all the details and the responsibilities of the client, the agent and the accused.” He handed them to Daasek. “Don’t try to leave Byrnhea with them.” You are never going to leave Byrnhea.

Daasek accepted them with a nod. “Of course. They are completely worthless otherwise. I thank you for your kind assistance and advice.”

The Guild secretary waited until Daasek had left, then rang a bell. A young junior officer entered. “Sir?”

“Bring me,” the man paused and considered, “Partuk. I have a private matter I want to take care of.”

While the junior officer went upon his duties, the secretary dutifully filled out his own Hangman’s Charter. Patron: Chandoul, Guild Secretary. Agent: Partuk, Guild sergeant. Accused: Daasek of Kyleine. He read it twice. Satisfied, he lit a candle and dripped bright red sealing wax on the lower left corner. Then he removed his ring and imprinted his signet, three crossed swords below a crown, firmly in the wax. Chandoul crossed his arms and leaned back in his chair. Daasek was lying. Only a few trusted Guild families had access to the Hangman’s Charter. Only the royal families, highest officials and richest merchants were allowed to use it. It was a trust not given lightly, one whose sanctity was instilled in all involved at a very young age. It was not one that would be carelessly revealed by a drunken tongue or telltale sheet of paper. He would like to know the truth, but eliminating the problem was more important. He smiled to himself. Partuk is very good at eliminating problems.

   

“You can make me a ring with this design?” Daasek handed the silversmith a drawing: three crossed swords with a crown above.

The artisan nodded. “Would you prefer solid silver or my finest gold? This attractive design deserves to be set in only the highest quality metal.”

“Copper will do. Steel.”

The artisan frowned. There would be little profit in this venture.

Daasek noted the reaction. “I need it soon. I wish to wear it to a meeting with a very important merchant.” He opened his purse and removed several coins. “I will pay handsomely if you can have it for me today.”

The man’s smile returned. “Of course, my dear sir! This afternoon it shall be.” He dropped the coins in his pocket. “I will keep these as a deposit. You can pay the remainder this afternoon.” He was already beginning to mix the lead and tin as his customer made his exit. The man whistled a light air as he worked. A profitable day indeed! He could mold the ring of pewter quickly. And cheaply. A stupid barbarian deserved no better.

It was fortunate, Daasek mused as he left, that his purse provided seemingly limitless resources. He had thus far bought a worthless piece of paper and an equally worthless ring. His stay in Byrnhea was sure to be very costly.

“Sir!”

Daasek turned. A young boy, no more than eight, came running up to him. “What?”

The boy stopped running and paused to catch his breath. Then he bowed. “You are a stranger in Byrnhea. I can see by your clothing. In that case you will need a guide. Someone who knows the best inns, the finest pleasure houses. I would feel most privileged to serve you in that matter.”

“I don’t believe that will be necessary. I doubt I can afford you.” Daasek made to leave.

The boy grabbed his arm anxiously. “But sir, I can save you money.” He beamed. “Trust me, a guide is necessary here. Byrnhea merchants have been known to take advantage of the unwary.”

“I have noticed that.” He studied the boy. Scrubby black hair fell across his forehead. His clothes were barely rags and no cleaner than the rest of him. “You will offer me those services? At an agreeable price?”

“Yes, master,” he smiled, revealing surprisingly white teeth. “At a mere crous a day I can make your stay here more enjoyable and far less costly. I know the best brothels, the best taverns…”

“I am more interested in finding a room.”

“I know the best inns as well!”

Daasek considered. “We shall see. Take me to one. If I feel you have earned it, I will pay you one half crous for your trouble.”

The boy frowned. “You drive a hard bargain, master.” He brightened. “A half crous it is. You see,” he continued, walking next to Daasek, “I have already saved you money. With my assistance you are learning already to negotiate like a true Byrnhean! This way.”

   

A short walk later and they were standing before an innkeeper. “I would like a room for the day,” Daasek said.

The man looked up, bored. “That will be two crous, paid now.”

“The normal rate is one crous, three days,” the boy spoke.

The innkeeper looked down and noticed the scruffy lad for the first time. “What is that dirty waif doing in here? Get him out, now.”

“I suspect the boy tells the truth,” Daasek said softly. “One crous, three days. Or I go elsewhere.”

“The boy is extra.”

“The boy is not staying with me. One crous, three days. Or I go elsewhere.” The innkeeper favored the youth with a withering glare, but whatever he was tempted to say was bitten back when he studied anew the muscular frame of Daasek. He sighed. “One crous, three days. But you pay now. And no refunds.”

Daasek handed him a coin. “Agreed.” Then he turned and handed another to the youth. “For your troubles. You have earned your keep this day.”

The lad beamed and placed it carefully in his vest pocket. “Now that we have you roomed, master, where shall I lead you next? A most delightful tavern is just down the street.”

“One small service, and then I bid you leave. I am here on business and I wish to meet the most influential merchants in this city. Could you tell me their names?”

“Of course.” He rattled off a half dozen.

Daasek patted the boy on the head. “Thank you. Now, be off. I have work to do. Perhaps tomorrow morning you can help me again.”

“Yes, master, and may Phann and Iofhee both smile on you.” He turned to leave. “One moment, lad.” The boy stopped. “What shall I call you?”

“Partuk,” the boy called, then ran into the teeming streets.

   

Daasek dipped the quill into the ink once again and continued his laborious writing. The shopkeeper had been quite surprised at his request. It was only after Daasek patiently explained that the wares were for his master, a visiting member of the Philosophers Guild, that he condescended to sell. Now Daasek was completing the Hangman’s Charter, first committing the name of a rich merchant to the red contract, then his own. Several more refills and that task was over. Hot sealing wax was dripped carefully onto the lower right corner. Then he took the new ring and impressed it firmly. The image of three crossed swords and a crown appeared. All that remained was the name of the accused.

Daasek sat back and looked at the results, satisfied. He wondered briefly why the shopkeeper had been so surprised. Surely reading and writing were not talents assumed to be the province only of the Guilds. He thought back to the meeting with the Guild officer. Even he had been contemptuous. “Read them, if you can,” he had said. Where did I learn to read and write? He suddenly realized that if he found that answer, he would find many more.

But not this day. He was tired from his long ride and the constant haggling with Byrnhean merchants. Maybe this is the home of the Mercenaries Guild, but the Merchants are clearly in charge. He was sure he could find Partuk with little difficulty if he decided on entertainment this evening. But he preferred the quiet of his room. Besides, he still needed one more bit of information: the name of the man or woman to place on the third line of the contract. Daasek was certain that when he awoke the following morning he would know it.

   

“Where to today, master?” Daasek was not surprised when he found Partuk waiting for him outside the inn. The boy was noticeably cleaner, although his clothes retained their ragged look.

Daasek smiled. He was hoping the lad would be there. “You know of a man named Ensten?”

Not unexpectedly the boy nodded. “A great scholar, master. He teaches only the wealthiest, the most nobly bred. You wish to have him instruct you, master?” “Perhaps. Do you know where I can find him?”

“He often orates at the square near the courtyard. He may be there now.”

Daasek patted his pocket. Two red forms, carefully completed, were there, as well as his knife. “Lead on.”

It was still early, but the crowds grew heavier as they approached the courtyard. Increasingly, officers of the Guild appeared among the passers-by. They were of no import to Daasek. He was not concerned about escape, only about getting close to Ensten. And the urge within surged more strongly at every step.

Partuk proved to be an excellent guide. He easily slid between small gaps in the crowd, clearing the way for Daasek. Several took offense, but when they noticed the husky barbarian Partuk was leading they kept their objections to themselves. In a surprisingly short time the two had found room at the front of the large crowd surrounding the square. In the center, a man dressed in deep indigo commanded everyone’s attention.

“You must each of you look upon your lives as a great river,” he called to the crowd in a silver-sweet voice. “The banks are what guide you throughout the course of your existence. And, again like a river, the banks provide the strictures which you must obey, the fate which you must follow. If you struggle, if you rebel against your inherent nature, then you will overrun the banks and flood the plains of Byrnhea. This will only cause your ruin and perhaps our ultimate destruction.”

“No matter how unjust those strictures might be?” an angry and slightly slurred young voice called from the crowd.

The scholar turned seeking his questioner. The crowd seemed to part as if ordered, revealing a tall, somewhat handsome young man clearly into his cups. Ensten smiled. “Do my ears deceive, or has someone loosed a jackass upon the city’s streets?” The crowd roared. The young man reddened, but this time held his tongue. “Our laws are our society. Something you must learn. One does not question what has been proven for centuries. One accepts and follows gladly, peacefully. That is why we have survived and prospered for centuries, and why we shall continue to do so.

“Your fate is ordained for you at birth,” he continued. “It is the destiny of the hare to be eaten. It is the destiny of the snake to kill. A snake that tries to run, or a rabbit that attacks the snake? Ridiculous. And yet that is the kind of fantastic unnatural behavior your remarks propound, dear child.”

The lad, unwisely, Daasek soon learned, accepted the gauntlet. “And yet the caterpillar transforms into the butterfly, the tadpole into the frog. It is the law of nature to grow, to change. A stagnant river is as devoid of life as the rocks beneath our feet.” The scholar reddened at the rejoinder. He studied the young man carefully. “You bray loudly, young one. And you bray diseased ideas that can only harm the great citizenry of Byrnhea. Or perhaps your hearing is not as acute as it should be. We shall rectify that.” The man raised his hands to the air and began to tremble. The young man, red with anger before, suddenly turned white with fear. Those around him began to move even farther away.

Abruptly the scholar brought his arms down and pointed directly at the rabble-rouser. His fingers trembled, and Daasek would have sworn a ray of light flashed from them directly at the youth. Then he looked again. It was not a young man standing there, but a long-eared donkey.

The animal brayed once, then tried to force its way through the crowd. The onlookers parted, laughing, and the animal soon was lost from sight. The scholar returned his attention to his vast audience. He smiled benignly. “What sounds like an ass should look like an ass. I regret I was compelled to instruct him so vigorously, but I could not allow that fool to assault your ears with such heretic drivel any longer. Perhaps he will learn one day that the long river of life must progress peacefully, swiftly and surely along its chosen course. Otherwise, we become confused, abandoned, with no sense of purpose and no opportunity for a successful, productive life.”

“Even if not a particularly happy one.”

The scholar frowned. “Who speaks?”

Daasek stepped forward. “I do. I thought the youth posed a most interesting argument. I believe your answer to his proposition was no answer at all.”

Ensten studied Daasek, surprised by the intrusion and his inquisitor’s brutish appearance. “First the foal of a jackass, then the sire itself! We are indeed most fortunate this day.”

Daasek felt Partuk tug at his sleeve. “What are you doing?” he hissed. “Can’t you see Ensten is a magician as well as a Philosopher?”

Daasek ignored him. “You posit that we must live like the river, flowing mindlessly along our banks to some unknown sea. Yet someone had to form those banks, someone had to determine the course that river is to take. Since you do not argue for the gods, I assume you refer to those of mortal cloth. Should I give you that freedom, or should I reserve it for myself, I wonder.”

“The banks are eternal!” Ensten roared. “They are there before our birth. They are with us during life. They guide us after death! It is blasphemy to suggest otherwise!” “And it is abject cowardice to allow anyone to bind us within riverbeds that crowd us, crush us, lead us over the great falls beyond and into our final destruction. If the banks have become so narrow that a flood is inevitable, then let the waters rise!” Daasek raised his fist and a roar came from the crowd around him, not so much in support of his arguments but more to encourage his unexpected entertainment. Daasek allowed himself to smile.

“Blasphemer!” Ensten threw his arms up to the heavens and shouted an arcane phrase. He brought them down and pointed at Daasek. That was when Daasek hurled his blade.

At first it appeared Ensten had caught the weapon. His hands were wrapped around the haft and a look of near triumph remained on his face. But then his knees buckled and he fell back, his arms flying apart and revealing to all that the blade had driven deep into his chest.

The onlookers watched, silent and stunned as Daasek walked calmly to the body and withdrew the weapon. It was only when he smashed his foot down on the dead man’s hand, shattering the black-stoned ring he wore, that the crowd reacted. People began to scream and suddenly the crowd was fighting among themselves, trying to flee from the madman in the courtyard. Daasek might have been able to escape in the melee. Instead he waited calmly until a handful of troops appeared. They approached him with swords drawn, but he merely smiled. “You are under arrest,” one said firmly.

“I know.” He held up the Charter. “Please take me to your captain.”

His knife was taken from him, but he made no protest as he was led away. He was relieved to notice, however, that Partuk followed at a safe distance. The boy might still be of help.

   

“As you can see, the contract is in order.”

The captain looked at the red forms and snorted. “Yes, I recognize a Hangman’s Charter when I see one. But I just can’t understand why Galilo would hire you to provide Ensten with his final reward.”

“I am not required to question my employer. That is up to you. I fulfilled my obligation. I believe I am free to leave.”

The captain looked at the papers once more. The names were in place, the signet was imprinted, the forms appeared in order. But this can’t be, he thought. The barbarian is not from here. He could never have been granted a charter. I must speak with Chandoul about this immediately. “Of course.” He returned one of the papers. “I keep this for our records. May profit always be yours.”

Daasek nodded and left. He was not surprised to find Partuk waiting for him. “You are free?” the boy asked.

“Yes, but perhaps not for long. Can you lead me to a swift steed and a convenient exit? I will reward you handsomely.”

The boy frowned, then brightened. “Follow me.” The boy smoothly led him through the increasing throng drawn by the marketplace to stables at the northern end of the city. “The gentry of the city will not be pleased. Ensten was an important man,” he observed as they half walked, half ran.

“It is not my responsibility to question the motives of my employer.”

Partuk frowned, then smiled. “I have a question, if you would.” Daasek gave him a warning look, which the boy ignored. “Where did you learn such discourse? Are you a Philosopher as well?”

Daasek nearly tripped as he pondered the question. As always, many of his instructions had come in a dream. But the words? He tried to remember. The words may have come from him. Am I a Philosopher? Daasek shook his head. It was just another question which would frustrate him. If only someday I am granted the answers! Daasek refused to respond to Partuk’s query and they talked no more until they reached the stables.

Daasek had little difficulty procuring a mount—after he allowed Partuk to do all the bargaining. The owner was even willing to lend Partuk the use of a pony for the little time it would take them to exit Byrnhea. “This way to the inn,” the boy said as he turned back towards the city’s hub.

“No need. I left nothing there of consequence. It is better I leave quickly.” The Guild would know soon enough what crime had been perpetrated in the name of the Hangman’s Charter.

The lad hesitated. “But you have yet to complete your stay.”

“You can use my room if you wish. Although you will not sleep alone,” he added, scratching one of his many new insect bites. “Just lead me to the gates.”

The boy shrugged. “This way, master.” The lad took them on a twisting path through crowded streets and narrow alleys.

“Why did the Guilds permit a magician to act so openly? I thought magicians were still considered anathema,” Daasek asked as they progressed.

Partuk shrugged. “He had powerful friends. And followers. Perhaps by being so overt, he convinced the Guilds he was no threat. It’s been many years since the Conflict. The magicians have learned not to challenge the power of the Guilds.”

He returned his attention to their surroundings. The increase in carts and horsemen was proof they were nearing his freedom. Then they entered a courtyard that allowed only one exit, a narrow lane bound tightly by buildings on either side. Daasek turned and looked at his guide.

The boy shrugged. “You asked for the quickest route, not the most convenient. You will have to walk your horse, methinks.”

Daasek sighed and dismounted. It appeared a short alley, anyway, and he could see the gates beyond. He took the reins in hand and walked several steps into the shadows.

Something stung his arm. He turned. Partuk remained on horseback, putting an object that looked like a tube back in his saddle. Daasek looked at his arm. A tiny dart stuck out. He removed it, then stared at Partuk.

The boy was grinning. “I know all about the Hangman’s Charter, Daasek.” He held up a red sheet of paper. “This is mine. That is why I did not kill you after you slew Ensten, not when I saw you wave the Charter in front of the constables. Guild protocol demands as much. Although how you procured one I know not. The dart is poisoned, incidentally. You won’t be going very far. Thank you for the crous.” With a laugh he turned his pony away and trotted back into the courtyard.

Daasek watched him leave. He could have pursued, but he didn’t dare waste the time. After all, Partuk had done what he was paid for; he had led Daasek to the city gates. Daasek grinned as he led his steed the last few paces. The lad had no way of knowing Daasek was immune to poisons. As he rode out the city gates, another idea arose. The confrontation with Partuk was most opportune. It might give him the means to stay the wrath of the Guild.

   

The Mercenaries Guild had chosen the location of their home well. Byrnhea was situated on the edge of towering cliffs. The great Byrnhean plain was bordered on one side by the Lhanza river, a torrent of rapids and rocks … nearly unfordable. A vast forest protected the other. The great plain itself naturally funneled traffic to and from the city, and the Mercenaries had placed watchtowers for added protection along the route. During the years before the Guilds’ ascendancy, when the magicians had battled for supremacy, this location, easily defensible from invaders, had been a necessity.

For Daasek it now posed a different problem. It was difficult to enter but it was also difficult to leave. Most opportune, he decided, that Partuk’s interference now offered a safer avenue of escape. Daasek led his steed down to the roiling Lhanza waters. Crossing the river on horseback was impossible, but that was not his plan. He dismounted and gazed at the torrent. The Guild would be after him, but they would take their time. They would probably be surprised he had managed to travel as far as he had, considering the poison flowing through his veins. They would not be surprised to find his horse waiting patiently by the river. It would seem evident to them what must have happened. Driven to madness by the drug, Daasek had attempted to cross the river anyway. Maybe he died before his body was broken along the rapids. In any event the evidence would have been washed over the great Lhanza falls. And they would leave, satisfied.

As an afterthought, Daasek removed his vest and tossed it into the river. He smiled as it fortuitously caught on an outcropping of stone. That made the illusion so much the better. He waded into the river and headed upstream as rapidly as possible. Eventually he would ford the river, but not until nightfall and not until he was past the more dangerous rapids. What to do about a horse, about food and clothing, most of all about the urge he was certain would strike again, were problems he would address at a later time. For now, he needed a place to hide.

   

Pahluv the Tinkerman frowned when he heard the bell. It meant someone had entered his little shop. Normally that would be time for rejoicing, but he was in the midst of a most intricate carving and he hated to be interrupted.

“I am coming,” he yelled out and thoughtlessly wiped his hands on his new jerkin. He noted the hour as he pulled back the heavy curtain that separated his workplace from the shop proper. The hour was late, well beyond the time normal customers did their business.

He had been warned, and he paused. Beware of a short man with blood-red hair, the Thirteen had told him. Apparently the Thirteen were in conflict and an assassin was loose among the magicians of Horea. One who had proven to be surprisingly successful. He did not consider himself threatened. Not even the citizenry suspected he was more than a carver of ingenious toys. The troubles of the Thirteen should not trouble him. Still … He peered from behind the curtain. A man was standing by his door and Pahluv sighed with relief. The visitor was taller than the danger he had been warned about and had black hair. Still, before entering, Pahluv made a gesture, which armed his sentries. Now if he was physically attacked he would be protected. A cacophony of whistles, barks, laughter, cries and wails assailed him when he walked into his shop. They came from the intricate moving devices that Pahluv created for his livelihood. His shelves were crammed with countless automatons; jugglers that juggled, beautifully plumed birds that rocked on their perches and sang, swordsmen who fenced and parried, steeds and riders prancing proudly.

His visitor was raptly admiring a bowman shooting a deer. It was one of his better works and Pahluv smiled in admiration of his own artistry. He approached his customer stiffly. “Yes, dear sir, may I be of service?”

The man turned. The stranger was well-muscled and dressed in the clothing of a rich merchant. “You are Pahluv the Tinkerman?” he asked in a mellow voice.

“Yes, dear sir,” he bowed. “How may I be of service? A gift for a loved one perhaps? I have found that maidens fair are particularly attracted to my lovely menagerie of birds and animals,” he pointed to shelves on the left, where a continuous serenade of chirps, whinnies, roars, barks and howls emanated. “Or perhaps something for a child? A juggler, a clown?” He walked towards the right wall.

“Actually I was hoping you could repair something.” The stranger reached into his purse. “This was given to me,” he brandished a spherical object. “It has ceased its functioning. I believe it came from your shop.”

“One of mine? Not performing? I do not believe … let me see it.” Pahluv accepted it reluctantly. As he studied it, he had to admit that the design was exquisite and, when working properly, was surely a wonder to behold. But it was not one of his. His pieces never failed. His magic was too strong for that. He returned it and said emphatically, “Not mine. Definitely not one of mine. The machines of Pahluv never exhaust their,” he caught himself, “energy.”

His customer sighed. “I was told it was purchased in Phrion. Is there any other tinkerer here?”

Pahluv shook his head. “No one but I makes and sells such wares. Yet I assure you that was not made by me.”

The man turned towards the door, then stopped. “I’ve come a long way. Perhaps you still could repair it?”

Pahluv frowned. He would garner little gold from that. “No. I am sorry you are inconvenienced, but no. I do not salvage the mistakes of amateurs.”

“When it did work, it was one of my daughter’s favorite enjoyments. She will be quite disappointed.” He looked beseechingly at Pahluv. “I will pay you well.”

That promise brought a smile. “A daughter, you say! And a handsome one at that, I would judge from her sire. I have devices here that will light a smile on the face of even the saddest mistress.”

“I think not. She wants this and only this. Anything else and I am afraid she would wither and perish like a flower at the first breath of winter. I am prepared to pay you very well.”

Pahluv considered. He had no doubt he could “repair” the device. Yet not to buy from the master tinkerman was an insult and should be treated as such. Still, he had profited not at all that day. “I do not normally do this. But for the well-being of a young lass. Give it to me.” He took it gingerly, as if the sphere was covered with an odious slime. “Wait here. I shall see if I can atone for some idiot’s poor craftsmanship.” He disappeared behind the curtain.

“He will pay me well,” he muttered to himself. He looked at the jeweled sphere. What do you do, my little lovely? Well, let’s find out. Still mindful of the warning from his Master, he placed the orb within a heavy metal box and covered it with a tarp. He stepped far back before he made a mystic gesture.

He smiled as he saw the glow rise from within the box. Now we shall observe what Pahluv has wrought. He removed the sphere and studied it. The jewels turned in interlocking circles around some unknown central mechanism and flashed in ever-changing colors, ever-changing patterns. Amusing indeed for a child! I wonder if I can discern its secret? He studied it more closely, concentrating on one light, than another. At first he thought he had solved the pattern, but then it abruptly changed. A few more minutes, he thought. A few more minutes and I can make one just like it. He focused his concentration even more on the dazzling yet oddly soothing colored lights.

   

Daasek waited five minutes, then walked back himself. He found Pahluv standing before his workbench, still as a tree, staring into his cupped hands. He approached the magician carefully, not looking at the now-operating sphere. If he did so he would become like Pahluv, frozen by the madly dancing, flashing display. Unaware and uncaring of everything save the enchantment before him. Unable to do anything save starve to death.

Daasek carefully removed the pin that held the black stone from the magician’s vest and ground it to dust under his heel. Then he threw off the long bulky coat and removed the small stilts that had added to his stature. He had no need for them now. Later he would wash the black dye from his hair.

As he walked through the shop, the archers and swordsmen and warbirds watched without moving, their defensive powers unnecessary because Pahluv was not physically harmed. When he left, he made an unconscious gesture with his left hand. The door was now sealed against anything but the strongest of spells. None of the townsfolk of Phrion would be able to enter the building and save Pahluv from the power of the sphere his own magic had liberated.

As he rode away, Daasek thought about the plan that had come to him in his dreams. It was a very good plan, one he could appreciate on an intellectual level. Emotionally, he felt nothing at all. No satisfaction for completing his task, no remorse for the doomed magician. No emotion save relief that the urge which, for the nonce, was dormant. How does it feel to feel? he wondered as he rode away. Will I ever know? Intellectually, the idea troubled him. That seemed to be the only way he could feel anything, anything at all. Except, perhaps, for pain.

   

Mythalia swept away the spiderweb with a sigh. Her amulets must be weakening. There was no other explanation for the presence of the arachnid. Instead of tending to her witchly duties, however, she sat in a chair and drank a cup of strong senroot tea. Perhaps that would give her the energy to complete her tasks, she thought.

You are getting old, old hen, her conscious mocked her. “Yes I am,” she said aloud. “Old and tired.”

Too tired for what they ask me to do. For they were always asking her to do something. Still the cough of their horses, or stir the spawning grounds of their infertile women. Make a love potion for an ugly lad. A thousand and one things which they asked of her and for which they gratefully paid and all she wanted was to be alone. Alone in her home which she had grown and fashioned from a single tree. Alone to admire the sun and her handiwork and remember the past. And a face and a name.

You should take an apprentice, her member of the Thirteen had told her more than once. Our compact demands that you take an apprentice.

Yes, it did, she had agreed. But right now she had no energy to instruct some young girl, just blossoming with the eventual promise of womanhood, on the intricacies of her powers. How to sing to the flowers, to feel the pulse of the trees, to convince the life around her to bow to her will. Someday, someday, she promised. Someday.

But not today. Today she would do what she did every day. Today she would sip her tea and rock in her chair and remember. Remember the laughing eyes, the open smile, the warmth and strength of the lad she had loved and then thrown away without thought, with the carelessness and shortsightedness and impatience of youth. Turan. Poor, dear Turan. Where are you now? What have I done to us? She could see him still, just by closing her eyes. She could almost reach out and touch him. Almost smell his excitement when they had shared beds and bodies. Almost taste the salt and sweat of his strong, young body.

Almost. It’s been so many years, dear Turan. And I am so tired of waiting. Of hoping. But she had been doing that for nearly all her adult life. She would not stop—not give up her dreams—now. Not since this recrimination was an atonement she performed daily.

This day was different. This time her reverie was broken by a horse’s whinny. She rose slowly. Who can that be? Another farmer seeking relief for the colic in his stock? She approached her window and looked out with rheum-filled eyes.

A stranger stood within her meadow. The sun was behind him so she could not make out his features. Only that the shadow-shape was familiar. She felt her heart surge as she watched him approach and knock on her door.

It is impossible. It cannot be him. After all these years it cannot! Please, let it be him! She minced over to her door. “Who calls?” she asked harshly.

“A friend,” came the soft reply.

She cracked the door and looked. Her eyes adjusted slowly to the bright sunlight. She still could not make out his features. Not clearly. Could it be? “I recognize you not,” she said after a moment. “Be gone with you.” The door slammed shut. She leaned against it, gasping. Please don’t leave. Please, let it be you!

“Is that the way you treat your other lovers? Mythalia? Or should I call you Wildflower?” the oft remembered voice whispered.

The near-forgotten name caused her heart to explode with wonderment. It must be him. No one else has ever called me… She threw open the door in fear, desperation and hope. So many years. It can’t be you. It must be you. “It can’t be you. Not after all these years, it can’t be you,” she echoed her own thoughts as she stumbled toward him.

He caught her with his strong arms easily, familiarly. “I know it has been many phases of Phann,” he responded, turning to face her. “We have both changed much. But surely you haven’t forgotten me, my dearest Wildflower?”

“Wildflower.” She half whispered, half caressed the word. She reached out a trembling hand and touched his face. “Is it you, Turan?” She shook her head and stepped back. “It can’t be.” It must be! “You’ve been gone so long!”

“Yes, Turan. I promised I would return. Even though it has cost us both much in the passage of years. But I have found the Tears of Iofhee. I have brought them with me. As my wedding gift to prove my worthiness to you.”

“The Tears.” She brought her hands up to her face. The damn Tears! “Oh, Turan, I never wanted them. I was only hurt, angry.” Her voice cracked. “And to be this long, alone.” She buried her face in his chest. “Turan, you don’t know how long, how lonely. Since you left,” she looked up at him, sobbing, “I have never favored another man. Never! And I made you go! Darling, please, please hold me.”

“Yes.” Daasek wrapped his powerful arms around her thin, ancient body. He squeezed her tightly.

And continued squeezing until she cried out, until she begged him to stop. Until he broke her back.

   

He looked at the single black stone. Now that the urge was satisfied, he could once again think. He had seen them before, although he was not sure where. He squeezed it gently and felt it flex. It looked like stone but was resilient like leather. It elongated as he increased the pressure, then suddenly ruptured. A lavender cloud escaped and flew up into his face. It bit at him like fire and he held his breath and clawed at his eyes and mouth. He recalled seeing a well as he rode up. Desperate, he stumbled from the strange house and half walked, half crawled to it. There was some water remaining in the bucket. He submerged his face and rubbed briskly, trying to stop the pain.

After a few moments, the feeling subsided. He saw a reflection in the now still water and caught himself. At first, he thought he saw the old woman, the witch he had just slain, staring back at him. Then the features were replaced by an old man with a straggly beard. A memory seemed to stir, but before he could seize it the reflection became his own.

He slept that night within Mythalia’s chaste sheets. When he awoke, he knew he must leave Oio for another location, another magician. One who lived in a small seaport named Ta’Bel.
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Chapter Seven: The Ninth Magician 

 

“She was a pretty maid, pretty maid, pretty maid.

With eyes of gold and jade, gold and jade, gold and jade.”

The men around the campfire joined in with the minstrel on the familiar verses, many of which were quite ribald. Daasek, however, only half listened to the musician sing about the girl from Venalyn. He was much more interested in the plate of fishhead stew, balanced awkwardly on his lap. A day’s march in the Garan desert was a guaranteed cure for even the most finicky appetite.

“Eat hearty, Patch. You look like you can use it.”

Daasek glanced up. The caravan master was perched over him, smiling. “I appreciate your concern. I don’t appreciate the name.”

The man laughed heartily. “With that quilted body of yours? What else could we call you, eh? No, my friend, as long as you are with us, you will be called Patch. Don’t take offense,” he patted him on the back and continued his rounds.

Daasek nodded glumly and returned to his meal. Since Ta’Bel, he had taken to wearing leggings and rough shirts that covered as much of his ruined body as possible. But in the Garan desert such attire was impractical … if not hazardous. The men had made comments, some sympathetic, some not, when he had first appeared in the layered silks that were the standard uniform. His new nickname was one of the milder.

But, he had to admit, he had little else to complain about. He had been welcomed by the merchantmen several weeks after he had left Costein, where the local regent had been killed while hunting wild boars on his estate. It had taken Daasek two full nights to dig and conceal the horse-sized trap that the magician had ridden over.

Since then he had wandered aimlessly, like a compass that had lost its power. The urge was different now, more an emptiness that had to be filled than a drive to be sated. He remembered more now, too. The demon that was the queen, and the hell that was his first trip to Ta’Bel. The frustrating conversation with the mage Krujj. Other memories, of times and people farther past, occasionally intruded as well, but only in a kaleidoscopic pattern that he could not decipher.

He actually felt welcome with this caravan of merchants and Mercenaries traveling south across the great Garan desert. For the first time he could remember— the first time in his life?—he felt like he belonged. For the first time he actually felt. Would it end soon? He had to admit the possibility, but he wouldn’t let it ruin his appetite for a good meal or the companionship of his new comrades.

Someone thrust a jug of cactus wine into his hand. Daasek smiled, took a healthy swallow, and returned it. It would be nice to get drunk with them, he thought. But not everything had changed.

“A reel, boy,” one of the rough guardsmen yelled out to the young minstrel. “I feel like dancing tonight.”

The musician stopped the sad melody he had been playing, then plucked a string on his silver mandolin thoughtfully. “A real what? A real meal? A real deal? Drink some more and you can reel without my help.”

The Mercenary rose awkwardly, his face red from more than the hot Horean sun. “No backtalk, boy, or you’ll be serenading Hys.” His words wavered as much as his balance. “You do not jape with the Guild. Play a tune to wake these tired feet or I’ll teach you to dance with the point of my sword.”

The minstrel smiled sadly. “There’s one in every crowd. Dance you want, dance you will. Have you ever heard of the great warbacks that stalk the Horean seas?”

“Who hasn’t?” the rude guardsman yelled out. “Get on with the song, boy. Before we use you for another form of entertainment.” He winked and his comrades laughed.

The lad ignored the threat. “This is a song I learned while sailing with the brave men who hunt them.” He carefully formed a minor chord and drew his hand slowly across the strings near the bridge. The high lonesome sound surprised Daasek. He shivered involuntarily.

“The warbacks call, oh the warbacks call.

With their great steely voices they cry death to us all,” he began slowly.

The men around the fire hushed, even the soldier who had ordered a song. Their destination was Brayf, the great port on the western shores of the Horean Sea. Many would be sailing her later, and of all the dangers they might face, none was as terrifying as the warback.

COM:BLOCKQUOTESTART

“With jaws of iron and spines like knives,

they seek to dine on sailors’ lives.

Your ship may be as fast as wind,

but none can flee the warback’s kin.”

COM:BLOCKQUOTEEND

Daasek listened intently as the minstrel continued to spin his tale about the leviathans. How quickly they could lay waste the mightiest of vessels and how rapid and terrible their vengeance was afterward. The descriptions were graphic and horrifying, and yet he was unsatisfied. They did not ring true and he could not understand why. He tried to puzzle it out as the song continued.

The tempo increased gradually until all the men were stomping their feet and clapping. Several, including the belligerent guardsman, were dancing, frantically trying to keep time to the singer’s flying fingers. Despite the inevitable tragedy of the story, Daasek found himself enjoying it and soon was singing along with the musician. Daasek’s hands were nearly numb from clapping when the minstrel hit one final chord and stopped. Daasek caught his breath, too tired even to applaud. The dancers dropped from exhaustion. The ordeal had been especially strenuous on the ill-mannered Mercenary and he had to be caught and dragged away before he toppled into the raging campfire. He would neither dance nor drink again this evening.

The singer cradled his silver mandolin for several minutes, then favored his audience with a bemused smile. “I believe I have earned a drink now,” he said. He rose stiffly, shaking cramps from his legs. He approached Daasek, instrument in hand. “Is there any wine left?”

Daasek shook the jug resting nearby and was rewarded with a splashing sound. “If you had gone on much longer, there wouldn’t be.”

The young man laughed. He had a broad, handsome face that seemed as yet untouched by the cares of the world. Long curly brown hair seemed to explode everywhere from the top of his head. Sepia eyes studied Daasek with uncommon curiosity. He tilted his head back and drained as much of the drink as he could.

“I enjoyed that song very much. Why did you stop?” Daasek asked, waiting until he finished.

“I don’t know any more verses,” he shrugged after returning the now-empty jug. “Not all the verses are sad, you know. There is the story about a one-armed fisherman who tricked a warback into giving him his arm back. And another about a boy who rode the tail of one all the way to safe harbor.”

The lad’s eyes fired with interest. “This is wonderful!” he clapped his hands with delight. “I am always in search of new material. You must tell me the stories!”

Daasek started to speak, then stopped. He somehow knew those verses existed. But he didn’t know why, or what those verses were. “I’m sorry, I only remember the story. I don’t remember the words.”

The lad was dispirited for only seconds. “Then I’ll write the words!” He noted the surprise on Daasek’s face and laughed. “Minstrels often have to do that, you know. But don’t tell anyone,” he winked. “Trade secret.” He made himself comfortable. “You have sailed the southern seas, I gather.”

Daasek looked at him, startled. “I’ve never sailed.”

“I thought…” then he stopped. It was a serious breach of etiquette to ask a man’s past uninvited. Especially in the Garan desert. “I am sorry. I meant no offense.”

Daasek was not offended, only confused. Had he sailed? “Why would you think that?”

The lad threw up his hands. “Because of the way you joined in with my singing. I learned that song in Pedra, on the southern tip of the Horean Sea. I have traveled much, and I have learned that songs do not. The men here,” he looked around the campfire, “are familiar with warbacks. But not the songs of the sea. Perhaps you have been around sailors at some other city.” Suddenly he brightened. “Or perhaps you are a musician also.” He offered Daasek his mandolin. “Do you play?”

Daasek studied the unfamiliar instrument. It was covered with silver and etched with interlocking dancing figures and multi-colored stones. He cradled it uncomfortably and ran his fingers along the frets and doubled strings. The mandolin was warm to his touch, but when he plucked the strings, only a discordant bark came forth. Daasek shook his head and returned it. “For me, I’m afraid, the best use I could make of it would be to stir the cooking pot.”

The musician shrugged and took it back. He touched a string and a shimmering note floated in the air. He played a run off the lydian scale, ending with a tremolo on a minor sixth chord. “A little trick I learned in Oio,” he said, letting the sound die naturally. “Have you ever been there?”

Daasek nodded.

He smiled and set his instrument down. “We’ll be leaving early, I hear. Would you mind if I rode with you tomorrow? Perhaps you can tell me about those extra verses.”

Daasek rode guard. It was very uncomfortable, and solitary. The latter suited him. He considered briefly. “You won’t enjoy it but you are welcome to try. But I make no promises about the song.”

“Fair enough.” The boy yawned expansively. “Tomorrow, then. By the way, my name is Alegro. A great name for a musician, is it not?”

Daasek shook his offered hand. “Patch, Daasek,” he corrected quickly.

“Stick with Patch,” Alegro whispered. “No one in this caravan uses their real names anyway.” Then he walked off toward his tent.

   

Daasek took a small sip from his canteen, then urged his horse forward. He was at his accustomed spot, patrolling the outskirts of the caravan. Everyone in the caravan had an assigned task, except for the few rich merchants who paid their way. The minstrel entertained, cooks cooked, blacksmiths smithed and he, like so many others, guarded. It was, he admitted, the only task he was suited for and he didn’t mind it except when the winds came up and sand cut into his face and arms. You can’t get any uglier, Patch, the caravan master had argued reasonably, and Daasek had reluctantly agreed. There were dangers along the trail. The Garan desert was vast and unfriendly. No man called the wasteland home, no pleasant oases awaited to reward determined travelers. You survived with what you carried or you survived not at all.

Yet the sands hid other dangers beyond heat and thirst. Great sand lizards, large as a steed, could hide in the dunes and explode on their quarry at any time. Natural disasters like sandstorms and sinkholes occurred occasionally. Roving bands of outlaws preyed upon the unwary. Yet it offered the fastest route between widely scattered inland cities and great profits for the merchants who dared it.

A bow and arrow banged uncomfortably on Daasek’s shoulder. They had naturally assumed he was expert with one and he had not told them otherwise. He just prayed he would never have to prove his lack of ability.

“Patch, hold please.” Daasek turned. Someone was riding hard to reach him. It was the minstrel Alegro. “Good morning. Lovely day for admiring the view, isn’t it?” he asked when he pulled up.

Daasek had forgotten the end of their previous conversation and was startled to see him. “Since when have they posted you on guard duty? You have no weapons.” The handsome lad laughed. The wind blew through his uncovered head, tangling his thick hair more than normal. His silver mandolin was strapped to his back and the strings sang softly to the touch of the breeze. “If there is an attack by bandits or sand lizards, I will do what I always do when danger beckons. I’ll run.”

“A sensible response.”

Alegro rode next to him. “You don’t mind? You said I could ride with you last night.”

Daasek thought back, then nodded reluctantly. “I don’t object. But if you are seeking conversation, you may be disappointed.”

The lad smiled. “I can talk enough for two, I assure you. I’ve never been across the Garan desert before. I hope to see a sand lizard before I’m through. I was taught a song about a sand lizard once. Would you like to hear it?”

For the next several hours, Alegro proved the reality of his boast. “Have you remembered any of those verses yet? About the one-armed sailor or the boy who rode the warback?” he suddenly interrupted a lascivious tale—filled with countless variations—about the adventures of a traveling farmer and a merchant’s daughter.

“No. I slept the sleep of the rock last night.”

“How unfortunate. Perhaps you will remember by the time we reach Brayf.” “Perhaps.”

They rode in silence for several hundred kines before Alegro spoke again. “What happened to you? If you don’t mind my asking,” he added hastily when Daasek glanced at him.

Daasek considered, then decided that the information mattered little. “A magician. He played a cruel trick on me. I do not like magicians much.”

Allegro shrugged. “And the magician?”

“He is dead.”

Alegro was silent another moment. “There is a song in your tale. Truly,” he offered finally. The minstrel draped the reins across his horse’s neck and retrieved his mandolin. He struck a chord. “This is the tale of Patch the warrior, who crossed a magician and,” he stopped, then grinned. “And made him feel sorrier!” He strummed the instrument and laughed. “I can make you famous in every tavern and brothel along the Horean Sea. You must tell me the details!”

“I don’t remember them. Not all of them,” he admitted.

Alegro rested his instrument on the pommel of his mount and regarded Daasek. “You don’t remember verses, you don’t remember this great battle. What do you remember, Patch?”

Daasek reined his horse and gazed across the desert. “Not as much as I would like,” he said softly.

“Methinks you have been ensorcelled.”

Daasek looked at him suspiciously. Krujj had told him as much. But no one else. “What do you mean?”

“I apologize. I presume too much of our friendship.” Alegro’s fingers flew across the fretboard, spinning out a melody that disappeared quickly in the wind. “But I have met men like yourself during my travels. Believe me, Patch, I have been all over this world and seen many things you can only guess at. When men lose their memories, they lose their souls. But I think I know someone in Brayf who can help you.”

Lose their souls? The comment of Aletia came to mind, but before he could analyze it they heard a sudden uproar behind them. Both turned and saw the rear guard suddenly battling with a giant sand lizard.

Without hesitation they charged towards it, but by the time they arrived, several well-placed arrows had already dispatched the creature. Yet it had not died alone. A shattered horse and mercenary lay beside it. “What happened?” Alegro asked one of the guardsmen.

“It came out of the dune like lightning.” He shook his head. “Raouhdi was in the arms of Hys before he could defend himself.”

Daasek glanced at the dead man. The lizard had nearly chewed off one arm and half his face, but still Daasek recognized him. It was the man who had threatened Alegro the previous evening.

The caravan master rode up, irate at the delay. “What by the seven sisters of Iofhee has happened here?” He was more angry by the time the tale was finished. He looked down at the dead man and swore. “What type of fools are the Guild accepting now? I pay good wages for vigilance and they send me someone who trips over a sand lizard? Well, I won’t hold our wagons to pay final respects to an idiot. Patch, you and,” he pointed to Alegro, “minstrel. I don’t know why you’re not in your wagon, but so be it. You two bury him. And watch yourselves. They usually live in pairs.”

   

“Iofhee must be watching over us.”

Daasek rose and brushed the dirt from his hands. “Why?”

Alegro stepped back and studied the hole. “Looks deep enough.” He returned his attention to Daasek. “Because we rode right by it. It could have attacked us.”

Daasek said nothing as he pulled the nude body to the grave, then unceremoniously deposited it. “The Lady has never been kind to me. We must make our own luck, the gods have nothing to do with it.”

Alegro paused briefly with a handful of sand. “Perhaps.”

After they finished the burial, Daasek removed the saddle from the dead horse and slung it angrily on the back of his own. “Can you carry his clothes?” Alegro nodded. “Go back to the caravan. I’ll have to stand his watch now, and I won’t have time to be bothered by you.”

Alegro hesitated. “I’m sorry if I have offended you. Some people have said I have a mouth as big as a warback’s.”

Daasek forced an apologetic smile. “True, but that’s not the reason. I have much to think about. I would rather be alone.”

Alegro nodded. “Perhaps we can ride together again tomorrow. I still want the words to those verses!”

“We can discuss that tonight.”

   

But they did not. Daasek avoided Alegro for the remainder of the trip. Instead, he spent the time pondering the latter’s remarks. Yes, he was sure he was ensorcelled. And Alegro said he knew someone in Brayf who could help him. To remember? To free him of the spell?

And something else troubled him. As the caravan neared the port, he felt the urge rising again. His next victim, he was certain, had to live there.

When they finally entered the great trading port of Brayf, the caravan had been on the desert three months. Theirs had been a fortunate journey. Save for the one slain by the sand lizard, there had been no attacks by man or beast and only one mild sandstorm. The Merchants, the Mercenaries, the Usurers and most notably the caravan master were in high spirits when they reached the marketplace.

“You have all done an excellent job,” their leader began, calling his men around him. “You of the Mercenaries Guild will find your wages waiting for you at the hall. Other guards can get theirs at the paymaster’s wagon. Now listen,” he yelled before the men disappeared into nearby taverns and brothels. “We will be forming another train with a load of salt and rare linens to be taken up to Orna. I will be pleased to have any of you join us. We will be leaving within the week. Report here if you are interested.” He smiled as the party disintegrated. Despite their protestations, more than one, he knew, would have wasted their wages by then and be in want of work.

   

Daasek waited patiently while the paymaster counted out his funds. “Twenty, thirty, forty crous,” the member of the Usurers Guild said, setting each carefully on the table between them. He smiled sagely. “Not bad wages for such an uneventful trip.” “Thank you.” Daasek stuck them in his purse.

“We’ll be leaving for Orna soon. Perhaps you will join us?”

“I suspect not, but I appreciate the offer.”

“We are also accepting investors. If our next trip is half as profitable as this, you could earn a handsome return by helping to underwrite it.”

“I don’t expect to remain in Brayf that long.”

The man remained nonplused. “You can receive your profits through any Usurers Guild office.”

“Thank you, no.”

The old man sighed. “Keep us in mind if your fortunes change.”

Daasek nodded and walked away. Most of his erstwhile comrades were discussing which tavern they would invest their wages in. He had more pressing concerns. “Do you know where the minstrel went?” he asked one.

“Who? Oh, the singer boy.” The man was already half into his cups. “He’s probably somewhere pretending to work for his supper now.” He cackled. “Why, do you miss him?”

“He owes me money. If you see him, tell me.”

“Next time make sure he pays before he beds you,” another called as he walked away. Daasek ignored the gibe. He had to find the musician. Alegro might be the only man who could help him.

He spent the afternoon visiting the many taverns and wineshops that littered the market area. His appearance aroused comment often but Daasek refused to retaliate. Emotions meant nothing to him, so why should mere words? And he didn’t want to waste the time to buy more concealing clothing since he did not know how long Alegro would linger in Brayf. So he remained dogged in pursuit of the musician.

Phann was already rising when he suddenly heard a familiar melody. It was the song of the warbacks Alegro had played at the campfire. He followed it and found himself in a small square. A handful of people were standing and watching as a ridiculous character dressed in a patchwork outfit made from various shades of orange cloth danced and strummed and sang. A hat sat on the ground before him, but as of yet it held few coins.

Alegro flashed a smile when he recognized Daasek but quickly returned his attention to the crowd. Daasek opened his purse and removed the crous he had received that morning. He walked up and dropped them all into the collection cap.

Alegro looked at Daasek, startled, and the verse he was singing ceased abruptly. He turned to his audience. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he improvised grandly, “I thank you so much for your bountiful kindness. Yet my patron has just arrived with a request from the palace, so I must bid you my leave.” The crowd, unimpressed, quickly made their way from the courtyard. Alegro counted the coins slowly, then stared at Daasek. “I never knew you were such a music lover, Patch. I thank you.”

“Do not call me Patch,” he replied. “My name is Daasek. I want your help.” “Of course, most generous patron.” He bowed deeply. “How can this humble servant honor your largesse?”

“You said you knew someone here who could help me. Take me to him.”

“To him? Hmmm. To him I can take you not, but to help I can naught but take you.” He put the coins in his purse and donned his cap. “This way, master.” He strode purposely down the street, nearly forcing Daasek to run to keep pace.

They half walked, half ran through crowded streets for the next half hour. Alegro said nothing and Daasek had nothing to say. Passers-by commented on the minstrel’s clothing and Daasek’s scarred body, but all were ignored. Lamps were lit and the streets had changed from mud and stick to stone and brick when Alegro finally stopped. “Wait here. I will see if I can arrange an audience.” He opened the gate and strode into the courtyard of an imposing old house.

Daasek looked around the streets. The aristocratic section of Brayf to be sure. He suspected that every house held its own Mercenary guards, and there were probably patrols as well. He hoped Alegro hurried. He did not want to discuss his presence with inquisitive police this evening.

Alegro reappeared shortly. It looked as though he had gone through much on Daasek’s behalf because his face was ashen and he was panting. He leaned against the gate as if recovering from a long foot race. “You may enter,” he gasped after a long moment. “I must wait for you here.”

Daasek nodded and walked up to the door.

“Just go on in. You are expected.”

Daasek shrugged and opened the door. The interior was well-lit, surprisingly so since so little light shone through the windows.

“Enter the room on the left,” a hoarse voice called. “I will be with you shortly.” Daasek felt the urge suddenly flare within him, causing him to shake violently. He had found the next magician. He took a deep breath, then withdrew his knife and did what he was ordered.

The room was furnished all in maroon, from the curtains to the carpet to the furniture. It brought back memories of Krujj and he shuddered involuntarily. He took a seat on a large stuffed chair by the back window and waited, cradling his knife in his hand.

A figure clad in a purple robe entered. Daasek nearly jumped as the urge flared again. There was no doubt. This was the magician he would be forced to slay.

“You are Daasek,” the hoarse voice said.

“Yes.”

“I am Roaine. I have heard much about you. Would you like some tea?” His host threw back the cowl and that was when Daasek first realized he was not facing a man at all, but a very old, very frail woman. She studied him with interest and bemusement. “You do not need the knife,” she nodded at the weapon in his hands. “I cannot harm you. Would you like some tea?”

“No thank you, madam,” he said when he finally regained control over his tingling nerves enough to speak.

“How uncivilized.” She bent over a tray and poured herself a cup. She stirred it thoughtfully, still standing. “But then, you are an uncivilized man.” She waved her hand. “But it is not your fault.” She sat down carefully. “Alegro told me some sorcerer had you under his spell. Is that true?”

“I don’t know,” he said, trying to ignore the drive within. It was important he learn as much as possible before the urge forced him to murder. “I was hoping you could tell me.”

She blew on her tea. “You are.”

Daasek stirred, both from the urge and sudden hope. “Then you can remove it?” She laughed. “Oh my heavens, dear Daasek, no. You are ensorcelled by the most powerful mage on this planet. Only he can remove the spell.” Her humor vanished. “And I rather doubt he would.”

“Then you can’t help me.” He began to rise.

“I didn’t say that.” She noted his discomfort caused by the rage within. “Sit and relax. You’re as excitable as a farmboy visiting his first brothel. Are you sure you wouldn’t like some tea?”

Daasek shook his head.

“Where do I start, where do I start?” she mumbled to herself. Finally, she snorted. “From the beginning, I suppose. Tell me … what do you know of the Thirteen Spheres?”

Krujj had referred to thirteen spheres, Daasek remembered. “They supposedly are in control of our world.”

“Not supposedly; they are. There are thirteen Spheres of Power that rule our universe. A committee, if you will. Each has a representative on this world. Representatives are granted powers, magical powers, to help them carry out the tasks assigned by their particular master. Or god. Or Sphere of Power. Whatever concept you feel most comfortable with. The magician who controls you represents one of these ‘gods.’ As you have imagined, I represent another.

“For the most part, the Thirteen balance each other. For the most part, they are not in conflict. It was not always this way, as our own history demonstrates.” She flashed a smile, then grew serious once more. “Ours is considered one of the lesser worlds. Most of the ‘gods’ pay little attention to us.

“One, unfortunately, has. The one that controls the man who controls you.” “Agent and tool,” Daasek said softly.

“What was that? You’ll have to speak up. I’m getting old and hard of hearing.” “Nothing,” he replied loudly. “How does he control me?”

“It’s quite simple,” she said, blowing on her tea. “He stole your soul.”

   

Daasek sat back and closed his eyes. The memories of Aletia, clasping him with icy fingers, then falling away from him, screaming, came unbidden. You have no soul. “My soul,” he said finally.

“Works every time.”

“Why?”

“‘Why’ what? Why use a man? Why not do it himself? Because magicians can’t tolerate the presence of other magicians. And I don’t mean emotionally. You know how a lodestone will repel another lodestone if held properly?” Daasek nodded. “The same holds for magicians. We can be in proximity of another of our kind for only a matter of minutes. Any longer and we both would be driven insane. It is part of the original compact among the Thirteen, to prevent several working together to eliminate the sway of the others. And it is very effective. It is nearly impossible for a magician to physically slay another.”

She stopped. “Perhaps I didn’t answer your question properly. Why you in particular? Kismet. You made somebody angry. You pissed in the wind. It doesn’t matter. Why anybody, that is the real question.

“You see, we’ve been keeping track of you, Daasek,” she continued. “Do you know how many magicians there used to be on this world?”

“Thirteen.”

She nodded in approval. “You have been paying attention. Now there are three; myself, your master and … one other. Over four years ago, you were let loose on us, Daasek. You’ve raised a lot of Hys in that time.”

Daasek shook his head. “I don’t remember.” He suddenly felt a chill. If the woman was telling the truth, he didn’t want to remember.

“That’s because you have no soul. Let me correct myself,” she added quickly. “you have little soul.” She leaned forward “But you are beginning to remember, aren’t you?”

“Yes.”

“That’s because your soul is regenerating.”

He had never heard that word. “I don’t understand.”

She scratched her head. “Let me see if I can explain this. When you were a little boy, did you ever cut tails off of lizards, just to watch them grow back? You don’t have to answer, all little boys do. That’s called regeneration. Your soul is doing the same. You see, Nyxx—that’s the horse’s rear who is controlling you—couldn’t take all of your soul. You would have been as mobile, and useful, as a tree. By removing most of it, he removed your ability to feel, your ability to remember. You can still think, of course. You can still converse, you can still plan, you can still move and react. But you can feel—nothing. Except physical pain, of course, and that hardly counts.

“Your soul, you see, is the seat of emotion. Without it you can’t truly feel, can’t completely remember.”

Daasek wrestled with the concepts. He understood how his emotions had been stifled, but the correlation to his memory was beyond him. “Why can’t I remember?” She rubbed her chin. “I really didn’t want to get this involved because I don’t know how much time you have. Before you must—never mind. But let’s try an example. Do you see this scar?” She raised her right arm. Daasek could discern a long red line rising up it. “When I was five I became careless over a cooking fire. An iron pot overturned and struck me there. Hurt like Hys. I remember the incident as if it were yesterday. But ask me what I had for lunch last week and I wouldn’t have a clue. You see,” she continued hastily, “there was an emotional connection to the accident. There was none when I ate last week. I remember the accident but not the meal.

“Because you cannot feel, you cannot fully remember. Frankly, from what I have heard, it is best for you that you do not. You see, you have no emotions to associate certain events with, and therefore the events become meaningless. What you recall today are events, skills, facts that are in the foreground of your mind. Abilities that have become almost instinctual over the years. Talents that require no conscious thought to exercise. Those that require effort or emotional association to recall are beyond you, no matter how close to the surface they may lie. And they would remain unobtainable except for one small detail. Over the years, your soul has begun to grow back. Not completely, but some.”

He did not exactly enjoy thinking his soul was akin to a lizard’s tail, but he could comprehend the metaphor. It gave him hope. “Then I will get my soul back?”

She shook her head. “If you wait for your soul to return to you, you will be dust and forgotten long before.” Then she removed a single black stone from her pocket and held it up. “Do you know what this is?”

Daasek knew that both Krujj and Aletia had had one. He knew he had destroyed them both. But he had no idea why. “No.”

“A soulcatcher. This represents the covenant between one of the Thirteen and its representative here. It is the device through which they communicate with us. When you destroy the stone, and I know you have, Daasek, you totally sever the link between our world and theirs.

“That, incidentally, is the real reason you have been sent on your mission. Because of a long-standing agreement among the Thirteen, a severed link can never be reopened. What you have done by destroying both the magicians and their soulcatchers is to remove permanently the influence of the full Thirteen from us.

This particular stone,” she continued, “contains my soul. I want you to destroy it.”

Daasek felt a chill run through him. That was exactly what he had to do, but not what he wanted to do. “But that will kill you,” he protested.

“If you don’t do as I say, you will kill me. Have you ever noticed that your victims always carry their soulcatcher, or at least have it nearby?”

Daasek recalled Krujj’s ring, the stone in Aletia’s forehead, and nodded.

“Nyxx has a similar stone. We all did. Most of my soul is in this stone. As long as the stone is in close proximity, there is no danger to the magician. If, however, you stole my stone and rode away, I would be dead by the time you reached the city gates.”

Daasek shook his head. “I still don’t understand.”

She brandished the stone. “This is what Nyxx and his master want, not me. I am merely the object that stands in their way. Destroy the soulcatcher and Nyxx has won. The Thirteen I represent will hold no sway over Horea ever again. I will live. I will recapture my soul. Most of it anyway. Enough that it won’t matter. The rest I will give to you.”

“Why would you do that?” he asked after a long pause. “When you know I have come to kill you?”

She stamped her foot in anger. “Because my master doesn’t care! You have no idea how it feels to serve a master who doesn’t care!” She looked at Daasek with an emotion near envy. “Nyxx may have abused you tremendously,” she explained away the startled look on his face, “but at least he has helped you survive, even if no one, especially Nyxx himself, expected you to survive this long. But my master? He has as much concern for our world as a man does for the ant underfoot.

“I have served him for 70 years, Daasek. By rights, I should be grooming a successor, someone to take over my role when I finally die. I refuse to do it. I am more than content for the Thirteen that Nyxx serves to take over this world. It wants it and the others don’t care. Or didn’t care until it was too late. To which I say, fine. It cannot do our world any more harm than the others have by their benign neglect. I will help you destroy the soulcatcher. Nyxx will be satisfied because he’ll believe I’m dead. He won’t trouble me again. I will be alive. And you, you will have your memory, your emotions. I can give you enough of my soul to assure you of that.”

Daasek sat. The urge throbbed within him, but by concentrating intensely he was able to resist it. What she had told him, what she had promised, easily distracted him. He pondered all she had said, all she had promised. “I still won’t be free, though, will I?” he asked hopefully.

“No. Not until you go to Nyxx. Only you can free yourself. But at least you will have a chance.”

He stood. There was no decision to make. “What do we have to do?”

“Stand next to me.” He did so. She set the stone on the table before them. She handed him the silver spoon she had used to stir her tea. “The soulcatcher is not particularly hard. You’re stronger than I am. Just hit it with this. When it breaks, a gray cloud will rise. Inhale some of it. Not much,” she added and forced a smile. “That will be my soul. If you inhale too much, you could kill me.”

Daasek nodded. He set the spoon on top of the stone and slowly applied pressure. He felt it begin to collapse, and he heard it crack. Then the stone gave way completely. He threw the spoon away. A small cloud rose slowly. She glanced at him and nodded. He bent over and sniffed cautiously. It smelled cold, warm, alive, hopeful, green and white and soft and weak and compassionate. He stood back and she nearly lunged forward, inhaling the rest like a starving man.

At first he felt nothing and only noticed a hollow ringing in his ears. Then it was as if an avalanche struck him. His memory returned. Of Byrnhea, Phrion and Oio. The cruel Pasheur in Avania and the deranged yet harmless monk on the hills of Lystra. The magician/healer buried in an avalanche in the Vyron Mountains as he hurried to aid what he thought were some travelers in distress. The devastation Daasek had wrought on Jhahar, and that wrought on him by Nyxx.

Then it was as if a dam had broken. His senses were overwhelmed by smells, tastes and feelings that previously had knocked unacknowledged. The icy clutch of Aletia. The spicy tang of the blood orchid. The murderous scream of the warback and, worst of all, the agony as inch by inch the crushing red velvet was stripped from him. He felt as well as heard himself scream.

He sensed someone grab his arm and pull him to his feet. He followed without complaint. Something warm was thrust into his hand and forced to his lips. He drank the burning liquid without thinking. He was too busy remembering to be aware of anything else.

He was pursuing the warback when he suddenly heard his name. The vision of the beast fogged, then vanished, to be replaced by the face of the old woman. “Daasek,” she said softly.

“Yes,” he whispered.

“Where are you?”

“I’m on the Great Sail.” He stopped and looked at her. “No, I am in Brayf. In your home.” Suddenly he broke into laughter and tears. “By the eyes of Phann, I remember!”

“Drink some more tea. You need to recover your strength, regain control of yourself.”

He looked at her in awe and amazement. “The urge is gone. He no longer controls me!”

She shook her head. “He still has most of your soul, dear Daasek. He can still control you. But now it requires great effort on his part. More effort than even the greatest magicians are usually willing to expend. Someday you will have to face him.” “I know.” He held her and kissed one sunken cheek tenderly. “How can I repay you?”

“You didn’t kill me. That to me is as valuable as any coin of the realm.” Then she smiled mischievously. She took one of his hands and guided it to a sunken breast. “Men no longer find my body appealing, Daasek, and I suspect women feel the same about yours. I may be old, but I’m not dead.”

She led him upstairs without protest.

   

Alegro was still waiting outside when he left. He seemed to have recovered from his previous distress and now was impatient to leave. “Was she able to help?”

Daasek thought about the entire encounter. “We helped each other.”

The minstrel grinned. “I recommend we celebrate this evening with a bottle of Brayf’s best wine and a nubile wench or two.”

“A fair proposition.” Daasek opened his purse and was not surprised when it proved to be empty. As they lay in bed, she had hinted that since Nyxx no longer had complete control of him, he might assume Daasek had died. In which case he would no longer protect Daasek with his magic. His sudden lack of funds might prove a problem, Daasek thought. Then he smiled. Other things may have changed as well. “Do you still have the money I gave you?”

Alegro puffed himself up with mock anger. “I am a minstrel, not a wastrel!” “Good. You buy.”

“Of course, my patron,” he bowed. “Off to the wineshops and the women.” Daasek forced a smile and followed behind. As memories flashed within, some pleasant, most not, he decided that tonight would be an excellent night to get roaring, smashing drunk. Tomorrow he would find a way to Myniah.
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Chapter Eight: The Twelfth Magician 

 

Daasek sat on the great harpoon launcher and stared longingly across the Horean Sea. It had been years since he had been on a ship, yet his “sea legs” had returned to him in a matter of hours. He took a deep breath of the crisp breeze that bore the smells of grickle and seamockers and sighed happily. This was indeed where he belonged! The breeze felt like a lover’s caress on his bare chest and arms. No more the foul air of Byrnhea and other crowded cities, seething with the odors of sweat, dung, offal, toiling beasts, rotting food and others even more unpleasant. If he had his way, he would spend the rest of his days offshore.

He patted the metal barrel of the harpoon launcher. It was a weapon neither used nor needed by the Fishermen. He had been told that the machine was there for added protection from warbacks or pirates. The spring-driven launcher could supposedly send a harpoon 40 kines or more across the waters. “Stand yonder and I’ll split a grape balanced on your head,” one sailor had bragged.

Daasek had his doubts. Against a charging warback, it would be too slow and clumsy to aim properly. A strong arm and a lance blessed with the Love of Karmela would be more effective, but he would not share that knowledge with those outside his Guild. All Guilds guarded their secrets selfishly to protect themselves and their membership. No matter how he might personally feel, he would not break his oath. Instead, he caressed the great barrel. I would not match you against a warback. Against another ship, however, you could be very useful.

“Patch! Stop admiring your ugliness in the waters and get up here. You are supposed to relieve me now.”

Daasek looked up and towards the helm, where the pilot was gesturing angrily. He shrugged and made his way aft. “Forgive me, I was in contemplation,” he said as he took his post.

The sailor spat. “Remember that you only paid partial fare. You still have to work like everyone else. Don’t run us aground on any reefs, mind?”

Little likelihood of that, he thought as he took hold of the great wheel. True, he did not know this part of the Horean Sea well. The fishermen of Myniah rarely traveled this far north, contenting themselves with the waters below the equator, those smiled upon by the Face of Thren. But he understood the signs of the sea. By sight and smell, he could recognize any dangers and avoid them easily.

Still the sailor’s plaint was just. It had taken them, or rather Alegro, near a month to earn enough to purchase partial room and board on the southbound vessel. Daasek had always considered the life of a minstrel to be a mild one, an assumption Alegro’s mien often justified. But Daasek had soon learned otherwise. From noon meal until nightfall Alegro had worked his music in squares and parks throughout Brayf, occasionally earning a full hat but more often only polite applause. In the evenings, they had roamed the wineshops and pleasure houses. These were more lucrative yet also more hazardous, and several times Daasek had been forced to protect him from cutpurses or those stirred by drink into believing that the musician should provide entertainment beyond his songs and stories.

“There is no need for you to do this for me,” Daasek had protested more than once, but Alegro had demurred.

“You have your mind back,” he argued reasonably. “Now you can tell me the lost verses of the warback’s song. That, and your aegis, is more than adequate recompense.” Aboard ship, their positions had changed. A minstrel was considered ballast and by day Alegro labored in the scullery. Daasek had soon convinced the captain of his expertise on the waters and he had been accepted as a substitute helmsman as well as a strong and dependable deckhand. But Alegro didn’t complain and Daasek was too delighted with his new station to notice if he had.

Daasek whistled a Mynian shantey and steered confidently through the open sea. Their voyage to Tscheran, he was sure, would pass as swiftly as a baby’s cry. He paid little note to the bird that landed near the lookout high in the mast above. Even if he had, he would not have seen the message attached to its foot or guessed how quickly his status would change.

   

“I believe you told me you sailed the southern waters.”

Daasek paused, a forkful of grickle halfway to his mouth, and nodded at the captain.

“What port did you call home?”

What lie did I tell him? “Lanou,” he said finally. “Not, I must admit, the most prosperous of ports.”

“You say you were a fisherman?”

Daasek nodded.

The captain gazed briefly at his broad chest and strong arms. “I see,” he said softly. He refilled his mug. “The Usurers Guild contacted me this day. They have expressed concern about the troubled waters where we are venturing. So, to be honest, have your crewmates. I have been forced to make a decision. We are changing course to Ferring.”

Daasek started. “I thought we were mooring at Tscheran.” This was very close to Myniah.

“No longer. The pirate scum from Myniah have been increasing their raids, venturing farther and farther north with every moonphase. The Guild doesn’t want to risk their ship, or their cargo, for the small gain we could enjoy at Tscheran. We’ll unload at Ferring and be content with less. That’s far enough south for my men.”

Pirate scum from Myniah. So much has changed, he thought sadly. “We paid passage to Tscheran,” he protested.

“Partial passage only. The Usurers Guild has priority, since they underwrite this vessel. And I am employed by the Usurers,” he replied, rising. “If you are a true fisherman, then you should know the rules of the Captains Guild. There are no guarantees, no compensation. This is my vessel, my responsibility. I will decide what is best for her and my crew.” He paused, then looked at Daasek. “Because of the increasingly troubled seas and your admitted parentage, I have decided that you will no longer man the helm. Only men I know and can trust may share that honor. For the remainder of our voyage, you are a common swab. Myniah is not very popular right now. No men who admit to southern heritage can be trusted. I will be watching you closely.” Daasek gazed morosely at his plate as his captain left. Ferring. South it was, but barely. If the sea was indeed as dangerous as the captain intimated—which it must be if the Usurers Guild was willing to settle for smaller profit—then booking further passage would be nigh impossible. He couldn’t afford his own craft and he couldn’t expect Alegro to earn one. A journey that would have taken three months now appeared eternal.

Yet the captain was correct. As Guild master, he had the right to decide and do what was best for his ship and crew. Daasek could hold no resentment. Still, the grickle had turned to dust in his mouth. What have you done to my homeland, Nyxx? It was yet another affront that needed to be avenged. He left the table in disgust.

When he returned to their cramped quarters, he discovered Alegro practicing, as always. “You honor that instrument with more attention than any woman deserves,” he observed, only half in jest.

Alegro smiled. “Perceptive, dear Daasek. Like a woman she is.” He caressed the intricately-carved head of the mandolin. “Behold. A beautiful face.” He ran his fingers across the fretboard. “A long, slender, sensuous nape.” He plucked a string. “Flowing, silvery hair and a voice to match.” He tenderly cupped the gourd back. “A bountiful, well-formed breast. Even,” he finished with a laugh as he pointed to the soundhole, “an ever-waiting, ever-eager love canal! She is more faithful than any woman I have ever known, Daasek. Although just as temperamental.” He ceased his gaiety. “You look to have a problem.”

“We are not going to Tscheran. We are only going as far as Ferring.”

Alegro pondered a moment. “We paid to go to Tscheran.”

“The captain has new orders. The Usurers are afraid,” he replied. “Apparently much has changed since I was forced from Myniah. It is now the haven of pirates and thieves. I made the mistake of admitting I come from the south. I am now considered as suspect as any cutpurse or corsair.”

“Terrible times when you cannot claim your homeland.” Alegro absently strumming his mandolin. “We should demand repayment.”

“The captain suggested I am fortunate I will not spend our journey in the brig.” Alegro snorted. “It occurs to me that our dear captain is not much better than the pirates he professes to fear.”

“Perhaps. But this ship is hardly equipped to handle a fully-prepared privateer.” “Maybe,” Alegro plucked a single string, “we can persuade the captain elsewise.”

Daasek shook his head in surprise and shock. “I have been born and raised a fisherman. I follow the rules of the sea, of the Guilds. The captain says we sail to Ferring. We sail to Ferring. There will be no further discussion!”

Alegro shrugged. “As you will. Pass me some of that hideous Brayf wine. I’ve been working on a new song one of the cooks taught me today. I need an audience. You just volunteered.”

Daasek only half-listened to the ballad about a warrior’s quest for the Tears of Iofhee, forced to do so by his unrequited love for a witch. How am I to get from Ferring to Myniah? He had much to ponder.

   

“Where did you learn to fish so well?” one of Daasek’s crewmates commented admiringly.

Daasek carefully pulled in the net now brimming with grickle. “When I lived … at Lanou,” he replied, suspicious and angered. Sailors did not talk about themselves, and they certainly did not intrude upon the privacy of others. Had the captain said something to his men?

“You cast overhand, I notice,” a tall, husky deckhand said. “I have been told that is how Myniah fishermen fish.”

Daasek was startled by the information. He had been taught by the Guild and it had never occurred to him that there might be another way. “They visited my homeland often,” he responded quickly. Which was the truth. “They were the best harvesters in the south Horean waters. It would be foolish not to learn from them.”

“Like piracy?” his inquisitor snorted.

Daasek fought his temper. This was neither the time nor place for patriotism. “The men I knew were not pirates,” he said coolly. “I know nothing about the men who live there now.”

“Pray to your gods that does not change. You can only trust a Mynian to break an oath.”

Daasek had not understood until now how completely, how totally his homeland had been destroyed by the reign of Nyxx. Myniah had always been admired for the skill of its fleet and pilots, the hospitality of its shores, the talents and enthusiasm of its harlots. Now we are an insult to Horea, as welcome as Hys at a birthing. He looked up at his accuser. “I have heard tales of an evil magician. If they are true, then perhaps the fishermen have had no choice.”

“Bah,” the man spat. “Those slime of the sea deserve no compassion. Anyone from Myniah should be strung from the masthead and flayed until he is gristle for seamockers.” He approached threateningly. “Or do you still feel warmth for those pimps of Karmela? What else did they teach you?”

“I have no love for pirates,” he replied calmly.

The man clenched and unclenched his hands several times. By now they had attracted an expectant crowd. The captain would not be far behind. “See that you don’t,” the angry sailor finally said, then pushed his way through the onlookers.

Daasek sighed. He had hoped the voyage would be a welcome respite. Now it appeared it would become one more ordeal. He gathered the grickle and headed below, his shipmates watching suspiciously as he passed.

   

“The Phanadan, lad. Play the Phanadan,” a slightly drunken voice called out. Alegro smiled. Tonight there was no scullery. Tonight he was in his element, entertaining—and occasionally insulting—his shipmates as they celebrated their passage across the equator into the south Horean Sea. Their captain ran a stern ship, but this evening the wine casks were brought out and all save a handful were well under its influence. The Crossing was a tradition that had to be observed, an obligation the Captains Guild embraced enthusiastically. They had learned that the cruelest overseer would be tolerated if an occasional loosening of the reins, such as this celebration, was permitted. Now any captain who failed to honor The Crossing risked banishment from the Guild.

“You ask for a sad tale, sir. What say you, my shipmates? Are we in a mood to shed tears this evening?”

The men laughed and bid him play. To be true, the Phanadan was a sad tale, concerning the plight of a poor sailor who loved, and died for, the phantasm that was the Phanadan, a sea sprite of golden eyes and melon breasts. But many of the verses discussed their courtship and trysts with graphic, if not fanciful, details. Those were the rhymes the men most wanted to hear.

“I shall tell you a tale of a sailor strong and bold,

Who journeyed cross the ocean in search of love and gold,”

Alegro began. So many voices joined him that he soon found himself accompanying them only with his mandolin. He smiled and nodded at the rough-hewn voices, their ear-shattering attempts at harmony and tempo. He was in the arms of Iofhee this evening.

Daasek viewed his comrade with amusement and envy. If he had a bone flute, he could join in the celebration. Instead he contented himself with the diluted wine and stared up at the sky. Above them, the Face of Thren smiled, a constellation he had not seen in years. It was proof that they had indeed made The Crossing and were now nearing the end of their journey to Ferring. The five familiar stars. He had dreamed of them often in the past months.

Suddenly a memory flashed and shocked him from his reverie. The pattern was familiar, yes, but not only the one in the heavens. Then he looked at his arm, and remembered. The burning grasp of Krujj, the oddly-shaped scar he had seared into Daasek’s skin. The pattern was exactly the same as the Face of Thren. He suppressed a bitter laugh. Krujj had indeed told him something after all. “I owe you little, Krujj,” he toasted the sky. “But you will be avenged.”

“Only a fool talks to the sky. Or a Mynian. Which be you?”

Daasek turned. The sailor who had insulted him days earlier was wavering beside him. Wine sloshed from his unsteady cup and splattered on Daasek. “Perhaps you should sit. You are wasting good wine.”

The man shook his head, and dampened Daasek again. “Only pigs would drink this slop. Or Mynians. Which be you?”

Daasek sighed. There must be a way he could avoid the confrontation. “I am not accustomed to being called a liar. Perhaps you have drunk too much,” he offered with a friendly smile.

The man roared loud enough to attract the attention of the others. “Drunk too much? Yes, perhaps I have. In which case I have no further need of this.” He poured the rest of the wine over Daasek.

Daasek was on his feet even as their shipmates formed a circle around them. Alegro stopped playing. He knew from long experience that the fight would be more attractive than his music.

“Your pleasure?” Daasek asked his tormentor.

The man grinned slowly and pulled a knife. “You might be good at catching fish. I’m good at gutting them.”

Without thinking, Daasek reached behind him and withdrew his own blade, the Guild knife which he had so carefully kept from sight since he crossed the Garan desert and which he always carried to better prevent discovery. Almost immediately he realized his mistake.

But not immediately enough. Suddenly he felt men grab his arms and one wrested his weapon away. Other men were on him in seconds and there were too many for him to break free. The knife suddenly thrust within inches of his throat stilled his protests completely.

His assaulter stood before him, all guise of drunkenness gone. The knife was steady and only a swallow from slashing skin. The man looked to his comrades. “What did you find?”

One stepped forward and handed him Daasek’s knife. The sailor studied it briefly, then smiled. “Captain,” he yelled. “We have a pirate among us.”

Men made way as the officer approached. “What is the problem here? Since when must I intervene in the petty spats among swabs like you?”

Daasek’s accuser held up the knife. “This is a Mynian weapon. The blade, I’ve heard tell, is made from warback spine. The man is either from Myniah, which means he is a pirate, or stole it from a Mynian, which means he is a thief.” He smiled at Daasek. “We demand he die tonight.”

“No one dies on my ship,” the captain replied. “How do you know this man is from Myniah?”

“Adak and I have sailed Horea for many years,” another sailor stepped forward. “Only Mynian fishermen carry these knives. Adak is right. This man has to be from Myniah.”

The captain glared at Daasek. “You told me you were a fisherman, yes, but from Lanou. Yet I recognize the blade as well. If you are indeed a member of the Guild, I should have been told. That is common courtesy among Guild members everywhere. I have to agree with my men. I believe you are from Myniah.”

“He must die,” Adak added. Voices, some sober, most not, rose in agreement. “He’s not from Myniah.” Alegro pushed his way through the crowd. “I am from Myniah.” He glared at the accuser. “I gave him the knife. I have no use for it.”

Adak smiled at the captain. “Then the minstrel harbors a pirate. This is a worse offense. They should both die.”

The captain looked at Alegro, Daasek, Adak, finally the knife. “If I had known,” he studied the accused, “I would have never let you befoul my ship. And as a Captain of the Guild, the safety of my ship comes first.” He nodded at Adak. “Bind them.”

Adak and his friends obeyed eagerly. Within minutes the accused were thoroughly trussed. “You don’t deserve the cleansing of the lash,” he said after they were through. “Like I told you, Daasek, I will have no man killed on my ship. But you both deserve to die.” He turned away. “Bo’sun, lower a boat.” He glared at Daasek. “There are warbacks in these waters. You and the minstrel will make a nice snack for them.” He nodded at Adak. The two prisoners were quickly ushered to the side of the ship.

“You have no need of my knife,” Daasek said, fighting to keep the fear and anger from his voice. “Is it not enough you set us adrift? Must we starve to death as well?” “You will not starve. The warbacks will see to that,” Adak snarled.

“I have no fear of warbacks,” Daasek addressed his accuser. He stood as straight as his bonds would allow. “Yes, I am from Myniah. I left there when the magician came. I am going back. To kill him.”

“Brave words from a dead man,” Adak said and snorted.

The captain, however, remained silent and thoughtful. “His knife cannot harm us. Throw it in the bottom of the boat. Let us show Myniah we, at least, still feel compassion.”

“And my mandolin,” Alegro cried out eagerly. “It’s the only thing I have.” Adak shrugged, nodded to a comrade, then smiled as he was handed the instrument. “Yes, let it not be said that we cannot feel compassion.” He smashed it against the gunwale but the gourd back only cracked. With a snarl he tossed it in the small boat as well.

“Throw them in and lower away.” The two men were dropped painfully into the craft. Eager hands manned the winches and they were quickly deposited in the ocean. Ropes were hastily cut and they were set adrift. By the time Daasek managed to struggle to his knees, the large ship was disappearing rapidly into the night.

“Perhaps the captain considers this boat just compensation for our stolen payment to Tscheran,” Alegro said.

Daasek said nothing, he was busy severing his bonds on his knife. He cut himself more than once before he was free. “You should have kept quiet,” he said as he untied Alegro.

“I did not like the way some of those men looked at me,” Alegro explained. “We boarded together, remember. With you gone, I fear I would have been warding off their advances the rest of the voyage.”

“You may long for their affection by the time this trip is over.”

Alegro sat back and caressed his mandolin. “That man should have his maleness removed for treating you so shamefully,” he cooed to it. “But we’ll be fine now.” He strummed the mandolin and a plaintive melody, almost tearful, cried out. Alegro sighed. “She may not sing again this evening. Her feelings have been hurt. Still, we have much to be thankful for. The stars overhead, a sturdy craft beneath. Companionship. What more could we ask for?”

“Not that sturdy,” Daasek said, noting the water already seeping aboard. “But since you ask, a strong net and a tall sail.”

“Yes. Well, Hys helps those who help themselves.” Abruptly, Alegro began serenading the sky with a chaotic yet oddly haunting melody.

Daasek shook his head and searched for a comfortable place within the bowels of their small boat. He was sure that if the hangman was tightening the noose, the musician would be commenting upon the fine texture of the rope. Tomorrow he would repair their boat as best he could. Tonight he would let Alegro sing him to sleep.

   

“What is that?”

Daasek shielded his eyes from the sun and looked where Alegro was pointing. Whatever “that” was was many kines’ distance. He could barely distinguish the large flock of seamockers hovering above. But their presence told him enough. “Only two things can attract a flock that size. A dead warback or a wrecked ship.” He hoped dearly it wasn’t the latter.

Alegro lazed back in the noonday sun. “Perhaps our prayers have been answered.”

“A dead warback won’t be of much help.”

“If that is indeed the case.” He gazed innocently at Daasek. “We must find out.”

Daasek glared at him, then dipped the oars in the water and changed their course toward the cloud of seamockers and whatever floated below.

Their approach was not welcomed. Dozens of the scavengers tried to deter them. Alegro flailed at them futilely with his mandolin while Daasek killed several with an oar. The birds finally decided there was enough to share and retreated.

As Daasek feared, it was not a dead warback they had discovered. It was the remains of a warback assault. By the amount of wreckage, specifically the lack of it, Daasek guessed that the warback had struck amidships, tearing a great hole in the bottom and bringing the craft down rapidly, rather than battering her to pieces. The harpoon launcher would have been no weapon against such an attack. And he only needed to see one body to know what ship it was.

“Do you see any survivors?” Alegro asked while surveying the carnage.

“There rarely are. Sailors are a favorite food of warbacks.” He sighed. “I could have prevented this.”

“How? You are good with a knife, I grant you. But no one man can stop a warback assault.”

“If I had been aboard, there would have been no assault.” Then he bit his tongue. The heartstone was a closely held confidence among Myniah fishermen. Although the rumors concerning the cause of their mystical safety in the ocean were near as fanciful as the truth. Instead, he said, “Do you see any canvass? Any netting?”

“Over there, I think. Right, starboard, whatever.”

There was part of the mast still floating. Daasek dove in and swam toward it. Perching seamockers screamed insults at his approach, then reluctantly flew off. He easily guided it back to their craft and the two were able to wrestle it aboard. Further scrounging garnered them several smaller poles and some netting. And one barrel half filled with wine.

Alegro was positively buoyant as they drifted among the wreckage. “Fortunate, are we not, friend Daasek?” he toasted with a mug of wine. “Lucky we are that our erstwhile comrades evicted us. Otherwise we would be warback grist as well.”

Daasek looked up from the netting he was repairing. “Yes, fortunate.” He surveyed the cluttered bottom of their boat. The canvas was sufficient for a small sail and he had the poles and rope to lash together a mast. They now had a net to catch their dinner. Wine and, of course, plenty of fresh Horean Sea water to drink. There remained one final task. “May I see your mandolin?”

Alegro frowned. “Why? Did you suddenly remember how to play? Do you wish instruction?”

“I just want to admire it. If you would.”

With a shrug Alegro handed him the instrument. Daasek looked at the gourd back. There was no sign that the mandolin had been nearly destroyed the previous evening. Surely no Horean wood would stand up to such punishment. “We don’t need this anymore,” and he made to throw it out to sea.

“What are you doing?” Alegro was on his feet in seconds, his face ashen.

Daasek set the instrument next to him. “Why?” he asked softly.

“Why?” Allegro echoed, confused. “It’s how I make my living. That is a very expensive instrument, Daasek. It is the only one like it in the world.”

“I’m sure it is.” He hefted the mandolin, then brought it down heavily on the side of their ship. “No need for concern,” he continued. “You know and I know I cannot harm it. Why?”

Alegro sat back, and a small smile suddenly appeared. “There are many answers in that question, Daasek. Which do you want first?”

“Why … are you following me?”

“Following you? Hardly. I would say more accurately that you have been following me.”

Daasek shook his head. “I didn’t even know who you were. What you were. Until now.”

Alegro’s smile broadened. “Roaine didn’t tell you?”

“She said there was another. But not who. I should have realized when I saw you leave her home. But I didn’t have the knowledge then. But I don’t understand. The urge.” He stopped, realizing he was now talking to himself.

“Dear friend Daasek, if I have been less than honest with you, it was only because I have very strong opinions about self preservation.”

“But why didn’t I want to kill you?”

“Oh, that.” Alegro waved the question away. “Because Nyxx doesn’t know me.” “I still don’t understand.”

Alegro leaned forward, suddenly earnest. “I know Roaine told you about The Thirteen, so you should be able to comprehend what I shall tell you. Once it became clear what the game was, and, more importantly, that Nyxx and his master were winning, The Thirteen that I serve decided to play as well. I represented my Thirteen in another world. It brought me here because I am … more dedicated than its original Horean representative. That knowledge was kept from Nyxx and The Thirteen.

“I must thank you, of course. You have made my task that much easier.”

“Which is?”

Alegro laughed. “Why, to destroy Nyxx, of course. To become the most powerful magician, the only magician, on this backwater planet!

“You can’t imagine what a great opportunity this is for me. On my world, the Thirteen are not as benign as here, the struggle is continual. My master, unfortunately, is considered a lesser power there, and, inevitably, myself as well.

“Here it shall be different. I will rewrite history, dear Daasek. With your assistance, I will teach Horea, and the Thirteen, just how powerful a magician can be. How a magician should be treated and respected. No more will I be forced to hide my powers, to slave for a pittance of pence while the Guild members strut their wealth and influence like rutting peacocks.” He looked out at the flotsam and jetsam around them. “With your help, soon this shall all be mine!”

Daasek felt a coldness settle in his heart. The laughter, the lightness that had been Alegro, was gone. Nyxx, at least, does what he does because he has to. You want to! “You expect me to assist you? You are as mad as your dreams.”

“I expect you to have no choice. Actually, there is no reason why you shouldn’t assist me. We both have the same objective, to destroy Nyxx. You have proven resilient and resourceful thus far. But also very fortunate. Do not assume that Lady Chance will continue to smile upon you. But once you are under my control, luck will not be necessary. Yes, under my rein, you shall have no difficulty achieving your justifiable revenge.”

“I neither seek nor want your assistance.”

“Your chances of succeeding without it are as great as a mare birthing a pig. You still have no idea who you are dealing with.” Alegro sighed. “Let me explain the compact to you. When a—magician—agrees to be an agent, he grants part of his soul, part of himself, to one of the Thirteen. In return he or she is granted certain unique but limited powers. Roaine can heal with the slightest touch. Zorell, the corrupt Pasheur of Avania, controlled metals; Krujj, cloth; Ensten, the shape of living beings. But we enjoy other ‘privileges’ beyond severely defined abilities. Knowledge about other lands, other worlds. Communication with The Thirteen. Sometimes the ability to move between the spheres, as Aletia did and I have done. The opportunity for near immortality if we so desire.

“The more we are willing to cede them—our soul, our existence, our free-will—the greater our power. Some of those you have slain gave up very little. Roaine, for one. Pahluv. Myself. Krujj gave up a great deal.

“Nyxx gave up everything. That is the reason he is the most powerful mage on Horea.” He relaxed against the bow of the boat and smiled. “But soon I shall wear that mantle.”

“There was no reason to kill the guard in the desert,” Daasek said after several moments. “Or destroy that ship. You called the sand lizard and the warback, did you not?”

“What use is power if you don’t exercise it? I don’t appreciate threats on my person, Daasek. Only a coward permits an insult to remain unavenged. I am no coward. And I can avenge myself.”

Daasek decided to challenge him, to learn more of his powers. “Why didn’t you use your magic in Brayf? Surely we could have left there long before we did.”

“Professional pride.” Allegro grinned at Daasek’s questioning look. “I was a musician long before I was a magician. I merely underestimated how dearly the residents value the contents of their purses.”

Daasek looked out at the wreckage. I am getting so tired of magicians. “When we land, I will turn you over to the Merchants Guild and Captains Guild at Ferring. They will decide what to do with you.”

“I think not. You will get us to Ferring. Then you will lead me to Nyxx. Then, under my control, you will kill Nyxx. That appears to be a more sensible plan.” “Roaine told me every magician has a soulcatcher.” Daasek held up the mandolin. “I suspect yours is in here. Let’s find out if I’m right.” He turned and threw the instrument far out into the ocean.

Alegro favored him with a withering stare. “Your balls will miss you, Daasek,” he snarled and immediately dove after it. Daasek quickly manned the oars. If the mandolin wasn’t lost—he was certain the soulcatcher was part of the inlay—at least he might have the opportunity to escape.

But he had only rowed a short distance when the silver sound of the mandolin drifted across the waters.

Daasek had never heard anything as haunting as that melody. It came at him in waves, like the gentle caresses of a long-lost lover. He could almost see a woman’s face in it; hear a woman’s voice in it. Come back, love Daasek. Come back to me. Do not abandon me. 

He saw Alegro sitting serenely on a small section of the shattered ship, stroking his silver strings and smiling confidently. Daasek then felt himself changing course towards Alegro.

I will not be controlled again. I will not! He steeled himself, focusing his concentration from the music without to the anger within. Slowly he forced himself to release the oars, to bring his arms up from his side, above his head. He stood in the middle of the craft, arms and legs spread wide, trembling. He allowed himself to open his eyes and look at Alegro. “NO!” he screamed and slapped his open hands against his ears as hard as he could.

The force of the blow drove him to his knees, but the sudden rush and roar of pain erased the siren lure of the magician. He rested briefly, shaking his head, trying to clear his sight. He staggered to his feet, reached down, tore off a piece of the tattered canvas. The cloth parted easily in his strong hands. He wadded it up, then tore off another piece and did the same. The roar inside his head was dimming and the silver call of the mandolin was beginning to intrude. He crammed the canvas into his ears deeply, painfully. The harsh fabric brought blood, but it also muted the music.

When he once again looked out at Alegro, the pounding in his head had stopped and the mandolin was just a whisper and easily ignored. “I’ll leave you now,” he shouted at the musician. “Perhaps your magic can summon a rescuer. Or perhaps the currents will carry you to shore. Perhaps your master can save you. I will not.” He began to row. “Daasek!” He could barely hear his name, but he turned out of curiosity. Alegro was gesturing frantically. Since he was not playing, Daasek removed the cloth from one ear. “You cannot leave me. I saved you,” the mage yelled.

“And you also killed,” he shouted back, more loudly than he needed. “You should thank me. The vengeance of the Guild would be much worse than the vengeance of the sea.”

“Then I will not die alone,” and the magician’s fingers began to fly across the frets. This melody did not call to him and he ignored it easily. Instead, he began to plan how to ready his craft for a safe sail as he rowed swiftly away. The mast would be first, although he was confident it would not take long to prepare that. Make a tiller out of shattered wood. Unfortunately, there was enough of that about. The boat still leaked in many places, and he knew he would spend most of his time bailing. Still it seemed solid enough to get him to Ferring. He would be satisfied with that. He looked back occasionally but Alegro remained where he was, content merely to play his music. What he hoped to accomplish Daasek could not imagine.

And then he heard a familiar muffled roar, and he knew. He saw it coming many kines away, the great spikes cutting through the water like a hot knife through paper. A warback.

He looked at Alegro. The musician was smiling now. He yelled across the churning water. “This is the true warback’s song, Daasek, not that drivel I performed for those sand fleas. You boasted of your courage before the warback. How courageous are you now?”

Daasek stood, watching the wake as the warback sped directly for him. He felt warmth inside his chest and knew that if he could see it, the heartstone would be glowing. All my life I have believed. Now I will learn. Whose magic is stronger, that of the magician or the heartstone?

As the king of the sea approached, Daasek felt the heat of the stone grow still stronger. Yet it seemed to matter not to the attacking warback. I will not fight you, brother, he sent his thoughts out to it. I had to do that once. I will not do so again. He left his knife at his side. Instead, as collision appeared imminent, he spread his feet and steadied himself, waiting for the inevitable crash of bone and scale and fang. Seconds before collision, the warback dove. He could almost feel it pass beneath his fragile craft. As it did so he sensed another presence, a shadow of feral power and grace, a shadow that recognized him, acknowledged him, even greeted him after a fashion. And then that touch, that whisper of consciousness, vanished.

Only with effort could Daasek prevent himself from laughing. Thank you, brother. He turned slowly, proudly, and stared at Alegro. The musician had stopped his playing and was staring at the boat, at Daasek, and the wake the great creature had left.

“I told you I had nothing to fear from the warback. No true member of the Guild does. Your magic is strong, Alegro, but not as strong as the heartstone.” He smiled. “Your song brought the creature. Can you create a lullaby to send it away?”

His last words stirred Alegro to life. Frantically, he began to fashion a melody.

Too late. The warback exploded from the water directly beneath the musician. Alegro shrieked in amazement and terror as he was flung in the air, his mandolin flying from his grasp. When he landed, it was not on water or wood, but on the great sharp spines that gave the warback its name.

Daasek turned away as the warback hooted, then sounded, with Alegro impaled and lifeless on its back. You were my friend, once. You did save me, once. Daasek felt a tear form, and, almost embarrassed, brushed it aside. The dreams of the magician did not warrant recrimination. Perhaps someday he would find the time and pity to mourn him. Now he had much to do; a boat to repair, provisions to find, Ferring to reach. Something clunked against his boat. He looked down and saw Alegro’s mandolin floating, seemingly undamaged, nearby. He picked it out of the water and studied it. The surface was festooned with stones. One, he knew, held Alegro’s soul. He pressed each and all save one resisted the pressure.

The mark of the covenant, the connection between his world and The Thirteen, Roaine had said. And once destroyed … “Horea would be better off without all magicians.” He held the instrument underwater, letting it fill the gourd back. He released it and smiled as the mandolin quickly sank beneath the waves. Let the Thirteen form a pact with a fanfish. 

He sighed. Nyxx had gotten his wish. Now all the magicians save he were destroyed and only one Thirteen held communion with Horea. But I will change that. He began to set up the mast. With a steady breeze, he might reach port mid-moonphase. But he knew he would reach port. Then he would find a passage to Myniah.
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Chapter Nine: To Myniah 

 

Daasek watched from his post near the door as the press gang went into their routine. He had been working as a guard for the Ferring tavern owner for nigh on a month and in that time, he had seen the body snatchers strike several dozen times. The fact they usually succeeded never failed to amaze him.

The main group always entered first. Four to eight burly men who immediately occupied a center table. Although their conversations and activities belied otherwise, they spent their time scouting the room for suitable recruits. Within the hour a thin, short man would enter alone. Daasek hadn’t yet decoded their signals, but inevitably, the man would approach the table of their intended. He would bump into it, “accidentally” spilling the wine of the man or men who sat there. He would apologize profusely—after all, he was unarmed and certainly was no barbarian and didn’t want any difficulties and could he buy them a drink as compensation? He would return with drugged wine and sit with them and chat until they had finished it and the drug had taken effect. Then his comrades would join him and quickly bear their new, unconscious recruits away.

Daasek would have fallen victim himself had not a kindly innkeeper at another establishment warned him beforehand. His current employer was not so charitable. Daasek’s duties were to prevent duels and discourage nonpayment, a task, thanks to his strong, scarred body, easily accomplished. Press gang activities, as well as others criminal, were tolerated as long as they earned the merchant a profit.

Daasek heard the distinctive crackle of breaking glass. A goblet had dropped from the numb hands of the farm boy or merchant’s son or simple wayfarer, whoever their victim was this time. The nearby table emptied quickly and strong hands carried their newest deckhand hurriedly outside. Onlookers made no attempt at intervention, no sign even of concern. The thin man, as always, was the last to leave. He handed Daasek three gold crous, nodded, then followed his comrades.

Daasek walked to the bar and gave the innkeeper his payment. The fat man smiled and dropped them in one of the voluminous pockets in his apron. “Easy money,” he winked.

Daasek said nothing; instead, he cleared away the empty and broken glasses. The tables were now ready for the next victim. He took his stool by the door and waited impatiently. Within twenty minutes, six of the recruiters had retaken their position. They began to wait impatiently also.

It seemed waiting was all Daasek had been doing for the past few months. He had had no difficulty reaching Ferring. Between the sail and the oars he had reached the harbor within two weeks. He had not, however, informed the Merchants Guild or Captains Guild of the disaster to the Brayf trader because there would have been too many questions about his solitary survivorship. By landing at night and beaching far from the teeming harbor, he had been able to enter the city unobtrusively. It was a simple task to lose himself within the sprawling dockyards, where strangers, even as badly scarred as he, were a common sight. Now it was a matter of waiting for an opportunity to go farther south.

He had already been approached by several captains, but they were either going safely north or, as far as Daasek was concerned, straight to Hys. Daasek sighed as he watched the constant flow of sailors, soldiers, travelers and merchants pass on their way to other climes. To come this far and wait! But his few wages would purchase him no craft. His opportunity, he was convinced, would have to come from elsewhere. When was the question.

It was answered that afternoon in the guise of two merchants. Daasek paid them little notice when they entered. It was nearing evening now and the wineshops were fast filling as they took a table near the door and began a heated discussion. Daasek sat at his post, only half listening. That changed when he heard one say, “Tscheran.” He edged his chair closer.

“…a whole shipload just sitting there, rotting on the docks,” the fat man muttered. “My offer is still good,” his reedy companion consoled him.

“At Tscheran I would get five times what you offer.”

“And how do you get it there?” the man asked smoothly. “Get a ship past pirates and warbacks? You’re working yourself into a snit over nothing, Choro.”

“Nothing, the man says!” Choro stared at the ceiling as if he had just learned his mother was his sister. “5000 crous is nothing! Why don’t I just give you the spice and be done with it? Let me live the rest of my days in joyful poverty, delighted with the knowledge that I have made you, at least, a rich man. Bah!” He took a deep drink of his wine. “There are no men of courage any longer, that is the problem!”

I can’t let this pass. Daasek took a deep breath and approached their table. “Perhaps I can help.”

The two men looked at him warily. “A barbarian. And an ugly one at that,” the thin man said. “Do you have need of another guard dog, Choro?”

“You know what I need,” he muttered, returning to his wine.

“You need a pilot. Someone who knows the Horean Sea. Someone who can get your boat safely to Tscheran,” Daasek finished for him.

Choro set down his glass. “I think we should go elsewhere, Faya. The rats grow rather large here.”

Daasek decided this was no time for subtlety. He removed his Guild blade, which, until now, he had refused to use in Ferring, and stuck it into the table between the merchants. “Do you know what that is?”

Faya shivered, but Choro remained unmoved. “A knife. Very nice.” He picked it up and studied it briefly. “This is your lucky day, barbarian. I happen to collect trinkets. I’ll give you five crous for it.”

“It’s not for sale.”

“Is that so?” He took another drink of wine. “Seven.”

“No.”

“Choro, what are you…”

Choro hushed his companion with a wave of his hand and returned his attention to Daasek. “Where did you get this?”

“My father. He was a fisherman.”

Faya laughed. “A fisherman! Just what you need, Choro! Someone fishing for a handout to be sure.”

Choro suddenly set a crous before Faya. “Go elsewhere and entertain yourself. This man and I have much to discuss.”

Faya looked at the coin, at Choro, at Daasek. “If I leave now, my offer leaves with me.”

“I’m sure you can find some other fool who will accept it.” Considering his companion dismissed, Choro turned to Daasek. “Please sit, whoever you are.”

Daasek settled in Faya’s hastily abandoned chair. “My name is Daasek.”

Choro appraised him. “Where are you from?”

He had gotten this far by being bold; he saw no reason to change tactics now. “Myniah. I left there long before … the recent troubles started. I have not been back since.”

“Myniah. Hardly a glowing recommendation.” Choro toyed with the knife. “Yet you speak openly, like an honest man. Obviously, you overheard our conversation. Extremely bad manners, but I will overlook them this time. If you tell the truth, then you must know the difficulties. How do you propose to surmount them?”

“A small boat with a small crew should not interest pirates. I’ve sailed the Horean Sea nearly my entire life. I know channels where a large boat cannot hope to pursue.” “And the warbacks?”

“The coastal waters are too shallow for them. If we follow the coast we should be safe.” And I have no fear of warbacks.

“Daasek!” Daasek turned and found an angry tavern owner standing behind him. “I pay you to watch my customers, not badger them. Get back to work!”

Choro looked steadily at Daasek. “How much do you earn here, Daasek?”

“Three crous a week.”

“Which is more than you deserve,” the innkeeper exploded, as angry at being ignored as at his employee’s work habits.

Choro set down his mug, then put two crous on the table. “You now make four. Come with me.” Without further comment he rose and headed out the door. Daasek followed rapidly, ignoring the curses from the innkeeper.

“You will no longer be welcome there,” Daasek said as they forced their way through the crowded streets.

“I have suffered greater hardships, I assure you. I suggest we finish our discussion in a friendlier atmosphere. That,” the merchant pointed out a richly appointed inn nearby, “will do nicely.”

   

“I am sorry if I angered your friend,” Daasek said over his tankard of wine. Choro was apparently well-known in the establishment as they had been seated rapidly. Considering the rich appearance of the other patrons, Daasek was certain that, alone, he would have never been permitted inside.

Choro chortled. “Faya a friend! I don’t believe anyone has ever called Faya a friend before! Excuse me.” He wiped a tear from his eye. “That concept is most amusing!”

Daasek waited patiently for the merchant’s mirth to subside. “What are you taking to Tscheran?”

His good humor vanished. “You presume much of my hospitality,” he answered with a frown. “But since you ask, spices. Some gems. Nothing you need be concerned about. But it occurs to me the wrong person is asking the questions. The knife made a most convincing argument. I have seen warback blades before. If you had stolen it, you surely would have sold it for what I offered. One made of Byrnean steel is much more useful and valuable. Unless, of course, you are a member of the Guild. In which case nothing short of death would have pried it from you. But,” he paused just long enough to pat the bottom of a passing serving wench, “I need more proof than that if I am to entrust my future fortune to you.”

“And how do I convince you?”

“Draw me a map of the Horean Sea,” and he handed Daasek a stick of charcoal.

Daasek saw no paper so he began to sketch on the white linen tablecloth. Choro stood behind him, watching without comment. After fifteen minutes, Choro nodded. “You even put in the reefs near Todolea. You are either a sailor, Daasek, or an excellent mnemonicist. In either event, I have no more time to waste. My cargo begins to spoil. You are my pilot.”

“I will justify your confidence,” Daasek assured him stiffly. He was confused, lightheaded, elated and cautious all at once. Most importantly, he was once more on his way to Myniah!

“Then I toast our venture.” Both drank deeply from the thick Ferring wine, which had been brought from the private stock Choro maintained at the establishment. Choro was beaming when he set down his glass. “We sail in the morning. You will stay at my quarters this evening.”

“I want the smallest crew and smallest ship possible to handle your cargo.”

“So do I. As for the crew, there will be only one.”

“Is he a good sailor?”

Choro beamed. “The best, comrade Daasek. The sailor is me!”

   

Daasek manned the tiller and smiled. Once again, he felt like a fisherman. A small boat, asail at dawn. The fact they were carrying cargo rather than searching for it mattered little. He took a deep breath of the air. The scents of seamocker, grickle, and warback mingled with those carried from the land and aboard their ship to make, for him, the finest perfume imaginable.

Choro snored away at the bow. He would have preferred a later sailing time but finally agreed with Daasek that it would be best if the fewest people possible knew what they were carrying or where. They had purchased everything that evening, Choro following Daasek’s recommendations completely. He had even helped load the craft and seemed no more tired than Daasek when they were through. Daasek had then changed his opinion of the trader. Choro appeared obese, but much was muscle. He might, Daasek decided, make a good shipmate after all.

   

“Excellent, Daasek, excellent,” Choro said between mouthfuls. “You are a true magician with the net. And an excellent harvester as well. Without doubt you are a true, honored master of the Guild.”

Daasek smiled at the irony over his plate of freshly-caught fan fish and clams. “No magic involved at all. I could teach you if you wish.”

Choro shook his head. “Don’t bother. I have fat fingers. I have trouble tying my own shoes. No, the advantage of money is that you can hire people to do what you cannot. My talent, if that it is, is that I usually hire the right people.” He took a hefty swallow of wine. “You know why I am eager to get to Tscheran,” he continued. “Why do you?”

Daasek paused. “I am not eager…”

“Tut, tut,” Choro waved him silent. “You are probably more eager than I. We have not even discussed wages, my good man. The four crous I offered you in that stinkpot is hardly pilot’s fare. I will pay you equitably, I assure you. But I am curious. And I am your employer. Are you fleeing someone?”

Daasek considered how much he could tell Choro. “Not fleeing. I must get to Myniah. There is … something I have to do.”

“Myniah. Yes, your homeland,” Choro mused. “I never visited there, mind you, but I used to have great respect for the men who sailed from her harbors. The plague that has befallen her is a blight Phann should not tolerate. Well,” he smiled, deciding he would learn no more, “the fish was excellent. If you wish, I will steer for awhile. You might need a rest. Since you will be the one who will sail this evening.”

“Just keep the coastline in sight. We should have nothing to fear,” Daasek instructed, then made his bed on top of the aromatic sacks of spice. He was surprised at how tired he was and neither the strong smell nor Choro’s off-key caroling kept him awake for long. He dreamt of Myniah and Nyxx. And revenge.

   

On their third day out Daasek saw the first warback. It was a small one, not quite as long as their craft. Choro watched nervously as it kept pace with the boat, not approaching but not leaving, either. Daasek merely watched.

“Can’t we do something?” Choro finally asked.

“You are welcome to try. Perhaps a sack of spice will placate it.”

Choro looked at his cargo, then at Daasek. “I am not amused. Are you sure it won’t trouble us?”

“I am sure. The waters are shallow here. The warback is curious, perhaps confused.”

“As long as it’s not hungry.”

“Warbacks are always hungry. If you wish we can try to scare it.” He turned the tiller and the ship veered sharply toward deeper waters.

“No,” Choro waved his hands frantically. “Are you trying to kill us? Or scare me half to death?”

“Neither,” Daasek replied and returned to their original course. “A member of the Fishermen Guild has nothing to fear of warbacks, no matter what their size. Those who sail with him enjoy the same protection.”

As if in response, the warback suddenly roared. It turned and started to race towards them, only to turn again. It sounded, resurfaced, roared once more and sounded again. When it reappeared, it was hurrying away from their craft.

Choro eyed Daasek suspiciously. “What is it, Daasek? What is the secret?” “I told you. I am a member of the Fishermen Guild.”

Choro nodded. “Then I shall ask no more.” He gazed at Daasek with new-felt respect. “The knife was convincing, but that is final proof. This needs a celebration, I think.” He rummaged among the bales and returned with a small flask. “Maidshair wine. The finest that pitiful hovel of Ferring had to offer. I noticed you enjoyed it our last evening ashore. It shows you have excellent taste.” He poured two glasses. “To profit.” He handed Daasek a glass and drank.

“To Myniah,” Daasek rejoined.

Choro sat back, relaxing in the sun. “I must confess to you that for the first time I am truly confident we shall arrive at Tscheran.”

Daasek coughed in surprise. “If you had doubts, why did you come along?” he gasped.

Choro was equally surprised. “And trust you with my load of spice? Trust you to bargain successfully with the thieves who command the Tscheran markets? Trust you to return to Ferring with my profits? I am no newborn foal, Daasek. If my ship is to be captured by pirates or eaten by warbacks, then I want to be there to see it for myself!” Daasek decided there was no worthy response. He contented himself with more of the delicious wine and the thought they were getting ever closer to Myniah.

Their encounter with the warback was the only real difficulty on their voyage. Twice they spotted the sails of far larger ships on the horizon, but as Daasek had predicted, they were too small and too close to the coast to attract interest. When they docked at Tscheran they were equally relieved, although for different reasons.

   

“Drop that sack and your testicles follow,” Choro called out a warning as he supervised the unloading. “Do they only hire offspring of cousins?” he muttered and paced the dock more ferociously. Daasek struggled to keep up. He had been the merchant’s shadow for half the morning, waiting patiently for an opportunity to talk.

He had yet to find one. Once ashore, Choro was back in his element and he reveled in his reassertion of control. It was not proper that a member of the Merchants Guild be seen helping to unload a shipment, steer a craft, or do anything more strenuous than issue orders. Daasek received an education as he tagged behind and watched, bemused, as Choro haggled mercilessly with workers and merchants alike. Not once did a smile cross the merchant’s face until they had left the warehouse district, a bulging sack of crous securely in Choro’s grasp.

For perhaps only the second time that day, Choro deigned to notice Daasek. “Entertaining, yes?” he winked.

Daasek nodded. “We must talk.”

Choro raised a finger to his lips. “Not until we dine. Then we can talk. But first to the spa. I am tired of smelling of fish and spice!”

   

“You know I cannot guide you back to Ferring,” Daasek said as he cut into the thick fillet of horse. After three weeks of fish, even he was grateful for a different diet. “Myniah, of course. I understand,” Choro replied absently while darting from one of the many delicacies that surrounded him to another.

“As for my pay.”

“And well earned, I must add.”

“I would like to buy your boat.”

Choro nodded while sipping his wine.

“How much do you want?”

Choro gnawed on a seamocker leg as he considered. “I was going to pay you 50 gold crous for your services. The craft cost me 80. However,” he beamed, “our excellent time of delivery, combined with my considerable skills at bargaining, has garnered me a greater profit than even I anticipated. Of course, the fact that the scourge of pirates has left Tscheran virtually bereft of any trade may have had something to do with it,” he winked at Daasek. “You can have the boat for your share.” He paused. “And your knife.”

“I will take my 50 crous now, if you please,” Daasek said and began to rise.

Choro grabbed his arm, smiling. “Only joking, my friend. I think I owed you that, especially the way you terrified me with that warback. No, the ship is yours. And I wish you luck. When do you leave?”

Daasek looked at his half-finished meal. “Tonight.”

“In that case.” He reached in a shirt pocket and withdrew a small packet. “Eat this.” He dropped it on the table.

It contained what appeared to be a mixture of herbs. “What is it?”

“In a minute. Sprinkle it on your meat. Put some in your wine. Just eat it.” He looked at Daasek beseechingly. “You won’t even taste it. It’s harmless. Here, look.” He took the packet and spilled some over his own food, which he quickly devoured. “Try it,” he handed it back.

Daasek shrugged and sprinkled some on his plate. The herbs were slightly pungent, but not unpleasant. After several bites he decided they complemented the taste of horse nicely. “What was that?” he asked when he finished. “The spices we brought with us?”

Choro shook his head. “The antidote.”

Daasek stared at him, not wanting to believe what he heard. “What?”

“I poisoned you with the wine we drank,” he explained calmly between mouthfuls.

Daasek sat rock still for several moments, trying to digest the news along with the food. “Why?” he finally managed to ask.

Choro reluctantly set down his knife and fork. “To protect myself, of course. Don’t look at me like a beaten puppy! Daasek, we were on that ship nearly a month. I had no idea if you might be leading me into a pirate’s ambush, or worse. You had ample opportunity to stab me, to strangle me, to feed me to the warbacks. I had to protect my investment, not to mention myself, somehow. It seemed my only recourse.”

Daasek considered. The merchant’s arguments were reasonable though not appreciated. “You could have told me.”

“And have you angry at me the entire voyage? Besides, if you would have known, you may have thought you could kill me and get the antidote later. You wouldn’t have, incidentally. It is a very unique poison. One must continually ingest it, or take the antidote. Otherwise it becomes potent. Don’t act so upset,” he finished, suddenly angry. “I took it, too!”

Daasek understood the merchant’s actions, and he wished he didn’t. Still he felt betrayed. By the sign of Hys, he actually liked the man. “So you need to poison a man in order to trust him,” he said bitterly.

“Trust?” He looked at Daasek in surprise. “I never said I trusted you. I merely said I had confidence in you. The two are not companion emotions.”

Daasek now had no more desire for his food or Choro’s companionship. “I must leave now. I wish to catch the outgoing tide,” he said heavily.

“Sit down. Finish your meal. Enjoy some more wine.”

“No. Not with you.” He rose. “Thank you for the ship.”

Choro shook his head. “Think nothing of it.”

“I won’t.” When he left Choro was attacking his third plate of pickled hare’s feet.

   

Daasek rowed out into the harbor. Above him, the Face of Threnn smiled. Iofhee chased Phann across the sky. The wind was rising from the east, the current flowing strongly south. He could reach Myniah within a moonphase. For the first time, he realized he had no idea what he would do when he got there. And unlike times past, the answer would not come in his dreams. He brought in the oars and raised the sail. He would think of something.
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Chapter Ten: Preparations 

 

From the small outcropping of rocks, Daasek surveyed the cliffs and harbor of Myniah. The light from Phann was sufficient, but was heavily augmented by the torches and lanterns borne by the many ships that crowded the moorage. Rough laughter or threats occasionally drifted his way, not the sort associated with a peaceful fishing community.

Daasek shook his head. Even during the heaviest trading or fishing times, Myniah had never hosted that many craft. Most were corsairs, with a scattering of damaged hulks of captured merchantmen. Nowhere was a fishing craft evident. It depressed him. Even destroying Nyxx might not be enough to save his homeland from the oppression of the criminals who now called it sanctuary.

He climbed off the rock and reentered his beached craft. The normal week’s journey from Tsheran had taken considerably longer. He had been forced to abandon day sailing, and the coastline, with its dangerous rocks and shoals, had always been near at hand. He had beached in every small cove and hidden inlet he knew in order to escape the daylight watch of the pirates. This close to Myniah, not even a seemingly peaceful fisherman could hope to escape capture if seen.

Worse, he couldn’t sail into the harbor, even at night. Which left him two alternatives; swim or scale the cliffs. The cliffs, he was certain, would be well-guarded. Even though he had climbed them often in his youth, it was too hazardous to attempt by starlight. Swim it would have to be.

He retrieved both knives, one his warback blade and one of steel he had purchased in Tsheran. The first he hid behind his back, the second he sheathed at his side. He placed what few crous he had saved from his work in Ferring in a waterproof sack and tied it securely to his waist, then returned to his perch on the rock. Now it was a matter of waiting.

   

“Help. Help me I pray.”

The watchman, startled, looked around. It was not an hour past dawn and he was still feeling the effects of the previous night. The revenge of the grape, he decided, and relaxed once more.

“I need help. Throw me a line before I drown.”

The watchman shook himself and walked to the gunwale. Far below, bobbing in the water, a man was waving frantically. The watchman grinned. “What have we here? A baby warback, I do believe. I shall fetch me a harpoon and spear me a handsome breakfast!”

“By the love of Iofhee, throw me a line! Or shall you make me swim all the way to shore?”

The guard smiled at the idea. “It is a lovely morning, is it not? The water must be pleasantly chilled. Enjoy yourself.” He turned away.

“I will pay you,” the swimmer called out frantically.

He reappeared. “Pay you say? Pay you must. The use of my rope will cost you, say, five crous.”

“Done.”

The man nodded. “Wait there. Don’t drown on me now.” He quickly returned with a rope. He lashed one end to the mast and hurled the rest far out to sea. With a few powerful strokes the swimmer grabbed the line and began to reel himself in. The watchman waited patiently while the man climbed the cord to safety. When he was finally aboard the watchman held out his hand. “Five crous. Or,” and he drew his sword, “you go back where you came from.”

Without a word, the man opened a purse at his side and paid his rescuer. “Now you will come with me and explain to my captain why you are bathing in the harbor.” His drawn sword added weight to his demands.

The privateer did not appreciate the early knock on his door. He appreciated less the dripping man who was shoved before him. “You have a distasteful sense of humor, Alrod.”

“I saw the man floating in the harbor. I couldn’t leave him as warback food, now, could I, captain?”

“Why not?” The captain looked at Daasek in distaste. “It appears that’s all he is good for.” Then he spoke to Daasek. “What be you called?”

“My shipmates called me Patch.”

“And no wonder.” He turned to his watchman. “Go back to your watch. I will handle it from here.” Alrod saluted with a grin and left. The captain took a seat behind his small desk. “Why were you floating in the harbor? Why are you aboard my ship?” “I was on the ‘Mist Runner.’ We sailed late last night.” He spat. “We were only a few hours from harbor when some of my crewmates attacked me and threw me overboard.”

The captain poured himself a small cup of wine, apparently unmoved or uninterested in the tale. “Why is that, do you think?”

“The slime spawn owed me money. I had been fortunate at dice the previous evening. They apparently did not feel obligated to pay their debts.”

“Or perhaps you cheated.” The captain stared at Daasek, who returned it steadily. “No matter. I will be leaving soon myself. I have no need for another hand. Certainly not one as clumsy as you.”

Daasek smiled weakly. “I do not have stomach for the sea at the moment. Or perhaps too much sea in my stomach. I think I would prefer employment on more trustworthy terrain.”

The captain appraised the barrel-chested man. “Yes, I would think the Shore Guard could use a man like you. I will be sending a skiff ashore this morning for more supplies. You’ll be on it. Until then, don’t get in the way of me or my crew. Now leave. You are damaging my carpet.”

Daasek obeyed, suppressing a smile. Perhaps his wasn’t a plan equal to the machinations of Nyxx, but it had been effective. He had watched the Mist Runner sail away that previous evening. He had waited until dawn, then swam out towards the nearest craft. It worked! he congratulated himself.

“What did my captain say?”

Daasek found his “savior” suddenly standing before him, sword once again in hand. “I am supposed to go ashore with the supply ship.”

The man nodded. “I will check with my captain. Wait here.”

“Of course.” The man was gone only moments. He was smiling when he returned. “You forgot to mention your transfer fee. That will be another five crous.” “Transfer?” Daasek caught himself. Without further comment, he handed over five more coins.

“And one for the pilot.”

The man must be from Byrnhea, he thought darkly as another coin exchanged hands.

“Very good.” Alrod slapped him on the back. “You are to stay with me until we leave.” And give me one reason and I’ll have everything else you have in your purse, he thought and squeezed the haft of his weapon.

Alrod’s sword remained drawn until the small craft reached the great docks later that morning. “We have no more need of you. Begone.”

Daasek nodded. “Thank you for your help,” he said with total sincerity.

Alrod grinned. “Anytime you need a lifeguard, just whistle.” He threw back his head and laughed as Daasek headed ashore. A most profitable day indeed! he thought and then began to load the skiff. By the time they were back to their own boat the man called Patch was forgotten.

   

Daasek had to remind himself continually to keep from gaping. No longer was Myniah a fishing village. The city was now bursting with as much activity as the great ports of Ferring or Brayf. Buildings had been thrown up everywhere. Any available space was occupied by a tent or a small stall offering food, trade goods, small weapons, herbs and drugs. Wineshops and brothels abounded. Seamen wandered everywhere, eager to shower their booty on those eager to accept it. The white uniforms of the well-armed Shore Guard were common, although the men seemed to pay scant attention to what occurred before them. Even a fatal duel outside a tavern failed to arouse more than fleeting interest.

That suited Daasek perfectly. He had no difficulty losing himself in the crowds. The biggest problem, he decided, would be finding a quiet spot where he could think. On a cramped side street, he found it, a small wineshop that had once been frequented by merchants and ignored by the fishermen. The proprietor did not welcome him, but one look at his muscled and scarred body convinced him to serve the watered wine he was infamous for and keep his complaints to himself.

Daasek took a table in a dark corner and mulled over his situation. Nyxx had resided at the Timbermen’s lodge, but perhaps no longer. He needed a horse and information. He fingered his purse. Scant few coins jingled within, not enough to purchase either. He would prefer a sword as well, and a place to sleep and food for the time he remained in Myniah. He sighed as he considered everything he needed, including a plan for the destruction of Nyxx. I could use the knowledge of Roaine right now. Or Alegro. He needed some special intelligence about Nyxx, which he could use to defeat him. Or at the least give him hope. Attacking the strongest mage, the only mage, on Horea appeared an empty dream without it.

Suddenly he felt uneasy. He sensed danger here, unexpected danger. He looked up and studied the room. There was only one other occupied table, surprising considering the crowds at other, cruder establishments. At the table sat four men dressed as neither soldiers nor sailors. Their conversation was low, but he noticed them look his way frequently. He sighed. A confrontation was the last thing he wanted.

But he was not to get his wish this day. One of the men angrily waved the innkeeper over. “Since when do you let dung eaters enter here? It offends my nostrils. Get it out of here now!”

“He has not troubled anyone,” the owner protested mildly. “He has merely sat there and drunk my wine.”

“And paid for it with bloodstained pelf, no doubt. If you have not the nerve to oust him, then say so! My eyes will no longer tolerate this affront.”

The protester stood and Daasek caught his breath. It had been nearly six years, but time had not changed him that much. The angry patron approaching him was his old friend Borof.

Unbidden, Borof took the seat across from Daasek. There was no flash of recognition and Daasek expected none. How could any of his former comrades know that the barrel-chested, scarred warrior was the same gentle boy they had played, fought and sailed with so long before?

Borof took out his knife and brandished it before Daasek’s nose. A warback knife. “We do not allow your kind in here,” Borof said softly. “In what manner do you prefer to leave?”

Daasek spread his hands to emphasize his harmlessness. “I do not seek trouble.” “Then Mistress Chance is indeed smiling upon you. You have found it with no effort at all.”

Daasek thought rapidly. What could he possibly say that would still Borof’s anger? “I see a warback blade. You have survived the Great Sail.”

Borof’s anger dimmed only briefly. “More than the likes of you could ever hope to earn. You have not answered my question.”

“I would prefer to leave on my feet. But may I show you something first?”

“Just the back of you walking out that door.”

I will have to take the risk. “I have a warback blade also.”

Borof sat back, studying him closely. His eyes narrowed. “Show me.”

Very slowly, Daasek reached behind and withdrew his own blade. Strong arms suddenly grabbed his and Daasek found himself surrounded by the other men, arms pinned.

“He was taking out a knife,” one of his captors said.

Borof remained calm. “He claims he has a warback blade. Let us see it.”

Daasek was freed. He carefully swung his arm forward and dropped his own blade on the table.

Borof was on his feet in seconds, his knife inches from Daasek’s throat. “Who did you kill to get this?”

“You recognize the weapon?” Daasek asked, knowing the answer. All warback blades were distinctive. Each carried somewhere the unique signature of the fisherman who had made it.

“Yes.” Borof’s blade nicked Daasek’s throat. “Where did you get it?”

“My father gave it to me.”

Borof stood in stunned silence a moment longer, then stepped back, reluctant recognition rising in his eyes. “It cannot be.” He was nearly shaking when he sat down. Daasek managed to smile. “But it can, dear friend Borof. It has been many years, I cede you that, and we both have changed.” He looked down at his body and forced a laugh. “Me most of all. But I am Daasek.”

Borof leaned forward, staring into Daasek’s eyes. Then a smile exploded across his face. “By Phann’s phallus, it is you!” He jumped up and began a wild reel, and tears flowed. “More wine, innkeeper. We must drink, we must whore.”

“We must talk,” Daasek said quietly. He glanced at the three men who still surrounded him. He recognized none. “Borof, please.” Borof ceased his celebrating. “We must talk alone.”

Borof nodded. “Yes, indeed we must.” Borof looked to his comrades. “This is an old friend of mine and there is much we must discuss. You may find our reminiscing tiring. If you would.” He pointed at their former table.

The men shrugged and left them.

Borof had difficulty sitting. “You must tell me! Your Great Sail. Where you have been? What,” his silent appraisal of the great scarred body dimmed his enthusiasm, “has happened to you?”

Daasek shook his head. “My tale, I think, would best be told elsewhere.” Then he touched his mug to Borof’s. “But surely you have some adventures to relate as well!” Borof frowned only briefly. “Indeed I do! And after I regale you with the most perilous Great Sail imaginable, we shall go to my home and you can bore me with yours. And until then, more wine!”

Some things haven’t changed, Daasek thought warmly as he sipped his third mug. The innkeeper still served execrable potations. And Borof was as thirsty and long-winded as ever.

   

Daasek didn’t know which of the delicacies the maid set before him to attack first. “There will be no inn for you,” Borof had insisted. Instead, he had been led to Borof’s home. It was one Daasek could never have imagined anyone from Myniah, especially a boyhood friend, possessing. Once it would have been the grandest in Myniah, but since the coming of Nyxx, much had changed, including the easy availability of wealth. Now, Borof assured him, many merchants lived as well as he. Seated before the groaning table, Daasek was caught between amazement, admiration and amusement. But with a pinch of sorrow thrown in.

“Yes, I have to deal with them,” Borof had confessed in the wineshop. “May they all drink from the cup of Karmela! The freedom of the sea, that is what I long for. Not the daily bartering with men I would as soon butcher as do business with. But I have no choice.”

“How did it happen?”

“Not long after our Great Sail began, so I’ve been told. The man arrived on a standard trading ship. Except for his odd attire, no one paid him any mind. He spent a week visiting the council, the Guild representatives, the commander of the Shore Guard. When he was finished, so was Myniah. Edicts were issued, the power and number of the shore guard trebled, the military control of the Mercenaries Guild eliminated. The first pirate ship arrived only three weeks later.

“The fishermen of the Guild, of course, wouldn’t tolerate it. They left. I wish I could have as well. But I had to stay because of my family.” He smiled sadly. “And now, well, you see.”

What Daasek saw was a man made wealthy by the criminals he abhorred so totally. And yet, he thought as he feasted on roasted fowl, could he really blame a man for rolling the dice that Mistress Fortune handed him and accepting the lot that came his way? He looked across at Borof, who was bursting with curiosity but had enough grace to suppress it until after their meal. Were the changes only on the surface? Or has the wealth corrupted Borof’s soul as greatly as Nyxx’s power has corrupted my body? He sighed. The only way to find out was to ask.

“Now you must tell me,” Borof began, taking a comfortable seat before his great fireplace. With the meal over, they had repaired immediately to his library. Full decanters of wine were close by to assure a long privacy. “What befell you during your Great Sail?”

Daasek had more important matters in mind, so he kept his description as sparse as practical. Still, when he finished, Borof was gazing at him in awe.

“Iofhee surely held you to her bosom that day. To have survived all that! No wonder you carry the scars you do.”

“The warback did not cause these.”

The amazement in Borof’s eyes trebled. “Then what?”

“The magician who now holds Myniah in thrall. The magician,” Daasek added softly, “I have come to kill.”

Borof set down his goblet slowly. After a long silence he spoke. “If you could indeed accomplish that, we would carve your name proudly in the cliffs themselves.”

Daasek felt a fire stir inside him, and it was not caused by the wine. Dear Borof, you have not changed! Then he sighed. “I don’t know anymore. Before, I was certain that I only had to deal with one man.” He shook his head sadly. “But I never expected so many changes. The pirates, the soldiers.” He looked Borof in the eyes. “Even rich merchants like yourself. What would it accomplish if I could destroy him?”

Borof pondered a long while before answering. Finally he smiled. “Your cares are chimerical. The pirates? They have no loyalty to Myniah. To anyone, even themselves. They would vanish like the mists at dawn if they were no longer welcomed. The Shore Guard? Merely stop their wages and see how many remain. Especially when the Mercenaries return. Which they would immediately, once they were informed. As for the merchants…” He shook his head. “This may surprise you, but those of us from Myniah long for the simpler times. The others are free to seek profit elsewhere. Besides, there is something else you do not know.”

“What?”

“The magician wants to go to war.”

Daasek nearly choked on his wine. “War? Impossible! The Guilds won’t tolerate it!”

“Which he has discovered. First he tried to put our Guild under his rein. But you know as well as I that no fisherman binds himself to another. Even, truth be told, to the Guild itself. Somehow he controlled our Guild master, but that was all.”

Nyxx stole his soul, Daasek thought, but kept that knowledge to himself.

“You understand fishermen, Daasek. To most of us, Myniah is a port, little more. The magician didn’t understand that and was quite surprised when, one by one, our members went out and never came back.

“Next he tried to hire the entire Mercenaries Guild. Bind them to an exclusive contract, so I hear. Of course, they would have none of it. For every warrior he hired, they placed a soldier somewhere else. The Guild and their membership profited greatly, but in the end he was no better off than before and he was forced to release them all. Then he tried to enlist the pirates, to turn them into his own navy.” He smiled grimly. “How reliable do you suppose a fleet of privateers would be in battle, with every man concerned only for his own ship and his own welfare?

“He has fared no better with his private Shore Guard. To build them into a reliable army would require more than the tribute he receives from the corsairs who now base themselves here. In any kind of battle, the Mercenaries Guild would rout them easily. His grand plans for conquest have proven as enduring as a lad’s first fornication.”

Borof refilled their glasses. “No, my friend, your concerns are nothing. If you can destroy the mage, there are enough merchants like myself who can apply the appropriate and necessary pressures. Without the magician to protect them, the pirates, thieves and shore scum will be out of Myniah within one passage of Phann.”

Daasek looked around at the opulent surroundings. “You are confident they would be willing to sacrifice,” he gestured towards the far wall where shelves sagged with hundreds of richly bound books, “all these wonders?”

“Do not underestimate our love for our homeland, our disgust at what has befallen it, Daasek,” he said coldly. “Would you care to guess how many assassins we have hired thus far? How many the Mercenaries have sent here on their own command? They have all failed. You may fail. But we will not stop trying.” He laughed bitterly. “We have even considered recruiting another magician, but we can’t find one.”

“Not very surprising. There aren’t any.”

“What did you say?”

Daasek smiled without amusement. “I know a few things about our enemy you cannot know. His name is Nyxx. He is doing what he is doing because he has to. Because The Thirteen is ordering him to. Just as he ordered me to.” He stopped. It was if a dam had burst. The memories of the Pasheur, Ensten, Alegro and all the rest—memories he sought so desperately, then tried so hard to suppress—rushed in, flooding him with pain, guilt, overwhelming despair. You have made me kill so many! “He stole my soul!”

Borof was at his side in seconds. He held his shaking friend tightly. Even during their youth, he had never seen Daasek cry. And yet this bear of a man, a man who had defeated a warback with a net and a knife, was weeping like a baby! “Relax, my friend, and tell me. What do you mean, he stole your soul?”

Daasek collapsed in the chair. How could he tell Borof? How could he not? “Borof,” he said in a shaking voice, “I have killed … eleven people. Eleven magicians. All on the direct order of Nyxx. He stole my soul. I had no choice!”

Borof cupped his glass with both hands, as if he needed something reliable to hold onto while he contemplated Daasek’s statement. “We had heard rumors,” he whispered finally.

“Not rumors. Nyxx ordered me to kill them. Nyxx was ordered to kill them. Now I have to kill him. To save Myniah and myself. And, perhaps, Horea as well. Because now there is no magician, no other of The Thirteen, to oppose him.”

“So that is why he contemplates war?”

“Yes. But not just him. Them.”

“Them? These Thirteen you mentioned? What are they?”

“The gods that … used to control our world. Now there is only one. It, and Nyxx, now have Horea to themselves. And it terrifies me. You must help me!”

Borof filled his pipe and sent a thoughtful cloud of smoke to the ceiling. “Of course. What do you need?”

Daasek looked into his wine and shuddered. When Nyxx controlled him he always knew. Now he would have to devise his own plan. “Let us discuss more enjoyable times. Perhaps in the morning I can tell you.”

   

Six days later Daasek was riding into the deep Mynian forest. He now knew where he could find the magician. What he didn’t know was if he would survive.
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Chapter Eleven: The Thirteenth Magician 

 

What sunlight penetrated the forest was oddly muted, as though it felt itself an unwelcome guest. Birds and beasts remained hidden within their lairs, and what few cries rose occasionally from the darkness beyond could not have come from creatures natural. There was a dampness that clung to the air, one that left a murky, oily film and an odor of disease and decay.

This was not the friendly Myniah forest Daasek had traveled during his youth. Now no horse or rider could traverse these trails and not be overwhelmed by despair. Or fear. So much like the land of the witch-queen Aletia, Daasek thought as he guided his reluctant mount farther inward. Nyxx is not just a pestilence upon the people of Myniah, but upon the very land itself.

The leather scabbard slapped restlessly against his thigh. What it carried was no ordinary weapon; like his knife sheathed behind him, this bore a blade made from a single warback spine, liberally blessed with the Love of Karmela. Borof had had it prepared on Daasek’s instructions. Roaine had told him much, but she had never told him exactly what powers Nyxx commanded. He knew that Nyxx could control a thrown blade, but one wielded by a swordsman? He hoped he would get close enough to find out.

Otherwise, Daasek was unarmed. Borof had discussed the sundry assassins the merchants had hired—some offered by the Mercenaries Guild without request for recompense. Experts with the bow, with the sling, with traps and poisons and some skills Daasek didn’t even recognize. None had returned, although their employers did not know why.

The fact Nyxx never made reprisals troubled them most of all. Had the mercenaries absconded with their tribute, or not survived their trek to do battle with the mage? The forest supported strong arguments for both, Daasek decided. Who could blame a man for recanting the oath of the Guild while venturing through a land as damned as this? And what spawn of Hys might erupt from the forest depths to devour the unwary?

“What are your plans?” Borof had asked him on their last night together. Daasek now laughed, remembering the tale he had spun. Plans? I have no plans. What did he know of Nyxx? That he could control people, steal their souls, intrude upon their dreams. That he had a black stone, which he used to communicate with the Thirteen. That he once owned a satchel to which he could send objects from half the world away. That he was the most powerful magician, as well as the only magician, on Horea. When Daasek had fought the other magicians, he had known what to do, or at least been guided. Now his dreams were mostly benign, enjoyable, and totally bereft of commands. He would face Nyxx without magical assistance. Plans? What use are plans? Surely the other assassins had made plans, clearly to no avail. What surprises has Nyxx planted within these woods?

At least, he reassured himself, he need not fear sentinels of the human sort. A captain in the Shore Guard secretly supported the conspirators and he had informed Borof earlier that Nyxx did not seek their protection. “Save your men for the work needed here,” he had told them scornfully. “The guardians I employ cannot be influenced by a mere handful of gold.” Daasek recalled the rat-like Abracina and shuddered. It was a boast he was sure the magician could make good on.

His horse nickered sadly and jerked at the reins. It was sweating despite the unnatural coolness and their leisurely pace and its eyes were wide and rimmed in white. “I would not have brought you here if I did not need you,” he consoled it while patting its neck. His words had no effect. It shook its great head, convinced it had fulfilled its part of any bargain they had made, and stopped.

Rather than abusing it, Daasek dismounted and ran his hand along its trembling body. The saddle contained a small parcel—his meal—and nothing more. He held its head and rubbed its nose briskly. “I like it not here myself,” he confided. “But I needed you this morning. Perhaps that is no longer true. If I release you, will you stay here and wait for me?”

The horse snorted, then nuzzled against him.

Daasek decided. “No sense in both of us going to Hys.” He removed the saddle. “Off with you now. And spread no premature rumors about me.” He slapped it once across its rump. The horse neighed, then bolted back down the trail. Daasek shrugged. According to the map, he was only a few hours’ march from the magician’s home. He took a piece of salted grickle from the satchel that had long since lost its magic and chewed thoughtfully as he wended his way down the twisting lane.

   

Midafternoon found him no closer to his goal. Or was it midafternoon? Judging by how tired he felt, he was sure he had been walking for half the day at least. Yet the appearance of the forest never changed. The sun never broke through but maintained its twilight cast. The fetid mist corrupted everything and the trees changed little from one crooked bough to the next. He was certain he could wander like this until Iofhee caught Phann and never know if he was one step closer to the mage’s manse.

He stopped to consider and heard a splash off to his left. A leaping fish. A stream had to be nearby, although he could not see it. He could use the refreshment even if the woods that blocked his way were daunting. He took a deep breath. Perhaps, he decided, it was time to walk the path less traveled. He withdrew his sword and slashed his way into the undergrowth.

The branches grabbed for him and insects and other beasts chittered and scurried underfoot. They had not assaulted him on the path, but did so immediately when he left it. Still he hacked his way forward, ignoring the stings and bites of creatures he didn’t want to see. It was as if Nyxx and his haunted forest were trying to prevent him from reaching the stream. If that were indeed the case, it was imperative he do so.

He felt nearly as exhausted as after his ride on the warback when he finally burst through and discovered the silvery creek. Now that he had reached it, the forest seemed to throw him out in disgust, like a fisherman flinging away a fingerling floundering in his net. Roots ceased their attempts at tripping him and biting insects quickly scurried away. He ran the last few steps and jumped into the water, splashing his face and body liberally with the cool, clean liquid. Then he sat on a rock in the middle and enjoyed a long drink. In the bright light he could count dozens of small bites and scratches earned during his brief journey. The wounds meant nothing to him. For the first time since he entered the forest he felt at ease, as if nothing here threatened him.

That observation startled Daasek, and he looked downstream. The oily mist, the muted light, the cloying smell of disease and decay were missing. Instead the light shone down merrily on the clean, playful brook. Even the sounds of the wind and the animals were clear and joyful rather than distorted and threatening. It was if the water formed a barrier that the curse of Nyxx could not cross.

Daasek thought back to what Roaine and Alegro had told him. Nyxx had powers, yes. Great powers. But they were still limited. He thought back to his six years’ journey as Nyxx’s thrall and assassin. Only once, after he had seen Roaine, had he ventured across a great span of water. His brief time in the Lhanza River after escaping Byrnhea had been a treacherous dash among rocks and rapids that had demanded his total concentration. Aletia’s own powers may have influenced him when he dove for mollusks in her lake. Thinking back, he realized that travels that could have been foreshortened had instead been extended by his forced assumption of overland routes. He smiled. He knew not how the knowledge would help, but at least he knew Nyxx had one weakness.

Now that he had found sanctuary in the stream, Daasek understood the forest trap as well. Like Aletia and the Pasheur before him, Nyxx had constructed a labyrinth to protect himself. But the forest path was not like the other magicians’, one of confusing intersections and blind alleys. Nyxx’s was like a snake that had swallowed its tail. He could have wandered through the forest for days, or weeks, until something attacked him or he died of hunger or madness. That, he was sure, had been the fate of the earlier assassins.

The stream, however, offered a safe route and protection; the way the sunlight poured amicably through the trees was the only proof he needed. If he would follow it, then the forest trap set for him would remain unsprung. Daasek hastily withdrew his map. Due west was the route he must travel. Daasek waded into the center of the brook. The sun was now a shining beacon before him, one that could guide him honestly in the mage’s direction. Daasek began to wade slowly upstream.

   

The hawk attacked five minutes later.

The stream had given him a false sense of security and he threw up his arm barely in time to prevent the diving bird from ripping out his eyes. Instead, talons slashed across his forearm, leaving long ragged streaks of red. The hawk screeched and flew upward, ready to attack again.

Daasek fell to his knees, stunned by the sudden impact and pain. His right arm throbbed with fire and he soaked it in the cooling water. He ignored his dagger. Slaying a soaring seamocker was one thing, but hitting a diving hawk was beyond even his ability. Instead, he took his sword in his left hand and looked up warily. One hawk circled above. He recalled the sightless sentry of the witch Aletia and grimaced. Nyxx had found him after all.

At least the water was deeper here. Daasek dove into the stream just as it dove for him. He couldn’t submerge himself completely, but he hoped the water would discourage it. It didn’t, not completely. He was clawed on exposed shoulders and back, but the bird seemed confused and maintained the attack only briefly. Then, in anger and frustration, it returned to its circling position above him.

Daasek rose slowly. Except for his arm, the cuts were not deep. He watched the hawk but it stayed in formation, now content to observe. From this distance its plumage appeared white, which surprised him. He took one step to retrace his path and it screeched in warning. So I can’t go back home again. He took a step backwards, then another. This action brought no protest. So you are going to guide me to Nyxx. I appreciate that. He turned, walked several kines, then spun suddenly. The sentry remained above and behind. “I will go, but in my own good time,” he called to it. He stopped long enough to tear the remains of his tattered shirt into strips and wrap his arm. Then he waded west once more.

The bird screeched again then flew on ahead, seemingly satisfied. “Go tell your master I am coming,” he called out as it disappeared into the trees. Fortunate am I that surprise was never a part of my plan, he thought and chuckled. The water was deeper here. He carefully negotiated his way around a rock and followed the bending stream. And found Nyxx waiting for him.

The magician was standing on the shore, a crossbow aimed at Daasek. “Where are the rest of you?” he demanded coldly.

Daasek looked up. The hawk was now gone, its task completed. He studied Nyxx, the distance between them. It would take an expert marksman to slay him from there. Then he recalled the Pasheur and shuddered. Nyxx might not need an archer’s skill. Daasek forced a smile. “A crossbow? A mundane device for a magician, is it not?”

“All tools have their uses. I asked you a question.”

I wonder what he means by “others?” “Perhaps someone else wants to see you. I am alone.”

The crossbow wavered. “That cannot be. I saw six, but then I didn’t. And I’ve looked everywhere,” Nyxx said almost to himself. Then the steel returned to his voice. “Who are you? Why are you here?”

“You weren’t overly concerned about my name the first time we met. Your manners have improved, Nyxx. However, I will conduct no further discourse while water laps around my ankles.”

The magician studied him, puzzled by his reference and angered by his irreverence. “I could kill you now,” he threatened.

Daasek spread his arms to give a greater target. “That would be the coward’s way, not the way of the world’s greatest magician.” The only magician. “Besides, then you would never know the answers.”

Nyxx smiled, a mocking grin that held no humor. “How true. And I do so seldom get guests these days.” He lowered the weapon. “You may follow, but leave your sword.”

Daasek admired it briefly. Three men had taken nigh on a week to create it. The cost to Borof had been dear. And I have only used it to cut wood. He would return for it, he vowed. Daasek dropped it in the stream, then waded ashore.

Once out of the water, the unnatural grayness returned. Daasek noticed Nyxx eyeing him, but there was no hint of recognition. Instead, Nyxx motioned with his weapon and Daasek started up the slope towards the manse. At least I’ve gotten this far, he congratulated himself. But that was not even half the journey.

   

“You should fire your staff,” Daasek observed as they neared the manor that had once been the lodge of the Timbermen. Their walk had been brief, yet Daasek had never considered attack. The crossbow had remained aimed at his back throughout. At that range, even a blind man would have been successful. And he was in no hurry. If he was to create a plan, he had to learn more. Which meant he had to get the magician to talk … about anything. “This is hardly a fitting domicile for a great magician. It is hardly fitting for anyone.”

It certainly could no longer serve as a Guild building. Indeed, it now looked deserted. Weeds grew rampant in what was once a garden, several windows were broken and sealed only with planks, and the roof showed evidence of leaks long unrepaired. Nyxx merely snorted. “I have no time for such mundane tasks. I have an entire world to concern me.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“You try my patience. Inside.”

The interior was in equal shambles. Except for the magician’s desk, the room rivaled the back alleys of Byrnhea, with piles of refuse heaped casually about. Only the breeze that blew in constantly from the many cracks in the windows and walls kept the air breathable. Even the fool who worshipped Moogad had lived better than this. Looking at the wreckage before him, Daasek found it hard to believe that Nyxx was the most powerful man on the planet.

There was a twittering noise and a large rat emerged from a pile of rags. “Look. We have guests, Abracina,” Nyxx appeared to answer her. “Abracina is my … pet,” he added for Daasek’s benefit.

The creature approached boldly and sniffed him. Its brutal red eyes gazed at his face and Daasek was sure she recognized him. She backed away, then settled on her haunches and snarled.

Nyxx ignored her. Now in his sanctum, he felt no need for his weapon. He tossed it carelessly into a corner, then made straight to his desk and relaxed in his chair. He looked at the expression on Daasek’s face and laughed. “I have no desire for the comforts of other men,” he said. “My concerns are far beyond any you can imagine. But today you are indeed fortunate! For my hospitality, I ask very little. Just the answers to my questions. What is your name, and why are you here?”

“I am Daasek. I am here because you have something of mine.”

Both turned as Abracina let out a squeal, then bolted to Nyxx’s side. He picked up the rat creature and began to pet it, trying to placate it. He looked at Daasek, puzzled and suspicious. “Somehow you have upset her. You should apologize.”

“When she apologizes for biting me.”

He frowned, then smiled, revealing the black soulcatcher that was embedded in one tooth. “She has been known to be temperamental. We shall let that pass. Tell me, how did you avoid my trap?”

“The forest? A slight problem, but not too difficult to solve once you know the rules. Not much of a challenge, really.” Thanks to the education you have given me. Nyxx frowned briefly, then chuckled. “Tell that to the two men who are still wandering it. I should put them out of their misery one day. But they are entertaining.” He pointed to Daasek’s muscular chest. “You speak with the tongue of a guildsman, yet you look like a warrior. Which are you?”

“At one time I called myself a fisherman. With your help I have become a warrior. With your help I will be a fisherman again.”

“My help?” Nyxx frowned, then studied him closely. “Daasek. Where have I heard that name?”

“You never cared before. But maybe this will help.” Daasek pulled the now-inert satchel from his pocket and tossed it on the desk.

Nyxx studied the purse, then Daasek. Then his eyes lit up with understanding and he smiled without warmth. “Oh frumious joy! My favorite prodigal has returned! And all this time I thought you were dead.” He shook his head, a parent correcting an errant child. “At least you could have written.” He paused, put a finger to his lips. “You look slightly the worse for wear.”

“Krujj had a strange sense of humor.”

“That he did. But we are so delighted in your safe return, aren’t we, Abracina?” The rat creature merely snarled. Nyxx winked at Daasek. “She really likes you. She’s just playing hard to get.” He then sat back. “I would like to hear the details and all, truly I would. But we are rather busy today. So just tell me, where are the others?”

“What others?”

Nyxx leaned forward, all traces of civility gone. “That is not an answer. I sensed six intruders entering the forest. No matter how far I traveled, however, I could only find you. Did the others perish on the way, or get lost? Or perhaps you ate them.”

What is this man talking about? Whatever it was, it distressed the magician, and it was an advantage he must use. “Your farsight must be as dim as your sky,” he replied scornfully. “I came alone.”

Nyxx jumped from his chair. “Impossible! I clearly sensed…”

That was when Abracina attacked.

Nyxx fell back, struggling to grab the rat creature as it tore at his throat. The force of her attack threw Nyxx out of his chair and they rolled on the floor, Abracina biting and clawing, Nyxx trying desperately to get the beast off him. There could be no better opportunity but Daasek held his ground. You deserve your chance, Abracina. Perhaps more than me. This was a battle he would let them fight, and conclude, alone.

Nyxx soon had blood pouring from scratches on his hands, face, neck. Abracina ripped clumps of his filthy beard away while he tried to crush her against the floor. Despite the ferocity of their struggle and the obvious pain inflicted by both, neither enemy made a sound. The fight finally ended when Nyxx managed to seize Abracina behind her neck and with uncommon strength pull her from him, ignoring the pain as her teeth tore away much of his right ear. Then he stood, holding the squirming creature at arm’s length. “You never have forgiven me for taking what was yours, have you, witch?” he said.

Abracina snarled and bit futilely at his hand.

Nyxx looked at Daasek and smiled wanly. “She always had a streak of bitch in her.” He held her up and looked her in the eyes. “And I granted you such a wonderful boon. That old body of yours was so decrepit and … unappealing. In this,” he shook her, “you had youth, strength. I may have let you live forever. So ungrateful.” He began to squeeze.

Abracina struggled more furiously, shrieking louder with every passing second. Then Daasek heard a loud crack and Abracina relaxed, her head now lolling at an impossible angle. Nyxx tossed her into a pile of refuse without a second look.

“You stole her soulcatcher, didn’t you?”

Nyxx turned to Daasek, startled at his correct assumption. “Why, yes. The stupid witch was careless. She trusted me. I was being groomed as her successor.” He shuddered. “What she made me do to please her. When she knew all along how I felt about … females.” He looked at Daasek as if seeking understanding or forgiveness. “I couldn’t wait any longer. I couldn’t wait for her to die. She would have never let herself die,” he continued in a softer voice. “She would have continued to use me until she tired of me.” He shook himself, as if remembering that there was another in the room. “She was a shapechanger, did you know that? I felt it only fitting that I use her erstwhile power to turn her into something more … appropriate.” He sat down and caught his breath. He ignored the blood streaming from his face. “But tell me, how did you learn of the soulcatcher?”

“Roaine told me. She told me nearly everything.”

He laughed bitterly. “Everything? Hardly. Roaine told you nothing of import. She knew nothing of my crusade. If she did, if she fully understood, then she would have eagerly joined me. Since she refused, she had to die.

“Of course, none on your pitiful world understand the full magnitude of what I am trying to accomplish.” He looked up at the ceiling and Daasek saw a light in his eyes that he had once seen echoed in Moogad’s mad monk. “Someday you will,” he whispered.

“You’ve been too long from the real world, Nyxx. Your pirates and thieves will never conquer Horea for you.”

His words shattered Nyxx’s reverie. He turned to Daasek, suddenly angry. “Conquer? I am not interested in conquest. I am doing this to save your world! For Him. For the one Thirteen who truly loves you and all of Horea.”

“That’s why you want war?”

“Only because they force me to.” He carelessly wiped at the blood on his forehead with the back of his filthy sleeve. “If they would only understand. Would only obey. All this would not be necessary.”

“Like the killing of the other twelve magicians?”

He smiled. “No. That was entirely necessary.”

Daasek took a few steps closer. “Then I’ve fulfilled our bargain. Now you must fulfill yours.”

“Which was?”

“I’ve come for my soul.”

“Your soul?” Nyxx entertained the concept like an unwelcome guest. After a few moments he grinned. “Whatever gave you the idea that I would have kept that insignificant little bauble? Once I was certain you were dead, I threw it out with the rest of the garbage.”

Daasek shuddered. A chilling hand closed over his heart. To have gone through all this! He shook his head. The magician had to be lying.

Nyxx watched his reaction, bemused. “Let me think. Perhaps.” He opened a drawer and removed a small vial. He beamed. “What have we here?” He held it up like a child displaying a favorite toy. “Is this what you’re looking for?”

Before Daasek could respond, he felt a sudden separation within himself, as if he had been severed from his body. He recognized it. The same sensation as with Aletia and he knew that Nyxx was trying to seize control of his body. And he didn’t seem to be able to prevent it.

The magician walked forward, still smiling, supremely confident. “You performed exceptionally, I grant you that. Too well, perhaps. You must have had more help than I could provide to defeat them all. To be that successful means you could have been a danger even to me, which is impossible. My agreement with The Thirteen protects me until my great task is over. And I have much to accomplish. Yes, much to accomplish. Too much to have to concern myself with you.” He stopped an arm’s length away. “I only took part of your soul last time, foolish boy. This time I will take it all!” With his free hand he grabbed Daasek by the throat and began to squeeze.

Daasek saw everything but felt nothing. He had no arms, no feet, no body whatsoever. He could only stare into Nyxx’s eyes, eyes that opened into a dark madness that was deeper than the pit of Hys. If he could feel, he was certain he would feel total desperation and despair. Instead he was stone.

Then faces swam before him. The aging Roaine. Part of her soul, he knew, resided with his. But others appeared as well. The puppet master Ynain. The tinkerer Pahluv. The scholar Ensten. The love-struck Mythalia. The mad monk. He could see they were talking to him, although he heard them not. As if they were trying to encourage him, instruct him, help him.

Then he understood. He had inhaled, although mostly unwittingly, at least a minute portion of each of their souls when he had destroyed their soulcatchers. They were the reason Nyxx had sensed six people journeying this day. And he understood that somehow they were fighting the last living mage.

Nyxx now understood it as well. He frowned, then increased his pressure. “You really have no hope,” he whispered hoarsely. “Do not fight me. You cannot fight me.” But it was not Daasek who was resisting him, but the other magicians. Nyxx began to breathe harder, his hand trembled. Daasek saw the confidence in his eyes change to surprise, then confusion.

You have destroyed yourself as well as us, he now heard the worshipper of Moogad say. You have carved your own destruction, whispered Pahluv. You cannot swim against the current of your destiny, argued Ensten. I see death in your future, predicted Ynain. You shall be my lover forever, promised Mythalia.

“Never. I destroyed you once, I shall do so again!” Nyxx shouted and increased the pressure. But Daasek, though only a spectator, sensed that the stalemate was shifting, that the six within were besting the one without.

The magician’s long, thin fingers tightened on his throat. Will I suffocate first? The thought amused him. The battle he was fighting did not concern him. It was a wizard’s war being fought about and within his body. If I could move I could probably help them, he thought idly. But he could not, and so he lost interest in the events outside. Instead he thought back to Borof, to Choro, to his Great Sail. The grandest of the Great Sails. How sad that the minstrels will not be able to sing of it in the taverns across Horea. Alegro was right about that, at least.

Then Roaine’s face swam before him, within him. She called to him urgently and he mentally shook himself, forced himself to listen. You will soon regain control of your body, she told him. It may be for only seconds. So you must be ready to act.

Act? Act how? What could he do? Use his physical strength? Despite the magician’s seeming frailty, he was indeed a match for Daasek. His sword was gone. His knife…

Then the curtain lifted, just as Roaine had promised. Abruptly back in his body, Daasek felt the flood of intense agony caused by the magician’s onslaught. He would have collapsed to the floor save that Nyxx’s grip held him upright. He could feel the fire in his lungs. Yes, he was suffocating. But this is no worse than my battle with the warback, no worse than the removal of the killing velvet. He forced himself to hold what little of his breath remained while he concentrated on moving his arm. He forced himself to ignore the blood pounding in his ears, the pressure welling in his chest. This is no worse than the kiss of Aletia or the song of Alegro. He felt his hand begin to move slowly back. He felt himself smile. Thanks to you, Nyxx, I can endure pain. And he could act despite it.

Nyxx, however, was unaware that Daasek had regained control of his body. Instead he seemed to be holding a dialogue with someone unseen even as he tried to squeeze the life from the man before him. His attention distracted, Nyxx did not notice Daasek reach behind. Remove his knife. And drive it deep into the wizard’s side.

Nyxx dropped his hands and stepped back. He looked to his wound, then to the knife dripping red with slow dawning comprehension. “You can’t,” he said as if reprimanding a misbehaving child. “You can’t do that. My Master promised me. You can’t do that.” Then he slowly wilted like a flower brushed by a glacial wind and lay still.

Daasek staggered against the wall gasping for breath. Now that the terrible pressure was relieved, he no longer felt the presence of the others inside him. But he knew they were still there. The vial. The thought cut through him like a blade dipped in acid and he began frantically looking for it. And saw it. And shuddered.

The glass had shattered on the floor. Whatever it held had dissipated entirely. He walked slowly over to it and studied the shards. Nothing. What was left of his soul, if in truth it had held his soul, was forever lost.

Then he smiled. Regeneration, Roaine had said. Someday, perhaps. He shrugged. He now shared the souls of Roaine, Pahluv and the others. He had his past again. Most his memories had returned. He had himself. The plague on Myniah was at an end. That was more than enough.

Yet one more task remained. He approached the dead magician and withdrew his knife. The black soulcatcher stood out in the man’s death grin. He removed it carefully, then studied it. So many have suffered because of these. Once it is destroyed, all contact with the Thirteen will be severed forever. We have earned that freedom.

He squeezed it slowly. He felt the soft surface begin to shift, to crack. He took a deep breath as he waited for the stone to rupture and eject the foulness that was Nyxx.

   

The room was suddenly flooded with light; blinding, yet soft and warm and calming. An ethereal serenade, more beautiful than any music offered by Alegro, caressed him. The visage of a strong, gentle man appeared before him. Daasek could not distinguish features, yet his beauty filled Daasek instantly with love and awe.

You have done well, My son, he said in the most haunting, caressing voice Daasek had ever heard. A voice he heard within him and without. I have forced upon you many trials, but with My guidance you have conquered each of them without question and without fail. You have justified My deep love for you and My great confidence in you.

Tears welled in Daasek’s eyes. The Thirteen. All this time, everything he had done, everything he had been, had truly been at the behest of The Thirteen. His Thirteen! The agony he had endured, the agony he had caused others. Now that he understood, he felt vindication and relief. And frustration. What he had endured for Him was nothing, nothing! “I, I am sorry I could not do more,” he said haltingly, fearful that his voice would break the spell, force his Thirteen to leave.

You shall do more, My son. On My behalf you have rid your world of great evil. But there is still so much we must do together. We must purge your world of hate and pain and suffering and transform it to one of love and eternal happiness. One where you and all of Horea can place your hopes and dreams and fears and desires in My care. You are all My children, and I am here to tend to you. You, Daasek, will lead them to Me. 

Daasek trembled with ecstasy and fear. Ecstasy at the sight of Him, fear that he would fail. Lead his people. Yes. Everyone must follow Him, come to understand the love and dominion of The Thirteen. “But I am only a fisherman.”

I have a great love and respect for fishermen. But trouble yourself not with that part of your past. You are much more than that. I chose you. I have guided you throughout your life. Everything you have done, have experienced, has been because of My divine plan. Now you have the most perilous portion of Our journey before you. You must spread Our word among your people. Some will not want to listen. Some will not want to obey. You will have to be strong, even stronger than you have proven thus far. You will be hated, you will be feared. But you will also be loved. By Me, and by the people who embrace our message.

Daasek trembled. The comments of Ensten came to mind. Guided. Like a river. He looked down at his scarred body. Everything had been done for His purpose. He smiled to himself. The pain, the loneliness, everything he had experienced was now justified. In fact, joyfully embraced. “I will do anything I can for you, master. What is it you wish?”

You will become the first of the new Guild, the preeminent Guild, the Preachers Guild. You will form it, you will gather acolytes, you will spread Our message throughout your world. You will reunite My children into one wonderful family. A family full of love for each other and for Me. Have no doubts or fears or questions. You merely need to heed My words. You need never worry if you merely heed My words. You will begin with your friend Borof. Together you will make this structure into a shrine worthy of your adoration for Me.

“Of course,” Daasek said, falling to his knees and clutching the soulcatcher. A new Guild! One devoted to love and the will of his Thirteen! One not just for Myniah, but for everyone! Together, he and Borof. Yes, they would succeed!

He looked at the fallen body of Nyxx. He no longer hated the magician. Indeed he loved him. The magician had merely been a tool in a much greater plan, a tool that had brought Daasek to his final destiny. “Father,” he whispered, “I am honored beyond words.” Tears of joy streamed down his face. “Please, what may I call you?”

You may call Me Yahveh. 

   

“We should be done within a moonphase.”

Daasek nodded to his friend Borof. “Excellent. We have so much to accomplish.” Daasek had visited Borof immediately after returning to Myniah. It had taken only the slightest touch of his new-found power, power granted by his Thirteen, to convince his old friend to join him. Already the former hall of the Timbermen was being rebuilt into a shrine worthy of the guild Daasek was committed to founding. Borof’s wealth was proving invaluable in that regard.

“Is there anything else you need?”

“No, my friend. You and the One we both serve have given me all I could ever hope for.” Daasek then left Borof to supervise the workers while he returned to his sanctuary. A supply of parchment, ink and quill pens awaited on his desk. It was time, he decided, to set down the words his Thirteen had given him so his followers could read and understand. And find their final salvation within the destiny he was soon to preach. He began to write.

Meanwhile, below the snow-capped Vyron Mountains, a solitary hunter paused over the crushed remains of the victim of an avalanche. It happened often in the winter and it was not the first time he had stumbled across the aftermath. The victim had been dead for several years and was now reduced to bones and a few ragged scraps of clothing. He stirred the pile of remains with his sword and was surprised to see a flash of light. Bending closer, he noticed a silver ring still attached to a clasped hand. A silver ring with a solitary black stone in the center. The bones snapped easily as he removed it and dropped it in his purse. On the whole a very successful afternoon, he thought. He would study his find later, perhaps sell it for the silver.

That evening he examined the ring thoroughly in the security of his cabin. Soon after, a new magician dwelt in Horea.
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Afterward

 

I would like to say the idea for The Thirteenth Magician came in a dream, as with Robert Louis Stevenson, or that I wrote it in a fit of fiery passion, like Herman Melville. Neither is close to the truth.

I came up with the story when I was still getting my degree at Bowling Green State University, even writing an earlier version of the first chapter. But I did nothing more with it for nearly 20 years while I concentrated on music and trying to make a living as an advertising writer. When I did finally decide to write it, I spent about six months doing the first draft and another eight years trying to sell it.

Which is why I see real validity in e-publishing, especially for beginning writers. From what I have heard in workshops and such, publishers won’t even look at a novel less than 80,000 words, and this one is about 60,000. I could have padded it, I suppose, but I don’t think that would have been fair to the reader. Furthermore, as my agent at the time lamented, publishers seem to want something different … until they get it. Then they change their mind.

I approached writing the book in much the same way I approach writing short fiction. I don’t plot out every detail beforehand, write detailed backgrounds of the characters and so forth. I know where I’m starting and know where I’m going, but I have no idea how to get from point A to Z. This, for me, is where the fun and discovery of writing occurs. This is where the characters start dictating what they can do and say, where plot twists and surprises arise. It’s probably more time-consuming to approach writing this way, but for me it’s much more enjoyable.

I don’t necessarily put myself in any of my characters, but if there is one close to my heart so to speak, it would be Alegro. Being a musician myself, I can certainly identify with his pride and ego. Too bad I had to off him. Someday I might write the music and rest of the verses to the warback song.

Will there be another Daasek story? Right now I feel I’ve lived with the book long enough; it’s ready to stand on its own two feet. I’m not a fan of most fantasy trilogies—they seem to lose momentum about halfway through—and I feel I’ve said all I have to say about the theme of the book. But a few have already said they want to read more. That I will leave up to you, the reader

Peace.


Patrick Welch
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