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Dedication
To Lorri, my wife, friend, helpmate, and editor extraordinaire, all my love.
 



Preface
I first envisioned Prince Lian as a supporting character in a short story. In “Zaria,” Lian is embroiled in a conflict with his uncle, the Usurper King Rishak and his wife the evil sorceress Queen Jisa. The titular character, Zaria, is a spellsinger of great power who is one of Lian’s allies in this war. Lian and his aunt and uncle weren’t the main characters in the story—that’s Zaria’s place—which I wrote with the intention of submission in the late Marion Zimmer Bradley’s Sword and Sorceress anthology.
I wrote three other short stories set in the same world, with the same song-based magical rules, and thus the world of Tieran was born. I began to wonder what kind of cosmology could create such a world of high magic, and what kind of crisis would give rise to Prince Lian’s desperate situation. By the time I’d written the opening chapters of By Blood Betrayed, I had developed Dunshor’s history and the development of the situation that led to both the terrible events shown in Zaria’s story as well as the ones contained in this book.
I submitted the book to a number of literary agents and publishing houses, and rejection letters were the only result. I set Lian and his world aside for years, figuring I’d try again when the market changed. I never envisioned the degree to which the bookselling market could change—electronic readers were the stuff of science fiction, and while I believed that someday they’d become common household items, I never really envisioned that they’d be quite as mainstream as they’ve become. Amazon’s Kindle™ and the other tools out there have revolutionized the industry and has given Lian a chance to share his story with the reader.
I hope you enjoy it as much as I enjoyed writing it. 
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Prologue
“Beware the hand closest to the heart.”
-- Elven proverb
Glowering as he stood in deep thought, the man watched the mages at work. In the harsh azure glow cast by the many enchanted lights, the scars on his face were clearly visible. Something had burned a horrible wound on the right side of his face, which had never fully healed. If it bothered him that the lesser mages occasionally turned away in distaste at his appearance, he didn’t let it show. Instead, he observed the wizards singing their magic around him as if he could actually visualize the enchantments being woven in mid-air. 
This man, however, possessed none of the magical talent characteristic of his lineage; his abilities lay in other arenas. Turning to the mistress of the circle of mages, he tenderly kissed her cheek. “It goes well?” he asked, slipping his arm around her lithe waist.
The woman smiled, leaning into his warmth. Her own part in this complex ritual was yet to come, as well as that of the other two Masters present. “It does, husband. The gate will open exactly as we discussed, and the castle wards will be thwarted. Your forces will enter the fortress unmolested and strike freely at the garrison.”
“The men I hired are already inside?” he confirmed, ensuring that nothing was amiss on this critical night. There wouldn’t be a better opportunity for a long time, and perhaps never would be, if any fraction of the strike were to fail.
“They are, cloaked by the enchantments they carry,” she said soothingly. Most of the men hired by the scarred man were not mages, so the powerful spells to confound and confuse the defensive spells of the castle had been provided in advance by the sorceress and her colleagues.
She continued, “Unless Bes’ hand is against us this night, Evan’s line is doomed.” She was eager to proceed, and he could feel the tension in her muscles.
“Opening a gate into the castle would never have been possible if I hadn’t discovered a weakness in their wards,” she said, continuing to placate her husband. “I am certain that they are unaware of it, and this attack will come as a complete surprise, especially given the quarter from which it comes. Dunshor City will be ours by morning, and your claim to the throne will be unchallenged.”
“It won’t be as easy as that, woman,” he said, growling at her attempt to calm him. He preferred to worry before an engagement. “The noble houses have to be neutralized or placated, and our borders will be weakened for a decade by this little coup. The peasants won’t approve of our actions, and we’ll have revolt after revolt to quell. No, this is just the beginning, and I don’t believe for a moment that we’ll succeed unchallenged.”
She smiled, “Just as you leave the magic to me, I leave the politics to you, husband. They are your strength, especially where our neighbors are concerned. The western kingdoms won’t dare strike against you, and the southern states and barbarian lands alike can be subdued if need be.
“Once the castle is ours, it will be a simple matter to consolidate our power,” she reassured him, slipping from his embrace to resume her position with the other Masters.
As she joined the song with her amazingly beautiful voice, the man stalked toward his waiting troop commanders. “Best get the men ready, gentlemen,” he ordered, donning his helmet. “All is proceeding according to plan.”
As he watched the gate they were summoning gain substance, he still wondered what would go wrong. A plan on such a grand scale could not avoid problems, and his only hope was that they weren’t substantial enough to overwhelm him, for all his careful scheming.
For a moment, as the troops began to file into the dank cavern they’d chosen for the ritual as quietly as possible, he wondered what the cost of this night’s work would be.
 



Chapter One
“The concept of the battle language is usually attributed to the elves. However, the earliest use of such a tongue is found among the kossir, who used it to good effect against their ancient underground enemies, the goblins.”
-- Thriel of Dunshor, from “The Languages of War,” c. 1600 PE
A sudden, complete silence provided the only warning the guardsmen received before the small glass globe shattered at their feet. Choking yellow vapors, a derivative of the mikasha plant, billowed up from the broken sphere and engulfed the pair. The two began to cough and gasp for breath that simply wouldn’t come. The first fell almost instantly, overcome by the noxious fumes. The other, hardier than his companion, turned to run from the mist, but a short dagger appeared in the center of his chest. In amazement, he looked first at the slim figure of the assassin who’d thrown it, and then down at the weapon as he joined his fellow on the flagstones of the palace floor.
A second assassin, with crossbow aimed to fire at the backs of the guardsmen, slipped around the corner. The pair of assassins smiled and nodded to one another. The gaseous poison quickly dissipated, perversely leaving behind a faint scent of lilacs, and except for the fallen guards, all appeared normal. The older of the two motioned that he would continue on to their target, and the younger assassin nodded. They had agreed earlier that either one of them was more than a match for their target, and that some preemptive looting was only their due.
It was strictly against their orders, it was true. It was also true that the one who’d given those orders would have them both flayed alive while regenerative magic was continuously applied to their tortured bodies. 
But that would happen only if they were caught.
The elder assassin, clothed in a dark maroon cloak, was a member of the ancient Guild of Trakala. His black-robed companion was a freelancer from Jisad, one of the few cities lacking a formal Assassin’s Guild. Under normal circumstances, the two would likely have been at each other’s throats, for the rivalry between guild and non-guild professionals was often bloody and extreme. However, their employer had paid a tremendous amount to the guildmasters of the various cities, enough to ensure that old rivalries would be held in abeyance, at least temporarily. The penalty to the transgressing guild would be terrible, should some cutthroat take it upon himself to redress some ancient wrong.  The independent killers had no organization behind them, and they were even less likely to cause trouble with no one to protect them from their employer’s wrath.
“Not on my coin,” their employer had announced to all of them when they’d met, the first and only meeting between this band of assassins and the man who had hired them. Even the Trakalan had been impressed with the immense number of murderers and hit men assembled in the dank cave near their targets’ castle. There were enough men and women assembled, for their employer showed no bias toward sex or age or race, to eliminate an entire family line.
That’s the point of the exercise, the older assassin thought grimly as he moved toward his target’s quarters. His movements made no sound, for he was surrounded by a field of silence, wrought by the mages at the beck and call of their master. That meant more money, and lots of it. Mages were more expensive to keep on retainer than any assassin—barring those who were also mages, of course. The Trakalan had a trace of the mageblood in him, but his throat had been slit at an early age, and while the cut hadn’t been lethal, it had forever ruined his voice.
His employer’s intelligence reported that his target would be alone in his room, likely studying for some kind of examination. The subject of the test didn’t matter to the old Trakalan; that his target would be alone did. His protective circle of silence was one-way, so he could hear clearly any sound around him. It was such a useful magic that he planned to use a portion of his generous payment to buy an enchanted ring that could perform it.
So it was, as he drew close to the room, that he heard a scratching noise, the unmistakeable sound of quill on paper. Grinning tightly, he prepared his crossbow, old habits forcing him to cock it slowly, easing the catch into place so that no sound would betray his presence. When he loosed the quarrel from this bow, it would become a bolt of fire. There was little chance that his target could survive the searing heat which would lodge, still burning, into flesh and bone. Only a countering spell would extinguish the flames before the spell embedded in the crossbow ran its course.
His target was reported to possess a magical sword, but his briefing indicated that it hung on the wall of the chamber, away from the desk. The Trakalan might have to worry about belt knives and throwing spikes, but not the eldritch blade. He wasn’t expecting a response of any kind from his target, however, since at this range he didn’t plan to miss.
Around his neck, the Trakalan wore a medallion, wrought with charms against magics. He now removed it from his shirt, allowing it to hang openly. The diabolistic runes upon it worked only when they were exposed, so he now projected a field that deadened the magics of others. Spells intended to deflect or even reflect missiles would not function. Other spells, that would normally pinpoint an assassin or other attacker, would fail as well.
He took a deep steadying breath, and moved into the corridor that contained his target’s quarters. The scratching of the quill on paper continued unabated. The clarity of the sound led him to surmise that his target was right in front of the doorway, sitting at the writing desk. He whirled around the corner, taking quick aim over the tip of the quill.
Age hampered him now, for his attempt to relax his finger and hold his fire failed. His bolt tore past the feather, which was clamped to a mechanical device that moved it across a piece of parchment. As it passed, it touched the feather and the quill burst into flames, consumed in an instant. The bolt was buried into the wall behind the desk, igniting the tapestry that hung there.
Cursing his luck, and knowing that he had no time to reload his bow, the Trakalan assassin drew his long, curved knives and entered the room, searching for his target. He spotted the young man immediately, seated on a second chair against the wall beside the entryway. The youth, who held a book in his lap, looked dumbfounded, but he quickly shook free of his surprise. The book dropped to the floor.
The magical sword, hilt embedded with precious stones, hung on the wall twenty feet from the Trakalan’s intended victim, who drew his belt knife and rose into a fighting stance. He yelled for help, but the Trakalan knew no one was left to hear him by now, even if his screams could carry beyond the spell of silence.
Maps adorned the walls of the room, and as the Trakalan charged his victim, the young man tore one down, draping its length across the older man. The assassin’s blades made short work of the obstacle, but it provided the boy time to roll back and to the side. The Trakalan briefly wished that he hadn’t sent his partner off to loot, then rushed his victim, knives flashing. Both blades were envenomed, though they didn’t look it, and the merest scratch would spell doom for the target. 
To the assassin’s surprise, the younger man didn’t move toward the longsword, now behind him. When the attack came, the boy, ignoring the knife in his hand, reached in past the assassin’s blades, catching the Trakalan’s right wrist with his own, and turned it aside, continuing his motion with the palm of his other hand, and striking the forearm just below the elbow. The assassin continued to turn, propelled by the momentum of their mutual strikes and the strength of the boy’s motion. His arm had somehow gone numb, and he dropped his right-hand knife. The boy immediately brought his knee up into the chest of his attacker, and despite his soft leather armor, the Trakalan went weak in the knees. Nerve junction, he thought briefly, before he attempted to slash at the leg of his victim as he stumbled. He was far too off-balance, his remaining knife in the wrong position to connect. Damn the elf! the assassin thought, cursing the boy’s teacher. In his fading seconds, he recognized the deadly moves of the elven martial art form known as aythra. It was his final thought.
Now, the nobleman struck the Trakalan with his knife, plunging it unerringly into the liver. Between the strike on the assassin’s solar plexus and the knife in his vitals, he went down, his consciousness fading. The younger man took no chances, however, leaving his belt knife embedded in the assassin’s back as he leapt back to grab the longsword. In a smooth, practiced motion, he drew the fine blade without dismounting the scabbard, and continuing the same movement, severed his attacker’s head.
The telepathic voice of the sword spoke in his mind, There will be more of them, my boy. Fetch your pack and flee to the passage. The spirit of the sword named Gem performed the mental equivalent of shaking her head. Whatever magic had been on the man’s medallion had been strong indeed. She had heard nothing; her senses had been dimmed to near-blindness, and her attention had been drawn away from the situation.
Now that Lian, her wielder, bore her in hand, she could use his senses, and magical wards against detection would no longer be able to blind her. The attacker, who appeared to be from one of the western kingdoms, was lying on his chest, his body covering the engraved diabolistic warding medallion. Blood poured from the stump of his neck, and the eyes in his severed head stared sightlessly at the ceiling.
Lian Evanson, youngest prince of Dunshor, moved swiftly to his bed, heart pounding. His auburn hair, parted in the middle, hung straight to his shoulders. He had his father’s dark brown eyes, which contrasted with his mother’s fair face and complexion. Freckles adorned his nose and cheeks, and beads of sweat formed on his forehead and neck. Beneath his white and gold tunic, bearing the royal crest of an upraised sword surrounded by a ring of stars, his muscles were well developed, and he moved with the sure grace attained from long, strenuous workouts.
With practiced motions, he pressed two different parts of the stonework, activating the mechanism of the compartment above the headboard. Inside were a pack and a harness, equipped with a light crossbow and a shortsword. He slipped the harness over his shoulders so that he could easily draw either weapon. Like Gem, the crossbow and the shortsword were enchanted, though their ensorcellments paled in comparison to those of the sentient blade.
The blade named Gem thought, Tempting to take that crossbow along, but there’s no knowing if it’s been painted with poison or carries tracer magic. She decided not to distract her charge by telling Lian how powerful its enchantments were.
Once he had the weapons harness buckled, he slung the pack over one shoulder, hefting its substantial weight easily. He crossed the corner of the room to retrieve Gem’s scabbard and buckled that on his waist while he advanced to the entryway. 
He tried not to think about the man he’d just killed.
Even though he was confident he knew every square inch of this part of the castle, once-familiar hallways now appeared dark and foreboding. He was so tense that if one of the cats that frequented his bedchamber entered at this moment, he’d likely slay it before he could even recognize it. The terrible silence was by far the worst, as he could feel yet not hear his own heartbeat, nor the hundred other minute sounds that would normally accompany his movements.
I still can’t hear anything, Lian relayed mentally to his weapon, concentrating on keeping a clear head. That silence spell is still hanging around.
Gem projected acknowledgment. You wouldn’t hear his associates even without the spell. Haste, Lian. She revealed some of her worry to urge the young man on.  She didn’t want to panic him, but she knew their only hope was swiftness.
Eyes flashing right and left, Lian didn’t detect any more assassins. Following the plan he had drilled with his tutor, he crossed the hallway and found the three-stone mechanism that activated the door to the hidden passageways of the castle. With a sure touch, his fingers released the catch, and the door slid open with a slight scraping of stone.
Guess we’re out of the silence spell, Lian thought to Gem, with relief. She radiated back assurance. He entered the passage and rotated the latch to close the door behind him, then turned it another half turn, dropping bolts into the mechanism, sealing it. No one could follow him without breaking down the wall or using some kind of spell.
The internal passageways of the castle were legendary in their complexity. There were concealed passages that led to almost every region of the fortress, some of them large enough to accommodate a respectably sized squad of soldiers. These passageways were occupied; Lian could sense this in the very atmosphere. The sound of moving air was joined by men speaking in low, guttural tones. He was able to catch a few words, but they were nonsensical. Battle language, he thought. The short, clipped patois was usually specific to each military unit. Battle tongues were comprised of only a few dozen to a few hundred words and were definitely not a poet’s first choice, but they were very useful.
Enemy soldiers in the passages? wondered Gem, despite her steel nature shaken to the core at the assassination attempt and the invasion of the castle.
They’re down below you somewhere, so it’s a good thing the plan is to go up, Gem reminded Lian. He could feel her thrum in his hand, and his movements became muffled as if his entire body was wrapped in soft cotton. The shadows in the passageway did not hinder him, since one of the sword’s permanent enchantments allowed her wielder to see in the dark.
He tried not to let his thoughts turn toward the other members of his family, but he couldn’t help it. His twin sister Radiel slept very close to his own chambers, and he could find the way easily, even without Gem’s witchsight. Her own assassin might have blundered somehow, and she could need his assistance! The thought flashed briefly that Radiel’s magical talents might have saved her, but he knew that her attackers would have been prepared to deal with that.
With a great deal of effort Lian forced himself to continue the other way. Elowyn, his father’s Master of Assassins, had drilled him repeatedly about his responsibilities should an assassin make an attempt on his life.
“You must assume that if there are assassins at your chamber, that there are more invading the rest of the palace,” the elf had told him. “You’re the youngest child, and have yet to hold any major post. You’ll be the attackers’ lowest priority, and you’ll likely draw the least skilled among the pool of men available.
“Your assassin might bungle the job, but the others’ won’t, which means that if you manage to escape the knife, you must flee. You’ll have become heir to the throne, all in one moment, and you must guard yourself first. If there are other survivors, later you can return and be reunited. But you are one young man, magical blade or no, and those who would kill you won’t be playing even close to fair.” Elowyn had been forbidding in his instruction. His words, however, were simple truth.
His eldest brother, Alec, had defined the situation differently. “If there’s an attempt on your life, there’ll be good men putting their lives on the line to make sure you have the best possible chance to get away. So obey whatever plan the Old Elf has plotted for you and don’t let those men die in vain.
“Besides, it won’t ever happen, Lee,” he’d finished with a warming grin, “so don’t lose sleep over it.”
He had lost sleep over it, but not because of worry. Elowyn was likely to ambush him at any hour of day or night and commence the “game” of assassin-and-hunted. The stealthy elven assassin would pursue him through his escape routes, beginning the exercise from various points around the castle.
But he’d believed Alec, the crown prince, and hadn’t really expected that it would happen. He’d seen the magnitude of the garrison, and the consummate skill of the warriors, mages, and spies that served his father. They were in one of the most defensible castles in the entire world, and Lian had always believed deep down that he was safe.
Tonight had been a perfect night for Elowyn to test him, what with all of the festivities earlier in the evening. It was the anniversary both of his parent’s wedding and coronation, and parties had been thrown all over the castle and Dunshor City below it. Three quarters of the garrison had gone down into the city to celebrate, and Lian knew that a portion even of the duty forces would be dead drunk by this time of night.
With that in mind, he’d arranged for a trap for his teacher. He’d constructed a mechanical “scribing” device that he hoped would fool Elowyn into striking at the wrong place. Lian had never dreamed that his little trick would deceive a real assassin, but he was sorely glad that he’d built the gadget.
The voices below him were growing fainter as he climbed stairways and ramps, winding inexorably toward the inner wall of the castle. They don’t appear to be ascending yet, Lian speculated to Gem.
Or there’s a dozen of them with those silence spells right on your tail, she tossed back, a little testily. Don’t drop your guard, and keep up the pace. He recognized that she was scared, too, and that took some of the bite out of her words.
He arrived at an area where dust and cobwebs covered the floor. Reaching into a crack in the passage wall, he withdrew a short wand. Enspelled upon it was an enchantment that would allow him to proceed through the space without disturbing the debris. He possessed just enough mage talent to activate the spell. Humming softly, he concentrated on the wand and trekked through the dust-choked corridor, choosing a passageway obstructed by several webs. Though nearly blocked by the webbing, he passed through the corridor as if it wasn’t there.
Out of habit, he almost put the wand into the niche at the end of the dusty corridor, where he’d normally use it to return to his quarters after an exercise with Elowyn. Instead, he slipped it into his pack.
His goal was the innermost wall of the castle, which faced Firavon’s Tower. A buttress, one of the many that connected the castle’s inner structure to the mighty Tower, lay at the end of his path. The topmost portions of the castle were the tall watchtowers that surrounded the castle at the eight major and minor compass points, only about sixty yards from the ground. The dusky red Tower of the Artificer-King stretched another five hundred and forty yards above those, the kind of building that only magic could have raised, and only magic could sustain.
The particular buttress he was heading toward had a concealed passageway at the Tower end which led into the quarters of a mage, one of the Tower’s former occupants. The mage in question had perished during the fighting that had taken the Tower and Lian had never learned his name nor of what importance he was. He supposed those things didn’t matter, especially now.
He had only been in the room three times previously, with Elowyn accompanying him on each occasion. “Only I know that your escape route is through the Tower,” he’d explained. “Your parents, I’m sure, wouldn’t approve, but if events have played to that point, you must take the risk in order to avoid capture.” Lian had been impressed with Elowyn’s confidence in his ability to escape his pursuers in addition to those horrors which dwelt in the arcane place.
During the rebellion three decades ago that had earned his father the nickname Wizardsbane, the Tower of Firavon had been the last bastion of the Theocracy’s mages. According to the songsmiths and minstrels, only a handful of the mages escaped the assault.
His father had confided to him once, however, that the bard songs recounted only a half-truth about that. True, only three mages managed to escape on that fateful day. On the other hand, two dozen or so of the Theocracy’s highest ranking sorcerers had abandoned the Tower and their country weeks beforehand. Those who stayed believed that the rebels could never violate Firavon’s keep. His father told him that those who left understood that Firavon built doors and that doorkeepers could be bribed.
It appeared that someone had committed treachery on this day as well. No external enemy could find their way through the labyrinthine passageways of the castle, yet there were soldiers, by the sound of them, advancing within the walls. Lian was certain that they weren’t any of his father’s units, because he spoke each of their battle languages.
Maybe they’re a friendly mercenary unit, he thought without any real hope that it would be true. He knew that such wishful thinking would only get him killed, but he couldn’t help thinking it.
He reached the concealed panel that led out onto the buttress, hoping that he wouldn’t meet another assassin, waiting outside with crossbow at the ready. He couldn’t identify the substance or spell that had caused the bolt to flame so, but he knew he’d be greeting his ancestors in the afterlife had it touched him.
He unclipped his crossbow and loaded a bolt, choosing one of his small reserve of lashthirin-edged bolts. These Truesilver bolts were heavily enchanted, and at any close range Lian was unlikely to miss. That Truesilver was the bane of demonkind wasn’t lost on him, either, just in case the attackers had violated the Tower wards that contained its denizens.
Opening his pack, he removed the shirt of fine-scaled lashthirin-alloy mail that made up most of the weight, though not bulk, of his bundle. He removed his royal tunic and drew the cold armor on next to his skin. The shirt made him look as if his hide was covered with fine lizard scales, and he always marveled at how the unknown elven smith had accomplished the extraordinary suppleness of the armor. He’d witnessed its protectiveness firsthand, however, during the bandit trouble last year. 
The main body of brigands had turned south, rather than west, and as a result the unit he was accompanying had been attacked by thirty armed and desperate men.
He’d assumed command after the leader of his guardsmen had been killed by a crossbow bolt, and the remaining guards had rallied about their prince. One of the bandits, however, had landed a solid blow with his broadsword square onto Lian’s shoulder. The blow would likely have severed his left arm, and would certainly have been fatal, but the Truesilver scales held, causing the attacker’s blade to turn in his hand. Lian had been forced to his knees by the sheer power of the blow, and the bruising would have lasted for a month without healing magics.
His left arm had hung useless from the shock of the strike, but his right arm, gripping Gem tightly, had been just fine. The bandit stood clutching his right hand dumbly, for he’d dropped his own blade. Lian hadn’t given him a chance to recover, however, and had eviscerated the bandit with Gem before he regained his feet.
You’d better stop dwelling in the past if you want to have a future, Gem admonished.
Lian shook off the memory of the battle and finished dressing. He removed an unfamiliar tunic, one of dull grey and green coloration, from his pack. He donned this over the lashthirin shirt and tucked his original tunic into a niche in the wall, securing it with a coverstone. Elowyn’s gentle spell on the stone sealed it over the niche as if it were an original part of the castle construction. Finally, he pulled on a pair of leather gloves.
His preparations complete, he opened the panel and revealed the side of the Tower of Firavon and the buttress which bridged the fifteen yard gap between the castle wall and the Tower wall. The ground below him was forty yards distant, but he’d been on this structure before, and his fear of falling wasn’t bad despite the narrow width of the bridge. In the courtyard below, a few of his father’s men were engaged in battle with another group of soldiers wearing the red and orange livery of his uncle, Rishak. The traitor is revealed, muttered Gem.
Gritting his teeth to suppress his anger, and wishing he could do something to help the men below, he crawled across the buttress. There were watchtowers and guard posts on top of the castle walls, but none had a clear view of this particular span, an oversight Lian was certain had been deliberate on the part of the castle’s architects.
He hoped that Rishak’s knowledge of the castle plans didn’t include that minor fact. After what seemed like an eternity, Lian reached the end of the buttress without incident. He caressed the always-warm stone of the Tower. His mother had once told him that the Tower absorbed the force from any attack and distributed it evenly throughout the walls as heat. The Tower was still radiating from the magical onslaught brought against the mages who dwelled there thirty years prior. According to his mother, even at the height of the battle, the Tower hadn’t been more than pleasantly warm to the touch.
He activated the catch that opened the passage down into the Tower proper. A gust of musty air swept out, carrying with it a faint charnel odor, for the Tower had been mostly sealed for the thirty years since the overthrow of the Theocracy. He slipped down into the passage, drawing the trap door closed behind him. The small tunnel through the end of the buttress terminated at the window of the mage’s quarters. Window was a term that didn’t really apply to the opening, since from the outside it appeared to be stone. From the inside, however, it was transparent, and before the castle was built around Firavon’s Tower it presented a pleasing view of the river below Dunshor City.
The window swung inward to allow fresh air to circulate and flying servitor creatures to enter and exit. Elowyn once told him that on the final day of the battle, those windows had been used both for escapes and for suicides. The Castellan of the Tower, a mage in the trust of the High Wizard, held the artifact known as Firavon’s Key. Possession of the Key, lost during the siege, would have allowed the Castellan to seal all of the windows, doors, and portals of the Tower, rendering them as impenetrable as the stone walls of the Tower itself.
The Castellan at the time of the siege had been a necromancer named Avet Bey, and although his body was recovered, no trace of the Key had ever been discovered. Lian theorized that the Key had disappeared before the fighting started, since the great doors to the entry hall had been sealed with magics cast by the defending mages, rather than with the tremendously powerful native wards of the Tower.
He removed a small lump of jasper from his pack, the red stone warm to his touch. Placing it on the floor of the tunnel he’d just traversed, he touched it with Gem’s hilt. The sword thrummed for an instant, and the jasper transformed from a dull red to the dark grey of the buttress rock.
Taking a deep breath and steeling himself for his flight through the haunted Tower, Lian Evanson moved out of the tunnel and into the mage’s quarters, pushing the window shut. Behind him, he knew that the enchanted jasper would grow to fill the tunnel, barring pursuers from following him into the Tower. It also blocked Lian’s escape from the Tower through this avenue.
 



Chapter Two
“In ages past, nearly all creatures spoke the Tongues of Magic. These languages were composed of the very Words of Power themselves, and were consequently very musical. Some lent themselves to harsher songs than others, to be sure.
“As time went on, and the Created moved ever farther away from the Creators, new, lesser words came into use. For the most part, only the supernatural races, such as demonkind, still use the ancient Tongues. Of the races of mortalkind, only the elves and kossir-teh remain among those who used the Old Words in conversation.
“The magical implications are very interesting, as I’m sure you’ll agree.”
-- The Sage Alionur, in a lecture to the Dunshor Academy of Magic, 27 A.R.
The blade was poisoned, Elowyn decided. The elf was making his way to the castle roof to assess the situation. He’d staunched the bleeding from the sword gash on his thigh, but he was starting to feel dizzy and cold. Elves were naturally resistant to many poisons, and the ring Elowyn wore slowed the progress of toxins through his system.
Normally, he would find one of the castle mages or priests with plenty of time to treat the deadly venom before it killed him. Now, he suspected, all of the familiar mages and priests were probably dead or captured.
His quarters held various magical potions and antidotes, but he was certain that someone would be waiting there for him. The invaders would have considered him one of their greatest threats, and would surely be searching for him.
The four men sent to kill him weren’t proficient in fighting together as a unit. He’d turned that weakness against them and had managed to dispatch all four of them. The last one, however, had dealt a blow with his shortsword, which was unmistakably poisoned.
From the symptoms, I’d say it’s filaka or some derivative, he mused as he opened the hatch leading out onto the roof. There were only three men stationed up here, more assassins apparently, but they seemed bored and inattentive. As Master of Assassins for the kingdom, Elowyn possessed the skills to either avoid them or eliminate them.
He selected the latter, silently ending their lives. They had unwisely chosen positions without a clear view of each other, and thus he was free to slay them. Eliminating them didn’t really improve his situation, but it might make Lian’s escape easier, or perhaps allow some nobleman or mage loyal to the royal family a chance to use the roof to flee via some magical means.
All of his victims had carried crossbows, and upon examining their bolt cases he was amazed to discover three Nightblood-tipped bolts in one of them. Even the quartet of killers sent after him hadn’t carried the poison, for it was nearly beyond price. Said to be distilled from the very blood of the night goddess, it would enflame anything it contacted. Only total darkness could extinguish its flames, and he quickly closed the light-proof case so not to waste the venom. Even the enchanted steel of the bolts would eventually be consumed by the ravenous black flames.
Creeping forward to peer down into the main courtyard, he spotted an entourage near the main gate under the mage lights that hung there. There was still some fighting from the garrisons that held the towers, but it looked to his practiced eye that the courtyard and the entrance to the keep had been secured.
The faces of the entourage were illuminated by the permanent magical lights of the castle gatehouse. He recognized Stevan, King Evan’s nephew and Grand Duke Rishak’s son, in the group. He also saw Jenine, Evan’s middle daughter. Of her husband, Prince Veran, there was no sign. Jenine was standing unnaturally still, her wide eyes staring unseeingly ahead. Elowyn narrowed his eyes, summoning his elven power of witchsight, then spotted the tendrils of magic creeping off of the princess and evaporating into the darkness. Further wisps of magic emanating from the mage leaning against the castle walls would have revealed his position if Elowyn’s darksight hadn’t.
Jenine is compelled, he thought. Most compulsion magics controlled only the body, like the spell apparently restraining her now. There were others, more difficult to administer, which could induce a victim to become a willing slave, and he had no doubt that one of these would become her eventual fate.
Rishak wants a wife for Stevan or Ruthold, he thought, including the Duke’s other son in his thoughts. The marriage of Jenine following a coup would solidify his claim to the throne, particularly if Jenine were the willing and loving wife of one of his sons. A majority of the peasantry wouldn’t question her reasons for transferring her devotion from her Delsani prince to one of her half-cousins.
Elowyn could predict what fate would befall any nobleman who asked.
He leaned back against the parapet, his head spinning and the coldness spreading throughout his body. His own magical talent was weak, and even if he were able to counterspell the compulsion, there was no future for Jenine. He knew that Lian and Jenine were the only survivors of the night’s assault. The rest of the royal family, from Evan himself to Radiel, the youngest daughter, were all dead. He’d spent some time creeping through the secret passages to attain confirmation of this before his unfortunate encounter with the four assassins. It was a tribute to his skills as Master of Assassins that none of the men originally sent to find him had been successful.
He could do nothing to rescue Jenine, so Lian’s escape might provide the only chance of ruining Rishak’s legitimate claim to the throne. However, Lian’s claim to the throne would be secondary to Jenine’s, for she was elder, and Dunshor law allowed female monarchs. He bowed his head in a moment of shame; he knew what he must do. Elowyn forced away a momentary vision of Jenine as a little girl, entwining her chubby fingers in his brown hair as he gently rocked her to sleep.
She’s already dead, he told himself. Their spells will destroy the girl you know and love. She’s already dead.
There was something else he had to do first, however, and he removed a small figurine of a weasel from his belt pouch. Rubbing it gently and softly intoning the words of invocation, he activated its embedded spell. It vanished as it released the spell it contained.
Celewyn, brother, hear me, he projected, phrasing his thoughts clearly.
The response was immediate. I hear you, brother, replied Celewyn. They were actually half-brothers, born of the same mother but having two different fathers. Elven standards, however, lacked distinction between full- and half-brothers. Since Elowyn’s father had been a Silei elf and Celewyn’s father had been an Avani elf, the brothers didn’t resemble each other at all.
Both had cultivated their mother’s craft of guile and deception, although only the younger brother Elowyn had pledged himself to a liege.
Elowyn, taking advantage of the speed of thought, conveyed to Celewyn the memories of the night’s events. I want you to locate Lian and help him. I consider rendering him assistance more important than avenging my demise, Elowyn finished.
Celewyn’s thoughts had shifted to the analytical, but he forced himself to stop deliberating the situation and turn his attention toward Elowyn. If I can manage both, I will. My brother, I will convey your farewells to the family.
Thank you. My brother, I will carry your love to our ancestors, Elowyn said, a traditional elven death couplet. He knew that his elder brother Celewyn would be vitally important to Lian’s survival and success. He left the means of presenting himself to the prince up to Celewyn, but he wasn’t worried about that. Celewyn was a master of their art, far more accomplished than even Elowyn himself.
Celewyn, still listening to Elowyn’s thoughts, said, Only because you lack five or so centuries, brother. Given time, you were going to surpass me, I think. His remarks were laced with affection and love, and grief that was already welling up for his younger brother’s imminent death.
Elowyn, in turn, relayed his own warm emotions, but said, The poison is ending me. I must act. It wasn’t necessary to explain his intentions, for Celewyn had acquired that knowledge as well. He left the communication spell in place, and turned his attention back to his physical surroundings. You’ll need to know if I’m successful, he reasoned.
Celewyn conveyed agreement over the bond, wordlessly so as not to distract his brother.
Elowyn’s limbs felt like ice, and he barely retained sensation in his fingers. Strange that the numbness started in the middle and spread outward, he commented, fumbling open the bolt case. The moons were all either below the horizon or in their dark phase on this night, so there was only starlight on the garrison roof, but that was enough to kindle the bolts to smoldering.
Concentrating on his insensate hands with all of his energy, Elowyn painstakingly lifted three bolts from the purloined case and loaded all three of the already-cocked crossbows. Raising the first, straining against the burden which minutes before had seemed negligible, he hefted it onto the crenelation of the roof.
The entourage below had grown, joined by Rishak’s personal guard and the grand duke himself. He was tempted to try for him, but Elowyn knew there would be a profusion of protective magics woven about Rishak to shield him from an assassin’s weapon. Some mage or assassin in the distant past had disfigured his face terribly, leaving scars that never healed. Because of this, Rishak was known for the degree of magical personal protection that he employed.
In the courtyard, Stevan grasped Jenine’s chin and scrutinized her face critically. With his other hand, he reached past her auburn hair to cup one of her breasts. He made a derogatory comment, which elicited laughter from those nearby, save Rishak. The duke glowered and shook his head, freeing several locks of his shoulder-length salt-and-pepper hair from its band. He glanced around as if to survey who had witnessed the tasteless gesture, clearly glad Stevan had stepped away from Jenine. Rishak was also known, in certain very private circles, for a distaste for his elder son’s penchant for vulgarity.
Elowyn took careful aim, willing his limbs not to quiver. His target was motionless, and at this range, from this height, he wouldn’t miss. Exhaling slowly, he gently squeezed the crossbow trigger. The bolt sailed unerringly to its mark.
Princess Jenine, the daughter of his liege lord and a young woman whom he had lovingly guided and instructed, fell to the flagstones, body seared by black flames. The spell that bound her will didn’t allow even a wimper as the darkness consumed her, leaving only grey and black ashes behind. Elowyn reached for the second crossbow, but his arms were too weak to lift it. He sensed, rather than observed, magics extending toward him from the ground, and made a final decision. Good-bye and fare thee well, he pronounced to his silent observer as he severed the metaphysical connection.
As the spells from the mages below battered him, he moved his fingertip to stroke the Nightblood on the tip of the bolt. The numbness vanished instantly as the black flames quickly consumed him, but the anguish of the black inferno was secondary to his torment over his murder of Jenine.
His agony was mercifully cut short, however, as the Nightblood devoured him completely.
***
Unaware of Elowyn’s actions, Lian inspected the room. The most conspicuous item one noticed upon entering the room was the bed. It was a massive affair, thrice as wide and twice as deep as Lian’s own bed, which he had always found to be of ample size. This was a four poster bed, with posts and end boards of wrought iron and engraved with scenes of demons and humans engaged in acts, acts which prickled at Lian’s curiosity while simultaneously inducing revulsion.
There were bones lying on the bed, one wrist still manacled. Elowyn had told him that the bones belonged to a young woman in life, a girl of only twelve whose body they’d found here after the fighting. An imp had escaped its bindings and slashed her throat while she struggled against her manacle. 
Lian had inquired at the time if the imp had been captured and destroyed, but Elowyn had simply shrugged. “No, I don’t believe we ever found it. Deeds far worse than this went unavenged in the Tower, I can assure you from personal experience.”
Elowyn never had related exactly what horrors he had witnessed during his captivity in the Tower, but Lian inferred that he’d rather not know in any event. Elves didn’t age, but at times their eyes revealed how old they were. Elowyn’s eyes gave the impression of being far older than his relatively scant four hundred years when he spoke of the Tower of Firavon.
Lian disregarded the bones and examined the rest of the room. His teacher had removed all of the written works and writing materials from the chamber, and the bookshelves looked unnaturally vacant. There were three bookshelves built into the walls, and the occupant had installed three more, as well as a couple of chests that were once filled with books. The denuded shelves exuded a vaguely menacing aura.
The floor was littered with various spell components, and Lian had never worked up the courage to look under the bed.
There was an ill-defined pall and chill in the air despite the warmth of the Tower walls and floor. I feel cold, he said to Gem.
He could sense her mental nod. There’s Undead loose in the Tower, lad. We’ll have to be very careful.
Lian knew that the sword was endowed with potent enchantments to combat the Undead, but he was still one boy against an undetermined number. Avoiding them would most likely prove to be impossible, since they had arcane means of sensing life.
Are they guardians who were stationed here or ones that arose from the magical fallout? Lian asked his companion. Undead often originated from restless spirits who lingered in areas where substantial amounts of magical power had been released. Old battlefields where some of the great war mages had fought were literally crawling with Undead.
Probably a little of both, son, she said. There were quite a few permanent guardians here when the rebellion advanced inside, plus the number of warriors who died before and during the battle was staggering. It’s the bound guardians who are the greatest threat, though.
Moving toward the door, he paused to ask, I thought that all of the guardians were either killed or imprisoned when the rebels took the Tower. His mother had told him this.
Gem hesitated for a moment before replying. Perhaps they were. But bound spirits aren’t easy to dispatch permanently. The necromancers who bound them would have linked their existence here to some object, and it wasn’t possible to do a thorough search of the Tower. The cost in men and materiel would have been far too great.
Lian remembered being taught that as well. There were countless secrets in the Tower yet unknown, and as many dangers still undiscovered. The effort to purge the Tower of magefolk had cost more in lives than the sum of the three largest engagements throughout the rest of the rebellion. His father once told him that it had been a close battle, and that several times through the day the rebel army had nearly broken and run.
I’ll be careful, then, he said.
Preoccupied, Gem didn’t reply. She wished that Elowyn had chosen a different escape route for Lian, but she understood many of the elf’s reasons for directing Lian to take this path. First and foremost, the prince possessed Gem, whose powers gave him the optimal chances to survive the perils of the Tower.
The plan had seemed reasonable when originally proposed to the sentient weapon, but now she regretted not raising more adamant objections. Only the gods knew what kind of horrors were loose inside Firavon’s Tower, and maybe not even them.
Wincing mentally at her blasphemy, and muttering an apology to Lostatos, the smith god, she urged Lian to continue. Her patron god, as usual, made no response to her prayer.
The longer we stay here the more denizens will “scent” you, Lian, she reminded him. Nodding, he thumbed the safety catch on his crossbow. The mechanism not only prevented the trigger from being depressed, it also extended a catch to hold the bolt in place, so it wouldn’t fall out during rough maneuvering. He slung the bow on its harness and gripped Gem’s hilt tightly.
True, the crossbow would afford him a possible first strike, but he felt safer with the bejewelled longsword ready in hand. He opened the hall door, and it swung noiselessly into the corridor. There was no dust or cobwebs in the hallway, though there were a few scattered bone shards. Elowyn had told him that Firavon had woven minor spells throughout the Tower, powered by the warding magics themselves, which repelled dirt and dust, except in the laboratories, where such things might be vital to the research of a spell.
A pair of beady eyes gleamed at him from the darkness, despite the fact that there was no light to reflect. The ghostly form of a rat stood balanced on its haunches, gazing at him hungrily, but it evidently sensed the power of the lashthirin sword, for it did not try to close.
Is that a spectral rat? Lian asked Gem incredulously. He’d heard that in intensely magical places, lower forms of life could animate, but he’d never read an account of animals becoming noncorporeal Undead. The rat, though small, would be more dangerous than a mere zombie, for it could walk through walls and move very fast indeed. Its touch would bear the coldness of the netherworld, and would extract a portion of its victim’s soul. Hopefully a small piece for a small rat, Lian commented, conveying his train of thought to Gem.
Gem replied, Yes, but it’s probably not alone. Remember that the residual magics here do not date only from the rebellion. There were probably a score of ongoing experiments that no one’s tended. Some of those may have fizzled out, but others could have reacted uncontrollably, resulting in a massive magical backlash.
He nodded, looking thoughtfully about. I’m going to head for the scrying room, he informed his companion.
Gem indicated agreement. The scrying room had been a place that few had been cognizant of, and Elowyn had advised them that the room was heavily warded against entry by supernatural beings. Gem would have been unable to enter, should she have tried to do so under her own power. Though it would be painful for her to cross the threshold while carried by Lian, it would be possible.
Firavon had located the room in the physical center of the Tower, and it contained a marvelous variety of permanently emplaced scrying and spying devices, from the magical to the mundane. There were acoustic tubes which carried sound to the room, and a system of crystal tubes which conveyed visual information to the one who commanded it. Lian wondered why Firavon, an accomplished mage, would choose a non-magical means of spying, but Elowyn had explained it.
“Mages, especially those of the late Theocracy, are extremely paranoid, and for good reason, since they often attempt to spy on each other magically. However, there are numerous spells to detect, confound, or confuse magical scrying. Firavon was more clever than most, however, for he understood that most mages don’t possess means to prevent basic, mundane spying and eavesdropping. He built lenses and sound tubes into every room of the Tower, all controlled from the scrying room.
“Why do you think that mages employ people like me?” he’d asked with a grin. “It’s because magic, while tremendously useful and frighteningly powerful, doesn’t always serve. Sometimes, you must hire a tailor instead of magicking up your torn tunic.
“I suppose it depends on where your talents lie, of course,” he’d finished, “because there have been great diviners equal to Firavon the Artificer. I’m certain that if Ashuron the Seer wants to spy on, say, your mother, undetected, he can.”
Elowyn had a great deal of knowledge about the magics which affected his craft, even though his magical abilities were nearly as weak as Lian’s. Lian had difficulty understanding why Elowyn studied an art which he could never master.
Lian knew how to get to the scrying room, though he had never been there. Elowyn had made him memorize the path over and over again, until he could find it in his sleep. Only then had he allowed Lian to see both a map and an illusionary vision of the room’s location. Elowyn had explained that he’d carried an enchanted bauble with him when he’d originally found the room, and it had recorded the way.
Lian had been angry at the time, but he was now confident that he wouldn’t take a wrong turning.
Gem said, You see? There are reasons for things we make you do.
I know that, Gem, he replied testily. That doesn’t make them less onerous. You were born with knowledge. I have to learn things the hard way.
She “nodded” to him. Gem would have traded all of her power and knowledge to be mortal, though she’d never told her charge of this desire. Her existence was a cold one, and most of her perception of the world depended upon her wielder.
Both Lian and Gem were relieved to see only substantial, lesser forms of Undead as they progressed through the eerily vacant Tower. Bones shuffled along the floor, searching for other pieces. Animated corpse-parts, hands and legs and torsos, writhed alongside the skeletal fragments, also seeking the rest of their bodies. The sight of these horrified Lian and made his skin crawl with revulsion, but he had been prepared for their presence.
There had been a profusion of necromancers in the Theocracy, and the residual effects of their handiwork remained to haunt and torment the villagefolk. He’d ridden out innumerable times to assist his brothers and his father in the dispatching of such entities. Most of the “rural” Undead he’d dealt with were more recently living than these examples, however, and had therefore been far more disgusting.
The dry air of the Tower had desiccated the zombies, converting their bodily fluids to powder and therefore preventing the fetidness from becoming overpowering. The villager’s dead who had risen from their graves had dripped with black, decayed fluids, and the stench was so bad that Lian had wished he could cut off his own nose.
As a preventative measure, Evan and Alec had wanted to institute cremation as the routine method for disposing of the dead, but the local priests hadn’t allowed it. Instead, they’d settled on reconsecration of all of the graveyards in afflicted areas, along with semi-annual visits from the court priests to ensure that the dead still rested.
Adrienne disliked her youngest child taking part in these “zombie hunts,” but Evan’s decision had stood. “It’s the responsibility of the royal house to handle emergencies that arise for their people,” he’d admonished her, in one of their rare arguments in Lian’s presence. “In this land, a frequent crisis is the restless dead.”
Now, Lian was rather glad that he’d encountered this sort of Undead previously. He wasn’t sure he could have passed them by, or even stepped through them where they blocked the passageway, if he hadn’t already experienced worse.
Animated corpses like these weren’t, strictly speaking, true Undead. He wasn’t exactly clear on the distinction, but knew it had something to do with how much of the soul remained. Animated dead generally didn’t interact with their surroundings except as an obstacle, though they could be compelled to strike at the living. They were simply corpses whose remaining spark of life had been strengthened to the point of motion by magical means.
Nearly every “zombie plague” he’d ridden out to fight had turned out to be the work of a local witch or lesser Undead who was gathering and deploying the mindless but animate corpses to do their bidding.
Lian didn’t quite understand how a spark of life could remain in a corpse, either. But according to Adrienne, that fragment of the soul that impels and moves the body, the animus, doesn’t depart until the remains are nothing but dust. He had been horrified to ponder the idea that part of his soul would be bound in a rotting grave with his body, but that fear had lessened over the years, mostly because he tried not to think about it very often.
Lian was following a corridor that curved around the outer wall of the Tower and sloped gently upward. He knew that this ramp circled the tower thirteen times, reaching all but the highest levels of the mage-king’s fortress. Here on the lower levels of the Tower, the slain had been quite numerous, but the upper levels would contain fewer corpses. Gingerly picking his way over and around the animated dead, Lian quickened his pace. The cumulative effect from the proximity of so many moving corpses was making his hair stand on end, and the revulsion was becoming oppressive.
From time to time as he climbed the gently sloping ramp, he caught sight of shadows that seemed to move of their own volition. Whether they were truly shades of the dead, guardian spirits, or merely illusions spun by his imagination, he gave them as wide a berth as he could. Despite the darksight granted by Gem’s enchantments, the Tower seemed gloomy and dusky, with unseen dangers lurking around every corner and behind every door. 
Distant sounds could be heard echoing through the halls and passageways of the massive edifice, including screams and shrieks, making the oppression even worse.
After what seemed to be an eternity of terror, Lian reached his goal, the middle opening into the center of Firavon’s Tower. Gem informed him that it had taken her charge less than an hour to climb the mile-long ramp that represented half of the Tower’s height.
At four places along the spiral incline, the outer ramp leveled off and branched inward to the center section of the Tower along four great, forty-foot-wide halls. Lian was already above two of these sets of hallways on his long ascent; one was at ground level and the second one he’d passed earlier a quarter up the height of the Tower. The arched ceiling of each of the great halls was carved with scenes from one of the four elemental planes. Lian advanced into the Earth Hall, which was the first hall he encountered at the mid-level, traveling clockwise up the incline. The earth element scenes were beautiful, frescos and mosaics of mountains, chasms, volcanoes, gemstones, and other wonders. There was no evidence of the dark and perverse artwork like that which had adorned the mage’s quarters where he’d entered the Tower.
The center of the Tower was open from the ground to about forty yards from the top. At the upper levels, railings, and presumably one’s magical talents, were the only protection against a long fall to a very hard floor. There were numerous stairways, both circular and straight, which crisscrossed the inner chamber of the tower, interconnecting the levels in a complex manner. There was certainly a method to it, but Lian couldn’t discern it. However, he did know which stairwell held the passageway to the scrying chamber.
At each of four specific levels in the Tower, the four “elemental” great halls intersected, bridging the span of the inner chamber. At the junction of each of the four interconnecting bridges was a fountain surrounded by a circular garden area, where the mages could meet and discuss things openly if it suited them.
The center fountain, at the midpoint of the Tower’s height, was larger and more complex than the others, a great work of art in its own right. Legend held, according to Elowyn, that this fountain had been a gift to Firavon from a great earth elemental prince. Then Elowyn had proceeded to explain that nothing could be further from the truth. In actuality, the fountain was hollow, and concealed within it was the scrying chamber. Underneath the “Earthbridge,” contained within the span, was the passageway to reach the chamber.
The enclosed stairwell that hid the access was thirty yards away from the inner opening of the water elemental hallway and appeared to lead up into one of the libraries, four levels above. There was, however, a hidden catch, made of kaiieilirinelda, or Red Truesteel, under a pearlescent stud. This material deadened or even blocked the use of magic near it, thereby effectively rendering discovery by sorcery impossible. Once the stud was depressed, the gateway would open exactly twenty seconds later on a different part of the stair. It would remain ajar for twenty more seconds only, and was protected by an illusion so that it never appeared to open.
Lian wondered how Elowyn knew of the scrying chamber’s existence, and the method of accessing it, but the elf had never told him.
As Lian approached the central chamber of the Tower, the air suddenly became icy. Lian felt it as a physical blow, chilling him through his clothing. “Oh, shit,” he muttered, tightening his grip on the sword. His arm was already weary from carrying the heavy blade for so long, training or no, but a sudden surge of adrenaline did much to counter his fatigue.
Before him, rounding the corner from the inner Tower balcony, were two humanoid forms. They appeared to be clothed in hooded robes, though no faces were discernible within the shadow of their cloaks. They chuckled and one spoke to the other in a hissing tongue that Lian did not recognize.
The Tongue of the Dead, Gem said, thrumming with sudden power. Blue flames licked along her length, flames which Lian knew were anathema to Undead. These wraiths are guardian spirits, lad.
The two specters glanced at each other, as if conferring about the magical blade. Time seemed to stand still while Lian waited for their reaction. For a moment, they seemed to shrug, then without warning they rushed at Lian with blinding speed. Instinctively, Lian whirled the blade about him, spinning as fast as possible. He felt, rather than saw, the blade connect with one of the spirits, and it vanished, shrieking, in a flash of blue-white light.
The other, more wary, halted outside the silver weapon’s arc. Extending the empty arms of its robe before it, a scythe appeared, shimmering blackly with power. Greater wraith, this one. Be careful, Gem said, thrumming a higher note in an attempt to ward Lian’s body against the specter’s scythe.
The wraith bowed mockingly to its intended victim, and Lian foolishly returned the gesture. In that bare instant of distraction afforded by the motion, the wraith rushed him. He raised Gem to parry the strike from the scythe and was surprised as the wraith released it. Feint, was Gem’s single, desperate utterance as the spirit reached out with the emptiness that would have been its fingertip to touch him on his shoulder.
He watched the wraith rush back out of sword range as bitter, overwhelming coldness robbed him of his senses. The last sensation he perceived as he fell was the musical sound of Gem’s enraged power, weaving a new spell in an attempt to shield him and the clashing sound of her blade striking the stone. Then, there was only darkness.
 



Chapter Three
“The moons of Tieran are six in number. The first and most important is the mighty Lushran, whose 28-day cycle delineates the Tieran month. Thirteen times per year, Lushran circles his lover Tiera, who in turn circles him. Lushran is Lord of Power, yet shares power over the tides with Aliera, the second moon.”
-- From Eililiu Aldiesu’s treatise, “Lunar Astrology”
Gods and the Goddess! Gem cursed as she experienced the failure of Lian’s senses. The flames that danced along her length flickered and died as she tumbled from his grasp. Her awareness of her surroundings dulled, fading to the enchanted perceptions wrought into her steel.
The wraith retreated, savoring the life force which it had drained from the boy, as the sword and prince both crashed to the floor. It had been decades since it last fed upon the living. It felt no urgency, as it no longer had to share its meal with its fellow wraith. There would be time enough to savor the unexpected feast.
***
Lian’s eyes snapped open, but he could see nothing. He could barely feel his arms and legs, but he was glad that he could feel them. Gem? he asked as he groped for the blade. I don’t know how you stopped that wraith, but I’m sure glad you did.
Gem’s reassuring mental presence was missing, however. His surroundings gradually brightened as his eyesight returned. The icy feeling in his extremities, particularly his left shoulder, wasn’t receding. It also dawned upon him that he had been temporarily deafened, for he now began to hear animals and voices and the hundred other sounds typical of a town.
Where am I? he wondered, staggering to his feet. His balance was unsteady, but he could force his limbs to move, save his left arm. Standing required an effort similar to balancing in waist-deep moving water, but he managed it with the help of a nearby wall. He took in his surroundings.
He was standing, or rather leaning, in an alleyway, apparently located just off of the main street of a small village. He was alone in the alley, and it was clear that he hadn’t been mugged, for all of his equipment, save Gem, was in evidence. He recalled fighting the wraiths in the Tower, but after the second touched him, his memories ended.
A pair of armed men passed by on the main road. One glanced into the alley and seemed to look right through Lian; there was no sign that he’d seen the prince. They were armed with crossbows and light maces, and bore a convoluted insignia on their black leather armor that Lian didn’t recognize. Both men were dark-skinned, like the men of Azareh across the Eastern Sea, but their hair was reddish. Although emissaries from many lands had presented themselves at his father’s court, Lian had never seen their like before.
Gathering his strength, he staggered to the end of the alley, where the sun shone brightly on the village street. Across from where he stood, he watched a blacksmith straightening the tines of a pitchfork. The smith was a massive man, apparently of the same race as the two armored men. His beard reached the small of his back, for it had been split, drawn around his neck, and tied behind him. His wares were exhibited beside him, many of which Lian recognized as farming tools. Some of them, though, he couldn’t identify. Near the forge was a huge double-bitted axe, set within easy reach of the smith.
Adjacent to the smithy was an apothecary—at least that was Lian’s conjecture, since the sign displayed pictures of herbs as well as a mortar and pestle underneath unfamiliar words. The herbalist shop was apparently closed, as the sign hanging on the door contained more words along with the symbol of a closed eye. The characters were similar to those of the Southron tongue, but Lian could make no sense of the words. In Dunshor, most shopkeepers expressed both the written word and a pictographic ideogram to convey meaning to the literate as well as the more numerous illiterate. The same tradition, Lian presumed, held true here.
Wherever here is, he thought.
Beyond the apothecary was a stable, but the beasts tethered there were definitely not horses. They instead resembled some kind of deer-like creature. If they were kin to deer, they were very large, for each stood at least fifteen hands. One male stood a majestic nineteen hands, with a rack of antlers that extended a full four feet above his head. Both the male and the female creatures had antlers; however, those belonging to the male were larger and branched into many individual points. The female antlers were spikes, with the barest hint of branching at the end. The animals seemed to have a gentle temperament. Lian wondered if they were as simple-minded as deer. If so, they would be a poor choice for war mounts.
Lian turned his attention to his own side of the street. Here, he noted four buildings. One appeared to be a garrison, for it was constructed of stout stone and bore a crenelated roof. Furthermore, it was there that the two armed men were headed. Next to the small keep was a store, which was just closing. Another dark-skinned, red-haired man was rolling barrels and other goods indoors from a display on the wooden slats of the sidewalk. He grunted a greeting to the two warriors, which they returned equally gutterally.
The third building, which Lian was still using for support, appeared to be an inn. He could hear a few voices within, but it was mostly quiet. Across the alley from him, the last building that he could see on this street was a tavern. From there came the aromas of ales and brandies, as well as a spicy scent of sausage and roasting potatoes. Lian suddenly felt weak with hunger, so he cautiously made his way toward the tavern.
As he stepped from the alley, he could see other buildings that seemed to be dwellings. Their roofs were constructed from rough thatch, and their walls from clay bricks. They had been buried into the ground somewhat, so only half their height was visible. Each entryway was a ramp dug into the soil. Must not rain here much, thought Lian, envisioning the flood season of his homeland. He looked down the main road, beyond the edge of town, and saw heat shimmers and desert.
He realized that it must be very hot in this place, yet he was freezing. Shivering uncontrollably, he climbed onto the boards of the sidewalk, his boots sounding clear footfalls. He had earlier noted that the footwear of the guardsmen, if that was what they were, more closely resembled sandals than boots, and that neither the smith nor the storekeeper had been wearing any shoes at all.
The tavern had a door which was propped open, and inside must have been most of the village population. There were about a dozen men and as many women, sitting at tables around the room. There didn’t appear to be an actual bar at all. All of the tavern patrons were of the dark-skinned stock he’d seen outside, but many of these had black hair, and a few were blonde. The men wore lengthy mustaches, and most of them sported beards as well. The women had long hair which generally fell to their midriff, though one had hers cropped short. That woman was armed with a quartet of axes.
Affixed to the roof of the tavern were fans, which turned freely, though by what mechanism, he couldn’t determine. He decided that the rotation mechanism must lie inside of the fan shafts, hidden above the ceiling. The breeze they stirred felt icy to him, and he nearly swooned from the coldness that penetrated to his bones.
Wraith must have hurt me worse than I thought, he mused, leaning heavily against the doorframe. The soul-draining effect of a wraith’s touch manifested as feeling of intense chill, though this was actually a symptom of something far worse.
No one in the tavern noted his entry. Those patrons that were seated with their backs against the far walls looked up at the door and at the tavern’s two windows almost constantly, but none seemed to notice him.
He stumbled to an empty table and nearly fell into the chair. The relief of taking the weight off his legs was tremendous. The waitress ignored his presence. He took advantage of this, though it annoyed him at first, to get a good look around the room.
To a man, the denizens here were armed, though their weapons varied. Long daggers were prevalent, but there were a few swords and axes in evidence. Generally accompanying the latter group were long, powerful-looking bows, unstrung but leaning against tables, close to hand. The majority of the swords were long, thin, curved blades, though one man had a massive broadsword strapped across his back. The axes were of the small, one-handed variety, which seemed to be balanced for throwing. As a rule, the ax-wielders carried between four and six of the weapons, like the warrior woman he had noticed. Even the barmaid was armed, wearing a pair of short daggers.
None of the patrons wore armor, and most of them were sweating heavily despite the fans. They were drinking from glasses, rather than mugs, and there was a fair amount of broken glass littering the floor. Everyone here was wearing thick-soled sandals, but Lian was glad for his boots.
                Where are the children? Lian wondered. He hadn’t seen any outside, and all of the patrons appeared to be at least twenty years old.
Conversations were voiced in a thick, heavily glottal tongue. Lian couldn’t place it at all, though he spoke seven languages. The use of magic to learn the dialects of the surrounding lands, as well as Aesidhe, the elven tongue, was a privilege he’d possessed as the son of a king.
Tired of waiting, he reached out to touch the sleeve of the barmaid. She turned to him, not quite meeting his gaze. Instead, she looked at a point somewhere behind him, yet she didn’t pull away. Weird, he thought, feeling chilled anew, and not because of his injury.
He asked for food and drink in Dunshari, but got no response. He tried again in Aesidhe, which was commonly understood, at least in part, in most locales. Still, she didn’t seem to grasp his meaning.
Sighing, he removed a silver coin from his belt pouch, and placed it in her hand. She looked down at it, muttered something in her own tongue, and went through the doors that he assumed led to the kitchens. She returned shortly carrying a tray loaded with sausages, potatoes broiled in some sort of breading, and a tall ceramic pitcher filled with dark ale. She grabbed a glass from a wall rack as she approached, setting the tray on the table before him. Three large copper coins, about twice the weight he’d expected in return, were also sitting on the tray. He handed her one of them, and was rewarded with a slight smile, which faded as quickly as it had begun. She was hailed by another patron, and immediately she turned and smiled, swaying her hips suggestively in response to the man’s comment.
The village folk continued to ignore him, betraying no reaction to the presence of a stranger in their midst.
He shrugged, for there wasn’t anything to be done about it at the moment, and dug into the sausages and potatoes. The “breading” turned out to be primarily garlic, which Lian liked in principle. In these quantities, however, he found himself scraping most of it off. The sausages, too, were extremely spicy, and he was glad for the ale, which was thick, dark, and strong. The meal helped to alleviate his frozen, numbed feeling a little, though he still couldn’t feel his left shoulder at all.
***
Gem gave up on her efforts to rouse Lian. She could tell that he was alive, for his chest rose and fell, but his breathing was shallow and uneven. His skin had taken on the pallor of the dead, which she knew was normal for the victim of a wraith attack. His auburn hair appeared blood red against this pale coloration, and she hoped that he would survive.
The wraith had finished savoring its morsel, she could tell, so she hummed the note that allowed her to fly. The emerald in her pommel glowed green with the magic. She progressed from a single note into a chord, and the blue flames that she had summoned earlier returned.
“You’ll not have the rest of him, specter,” she exclaimed. Human mages were limited to a single voice; thus, they generally couldn’t talk while weaving magics. She didn’t suffer that limitation.
She heard the response in her mind, though it made no sound. You will not stop me, spirit of the sword. I am quick, and I hunger.
“Perhaps you’re right,” she replied and whirled her point in a circle about the prince. The blue flames she emitted sprang from the ground to the ceiling. Gem was thankful that the wraith had struck them in a hallway, for it would have been quite difficult to shield Lian in an open area, where the ceiling was far overhead.
The wraith hissed its displeasure. True, it could force its way through the flames, which weren’t as concentrated as they had been upon the blade itself. But in so doing, it would have to move slowly, and it was certain that the weapon would be capable of striking before it could cross the barrier.
In these circumstances, it would normally have moved through the floor or ceiling to get to its victim, but the stone of Firavon’s Tower was a barrier to its passage.
The spirit whirled around the flaming barrier several times, seeking a weak point, but found none. Wherever it turned, the sword point followed flawlessly, moving more quickly than the wraith had believed possible.
The wraith was by nature a greedy creature, and it did not want to lose its prize to another guardian, or worse, to the demonkind that had escaped their binding over the years. Therefore, it didn’t have unlimited time to wait for the sword spirit to weaken.
It hesitated for a moment, contemplating, then swooped around the corner. Gem wondered what it was planning, while she took the opportunity once again to attempt to rouse Lian.
The wraith returned, herding before it some of the skeletal and zombified pieces of once-men. It could drink the soul force of such things, although it would gain no sustenance. The animated dead, however, could sense the danger, and the animi possessed some sort of self-preservation instinct. The result of this was that the wraith could drive the animate pieces and direct them.
Shit, Gem exclaimed to herself, not bothering to verbalize it. She had known, of course, the easiest way to defeat her defense, yet had hoped that the wraith wasn’t cunning enough to derive it. She could maintain her flame shield for quite some time, but not while having to constantly replenish the energy after some creature burned up in it. She was not skilled enough at sorcery to simply destroy the wraith with magic.
She decided to risk a small power drain on a bluff. The chord she used was subdued, as were the flames that consumed the animate body parts. She could sense the last bit of animae fade away as the corpse parts burned to ash.
The wraith instinctively withdrew from the fire, but slowed its retreat when it realized that the blaze was mundane in nature, and therefore unable to harm it. It deduced, correctly, that if the sword were able to strike it directly, it would have, and so it departed to round up more zombies to sacrifice.
It’s only a matter of time, Gem thought. Gods, wake up my boy, and soon.
***
Lian was staring at his empty pitcher, and wondering how he’d managed to drink that much ale at one sitting, when one of the other chairs at his table was pulled back.
He startled, and his right hand instinctively moved to his shortsword. He tried to reach his crossbow with his left hand, but it didn’t obey him and the bow dangled out of reach. He was on his feet with sword at the ready before he fully registered the woman who was sitting before him. Black spots danced in front of his eyes, and he desperately clung to consciousness.
“Is that the way you greet all your women?” she asked in a deep, throaty voice. Her tone conveyed no fear or threat, instead amusement. She was tall, probably over six feet standing, with a dark complexion and black hair and eyes. She was not of the same race as the villagers, who ignored her, much as they ignored Lian.
She was attired in black leather, but with no semblance to the two guardsmen he’d seen earlier. On her, the supple leather clung like a second skin, revealing rather than concealing her magnificent figure. She was powerful, with clear muscular definition on her arms and legs. She wore gloves of black sharkskin, and her body was adorned with at least twenty knives of assorted varieties, and that included only the weaponry that Lian could see. She also wore a scarab of an unidentifiable grey metal over her left breast. For an instant, Lian imagined that the scarab, which was the figure of a beetle, moved on its own.
“Excuse me, if I’m a little jumpy,” Lian replied, eyeing her warily. His carelessness had cost him dearly with the wraith, and he wasn’t about to repeat his mistake. The barmaid, ignoring his drawn weapon, detoured around him as she calmly carried a tray toward another table.
“Perfectly understandable, Highness,” she replied, placing her hands flat on the table. “But you are tired and hurt, and I pose no threat to you.”
“You will have to forgive me if I cannot accept your word for that. Who are you, where am I, and how did I come to be here?” he asked, his tone remaining even and level. His father had taught him that demanding answers rarely met with success unless one was in an uncontested position of strength. Lian surmised that such a situation did not apply here. The woman obviously recognized him, though he was positive he didn’t know her. He felt somehow that he should recognize her, however.
She smiled, revealing perfect white teeth. She was beautiful, and something about her stirred half-forgotten memories, but he couldn’t quite pin them down. “In the south, I am called Dalgarin,” she replied, answering each question in turn. “You are in the lands of Fulnor. And it was I who brought you here, at least in spirit.”
He blinked hard, but quickly. She hadn’t moved. “Dalgarin? You are named for the goddess?”
She shook her head, smiling. “While many daughters are named for Asha or Vedelta, how common do you suppose my name would be?” She gestured calmly toward his seat, which lay overturned on the floor as a result of his rapid ascent.
“Sit down, Lian Evanson. Sit down, before you fall down,” she said calmly.
He carefully sheathed his blade one-handed, then stooped to right his chair, willing himself not to black out. “Am I dead?” he asked as he warily sat down.
She shook her head. “No, not yet. But you are very close to death, which is why I can appear to you in this manner. I don’t do this very often, as you might imagine.”
He had been considering that very thought, for direct manifestation was rare, even to loyal disciples of a specific deity. He’d never really given much thought to Dalgarin, the Southron goddess of vengeance, nor her more commonly worshipped aspects of Nashir and K’vas.
“I intend no offense, Lady, but I’m not even a follower,” he said, turning the statement into a question.
“No, you’re not,” she replied, her hands still on the table top. “But you have been wronged, you and your family, and when you gain a moment’s respite from pursuers, your thoughts will turn to me. You are embroiled in a struggle which has maintained my attention for many years. Your present circumstances have granted us an opportunity to talk, and I would like to offer you a choice.”
Lian swallowed hard. Gods rarely personally involved themselves in the affairs of mortalkind, for they followed rules that prevented casual interaction. Lian hadn’t paid much attention to priestly matters, but even so, he had heard of the Great Compact between the gods.
“A choice, Lady?” he asked, not entirely sure he wanted to know. In those infrequent occasions when the gods did become personally involved, it typically resulted in a great deal of suffering for the chosen mortals.
She nodded again. “Yes. You have discovered who betrayed your family, have you not?”
He wasn’t certain why she was asking him this question, since she was the goddess, but he nodded.
“If you manage to escape him and his supporters, you will no doubt wish to avenge the murders of your family. Vengeance is my area of influence, and the reason I have chosen to appear to you. Your weapon is currently guarding your physical body from the wraith and its minions, but she cannot maintain her protection for long. You are fated to regain consciousness before the wraith consumes you, so my bringing you here doesn’t change anything, so long as I return you before Gem’s defenses fall.
“I offer you a choice, Lian: vengeance or justice,” she said, grabbing a pitcher of ale and a glass off the passing maid’s tray. The barmaid stopped abruptly, studied her tray in amazement, then cursed and returned to the kitchens muttering.
The goddess poured ale for herself and refilled Lian’s glass, then sat back in her chair, propping her booted feet on the table.
“I don’t understand,” said Lian, leaving his glass untouched for the moment. “Why must I choose one over the other?”
As he studied the deity appearing in woman’s form before him, he found the depth of her eyes disconcerting. Dalgarin was said to have been a mortal woman not long ago, and had risen by unknown means to the status of goddess. The religion of her devotees was certainly recent, having emerged as a sect only forty or fifty years ago.
She sighed. “Let me be more explicit. In time, you will grow to despise your uncle and his people, Lian. You will want them dead. You will want vengeance for what they have done. 
“I’m only bending the rules a little by telling you this, for you would have learned it soon enough. Your entire family is dead, Your Highness; you are the last survivor,” she said matter-of-factly. Lian was amazed at his own impassiveness as she confirmed his suspicions about his family’s fate.
“I am here to offer you the opportunity to become an agent of mine if you so choose. My order will educate you, lend assistance to you, and conceal you from your uncle until you are prepared to return and unleash your retribution against him. With devotion and effort, you could become quite powerful in my service, I believe powerful enough to succeed.
“But I advise you that although you may well achieve vengeance as my agent, you will not attain justice,” she said, observing him closely, sipping slowly from her glass.
Lian’s heartbeat was suddenly deafening. As an Agent of Vengeance, a direct servitor of Dalgarin, or as his people knew her, Nashir, he would be provided with the opportunity to make his uncle pay for his betrayal.
“How would killing him fail to serve justice?” Lian asked, thinking quickly. He added, “Also, why don’t I hate him right now?” He was sure that he should be consumed with rage, and in such a state, he would never refuse such an offer from Vengeance Herself.
“Allow me to answer your second question first, Highness,” she replied. “The reason for your lack of emotion is that you are separated from your material body, and most of your feelings are products of the physical self. In this ethereal state, your bile cannot rise in anger, nor can your bowels loosen in fear. It’s why you aren’t drunk even though you’ve had a full pitcher of Fulnor’s rather strong ale.”
He had suspected that his near-emotionless condition had something to do with the unearthly state into which he had been drawn. “And justice, Lady?” he asked, attempting to be polite yet refusing to be diverted from his question. It was another lesson that his Machiavellian tutor had taught him, not to allow a skilled conversationalist to distract him from his subject.
She smiled. “Well, should you become my agent, or even my priest if that honor attracts you, I can help you a great deal. My priestly orders are small, and my followers are few in number, which grants me some latitude to intervene on their behalf.
“But if you choose to be my agent, Lian Evanson, you cannot be a king,” she explained. “I must always be of primary importance, not Dunshor.” He found her gaze unnerving, for her eyes were not those of a human being, although they had appeared so at first glance. They were infinitely deeper.
“So my people suffer the annihilation of the entire family line, and there will be no king?” he asked.
“No. Someone will be king, Highness. You may be allowed to contribute to his selection. Furthermore, you may even gain the support of the majority of the nobles for your choice,” she broke off, not finishing the thought.
Lian picked up where she left off, falling naturally into the statement-and-reply teaching mode that Elowyn had used. “But there will be those who are unhappy with the choice, and will always maintain that their candidate had the better claim. They’ll eventually revolt, maybe with the support of a bordering nation, and the result will be civil war.”
She nodded approvingly. “You impress me, Highness. Yes. The most probable outcome will be that your people will in the end be conquered by one of your neighbors, and eventually all that was Dunshor will fade from memory.
“So you will have vengeance, but your people will not have justice. You are now the ruler, and as such you have to ask yourself what comes first: your desire, or their needs.”
“I can see only one alternative, Lady,” he said after a short consideration. “I’d be betraying my family’s memory and honor if I choose you. Um, no offense, goddess.” For a moment, he looked like the scared child that he was.
She sighed and smiled. “I am not offended, young prince. In fact, though I would have welcomed you into my priesthood, I am glad you have declined. Remember always that I never said that you cannot still have your revenge, Highness. You’ve simply chosen to make it secondary to restoring your throne,” she said.
He nodded, finally drinking some of the second round of ale. It was very good. “A question, Lady?”
She raised an eyebrow and nodded.
“Why did you bring me here to this land?” he asked. It still made no sense to him.
“Ah,” she said, her intense eyes glinting slightly with amusement. “I knew you’d be cold, so I picked somewhere warm.” Her eyes seemed to expand, as his surroundings darkened. “Fare thee well, Prince Lian. I wish you good fortune on your journey.”
He tried to respond, but his voice made no sound. The darkness of her eyes surrounded him, and then all was black.
***
Gem’s powers were strained to their limit. The wraith had begun driving the spectral rats into the barrier she was maintaining, and she could sense other entities approaching, attracted to the conflict. When her energy was depleted and her charge was killed, it wouldn’t finish her, for she was protected from the Undead within her body of alloyed lashthirin and steel.
But Lian would be dead, and she would be stranded in the Tower until a brave explorer found and appropriated her. She had no doubt that one of Rishak’s men would be the person to do so, and her fate would be sealed.
Her relief nearly provoked a fatal hesitation when she sensed Lian’s returning consciousness. Lian! she shouted mentally. Lian, wake up now! We’re almost out of time! I can’t protect you much longer.
He replied, mental tone clear and unwavering despite his recent ordeal, I’m awake, Gem, but blind and deaf. Can you sustain the wards for a little longer?
Possibly, or maybe I can enable you to see through my senses. It won’t be sight like you’re used to, but . . .
No, I can’t stand yet; everything is still numb. It’ll fade in a bit, don’t worry, he replied, confident that he was right.
She mentally shook her head, hoping that he was correct in his assumption. The wraith hadn’t yet sensed Lian’s return to consciousness, and was occupied with coercing a pair of the rats into the blue flames. These two had witnessed their predecessors’ demise, and were therefore striving to evade the specter.
Lian forced himself to lie motionless despite the agony of reawakening limbs, to wait for the temporary loss of sight and hearing to recede. He had faith in what the goddess had told him, that he was not fated to die at the hands of the wraith.
Too soon, the wraith seized the squealing and shrieking rats, and hurled their ghostly forms one after the other into the flames. They vanished in a blue-white flare, and for an instant the protective circle actually flickered. The wraith advanced hungrily, then halted as the fire was quickly restored by the sword’s song. The effort required to do this was too great, however, and Gem sank to the floor, where she came to rest beside Lian’s hand. The radiance emanating from the heart of the emerald grew dim.
I knew that you would fail, sword spirit, the wraith gloated into Gem’s mind. Lian also heard the remark, but made no response. Sensation had returned to his right arm and both legs, though he couldn’t feel his left shoulder and arm at all. His hearing had also been restored, for the low, steady thrums of power that Gem was sustaining had become discernible to his ears.
Gem, show me the situation, he asked.
She did so, her mental touch saturated with exhaustion.
Do you have enough power left to enchant your blade’s edge? he asked, gathering the energy to force himself to his feet. The spell she’d used at the beginning of the fight with the wraiths had been quite effective. He felt a little better than he had in the vision, and wondered if the meal had strengthened him somehow.
I’m sorry, lad, but my magic’s almost completely depleted. It’ll be days before I can sing another spell, she said. When the circle collapses, which it certainly will with the next poor shade he throws into it, that’ll be it. You couldn’t have cut it closer, I can tell you.
He didn’t seem overly concerned at her admonishment. Sorry to have kept you, Gem. It’ll be all right, I promise. His words carried such conviction that she wondered briefly if the wraith’s touch had driven him mad. That happened sometimes, according to legend.
The wraith, meanwhile, had captured another ghostly rat, and returned to fling it into the circle of flames. It understood that the weapon’s arcane capacity was depleted, and it was impatient to finish its meal. Gem imagined that it was grinning gleefully, though she couldn’t actually see its features. It threw the rat into the flames, poised to follow and consume the remainder of the boy’s soul.
The resultant blue-white flash was slightly brighter than before, as Gem projected the remainder of her mana into it. Now, Lian! she exclaimed as she saw the wraith pursue the rat’s trajectory through the flames in anticipation of the final attack. Her senses weren’t blinded by the flares and flashes, as Lian’s and the wraith’s would be.
Lian seized the sword hilt and struggled to his knees, slashing at the wraith with every vestige of will he could muster. “Die, you shit!” he howled as the phantasmal robes were sliced by the Truesilver weapon’s enchanted blade. The wraith hurriedly reversed its course, darting back out of striking distance, clutching its arm against the wound. Pain was something to which it had become unaccustomed.
It had failed to notice the dozen or so spectral rats that had gathered at the periphery of the hallway, or perhaps it had ignored them except as additional ammunition for its siege. However, in its present state, wounded by Gem, the wraith finally revealed weakness. The rats weren’t exactly rats anymore, but they recalled enough of their former corporeal existence to realize that an injured creature meant a meal more often than not. Squeaking in a plethora of unearthly voices heard only in the mind, the rats swarmed the wraith with a vengeance.
Lian and Gem had no doubt that the powerful specter could defend against the tiny spirits, but Lian was determined that it would not have the chance. As it grappled with an ever-increasing number of the tiny phantoms, Lian approached and struck a mighty blow across the hood of its robe. The resultant howl of rage was again heard only in the mind, and the rats exultantly consumed every scrap of its supernatural essence that they could reach. Two of them turned to assess the human, but they were repulsed by the presence of the Truesilver that he both carried and wore.
Lian retreated from the melee carefully, clutching Gem out to the side so she could watch behind him. He located the proper stairwell as expeditiously as possible, and gratefully left the skirmish behind.
 



Chapter Four
“The fifth moon, Sina, is the celestial body associated with, and named for, the Goddess of Magic. Her consort, partner, and rival is Lushran, for whom the first moon is named. Lushran is the Lord of Magical Power, while she is the Lady of Song and Mistress of Magical Skill. Lushran’s great power would lie untapped but for the music which Sina taught him. Conversely, Sina’s musical talents would have remained the purvue of minstrels and storytellers without the raw energies that Lushran revealed to her.”
-- “Moons and their Gods,” heretical text from the 
 Western Kingdom of Thrace, author unknown
Gods, boy, you had me worried, Gem said wearily. I wasn’t exaggerating about my endurance. You couldn’t have come to any later, or he’d have killed you. The extent of her relief and love almost reduced Lian to tears.
Lian extended the psychic touch that signified a hug between the two of them, and said, She promised that I’d survive the wraith attack. Even so, I believe it was close; I still have no sensation in my left arm.
She promised? Who do you mean, Lian? inquired Gem, striving to conceal wariness and concern.
Lian smiled and shook his head. I don’t quite know, but she maintained that she was Dalgarin, the Southron goddess. She transported me to a distant land she identified only as Fulnor, then invited me to become her agent. She warned me that I am the only survivor of the family. So saying, grief welled up unexpectedly, suddenly reminding him that he was no longer in the strange, disembodied state of his vision. He leaned against the stairwell for a moment, wiping his eyes with the back of his gloved hand. Was I delerious? he wondered.
Gem made no reply, but projected wordless comfort to her charge. She wasn’t sure how to interpret Lian’s story. Thinking in parallel with Lian, she pondered, I think I’d prefer this to be a hallucination. Contact with the gods usually foretold suffering and woe. And Lian doesn’t need any more of either, she finished the thought.
Lian shook off the sorrow, with a promise to himself that he’d grieve later, and unsealed the passage leading to the scrying chamber. The hidden corridor was empty, not occupied by guardians of its own. He approached the end, his sight diminishing as the Banemetal-laced walls of the chamber momentarily subdued Gem’s enchantments. Elowyn had assured him that Gem, along with any other magics he carried, would resume their function once he crossed the threshold of the chamber.
Lian fervently hoped that Elowyn was correct, for the additional loss of Gem would be a sorrow he couldn’t endure. She represented the last of his family.
He was completely blind in the darkness momentarily as he crossed the threshold of the scrying room, but his witchsight returned in full force immediately upon entrance. That was unpleasant, said Gem wryly, with no further comment about the experience. Lian could tell that she was shaken, however.
He uttered the Aesidhe word for light, “Siein,” as his tutor had instructed, and the darkness in the room was gently broken by a steadily increasing glow. Slowly, the shadows in the chamber were banished by this magical radiance.
The chamber was an irregular hemisphere, representing a bas relief of the decoy fountain outside. The focal point of the room, at the center, was a marble throne before which sat the largest, clearest crystal ball that Lian had ever seen. Upon the throne perched a small jade cat, approximately the size of his thumb. Directly opposite the door was a chair, placed before a table and facing the outer wall. To either side of the throne was another chair, each stationed in front of its own table. Each inset table was carved from the wall, and each had a selection of instruments upon it. The first table to his right contained an inset collection of crystal spheres. Lian assumed that those were additional crystal balls. “Why would any one desire more than one crystal ball?” he asked Gem aloud.
She replied aloud as well. “It is my understanding that they don’t all necessarily perform the same function. Elowyn warned me to suggest you leave them alone.”
Lian realized that he didn’t possess adequate magical power to safely use such a device, as the effort could deplete even the most accomplished mages. Attempting to perform magic without adequate energy resources was a good way to get dead.
The station opposite the door consisted of a flat table, with pigeonholes cut into the wall in front of it. The holes contained an esoteric collection of divining paraphernalia. There were decks of cards, bowls full of rune-carved bones, and envelopes of what Lian assumed were rare herbs, preserved with magic. There was even an ancient human skull in one of the niches, blackened by some process to a dull unrelieved hue. Lian possessed a little more talent for divining than for magic, but he recognized few of the components contained here. He left this area untouched. However, he found the skull strangely compelling and broke his gaze away from it only with difficulty.
The final chair was situated before a complex array of levers, wheels, and lenses. The latter represented a multitude of colors and shapes, though all appeared opaque.
“Oh, gods,” Lian whispered sibilantly. He had a love of things mechanical, and had been anticipating the wonders of this room ever since his elven tutor had described it to him.
“Be careful, son,” Gem admonished. She didn’t share Lian’s absolute trust in his teacher, though she rarely expressed her concerns to her charge. Adrienne had filled her in on certain aspects of the assassin’s history, in warning, and she’d never forgotten nor disregarded the queen’s words.
He acknowledged her caution absent-mindedly, muttering to himself in wonderment about the complexity of the device. Gem, too, was begrudgingly impressed with the workmanship. After all, Firavon had been the Artificer-King, the only artificer in the entire history of the Theocracy to rise to the status of ruler.
Lian reluctantly directed his attention to the center throne and the small jade cat. He recalled that Elowyn had been fond of small animal charms. His magical talents were unusually weak for an elf, and he’d therefore utilized ritual magic to imbue his creations with enchantments that could be released when needed. The cat was typical of Elowyn’s work.
“That cat looks familiar to me for some reason,” he said, touching his chin with a gesture that his father Evan had often demonstrated when he was thinking. Gem was struck with the similarities between the two men, and felt a momentary pang of loss for the man who was, in a manner of speaking, her husband. The blade, sharing so much of Adrienne’s nature, shared in her love for Evan.
“If I remember correctly, I believe that Elowyn showed it to you a couple of years ago. He explained that he had created it for a rainy day, then put it in his pocket. He didn’t tell you what it did,” Gem said. Lian knew she remembered accurately, for she had an excellent memory, a trait she’d inherited from his mother.
“I’m going to take it, then,” Lian decided. “He must have left it for me.”
“Or as a trap in case the wrong person found this place. Perhaps he assumed that you would have enough wisdom not to touch it,” she said warningly.
“No,” Lian disagreed. “He wouldn’t presume that I’d be in a suitable frame of mind for caution. If it’s an ambush, I’m certain that I won’t activate it.” He continued, however, to study the figurine for a moment.
Finally shrugging, he stepped forward to pick up the cat. It instantly animated and bit him through the glove, drawing blood, before dissolving into greenish mist. He cried out and jumped back, far too late to avoid the pitfall.
“I knew it,” Gem began viciously, but abruptly ceased her tirade as the mist gathered and thickened into a likeness of Elowyn. The apparition began to speak.
“My apologies to you Lian, and to you also, Gem, for the surprise, but it was imperative that I confirm your identity. This was but one reason for the cat’s little nip; I’ll explain the others shortly.
“This room is the hub and heart of Firavon’s Tower. You know from my teachings that he constructed it so that he could spy on both guests and residents of the Tower. The assortment of lenses on the western table, that aspect of the chamber closest to the Waterhall, will permit you to visually survey the majority of the rooms in the Tower. Firavon’s system also will allow you to audibly observe many of those same rooms. At this end, the lenses are enchanted to penetrate most invisibility spells as well as to pierce nearly any illusion. At the other end, however, they are not enchanted at all, which makes them difficult if not impossible to detect magically.
“Be warned, Lian: Do not stay here too long. Although Firavon concealed its existence, it is not unreasonable to assume that others know of this chamber, in which case it will be a primary objective for invaders. There are two articles in this room you should take with you when you leave,” the small image said, turning to face the northern table.
“That skull is one. It belonged to a great mage from the distant past, a human who was reputedly one of the masters of magic. His identity has been lost to antiquity, and he refused to reveal it to me. He asked to be called Lord Grey, and I believe he will provide you with valuable assistance in the difficult days ahead,” the image said.
Elowyn smiled cynically. “I regret that I can’t assure you that he’s trustworthy. Indeed, he tried to take control of my body the first time I visited him. Therefore I suggest that Gem employ precautions against possession before you touch him bare-handed. Nevertheless, I feel it is imperative that you bring him with you.”
The small form of the elf shook his head, continuing, “The second item you need to take with you is the great crystal ball in the center of the room. That is the second reason I had my little cat totem bite you. When this illusion is complete, a portion of magical power will pass into you. It should provide you with enough power to command the sphere for a very short time.
“Unlike the skull of Lord Grey,” he explained wryly, “the crystal ball is an amicable enchanted item. It will readily grant you complete access to its capabilities, but I warn you not to experiment with its powers. You aren’t a mage, and I cannot predict how long my totem’s spell will be effective. My suggestion to you, my boy, is to command the sphere to reduce in size. It will immediately obey, and you should collect it and the skull without any hesitation.”
The figure of Elowyn appeared to sit down on something, but whatever he had chosen for support was outside of Lian’s field of view. “The sphere is Firavon’s Key, Lian. Even at this late date, there is advantage in concealing from you how I gathered this knowledge. Once it is diminished, you may use the Key to command all of the portals of the Tower to close, lock, and seal. I strongly suggest that you do so. With the Tower sealed, it will be very difficult for pursuers to locate and capture you.
“Now, any door will open for you, as long as you carry the Key regardless of whether you have any of my magical power left to you or not; however, should you misplace it you will be trapped inside the Tower, along with anyone else who had penetrated the outer doors. You may find it profitable to swallow it, therefore,” he said, and appeared to smile at Lian’s expression of distaste, as if he knew what his student’s reaction would be. “It’s just a suggestion.
“I am honored to have taught you. Your presence here, however, implies that my service to your father has failed, and that these are desperate times. I fervently hope that you remember your lessons and that you manage to escape. You have my prayers, Lian Evanson. Gods go with you,” the image finished as it vanished into green mist. The vapor swirled gently for a moment, and then suddenly leapt toward Lian’s face.
Before the prince could so much as gasp, it pierced his flesh. His skin began to crawl with thousands of tiny pinpricks, and he became aware of something just beyond the edge of perception for each of his five senses. It was as if every object, sound, and sensation had another dimension that he’d never perceived before.
“Heh,” said Gem, for she could perceive magical talent. Her tone was a mixture of surprise and humor. “The pointy-eared bastard did it. Congratulations, my boy, you’re a mage.
“Now pick up that Key and let’s get moving.”
Resisting the urge to experiment with the great scrying sphere, he tentatively touched it. He perceived its awareness of his presence, but could recognize no sentience within it. He intuited that it was awaiting instructions, so he dispatched a mental command: Shrink.
There was no acknowledgment of his order, but the orb quickly shrank to the size of a marble. The stand upon which the crystal ball had been mounted also shapeshifted, transforming into a pedestal upon which the tiny ball sat.
“Gods,” whispered Lian in amazement, and plucked the ball from its support. When he did so, the pedestal seemed to liquefy and flow down into the flagstones, before it rose back up in the form of a dragon’s claw grasping what appeared to be a huge, lidded eye. The eye was nearly three feet in diameter. Lian drew well back.
“Now there’s something you don’t see every day,” commented Gem.
“What is that?” Lian asked, fighting the temptation to reach out and touch it. Remembering Elowyn’s instructions, he transmitted the thought, Lock, to the now marble-sized sphere. Beyond the soundproofed walls of the scrying chamber, he could hear and feel a large concussion coming from all directions. He carefully placed the Key in his pouch, fumbling one-handed with the closure.
“What in the gods’ names?” Gem exclaimed.
“I think that was the main gate closing, along with every other door in the Tower. I gave the command to lock,” Lian said. “Now, what’s that?” He pointed at the eye.
“That’s the eye of a dragon, Lian,” Gem replied, still startled. “A pretty damned big one, by the size of the eye. I don’t know why there’d be such a thing in a scrying chamber.”
“That’s because you aren’t terribly well educated,” announced a dry voice from the northern end of the chamber.
Lian drew and leveled Gem, but there was nothing to be seen but the table, the shelves, and their contents.
“You said that?” Lian asked incredulously, looking directly at the skull.
“I did. You possess the Key and I am ready to depart. Let us be gone from this place,” the voice pronounced. The skull made no movement as it spoke.
“I’m not so certain we should take it with us, Lian,” said Gem. “You heard what Elowyn said about possession.”
He nodded. “I know, Gem,” he spoke as he sheathed her. It was harder to sheath a sword one-handed than to draw it, but he managed it as he had done with the shortsword in his vision with the goddess. His left arm still dangled uselessly.
To the skull, he added, “What is that thing, other than a dragon’s eye?”
“Why should I tell you anything if you aren’t planning to take me away from here?” it asked, its tone evoking the image of an arched eyebrow in Lian’s mind. The skull itself, despite the voice, did not move in any way. In fact, Lian could see that the jaw was sealed shut against the upper teeth.
“Who said I wasn’t planning to take you along?” Lian asked. “However, I will point out that I’m much less likely to do so if you aren’t helpful.”
The voice chuckled, “You are quick, aren’t you, Your Highness? All right.
“The eye belonged to the dragon Khiseveth, whose powers of perception were legendary. Alidwyr Corian, a great elven mage from the time of the Shadow Kingdoms, slew the poor beast and created a pair of immensely powerful divinatory devices from the eyes. One of the eyes was destroyed when the Shadow Kings were overthrown, but the other had been smuggled out of the Kingdoms before the fall.
“Firavon inherited the eye from his predecessor, and I can’t imagine a more apt diversion to emplace in this room; can you?” the voice asked.
“Diversion?” Lian asked, at the same time mentally quizzing Gem. Can you take the remainder of the mage power Elowyn gave me for yourself?
I can certainly try, Lian. It might hurt, she replied. Good idea, though.
The skull, or what Lian assumed was the skull’s voice, continued, “Yes. The true prize contained here is the Key, of course. When enemies gain access to this room and find a throne with no powerful and dread artifact before it, they would ask questions.”
“Like what went there, and who has it now?” Lian said, finishing the thought.
“Precisely. I admire a quick study. Now, we need to get moving.”
As the skull spoke, Gem created a mystical linkage between herself and Lian, and through it extracted Lian’s borrowed power. To Lian it felt like ten thousand new pinpricks, each one dipped in vinegar beforehand. Focusing as he had been taught, he tried to disregard the pain; however, evidence of the struggle showed on his face. Quickly covering, he reached over to his left shoulder with his good arm and allowed a grimace.
“Are you hurt, Highness?” the skull asked, some concern evident in its voice.
“I was touched by a wraith earlier,” he replied. “My shoulder is still numb, although part of it seems to be waking up. That’s what it feels like, anyway.”
“Ah,” proclaimed the skull. “Let us hope that it didn’t do any lasting damage. Regardless, it may take some time before you get the use of your arm back. Meanwhile, you’ll need to take measures to ensure that your muscles don’t atrophy.”
“I appreciate your concern, sir . . . ?” Lian hesitated, asking for a name.
“You may call me Lord Grey, Highness,” it said. “That’s the name by which I have been known for a very long time. And you are welcome to my concern, if only because you provide the opportunity to escape this room.”
“Why did Firavon place you here, Lord Grey?” Lian asked. The agony of the mana transference was fading quickly.
“Firavon himself did not bring me here. He was dead long before I arrived in this place. The necromant Naveh brought me here, to aid her in her pursuits. Most of the herbs here are more useful for necromancy than for divination.
“Some of them are effective poisons, though. If you’re interested, I’ll indicate which ones,” it said.
Ignoring the skull’s comment about poison, Lian said, “So you were a necromancer in life?”
Lian envisioned the skull nodding. “Yes, I was. However, we digress. You should hurry, because securing the gates and doors of the Tower will have created quite a ruckus. You should at least employ the lenses to observe any activity down in the main chamber.”
“Do you know how they work?” asked Gem.
“Yes, Lady Sword, I do. The large prism in the center is the master, and will give a view of the Great Hall. Manipulation of the wheels and levers beside will select other rooms to view, and reposition the viewpoint.”
Lady Sword? Lian queried Gem, stressing the word lady.
He knows good breeding when he sees it, she quipped, then more seriously explained, Many magical weapons have swelled egos, Lian. He’s hoping that flattery will procure favor with me.
Oh, he doesn’t know you at all, then, Lian replied, irony lightly tingeing his thoughts. Aloud, he said, “Okay. That’s getting us somewhere.”
He seated himself eagerly at the western table and gingerly reached out to draw the center prism down a little and toward him. It was mounted on an articulated arm. There was a complex system of levers and wheels in the center of the table, and he assumed that they controlled the main crystal.
He maneuvered them for a bit, and quickly discovered that the center wheel determined the room to be observed. Some rooms had multiple viewpoints, and the levers granted that selection. Additional controls turned the viewpoint on its axis, and others regulated the sound.
He chanced upon the Great Hall right away, and stopped to watch because he saw lights and people. Increasing the sound level, he settled down to scrutinize the eerily clear images. The distant voices sounded as if they were speaking directly into his ear, transmitted by the marvelous artifacts fashioned by Firavon.
In the crystal, he saw his uncle and aunt. Rishak’s wife was the reputedly very powerful sorceress Jisa. Her image, even in the small lens, still had a strong effect on Lian, for Jisa was an extremely beautiful woman. She had long strawberry-blonde hair and her complexion was very fair. Her eyes were an arresting shade of green, and her body was of the variety that typically would occupy the imagination of a fourteen year old prince. Her hands were narrow, with long, tapered fingers, and her nails were finely manicured. Her most fascinating characteristic, however, was her voice. She possessed a remarkable range, and her lovely voice was frequently compared to the most talented singers in Dunshor. She was also an accomplished sorceress, though she wore no formal rank emblems. She had fabricated wondrous illusions for his twin sister’s birthday several years before, and had always given the impression of affection toward her nieces and nephews. Something about her, however, had always vaguely disturbed Lian.
With his aunt and uncle were four of Rishak’s mages and half a dozen members of his personal guard, several of which were warily keeping watch over a thirteenth person, a young man in black robes. The array of weapons this last man bore contradicted the first impression that he, too, was a mage. Lian guessed that he was one of the assassins the duke had employed.
Belatedly, anger swelled up inside him, and his face flushed. His grip on the wheel before him tightened until his knuckles turned white.
“Careful, Lian,” Gem admonished.
Lord Grey chuckled. “It would take a far more destructive implement than thee, My Lady, to damage Firavon’s work. His hand cannot harm those controls. Indeed, they have survived a magical duel in this very room.”
Lian relaxed his grip and raised a questioning eyebrow toward the skull. “As did you?” he asked.
“Gods, you are perceptive,” the skull said. “Yes, I did. That which binds me shields my physical form, or what passes for it, from harm.” Lord Grey’s tone was dry, but Lian imagined he heard a measure of long suffering in it.
No doubt as I was meant to, Lian thought. Aloud, he said, “Useful to know,” and returned his attention to the crystal.
Two of the mages, wearing the robes of Masters, were making passes at the massive main doors to the Tower, apparently to no avail. A third was in conference with Rishak and Jisa, who had been observing the magical attempts to unseal the doors. Lian surmised that this man was a High Master, based on his robes. He appeared to be in his late fifties or early sixties, his hair long and shock-white. His eyes were clear and there was no sign that his age had slowed him down. His voice rang with a clear, deep basso.
“Your Grace,” the man began, his expressionless eyes barely displaying the proper deference, “I have discovered a matter of concern to you, I should think. We apparently have the leisure to discuss it now, if Your Lordship wishes.”
“What is it, Karak?” Rishak asked, abruptly turning his spell-scarred face toward the mage. Jisa’s attention remained absorbed on the effort to open the door. 
The mage gestured toward the thirteenth man. “This is Alonyu, Exalted One. He is one of the men you employed to . . . ”
Rishak interrupted impatiently, “Do you think I’m so addled that I don’t recognize him? Get to the point.”
“Yes, Your Grace,” the sorcerer replied, his tone becoming silky. Even Lian could perceive the effort the man expended to restrain his temper.
“In the dubious case Your Grace doesn’t remember, however, and solely for clarity’s sake, this man Alonyu’s assignment was young Prince Lian. His companion, the Trakalan Bijil, was discovered within Lian’s quarters, with a dagger in his back and his head cut off. When one of my demons finally located him, Alonyu was in the proximity of the treasury.”
Rishak’s hard eyes narrowed upon hearing this information, and from his vantage point, Lian noticed that Jisa had shifted her attention slightly, focusing on a point somewhere between the Great Doors and the cowering assassin.
Karak, as Rishak had addressed him, continued, “His initial claim, Your Grace, was that he had been forced to separate from his partner to divert some guardsmen which might have interfered with their mission. However, he has changed his testimony once he learned of Lian’s current, ahem, evasion of our forces.
“He now maintains that he was in pursuit of the young prince. Perhaps he was misdirected by a magical illusion cast by your nephew’s sword?” he asked rhetorically, sarcasm evident in his tone.
“I can see why you insisted that he be kept in my company, Karak,” Rishak said calmly. Lian wasn’t sure what Rishak meant by this.
To the assassin, he said, “Your actions must have seemed reasonable to the both of you. I can certainly understand how you came to the conclusion.”
The assassin was obviously afraid, yet determined not to show it. He bowed to Rishak and took one step toward him. The guardsmen moved closer to Alonyu, hands steady on their short swords and daggers. “To what conclusion does His Grace refer?” he asked, keeping his eyes lowered respectfully.
Jisa directed her cool gaze to the man. “My husband refers to your decision to loot, dear boy,” she said, her beautiful soprano voice bell-like in its quality. The combination of beautiful voice and magical power was deadly.
The assassin protested his innocence. “I would not do such a thing, Great Lady. The prince evaded our initial attempt on his life. Bijil bungled and completely missed his mark. If the sorcerer’s creature hadn’t interfered,” he complained, indicating Karak, “I’d have hunted him down, I’m certain.”
One of the guardsmen, decorated with a Captain’s rank insignia, said, “I have to give you marks for guts, boy. But I suggest that you stop wasting His Grace’s valuable time with your cheap lies.”
Rishak slowly raised his hand. “Let us for the moment assume that he is speaking the truth, Captain. Where were you, Alonyu, when Bijil was ‘botching’ the assignment? Was it not your duty to ensure that the task was properly executed?”
Something in either his tone or his stance was alerting the guards and mages that Rishak wasn’t actually as calm as he pretended. Lian could see them unconsciously shrinking away from their duke. Alonyu, with his back to the others, didn’t seem to notice. Rishak must have a tremendous temper, Lian thought to himself.
“Yes, Your Grace,” he explained. “But Bijil was appointed senior partner, and he ordered me to hold a position well back. The very silence which enabled us to penetrate the castle defenses prevented my realization that the prince had escaped until I heard something scrape on stone well away from the room.”
“Clever explanation,” purred Jisa, “but inaccurate. The silence was designed so that each operative could hear within each other’s silence. If you had been working together as you assert, you’d have realized that.”
The assassin drew back a half step in alarm, yet was determined to stick to his story. “Milady, perhaps that was the intent, but I can report only what I saw and heard.”
Rishak actually winced. “My beloved designed that spell personally, Alonyu. Were I in your shoes, I wouldn’t presume to question her competence.”
Now Alonyu’s terror lay exposed. “Lord and Lady, I intended no insult. Surely . . . ”
With a dismissive gesture, Rishak interrupted him. “I tire of this. Jisa, he’s yours.” He turned his back on the man to survey the hall.
Jisa smiled, a delicate gesture that momentarily reminded Lian of snow flowers. Then he caught a direct view of her eyes, which displayed a cruelty he’d never noticed in his aunt before.
The Jisad assassin, comprehending his fate, threw his arms out from his sides. From within the sleeves of his robe, short spikes flew toward the closest pair of guards. Before they struck their targets, however, a single note from Jisa shattered them into powder. The distant note, even transmitted through the Artificer-King’s listening tubes, caused all of the metal in the room to reverberate slightly. The weapons of the men nearest the sorceress pealed in sympathetic vibration, causing one soldier to drop his spear.
The guards seized the assassin before he could react; he was stunned by the sudden explosion of iron dust and the thunderous noise resulting from the steel’s clamor. He struggled briefly before his eyes went dull. Jisa was humming a sonorous note, far deeper than Lian would have guessed her range extended. Maintaining the note, she sidled close to her victim, holding a black, obsidian-tipped wand.
As she touched him with it, she released the spell which held him paralyzed and sung a different, harsher song. He had just enough time to register surprise and alarm before his entire body withered and collapsed upon itself.
“Now there’s a black spell if ever I heard one,” commented Lord Grey wryly. “Is your aunt enamored of necromancy, by any chance?”
Lian was horrified. It could be reasoned that he owed his life to the greed of the killer and his Trakalan partner, and now the killer had been consumed by some terrible magic inflicted by his aunt. Numb, he shook his head.
“My guess is that is how she stays so young and fresh,” the skull said sarcastically. “They’ll give up on the doors and start looking for you soon, boy. Best get moving.”
Lian shook his head again. “No, I need to hear their plans. We’ll move on in a moment.”
I hate to admit it, Lian, but I think he’s right, Gem commented mentally. When they give up on the doors, they’ll concentrate their magic on finding you. And though we are probably safe here, they’ll intercept you when we leave.
So I’ll just go through a door they can’t open, and that’ll be that, he replied.
The inner doors aren’t likely to be as impervious to magic as the outer walls, Lian. They’ll be able to pierce them or perhaps go around them.
He sighed.
“I wish you two would stop that,” Lord Grey said. “It’s very rude.”
Lian started. “Stop what?”
It was Lord Grey’s turn to sigh. “Mental communication. At least learn to conceal the signs from your face and body. No doubt, the Lady Sword agrees with my assessment. They’ll be advancing through the upper levels of the Tower soon, searching for a way out.
“And there are ways out, despite the Sealing,” Lord Grey finished ominously.
So do we take him along? asked Gem.
Lian shrugged and answered aloud, “Yes, we do. Elowyn won’t have steered us wrong.” I hope, he thought to himself.
 



Chapter Five
“Firavon the Artificer-King is considered by most to be one of the greatest Theocrats, if not the greatest. His power alone raised the great Tower which bears his name, and his reign lasted for one hundred and eighty-three years, far longer than any other ruler in the entire history of the Theocracy. His accomplishments cannot easily be counted, and the books he wrote were reputed to have contained some of the fundamental secrets of Creation itself. His ultimate fate is not known, for he disappeared from his quarters one night without a trace.”
-- From “A History of the Theocracy of Krysa” by the Sage Alionur
Gem hummed a few notes of power, surrounding her charge with a ward against possession.
“That isn’t necessary,” pronounced Lord Grey with a trace of humor in his voice. Neither one bothered to respond.
Spell in place, Lian picked up the skull with his gloved right hand. Even through the leather, he could feel the slick sensation unique to items highly charged with magic. Despite the duration of the skull’s residence in the pigeonhole, there was no dust behind it, nor cobwebs. He gently placed Lord Grey on the table top.
The skull seemed to sigh, his relief evident. “You have no idea how long I have been in that dreadful slot. I am grateful to you for taking me with you. For this, I assure you that you’ll have no trouble from me.”
“I’m afraid I have only your word on that,” Lian replied, removing a coarse linen bag from his pack and holding it up in front of the skull. “Will you find it offensive to ride in a sack?” 
Lord Grey chuckled, “I’ve been subjected to far worse, Your Highness. No, I won’t be insulted. You need your hand free.”
Lian maneuvered the skull into the sack, not the easiest of tasks with one arm, and asked, “Is there any hope that you’ll hold your tongue while we’re on the move?”
Lord Grey didn’t respond.
“Lord Grey?” Lian asked after several moments.
“I was taking a last look around before leaving this place, Highness. It holds many unpleasant memories for me,” Lord Grey replied from within the sack. His voice wasn’t muffled in the least.
I don’t buy that, Gem said. Tell him to be quiet. She suspected that Lian’s question had invoked a binding.
No, I’d rather not antagonize him. I suspect he’s compelled, but I’ll be polite about it. He said, “Lord Grey, are you bound in more than one way?”
The skull sighed again. “I said you’re perceptive. Yes, you can command my silence. There are other bindings, but I trust you’ll forgive me if I fail to describe them at this time.”
“No problem, sir,” Lian replied. “I prefer not to use compulsions, anyhow.”
“Because you don’t have the magical ability to impose them, no?” surmised Lord Grey.
Lian shook his head. “No,” he replied, not bothering to deny the accusation. “If you’ve been silenced, is there any way you can initiate conversation?”
“No. I’m compelled to remain dumb. Just don’t abuse the privilege,” he said.
“I won’t, Lord Grey,” he promised, his tone respectful as he addressed the skull. “Can I, um, command you to make the decision whether to speak if I have already given the order to remain silent?”
Despite the fact that the skull had no eyes, not to mention that he was also in a sack, Lian clearly imagined its narrowed eyes. “Why would you want to do that?”
“For example, what if you possess vital information, and I’ve unintentionally silenced you because I merely wanted your volume lower? I’d prefer that you have the choice of speech or silence.”
Lian, what are you doing? asked Gem worriedly. You may need to silence him.
Trust me. I know a little of bindings. I doubt that this one has any flexibility in interpretation, particularly by him, Lian replied to the sword.
Gem performed the mental equivalent of a blink. His guile surprised her.
“Well, Highness, I appreciate your confidence in my judgement, but you simply must be specific in your requests to me about silence,” Lord Grey said after a moment of thought. “The one who bound me was not inclined to place such modifiers on my enchantments.”
“Who bound you, if I may ask?”
“You may ask, young prince. However, I will not answer. That would, I think, be tantamount to revealing my identity.”
“So you aren’t compelled to answer me?”
“No.”
“Are you compelled to answer truthfully should you choose to reply?” Lian asked.
“No to that as well, which confirms the answer as true, does it not?” Lord Grey said. “May I remind you that we don’t really have time for you to interrogate me about my history right now, Highness? We should be on our way.”
How does that confirm his answer? asked Gem.
Because if he’s telling the truth, the answer really is no, and if he’s lying, he’s confirmed that he can lie, Lian responded lightly. Either way, he can lie, and this is something I needed to know before I could proceed.
Ah. I don’t recall you being this smart, boy, Gem said. 
Are you kidding? Lian asked her, thinking of his encounter with the goddess. Could she have somehow influenced or expanded his mind?
What do you think? Don’t get a swelled head, you won’t fit through the doors.
Lian collected his pack and placed Lord Grey’s sack inside of it. Shrugging it on gingerly, he managed to get the straps over both shoulders. “Let’s go. I believe Elowyn indicated that up was a possible a way out, though I don’t quite understand how it could be.”
“I would imagine that he probably intended for you to enlist the service of one of the flying beasts that can be found on the higher levels. You will be glad to have me along, I am quite sure, before this is done,” said Lord Grey.
The prince retraced his steps to the exit of the scrying chamber, where he hesitated with one last, longing glance at Firavon’s fantastic spying device. Privately, he vowed that one day he would return to learn more of it.
As he exited the scrying chamber into the Waterhall, he could hear chanting far below. The Undead rats were excitedly making their way downward, hoping the noise represented food. Where previously they had looked askance at Lian, now they ignored him completely.
Lord Grey said softly, “I’ve woven a cloak about you, Highness. Most of the Undead cannot see you now unless they have been somehow directed against you.”
Lian wondered how he’d managed such sorcery without intoning any spells. It occurred to him that perhaps the ability was a function bound into the enchantments of the skull itself. If Lord Grey were indeed an aid to necromancy, as he suspected, that would have been a practical magic to add to the spell’s enchantments.
Stay alert, he reminded himself, laying aside his speculation about the skull and it powers for later consideration.
He took stock of his physical situation. His left shoulder was still completely numb, but the area around the joint was starting to throb in pain. He hoped this was a good sign.
As they trekked upward, he kept Gem unsheathed in his right hand, but the hideous creatures of the Tower seemed to ignore him for the moment, as Lord Grey had predicted.
On two occasions, Gem and Lord Grey both urged him to detour, their arcane senses perceiving unearthly danger. Demons are loose in here, too, lad, Gem cautioned along their bond, and I won’t be much assistance against them except where my edge is concerned.
What about the power you took from me earlier? Lian asked.
It wasn’t much. Elowyn never was a great magician, Gem replied. I drew only enough for one or two minor spells. I wouldn’t be expecting anything fancy like battle magics.
At length, they drew even with the upper bridge, three quarters of they way up the height of the Tower. During the time it had taken them to climb the long spiraling ramp, one of Rishak’s mages had magically ascended the open space in the center of the Tower.
The unfortunate man had encountered one of the demonkind, and in his struggle had no attention to spare for Lian, stealthily concealed in a passageway. The mage hovered in mid-air, surrounded by a blue-white shield that flashed reddish energy with every pass of the demon. He was chanting rapidly, sustaining his defensive magics. His tenor voice was almost cracking in fear.
From far below, a lightning bolt crackled upward to strike the demon, a hugely muscled man-shaped creature with long, blade-like claws. The bolt did not harm the creature, in fact it did little more than distract it; however, the demon bellowed with rage and dove toward the second mage. At the temporary reprieve, the first mage sighed in relief, stabilized his defensive magics, then descended cautiously, hoping to employ a mortal magical shot against the demon.
While all three were thus occupied, Lian took the opportunity to duck back into the corridor and continue his ascent. Pitching his voice as low as he could manage, he asked, “How many of those things are running around loose up here, Lord Grey?”
Lord Grey considered the question for a moment, then answered so quietly that Lian had to strain to hear his words, “What we just saw was probably one of the ward demons. I suspect that the first mage was searching for a way out of the Tower. You shouldn’t have as much trouble.”
“I hope not,” said Gem, just as quietly. “That hideous thing was a Third Order demon, at least.”
“Fifth, actually,” replied Lord Grey. “It is, I believe, a minor noble of its sort. The two who are battling it had better be first rank battle mages, or they’ll be dinner.”
“I was under the impression that you are a necromancer,” said Lian. “How do you know so much about demons?”
Lord Grey said, “I have served dark magicians of one sort or another for a very long time, Highness. Let’s just say that I’ve seen that kind of demon before.”
Lian wasn’t satisfied with the skull’s perfunctory explanation, but ignored it for the time being. Here in the upper quarter of the Tower were signs of the final defenders’ struggle against the rebel army. Scattered about were statues of men clothed in robes and others clad in armor. Many were shattered, but some were surprisingly intact, and amazingly detailed.
There were several creatures, in addition to a variety of spells, which could transform a man into stone, and Lian prayed that the figures he beheld had not been caused by permanent wards. Many of the petrification spells left the victim with assorted degrees of awareness, and he’d read that the sensation of being eroded away by time was excruciating.
Continuing up the curving outer ramp, he noted that the number of petrified men was increasing. Many were still locked in poses of battle, while others had fallen over.
“A Great Mage died up here,” commented Lord Grey.
“How do you know that, Lord Grey?” asked Lian.
“This many casualties represents more magic than one person could safely cast, Highness,” he replied. “I suspect that this is a result of a deathstrike dealt by one of the more powerful Tower sorcerers. Destroying himself completely in the casting of one last spell might have appealed to him as a more attractive alternative than continuing on to his afterlife, if that was what he thought he was doing, anyhow.
“You cannot actually avoid your afterlife; you can merely postpone it.”
Lian glanced back toward the pack. “I won’t ask how you know that.”
Lord Grey, predictably, didn’t answer him.
The ramp passed one last great hall, a singular one in this case, the final passage into the inner space of the Tower. It was carved with elemental scenes, like the entryways onto the four lower bridgeworks. I wonder if there are concealed halls for the other three elements up here somewhere, Lian speculated to himself as he gazed at the compellingly beautiful earth scenes of this fifth and final Earthhall. The lack of symmetry at this level bothered him, for Firavon had been enamored of the architectural concept.
The Great Doors entered the Tower from the south through the Earthhall, and the ramp began there. The ramp then circled counterclockwise past the Firehall, then the Airhall, and finally the Waterhall before beginning its ascent. When the ramp eventually crossed the first bridgeworks, actually the second set of elemental hallways, it first encountered the Firehall, then Air, then Water, and then Earth. When it climbed to the point where it crossed the bridgework that concealed the scrying chamber, precisely halfway up the six-hundred yard Tower, it first met the Airhall. The ramp at the level containing the third bridgeworks, four hundred and fifty yards above the floor, first crossed the Waterhall. Here at the top, the first entry cycled back to the Earthhall.
He could still hear a struggle taking place in the center chamber, a reminder to be as quiet as possible.
There was a throng of statues now, and it was becoming increasingly difficult to pass between them without causing a commotion.
“I fear that you might have to find another way, Highness,” said Lord Grey. He’d already made it abundantly clear that he could see despite his location in a sack contained within a backpack.
“I agree, but unless you know another way . . . ” Lian faltered. He wasn’t sure what they were looking for up here, but had hopes that his two eldrich companions would figure something out.
Fortunately, before the corridor became impassable, he reached the end of it. One of the statues had fallen across the doorway, and had recently shattered into powder and shards when the door had slammed shut. Pieces of that statue were scattered widely about.
“Did I do that?” Lian asked.
“Most likely. I can assure you that no one has Sealed the Tower since before the rebellion,” explained Lord Grey. “I would have heard the infernal din it makes.”
Lian nodded. “This will open for me, right?”
“As long as you carry the Key, Your Highness,” the skull said. “Once you pass through that doorway, it will be quite difficult for your pursuers to apprehend you, unless there are open passageways that I am unaware of that permit access to the upper floors. I confess that I do not know the entire design of the Tower.
“With a great deal of magical ability and stamina, as well as a willingness to risk encounters with malevolent defensive wardings, it is possible to penetrate these inner doors without possessing the Key, but it’s dangerous and time-consuming. I know of a Castellan who once Sealed the Tower and locked himself into his quarters. The door to his chambers had to be defeated, at great cost to the mages and their guards. When they finally managed to reach him, he was trying to destroy the Key. In its larger form, as it was when you found it, it is theoretically not invulnerable. However, Firavon built better than the mad Castellan was capable of breaking.
“I remember that several of the higher ranking mages were concerned that the Key might be cracked deep inside where they couldn’t detect the flaw.
“Alas, I digress, and my rhetoric may very well get you killed,” the skull admonished itself.
Lian approached the door and glanced back at his fresh footprints in the powdered statue fragments.
You’d better use up a little of that magic I gave you and remove the traces of my passage, he said mentally to Gem.
She replied by singing a few short melodic syllables, breaking into bell-like chords which sounded like wind chimes in the breeze. His footprints were smoothed away by a gentle zephyr which remained, redistributing the dust, after he’d opened the door and entered the chamber beyond.
Once he was through, he asked, “Do I need to reseal the door now?” As he awaited Lord Grey’s reply, he propped Gem against the wall and fumbled for the wand that Elowyn had made for him. He put it in his mouth and reclaimed Gem.
“No,” answered the skull. “The Tower will remain Sealed until you order it to Unseal.”
This room, too, was powdered with fragments of the statue, and he concentrated on the wand’s enchantment. His progress left no traces behind, and a small whisper of magic from Gem eradicated the prints closest to the door. 
He realized that he’d been in the Tower for some time now, and it was imperative that he find a way out before Rishak’s mages managed to get reinforcements in. Rishak would know that some hostile entity was in the Tower, just not what or who.
He noticed that the room he had entered appeared to have been some sort of audience chamber, as he moved through it and into the next room. There were more statues here, but they were all shattered, and the pieces lay scattered forlornly about the room. Lian, concentrating on the wand’s magic, picked his way through carefully, not wishing to lose his balance.
The room was actually a grand hallway, with three doors. Choosing the far door randomly, he slowly opened it. Inside were more statues, most of them intact, but these were different from the ones he’d seen before. They were of several different varieties of creatures, predominantly winged, and didn’t seem to be of the proper proportions.
Lian stopped concentrating on the magic of the wand, and fumbled it back into his pouch. “Carvings?” he asked.
“Enchanted, whatever they are,” replied Gem.
“Agreed,” said Lord Grey with a smug tone. “They are enchanted most strongly. They will provide the way out, My Prince.”
He moved among them, examining sculptures of dragons, great birds, and unfamiliar creatures he assumed were conjured beasts. The floor was littered with debris, for some of the statues had evidently been broken, their pieces strewn about the chamber. The thought occurred to Lian that there weren’t enough pieces to account for statues of the size represented here, as if the statues were mere shells containing . . . what?
Lian, absorbed in his inspection of the beautiful carvings, lost his footing on one of larger broken pieces. His hand flew out reflexively to check his fall, and Gem fell from his grasp.
“No!” cried Lord Grey and Gem together, but too late, for his hand landed on the statue of a gryphon.
Musical, crystalline tones belled from the air around the statue, followed by a flare of electric green light. The statue cracked in a thousand places, like a hard-boiled egg rolled on hard rock. Bursting forth from its apparent imprisonment, the gryphon leapt from its pedestal. Its head was that of a great eagle, richly feathered in white. Its body was enveloped in shimmering golden feathers, and the talons on its forelegs gleamed. Its lionine hindquarters were a resplendent gilt, and its powerful tail lashed.
It hissed and fixed its eagle eyes on Lian, who hurriedly picked up his sword.
Narrowing its eyes, it glanced about briefly, then advanced toward the young man.
“Stop right there!” Lian commanded, fervently hoping that either the gryphon’s bindings or the Key of Firavon would afford him some authority over the beast. Gryphons were immensely powerful, equaled only by the dragonkind for sheer physical might. They were also highly resistant to magic; as a result they were difficult to summon and even more difficult to control.
It did stop, and cocked its head, as if waiting for sorcerous reinforcement to the command. None was forthcoming, so it continued its approach, moving with an agile, cat-like grace.
“Gilaeshar, don’t eat the boy. I believe he can get you out of here,” said Lord Grey, impatience apparent in his voice.
This time, the gryphon halted and settled back on its haunches. “Lorrd Grrey, iss it?” it hissed.
Lian started. He hadn’t realized that the creatures were capable of thought, much less speech.
“In the flesh, so to speak. This is the king of Dunshor’s son, Prince Lian,” he said.
To Lian, he explained, “Gilaeshar here served as mount for one of my previous bearers.”
“Ownerrss, you mean, sskull,” Gilaeshar reprimanded. “Orr have you esscaped your imprissonment?”
“I could wish for a thousand years, and never see my bonds broken, wingèd one. Are you planning to eat him?” the skull asked calmly. Lian, however, could feel the slick sensation of magic gathering at his back where the skull was kept.
“He can open the doorrss?” asked the gryphon. Its still-narrowed eyes seemed to pierce the prince’s flesh.
“I said it, didn’t I?” asked Lord Grey.
Lian’s forehead furrowed in thought at Lord Grey’s affirmation. Surely, the gryphon knows that he can lie, he commented to Gem.
Perhaps his bindings can be used to compel truth in him, and the skull pretends for the gryphon’s benefit, replied Gem. Gilaeshar here may never have seen him so lightly held.
“I bid you peace and greetings, Great One,” Lian said to the gryphon. “I would indeed like to see you free of this dread place, for in unsealing the door for you, I too will have found it.”
It chuckled, “That wall iss the doorr, human.” It extended its wing—a full thirty feet long—toward the far wall of the chamber. “But you bessst dressss the parrt if you wissh to ride on me.” It swept its wing toward a smaller door.
“You mean for me to fly upon you, Great One?” Lian asked, surprised.
“Yess. I would preferr not to be indebted to you, sso I will fly you out of herre. Unlesss you wissh to remain here and try your luck with a demon?” it asked without inflection. It nodded its great head toward one of the demonic statues. Even bound within the enspelled stone, the demons seemed particularly menacing. 
“His Highness would be honored to accept your assistance, Gilaeshar. I’ll show him to the riding gear, and we shall return,” said the skull.
Lian followed Lord Grey’s instructions and opened the smaller door. Inside was a dressing room lined with fur-lined leather coats and leggings. The first pieces he tried fit him perfectly, which was enough of a coincidence to make him wonder if magic was responsible. He found well-fitting fur-lined boots and gloves as well, and hung his boots by their straps on his pack. Also in the room were some very large saddlebags, and he chose one and placed his entire pack inside.
“Saddles?” he asked Lord Grey as quietly as he could. 
“I wouldn’t try to saddle a gryphon, if I were you,” was the skull’s dry reply.
Heh, Gem said mentally. I’ll bet. She wasn’t exactly happy with this newest development, but at least it was a way out. Lord Grey and the gryphon might betray them later, but her more immediate concern was what Rishak would do if he caught them.
Lian returned to the larger chamber to find the gryphon waiting next to the wall it had indicated to be the door. Lian and Gem relayed mutual alarm across their mental bond, for neither one of them had heard the creature move across the room. If Lord Grey had detected the sound of its passage, he hadn’t made mention of it.
“Hurry,” said the gryphon. “I want to ssee the ssky again.”
Lian approached the wall and said, “Open.” The wall vanished in an instant, and the immediate blast of cold air would have promptly chilled him except for the outfit he was wearing. As it was, it made his left side ache.
“Mount,” said the gryphon impatiently, stomping its hind legs.
When Lian drew near, it lowered its left shoulder and indicated that the prince was to step on its foreleg to climb onto the creature’s 24-hand shoulders.
“Be sure and tell the wall to close behind us,” admonished Lord Grey, “or we’ll have aerial pursuit before long.”
The gryphon said, “Hold tight.”
Lian grasped a handful of quillions in his right hand, but Lord Grey interrupted. “He’ll never hang on by himself. His left arm’s useless.”
The gryphon growled, a deep sound that Lian felt from head to toe, “That issn’t my problem.”
“Make it your problem,” Lord Grey replied calmly. Once again, Lian felt magic gathering from within his belongings.
The gryphon hissed in irritation, but Lian felt his precarious perch on the creature become more secure somehow.
“Huh?” was all Lian had time to say before the gryphon launched from the opening in the wall. Dropping at an alarming speed toward the ground, it didn’t open its wings for what seemed like an eternity to Lian.
As the castle below came rushing toward him, he managed to remember to say, “Close,” at the doorway he’d opened. However, it was already too far away for him to see whether it had actually done so.
He could see that the main hall of the castle had already fallen, as it seemed to charge toward him. He was gratified to see that there were still guardsmen wearing his father’s colors valiantly attempting to hold the towers. Three of the towers were burning, and as he watched, he saw a small group of mages lobbing magical fire toward a fourth.
“Bring me closer to the men,” Lian said to the gryphon, who shrugged its shoulders and unfurled its great wings, directing its fall toward the remaining pockets of resistance.
Lian pulled his hood back, allowing his features to be seen in the light cast by the burning towers and the castle’s many magical lights. As the gryphon pulled out of the plummeting dive, he shouted, “Long live King Evan! Long live Dunshor!”
The loyalist soldiers closest to him, their features grim and determined, heard the cry and some of them recognized him, for they began calling his name. Soon, all of the warriors on the walls were shouting, “Lian! Lian!” and cheering. The ones not immediately engaged waved energetically at the already-receding form of their prince.
They had doubtless thought that the entire royal family was slain, but they now fought with a renewed vigor. They would not be dying in vain after all, for at least one of their charges had escaped. Who knew how many of the king’s family had gotten away?
One of Rishak’s mages pitched a ball of fire at the prince, but the gryphon dodged it with contemptuous ease. A second mage struck out with a lightning bolt, but the gryphon dove suddenly, turning its body to shield its passenger from the strike. Lian’s hair stood on end from the discharge passing through the creature’s body, but that was all he felt of the attack.
Lord Grey intoned a song of power, a complex and high-pitched melody which echoed around them, as if the gryphon was somehow flying within a small chamber. Around them, images of the gryphon-borne prince shot off in dozens of directions. The skull’s speaking voice was a smooth baritone, but he sang each of the high notes with a clear intonation that resounded with power. Some of the images turned back toward the castle walls, and where they passed, the shadows themselves appeared to animate and advance upon the duke’s soldiers. The spell sent chills up and down Lian’s spine, but he didn’t have much time to dwell on it.
The gryphon changed course rapidly several times, mirrored by several of the illusions. There were a few more spells in pursuit, but none got close to the real escapees.
Lord Grey sang a second song, this one almost whispered in long, silibant phrases. The gryphon vanished from under Lian, who found he could no longer see himself, either. “Just an invisibility, Highness,” Lord Grey said when he was finished.
“I don’t believe you mentioned that you were a spellcaster,” Lian said, shaking his head. Even his witchsight-enhanced eyes couldn’t pierce the invisibility illusion.
“Yes, I believe that I did,” Lord Grey said with amusement. “I told you that I was one, as a matter of fact.”
“I meant that you didn’t mention that you could still cast spells,” Lian responded wearily. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been fleeing, but it felt like centuries.
“Where do you want to go?” asked the gryphon. “One plassse iss the ssame ass another to me.”
“Northeast, toward Greythorn. Maybe I can locate a ship there to take me far from here,” replied Lian. Greythorn, a kingdom formerly part of the Theocracy, was largely uninhabited. It was also on the opposite side of Dunshor from his uncle’s lands, so there was less likelihood of encountering Rishak’s forces there.
He could feel the gryphon move its head, but instead of northeast, it changed course to the west. Before Lian could object, it said, “I trusst Lord Grrey’ss magicss, but it iss sstill better to lay a falsse trail.”
They flew for nearly an hour in the westward direction, coming upon a herd of small cattle as the predawn light was breaking. The gryphon shrieked out a call as it descended low enough to seize one. The cow, which had been asleep, probably weighed nearly four hundred pounds, but the gryphon flew back up to its former altitude easily. It ate in flight, somehow keeping blood from splattering on its rider. It dropped chunks of cow as it ate.
“Clever, Gilaeshar. How do you track a flying predator?” Lord Grey asked rhetorically.
When it had finished its meal, they landed at a small pond where it drank deeply. It instructed Lian to dismount and gather water if he needed it. Gilaeshar then dove, riderless, into the pond. Its invisible form emerged, leaving a large and spreading red stain behind in the pond. In a mighty display, it shook the moisture from its feathers as well as it could. Lian was thankful, from where he waited, leaning on a tree, that it had come out of the water on the opposite bank.
It returned to the prince, and he mounted by feel, since the cloak of invisibility was still effective. It took flight, again in the western direction, but now it banked around to the northeast.
“They will know that gryphonss can fly for dayss,” it said. “They will search the wesstern ssities for you.”
“Thank you,” said Lian, who was growing very, very tired.
It didn’t respond, rather soared higher. It settled on a northeasterly heading, and flew tirelessly.
Lian wanted to stay awake, but Gem said, “Get some rest, son. You’ve earned it this day.” The gryphon flinched slightly at the sword’s words, but made no other reaction to Gem’s voice. It was accustomed to unusual riders and the strange magics they bore.
Lord Grey added, “Indeed. Gil will wake you if there is need, if the sword cannot.”
Lian shook his head, and said, “No, I need to stay alert. I’ll just rest my eyes for a bit.” He laid his head on the soft feathered neck of the gryphon, who was chuckling softly.
Before he had even fully adjusted his balance, he was fast asleep.
 



Chapter Six
“Truesilver, what the elves call lashthirin, can be found mingled within veins of mundane silver. It cannot be chemically separated from the base silver, but there are several alchemical and magical means of isolating it. In long ages past, knowledge of this process was rare and jealously guarded among mortalkind. Like the secret of forging elven steel, penalirin, the secret has gradually spread far and wide.
“Silver is purified as much as possible by conventional physical and alchemical methods, and then the Truesilver is worked, or in some cases Called, out of the base ore. This process leaves behind the mundane silver and a material byproduct known as vesharin, or Blacksilver. This material has poisonous properties similar to antimony, and is also tremendously venomous to the silver-afflicted. Blacksilver is also called Werebane.”
-- Lord Smith Severn, to the gathered apprentices of the king’s armorers
As Lian slept on the gryphon’s back, Gem pondered their options. Mages in the employ of the duke would not long be misled by the great beast’s ruse, and would soon be homing in on Lian, armed with hairs and flakes of old skin from the prince’s room.
Crossing the Eastern Sea would not stop the hunters, and given that many of them would be mages, wouldn’t necessarily even hinder them. There were ways of confounding sympathetic spells, but it would be days before she’d recover sufficiently to perform them. Lord Grey, if he could be trusted, was certainly capable of such things, but Gem had not forgotten Elowyn’s warning about the spirit of the skull.
Adrienne had been acquainted with witches in several of the villages they passed above, but there was no prudent means to bring Lian into contact with one of them, and no guarantee that the witch wouldn’t sell out to the duke. Gem knew that the reward offered for Lian would be high indeed.
Besides, they had been Adrienne’s friends, and their reception of her son and his magic sword was by no means certain.
The lands and castles of those noblemen who were loyal to their prince weren’t safe, either. Even if Rishak were willing to play by the rules and merely lay siege, no single nobleman could field a force capable of withstanding Rishak’s standing army. As grand duke, he had commanded an army nearly equal to the king’s own.
Quite a mistake, as it turns out, she thought to herself bitterly. Evan’s trust in his half-brother had been foolhardy, but only in hindsight. Evidently, no one had foreseen his capacity for this degree of powerlust and treachery.
The northern wastelands might provide some protection, for there were regions in the wintry wilds where magic was unstable, where Lian might possibly evade magical pursuit.
She sighed aloud, softly so as not to wake her charge.
“You are troubled about pursuers, are you not?” Lord Grey spoke, as softly as her sigh.
“Not merely pursuers, but quite frankly, present company,” she replied. “No offense to either you or your winged friend, but I am not happy to have fallen in with you.”
Lord Grey said, “I understand, completely. My appearance alone doesn’t exactly project trustworthiness. A black skull that talks and possesses both knowledge and power in the field of necromancy is not the most reassuring of companions.
“However, I assure you that I do not intend the boy harm. The elf, now, that was a different matter. He attempted to force his will on me, and I retaliated,” he said. She could imagine his shrug.
“Of course, I have only your word on that,” she replied, “but so far I admit you have helped us a great deal. What is it that you want from my prince? Freedom from your binding?”
He chuckled before answering, “Oh, yes, that would be a fine thing, but a little beyond your boy’s talents, I fear. No, at the moment I’m content to share my talents with someone who didn’t attempt to compel my obedience at first meeting. That’s quite a change for me.”
“You can be compelled, then?” she asked flatly.
“Oh, yes. You’d have soon guessed that in any event, of course. Naveh wouldn’t have allowed a being like me who was free-willed anywhere near her sanctum, would she?” he asked rhetorically. Naveh the necromant had been reknowned for her unabridging paranoia.
“Is Naveh she who bound you?” she asked, not really expecting an answer.
He surprised her by giving her one, however. “No, I date from much further back than she does. She was nearly my equal, by her end. It was such a pity when that sun priest burned her into ashes.” His tone was laced with sarcasm.
“I don’t exactly miss her, you understand,” he finished.
“You make it difficult to trust you,” Gem observed. “Is that deliberate?”
He laughed aloud, then replied more quietly. “No, just the mannerisms of a few centuries, I suppose. I’m accustomed to suspicion, anyhow.
“However, I would like to address some of your concerns,” he said. “I believe you are most troubled by the thought of magical pursuers. I can reassure you on that score.”
“Pardon me?” Gem said, puzzled.
The skull chuckled again. “The Key of Firavon is many things, Lady Sword. While it is true that Elowyn instructed Lian to bring it along to delay pursuit through the Tower, I think that you will find that it is far more valuable than you imagined.
“In its small form it is a potent scrying block. I would surmise that even the dragon’s eye we left behind won’t be able to pierce its veil. Even in its larger form, the Key is impossible to find magically, which is why it lay undiscovered for so many years.”
“I assumed that the Banemetal embedded in the walls of the chamber --” Gem began, but was interrupted by the skull.
“True, it’s difficult to penetrate kaiieilirinelda’s deadening, but those of great power and skill can do so. No, it was the Key that caused the chamber to be so difficult to locate, for the searchers for the Key over the years have been powerful indeed. Lian will be shielded from the magics available to your grand duke quite easily, I should think.”
Gem was amazed. “What else can it do?”
“A great many things, Lady Sword. It is a potent scrying device, able to look across dimension as well as distance. I’ve read an account that Firavon had unlocked the means to look across time as well. If that is true, I’m quite certain that he would have bound that enchantment into his Key.
“However, these things can only be accomplished when it’s in the largest form, such as it was when you found it. There is an intermediate size, roughly a foot in diameter, which affords it the capabilities of a moderately powerful crystal ball. The disadvantage, of course, is that its clairvoyance prevention decreases proportionately with its increase in size.”
“But you said that it was nearly impossible to detect in the chamber, and it was in its largest size, was it not?” asked the sword.
“Yes, it is still quite undetectable in its own right, but the veil it creates is negligible when it is expanded. It is my opinion that the scrying chamber remained undiscovered for as long as it did both because of the Key’s effects, as well as the fact that those who knew of it were dead and beyond the reach of necromancy to interrogate. It probably would have been safe for Lian to remain in there for months, aside from the food issue,” added Lord Grey.
“I had to assume that if we knew about it, others did,” she responded. “I presume that you didn’t mention this before because of time pressure?”
“I fear, Lady Sword, that to enumerate my motivations would require far more time than we have.”
The gryphon, who had been flying silently for some time, turned its head to look at Lord Grey’s sack. “It would have been nissse had you told usss thisss earlier, Greylord. The meal wasss good, but I didn’t need to take ssuch precautionsss,” it said, referring to the detour.
“Your deception may prove useful yet, Gilaeshar,” Lord Grey said. “One of Rishak’s men may send a tracking beast after us, and one such as that will not be hindered by the Key. Incidentally, I have a couple of recommendations concerning the Key. First, I suggest that Lian hide its presence from anyone we meet, and second, that he choose a name for the bauble other than ‘Firavon’s Key.’ The mere mention of the Artificer-King’s name would be enough to have every artifact hunter in the district after him.
“And we are, I’m sure, in agreement that he doesn’t need any complications added to his other woes.”
“Yesss,” agreed the gryphon. “You will need to keep him warm, ssorsserer. The mountainsss are ahead.” It was already climbing as it spoke, powerful wings ascending in steady, forceful beats.
“As you wish, Gil,” Lord Grey spoke. He hummed a few notes, breaking into a phrase in the Tongue of the Dead at one point. Gem observed the spell carefully, but saw nothing more than an enchantment to hold the cold at bay.
“You don’t have a warmth spell?” she asked when he finished. Lian unconsciously snuggled deeper into the gryphon’s neck feathers in response to the sudden cessation of cold.
“Not per se, Lady Sword,” the skull replied. “My magics arise from among the darker aspects of sorcery. But as you see, there’s more than one way to skin a veiliarith, yes? Necromancers often must cope with the chill of the Undead; therefore, we possess some very effective wards against cold.” 
The gryphon said, “We are approaching Greythorn. I sshould remove mysself from hiss company sssoon, for I am quite conssspicuouss. I remain in hiss debt and yoursss, Greylord. You may call upon me for hisss ssake and yourss one time.” Gryphons were creatures who could linger indefinitely after being summoned.
They had a reputation as dumb beasts with a fierce hunger for living flesh. Although Lian hadn’t known of the gryphon’s intellect, Lord Grey and Gem were both well aware that the “dumb” part was in error. Gryphons numbered among the most intelligent of creatures, perhaps more intelligent than man. Gem had not known previously that they could secure their riders with supernatural power, but it didn’t surprise her that they possessed some arcane abilities.
“My thanks, old one,” Lord Grey said. “I shall ensure that his blade knows how to call you, lest the boy and I become separated.”
“I think that would be a poor repayment of your own debtss ssshould that occur, Greylord,” said the gryphon, who swiveled its great head again to glance at the pack where the skull lay.
“I didn’t mean to imply that I’d leave him willingly, Gil,” retorted the skull, “but I don’t exactly get to decide where I am carried, do I?”
The gryphon blinked, but didn’t reply. Gem started as she unexpectedly sensed mental contact from the birdlike beast. You can hear me, yes? it asked, transmitting a clear mental image of itself.
Yes, I can. You are telepathic? she asked, mildly cursing herself for stating the obvious.
The gryphon didn’t seem to mind. Among other talents, yes. You now have my mental signature, which you can use to call me should you lose contact with the necromancer.
You don’t trust him? she asked.
The gryphon’s mind revealed some amusement. I have had cause to trust him in the past. I can’t predict what he’s like now. For one that was once human, I could imagine that his long imprisonment might have unhinged his mind.
But I would be remiss in my duty to your charge if I did not ensure that my debt could be repaid. Lian did not have to release me, and indeed could have chosen to compel me to return to the form of a statue. Free of the Tower, however, I am not so vulnerable to the one who bears the Key. 
Gem wondered what other powers the Key of Firavon granted its bearer. She had already discovered that the skull had withheld several important aspects of its use, and she was quite certain that there were more.
The gryphon continued, The Greylord is very old, sword-woman. And even I do not know who he truly is. But I surmise that he was a great and powerful man, and great was his offense to merit such a prison. More than that, I cannot tell you . . . save one thing.
The gryphon’s mental touch conveyed a tinge of guilt. It was apparent that he felt he was betraying, if not a trust, then a confidence. He cannot employ his magics against the one who bears him, only to aid and protect. You, I should think, are protected from him by virtue of being in the ‘possession’ of his bearer. Further, this prohibition covers only direct magics, and I suspect that he could, for example, compel an Undead to attack his bearer.
This information, I think, settles any possible debt that might lie between you and I, sword-woman, it finished.
On the contrary, I believe that it places me somewhat in your debt, replied Gem. You have revealed your mind to me, and my fears regarding your motives are lessened. Additionally, you have given me knowledge which will help to protect my boy, and that I truly cannot repay. Finally, you have borne him away from his pursuers, and for that, he owes you his life, and thereby I am indebted to you for the gift of his life as well.
He is all that I have left of any sort of family, she said.
I, too, know the pain of losing kith and kin. My ancestry has long been exploited by the mages of this world and others, and I have lost forefathers and fledglings both. This fate has been settled upon us as repayment for defying our gods, Gilaeshar said bitterly.
Finished, the gryphon severed the mental bond and applied himself to the task of lifting them higher and higher above the land below them.
Gem pondered what the gryphon had told her. She had heard this legend before, and it did explain why the creatures could be summoned. The other summoned creatures she knew of were largely from dimensions more remote from Dunshor than the one gryphons called home.
Far below them, foothills were rising. Although hidden by clouds, Gem knew that the mountains dividing Greythorn from the Venturi Plain were ahead of them somewhere.
Aloud, she said, “Do you intend to fly through the pass?”
The gryphon shook its head gently. “No. Thingss live in passsess. Ssometimess thingss with netss.” It remained silent for the remainder of the ascent into the mountains, and its two waking companions followed suit.
The wind in the higher altitudes of the mountains was strong, buffeting the gryphon and its passengers. The beast corrected against the gusts almost before they hit, but despite its skill and power, the ride was becoming rough. Still, the one they guarded slept on as if drugged into stupor.
“I mislike the depth of his slumber,” Gem said, concern evident in her tone.
“Sshould I try to wake him?” asked Gilaeshar, turning its head around again.
“No,” replied Lord Grey. “This is normal. Don’t forget that he lost a lot of spirit energy, and his body’s responding to this with a deep sleep. He may be unconscious for several days or even a week.”
“We can’t afford that, and you know it, Lord Grey,” said Gem. “You are familiar with this sort of psychic wound?”
She could almost sense him nodding. “Yes, I am. It is possible to hasten his recovery, but it will be difficult to obtain the necessary materials.
“Moreover, it will be difficult to manipulate them. Telekinetic magics aren’t very common among necromancers,” he observed, then muttered, “Maybe I can animate a small lizard. Lizards have opposable thumbs…”
“You are referring to an herbal remedy?” Gem asked, surprised. She ignored the reference to animating an animal.
“Yes. There are a great many wondrous cures among the herbal lore. A number have been deemed lost by modern-day herbalists, but I have retained a few. For this, we need to locate Holy Wort, and it must be found before dawn. I presume that his kit contains cooking implements?”
“Including a small pot, yes,” replied the sword. “We also packed a small healer’s kit, if you need bandages for a poultice.”
“Useful to know,” said the skull. “We might need the healer’s knife out of the kit, if there is one.”
“I am, myself, familiar with quite a few herbs, but I don’t know Holy Wort,” Gem said. “You’ll have to spot that.”
“Desscribe it, Greylord,” said the gryphon, “My eyess are far better than yourss.”
It occurred to Gem that it wasn’t necessarily true, since the necromancer didn’t use the sight of the living.
Lord Grey, however, said, “You are most likely correct. Holy Wort is a small creeping plant that grows on hallowed ground. It can usually be found spreading its feelers in shaded areas of graveyards, so you should keep an eye out for old temple grounds and cemeteries. Although much of their grounds will have lost their consecration, we may find some Holy Wort growing near a still-hallowed crypt or mausoleum.”
“Wonderful. More Undead,” said Gem, adding, “No offense, Lord Grey.”
“None taken, Lady Sword,” he replied. “I’m a necromancer, and I don’t like them much either. I suppose that I’m Undead, technically, but I really don’t regard myself any differently than when I was alive.
“I’m not acquainted with the recent history of this region. Are there any villages that might have such places here in the mountains?” he asked.
Gem thought for a moment, then replied, “Yes, there are a few. If I remember correctly, I once read an account of one that has been uninhabited for some years.”
“Then that’s where we should head, if you’ll be so kind as to direct Gil toward it,” Lord Grey said decisively. His tone was commanding, and Gem caught a fleeting glimpse of the presence he must have exuded in life.
A man accustomed to being obeyed. We must remember that, my son, she thought toward her sleeping wielder.
She said, “If you visualize the mountain as a curved dagger pointing east and the pass as the crossbar, the village I speak of lies perhaps twenty miles east of the crossbar in the middle of the blade. It was, I believe, a mining town before it was abandoned. The account was vague about the reason for its desertion. I don’t know whether it was goblins, some supernatural threat, or simply that the mine played out.”
“What was mined there?” asked the skull.
Gem replied, “Small amounts of lashthirin, some silver, but mostly copper.”
“And do you think that miners would abandon a lashthirin strike just because of goblins or some vengeful ghost?” asked Lord Grey.
“No,” she answered, chagrined. “They’d have petitioned for a mage, a priest, or soldiers. So the mine’s played out, most likely. I should have reasoned that myself.”
The skull’s tone was rueful. “You haven’t had as much experience with human failings as I have, my Lady.”
The gryphon clucked deep inside its throat, and banked eastward, slipping between crags without fear and seemingly without effort.
 



Chapter Seven
“Beware the ancient battleground,
Where mages fought and magics flew.
‘Tis there the restless dead are found
Who rise to fight their wars anew.”
-- Nursery rhyme common in Dunshor
Whitefall had once been a thriving town populated by several hundred miners, for its mines had supplied lashthirin. Truesilver, as it is called in the human tongue, is highly prized, and can be used for a wide variety of purposes, predominantly magical. It is also a unit of currency in the Southron Empire. One lashthirin coin possesses the value of a hundred gold coins of equal weight.
Whitefall’s mines had ceased to produce Truesilver long before the rebellion, although the miners had been able to excavate silver for over two decades more. The quest for additional Truesilver had driven the miners to pursue every silver vein, no matter how thin, to its end. As a result, there had been a staggering number of cave-ins and lost miners. The collapsed tunnels were simply reopened, and any Undead formed from among the fallen miners dispatched.
The drive for the enchanted metal was worse than the lust for gold, for even a miniscule amount of lashthirin could build a man’s fortune. A majority of the miners had remained until even the copper veins had been depleted, and some stayed on after that, hoping for the strike that would bring untold wealth.
It was discovered that the town proper was built atop several silver veins, so the miners had tunneled under it. One of the final death knells for the village had been the collapse of the mine shaft underneath the main part of the town. Both taverns, the whorehouse, and the general store had been among the buildings that fell into the gaping hole that had suddenly appeared in the middle of the night when the main supports gave way. The disaster had also swallowed the barracks-style accommodations where most of the miners resided, killing most of the sleeping miners.
As a result, the population of Whitefall had been decreased by more than half instantly, and tales of curses and haunting spirits had combined with the played-out ore to spell doom for the village.
The great scar of the collapsed tunnel was still readily visible, although there were a few hardy trees growing along its edge. Those structures that remained were located around the edge of the original town environs, where the remaining population determined that the under-town tunnels hadn’t penetrated. Rather than buildings, these were mostly rude huts built from the scrap lumber salvaged from the hole.
Two of the structures had signs hanging from awnings, although one hung askance by a single ring. The first indicated that it belonged to the village healer, a member of the Order of the White Hand, according to the symbols on the sign. The White Hand was a religious order that advocated nonviolence and healing, and their priests were welcome in every land that Gem knew of.
The second sign announced a plethora of earthy pleasures available within its building, from drink to companionship. This building had caught fire at some point in its history and been saved, for its walls were singed and burnt.
If this was the town’s only remaining tavern and brothel, I’m sure they all turned out to help fight the fire, Gem thought to herself sardonically.
There was an extensive cemetery located outside of town on an overlooking hill, where oak trees had been planted long ago. While they had managed to grow to over fifty feet tall, the trees had not exactly thrived here. Their trunks were gnarled and twisted, and they appeared rather sinister to Gem. Most of the grave markers had toppled, but there were a few still standing.
The dust stirred by the gryphon’s wingbeats was not hidden by the Unseeing spell, and a huge cloud had been churned by their landing. Gem had been quite impressed by the sheer power and grace of their mount, for it had plunged in free fall until it drew perilously close to the ground, then suddenly opened its great wings and beat them furiously, lighting as gently as a feather.
If Gem had possessed lungs, she’d have been holding her breath.
“Do you suffer from exhaustion?” she asked. Her senses could track the gryphon’s position. She suspected that Lord Grey, too, had no problem monitoring the invisible creature’s location.
“Not often,” replied the gryphon, “in the ssensse of exssausstion asss a ressult of effort. We do occasssionally need to ssleep, but not asss often asss humanss.”
“Actually, they sleep very lightly, and if roused, they tend to strike first, and identify later,” added Lord Grey. “So do be careful to warn Lian not to wake Gil by touch.”
“I’ll remember,” said Gem. “I didn’t perceive any signs of habitation as we descended. This place still appears to be abandoned.”
Gilaeshar said, “Yess. However, there are ssome ssmall nuissansse creaturess. Large ratsss.”
“How large?” asked Gem with some concern. There were some rather alarming varieties of rat that had developed by long association with magical areas. Certain species of these were very large, indeed, and could be a danger even to an armored man.
“Lunch ssized,” the gryphon answered, a gleam in its eye. It didn’t seem concerned.
“Big, then,” surmised Lord Grey. “I’ll erect a ward against the living should one manage to get past Gil. However, rats are usually too intelligent to approach a large supernatural predator like a gryphon.”
Gem possessed several spells which would hold even a horse-sized rat at bay, but her energy reserves hadn’t yet recharged. She fervently hoped that by the time they were ready to move on that she’d have recovered some of her power.
The gryphon reached around to its back and gently cradled the sleeping prince in its massive, taloned claw. Examining its talons, Gem observed that they were sharp indeed. This treatment roused the unconscious prince, and he mindspoke feebly, Gem?
You’re safe for now, Lian, she sent to him. Her voice roused him into full consciousness. He feigned continued slumber.
Where are we? he asked, laying limply in the gryphon’s claw as it set him softly on the ground.
The abandoned village of Whitefall, she said. We’re here to locate an herb that Lord Grey says can restore the damage to your spirit energy. He said without it you’d be asleep for days or even weeks.
Lian considered the information. It must have been the meal I ate with the goddess. I remember it was incredibly hot, though it didn’t hurt to eat it. Maybe it was curative, somehow.
Gem replied, I think perhaps we need to have a long talk about that encounter some time. 
She continued, You’re still weak and essentially helpless, so I suggest we see how effective the necromancer’s curative is. The herb is called Holy Wort, and it generally grows in cemeteries.
Lian chuckled silently. Hence the ghost town? I know Whitefall’s supposed to be abandoned, but we should be vigilant for brigands and such. What’s happened other than my illness?
Gem quickly filled him in on everything that had transpired. Lian was intrigued by her report of Lord Grey’s limitations. Hmm, might be handy to know. Okay, do you see any point in playing dead any more?
Gem could think of no reason to continue to feign unconsciousness, so Lian began to “stir.”
Lord Grey exclaimed, “Awake? Amazing, Highness! You possess the recuperative powers of an ogre!” There was genuine surprise in his voice.
Pleased, Gilaeshar added, “Or a gryphon.”
“Indeed,” said the skull.
Lian said, “Gem has filled me in up to this point.”
Lord Grey said, “Good. Can you stand, Prince Lian? This will go faster if you can help locate the herb. Additionally, Gilaeshar won’t have to leave you to search for the plant.”
“I will try,” said Lian, holding his head against a very real headache. His left arm was still completely numb, but except for the flesh around his shoulder it had warmed some. The point where the wraith had touched him was still bone-chillingly cold, or at least it felt that way to him. He described the sensation to the others.
Lord Grey was concerned. “I didn’t realize it was that bad. You shouldn’t even be conscious, much less able to stand, and most men would have died, I think. 
“Do you shield his soul somehow, Lady Sword?” he asked, taking her by surprise.
“Not that I’m aware of,” she replied, “although his mother could have bound me with such an enchantment.”
Lian said, “I can’t think of any reason why Mother would have kept such a thing from you, Gem. Perhaps the Key is somehow responsible?”
The skull said, “I doubt it. Such an endowment would have added an unnecessary complication to the creation of the thing. Lian, I advise you not to mention its name again, nor its creator’s. And we need to agree upon another name for you; one that we will all use.”
Lian nodded. “Call me Alan. It sounds enough like my real name that I shouldn’t forget to answer to it.”
Gem added, “You might also be able to cover a slip should someone call out your real name, though I’m afraid that if it’s gotten to that point, it will be too late.”
Lord Grey said, “You never know. Alan is a good, short, common name. Or at least it was a few hundred years ago.”
Alan nodded. “It still is, especially in the west. I speak the Bryhiri tongue fluently, and I resemble them in general. If Gem can maintain a reliable glamour over her appearance, I might have a chance.”
“If she can’t, it will be as if you are carrying your father’s crown and scepter. I guarantee that your enemies are well aware of the existence and description of your sentient weapon,” the skull said coldly.
“Lady Sword, it is my opinion that it would be best if you refrained from speaking unless it’s absolutely necessary,” he continued. “Intelligent weapons aren’t unique, but they are rare enough that it could provide a clue to his identity.”
“Elowyn already warned us about that,” Gem said. “Once my magic is partially restored, I’ll be able to spin an illusion with some permanence. What shall we call the object?”
“I suggest we just call it a marble,” Lian said. “It’s about the right size, and certainly the correct shape. It will appear to be nonmagical to sensing spells, correct?”
Lord Grey said, “Yes. You think fast on your feet, even in the shape you are now. Let’s head into the cemetery, and find that Holy Wort. The sooner we’re on our way, the better.”
Lian stretched. “I agree. At least it isn’t cold up here.”
“That’s the spell I cast, Prince Lian, or rather, Alan” Lord Grey said. “It shields you from the cold, though it won’t actually make you warmer. Nor will it have any effect on the touch of a wraith, before you ask.”
“My thanks, regardless, Lord Grey,” Lian replied.
“Your servant, Alan,” said the necromancer.
The gash of the collapsed mine extended into the burial ground, though it seemed to have missed the graves. Most of the graves were marked only by a small wooden tablet, the words weathered and illegible. Lian and the gryphon stayed away from the gash, for the ground nearby it looked unstable. Lian, still weak and unsteady from his wound, kept a careful eye on the rough terrain beneath his feet.
“What’s that?” he asked, catching sight of a metallic gleam in a debris pile next to a small vault.
The gryphon swiveled its enormous head, his forward-looking eagle eyes able to perceive details that Lian couldn’t see. “Rat boness,” it said, “and ssomething metal.”
They warily approached the pile, which had been picked clean by scavengers. Most of the bones from the pony-sized rat had been scattered across the graves.
Lian picked up the metal piece. It was a crossbow bolt, the shaft broken off close to the head. “Goblin work, I’d wager,” he said, turning the bolt over in his hand.
“Agreed,” said Lord Grey. “And fairly recent, or it would have rusted. It isn’t enchanted.”
Lian looked around, sniffing the air. “I’d venture to guess that there are goblins here as well as extremely voracious scavengers. Do you sense any ghouls?” The marks on the bones indicated that they had been gnawed upon, a clear sign of the presence of ghouls.
Lord Grey said, “No. There are no Undead in this cemetery, buried or otherwise. With a cataclysm like that cave-in nearby, there should be some kind of restless dead, so I surmise that the bodies have been removed.”
“No bodiess?” asked the gryphon, cocking its head in thought before returning to his vigilant watch.
“So there has been a necromancer here, too?” asked Lian. “Something to make the dead rise?”
“That is a possibility,” the skull admitted, “but I think it likely he’s moved on. There isn’t much here to attract the attention of a mage.”
Lord Grey’s reasoning didn’t make much sense to Lian, who was familiar with the work of necromancers. This town seemed perfect to house one, for it was far from the living, and here he could perform his magics undisturbed. Most necromancers preferred to experiment with the dead, which was definitely not popular with townsfolk.
“You really think so?” Lian said, puzzled.
Lord Grey said, “He probably just came here long enough to raise a force to bother some nearby village.”
Odd answer, Gem said. Maybe this place is warded in some way against his kind. That could explain why the necromancer moved on.
Maybe, Lian said thoughtfully. Maybe.
“You’re probably right. I’ll certainly defer to your judgment where necromancers are concerned, sir,” Lian said.
“Iss that the plant?” asked Gilaeshar, pointing a talon toward a fallen headstone which was leaning against one of the dark, twisted oak trees. Beneath it grew a pale yellow wort, its leaves splotched with silver.
“Yes, it is,” replied the skull. “Gather it, Alan, but don’t let it touch your skin. We’ll have to build a fire and set it to boiling. Do you have water?”
Lian nodded. “I have a flask enchanted to hold far more than its capacity. We’ve got about a hundred gallons of fresh water, although I won’t be able to refill it when it’s gone.”
“You are well equipped, aren’t you?” said the skull rhetorically.
Gem said, “He was trained for this eventuality, and his escape planned in advance. I enspelled that flask myself, and I doubt that even Elowyn knew about it.”
And now Lord Grey does, she said to Lian, mildly recriminating.
We need to either trust him or bury him, Lian said. I’d prefer to have him as an ally.
There are degrees of trust, lad, she replied.
Make no mistake. I don’t trust him completely. I simply mean that if he can’t be trusted at all, we need to be rid of him.
Gem said, I was rather hoping you’d planned to be rid of him when my magic has recovered.
No, even then, we’ll need every edge, Lian said, scratching his chin. No pun intended.
I thought you’d given up edge and point jokes ten years ago, she said with a sigh.
He patted her affectionately and set to building a fire. Before long, his small pot was boiling. At Lord Grey’s direction, he added the Holy Wort slowly, while the skull incanted a sing-song chant in a tongue that Lian didn’t know. It wasn’t the chilling language of the Dead, but instead bore some resemblance to the ancient tongues of the western lands. As the skull sang, the gryphon and Lian both slowly faded into view, the invisibility spell having reached its end.
When Lord Grey had finished, he instructed Lian to reduce the heat to a simmer, and settled in to wait for the concoction to boil down.
“What tongue was that?” Lian asked, munching on a piece of hard bread from his pack. The graveyard was exposed to the chill winds, and he was glad for the necromancer’s ward against the cold.
“The language of an old friend,” Lord Grey replied, fond rememberance evident in his tone. “She taught me how to make this cure using just the water and the chant,” he continued. “The local herbalists in those days had a much longer method for brewing it. It took three nights, and didn’t keep when you were done. Add a little Angelica, and this will endure for Lushran’s cycle.”
“Thank you for showing it to me,” said Gem. “I’d feel remiss if I led you to believe that I don’t know the incantation now.”
“Gladly given, Lady Sword. In my company, you may well have cause to need more of it,” he said.
“What do you mean?” Lian asked, sensing something in the skull’s tone beyond what he was actually saying.
“Only that Undead tend to be attracted to each other, Alan,” he said. “We can expect them to be interested in my presence if we aren’t careful.”
Lian’s brows furrowed in concern, but he didn’t let his attention stray from the potion, which had at first smelled like an odd tea. Now, however, it had the stench of something long dead and sun-baked.
“It’s done, my prince, and just in time,” said the skull. “Dawn approaches, so I advise that you drink it as soon as you can stand the temperature.”
Lian grimaced, yet nodded, removing the pot from the fire and stirring the mixture to help it cool. He wished that his nose, rather than his shoulder, had been numbed, for the odor from the thick soup was nearly overpowering. “How much of it must I imbibe?” he asked.
“All of it, I’m afraid, Alan,” said the skull. “Less might not be enough to completely cure the condition. I have some difficulty judging the extent of your wound, given that you are walking instead of lying there comatose. However, in the absence of Angelica to stabilize the brew, it loses potency quickly. Please drink it.”
He keeps trying to hurry me. See if you can contact the gryphon mentally, he said to Gem as he dipped a spoonful of the Holy Wort. With an expression of extreme distaste, he ate it.
“Ugh,” he managed to choke after he swallowed it. “That’s terrible.” He raised the pot to his lips awkwardly, and quickly drank the rest without further complaint. Almost immediately, his left shoulder began throbbing in great pain, and he found that he could again move his fingers.
Glad I am that I did not have to eat it, spoke a strong and deep voice in his head, with no trace of hissed sibilants. The mind touch was gentle, and conveyed enough of the beast’s identity that there was no need to identify itself.
Lord Grey is behaving strangely, Lian said. He seemed to be trying to rush me to finish.
I thought that the Greylord was merely eager to get us underway again. Perhaps this place bothers him for some reason? it suggested.
Perhaps. Gem, too, thought that might be the case, but I’m not so sure. Stay alert.
The mental image of the gryphon puffed up the feathers on its neck in mock offense. Always. The gryphon began to form another sentence, but its head suddenly snapped toward the chasm. I just picked up a scent, but I cannot determine its location. I can tell you that it is nearly as revolting as the potion the Greylord made for you.
What does it smell like? Lian asked, and was rewarded with a momentary impression of the gryphon’s sense of smell. There was a metallic, slightly offensive odor, which Lian had missed beneath the stench of the draught. For Lian’s benefit, Gilaeshar had enhanced that scent and suppressed the other.
Goblins, Gem said decisively. She was accustomed to availing herself of Lian’s senses at a much more sensitive level than the prince could. She repeated her declaration aloud, for Lord Grey’s benefit.
Goblins? said the gryphon. I do not know of these creatures.
Largely a nasty, brutish lot, commented Lian. They’ve been enemies of Dunshor since the time of Krysa the Founder. They’re humanoid, shorter than man, and use weapons and armor. Some clans raise and herd the larger species of rats.
The gryphon narrowed its physical eyes and locked its gaze on the collapsed tunnel. “Get on top of me,” it said aloud then it screamed a challenge.
From out of the tunnel streamed about two dozen giant rats, scrabbling their way up the steep incline. They varied in size from small dog to small pony. At the gryphon’s powerful scream, they hesitated, eyes rolling wide in fear. Lian hurriedly climbed aboard Gilaeshar, who lowered his foreleg to give the prince purchase.
The rats seemed to interpret this as a sign of weakness, and resumed their charge, bolstered by their steadily increasing numbers. Chittering with a din that rivaled the gryphon’s screech, they advanced quickly, flowing like a brown tide over the gravestones.
Lian drew Gem and prepared to help defend Gilaeshar. “Take off!” he shouted, then nearly lost his breath when the gryphon leapt vertically twenty feet in a single bound. It spread its wings and beat the air, climbing straight over the rats. The huge rodents didn’t stop their charge, but milled about in ever-increasing numbers directly beneath them.
With powerful strokes, the gryphon continued its climb. When it reached a height of forty feet, however, they were met with a volley of black-fletched crossbow bolts. These seemed to be aimed primarily at the creature’s wings, though some struck Gilaeshar’s body. Lian was relatively safe on his perch behind the gryphon’s neck.
The bolts had been launched from deep within the scar of the collapsed mine, so by the time they reached their target, much of their energy was spent. They managed to strike hard enough, however, to pierce the muscle and sinew of Gilaeshar’s wings, and the mighty wingbeats faltered.
Jump away from the rats before I hit the ground, he said mentally, with enough rage to make Lian’s head ache. Get on top of something defensible.
Lian acknowledged and positioned himself atop the gryphon’s back in time to leap onto the coverstone of one of the graveyard’s two small crypts. The impact was jarring, but he managed to keep from turning an ankle or breaking a bone. With murmured apologies to the deceased occupants, he tightened his grip on the longsword.
Quite a few of the monstrous rats were directly under Gilaeshar when he hit the earth, and they served to cushion his fall. For most of these unfortunate rodents, the tons of gryphon suddenly crushing them was the last thing they would ever know.
Instantly, ignoring the pain of the bolts, the gryphon righted and began tearing and biting the remaining rats, striking at them again and again. The unexpected ferocity of its attack took the rats by surprise, and they cowered briefly before throwing themselves at the beast.
They’re being compelled, Gem said unnecessarily to Lian. They both had observed the unnatural behavior of the creatures.
None of the rats seemed to be heading heading his way, so Lian pulled out the crossbow, dropping behind the crypt to cock and load it. Holding Gem in his left hand, which ached but was now fully functional, he took aim at one of the larger rats. The gryphon, however, was lunging about with such speed and unpredictability that he was forced to hold his fire to make sure that he wouldn’t wound Gilaeshar.
When he spotted the first dirty form climb its way out of the mine shaft, he took aim on it instead.
The goblin never even saw the bolt before it was buried in its neck. The creature dropped without a sound, but its body made a tremendous noise as it slid back down the incline. He could barely discern goblinish shouts as those below his victim tried to avoid their comrade’s falling body, for the shrieking of the battle between the gryphon and the rats was deafening.
“That should keep them busy for a while,” he said, looping the goat’s foot on his toe and recocking the bow in one strong, sure motion. He selected another bolt, choosing to leave his Truesilver-tipped bolts alone. The lashthirin-steel alloy bolts flew truer and hit harder than his mundane ammunition, but they were irreplaceable.
“You may wish to reconsider your choice of ammunition, My Lord,” suggested Lord Grey. “It might also be judicious to remove me from this sack.”
Lian kept a careful eye out for more goblinish figures at the slope, but replied, “Why? Do you sense Undead?”
“I am not entirely certain what I am detecting, but I do know that I can offer you more efficient protection and service unencumbered by this sack,” the skull replied. His tone was flat and somewhat distant.
Don’t do it, said Gem.
Lian shook his head mentally, I’m not planning to. Something is definitely up with him.
Aloud Lian said, “Keep quiet, please, Lord Grey. You’re distracting me.” Reconsidering his choice in bolts, he loaded a Truesilver bolt onto the crossbow. He’s trying to tell me something, but he can’t for some reason, he thought to himself. He knew that Gem had quite a different opinion about the ancient sorcerer, so he didn’t share his thought with her.
Over the cacophony of the battle, he wouldn’t have heard the slight movement of stone on stone, but for Gem’s ability to employ her wielder’s senses far better than he could. Behind you, she warned.
Turning to assess the newest threat, he observed a skeletal figure emerging from the other crypt. It was attired in rusted chainmail and helm. The helmet hovered in position above its skull, as if the flesh of the corpse’s head was still there. Where its eyes had been was a dull red glow, and it was armed with a broadsword. Unlike the armor, there was no trace of rust on the weapon.
“Yield,” it spoke mechanically. Lian saw the jaw open to speak the word, yet there was no larynx to form the sound. It leveled the sword at him and advanced slowly. Behind it, more skeletons were shuffling from the opening in the crypt. These were unarmored bare bones, and moved with the dull, aimless motions that characterized mere animated dead.
He replied, “I don’t think so,” and took aim at the center of its breastplate, since Undead were frequently stopped by a strike on the place once housing their heart. He let fly and the bolt struck true, piercing the armor and driving the creature back a full step. Lian let the crossbow fall, where it hung from the strap attaching it to his pack.
It laughed, a cold, emotionless cackle, and halted its advance long enough to rip the bolt from its sternum. The other skeletons didn’t falter, however, and reached out to grasp at Lian.
Gem’s steel sang with his first strike, which shattered the skull of the closest skeleton. The remainder of its bones collapsed in a pile where it had been standing. His return stroke severed the hands of the next one, and he retreated around the side of the crypt to limit their advance.
Gem provided him with a momentary flash of the scene behind him. Gilaeshar was still tearing rats apart, but blood was flowing freely from dozens of bites. Goblins were arriving at the surface from below, stopping to load their crossbows. Lian knew that they’d attack the gryphon when they had done so, since they wouldn’t be concerned if they hit a rat or two.
Lian ran across the graveyard to distance himself from the assailants, particularly the armor-clad skeleton. Gem, contact Gilaeshar again and tell him to flee, he said to his blade.
Much to his surprise, the gryphon answered him directly. You are no match for them alone. I will deal with the goblins after I finish here. There were only two of the huge, pony-sized rats left.
There’s not enough time! By the time you manage that, the goblins will pincushion you. If you get away, will you be able to heal those wounds? He reached the slope that dropped abruptly away from both the village and the graveyard, and began sliding down the escarpment, a little faster than he would have liked.
Yes. That isn’t a concern, as we heal very quickly. I will stay, however, for they will fire upon you if I flee. Gilaeshar’s mind showed no fear of his probable fate.
I’ll be out of their line of sight in a second. Go, Gilaeshar. Don’t waste your life against vermin.
The beast chuckled. You think like a gryphon. All right, I’m off. The entire exchange had consumed scant seconds, and Gilaeshar shrieked once again, shattering the air with his mighty bellow. This startled the two remaining rats, both already wounded by his razor-sharp talons and beak. With a speed that amazed Lian, the gryphon bounded clear of the rats, and landed amid the skeletons in pursuit of the prince, smashing and scattering them before leaping again. It ran in the opposite direction from Lian, pursued by the surviving rats.
Did I mention that we move fast on the ground, too? he asked with another chuckle. Stay above-ground if you can arrange it, and I shall find you again. Beware the knight. I can sense that he is powerful.
Fair wind under your wings, my friend, Lian said earnestly. I can already attest that I am honored to know you.
And I you, young human. Survive this day.
The goblins were still scrambling to load their bows, but only a few managed to finish in time to take aim at the rapidly retreating gryphon. These goblins fired at the beast, hoping for a lucky disabling shot. Although one bolt did strike Gilaeshar’s hindquarters, it didn’t slow the creature down. With another mighty leap, he vanished behind some boulders.
To Lian’s relief, the rats continued to pursue the gryphon, followed by about a third of the goblins. The other nine goblins had been heading in his direction when he lost sight of them. The incline ended in a gully, and he leapt across it to the opposite side, scrambling to climb up the steep opposite bank. Once over the top, he’d be able to stay out of sight for some time. The goblins, shorter and more heavily encumbered than he, would find the steep climb to be a struggle.
When he crested the ridge, he could see that the armor-clad Undead was also following him, though its pace was much slower than Lian’s. Without warning, he heard a clang and felt an immediate impact on his left shoulder that cost him his footing. He slid down the side of the ridge away from the goblins, fighting to keep his balance.
His left arm was again struck numb by the impact of the lucky goblin’s bolt, and his pack slipped from his shoulders as he skidded across loose rock and dirt. He fought the impulse to grab at it with his right hand, since he’d rather sacrifice the pack and its contents than lose Gem.
“Shit!” he managed to exclaim as he passed his pack, which slid to a stop. His own slide continued, however, until his outstretched legs hit a small boulder. He was propelled up and over the rock, and he began to tumble in earnest. After what felt like an eternity, he finally came to rest at the bottom of the ridge in a dried creek bed. His left side ached from the crossbow impact, but he could move his fingers again. His armor had held and Gem hadn’t sliced him accidentally.
Two more bolts clattered onto the rocks, but they were fired in haste and didn’t come close. He struggled painfully to his feet and limped downstream, following the creek bed as it turned right and lost sight of the top of the ridge.
No broken bones, thank the gods, Gem said. You need to stop scaring me so much.
And I, myself, Lian agreed grimly. We lost Lord Grey, unless they somehow miss the pack.
Gem thought it was good riddance, but refrained from comment. Both of them realized it was unlikely that the goblins would overlook the pack, since their nightvision was the equal of both elves’ and Lian’s witchsight. Daylight, on the other hand, tended to dazzle and blind them, so he’d have some advantage over his pursuers as the sun rose from the horizon.
He was fairly certain that the sunlight would not have any adverse affect on the knight, as the gryphon had called the skeletal being. He knew that it was likely to be by far the more dangerous adversary. He also knew that the Undead knight was unlikely to give up, and would relentlessly pursue him until it caught him or its sender recalled it.
 



Chapter Eight
“Two of the greatest deities are Sineh, Goddess of the Night, and Rula Golden, the Sun God. Sister and brother, Sineh and Rula are traditionally depicted as adversaries. Rula Golden is said to possess radiant beauty beyond description, while Sineh’s face is ever hidden in darkness. Sineh is unusual in that she has no particular dwelling place, but can be found whereever there is Night.”
-- “Day and Night” a secular text on the gods, author unknown
Lian was confident that the goblins had abandoned their immediate pursuit. Even an unusually tall goblin was only about four feet tall, and there was no way they could have kept up with him. Some goblin clans bred huge wolf spiders as mounts that would have been able to run him down him easily, but this clan evidently didn’t boast such resources. Rats were suitable for tunnel work, but weren’t capable of long-distance excursions.
For which I’m very grateful, he thought. To Gem, he said, I’m going to head into Greythorn. We might be able to gain some assistance in dealing with the knight creature.
Gem said, I can feel my power beginning to revive. By nightfall, I should be able to contribute some magical support. You must be exhausted; can you elude him until then?
Mind the boulder, it’s loose, she finished.
Thanks, he said, choosing an alternate rock to climb across. Actually, after drinking that brew of Lord Grey’s, I feel great. Barring an accident today, I should be able to put some distance between us.
The Undead knight was indeed still trailing them, for Lian could hear the jingling of its chainmail, as well as the occasional rockslide that marked its progress. Legends told of Undead warriors pursuing their prey across seas and through wastelands, finally arriving to break down the door months later, long after the victim assumed that he’d shaken his stalker.
Lian didn’t intend to make that mistake, and hoped that nightfall wouldn’t reveal additional non-corporeal hunters. Sunlight usually kept such creatures at bay, unlike the corporeal knight, but they’d make up the distance quickly when darkness fell.
He was descending into the forested hills that comprised most of the Kingdom of Greythorn. He was apprehensive, for the Dunshor merchants who dealt with the coastal city of Mola reported that Greythorn Forest was home to a variety of monsters, including basilisks and even more dangerous creatures. Apparently, the infestation increased the further south one traveled into the wood, and he was approaching from that direction.
One thing he had heard mentioned on several occasions was that the ruined city of Greythorn itself was empty of such creatures, though the reason for this was never forthcoming. One merchant had remarked within Lian’s hearing that it was almost as if the Mola villagers were actually secretive about the subject.
At the time of the rebellion, Greythorn was ruled by the Vampire King, Kolos Agathi. Kolos had reigned for almost a thousand years before the rebel army laid siege to his capital. Greythorn had long been a small kingdom, whose population lived in constant fear of the king’s Companions. These ten men and women, vampires all, traveled about the country enforcing Kolos’ will. Kolos held tight rein on his Companions, however, and thus minimized the depredations that vampires usually inflicted upon their environment. The people of Greythorn were oppressed, yes, but they were healthy and their land prospered.
Kolos banned all other vampires from his lands, and personally accompanied his army in vampire hunting. He fed only on the willing or the condemned, and he obeyed his own laws when choosing who was to go under the fang.
According to Lian’s studies, Kolos seemed like a fairly decent ruler. He kept taxation and crime under control—especially the latter, for a death sentence in Greythorn was a particularly terrifying deterrent.
Greythorn had, however, been the optimal rebel base of operations, with the seaport at Mola and a mountain chain separating it from the Venturi Plain, where the Theocracy armies would amass. Evan and Adrienne had decided it should be the first land to be liberated from Theocracy rule.
They hadn’t counted on Kolos’ strong resistance.
The vampire king cost the rebellion dearly before they finally defeated him and his Companions, reducing Greythorn City to ruins. Only five of the vampires, including the king, were accounted for by the end, and it was assumed that the six remaining Companions had fled into the Villas Swamp or points beyond.
The people of Greythorn welcomed their liberation with mixed emotion, for while they had not necessarily loved their ruler, they knew enough of other lands to understand that he could have been far worse. Greythorn did not turn out to be the staging area that Evan had anticipated, but he was able to proceed with his plans anyhow.
                Lian’s father never spoke of their experiences in Greythorn, and Adrienne, usually quite willing to discuss the Rebellion and the events surrounding it, was unusually hesitant to mention the vampire-ridden land as well. He’d gathered from speaking to some of the men who’d served Evan at the time that the events in Greythorn were best left undescribed.
Lian and Gem were only about sixty miles from Greythorn City, and the Villas River was easily forded this far south. Toward the coast, the Villas became increasingly wild until it reached the swamp, where it spread out and nearly stagnated. Game would be plenty, assuming he could avoid predatory animals and monsters.
With the strength provided by Lord Grey’s draught, Lian felt like he could travel all sixty miles without resting, and he resolved to take advantage of the extra vitality to put as much distance as possible between himself and the pursuing Undead.
Taking no breaks, he reached the edge of the forest before midday. He looked back, but he could no longer catch a glimpse of the knight. He wasn’t foolish enough, however, to think that it had stopped chasing him.
He found that Greythorn Forest was aptly named, for its thick undergrowth largely consisted of a long-thorned bush sprinkled liberally with grey spines. These had barbed points that broke off easily when they stuck in Lian’s clothes. He attempted to avoid them, keeping to game trails whenever possible.
His passage through the forest attracted a fair number of hungry mosquitoes and biting flies. He sang a simple spell his mother had taught him that didn’t require much power, and the small insects were kept at bay. The soft, melodic charm was effective against most small bugs and vermin, by virtue of rendering him unappetizing to them for a time.
Lord Grey’s brew remained effective, and Lian traveled all day without rest. As evening neared, Gem reported what sounded like someone sobbing above the normal noises of the forest. They had seen a few animals, including a stag of heroic proportions, but no monsters or people.
It sounds like a man—a really big man—crying, she said, “showing” him what she perceived. The sound was mournful, like the sobbing of a heartbroken child, despite the deep timbre.
We’d better find out what’s going on. Can you perform any magic yet? he asked, changing course to approach the sound.
Are you sure that’s wise? This could be a lure, employed by some monster to draw you in. And yes, I can manage a few small spells, though I’m not as recovered as I’d like.
I think that a siren call would be that of a woman or child, don’t you? asked Lian reasonably.
Gem had to agree, but admonished, Be careful anyway.
They located the source of the sobbing in a clearing, and Lian drew Gem silently. In the hollow, the source of the cries was squatting over the still form of a brown bear. The weeping creature had its back to Lian, and was so involved in his sorrow that he hadn’t heard their approach.
Even hunkered down, the head of the creature was a good three feet above Lian’s, and its shoulders were nearly six feet wide.
Gods, it’s an ogre, exclaimed Gem, as she prepared a stunning spell. Ogres were immensely strong and difficult to kill. They were also fairly stupid and usually quite aggressive.
Lian began to back away, but inadvertently brushed against one of the ubiquitous thorns. It snapped off, making little sound, yet the ogre whipped around, gaining its feet with a speed that Lian would never have believed possible for such a huge creature.
Shit, thought Lian to the sword. Gem agreed grimly.
The ogre picked up a rock, and Lian became acutely aware that he’d lost his crossbow along with the rest of his gear. Holding up his left hand, Lian said, “Peace. I mean no harm.”
The ogre was a male, approximately the age of a human teen. His face was wet with tears, and mucus was freely flowing from his nose. With his free hand, he wiped some of this onto his arm. Beyond the ogre, Lian noted that the bear, a big male grizzly, had been felled by at least two arrows.
“You has no bow,” the ogre said in halting Dunshor. “You not hurted my b-bear?”
Lian said emphatically, “No.” Indicating the bear, he continued, “It was your pet?”
It nodded, face contorting in grief. “Uh-huh. Him is my bestest friend in the world. I think he be dead.” The ogre dropped its rock and settled back down to cry some more.
Now there’s something you don’t see every day, observed Gem. I don’t think the bear is quite dead, though. Its aura hasn’t faded completely yet. One of Gem’s otherworldly senses allowed her to see, albeit dimly, the life force of those around her.
Lian sheathed his sword and walked closer.
Lian, have you lost your senses?!? she exclaimed. With its speed, the ogre could snatch Lian up and snap his spine before Lian would even be aware of the attack.
“Can I look at your friend?” he asked gently as he approached, keeping his hands at his sides.
The ogre looked up, with no hostility on his wide face. “Okay. Somebody shotted him.” He rubbed his huge fingers through the bear’s fur gently. His hand was the size of Lian’s entire chest.
The bear was a fairly young male, and had lost a large amount of blood. His breathing was shallow, and his wounds were still seeping.
“Is your bear friendly?” Lian asked, while judging the degree of injury that the creature had sustained. The arrows seemed to have missed vital organs, and the bear was merely bleeding to death.
The ogre nodded vigorously. “He be my bestest friend. He ‘n I catches fishes ‘n deers ‘n pigs ‘n stuff. He won’ bite you ‘less I tells him to. But he be dead now, ‘n I have no friend at all.” With that, the ogre began sobbing loudly, pushing his face into the bear’s fur.
Can you heal those wounds? Lian asked Gem.
Well, yes, replied the sword hesitantly. But it will deplete my magics again severely. The animal is pretty close to dead, Lian. Of course, I’ll do it if you want me to.
I want you to, replied the prince, his sympathy for the ogre’s plight clear in his thoughts.
“What’s your name?” Lian asked as he joined the ogre in caressing the bear’s side. From what he could see of the more shallow wound, the arrow was barbed.
“T-t-teg,” replied the ogre, sniffing mightily. “I be called Teg. He name be Snarl.”
“Snarl isn’t dead, yet, Teg,” Lian said, preparing to jump over the bear in case the ogre reacted badly.
“He be not dead?” Teg replied incredulously, his huge eyes wide. He shook the bear’s head gently and said, “Snarl, waked up, Snarl.”
“He’s really hurt, but I can heal him,” Lian continued. “Will you let me?”
The ogre nodded so hard that bits of the dirt crusted in his matted hair dislodged. He hugged the bear’s head to his chest with a gentleness that was as unexpected as the ogre’s speed had been.
You’ll need to draw me and then pull those arrows out, boy. I hope you know what you’re doing.
We’ll have to see, Gem, Lian replied, drawing the sword and laying her down beside the bear.
“You is not gonna hurt Snarl?” the ogre said warily, clenching one cask-sized fist. He relaxed when he saw the sword on the ground.
“I promise, but I have to get those arrows out of him first, okay?” he said. The ogre nodded, then winced as Lian yanked the two shafts from the bear’s side. Fresh blood welled out of the wounds, and Lian inspected the arrowheads. They were probably human make, and seemed to be free of filth. That meant that the healing spell should have enough curative power to prevent infection, and he wouldn’t have to waste valuable time looking for astringent herbs to brew potions for the bear.
Which the ogre would probably forget to feed him, poor sod, he thought to himself.
Lifting Gem, he placed her flat against the bear. She began thrumming, and a blue glow suffused the bear’s form, concentrating to a deep, royal blue at the two arrow holes. The bear’s breathing immediately became deeper. The thrumming continued for nearly five minutes, stopping only when the bear’s eyes snapped open.
It spotted Lian, and tried to twist and lunge at him, but the ogre grabbed its foreleg and said, “No, Snarl! He be friend!” Lian backed well away from the bear, which continued to struggle against the ogre’s strength.
The ogre wrestled with the bear for a few moments, before his panic faded and he began snuffling at the remains of the tears on the ogre’s face. Teg was sporting several deep scratches on his arms from the bear’s three-inch claws, but he didn’t seem to notice.
He was babbling happy nonsense to his friend, and Lian smiled. Tell me you aren’t glad we helped the poor beast, he dared his companion.
All right, but I still say we needed to consume the power I spent, the blade replied. Have I mentioned recently that you’re a good lad?
He chuckled. I’ll remind you of that next time I disappoint you. He sheathed the sword and turned to go.
“Wait!” said Teg. “Where you be goin’?” The ogre struggled to his full height, twelve feet above the forest floor. The happiness on his face did much to alleviate the natural ugliness of his race.
Snarl took advantage of the momentary distraction to slip away from the ogre, and bounded over to Lian before he could even lay hand to his sword. Rather than trying to hurt him, however, the bear knocked him to the ground and proceeded to lick his face. Lian could hear the ogre laughing.
“Teg!” he shouted. “Teg! Get him off me, okay?” Lian was laughing too, for he was completely helpless under the bear’s merciless onslaught.
“Snarl! You lets him up now!” the ogre commanded, and much to Lian’s surprise, the bear did so, with just one more swipe of his long tongue. Bounding back to the ogre like a puppy on a growth potion, Snarl circled his friend several times before rising up on his hind legs to hug him. At full height, the bear came up to the ogre’s neck.
“He does what you tell him?” Lian asked, amazed.
“Uh-huh. He be good bear. I talks to he head when I tells him stuff,” the ogre said, accepting the bear’s sodden ministrations gleefully. Suddenly he looked stricken. “I’s not ‘posed to tell you that.”
He’s an animal telepath, at least for bears, Gem guessed. Ogres generally kill the young who demonstrate such abilities.

Lian didn’t remind his sometime teacher that he’d read the same treatises on ogres and their superstitions himself. “That’s okay, Teg. Some of my best friends speak to my head sometimes.”
His eyes got wide again. “They does? ‘N it be okay?”
“Sure, it is. Some people get scared about that kind of stuff, but not where I come from,” he said. “Look, Teg, I have to get moving soon. There’s something bad coming after me, and I have to stay ahead of it.”
The ogre nodded, turning to a thorn bush and rooting around in it. The thorns broke off, but weren’t able to penetrate the ogre’s tough hide. He picked up a large bag made of pigskin and slung it over his head. Then he picked up a huge club with two iron bands around its business end and propped it on his shoulder.
“Okay, little friend,” he said, patting his hip. Snarl came to heel at his side. “We is ready to be goin’ with you.”
Lian smiled at this unforeseen turn of events. “The thing following me is Undead, Teg.”
Lian, that club is enchanted, Gem said.
The ogre shrugged. “He be somethin’ I can club, he get a hurtin’. If not, we runs with you. We is fast, not like trolls.”
Lian shrugged and said, “Okay. But if you don’t like the looks of him when he catches up, you go ahead and leave, all right?”
“Sure. Snarl ‘n me not be fearin’ much. We’s be brave,” the ogre said, approaching to stand over Lian. Teg patted his head gently, which surprisingly didn’t pound Lian into the ground.
“You save me’s bestest friend. You is me’s bestest friend, too,” he said simply.
We can certainly use the help, if only temporarily, Gem said.
I agree, but I hate to save his pet only to put the creature in danger again. Not much I can do about it, though. It’s not like I can knock Teg on the head and leave him braced against a tree.
“Let’s go, then. I’m Alan, by the way,” he said, heading toward Greythorn City.
“Snarl, this be Alan,” the ogre said, keeping pace with Lian. “You be good for him, okay?” 
Lian almost swore that the bear nodded.
 



Chapter Nine
“The development of Dunshor began over a thousand years ago when the white-robed mage Krysa came to the small rural community of Dun Shire. Seeking a location to establish a school of wizardry, he found the shire to be an ideal site, far from civilization. He built a tower near the village center and began accepting students. Pious and highly ethical, Krysa instructed his apprentices in the philosophies of white magic. The presence of the school attracted outsiders, and the town grew and prospered. 
It was a good beginning.”
-- From “A History of the Theocracy of Krysa” by the Sage Alionur
“So how did Snarl get shot, anyway?” Lian asked as they hiked through the deepening shadows. The ogre was leading them to a stream so they could wash the blood off the bear. Lian, who had made the suggestion, hoped that the ogre would wash himself off, too.
Teg shrugged. “I dunno. Him was wanderin’ by hisself, and I finded him like that. He not movin’ when I’s finds him.”
The incident bothered Lian, since people generally wouldn’t shoot at a bear unless it was directly threatening them. An angered bear was not usually worth the trouble. Also, the arrows hadn’t hit any vital spots, lodging instead in muscle tissue.
“Would he go near humans?”
Teg shook his great head. “Oh, no. I tells him lots of times no go near humans. Saul telled me to.”
“Who’s Saul?” asked Lian.
Teg smiled. “Him is my friend, too. He live in Greythorn, and he help Teg sometimes. He know lots of stuff. He has a bow, but he like Snarl and Teg. He not be the one who shotted my bear,” the ogre said somberly to Lian.
Lian said, “I’m sure he isn’t, Teg. Is he a ranger?”
“I dunno what that be. He goes ‘round helpin’ people ‘n stuff. The druid likeses him, too.”
“Greythorn has a druid?” he asked, surprised. The ancient religion had been suppressed by the Theocracy, since it opposed the mages’ use of the land to fuel their spells.
The ogre nodded. “Yep. He be a bear, but he not be Snarl. Maybe we see him and I ‘troduce you.”
Druids were usually not concerned with people so much as with the land itself, and druidism wasn’t a very popular faith in Dunshor. There were sects that were more humanocentric in western lands that sounded to Lian as if they were a combination of the ancient faith and more recent religions.
Teg’s statement that the druid was a bear might mean that he was a man who wandered the forest in bear-shape, or it could be the literal truth. It was not unknown for a creature to become awakened by the spirit of the land and take up the role of druid. Most of the latter kind of druids were hostile to humanoids, since men and goblins both did a fair amount of damage when they moved in.
The air surrounding them began to get misty, the fog thickening as they neared their goal. They could hear water gurgling, and several deer burst from hiding ahead of them, bounding away into the mist. Their passage became quiet eerily fast, muffled by the mist.  They continued onward for half an hour after seeing the deer.
The stream that Teg had promised was a natural spring, and the water bubbled from the ground in dozens of places, feeding together. There was an old stone building near the water’s edge, with a streamlet of water coming out from a passage cut into the wall.
The area was enveloped in thick fog; the water coming from the ground was ice cold. As they approached, Teg and Snarl both walked more softly, and Lian followed suit. Again despite his bulk, the ogre was surprisingly quiet, making less noise in his passage than the bear did.
That’s why they have a reputation for successful ambushes, Lian thought.
The bear sniffed the air, and nudged Teg with his paw. Teg looked down at his friend, then pointed toward the building. He then pointed at Gem.
Lian drew his weapon as quietly as he could. Can you sense anything? he asked the blade.
No, but the bear certainly smells something. Teg doesn’t seem particularly worried, however, Gem observed.
They approached the springhouse cautiously. The doorway was on the opposite, upstream side. The steady noise of water flowing over rocks masked the noise of their advance. As they got closer, Lian heard crooning. It seemed familiar, yet he couldn’t place it.
 Do you recognize that? he asked Gem.
Before she could answer, a guttural voice said, “That’ll fix ‘em, Snog!” in Govlikel, the goblinish tongue. Gem understood that language, and provided an immediate translation to her wielder. Teg and Snarl both froze instantly, and Teg unlimbered his club in absolute silence.
A second, somewhat worried-sounding voice replied in the same language, “Let’s get out of here, Lesh. That druid’s not gonna be happy.”
Lian didn’t know what they’d been doing in the springhouse, but he assumed that they worked for the same necromancer who sent the knight after them. It was Lian’s opinion that two goblin tribes wouldn’t be operating this close together peacefully. Furthermore, a goblin chief would never order an action that angered a druid. The vengeance of the druidkind was legendary.
He pulled on Teg’s arm, and motioned the ogre to bring his head closer. Whispering low enough to be masked by the sound of the water, he said, “I need these guys alive, so we can find out what they’re doing here.”
Teg nodded sagely, and laid his club down slowly on a big rock before creeping around the landward side of the building. Snarl moved quietly toward the stream, for bears could plunge through water very quickly when they wanted to.
These two are pretty well trained, Lian, Gem said. You could certainly have done worse for companions. And I have the feeling that the big guy’s as loyal as a puppy.
Lian nodded mentally, approaching the gap in the building’s wall where the stream exited. It was easily large enough for a goblin to slip through, and he doubted they’d head for the door when they spotted the ogre. He took a position to strike, with Snarl waiting at the bottom of the small incline, ready to help the young man.
Teg snarled, and Lian heard the goblins shriek. “Shit! An ogre!” one shouted as Teg charged the doorway.
Lian spotted the head of the first goblin as it emerged from the springhouse. He heard one more shriek and the sound of a struggle as Teg grabbed the other one. Lian struck at the unprotected head with the flat of his blade, since he wasn’t in a position to hit the goblin with her pommel. The water absorbed most of the force of the blow, and the goblin scrambled down the incline along with the water, disoriented by the water and the blow and trying to spot his attacker. Looking upstream, he failed to see Snarl.
The waiting bear closed his powerful jaw on an outstretched arm and lifted the goblin, embracing him in a hug. Lian was trying to decide which of the goblins was screaming louder, when he heard Teg grunt in pain. This was followed by a sickening snapping noise and a muffled shriek. He ran around the side of the building, confident that the one the bear had nabbed would stay put.
“I’s okay, Alan,” said Teg, clutching an unconscious goblin in his hand like a limp rag doll. “I breaked him a little. I be sorry.” His captive’s wrist had snapped, and dangled nearly perpendicular to his arm. Teg calmly plucked the goblin’s dagger from where it had been embedded in his chest. The point and the last inch was crumpled, so Lian surmised that the goblin had struck a rib through the deep layers of muscle.
“It’s okay,” Lian said. He examined the blade, but it didn’t appear to be envenomed. He knew that the wound would already be closing, and the danger of infection for the ogre was minimal.
They moved down to the stream, where the other goblin was pleading with Snarl. In Govlikel, he was saying, “Nice bear. Nice bear. Put me down, okay? Nice bear.” His voice revealed him to be the one named Snog.
In Dunshor, Lian said, “You’re alive only because the bear was ordered to spare you. You have one chance to yield.”
The goblin was silent, obviously trying to decide if he should feign ignorance of the human tongue. Teg spoiled the ploy by announcing, “You speak Dunshor ‘cause you be scout.”
The goblin, beaten, glanced at his insignia and shrugged. In accented but accurate Dunshor, he said, “What are your terms, human?”
“No terms, scout. Surrender now, or I order the bear to bite down,” Lian replied calmly. Years of bandit suppression had exposed him to goblin raiders on several occasions, and he knew to deal from overpowering strength wherever possible. They didn’t respect much else.
“Will you spare my life and that of my assistant?” Snog requested, bargaining for an assurance. Lian noted that the other goblin appeared to be wearing a superior cut of uniform, which made it likely that Snog was the assistant and not vice versa.
“If I decide to. Time’s up. Snarl,” he began, pitching his voice commandingly.
The goblin, unaware that it was actually the ogre who commanded the bear, spoke hastily, “I yield! I yield!”
Lian approached the goblin, still secure in the bear’s grasp. Leveling Gem at his throat, he commanded, “Put him down, Snarl.” Sure hope Teg tells him to do it, or I’ll look like an idiot, he commented to Gem.
The goblin regarded the gleaming lashthirin blade before him, swallowing quietly. The bear set him down, none too gently, and he lost his footing, ending up sputtering in the stream.
“N-nice blade, my lord. Good workmanship,” he stuttered as he slowly climbed to his feet. Keeping a wary eye on both the bear and the ogre, he unbuckled his weapon belt and tossed it onto a rock, out of the water. Goblins appreciated fine weaponry, and Lian was aware that one of his clansmen would certainly recognize Gem from his description. He decided he’d deal with that later.
“Hold him, Teg,” he said, pulling the goblin’s sack from his shoulder. The big ogre laid a firm hand on the goblin’s head, and judging from Snog’s wince he must have applied some pressure.
Lian inspected the contents of the sack, finding several empty glass jars as well as an array of mundane equipment. Removing a length of pale rope, he motioned the goblin up the incline.
“Spider silk, eh?” Lian remarked. “What clan you trade this from?”
The goblin replied, “What makes you think that we didn’t raise the spiders ourselves?” as he obligingly positioned himself against a large tree when Lian indicated it.
“Teg, take yours to the other side of the tree,” Lian said, and began to tie the goblins’ arms together. He tried not wince as the first goblin’s broken bones ground against each other, but he tied them together by their wrists, arranging them on opposite sides of the tree, facing away from each other. The tree was large enough that the two goblins wouldn’t be able to reach each other’s hands.
“Forgive the observation, milord,” said Snog, “but you’re rather new at this, aren’t you?” His eyes glittered as he watched his captor tie his wrists. The gleam faded, however, as he noted how well the young human did the job.
Thank you again, Elowyn, he thought, grateful for the elf’s exacting lessons, even in the art of tying knots.
He smiled thinly at the goblin, drawing his sword once again. “It pains me to see any being suffer, scout. That doesn’t mean you are safe, however,” he added, jabbing the helpless creature in the right calf muscle with Gem’s point. Elowyn’s lessons had also included the art of interrogation.
The goblin winced in pain but did not cry out. He said, “I meant no offense, lord. A rather unfortunate habit of mine, talking out of turn.”
Teg chuckled and accompanied the bear down to the spring to clean its earlier wounds. To his eyes, Lian’s knots must have seemed both magical and escape-proof.
“I believe you neglected to answer my question, scout. From which clan did you obtain the spider silk? Your clan raises rats,” Lian stated, pointing Gem suggestively at his other calf.
Snog reflexively pulled his left leg away from the sharp point of the sword. “You know us, then? I’m not aware of any Greythorn noblemen matching your description, milord.”
Lian sighed in exasperation, rolling his eyes slightly. Without further warning, he stabbed the other calf. “The next time, I’ll arrange for you a future as a fine goblin wife. Kvestal?” he asked, using the Govlikel word for understand.
“Sri kvestan, li dor staleki,” the goblin replied.
Yes, milord, I understand, Gem supplied helpfully.
I figured that one out, but thanks, he replied. He nodded curtly to the scout.
“We trade for the rope, among other things, from Sh’rek k’lass’rik. They are a deep cave clan, and have little to do with surfacers,” Snog said.
Lian had not heard of this clan, whose name translated as Silent Fangs or Stealthy Fangs. From the status the name implied, he guessed that it was a quite large and powerful clan. “What do your people have to offer such a powerful clan?” he asked, making the assumption that Snog’s clan wouldn’t be working for a necromancer if they possessed any status of their own.
Snog’s eyes narrowed as he reassessed his captor. “You are familiar with A’kra Vilsha? Who are you, lord?”
A’kra Vilsha means Hand of Death, Gem said. Lian acknowledged her and raised the blade to the goblin’s groin.
The scout realized his error and quickly said, “We trade in Truesilver, great one!” Lian lowered the blade, but only fractionally.
“You’re extracting lashthirin from Whitefall’s old mines?” he asked, allowing a measure of amazement to enter his voice.
The goblin nodded with some pride. “Yes, lord. We are better miners than the holath filth that held it before.”
I’m not sure what that word meant, Lian, Gem said. They must have located the veins from below, though. Those Whitefall miners didn’t give up until long after the collapse. If there’d been Truesilver within reach, even that casastrophe wouldn’t have driven them away.
Lian agreed. “Holath?” he asked aloud.
“That’s a slug-like creature you may meet in the darker regions of the Underlands, milord. They are big and strong, but blunder about blindly.
“Their mines were inefficient and unsafe, and their earth-sense was inferior,” Snog said by way of explanation. “I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that a local druid induced the cave-in, because of the way they raped that land.”
“Ah, the druid. That brings us to these,” he said, holding one of the empty jars in front of the goblin.
He could see the goblin set his jaw. He fears the necromancer a great deal, he thought to Gem. I wish we still had Lord Grey. He’d be even more afraid of the skull, I think.
“Alright, Snog,” he said, surprising the goblin by the knowledge of his name. “I understand. You have orders, and you will be killed unpleasantly if you talk.
“But you do have a choice. You can leave your clan and live to see another sunset if you answer, whereas I’ll kill you unpleasantly here and now if you don’t.”
Won’t you have to kill him anyhow, Lian? He has either recognized me, or one of his clansmen will, Gem said.
I’d rather not, Gem. Could you interfere with his memory? he asked.
My mana’s pretty damned low for starters. And memory work is tough, especially since he’s gotten a nice long, thorough look at me. You have been threatening him with me, after all. Add to that the fact that he’s a trained scout, drilled in memorizing details . . . Gem said, leaving the sentence unfinished.
Lian’s brow furrowed. Shouldn’t your magic be rejuvenating faster than it is? I know you were totally depleted in Firavon’s Tower, but that’s been awhile, even given the healing.
Gem said, I’ve been keeping this to myself, since I thought you had enough to worry about. Yes, my power is regenerating at about a tenth the rate it should be. I can only guess that I “pulled” something while I was defending you from the wraith. I haven’t had time to study it.
“Well, you’ve had some time to think about it,” Lian spoke coldly to the goblin.
“A question, lord?” the goblin asked.
Lian nodded.
“If I tell you what you want to know, will you let me go? Or do I die, anyway?” It was actually two questions, but Lian didn’t comment.
Lian considered for a moment, then said, “That depends on your answer and whether I think it was given in good faith or not.” 
Note that I didn’t promise not to kill him, he said in an aside to Gem.
As if he was reading the prince’s mind, Snog said, “That’s not much of an assurance, milord. My masters are terrible indeed, and terrible will be their wrath if I betray them. I must have more, if I am to break faith with them.”
Damn. “What do you want, scout?” he asked.
“You must swear two things by an oath that I will accept as binding. First, that you will allow me to escape, and second, that you will provide me some of the coins from your purse to finance my flight. I must also have my weapons back, including the crossbow in the watershed,” he said.
“What oath would you consider binding, goblin?” he asked, thinking fast.
“I know an ancient ritual, milord, for I studied with the clan shaman for a time. It invokes the Gods of the Inner Darkness to punish oathbreakers. Not even the clan chief would dare forswear himself in this.
“The Gods of the Inner Darkness are even more terrible than my masters,” Snog said.
“And you do not require a priest or shaman to execute this binding?” Lian asked.
“No, milord. It contains a portion of the Least Truename of three of the Dark Ones, and requires no practitioner of magic to make it work,” the goblin said.
Lian had never studied the gods in depth. There hadn’t been time to devote much attention to religious matters, with his myriad duties as the king’s son. He had no choice but to accept his teachers’ opinions about the Powers That Be.
The significance of the Names of the gods, however, he had studied, for that concept was fundamental to the study of magic. Each god possesses a True Name, a collection of syllables which Is the deity. The entire Truename of a god, even a relatively minor one like K’vas/Dalgarin, was a convoluted phrase which had to be sung to invoke properly.
Once uttered, the full Truename summoned an appearance of the deity’s manifestation. This didn’t necessarily conjure the actual physical presence of the god, but it did call the deity’s direct attention to the singer. It also permitted the god a moderate amount of freedom to deal with the upstart who had dared speak its Name.
The full, or Greater Truename, was a closely guarded secret retained by the priesthood of a particular god. Some religious orders did not have knowledge of their god’s Truename because the illumination was lost in the ancient past. Others never gleaned the lore because their order was recently formed.
However, even a portion of the Greater Truename could be employed to obtain much the same effect. Use of such a Lesser Truename would also compel a direct response, but not necessarily from the god personally. The deity could choose to ignore the use of its Lesser Truename, but in fact, most of them sent at least a servitor creature to determine what fool needed to be stomped on for daring to utter so much as a minor Name of the god.
Less significant in power was the use of the Least Truenames, which weren’t actually part of the god’s Truename at all, rather were magical phrases which had become associated with the god in a mystical sense. It was the divine equivalent of a nickname, and how a specific deity reacted to its use varied widely.
The inclusion of any form of the Truenames, even the Least, in a binding oath or ritual pretty much guaranteed that the swearing party wouldn’t dare break its word for fear of literal divine retribution.
Most words of power employed in sorcery could be traced back to the Truenames of the gods. Powerful spells used modified Names to invoke the energies necessary to fuel the magic. The Names of the elements were also used, as well as the Names for creatures and places of other dimensions. All magical invocation was founded on this concept, though there remained little resemblance between the words sung by spellcasters in the present day and the primal Words and Names.
The second goblin had evidently been feigning unconsciousness while listening to the exchange, for it barked out a phrase in Govlikel. As Gem said, I don’t know what he said. It’s a battle tongue of sorts, Snog tugged hard on his left rope, which was attached to the goblin’s broken wrist.
The other goblin screamed and passed out again.
“Him, you’ll have to kill, lord, as part of our covenant. He will never agree to abandon or betray the clan, but truthfully I have little love for them any more.”
“Why?” asked Lian, already aware of what the answer would be.
“Our chief is dead, or rather Undead,” Snog said, obviously expecting some surprise from his captor’s face and getting none, “A necromancer has enslaved my clan.”
“I know,” Lian said, improvising. “I was on my way to deliver this news to the ranger in Greythorn, in fact.
“Now, for your part of our bargain. You will tell me, sincerely, everything about your assignment. You will swear this to be truthful, using the very oath you will have me take.
“You must also pledge never to reveal my description, nor that of my sword, nor that of my companions. Not to anyone,” he said.
Clever, boy, Gem said. I’m going to have spin an illusion about myself, despite my condition, before we move on.
“I’m afraid that will cost you some extra coinage, or perhaps one of the fine gems from your blade’s lovely hilt,” Snog said thoughtfully. “Concealing one’s past is an expensive task.”
“No, it won’t,” Lian said confidently, raising Gem’s point to the goblin’s throat. “I possess a few rituals of my own, including one to ensure that you won’t rise to serve your necromancer nor will you reveal anything. That’s after I slit your throat, of course.”
Snog gazed first at the Truesilver blade and then the steady gaze of the prince. “All right, but once I’ve sworn to keep your secrets, tell me who you are.
“The curiosity is almost worth dying for,” he said.
Despite the fact that the scout was a goblin, and that he had been doing something to the springs that would displease the druid, Lian rather liked Snog. A goblin with his talent was wasted in a minor clan like Death’s Hand, where too much originality would result in an unexpected dagger in the back. There’s not much room for advancement in a small clan, and any progress at all is accomplished by exploiting the weaknesses of the leaders.
The aforementioned leaders were quite aware of this, of course, for it was the approach they had employed to bring about their own rise to power.
In a larger clan, one of the deep earth goblin nations for instance, Snog would have been an officer at least. Lian knew that humans vastly underestimated goblins, because those they came into contact with were surface-dwelling outcasts or members of very small clans. Actually, the deep earth clans were organized and powerful kingdoms in their own right, as the founders of Dunshor had discovered, to their regret. The Goblin Wars had occupied the first hundred years of the Founding, and had very nearly exterminated human life in the region. If the mages of Krysa the White hadn’t been fighting on behalf of the people of then-called Dun Shire, the goblins would have overwhelmed them.
“Then make your oath, and accept your binding. I have some talent for seeing spells, and I’ll evaluate your reaction, first,” said Lian, preferring this solution far more than killing the helpless goblin. Lian regretted that Snog’s fanatical partner would have to be killed, but he could see no other solution. The goblin incanted a short melody, singing harsh words of power that sent an unanticipated shock along Lian’s spine. The words immediately faded from his memory. Truenames indeed, Gem remarked in awe, having experienced a similar sensation.
Only with supreme effort and long study could the Names of the gods be remembered, for the words were too ephemeral to remain within mortal minds. Simply hearing the Great Words was not enough to retain their power. Having employed the Least Truenames of three gods, it was extremely likely that the terms of the oath would be recorded by the servants of the gods in question, so breaking it would be brought to their attention.
The retribution might not fall immediately, but Lian had no doubt that it would fall.
Lian didn’t know what kind of punishment would be decreed in that case, but he didn’t intend to be the recipient of it. “Gods of the Inner Darkness” was the kind of honorific reserved for the very greatest of the gods, or the very nastiest, and he had enough trouble without angering them.
Snog then swore his oath, in careful Dunshor. He made it conditional, however, on Lian swearing his own oath, exhibiting a great deal of common sense, but he refrained from making it complex in an attempt to slip through the wording. He added, without being asked, that he would refrain from harming the human or his companions for one turning of Lushran’s cycle.
“I want you to untie me, and you won’t do that if you have to watch your back, lord,” he said by way of explanation.
Gem said, It was a very powerful oathbinding ritual, and left no magics on him that I can detect. I imagine that breaking it would be a very, very bad idea.
Lian agreed with his teacher. Being forsworn was a bad thing in general, but becoming known as an oathbreaker to some dark, subterranean god would be foolhardy in the extreme.
Snog allowed Lian some time to evaluate his efforts. Lian nodded at him to continue. The goblin proceeded to incant once again, sending more shocks of power up Lian’s spine. He paused in his singing, indicating that Lian should swear his part. This Lian did, promising three silver coins to the goblin as well as the pledge to release him. He’d have given the scout more, but that was before losing his pack and its valuable supplies.
Since his companion was still unconscious, he untied Snog and told the scout to resecure the other goblin. Snog drew a dagger from his weapon belt and said, “May as well put him out of his misery, milord. We’ll have cause to regret if he lives.” The goblin was limping from his thigh wounds, but Lian had been careful not sever any of Snog’s leg muscles during the goblin’s torture.
Lian drew his lips into a thin line. He’s right, Lian, said Gem. We can’t have him following us, or reporting my appearance to others.
Lian sighed deeply. To Gem, he said, If it must be done, then I will take the responsibility.
“You are right. Would you rather I take care of it?” he asked, drawing the enchanted blade. “He is your clansman.”
Snog looked at him with new respect. “You’ll do your own dirty work. I like that, milord.
“But you don’t have to concern yourself with this bit of slaughter. I owe him a life or three,” he finished, brandishing the knife. Without further comment, the scout slit his companion’s throat, cutting through both carotid arteries cleanly. Goblin knives were sharp. The victim’s bright arterial blood soon covered his body and the ground beneath him, and he mercifully never awoke.
“You might want to use that death ritual you spoke of earlier, milord,” Snog said. “Be better if he weren’t to be questioned, no?”
Lian shook his head. “The ritual only prevents the body from being animated. Necromancers know spells to summon the spirit for interrogation, and the ritual won’t prevent this.
“Teg!” he shouted to the ogre, who was frolicking with Snarl in the spring water, oblivious to the cold.
The ogre bounded over, leaping free of the knee-deep pool with agility. Snarl splashed after him, plowing through the water. “Yeah, Alan?” the ogre asked.
“Can you get rid of this body? We don’t want it to be found,” Lian said.
The ogre snorted. “Sure, Alan. I knows a manticore. He live near. He be grateful for snack, even goblin snack.”
He turned his jovial face to Snog. “Sorry.”
Snog shrugged. “No problem, big friend.” He was already considering the advantages of befriending the big ogre.
The ogre removed an oilskin bag from his huge shoulder sack, and dumped out a half of a pig carcass. Snarl came over and sniffed at it, turning his nose up at the rancid smell. Teg chuckled and shoved the goblin into the sack, pausing to pick up the pig and munch on it, bones cracking and snapping, as he walked. Looking back over his shoulder, he said, “We meet in Greythorn, yes?”
Lian nodded, trying not to reveal his distaste. “Be careful, Teg. That archer’s still out there somewhere, and next time Snarl might not be so lucky.”
Teg stopped and looked at Snog, as if he’d just realized that the goblin was unbound. “You be okay with he?”
Lian said, “Yes, my friend. He and I are sort of friends now.”
Teg smiled broadly. “He be Teg’s friend?”
“Unless I say otherwise,” Lian said. “Yeah, for now, he’s your friend.”
When Teg’s brow furrowed in confusion, Lian explained, “He promised to be a friend until the next time Lushran is waning like he is now. Then, we’ll have to see if we are still friends after that, okay?”
Teg’s confusion faded, and he nodded, waving as he left.
Snog shook his head, coiling the rope he’d salvaged from the second scout. “That’s the most well behaved and educated ogre I’ve ever seen. Will Snarl look after the big lout?” he asked.
“Actually, Snarl is his,” Lian said, entering the springhouse. “Now, what were you and your companion doing here?”
Snog went to his companion’s pack and drew out a small vial. He opened it carefully and poured a few drops on his calf muscle where Gem had pierced him. The wounds bubbled and frothed, but when the goblin rinsed off the blood with some of the water from the spring, the flesh was its normal dusky grey hue, and no trace of the wound was evident.
Such healing draughts were fairly common, and Lian’s own pack had held a variety of curatives. It was a reminder that he’d regret the loss sorely.
Gem observed, Whatever they did didn’t poison the spring, you’ll notice.
He nodded mentally. He suspected that they released some creature into the spring water, and that the goblin wasn’t worried about it returning to bite him, at least at present. He had decided it wasn’t poison when the goblin had come sputtering out of the water, without taking any particular pains to keep the fluid out of his mouth.
Snog picked up a crossbow, one of two, and began inspecting its mechanism. Goblin-made, it was ugly but efficient. Lian retrieved its twin, glad to have a bow of any sort again. It had an extremely powerful draw, but fired very short, heavy bolts. It would hit hard, but have a short range. Both bows had a cranequin for cocking, and would take a fair amount of time to draw. Lian was strong enough, however, that he didn’t really need as much mechanical advantage as a goblin.
Lian examined the bow and determined that he could refit the mechanism to allow for faster loading once they reached a town with a smithy. He was good with machines.
“We need to keep moving, so you’ll have to talk on the way,” Lian said, shouldering the second goblin’s pack after taking inventory of its contents.
“That won’t be problem, milord,” Snog said. “Do you mind smoke?”
Lian knew that the smell of the goblinish tobacco would leave a trail that could be followed, but neither of them would be taking the time to cover their tracks anyhow. And the knight won’t be following my footprints, either, he thought to himself. It would be relying on other senses entirely.
At Lian’s nod, Snog sighed and took a pipe from his pack, filling it with a black substance. He lit it with a small glowing coal which he kept in a metal box along with a small pair of tongs. The enchanted, perpetual coalstone probably represented a large share from a raid, but was invaluable to a scout operating far from home. This done, the two of them left the springhouse and crossed the stream, heading northwest toward Greythorn City.
With the smoke, redolent of mushrooms, pouring around him before becoming lost in the mists, the goblin scout began to tell his tale.
 



Chapter Ten
“Krysa’s school suffered opposition from its very inception, in the person of a priestess of the goddess M’Shara Earthmother. This woman, whose name has been lost to antiquity, believed that the presence of Krysa’s school in her community would lead to tragedy. Her arguments to force the school to move on might have eventually seen fruition, but in the third year of the school’s presence, she caught her death in a particularly harsh winter. In addition to the priestess’ death, rats had destroyed the winter grain stores, and the severe weather drove ogres and trolls (and worse) down from the mountains in search of food. Krysa and his students led the defense of the town and developed magical means to extend the food stores as well. Krysa was elected mayor after the spring thaw, and thus was born the Theocracy.”
-- From “A History of the Theocracy of Krysa” by the Sage Alionur
 “It’s been four years now, since Lyrial arrived in the mines beneath that waste of a town, Whitefall,” Snog began, clenching the pipe between his teeth as he talked.  “Our first warning of his presence was when he marched a thousand Undead troops into our living warrens.  They were armed with clubs and the like, and while they were taking some pains not to kill us, they were a lot more force than we could handle.
 “We learned later that he’d animated them from underneath the Whitefall cave-in and that he couldn’t actually keep such a large force active for very long. At the time, though, it was enough to force our surrender,” he said, spitting a blackened glob onto the ground. His flat goblinish features mirrored his disgust for the decision to submit.
“Me and Lesh, so recently relieved of his worthless life, were leading a scout party at the time, and weren’t available to assist in the defense against the damned things. Either one of us would have had the sense to go for the necromancer, though that wouldn’t have been a picnic, either.
“He’s got some fairly powerful bound Undead close to hand, and they’d have acted to protect him.”
Lian nodded and said, “I know of at least one, but we’ll get to him later.”
Snog glanced at his new companion with alarm. “I’m quite certain I don’t want to know what you mean, milord.”
He shrugged and continued. “Lyrial’s a black-hearted mage, but I have to admit he’s got a good understanding for the usefulness of goblins. He has us run the mining operation, and his Undead keep guard and retreive surface game as provender. Except that we’re basically slaves, it wouldn’t be a terrible lot.
“That and the fact that he animates our dead to fill the ranks of his own troops. That just gives me the shits in a big way,” the goblin said with a shudder.
“I get the impression that he’s looking for something more than precious metals in those mines, though. Some artifact, or some dead hero’s bones. He likes the lashthirin and silver well enough, but they don’t seem to hold his interest. I also have a strong feeling that once we find whatever he’s looking for, he’ll have no more use for Death’s Hand, at least as living folk. That’s one reason why I volunteer for scout work as much as possible.”
Lian asked, “Why didn’t you just defect? Surely some other goblin clan would have taken in a scout?”
Snog shook his head. “Actually, I’ve been asking myself that for over a year, now. I guess I was just lookin’ for an excuse, ‘s all. You provided that, and removed Lesh as a consideration. I’ve worried about him doggin me if I left. He approved of Lyrial and the ‘improvements’ he had brought to our clan.
“Sick fuck . . . beggin’ your pardon, milord,” he said with a nod to Lian.
Lian said, “No offense taken, Snog. I would expect most of your people would be opposed to the necromancer’s presence.”
They reached a small stream and both of them leapt. Snog lost his footing, sliding backwards, and Lian grabbed his arm. The young human’s strength surprised the goblin scout.
With gratitude that surprised him even more than the helpful act had, he said, “Thank you, milord.
“No, actually, most of ‘em like the work. It’s a lot safer to mine than to fight, and them zombies and such don’t back down when some terrible thing comes out of the deeper dark wanting to eat the mine crews. Goblin guards would probably break and run, more often than not, a result of piss poor training,” the goblin replied.
“Where’d you and Lesh train? You aren’t exactly equal to your fellow clansmen, from what you’ve said.”
Snog grinned, revealing his pointed and surprisingly straight teeth. “Lesh an’ me, we were kinda new to Death’s Hand. We used to be scouts for Sh’rek k’lass’rik, before Lesh fucked up an’ we had to run. He was my father’s cousin’s son.
“The Spider Lords weren’t very forgiving when their plans went awry, and since it was Lesh’s mistake that done it, he was on their short list. And since I was workin’ with him and should’ve prevented the fuckup, I got added right under his name.
“That’s one reason he would never have let me leave, for fear that I’d get word back to Sh’rek about where he’d gone.”
Must have been a major screwup to have warranted death sentences for leader and followers both. Deep goblin clans don’t generally waste useful material. And whatever else he is, he’s quick and intelligent, Lian thought to Gem.
Yes, but A’kra Vilsha would have gladly taken them in, no questions asked. Spider-clan scouts would have been an incredible opportunity for a minor clan like the Hand of Death. He hasn’t told you what they put in the water, though.
I noticed that, he replied, saying aloud, “So what were the two of you doing at the spring?”
“I was gettin’ to that, milord,” he said, tamping out his pipe and carefully making sure it was completely extinguished before burying the ashes under a bit of loamy soil.
“Lyrial wants to draw the druid out, you see. My guess is that the blackrobe thinks that he would be the one most likely to have the knowledge that would help him. Those jars held water parasites that will swim upstream toward the spring source, where they’ll grow. Once they reach a certain size, they’ll spawn and eventually the spring will slow down, though it won’t ever stop.
“We have a lot of experience with that sort of creature, so we know when to start waiting for him to emerge and search out the source of the problem. Eventually, the water parasites grow so numerous that they start to die off a little. That’s actually when they’re at their worst, because the immature ones drift away from the headwater and eventually enter a major waterway. We figured, though, that since the Villas River flows into the Villas Swamp and the salt marshes there, they would be contained. Salt in any significant amount is the bane of those things.
“In their immature state, they’re about the size of a real big leech, and about as ugly. They aren’t dangerous to goblins, or to humans for that matter, because blood’s no good for ‘em. Makes them swell up and pop, actually, and they know it. I once saw one latch on to a rock lizard, and even though it let go as fast as it could, it was too late,” he said, making a splattering noise and gesturing expansively.
“My clan kept some of ‘em on hand because we used them to locate freshwater sources. They’ll bore through rock to get to a good breeding ground, but we don’t let ‘em get away from us. Uncontrolled, the bloody things are a nuisance to get rid of.”
Lian didn’t bother to hide his disgust. “Forgive me, but those things sound positively revolting.”
Snog nodded with another grin. “Yep. We don’t like ‘em much, either, but they can serve as emergency water supplies if you’re caught without water. Taste pretty bad, but even a human can drink their fluids without harm. And they sure can find the water, if there is any.
“You surface dwellers take water for granted. Underground, you can’t always find it easily, and it’s a valuable commodity. There’s more deserts underground than you’ll ever see up here on the surface, I’d wager.”
I am often reminded why my existence as a piece of steel is preferable to the needs of a body, Gem observed dryly. These water leeches must be something from the elemental plane of water that crossed over into the physical world somehow. He refers to them as parasites, so I’d guess they will attach themselves to water elemental creatures.
“So to get rid of them, what will the druid have to do?” asked Lian.
“Oh, that’s easy enough,” replied the goblin, picking at his teeth with a long, sharp nail. “I would think that any druid worth his keep could summon an earth elemental creature to poison the springs with a little salt. It wouldn’t require enough to harm the surface plants, and at this stage of their life cycle the parasites are particularly vulnerable to it.
“Alternatively, he could call up something from the water planes to lure the things out where they could be crushed. There’s an even dozen of them, so they are easily accounted for. They won’t reach breeding size for months yet.”
“They’ll follow a water elemental?” Lian asked, with an aside to Gem. Looks like you were right. He could feel her satisfaction at having guessed correctly.
Snog nodded. “Oh, yeah. They’ll try to suckle on it, and they’ll ignore mundane water sources as long as there’s such a being around. Unless these springs are a water elemental gateway, they’ll come right up on its heels.”
Gem said, The water here doesn’t have the traces of power that such a gate would leave. It’s a natural spring.
Lian said, “No, I don’t think that’s the case. I haven’t heard any local legend that say this water is special, other than the fact that it comes out cold and clear.”
“Then there’ll be no problem unless there aren’t any spellcasters available. Then, it could get dicey, but that’s not my problem.”
Lian shook his head, ducking under a low-hanging oak tree branch. “It could become your problem, if the druid takes offense at your actions. They know some pretty hefty curses, the druidkind.”
Snog looked at him sidelong. “I was sort of hoping you’d put in a good word for me, milord. It was Lesh that actually released the damned things, anyhow. I just carried them.”
Lian made a decision. “I won’t call attention to your complicity, if that will help. But Teg is a native of this area, and is acquainted with the local druid. He may not realize what you were doing, but his description of what he saw is pretty damning evidence.”
Snog made a face. “Maybe it would be better if I left the area, then.”
“That’s probably not necessary. I’m likely to be in almost as much danger from the druid as you, simply because I let you live. The druidkind are quite elder in their view of right and wrong. If I am not your enemy, then I am obviously your friend.”
“You don’t have to explain the elder viewpoint to a goblin, milord,” he said. “We’re one of the elder races, too.”
Goblins were the youngest of the elder races that included elves, dwarves, kossir and kossir-teh, ogres, trolls, and the Faerie. They were also the least of them, in both individual ability and intellect. A majority of the mortalkind considered goblins to be the most inferior of the humanoid races, though Lian personally ranked trolls at the bottom. Trolls were bigger and stronger, it was true, but they were, in his experience, uniformly cruel, stupid, and evil.
Before meeting Teg, he’d have placed ogres right behind trolls in the scum scale among the elder folk. Now, he wondered if trolls might possess the capacity to behave in a civilized manner, too, beneath their cruel demeanor.
Next thing you know, I’ll be allowing trolls onto the Advisory Council of Dunshor, he thought sardonically.
“You’ve heard my tale, milord,” said Snog, taking out more tobacco and packing his pipe. “Mightn’t it be time for me to hear yours?”
Lian didn’t answer, and they walked in silence.
I don’t know what to tell you, son, Gem said. You didn’t agree to tell him, yet he’s sworn to keep your secrets indefinitely. He’s got skills that could be useful, and his presence could serve as camouflage, making you a less likely candidate for heir to the throne.
Dunshor had a long history of hostility toward the goblins, literally dating back to the founding. That hostility hadn’t ended with the rebellion against the Theocracy. Indeed, the clans who dwelled beneath Dunshor had seen the rebellion as an opportunity to finish the job that their ancestors had begun. The rebel army, exhausted from the overthrow of the Theocracy, had been forced into several heavy engagements with goblin forces before the subterranean kings had decided that the humans could defend themselves.
Most of the unbiased reports of the time had opined that the goblins could have wiped the newly liberated Dunshorans out if their strategy had relied on small-unit engagements and they had kept their armies inside their warrens. Instead, the goblin kings had assembled their armies aboveground to “crush” the surface dwellers. Unaccustomed to open ground warfare and an enemy used to fighting off demons and other horrors, they had been driven back below the earth by several crushing defeats.
The goblin assault that followed the rebellion was also the key reason that Rishak was allowed to maintain a large standing army, since his forces, led by his famed Ironheart calvary company, had been instrumental in fighting off the goblin kings’ armies. Evan felt that Rishak’s southern army was necessary to the stability of the kingdom.
This long-standing hostility made it all the more unlikely that “Prince Lian” would be traveling with a goblin scout. While it wouldn’t disguise him from a professional such as Elowyn, who wouldn’t overlook any suspicious boy of the right age and approximate description, it would serve as some cover.
If Snog was foolish enough to remain with them after he learned just who his “lord” was.
Lian took a deep breath and started speaking. Long before he was done, Snog was glancing reflexively over his shoulder quite often. When he described the Undead knight, Snog’s grey skin turned pale. Lian omitted any mention of the Key of Firavon, which still graced his belt pouch, instead explaining that Gem accorded him some protection against scrying.
“Sir Temvri?” he said, his voice cracking slightly. “Shit. He won’t give up until you’re fertilizer, milord. You’ll forgive me if I don’t address you by the proper honorific?”
Lian said, “I’d prefer that you not, actually.”
Snog nodded, a measure of composure returning. “But if your blade there can shield you from magical tracking, how is Temvri still following you?”
That question had been bothering Lian, too. According to Lord Grey’s words, the Key of Firavon should have prevented the Undead’s magical sense from locating him.
Gem had been considering this for a while, and had settled on an answer. The tracking power of a creature like Sir Temvri, if that’s his name, is like the sense of a bloodhound. The Key wouldn’t protect you from that, either. I’m afraid it means that you might have to worry about other Undead, ones sent from Dunshor, that pick up your trail. For now you should be safe from that, because they need to know where you are to start tracking you.
And won’t they know where I have been? They’ll know, at least, that I was in my chambers with the assassin, Lian asked, concerned at this possibility.
No, I think perhaps that the Undead has to have been in direct contact with you in order to track you in this way. The knight saw you, and approached within twenty yards of you, so he was able to “scent” you directly. An Undead dispatched by Rishak’s mages hasn’t had the same opportunity.
Or so I believe, at any rate, she said. But if they can track you, they can teleport an assassin to your location, and you simply won’t wake up one morning. My recommendation is not to worry about things that you can’t control.
They walked on for nearly an hour before the goblin reached into his pouch for more tobacco. He packed the pipe without looking at it, keeping a wary eye on the surroundings. He paused only to light it, while Lian kept watch on the forest.
“How well can you keep up the pidgin accent, Snog?” asked Lian as they resumed their trek.
“Pardon, milord?” Snog asked, surprised at the change of subject.
“At first, your Dunshoran was broken and heavily accented. Now, your speech is as good as some native speakers,” Lian explained. “You obviously have a complete command of my language, and my question is an important issue.”
“If I don’t have to speak at length, I’ll be able to stay in character, sir,” Snog said with a touch of chagrin. “I suppose that it would be best if I wasn’t too talkative, in any event.” 
Puffing deeply on the mushroom-scented smoke, he changed the subject. “I take it your plan to vacate the area, and as quickly as possible, milord?”
Lian answered, “Yes. Even protected from magical sight, there will be enough hired killers coming after me to make your hair straight.”
The goblin smiled. “Not mine, milord. It’s against my better judgment to remain with you, but them what’s after you probably’d let a poor wee boggle like me go. And I be thinkin’ that helpin’ a king, even one in hidin’, might turn me a pretty profit.” The goblin slipped back into his pidgin without apparent effort.
Lian looked at him and said, “You’re not likely to profit by me for quite some time, Snog. Rishak’s not going to apologize and turn the crown over to me without a fight.”
The goblin laughed and took a deep pull of the smoke. As he spoke, it curled out of his mouth. “Oh, I be knowin’ that, milord. But one day, ye’ll be returnin’ home, and if ye win back yer throne, ye might remember poor Snog and how ‘e helped you when the world were out to get you.
“And if ye don’t, I’ll be there to ‘mind you.”
Lian gazed at the chuckling goblin calmly. “I always remember my obligations, scout. All right, let’s see how we shake out for the first month. If after that time, you still want in with me, and I still want you in with me, we’ll arrange something more permanent.”
The goblin proffered his hand to the prince, saying in unbroken Dunshor, “Fair enough, milord. You’ve been a dragonslength more fair with me than most would’ve been.”
Lian took his hand without hesitation.
They talked in restrained tones as they walked, keeping a watchful eye. It was determined that Snog was to be “Alan’s” henchman and bodyguard. They agreed that no mention of the matter which had brought them together should be made, since their stories wouldn’t mesh.
“I’ll tell ‘em that it be a matter ‘tween us an’ us alone,” Snog said, reverting to his baser speech pattern. Quite a few mercenaries used goblins as their minions, and most of those soldiers had very unsavory reputations. This was primarily due to the belief that if one was willing to deal with goblins, there was little he wasn’t willing to do.
A relatively loyal goblin scout could also recruit additional goblins as troops for a mercenary unit. Of course, these troops were often unreliable, but they worked cheap and were easily kept in line by the larger and more intimidating human sergeants and officers.
“Alan,” then, was a nobleman’s youngest son, down on his luck, searching for work as a mercenary. Lian actually did hope to sign onto a ship bound for a distant port, because he wanted to put some significant distance between himself and Rishak’s assassins. Distance was quite possibly his only hope.
They reached a small clearing where blackberry bushes grew, laden with dark fruit. Snog grunted in pleasure, and at a nod from Lian started to gather the fruit, collecting it in the empty jars. Lian took advantage of the break to sit down and collect his thoughts. He was surprised at his lack of fatigue.
You must be exhausted. Gem said, mirroring his thoughts with her comment.
Not at all. I guess it’s Lord Grey’s restorative. I’m waiting for it to wear off; I’ll probably drop, then, he replied, checking over the remainder of his equipment. 
I almost forgot, I need to pay the goblin his silver, he said after he checked his belt pouch. With a heavy sigh, he unbound the knot on his belt pouch. It was enspelled to be an impossible knot for anyone other than Lian to untie, a minor and common enchantment. It didn’t provide any protection from a cutpurse, but it was something.
The handful of coins in his pouch were all that remained of his operating funds, since the gems he’d received from Elowyn were lost with his pack. The jingling coins attracted the goblin scout’s attention, and he approached eagerly with his three jars full of blackberries to collect his promised money.
Lian shook the coins from the bag, ready to count out the silver ones to pay Snog. The first two coins to fall out, however, were copper and far larger than those minted in Dunshor and its surrounding kingdoms. The young prince yelped as if he’d been bitten by a viper and dropped the coins, pouch and all.
Much to Gem’s surprise, Snog didn’t dive for the loose coins, but instead drew his sharp knife and whirled around looking for threats. He lost two of his three jars in the process, but they fell unharmed to the grassy ground.
“What is it, lord?” he hissed, his eyes on the surrounding trees.
Lian shook off his alarm, and bent with a shaking hand to pick up one of the two Fulnorian coins that the barmaid had given him in change. “Gods and the Goddess!” he exclaimed aloud, “It really did happen!”
Gem didn’t know what he was talking about, but she could tell from the lettering on the coin that it was not locally minted. She recognized some of the symbols as those used by the Southron Empire, but most of them were alien to her. Engraved on the coin was a deer’s head on one side and something resembling an ifrit on the other.
Is that from your vision? she asked Lian calmly, broadcasting serenity and peace to her charge.
Yes, it is, Lian replied. Aloud, he said, “During my escape, I was knocked out. While I was unconscious, I had a vision involving the goddess my people call K’Vas.”
Snog nodded. “We call her A’shriv’ka, which means ‘Young Avenger.’ She has quite a following among A’kra Vilsha, actually. Given your experiences, milord, I’m not surprised she came to you.” Again, his pidgin accent had vanished, as if the talk of gods required more formal speech.
With a sidelong glance at his new boss, he asked, “So does this mean you’re on a vengeance quest?”
Lian shook his head. “No,” he said.
“And did that go over well with the goddess?”
“Yes. For some reason, I think she preferred it that way,” he returned. “Don’t ask me why.”
“Who am I but a poor goblin, unfit to delve into the motivations of the gods?” the goblin remarked. With a grin, he sheathed his knife and picked up the blackberries he’d dropped. He divided them, offering a double share to Lian. “You’re a mite bigger than me, milord. Ye’ll be needin’ more food, I reckon.” He slipped back into his “dumb goblin” accent smoothly.
“You seem to be accepting my revelation pretty calmly,” Lian said. “Not to mention her arrangement of money from the vision to appear in my purse.” He ate a couple of blackberries. They were at the peak of ripeness, and tasted wonderful. He tried not to think about what had dwelt in the jar before the goblin filled it with the berries.
Snog shook his head. “Our gods are very much a part of our daily lives, milord. I talk to mine all the time, and sometimes she even answers me. That’s part of the reason I’m going with you, though that’s not all of it.” He grabbed a handful of the berries and stuffed his mouth full, enjoying them with gusto.
“Who is your goddess?” Lian asked.
“Our name for her is Saael, which means simply ‘shadow,’ milord,” Snog explained around another mouthful of berries. “She’s the thief who comes in the darkness, and the patron of those who practice my profession. I think that you humans call her by the same name, in the aspect she reveals to you.”
Shadow was indeed the name of the patron of thieves and spies. Elowyn’s patron goddess held yet another name among the elves, Aoise, but it held the same meaning. Lian was amazed to learn that so many of his people’s gods were common to the other races.
You’d think that there’d be fewer wars, with religions in common, he commented to Gem.
She chuckled. Humans share the same gods, within a region. How many wars have you studied that involved peoples with similar gods? I think sometimes that common religions actually escalate the wars. And not all of the gods of Dunshor are shared among the goblins, nor are all of their gods worshipped outside of their culture.
Also, what’s to stop a god from adopting different aspects among various cultures? she asked.
Nothing, I suppose, he said.
“Snog, you seem to be quite well educated for a failed shamanic apprentice, as you’d like me to believe,” Lian said suddenly.
Snog started. “That obvious, was I?”
Lian didn’t reply.
“I’m in the service of Saael, but I’m not a priest,” Snog said. “Does that answer your question?” He shrugged and finished his berries, economically replacing the jar in his pack.
“I didn’t actually ask you a question, but yes, it will serve,” Lian replied. The scout implied that he was an agent of Saael. Dalgarin/K’Vas had offered a similar status to Lian, which would have granted him a moderate amount of power while binding him to her service.
Lian wasn’t acquainted with the benefits and requirements of the goblinish cult of Saael, but he suspected that it represented very little material assistance. The goblin gods, from what little he’d read, appeared to allow their subject goblins to be slaughtered so that the strong would survive. It was unlikely that Snog’s goddess would lift a finger to pull his fat out of the fire if he screwed up.
She would help him in other ways, but that was, in the end, between Snog and her.
“She gave you those coins for a reason,” Snog said, “so I’d interpret that as a message.”
“And what is she telling me?” Lian asked. He had finished most of his second jar, and patting his stomach handed the remainder to the goblin.
Snog seemed pleased that his opinion was being sought, but shrugged and said, “Search me, milord. She ain’t my goddess, ‘n t’weren’t my vision. I’d be thinking about what she means by it, though, were I you.” He gladly accepted the rest of the berries and downed them in no time at all.
Lian snorted. “That’s not exactly as helpful as I’d hoped, Snog.”
“Heh. I meant what I said about her not being my goddess, milord,” the goblin said, hopping agilely over a fallen log. “It lies between the two of you, and I’m not fool enough to step in the middle of it.”
Lian was again surprised by the goblin’s intelligence. There was far more to Snog than met the eye.
Gem must have been thinking along the same vein, for she said, He impresses me. If the goblins that attacked after the rebellion had been led by his sort, you’d never have been born, most likely.
I agree. It’s time for you to cloak yourself, my friend, Lian replied.
He drew her forth, causing the goblin to watch him with sudden interest. However, there was no fear in the goblin’s eyes, only wariness, until the sword began her spell. Gem began to sing, a beautiful and melodious tune which formed motes of colorful light around the two humanoid figures. They whirled about, through the trees and the leaves, startling a thrush from the undergrowth. Snog avoided them where he could, but was already relaxing from his initial fright at her display of sorcery.
The motes, displaying the array of colors of the gems in her hilt, converged in a complex dance around the sword, which Lian held outstretched before him. As they gently landed on the sword, the portion they covered appeared to change. Where gleaming Truesilvered steel had been, now a blackened and scarred blade could be seen. The gems and gold of her hilt were supplanted by a simple red crystal pommel clutched by a dragon’s claw. Even the fine blue-dyed leather on the grip became worn and dull brown.
As the last notes of the song faded, Gem’s physical characteristics were completely hidden beneath a powerful Seeming, a glamour so strong that basic countermagics wouldn’t penetrate it. The sword she now appeared to be was of fine quality, simply functional, and unadorned, although well-used. Her Seeming was as complex as the dance of the motes had been, and concealed the nature of her magical presence as well. The blade Lian carried would appear to be somewhat magical, for she could not completely hide her presence in the best of circumstances. She would appear, however, to magical eyes, to be far less than she was.
“That was impressive,” commented Snog, peering closely at the weapon held out before him, parallel to the ground. “I can’t see any flaw in the illusion at all. May I touch it?”
Lian nodded, adding, “Yes, but take care. She’s sharper than a razor, and that hasn’t changed just because her appearance has.”
“She?” the goblin asked, stressing the word.
He’s right, boy. You need to refer to me as “it,” or you’ll give us away, Gem admonished. The goblin was much more than he seemed.
Snog felt along the blade, pausing to rummage in his sack. “Cold iron,” he said, producing a few slivers of metal from a small pouch. “Never know when you’re going to be caught in a Faerie circle.”
“Especially when you’re doing something the forest folk wouldn’t approve of,” Lian said wryly.
The goblin chuckled. “That’s about the measure of it, milord,” he said as he gently rubbed the metal slivers along Gem’s blade. There was no reaction from the metal, and it held its appearance. One could even see the faint scratches where the iron brushed against the blade.
“Well woven,” he pronounced with a smile, and produced a small lodestone with which he carefully collected the iron fragments and replaced them in the pouch.
It was, Gem said with some pride and no small amount of weariness in her mental “tone.” I’m not going to talk directly to him so he won’t get in the habit of thinking of me as a person.
That’s going to be a hard habit for me to break, old friend, Lian replied. Are you all right?
Gem indicated that she would be fine, with some rest before her next spellcasting.
I think that once we reach Mola, we should find a ship bound for the south, Lian said to Gem. I assume that’s what the goddess is trying to tell me.
Gem “shrugged.” I don’t know, really, what she’s trying to tell you, if anything. Maybe she simply placed the coins in your purse so you’d know you weren’t hallucinating.
I don’t think so, Gem. The gods seem quite willing to let you ignore them when you’re foolish enough to do so, at least in the legends. No, I believe it was a message, and that’s the only sense I can make of it.
I suppose south’s as good a direction as any, my boy, she said. Distance is the key, here. Rishak already has a cadre of assassins available. I have every hope that some of them died in the attack, but he’ll still have a huge array of murderers and killers to draw from. I hope I don’t have to tell you what he’ll hire some of them to do. 
Lian knew full well that he would be the target of a massive manhunt, and that Greythorn was far too close to Dunshor to overlook. We’ll have to hope for the best, lady.
He sighed and clapped the goblin on the shoulder, giving him a rueful smile.
“So, onto Greythorn, milord?” Snog asked.
“Aye,” Lian replied, sheathing the blade. He had been offended when Elowyn had insisted on an unadorned and unremarkable scabbard for the enchanted blade that was his closest friend. Now, he was grateful for it.
Shortly after nightfall, they reached the overgrown ruins that were the former capitol of the Kingdom of Greythorn.
 



Chapter Eleven
“Woe to the world! Dalshana returns and the skies darken. Let the faithful be ever vigilant, for the time of evil has returned. Let the Lords of Light bestow upon us protection against the minions of Dalshan.”
-- Ritual prayer marking the 26-day period in which the moon Dalshana orbits Tieran.
The forest city of Greythorn had been built on a long, sloping hill. The castle itself butted up against a promontory, an orphaned peak of the mountain chains to the south. The peak could barely be considered a mountain, rising only a few thousand feet over the hill country below it, but its cliffs provided an adequate base upon which to construct a defensible fortress.
The village lay scattered below Greythorn Castle, comprised mostly of small stone buildings that once had possessed thatched roofs. Greythorn occupied the highest land in the region, so they were not able to survey the entire village. What they could see, however, indicated that no one had lived here for a long time. The ground-cover plants of the forest floor had voraciously consumed the city, overgrowing streets, pathways, and yards in their relentless quest for more light.
It was a quest doomed to fail, for the two warriors could see that there were oak, elm, and greythorn trees beginning to grow within the demesnes of the city, and they would eventually claim the sunlight for themselves.  For now, however, the trees were little more than saplings, and the ground plants were dominant.
A few buildings still had mostly intact roofs, and to Lian’s eye, the sack of Greythorn hadn’t employed much in the way of siege engines. The walls surrounding the keep had been breached, though, so some means of breaking the fortification had been brought to bear.
Lian could see the occasional crow or jay fly from building to building, but there was no other movement in the town. Unlike Whitefall, however, which had the look and feel of tragedy and death, Greythorn was still a living place, though abandoned by humans.
It was eerie to be treading on soil upon which his parents’ army had camped, and fought, long before he was born. He knew that under the vines and creepers were broken arrowheads and spear tips, mixed with a generous portion of bones from the fallen of both sides.
The wind was shifting, and as it came around to blow into their faces, the smell of cooking meat wafted over them. Oddly, there was no accompanying smell of woodsmoke.
Lian and Snog looked at each other and said at the same time, “Rabbit.”
Elowyn’s intelligence indicated that this place was abandoned, Gem said. We should probably leave.
No, Lian replied. Those reports were sketchy, and it’s obvious that there aren’t many folks here. It’s probably just the man that Teg mentioned, Saul.
What if it’s one of Rishak’s killers?
Then we’re sunk already, and you know it, Lian replied.
I don’t like it, Gem grumbled.
“I don’t like it,” Lian said, echoing his sword’s worries. He had learned not to ignore her.
Snog nodded. “Uh-huh. Shall I do a little sneakin’, milord?” He loosened his knives in their scabbards and drew out his crossbow. Slowly enough to be nearly silent, he began to turn the cranequin.
Lian followed suit. “No, I think we should stick together. Anyone brave enough to enter a supposedly haunted city is likely to know enough wood lore to catch you. Teg spoke of a ranger who dwelt near here, named Saul.”
Snog sighed. “Maybe I’d be better, makin’ meself scarce?”
Lian said, “No. If he finds you alone, he’s likely to shoot first. If you stay with me, he’ll probably just threaten to shoot you first.”
“That’s nay very comfortin’.”
They loaded their crossbows and moved into the city. While Lian considered himself to be pretty quiet as he moved through the vegetation-choked streets, he had to strain to hear evidence of Snog’s passage. The occasional creak of the goblin’s leather armor was the only noise he could discern.
The smell of roasting rabbit was a reminder to both of them that they hadn’t had much to eat except for the blackberries. The aroma strengthened as they located and approached a building whose chimney betrayed a shimmer of heat at its top, though there was no smoke.  To Lian, the grumbling of his belly seemed as loud as thunder, though he knew that it wasn’t really making much sound.
This building had an intact roof, constructed of tin. The forest foliage had encroached on the building nearly completely, but hadn’t managed to collapse its roof yet. From the size of the ovens, the outer of half of which protruded from the wall, Lian could tell that it had once been a bakery.
The external walls of one of the ovens was quite warm to the touch, though there was no evidence of the smoke that stoking such a large oven would produce. Lian motioned Snog to follow him, and peered carefully through one of the building’s windows.
There were signs that someone had been using this building to encamp, for the place was pretty clean. The door was intact, and Lian could discern via his witchsight that there weren’t any animal droppings inside. Rats would have finished off flour stores long ago, if the original inhabitants had left any behind, so there would be nothing to attract animals.
Of the cook, there was no sign.
“Do we go in?” Snog asked softly, pitching his voice low rather than whispering.
Lian took a look around, but didn’t see anyone in the surrounding buildings. “Yes,” he replied. “We’ll wait for the chef to return.”
They opened the door carefully, Lian lifting it to reduce the sound of rusted hinges. He quickly discovered that he needn’t have bothered, however, for the hinges had been recently oiled.
Inside, was a selection of the mysterious cook’s belongings. An old lyre lay propped against an inner wall, its wood battered yet well oiled. There was an iron pot, a pewter plate, an eating knife, and a bag, all arranged neatly in a corner.
There was also a bundle of arrow shafts and a small sack of feathers, indicating that the owner of these items fletched his own arrows.
Snog approached the ovens and strained upward to reach the door handle of the first cold one. He yanked it open one-handed, bringing his crossbow to bear as the door swung aside. He checked the other cold one in the same way. Both were empty.
He swung the doors closed and used his dagger pommel to unlatch the middle oven, swinging the door aside with it. Inside were two skinned and quartered hares on a metal sheet, just reaching doneness. There was no smell of wood or coal smoke.
“They’re going to burn if you don’t take them out,” said an amused voice from the doorway.
Snog and Lian both whirled, leveling their crossbows at the man in the doorframe. Before they could ready their weapons, he ducked back around the corner.
From his short glimpse, Lian had seen a middle-aged man, wearing a forest-green cloak and carrying an unstrung long bow. Gem provided more detail from her own observations. The man was also armed with a short sword and dagger, in addition to a quiver of arrows at his side. His garb beneath the cloak was brown, and he wore no obvious jewelry.
“Snog, lower your bow,” Lian ordered. “My apologies, sir, but you startled us both.”
I didn’t perceive him until he stepped around the corner and spoke, Gem said. He’s pretty damned quiet. That was an understatement, given the supernatural senses that Gem possessed.
“Accepted, boy,” he said in good humor. “It was rude of me to do that, so you have my apologies as well.”
The man stepped back around the corner, holding his unstrung bow in his right hand, hampering his ability to draw his sword. His moves were slow and calm, intended to be nonthreatening.
Snog had lowered his bow, but left his hand on the grip and his finger on the trigger. Lian transferred his crossbow to port arms.
“I assume that you are Saul?” Lian asked.
The man raised his eyebrows. “Yes. You aren’t dressed like a native, young man. Do I know you from somewhere?”
Lian shook his head. “I’ve never been to Greythorn in my life, sir. But the ogre Teg said you lived near here.”
“How did you come to know Teg?” asked the man, narrowing his eyes slightly.
“Snarl was shot by someone’s arrows, and I happened upon Teg hovering over the body,” Lian began, evoking a deep sigh from the man, who lowered his eyes and began to look grieved. “Oh, Snarl’s okay, sir. I pulled out the arrows and expended the last of my healing magics on the bear.”
Technically true, Gem remarked.
Hush, Lian said. Lest I make a slip.
“Did you?” he said, his expression brightening considerably. “So where are Teg and Snarl now?”
“He went to visit a manticore he knew,” Lian replied. “He had a body to dispose of.”
“A body?” he said, shaking his head. “The rabbit’s about to burn, lad. Mind if we take it out?”
Snog volunteered, “I’ll get it.” Retrieving one of the large paddles that hung on the wall, he salvaged the cooking rabbit. He had to strain to get leverage on the sheet, but he managed to transport the rabbit to the counter in the center of the room without dropping it.  Goblins were small, but they were also very strong.
Saul leaned up against a counter, letting the bow rest against the doorjamb. “When those cool, you’re welcome to a share. My dinner guest left the city when you arrived.”
When it became obvious that Saul wasn’t planning to impart more information about his guest, Lian said, “My thanks, sir. It would be a shame to waste any of this.”
Saul chuckled, saying, “Oh, there’s no danger of that, lad. There’s lots of critters out there that would gobble down such a delectable snack without complaint, I assure you.
“Now, you seem to have me at a disadvantage,” he said, cocking his head slightly to the side.
“My apologies again, sir,” Lian said. “I am Alan and this is Snog, formerly a scout for Death’s Hand.”
Snog grunted a hello, sniffing at the rabbit meat.
“You were saying something about Teg and a body?” the man prompted, pulling a stool out from under a leg well of the counter and sitting gingerly on it. It creaked alarmingly, but held his weight.
Lian told the ranger about the goblins at the springhouse. He also spoke of the Undead knight, Sir Temvri, and the goblins of Death’s Hand that had been mining lashthirin from Whitefall.
Saul listened intently to the entire tale, glancing sharply at Snog when the scout’s involvement was mentioned. He didn’t interrupt except to turn a knob under the oven and to place the rabbits back in during the middle of Lian’s tale.
At the end of the account, Lian said, “Snog has accepted my pay, and that obligates me in regard to him. I hope that you understand that.”
Saul’s eyes were dark, but he smiled and said, “Well, since you were careful to mention that he hadn’t actually been the one who defiled the spring, I will have to defer to your judgment in the matter. Your actions prevented this from becoming a problem for Ysras, and that places me somewhat in your debt.
“I’m willing to spare the scout’s life in exchange. I think you’re unwise to trust him, but that’s between the two of you.”
“Ysras?” asked Lian.
“The druid,” Saul replied, extracting the rabbits from the oven once again. This time, the heat inside was lower, and the carcasses had merely been kept warm. “He’s an old friend of mine, and I’d hate to see him come to any harm.
“We’ll have to do something about this Lyrial. I knew that he’d come to Whitefall, but not that he had designs on these lands.” The way the ranger spoke almost implied my lands to Lian.
“You have dwelt here all your life?” asked Lian, as he accepted an offered portion of rabbit. It was slightly overdone, but tasty nonetheless. It had been rubbed with salt and some herb that Lian couldn’t identify.
Saul nodded, biting into his hare and chewing thoughtfully. “A long time. I came to live here shortly after the sack of the castle. It leaves someone here to look after things.”
Snog was hungrily devouring his part of the rabbit, while he kept a wary eye on the man. The knife he was using to eat the meat was the same one he’d used on his cousin.
“How did you come to be up near Whitefall, son?” he asked. “That’s a fair journey from Yrta or even the plain.”
Yrta was a small village upriver from Nylla, on the southern side of the mountains. In ancient times, Yrta had been the site of a fortress which had resisted the coming of the Theocracy. Now, the hillock outside of Yrta proper, where the castle had been, was a haunted ruin, where demons were said to walk the night.
Nylla was a fishing village, which supplied Fendar Port, the northernmost Dunshorian city, with food and other supplies. Yrta and Nylla had a long-standing friendship, to the point that the hereditary mayoral families were heavily intermarried.
The two towns were also the only communities anywhere near Whitefall.
Lian said, “I had been told that the area around Whitefall was a good place to find Holy Wort. A witch in Nylla hired me to find some for her.”
Quick thinking, Gem said.
I’d been thinking about how to answer that one, but thanks.
Saul’s eyebrows went up. “Holy Wort? That’s common down here in Greythorn City, too. It grows in the cemetery north of the town, as well as up on the castle walls, where the shadows are deeper. You’d have been safer coming here, I think.”
Lian shrugged. “Be that as it may, sir. The Yrtans didn’t know about the goblins, and in fact had told me that Whitefall was deserted.”
“Still, that’s a dangerous area to be wandering alone, sword or no,” Saul said, gesturing at the well-worn blade and scabbard that Lian had laid across his legs where he sat on the floor.
Lian said, “I didn’t mean to imply that I started out alone, sir. I lost two companions in Whitefall, though I hope to see one of them again, if he managed to escape.” His statement was technically truthful, if not precisely accurate. And the prince did find some grief over the loss of the necromancer Lord Grey, though he’d known him only a short time.
Saul said, “Ah. My apologies. What does your missing companion look like? I know folks in the whole forest, and we can keep an eye out for him.”
Lian smiled ruefully. “My friend would avoid contact until he finds me again. He’s strange that way.”
Careful, lad, Gem said.
“I’ll have to contact old Illota and see what use she’s come up with for Holy Wort,” Saul said, gnawing at a thigh bone. “As far as I knew, it wasn’t used for much of anything.”
Lian said, “Illota? Do you mean the old witch woman?” Hell. I think he’s suspicious.
Saul nodded. “Yes. I guess she never told you her name.”
Lian shook his head and decided to change the subject. “Who do you think was firing on Snarl? I got the impression that Teg was known around here, at least to you.”
Saul cocked his head thoughtfully and said, “I’d have to guess that some bandits have moved into the area, either from the pass or up from Villas. The local folk like Teg and his ursine friend because they’re always willing to take on some rampaging beast or help out in other ways.
“I may not have shown it properly, but I’m truly grateful that you helped them. Most would have put a bolt in Teg’s back and thought he’d done the world a big favor.
“But then, most wouldn’t have spared a skilled scout that also happened to be a goblin, so you’re obviously a cut above the rest, lad,” the ranger said approvingly.
At that moment, a wolf let loose with a mournful howl, somewhere to the southeast. Saul nodded to himself, and got to his feet. “Your Undead friend is drawing near, I think,” he said, stringing his bow with one powerful, sure motion.
At Lian’s look, Saul said, “Not all of my friends are human, boy. You don’t live in harmony with the land for as long as I have without picking up a little magic of your own.”
He drew out a white-fletched arrow, which was tipped with lashthirin. “Snog, my diminutive friend, what do you know about the knight?” he asked. The others got to their feet.
Lian said, “I’d rather you didn’t get involved with this, sir. You’ve shown us kindness and I hate to repay it with risking your life.”
Saul chuckled. “Let me decide which fights are worth fighting, son. Temvri sounds like he’s due to be put to rest.”
Snog nodded enthusiastically. “The man ‘ere be right, milord,” he said. “If Temvri’s chased us this far, he will nay give us up ‘til he’s dead or we be. Better we end ‘im now.
“Ye needs an magicked weapon to ‘urt ‘im, an’ his armor’s tough beside that. I’ve never seen anyone try to enspell ‘im, but our shaman told us ‘is magics weren’t strong enough.
“He’s a deadly bastard wi’ that sword, and I once saw him suck the life right out of a poor fool, by grasping ‘im with his gauntlets.”
Saul grimaced. “Greater Undead. This Lyrial is more skilled than I had been led to believe by your tale. Unless he has some hold over Temvri?” he asked.
Snog shrugged. “That’s as could be. Lyrial has a chest he keeps a couple o’ specters in, and I’m sure he’ll be keepin’ a hoard o’ other goodies in there. Me people hae’ ne’er had the gumption ta’ brave the wraiths, ya see, sir.”
Another wolf called from the southwest, a different, almost excited howl. Saul smiled grimly. “Teg’s coming, too. He’ll get here first, but Temvri will be right behind him. I’ll tell Teg to put Snarl out of harm’s way, since the bear will be no good against the knight.”
He indicated the weapons the two were carrying. “Any of that enspelled?” he asked. “Also, you appear to be able to see in the dark. Is that true?” He gestured around the dark bakery. 
Lian said, “I can see in the dark about as well as an elf, sir. My sword is magical, as is my dagger.” Without another word, he drew that weapon and handed it to Snog.
Snog said, “Milord?”
“A loan, Snog. Not a gift,” he replied, clasping the goblin on the shoulder, “unless you earn it.”
The goblin nodded, tugging on his chin. “Kind o’ ye in any event. I’m wishin’ that it were a brace of magicked bolts, but it’s plain better than nothin’.”
“Teg’s club is a fairly potent weapon in its own right,” Saul said, leading them out of the bakery. “It was a gift to him from the druid and his people. Where they got it, I haven’t a clue.”
“That worthy’s giantish work, sir,” said Snog, “or I’m nae judge of weaponry.”
Magical smiths among the giants were rare, but not unheard of. Most giants with magical talents tended to be elementalists, investing their learning in the battle magics.
At that moment, several wolf howls rose, from a semicircle to the south. Their intonation resembled the first one, and Saul stiffened.
“What is it?” Lian asked, extending a hand to the ranger’s arm.
Saul said, “Temvri’s brought reinforcements. There’s several groups of both Undead and goblins moving toward the city. There’s something else, too, but I couldn’t get a clear picture.”
Lian looked at Snog. “Would Lyrial come here?”
Snog scratched his head. “I suppose he might, if ye’re that important to him. Did ye spoil somethin’ o’ his?”
Lord Grey undoubtedly told him who you are, Lian, Gem said. Lyrial must want to capture you.
Lian turned to Saul. “This has escalated beyond a single Undead, sir. We’ll be on our way.”
Saul shook his head. “Don’t be foolish. There’ll be wraiths with them, and they’ll bring you to ground long before you get away. You’ll have a better chance with me, I assure you.”
He led them to the west edge of the ruins, where they saw Teg and the bear approaching on the run. “Teg! Tell Snarl to go after the goblins and to leave the Undead alone!” the ranger ordered.
“Okay!” Teg said, smiling with a little confusion. “What goblins? I sees only Snog.”
The ranger snorted. “Snog’s a friend. But there will be more goblins, and they’re fair game. I don’t suppose the manticore followed you?”
Teg said, “No, he learnt last time. He like him meal for free, though.”
“Pity,” Saul said.
Grey shapes bounded from the woods, a dozen timber wolves. These were well-fed and healthy specimens, and they circled the five companions.
Teg said, “They gonna eat goblins, too?”
Saul nodded. “Yes. We have to go after Undead, Teg, because we have the magic weapons.”
“Teg understand,” the big ogre said, hugging Saul close to his thigh for a moment. He turned his eyes to the south and said, “Things be movin’ in woods.”
At the same time, Lian heard the jingling of chainmail, a sound that was horribly familiar.
 



Chapter Twelve
“Tieran possesses a weak magnetic field, allowing the use of a compass in navigation. However, the moon of Luck, Ashira, has a much stronger magnetic field, and can pull a compass off of true north. The degree of this intereference varies depending on the distance between Ashira and Tieran, for the luck god’s moon circles the Tieran-Lushran planetary system at a great distance along with its sister moons of Sina and Sterath. Ashira’s 56-day cycle is well studied, and skilled navigators can make fairly accurate approximations of true north based on complex charts. A far more common and less complicated method of determining direction, however, is to employ a magical compass which always points due north.”
-- Pilot’s Guild treatise on magnetic navigation
 “He’s coming,” Lian said, looking apprehensively toward the southwest. The treeline was close, almost a stone’s throw away, and his line of sight was obscured. However, he could still somehow perceive the knight’s approach.
Saul wordlessly nocked an arrow, drawing the bow back to its full extent. His eyes rested on the same point that Lian watched, as if he understood that Lian knew the location of his pursuer. Or as if he, too, can sense Temvri, Lian thought.
The bear had been occupied sniffing at the wolves, and they at him. Some kind of decision was evidently reached, and they separated, spreading across a ragged line behind the four warriors.
How much power do you have? Lian asked Gem. We may need some counterspells.
Not much at all, son, she replied. I can possibly interfere with a few spells, nothing more. The admission betrayed to Lian the gravity of his mentor’s state, for she had been forged with particular emphasis on defense from hostile magics. At full capacity, she was able to unweave magics literally all day.
He swallowed his panic at this revelation, then loosened up his shoulders and legs as much as he could, truly frightened at her admission.
“Zu e ni vala, li dor?” asked Snog softly in Govlikel. Are you all right, my lord?
He nodded in reply after Gem translated for him. “Just nervous, Snog.”
“Heh. I can imagine, son,” Saul said. “It’s not every day one draws the attention of an Undead the likes of this Temvri. The only advice I can offer is to trust in your gods to see you through, and that things will unfold as they were intended.”
At that moment, the clearing palpably chilled, as the aura of the knight reached out to cast a pall over the nighttime sky. Without further warning, the brush parted, and the chainmail-clad Undead strode purposefully from the cover. At his shoulders was a pair of wraiths, to all appearances sake identical to the two Lian had encountered in Firavon’s Tower.
The knight’s hollow voice boomed across the distance, carrying easily to the warriors’ ears. “You should have kept moving, boy,” it intoned flatly. “You might have bought yourself a few more days.”
Lian didn’t reply, but Saul did, letting fly with his arrow. It flew in an almost flat trajectory, and struck the knight squarely in the chest. There was a massive silver shower of sparks, and Temvri actually stopped momentarily.
Powerful bow indeed, Gem observed.
Saul drew forth a second arrow, twin to the first, but the wraiths weren’t going to allow a repeat of the first strike. With the swiftness possessed only by the incorporeal Dead, they crossed the distance before Saul could fire again. Teg and Lian readied their weapons to defend the ranger, but were shocked when the wraiths suddenly halted, twenty feet away from them, as if they suddenly sensed something.
Saul fired again, ignoring the wraiths. His second arrow flew as accurately as the first one had, but this time it encountered some kind of barrier before reaching the knight, and dissolved in an even more impressive shower of sparks. When the remaining shards of light struck the knight, it staggered, but this time didn’t halt its advance.
As Saul fired, Teg stepped forward, swinging his club at full extension. The wraith he targeted attempted to dodge the blow, but the unexpected swiftness of the ogre’s motion caught it while its attention was diverted. The club flared deep red as it struck true, and the wraith’s form was completely obliterated.
Lian moved to support Teg, but the ogre and the remaining wraith were both too high for him to be effective. The wraith dodged the ogre’s follow-through nimbly, and reached its arms out hungrily toward Teg.
Before it was able to make contact, a dagger from the region of Teg’s knees tore through the wraith’s side, then flew on to land somewhere in the darkness. The goblin scout screamed a Govlikel battle cry and rolled quickly away from the ogre. The strike, while not decisive, caused the wraith to hesitate, and thus allowed Teg to regain his balance.
The ogre and the wraith began a carefully choreographed dance, the wraith flitting gracefully beyond the club’s reach, as Teg smoothly kept himself faced toward the dangerous specter.
Saul drew another arrow, this one tipped with mundane steel. He let fly, but the arrow shattered before it approached within ten feet of the knight. “That’s the last of that tactic,” pronounced the ranger, drawing his sword. The blade had deep blood runnels along most of its length, and was carved with powerful runes.
The knight had closed half the distance and was rapidly approaching, and Lian turned to Snog. “If you saw where the dagger went, go get it. If not, join the animals and strike the ghouls and the A’kra Vilshari.”
The scout nodded. “I’ll never find it in time to do any good, so I’ll support the beasts.”
“Good throw, by the way,” Lian added approvingly, handing his crossbow to his henchman. “It’s yours after the fight, if we live.”
The goblin’s grin widened as he accepted the extra crossbow and fell back. Assessing the slopes at the foot of the promontory, he said, “If they brought bowmen, they’ll take that rise and try to get a good line of fire on us.”
“If that happens, we withdraw into the city proper, and try to keep hard cover between us and the archers,” Saul said. “Even with the walls breached, the castle is the best defense to be had, so head there.
“Teg! You all right?” he called to the ogre, who had maneuvered about five yards further from them in his deadly minuet with the wraith.
“I is fine, Saul,” Teg answered. “He just think I is stupid!”
The knight was now a mere twenty feet away, and it paused a half-step, almost as the wraiths had. Continuing its advance, directly toward Lian, it announced, “This lies between the boy and me. Stand thee aside.” It made no promise that it would leave the others unharmed.
“Not on my land, ciònel,” Saul replied. “You want him, you go through me.”
The grinning death’s head, now within arm’s reach, nodded and said, “So mote it be,” and immediately launched into a furious attack on the two warriors. Lian abruptly found himself hard pressed to merely parry the knight’s ferocious blows, and without opportunity to riposte. Saul, too, though he was proving a skilled swordsman, was unable to counterstrike the Undead’s lightning blows.
The deathly cold of the knight’s aura chilled Lian to the bone, penetrating both cloak and armor as if they didn’t exist. That cold’s going to slow me down sooner or later, he said to Gem, who replied by singing a few clear notes, as song which reminded Lian of springtime.
The biting cold instantly abated, and the knight growled in annoyance. Gem said, I couldn’t cover Saul; I just don’t have the strength. Despite the literally bone-chilling cold, Saul fought on seemingly unaffected. The ranger also did not flinch at the spell emanating from Gem.
The two warriors desperately sought an opening, but the knight wouldn’t allow one, pressing its attack until they had been forced more than twenty yards from Teg’s struggle with the wraith. One of the wolves, a large black male, suddenly broke away from the others and raced toward the knight. It struck the frigid zone but didn’t hesitate as it leapt for the knight’s throat. The knight took advantage of the momentum of its current strike to slash the wolf across the throat, killing it instantly, but the animal’s body continued on its course, crashing into the Undead’s chest, burying the knight’s blade deep into the lifeless body.
It took the knight only a moment to free the blade and regain its footing, but it was enough time for Lian and Saul to simultaneously strike it with powerful blows. Both of their weapons were enchanted, and they sliced long gouges in the Undead’s chainmail.
Temvri immediately regained the offensive, but his strikes were noticeably slower and less accurate, and Lian sought to take advantage of an opening. This opportunity proved to be a feint, for the knight regained his former quickness and closed its left hand on Lian’s arm. Saul, however, had read the motion correctly, and took a slash across his leg from the knight’s sword in order to neatly cleave Temvri’s hand from its arm.
Lian pulled back for a moment, using Gem to pry the skeletal hand from his arm, but it was already crumbling to dust.
“You’ll pay for that, blood-drinker,” Temvri said. “I’ll have your hand to replace it.”
Saul limped backward, parrying desperately, and Lian returned to the press. He didn’t have time to consider the implications of Temvri’s statement, and Temvri seemed unhindered by the loss of its hand. Saul growled, “You’ll have nothing, ciònel, save an ending.” For the second time, Saul had uttered a word which neither Gem nor Lian could translate.
All three warriors were more careful now, but Lian was well aware that the knight would win in a battle of attrition. He wasn’t suffering from fatigue yet, possibly due to Lord Grey’s potion, but he knew he couldn’t depend on it to last indefinitely, nor would his attention. He would eventually make a mistake that would prove to be lethal.
Snog shouted from his sentry position away from either fight, “Movement on the ridge! We’ll have enemy bolts flying soon!”
Saul began chanting as he swung his blade, and Gem commented, Battle magics. Our mysterious friend is a sorcerer.
Temvri attacked Saul in earnest, shifting its attention from the prince. Mistake, Lian thought in elation, and took advantage of the knight’s preoccupation to land a few blows on its swordarm. These didn’t penetrate, but they did interfere with Temvri’s attacks.
As soon as Saul completed his spell, his left arm was suddenly covered with a shimmering shield of golden light. Where Temvri’s black-bladed sword struck the shield, there was a renewed shower of sparks, which had no effect on Lian when they showered on him. Temvri’s reaction to them, however, was one of intense pain.
This afforded Saul better protection from the Undead’s attacks, and he was able to begin landing his own ferocious blows. With each strike of the ranger’s runesword, links of the chainmail were severed, until the armor of the Undead hung useless, more hindrance than protection.
Lian and Saul were both landing more effective strikes, but Temvri still managed to slash Lian across the shoulder and chest. He felt the cold bite of the knight’s black sword, and knew that his scale armor had been pierced. At the same moment, however, he managed to sever one of his opponent’s legs, tumbling Temvri to the ground.
Saul moved fast, and leapt in to sever Temvri’s head at the shoulders. His sword didn’t appear to slow down at all as it sheared through mail and bone. A bloodcurdling scream of frustration and rage arose from the helmet as it flew through the air, abruptly cut short as Temvri’s consciousness faded.
The wraith, having kept its attention on the battle as well as the ogre, now rose to a height a little over twice Teg’s. It seemed unsure of its next move, but the ogre quickly resolved its confusion.
Teg gathered himself in a leap, and jumped higher than Lian’s head. At the same time, he swung the club in a wide arc that terminated on the wraith, and it vanished as swiftly as its companion had.
“Who stupid now?” Teg demanded as he landed, the earth shaking slightly as he did so.
“Not you, Teg,” Saul said, removing a small vial from his pouch and offering it to Lian. “You’d best stop that bleeding. This will do the job.”
Lian eyed the ranger warily, but accepted the vial. His shoulder and chest ached with an acid pain where the knight’s foul blade had bitten him. He swallowed the contents, a rather pleasant blue color, and immediately felt welcome relief from the pain. 
The prince wasn’t concerned about the damage to his lashthirin armor, for the elven smith who crafted it had bound powerful mending magics into it. In a matter of minutes, the scales were rejoined, as strong as the day they were forged. It was, like Gem, a master work.
Saul retrieved his bow from where it had fallen and nocked another steel-tipped arrow.
“My thanks,” Lian said, reclasping his cloak where the sword blow had sliced it. Now’s not the time to ask what Temvri meant by “blood-drinker,” he thought to himself.
Snog drew near again and said, “They’re spreadin’ out. They’ll be firin’ ta get the range. One’ll shoot high ‘n one’ll shoot low. The rest’ll fire in the middle, tryin’ fer a lucky shootin’.”
“Can goblinish crossbows achieve that kind of range?” Lian asked incredulously, nodding toward the two bows the goblin carried.
“The grunts don’ carry this kind o’ bow, milord,” the goblin replied. “Theirs is lighter, but got a lot more range. These things is fer short-range work.” Snog handed Lian’s captured crossbow back to him.
“My bow has the advantage on range,” Saul said, “but I’m sure that they’ll have ground support moving in fast.”
Snog said, “I don’ hear the rats nowhere, so the calvary’s out searchin’ fer us. They’ll be comin’ afoot, and the lads’ll be bone tired from forced marchin’.”
“Rat calvary?” Saul asked, a slight smile on his lips. “That I’d like to see.”
Snog said defensively, “They ain’t heavy horse, but they’ll hold their own.” 
“We can quibble later,” Lian said. “They’re firing.”
The four of them watched the incoming quarrel flights, ranger, prince, and goblin each calculating flight paths as they flew. None of these initial bolts were going to strike near them, but they would land all around them. One fell right in front of a wolf, which let out a surprised yelp and jumped backward.
“Good range indeed. We need to move,” Saul said, ignoring the sword wound on his leg and drawing them back toward the shelter of the buildings.
Without warning, a gigantic streak of gold and white appeared from behind the promontory, dropping on the archers’ position without a sound. The sudden shriek of goblins being shredded and mauled was punctuated by a tremendous scream of rage and fury.
“Gilaeshar!” Lian shouted at the top of his lungs. The gryphon had swept in behind the crossbowmen, and taken them completely by surprise. He apparently had timed his attack to begin immediately after they had launched their first volley.
Now, he tore into the archers, ignoring the paltry infantry force that had been arrayed out of sight behind them. This second unit began advancing hesitantly to engage the gryphon, but their indecision was costing the lives of the goblin archers.
I told you that I would find you again, Lian Evanson, the gryphon’s powerful voice sounded in his head, the glee in the carnage it was wreaking nearly overwhelming in its ferocity. The gryphon closed the mindlink, so as not to drown Lian in its rage.
“I hope that’s a friend,” Saul commented as he observed the devastation in amazement. In less than twenty seconds, Gilaeshar had slaughtered ten of the archers, and the half that remained abandoned their crossbows in an attempt to fend off the monster with their daggers. The gryphon’s beak and talons cut and slashed and ripped mercilessly, tearing goblins into bloody pieces without apparent effort.
Movement behind the archers’ line revealed that the infantry on the ridge was retreating in disarray. Lian didn’t really blame them for retreating from the massacre.
“He is,” Lian said in answer to Saul’s statement.
Ignoring the blood bath taking place on the ridge, or perhaps unaware of it from their position at the forest edge, another force of goblin infantry emerged from the trees. Armed with throwing axes as well as their usual sharp knives, they were still too far out of range to be a threat yet. That would change quickly, and as they came into view, their numbers were revealed to be about sixty.
A stream of filthy human and goblin forms streamed from the woods to the goblins’ left. They hissed and gibbered madly, and Lian and Saul said, “Ghouls,” simultaneously.
Among the least of the true Undead, ghouls could only be killed by means of hacking them apart, and any strike to their vital organs wouldn’t really hurt them. They could also be slain by decapitation, a common method of dispatch for Undead in general. A few charms existed to keep them at bay, but Gem didn’t have time to weave any of the ones she knew, for those were intended to be prepared long before the actual meeting.
Saul said with a distracted expression, “I’ve located your calvary. They’re on the other side of the peak, along with a large army of skeletons. They’ll be deployed near the castle before we can reach it, I think.”
While they were assessing the situation, a pair of trees in front of them cracked and splintered. When the sharp report had died away, and the resultant shards had settled, a man-sized figure in voluminous black robes stood straddling the two trunks. At his side hung a cage of polished silver on a heavy chain, and within it lay a blackened, ancient skull.
Lord Grey, Lian thought in dismay to Gem.
“It’s the boy I want!” thundered the deep and resonant, magically amplified voice of the necromancer Lyrial. “The rest of you may go in peace!”
A goblin in a uniform similar to Snog broke from the far right flank to run toward Lyrial. Snog pointed to him and said, “Can you hit the runnin’ one from here, ranger?”
Saul replied by quickly drawing and firing his bow in one smooth motion. Long before the scout neared Lyrial, the arrow struck him in the side of his chest. The goblin fell silently, both lungs pierced, and the infantrymen near him shied away. 
“Why did I kill that one?” Saul asked dryly.
“’Cause he seen the gryphon, ‘n I didn’t want the black robe knowin’,” Snog answered, picking at a stubborn piece of rabbit meat in his teeth, and feigning disinterest.
“Good reason,” said Lian, glancing at the hillock. The few remaining goblins were in rout, fleeing the blood-soaked monster in several different directions. The gryphon didn’t seem amenable, however, to allowing a single one of his former tormentors to escape, and was pursuing them with a vengeance. Lian didn’t think the pursuit would last long, given the speed and viciousness of the gryphon.
“An’ he was a right bastard who should’ve had his throat slit years ago,” Snog finished with satisfaction.
Lyrial, who had watched the arrow’s flight dispassionately, now turned away from the goblin scout’s death. His voice boomed across the distance between the groups. “Then you have given your answer, and your answer will bring you death!”
The necromancer gestured with his left hand. It was as if an invisible rope restraining the ghouls had been cut, for they immediately surged forward en masse. The goblins joined the advance, a drummer in the back rank beating a steady rhythm. With their generally shorter legs, and the cumulative exhaustion of a long, forced march, they lagged behind the tide of ghouls.
At a signal from Saul, the wolves streamed forward in their own charge, eleven animals strong. Snarl lumbered after them, growling as he ran. Lian, Snog, and Saul each selected targets among the ghouls, aiming high in the hopes of striking the spine or head. Teg reached down and picked up a pair of small boulders from the untilled ground, then casually tossed one the size of a watermelon into the mob of ghouls, smashing two of them to the ground. Neither one got back up.
Teg was only able to smash two more ghouls before the wolves and Snarl got too close for him to risk another throw. The three archers had downed two ghouls between them, in addition to Teg’s four, by the time the wolves reached the horde.
The ghouls and wolves fell upon each other with a terrible ferocity, and Lian noticed that the wolves displayed far more intelligence than mere animal-level. They attacked hamstrings and knees, and if one managed to cripple a ghoul, it would leap away to find a new target. Still, the number of ghouls was telling, and the wolves were sustaining terrible wounds. Snarl batted ghouls left and right, while they clambered onto him in an attempt to drag him to the ground. The bear rose to his full height and bellowed, throwing off ghouls who were unsuccessfully trying to bite him through the thick layer of hide. His three-inch claws ripped arms from sockets and hurled ghouls for yards around him; they couldn’t really stop him.
Snarl paused, still holding a ghoul in his fatal spine-snapping hug. He tossed that one aside, and then began charging around, swatting ghouls off the wolves and enabling them to circle and attack again. He was no longer mortally wounding the ghouls, but he was lengthening the wolves’ effectiveness considerably.
Lian had never seen anything like this strange animal dance before.
Another half dozen or so wolves burst from the tree cover to the far right, charging at full speed toward the melee. These were taller than the first group, and leaner, and they ran faster than a horse at full gallop.
They quickly reached the fight and began snapping off arms and legs with their powerful jaws, disregarding the feeble counterattack of the Undead. Lian watched as one particularly large ghoul ripped a huge gash in the side of one of the larger wolves, but it ignored the wound and continued to worry at a goblinish ghoul, shaking it in half before turning on its new opponent.
I think those are werewolves, said Gem in awe. Their wounds are closing as fast as they’re inflicted.
I don’t care what they are as long as they’re on our side, he returned, though the sheer ferocity of the powerful werewolves made him swallow involuntarily.
The necromancer was advancing now with a small bodyguard of oversized goblins in chainmail. Lyrial was limping, and Snog said, “Temvri’s horse must’ve come apart under ‘im, milord.”
“Temvri had a horse?” Lian asked.
“Aye, milord,” Snog said gleefully. “Lyrial took it fer his own steed. I be guessin’ he hurt his leg when Temvri, an’ his horse, died. ‘E didn’t limp, last I seen ‘im.”
Almost as if Lyrial knew that he was being mocked, he began a gutteral chanting, the harsh dissonances reaching them over the din of the battle. A black birdlike form emerged from the mage, flew over the battle and the goblins, then swooped down toward the four warriors where they waited.
Saul opened his mouth as if to speak, but stopped when Gem began singing a counterspell. The bird form faded into nothingness before it reached the group.
Lyrial paused for a few heartbeats, then resumed his advance, holding Lord Grey’s cage over his head like a lantern and chanting a new spell. This manifested as a swarm of black wasps, which flew with supernatural speed across the distance. This time, Gem’s counterspell caused the wasps to falter, but did not successfully unweave the spell.
Saul’s clear tenor sang a second counterspell, and the wasps dissolved into a fine black dust which dispersed harmlessly.
The goblins had now crossed half the distance, but still they didn’t pick up the pace. Lian could see that some of them were limping and in general they looked worn out. Still, they would be deadly when they reached the foursome.
The goblin advance was further slowed by sliding to Lian’s left to avoid becoming entangled in the chaotic fight between the ghouls and the wolves.
Lyrial hurled another spell similar to his first toward them, but focused through the skull of Lord Grey in the same manner as the second. This one Saul deflected by sacrificing his golden shield, depleting its energy to create a hemispherical shield over them.
“How’s he doing that?” muttered Saul, referring to the fact that the spells Lyrial were casting were tightly woven and difficult to counter. Such skillful magics were beyond the abilities of a necromancer of his apparent rank.
“It’s the skull,” Lian said. “It’s a magical focus for necromancy.”
Saul looked at the prince. “How do you know that?” he asked.
“Now’s not the time,” Lian replied. “We need to do something about his spells.”
Saul nodded. “I can’t throw offensive spells at him while he’s projecting that kind of power. And I’m betting he’s shielded—” Saul broke off, for Lyrial was singing a new spell. He began a counter-chant, which was joined by Gem. Saul fed strength into her counterspell, and they managed to dispel Lyrial’s sorcery before it even took shape.
Teg had been gathering boulders during this exchange, leaving the magic to those who understood it. From time to time, he stopped to watch the fight between the animals and the Undead, and at these times Snarl would change tactics. Lian realized that he had been dim not to realize that Snarl’s behavior was dictated by Teg.
The big ogre might be slow of speech and somewhat childlike, but he was definitely not stupid.
The goblin formation had initiated a chant of, “Traitor! Kill the traitor! Traitor!” in Govlikel, and Lian saw Snog steel himself. Lian silently vowed not to let the scout be taken alive if he could help it.
The ogre picked up one particularly round rock and said, “Kill boggles now?”
Lian said, “Yes. It’s time.”
Teg’s first throw hit in the center of a formation, and although it didn’t kill any goblins, it maimed three of them. They lay screaming on the ground. Snog and Lian both fired at goblins on the front rank, reasoning that if they missed there was a chance they’d hit one in the following ranks.
Snog dropped his target with a shot through the stomach, but Lian’s bolt strayed low, hitting nothing. The bolts of the scouts’ unfamiliar crossbows were heavy indeed, more suited for short range work against a heavily armored foe than for battlefield volleys.
The goblins interpreted the attack as their signal to charge, and broke into a run.
Lyrial simultaneously launched another spell, this one a crackling bolt of lightning directed toward Saul, which unexpectedly grounded into the earth long before it reached the ranger.
Gem said, One more and I’m done. The counterspell for the lightning had taken a heavy toll on her.
“My sword’s got one counterspell left,” Lian said as he winched the cranequin as fast as he could. There would be time for one more shot before the goblins reached throwing distance.
Behind the goblins, a new spell was taking form. Four black tendrils of power formed, streaming outward from Lord Grey and racing toward the backs of the goblins.
“What in the hells?” Saul exclaimed.
An enraged Lyrial ripped open the cage that held the skull, and Lian somehow knew that the spell wasn’t directed at them. Gilaeshar never told us that Grey couldn’t aim spells at the servants of the bearer, did he? he asked Gem.
She was too amazed to reply.
The necromancer vainly attempted to counterspell, but he was too late. The tendrils had transformed into the tentacles of a ghastly, otherworldly beast by the time they reached the goblins, and now they reached forward and grasped two or three goblins apiece. There were terrible shrieks of agony as the goblin victims were torn in halves and thirds; shrieks that were cut mercifully short in most cases. The goblins scattered, most of the survivors turning in time to observe Lyrial complete his chant and throw the skull to the ground.
Lian realized with delight that goblins generally wouldn’t be able to tell the difference between an offensive spell and countermagic. The remainder of the goblin infantry came to a quick, unspoken consensus, and reversed their direction, charging at their erstwhile lord while steaming in rage.
The goblins guarding Lyrial knew the truth, but were hesitant to defend the mage from the attacking infantry, already nearing ax range. One goblin, standing behind his lord, reached in with his short sword and stabbed the necromancer in the back.
The treacherous goblin was consumed in black flame as Lyrial turned his head and sang a single ruthless, prolonged syllable. As if he were unaware of the sword protruding from his back, he extracted a short wand and instantly black lightning flashed into existence around him, forming a protective ring ten feet tall.
The rest of the bodyguards fell back, holding their hands up, indicating that they no longer wanted anything to do with Lyrial.
The goblins launched their axes, which disintegrated when they reached the barrier of black, crackling lightning. Fear of the mage’s power began to override their fury at his apparent betrayal, and the infantry passed beyond the barrier, heading back toward the woods.
A second ring of lightning sprang from the ground encircling the spot where Lord Grey had landed, this one spinning in the opposite direction from Lyrial’s. It moved into Lyrial’s shield, apparently canceling out Lyrial’s spell. Lian thought at first that it had also destroyed the necromancer, since there was no sign of him.
He was disappointed to discover that his first impression proved to be wrong, for Lyrial rose up from the earth, covered in mud and filth. He was growing as he strode away from the skull and toward his four opponents.
Teg’s first rock pulled wide of the mage’s enlarging form, but the second one landed square in the chest. Instead of dropping him, however, it passed straight through the shape of the necromancer, temporarily leaving a gaping hole through which could be glimpsed the trees of the forest. The boulder narrowly missed a few of the retreating goblins as it continued unslowed by its passage through Lyrial’s body.
Is he in there, or is this a trick? Lian asked Gem.
I’d say Lyrial’s in there, but don’t ask me how to bring him down, Gem replied, weariness evident in her tone.
Lyrial was seventy feet away from them when Saul cut loose with a magical strike of his own. This one struck from high in the sky. Fiery meteors rained from the heavens, but these too passed through the form of the earth and worm-covered mage. He had now grown to fifteen feet tall.
Lyrial was forty feet away when a second bear hastened into the clearing from the north. “That’s Ysras,” Saul said, with relief in his tone, once Snog pointed out the newcomer.
The bear stood up and began bellowing when it saw the earth-coated form of Lyrial.
“Draw back,” Saul instructed, and the four of them pulled away from the earthy behemoth, which moved ever slower as its size increased.
Teg’s pile of rocks vibrated and clattered, and Lian swore that they leapt at the necromancer. They, too, did little more than make holes in the form, but it was a lot of holes. The huge figure dropped to its hands and knees from the onslaught, but quickly recovered and rose, howling in mad rage.
A flash of gold was all the warning Lian had that Gilaeshar had finished with the archers, when the head of the earth creature suddenly disappeared in a huge explosion of mud and worms. The gryphon emitted a bloodcurdling scream, pulling straight up and clearing its beak of dirt. It jackknifed over at the apex of its climb, and dove back to earth, the claws of its hind legs extended and its foreleg talons outstretched.
The ogre carefully reasoned that an enemy’s enemy must therefore be a friend. At this conclusion, he dropped his club and charged toward the giant, arriving shortly after the gryphon landed on it. The two of them carved out great gobs of dirt, throwing the bits too far away to re-form into the whole.
Saul and Lian cautiously approached the melee, concerned for both of their allies. Meanwhile, the druid bellowed a warning. Without any other signal, black lightning crackled from within the earthen mass, striking both Gilaeshar and Teg squarely. The magic-resistant gryphon continued its onslaught without pause, feathers singed but otherwise unhurt.
Teg, however, was thrown nearly twenty feet from the fight by Lyrial’s latest spell, narrowly missing Snog as he landed limply and lay unmoving, smoke rising from his chest.
Ysras began bellowing a strange, powerful song of his own.
“No!” Lian and Saul screamed simultaneously, running within striking distance of the mage’s transformed body.
The massive earth monster dissolved beneath the gryphon, leaving the filth-coated but unharmed necromancer out of reach at the edge of the dirt mound.
Lyrial sang a fell song, notes which made Lian’s skin crawl, and a black-and-silver whirlwind formed about the gryphon, lifting it into the sky, tumbling and scrabbling for purchase.
The two swordsmen charged in, but found their blades halted by a barrier only inches from Lyrial’s body. The shortsword was still embedded in his back.
“I’ve had enough of you, blackrobe,” Saul pronounced, and began chanting his own song.
Lian continued to press his attack, hoping that if Lyrial had to maintain his blade barrier, he’d be less able to counter Saul’s spell.
The bear finished his bellowed song, and immediately, dark ominous clouds began to pour across the sky, flowing from every horizon to join in the center of the field, directly over the melee. Lian had seen druids – thankfully ones allied to his father – cast this kind of spell before, and when the cloud cover was complete, great thunderbolts would begin to rain down mercilessly on whomever the druid chose.
Lyrial continued chanting his own spell, clutching a black diamond in one hand and his wand in his other. Gem exhausted her final reserves to sing a countermagic to his spell, robbing of its completion as the mana slipped away from his grasp.
His cry of rage was cut short as Saul’s spell engulfed him in flames that made no smoke. The two warriors drew away from the burning sorcerer, and a crossbow bolt buried itself in his chest.
Snog said from where he was reloading, “Had to check, milord.”
The black clouds overhead, joining and swirling about the black robe’s head, spat a single tremendous lighting bolt, blinding and deafening Lian and the others. Gem alone was unaffected by the lightning, and she fed her senses into Lian’s mind. It was by virtue of her senses that he witnessed the body of the necromancer explode into thousands of pieces, driven to literal fragments by the mighty stroke. Where the pieces landed on the ground, they lay smouldering but unmoving.
Lyrial the necromancer was dead.
 



Chapter Thirteen
“The God of the Undead is the Dark Corruptor, He-Whose-Name-Must-Not-Be-Spoken. He has dominion over most forms of Undead, from ghouls to spectres and liches. One category of Undead, however, does not fall under the Corruptor’s sway. The children of Lilith, the vampires, are not the Unspoken One’s servants, and thus avoid many of the weaknesses that befall other Undead. This is offset, of course, by the existence of the vampires’ own weaknesses, if one is so fortunate as to know them.”
-- Introduction to “Vampires and their Mistress” by the Sage Alionur
Saul said to Lian, “You and your blade watch those pieces! Damned necromancer might get up again.” Orders issued, the ranger raced to check on the ogre. As he ran, he caught the eye of the lead werewolf, and tossed his head angrily toward the retreating infantry.
Two of the weres remained to complete the destruction of the ghouls, while the other five disengaged and tore off in pursuit of the goblins. Lian didn’t think their odds for escape were very good unless they split up into twos and threes.
Examining Teg by virtue of Gem’s senses, he could discern that the ogre was still breathing, but it was very shallow. He listened to the rattling sound of Teg’s charred lungs, and recognized with heavy heart that the end was imminent for the big creature. Such wounds were beyond the abilities of mere healing potions to cure.
Saul fell to his knees and gently cradled Teg’s great head. The ranger whispered intently to his friend, so softly that even Gem’s enhanced perceptions couldn’t overhear. The ogre struggled to reply, but was too weak.
Gem said aloud, “I can mindspeak to him if you wish it.”
Saul looked up, pain and fury searing his features, yet he hesitated.
Lian spoke, “We know you’re a vampire, Saul. And I can deduce what you’re asking him.”
The ranger’s eyes flashed in the night, but he replied, “I’d be obliged, Alan, if you’d ask your blade to do so.”
Teg, Gem sent to the ogre mentally. Can you hear me?
Hurting hurting hurting can’t breathe can’t breathe hurting Who? Teg’s thoughts were so disconnected that it had taken him a bit to recognize that he had been spoken to.
Saul asked you a question. Do you remember?
Teg nodded vigorously mentally, while his body barely moved except for its struggles to breathe. He wanted to know if I would be his Companion.
Lian, sharing the mindlink, asked, Do you understand what that means?
Teg said, Alan? I didn’t think I could talk to your mind like this. You’re not an animal.
Remember I told you my friends sometimes talk to my head? One of those friends is talking to you now, and letting me tag along.
Oh. He wants me to be a vampire, right? the ogre asked, without any apparent fear of the concept.
I think so, Gem said. Do you want that?
Snarl will be sad if I die, but I don’t want him to be afraid of me if I let Saul change me. Can you ask Saul if Snarl will still like me? Teg’s mind was fading, and Gem tried to impart strength to the ogre, but found herself unable to supply any. Lian added his efforts, and managed to hold on to Teg’s consciousness through his mentor’s powers.
Thank you, boy, the blade said privately. Are you sure you want me to relay his concern?
No, but Saul is and has been Teg’s friend. After tonight, he’s proven himself to me. No one forced him to aid us, and he could easily have stood aside.
Gem sighed to Lian mentally, then spoke aloud, “He wants to know if Snarl will be afraid of him if you complete the change.”
Saul smiled and looked down at Teg. “No, Teg. He’ll know who you are, but you won’t probably be able to talk to him in the way you used to. My kind speaks to animals, too, but it’s a little different.”
Tell him that it’s okay, then, Teg said, his mind quickly slipping away even with Lian’s efforts to hold on.
Lian said, strain evident in his voice, “He says to do it, but you’d better hurry. He’s fading fast.”
Snog had drawn back to watch the scene with interest. He continued to keep a wary eye on the remains of the necromancer, however.
Saul opened his mouth, and Lian saw his fangs extend. Blood-drinker indeed, Lian thought. He must have been one of the King’s Companions. It made sense, for more of the Companions had escaped than had been captured or killed.
The ranger bent to the ogre’s neck as tenderly as if to a lover, drinking of his blood. He continued to drink deeply until the ogre’s agonized breathing and erratic heartbeat stopped. With glittering red tears in his eyes, Saul opened his wrist nearly to the bone. Thick, dark blood welled up instantly. He pressed it to Teg’s lifeless lips, and Lian and Snog started when Teg’s friendly but lifeless features suddenly contorted in pure bloodlust.
The deafening sound produced by the beating of great wings signaled the return of the gryphon, who landed nearby and calmly began to smooth its feathers in a rather feline manner. “Who isss the vampire?” it asked aloud. Lian supposed that in Gilaeshar’s tenure in the Tower, it had seen far more unusual creatures than a mere vampire.
“A friend,” Lian replied, adding a private aside to Gem, I hope.
The ogre’s immense arms enfolded the ranger’s form, and he drank deeply and greedily of the proffered blood. On and on, the ranger’s blood continued to flow past Teg’s hungry lips.
A powerful vampire indeed, to have so much within him, Gem commented. Most of his kind would have been slain by so great a demand.
For nearly five minutes, Teg drank. Toward the end, great fangs grew, extending into the flesh of Saul’s arm. Saul watched impassively, observing as if he weren’t even involved.
Finally, at some crucial point, he placed his leg on Teg’s chest and pushed. Despite Teg’s monstrously strong hold and the fangs imbedded in Saul’s arm, the ranger shot backward out of the ogre’s grip. He tumbled over, and leapt to his feet instantly. He ran back toward the newly formed ogrish vampire, who was scrambling to his feet with a madness born of hunger in his eyes.
“Teg!” Saul shouted, while the hanging ribbons of flesh on his arm slid back into position. “Stop it!”
Time seemed to stop during the terrible moment when Lian wasn’t sure whether Teg would listen, and then finally the mad gleam faded from his eyes. “Did Teg hurt you?” he asked Saul with concern.
“No, beloved,” Saul replied, a surprising gentleness in his voice. “All was as it should be.” He approached the ogre and took his hand, saying, “We have much to talk about, Teg, and you have much to learn. Wait for me at the gate, all right?”
Teg nodded obediently and headed away from the battlefield, looking sadly toward Snarl for a moment. The grizzly had finished shredding ghouls, and was now bounding joyfully toward Ysras where the druid stood watchfully at the edge of the woods. One of Snarl’s ears flapped loosely where a ghoul had gotten a good hold on it, but otherwise he seemed unhurt. The druid bear began licking the wound, crooning a healing melody.
The ranger turned toward the human and the goblin. “He would have died without your intervention,” he said, “for I would not have changed him without his clear permission. It seems I owe you his life more than once, doesn’t it, Your Highness?”
Lian was startled, and realized that he was too late to suppress the motion. “You know who I am?”
The vampire smiled, a gesture that revealed only flat, human-seeming teeth. “You have your mother’s face, and a talking sword. You can only be Lian, the youngest. Am I mistaken?”
 



Chapter Fourteen
“The Lushran eclipse of Aliera is the most frequent eclipse we experience, but you should not therefore assume that such occurances possess less magical consequence than any other celestial event. A full Lushran eclipse of the Moon of Song can cause tremendous magical repercussions. I was witness to the last one, and I tell you that every scrap of magical power I possessed failed me, from the very beginning of occlusion to the very end. It was quite sobering, as you can well imagine.”
-- Lecture to the Dunshor Academy of Magic by Andred, High Lord Wizard
Lian asked Gem, How in hell am I supposed to remain incognito? Everyone and his dog seems to find out who I am.
Gem said, Don’t worry about it, son. He must have seen Adrienne during the sack of Greythorn, and we did reveal my nature to him after all. We’ll just have to hope he’ll keep our secrets for us.
Lian sighed and said, “You’re not mistaken, sir. I’m Prince Lian.”
Saul bowed to Lian from the waist, with no mockery evident in his body language. “Your Highness,” he said respectfully.
“I am sure that we both have many questions, but we need to tie up some loose ends here before we move onto them. I need to make sure the blackrobe doesn’t rise again, and then I need to begin Teg’s education before he gets himself into trouble.
“Then, I’ll need to see about that skull—” he began, but Lian interrupted him.
“The skull is my concern, Saul,” he said hastily, adding, “Forgive me, but it is.” Lian didn’t want to anger the vampire at a time when he would undoubtedly be at his hungriest. Powerful or not, he’d surrendered a great deal of himself to reanimate the ogre.
Saul raised his eyebrows and then nodded. “All right. I confess that I am relieved to hear you say that. A talisman of such power could have presented a problem for me, if it wasn’t amenable to imprisonment or destruction. It’ll be another thing we may discuss if you like. If it is a private matter, you have earned my trust, and I am willing to let it go at that.
“You appear to be well protected with Snog and the gryphon as company, not to mention your blade,” Saul said, collecting his weapons. “Please, make use of the bakery. It has the best roof in Greythorn City.
“Feel free, as well, to wander the city and the castle, but beware the floors in the keep. The invaders used fire spells, and many of the supports are nothing more than charcoal awaiting a misstep,” the vampire said as he approached the necromancer’s body.
The wolves had completed their slaughter of the ghouls, and were watching the weres finish the wounded goblins who had been felled by Teg’s rock. Saul waited for them to finish the grisly and merciless work, then gestured to the lycanthropes. When he did so, the wolves dispersed and the two remaining weres came to him. They stood guard over the ranger as he bent to study the remains.
“Nay a bad sort fer a vamp, if ye wan’ my opinion, milord,” commented Snog as he rejoined his employer.
“I’ve seen worse,” Lian agreed. He had seen worse, during a zombie-suppression that turned into something far nastier.
Snog retrieved his pipe from his pack and started to fill it. “Good thing your winged friend happened along, milord. I was gettin’ worried there for a bit.”
The gryphon clucked and said, “The archersss were easssy. The foot ssoldierss were too far back to help them, and too cowardly to try anyhow.”
“Gilaeshar, this is Snog,” Lian said, presenting the goblin scout. “He and I have an understanding, at least for a month’s time.”
The gryphon’s eyes narrowed as it nodded. “I will be ssure to keep that in mind in a month,” it said, kneeling deeply, then leaping for the sky. As before, powerful wing beats carried it skyward with no apparent effort.
Snog swallowed hard. He had noted the not-so-subtle threat, and the sheer power of the otherworldly creature was staggering.
“Don’t worry, Snog,” Lian said. “I doubt he’ll stay with us for long anyhow. We’re likely quits after his help in the battle.”
The goblin managed to regain his composure while lighting his pipe. “Mighty odd friends ye’ve collected, milord. Guess it don’t be so strange that ye’d hire me, after all.”
You’re only just skimming the surface, Lian thought as they continued toward the treeline. They had headed to the spot where the skull had fallen, and now they could see it, lying on its side on the ground.
“There it is,” Lian said, approaching it confidently.
Gem said worriedly, I hope you’re not planning to pick him up. I don’t have the strength to exorcise him, and if he puts me down, I can’t stop him. I could lose contact with you.
It’ll be fine, Gem, the prince assured her.
Snog voiced his own concern, “Uh, milord? It nay be a good idea to be touchin’ a necromancer’s toys, sir.” The goblin had retreated several steps and looked ready to bolt.
Lian bent down and picked up the skull, brushing dirt off of it gently. “It will be all right, Snog,” he said.
“Are you hurt, Lord Grey?” he asked the skull, righting it onto his left palm.
“No, thank you for asking, Alan,” he replied, rather impatiently.
Guess he was told to keep quiet after that last spell, Lian commented to Gem. Gem’s chuckle in return was along their private bond. Snog, however, looked none too happy about the skull. He swallowed hard, and shrugged.
“Certainly,” Lian said. “I’m sorry that I dropped you back in Whitefall.” There was real contrition evident in his voice.
“That I didn’t mind, boy,” Lord Grey said. “What I minded was the company you left me with. Lyrial was the worst sort of necromancer. But I’m glad to see that you escaped from the knight, and that you’re alive and unhurt.
“You’ll want to recover Lyrial’s saddlebags, though. Your equipment is in them, as well as some other things that may be useful. That fool should have known better than to ride Temvri’s steed when the bastard was fighting a duel,” he finished, derision dripping from his tone.
Lian turned to Snog and said, “See if you can scout out where the horse disintegrated. Be careful, because a few of A’kra Vilsha might be foolish enough to double back.”
The goblin extinguished his pipe and nodded. “Aye, sir, I’ll find it, but I’ll not be touchin’ anything of Lyrial’s. I’ve nay wish to ‘ave a curse slapped on me.” He seemed eager to leave the skull’s company.
“First, you’ll probably want that knife you threw back,” Lian said. “Lord Grey, did you see where it landed from your vantage?”
The skull said, “No, I didn’t. Whatever event you’re describing didn’t happen until after we reached the tree line. If Lyrial had been smarter, he’d have held Temvri back long enough to deploy the goblins and Undead, but he wasn’t much of a tactician.
“I wasn’t about to correct his mistakes,” the skull said coldly.
Lian said, “Thank you for that.”
“It was nothing. I didn’t want to face a decade or two of serving that bastard, in any event,” the skull said, his tone turning sinister. “Not that I’d have made a pleasant unwilling servant.”
Snog shivered a little, and moved off toward the forest. “We’ll find the knife later, or we won’t,” he said cheerfully. “I just hope that when the weres return they’ll know I’m with you.”
Once Snog was gone, Lian paced the area in the field where he thought the dagger had landed. “Keep an eye out, both of you, for the weapon. It’s Snog’s reward, and I’d like to make sure he gets it.”
Both of them indicated that they would watch for the magics of the enchanted blade.
“While we’re alone, Lord Grey, I’ve some things to discuss with you,” Lian said as he continued to look for the weapon.
“I thought you might, Alan,” the skull replied, using Lian’s assumed name.
“Did you tell Lyrial who I was?” Lian asked.
“No,” Lord Grey said. “However, he recognized both you and Gem. From some things Lyrial said, I believe that he’s been to Court at some point. He interrogated me about you, but didn’t have much luck in forcing me to talk. I allowed him to believe that he had dominated me, up to the point when I cast that spell into the infantry.”
Lian was relieved, though he had been too well trained by Elowyn to accept the necromancer’s word without some wariness. “What was he searching for in the mines?”
Lord Grey snorted. “He was looking for Tirian’s Ring. Tirian was a first-rank necromancer from the Theocracy’s heyday, and he crafted himself a very potent aid to the black arts, in the form of a ring. After Tirian’s death, according to legend, it made its way from bearer to bearer, until it was supposedly lost somewhere in this region.
“The sage Lyrial hired to research the matter was convinced that the necromant Alurna, the last known possessor of the ring, had gone in search of lashthirin and had run afoul of some monster up here. I suppose that when he found the goblins mining lashthirin, it seemed too close a coincidence to let pass.”
Lian said, “You don’t seem convinced he would have found it down there.”
He chuckled. “He wouldn’t have. You see, Tirian’s Ring is still in the Tower, gracing the dewclaw of one of the dragons imprisoned the same way Gilaeshar was. Skirveth, I think, is the wyrm’s name, and he’s the reason we are speaking of Tirian in the past tense.
“Necromancers shouldn’t mess with dragons, unless they’re already dead,” he said sardonically.
Gem interrupted, “I think it’s between us and that tree with the huge knob,” indicating the dagger.
Lord Grey said, “Gem’s right. Your magical senses are keener than mine, Lady.”
Or so we are meant to believe, Lian thought as he headed that way. “So when he captured you, he didn’t need the ring anymore?”
“No, he still wanted it,” said Lord Grey. “There is an element of the unknown about me that disturbs most folks.”
Me among them, Gem said privately.
I take everything he says with a grain of salt or ten, Lian said. Don’t doubt it, old friend. But his help’s damned useful, and I need it.
Lian stooped to pick up the dagger, wiping it off on his tunic. As he sheathed it, a thought occurred to him. With a glance to where Ysras was still licking Snarl’s wounds a hundred yards away, he said, “Lord Grey, can you take a good look at Gem? Magically speaking, I mean? She hasn’t been recovering her mana stores at any respectable rate.”
“Really?” he said. “I had assumed that she used an external source, like you perhaps. A sword spirit with her own mage talent is a pretty astounding accomplishment.
“Who made you, Lady Sword?” he asked, admiration evident in his voice.
Gem answered, “Lian’s mother.”
“She was a Great Artificer, then,” he said, and sang a short, sweet, and melodic song.
Divinatory, at a low power level, Gem observed. It’s probably something to let him see the magic better.
Keep an eye on what he does anyhow, Lian said, attempting unsuccessfully to hide his grief from Gem. I know that Gilaeshar told you he can’t cast spells directly against us, but you might not quite be covered. You saw what he did to the goblins.
You know I will, Gem said with conviction. There was no question of her distrust of the skull from in her mental tone. She felt Lian master his welling grief for his family’s demise.
The skull said, “I need to study her enchantments for several hours, Alan. My spell is background magic that a mage will sense, but your vampiric friend will most likely think that it’s something Gem threw on me, perhaps to keep watch on me.
“He won’t be able to discern that it’s my spell, since I chose a spell from the general body of knowledge.” Lord Grey was referring to “uncolored” magic, or hedge wizardry. Most mages were skilled at only a few of the melodies used for hedge magic, rather concentrating on the magics that were their specialties.
“It’s a bit more carefully woven than most petty magic,” Gem commented. “And I don’t recognize the specific spell.”
Lord Grey said, “That’s because it’s one I developed, a long time ago. It’s a very good spell for discovering what magics are affecting something, but it’s very, very slow. It also takes a great deal of my concentration, so you’ll forgive me if I don’t answer you for awhile.”
Researched a petty magic spell? Lian said to Gem. Isn’t that kind of unusual for someone with his kind of power?
Well, we’re assuming that he had this kind of power when he was alive, for one thing, Gem replied. And who knows how old he is? For all we know, he did it a thousand years ago, but still after he got bound by that curse.
You think it’s a curse? Lian asked, curious.
I do. Or a punishment, but if so the god in question didn’t “sign” it, she answered. Most divine curses had incorporated into them the symbol associated with the god that enacted it. This served as a warning for mortal mages not to attempt to unravel the curse, and also marked the wrongdoer as someone who had angered the god. Such signatures were only actually seen by mages and priests, although most of them flared visibly when a holy boundary associated with the religion was crossed.
Some gods did not mark the victims of their curse, which might mean that the deity wasn’t truly incensed at the victim. It could also mean that the deity wasn’t concerned about attempts to release the curse, whether because it couldn’t be broken or perhaps because it would strike out at the mage who dared.
“Contagious” curses were rare, but enough of them existed in legend to make any mage pause before trying to tackle a hex laced with divine power.
Snog reappeared at the edge of the forest and waved to Lian, then started to cross the field. Lian motioned him to wait, and moved toward him. The goblin began the process of lighting another of his pipes, while keeping watch on the forest around him.
When Lian reached his position, Snog said, “I found it, sir. The lads passed it, an’ by the prints gave the thing a wide berth. I don’t think it’ll be disturbed, ‘less one o’ the werewolves comes back.”
“Good work, Snog,” Lian said and held out the dagger and scabbard, which he’d removed from his belt. “This is yours now. It’s enchanted for speed and accuracy, and it’s keen enough to shave with.”
The goblin grinned widely, showing his teeth. He drew the weapon reverently and turned it over in his hands several times, testing the weight and balance. “Do he have a name?” he asked, meaning the blade.
Lian shook his head. “No, that isn’t the custom among my people, my blade excepted.” He patted Gem affectionately where she hung at his side.
Snog put the dagger carefully away in his belt and said, “I’ll give that some careful thinkin’, milord.” He turned and squinted one eye up at Lian. He sighed, “Such a gift, milord, ye must know how generous it be.” The goblin’s tone almost held awe that Lian had made good on his promise.
Lian said, “I do. I’d wager I could get over three hundred shills for such a blade, and you’re welcome to sell it if that’s your wish. You could retire right now with that kind of money.”
Snog wrapped his hands possessively around the dagger. “That’d be a poor way to repay yer gift, Lord. I’ll be keeping him, prayin’ I won’t have to throw him again,” he said protectively.
Still grinning like a madman, Snog led them through the forest to the remains of Temvri’s Undead horse. He was muttering to himself in Govlikel, but Lian couldn’t quite make it out.
He’s talking to the dagger, and asking it what name it likes, Gem said. I think you’ve made a friend out of our vicious little goblin.
He earned it. His throw probably saved Teg, and Saul wouldn’t have been able to bring the ogre back from a wraith’s kind of death, vampire powers or no. And if the wraith had decided to take Snog’s soul, none of us would have been able to stop it. It was a brave and selfless thing he did, throwing his only defense against the wraiths to try to save the ogre.

Lian added, Father believed in rewarding good service, and Elowyn believed in making men, and goblins I would guess, beholden to you in personal ways. He still may leave us later on, but his oath keeps him from betraying our secrets, and if he stays he’ll be useful indeed.
Gem hadn’t realized how much of Elowyn’s teachings the prince had retained. She wasn’t sure she approved the Machiavellian turn of his thoughts, but she had to admit that it would be likely to help keep him alive in the months and years to come.
The bones of the Undead knight’s horse lay tumbled in a heap, the bit still clenched between the teeth of the skull. Lyrial had apparently fallen sideways as the bones lost coherence, for the saddle lay on its side, driven a little into the ground. There were many goblin-sized footprints around the saddle.
Lord Grey said dryly, “His bodyguards were quick to help him to his feet. Even so, they seemed worried that he’d blast one or all of them because of the fall.”
The saddle was old and worn, but in surprisingly good shape. There were four saddlebags, all oversized. Two of them bulged with their squarish contents, which Lian surmised to be a collection of spellbooks. He asked, “He brought his spellbooks with him?”
The skull said, “Yes. He was very protective of them, as if they held a special significance beyond their use in casting spells. He didn’t trust even his bodyguards to carry the saddlebags, though they were very heavy indeed. He didn’t consult with them, so I had no opportunity to peruse any of the pages.
“Your pack and its contents are in the next saddlebag, and his personal valuables are in the last one. All of the bags are warded, but I know the pass phrases for the two which don’t contain his books. He did not appear to have placed wards to pass only a particular person, for he had one of the goblins place his gold eating utensils in the fourth bag when he was done.”
Lian said, “He trusted someone to handle his treasures?” He put the skull carefully down on a flat stone.
Snog spoke, “Oh, his treasure’s enspelled, but only ‘gainst thieves, sir. One o’ his servants did try to pilfer a coin once, and three days later we found ‘im in his sleeping chamber. He’d choked to death, and when we opened his throat to see what’d done it, a black snake fell out. It was dead, too, but the fangs were sunk into the inside of his windpipe.”
“Inventive,” Lord Grey said, “but wasteful. Such flashy spells are usually the mark of the less talented among blackrobes. The necromancers to watch are the ones who don’t rely on such showmanship.” The skull had not been impressed with his captor.
“Since we defeated him in battle,” asked Lian, “are we thieves?”
“Such spells do usually base their trigger on intent, Alan,” Lord Grey said. “It will be something simple, however. For example, the wards are probably set to look for someone who intends to keep or possess the contents of the bags, and who isn’t the necromancer himself.”
Lian sighed, “So how do we deal with the anti-theft wardings?”
The necromancer replied, “I’ll spin a protection about you so that the wards won’t be able to detect your intent. They are woven only on the saddlebags, so all we have to worry about is any traps he may have left behind for someone capable of doing just this.”
Lord Grey chanted what sounded like a spell. Gem said, There’s no spell, Lian. A betrayal?
I don’t think so. He knows you can see his magics, Lian said. He tightened his mouth, but the skull spoke before he could say anything.
“That should place you within a sphere of protection, Alan, such as we had discussed some time ago,” the skull said. His tone was calm and relaxed, as if discussing the proper proportion of meat to potatoes in rabbit stew.
He means the Key, Lian said to Gem.
Or he means you to believe that the Key will protect you, she replied, not hiding her distrust and dislike of the black mage. But I know what you’re about to say. We have to trust him or not at all.
“Thank you, Lord Grey,” said Lian, as he donned his gloves and bent to untie the leather straps which held the bags closed.
“He may also have been a poisoner,” the prince said in explanation for the gloves.
“Indeed,” said Lord Grey lightly, chuckling. After a brief pause, he added, “I was.”
The comment drew a sharp look from both Lian and Snog toward the small rock where Lord Grey rested. Lian shrugged and went back to his work, saying, “Poison’s a weapon just the same as a sword.”
Present company excepted again, old friend, he said to the sword. The sentiment had been one that Elowyn used, whenever the subject of venoms and toxins had arisen. Lian’s father had regarded poisoners to be without honor, but when he’d approached Adrienne about the subject, she had surprised him.
***
His mother smiled sadly and said, “If you intend to take a man’s life, Lian, it doesn’t matter to me whether you lay him low with a sword, or burn him with magic, or sprinkle some arsenic into his food. The fact is, he’s equally dead in any of these cases.”
Lian disagreed with her and said, “But at least he has a chance to defend himself if you don’t use poison—”
“Ah, my son,” she interrupted, still smiling ruefully. “Do you really think that a regular soldier would have a chance if I decided to burn him down?”
“Well, he could invest in some kind of charm to hold your magics at bay long enough to stop you . . . ” he said, his sentence left unfinished as a thought occurred to him.
“ . . . but then he could have bought something to warn him of poisoning,” Lian finished.
Adrienne nodded. “Yes. And if you were behind enemy lines, and a single guard were between you and escape, would you stop to challenge him to a duel? No, for he would warn his comrades and you would be killed.
“It would be a knife in the liver and a hand clamped over his mouth, wouldn’t it?” she asked.
Lian nodded. Elowyn had been teaching him how to eliminate sentries. Lian realized, only now, that his mother was likely aware of that. He found the realization somewhat disturbing.
“I wish Dunshor was a more peaceful land, Lian,” she said, crouching and taking her son’s shoulders in her hands. “I don’t approve of Elowyn’s instruction, for he is teaching you to kill your enemies, whether it is by your hand or the hands of those who serve you. I hate killing.”
Lian nodded somberly at the queen. “I know, mother. But if I don’t learn these things, someone will put a knife in my liver some day, won’t he?”
Adrienne said, “Yes, my son,” and rose to accompany her youngest child, then only nine, to his next lesson.
***
The necromancer’s saddlebag contained a variety of items that Lian supposed were of use to his type of black magic. Dried bones and desiccated animal carcasses were among the more pleasant findings, and Lian was glad he’d chosen to wear gloves and to treat the bags as carefully as he had. Two live black widow spiders tumbled to the ground along with the other things. Each of them was the size of Lian’s palm, and they skittered away from Lian quickly when they hit the ground.
Snog whispered an oath in his own tongue and nailed them both with accurately thrown rocks before they could reach cover. Lian inspected the empty saddlebag carefully to make sure that there were no other nasty creatures inside, then bent over the remainder.
With Lord Grey’s help, he sorted the items into three piles. The first they called junk, which included material components for Lyrial’s spells as well as personal items such as a spare set of gloves. Neither Lian nor Snog were willing to risk the wearing of any of the necromancer’s clothes.
The second pile they simply called the money pile. It included the valuables that Lyrial had accumulated which were not also magical in some way. This pile contained both coins and gems as well as the golden eating utensils that Snog had described. Upon examination, these turned out to be gold-plated lead, with the plating wearing thin in places. 
There were few copper coins, but over a hundred silver ones. There were four newly minted gold coins among the loot as well, the symbol of Dunshor’s royal house upon them. There were three matched red agates, more valuable sold as a set than they would be separately. Also among the treasure were three black pearls, a tiny sapphire of uncommon clarity, and a silver ring with a slightly clouded but very large emerald.
However, the value of all the rest of the loot combined paled in comparison to that of the two small ingots of lashthirin which Lyrial had hoarded. Each small lump weighed only a few ounces, but the pair of Truesilver pieces held a value of over a thousand pieces of gold. It was enough money to hire and equip an entire company of soldiers and have enough left over to pay their wages through their first year. In the silver-based economy to which Lian was accustomed, it was an incredible fortune.
The third pile contained items that Lord Grey and Gem identified as being magical. Lord Grey singled out a small copper ring set with what appeared to be a fine ruby, and identified it as a likely magical trap or curse.
“The ruby is a fake, but a very good one,” he said. “Furthermore, the magic of the ring is woven in upon itself, rendering it difficult to discern its purpose.” The skull recommended burying the ring.
The other magical gewgaws were a lizard’s egg which was as hard as stone, a rib bone which Lord Grey speculated came from an infant, a small vial of a black oily liquid, and a second vial of a glowing green watery liquid.
“I need to ponder these things carefully, Alan,” said the necromancer. “Place them in the sack with me, and I’ll try to get a good look at their magic. And before you ask, it would have to be quite a curse to affect me. My bindings are sometimes a blessing.”
The other saddlebag contained Lian’s battered pack in its entirety, including the two fine teardrop-shaped pearls woven into the lining, and even his shortsword. Of the crossbow and bolts, there was no sign. Lian guessed that Lyrial was planning to examine his things carefully after he had captured the prince.
Weariness was beginning to overtake Lian, and he thought perhaps Lord Grey’s potion was wearing off. As if the necromancer was reading his mind, he said, “You look worn out, Alan. That curative you drank would have exhausted its usefulness, I should think. Let us find shelter and you need to eat a good meal and get some sleep. All of the remaining Companions combined won’t be able to gain entry to this ‘bakery’ once I’m done with it, so you may rest easy.”
Lian nodded, gathering the loot while Snog carefully buried the ring. They left the necromancer’s “junk” behind, and made their way to the bakery. Snog said that he felt fine, so he’d go round up something small and tasty. Lian, tired and sore from his exertions, expressed his gratitude to the little goblin, and settled down to rest. He remembered Snog’s departure, but dozed during the goblin’s absence. Gem’s warning that someone was approaching woke him, but he relaxed when Snog announced himself.
Snog returned carrying a small pig, which he had found rooting around the edge of the forest. He had already dressed it (and eaten its heart and liver, he confessed) and now he used one of his older knives to quarter it and place it upon the sheet the vampire had used to cook the rabbits.
Lian dozed again while the pig was roasting, and later awoke to a well-prepared meal. “I used some o’ yer spices, milord,” Snog said, adding, “with yer Lady Sword’s leave, o’course.” Lord Grey’s appellation for Gem seemed to be sticking.
Lian ate ravenously, and fell back into a deep slumber, haunted by nightmares of the Tower and of the fate of his family. Despite the night terrors, he slept soundly through the remainder of the night and most of the day. The sun was fairly low in the west when he finally sat up and stretched. Snog opened one eye from his doze, then closed it again, without even interrupting his snoring.
Lian had a headache, which he attributed to sleeping for too long, but otherwise he felt fine. He had worried that the numbness in his left shoulder might return, but there was no sign of it. He slipped outside to relieve himself, after checking to make sure that he was still alone.
He saw a hawk lazily circling over the city, well out of the range of his goblin-made crossbow. No matter. There was still pig meat to spare, kept hot in the oven. It would be dry but unspoiled. Lian’s own crossbow hadn’t been among the things they’d found in Lyrial’s saddlebags, and he lamented its loss. It had a slightly weaker draw, but it fired lighter, longer quarrels with a much greater range.
He went back inside, judging that there was perhaps twenty minutes until sunset. Snog roused more fully this time, and said, “I’ll be joinin’ ye in a fast minute, milord.” The goblin got up and stretched, popping joints all over his body. He went outside, returning in time to see Lian slicing up some of the pig.
“Wish we had time to preserve this,” Lian said, “but I’ve still got trail rations in my pack. I hope that the blackrobe didn’t poison them.”
“Unlikely,” Lord Grey said, keeping vigil from atop the ovens. “He would never have expected you to defeat him, Alan.”
Lian nodded. “I concur, which is why I’m not tossing my recovered equipment into the junk pile. What should we do with his spellbooks?”
“If you don’t mind the weight, Alan, I would like the chance to peruse them. One never knows what secrets a fellow practitioner might have gleaned from the universe.”
Lian nodded assent, retrieving his gear and tying the short sword’s belt around his waist.
The goblin and the prince had a meal of pork, still tasty despite the fact that it was somewhat dry. They ate their fill, and Lian tossed the remains out the window, leaving meat and bones alike for the scavengers.
Lian gathered his equipment, and placed Lord Grey back into his sack. “I’ll find something better to carry you in, sir,” he promised.
“This is better than a silver, or even a gilded cage, I assure you,” the necromancer with a touch of sardonicism.
Lord Grey continued, “Our guests are approaching. Go outside to meet them, and I’ll leave the wards on this structure intact, just in case.”
Lian nodded, and motioned Snog to follow him outside. Dusk had deepened into true night, with only the dark Dalzana in the sky as yet. Neither of them needed light to see by, however, and they easily spotted Saul and Teg approaching along a city street. Saul waved in greeting, and Teg shouted hello.
As they came closer, Lian noticed Teg becoming uncomfortable, shying away from the side of the street where the bakery was located. Saul gave the building a single look and then seemed to ignore it.
The wardings are making themselves felt, Lian said to Gem.
You know I don’t like the skull, son, she replied. I have to admit, though, that I’m glad he put the warding up. We’re in the vampire’s territory, and a refuge of any kind might become a necessity.
Lian agreed, but advanced to greet the two vampires.
“How are you, Teg?” he asked, extending his hand to the ogre.
Teg grasped his hand gently, long accustomed to treating the smaller folk gingerly, and said, “I be fine. Things is be changed, but Saul be teachin’ me. Snarl like me, but I no talk to him no more.”
Saul took the ogre’s other hand reassuringly and said, “Vampires are never psionic, as far as I’ve been able to determine. But there are compensations.
“We have much to discuss, Highness.”
Lian said, “We do, indeed. Again, sir, I thank you for your assistance against Lyrial and his servants. Your wolves, at least, suffered a heavy toll during the battle.”
“They did, indeed. But there will be more wolves,” the vampire replied. “I had my reasons for helping you, and if you are rested enough to hear my tale, I’ll explain a couple of them.” With a hard glance at the bakery and its wards, he motioned them to a grouping of stone benches which had remained intact under the fallen eaves of another building.
Teg sat on the ground with his legs crossed, leaning on a crumbling wall. His expression was one Lian associated with children and storytellers. The vampire, the prince, and the goblin sat down on the benches, Saul dragging his around to face Teg and the others. Snog had a pipe ready to light, and did so, but Lian noticed that his hand hovered near the enchanted dagger at all times.
“First, Lian Evanson, you must tell me how you have come to be so far from home.”
Lian steeled himself, and began to speak of the events of the previous days. Saul stopped him when he described the assassin in his room.
“The queen, and the king?” he demanded, his eyes tinted suddenly red in the night. “What of the rest of your family?”
“All slain,” Lian replied sorrowfully, as his hand unconsciously moved to Gem’s hilt. “It has been revealed to me that I am the last of Evan’s line.”
Saul rose and stalked away a few yards. “You are sure of it?” His voice was cold and emotionless, and his body belied nothing of the sudden upset he’d revealed.
“I did not see their bodies, Saul,” Lian said, rising in readiness, for he was not sure how to interpret Saul’s reaction. “But I am certain of it, yes.”
The vampire ignored Lian and Snog, who partly drew his dagger. Teg scrambled to his feet in confusion. Lian could see the tension in the ranger’s frame, and knew that Saul was on the verge of violence. But when he turned back to them, his eyes were the clear brown they’d been when they first met, and all trace of the terrible rage had disappeared.
“My apologies, Lian,” Saul said. “I did not mean to alarm you. I knew your parents, you see, and their death was unexpected.”
He sighed and said, “I need to tell you the whole of it, not because it is something you must know, but because it is something I must tell. Will you listen to my tale? It involves your parents and the days of the rebellion.”
Lian released Gem’s hilt and sat back down, motioning Snog to relax. “I would be honored, Saul, though I must be on my way soon. The battle here will attract those who follow me, sooner or later.”
Saul nodded. “Yes. It is best you move on soon in any event.” He didn’t explain his meaning, rather sat back down to begin his tale.
“First of all, my name was not originally Saul,” the vampire began. “My birth name is Kolos Agathi, and I am King of Greythorn.”
 



Chapter Fifteen
“The God of Death has many faces, for death comes to mortals in many forms. Some cults of the Deathlord are an integral part of society, such as the Southron Empire’s Sword Cult. Others are vile and evil, bringing destruction to all those near them. The Fangs of the Serpent, known throughout the western kingdoms and, recently, in the Empire of the East, are an example of the latter.”
-- “Life and Death” a secular text on the gods, author unknown 
 but believed to be the same sage who wrote “Day and Night”
 “I can see that this is at odds with the history you have been taught, no?” the ranger asked.
Lian could only nod in amazement.
“Saul” nodded his head before continuing, “I first met your father at Mola. He came ashore with a small party, and we met in secret. His spies had informed him, accurately, that I was dissatisfied with the treatment of my lands and my people by the Theocracy, and he hoped that Greythorn would throw its lot in with the rebellion.
“Indeed, I had chafed for decades at the Theocracy’s yoke. Their taxation increased annually, and they had begun to demand even more than coin and goods. Long tradition here in my kingdom condemned criminals to a particular fate. Condemned criminals become a meal for the vampires of Greythorn. It was an effective deterrent, I always felt,” the vampire said.
“The Theocracy demanded that half of the condemned criminals be transferred to them, as part of the kingdom’s tithe to the government. I held that off for many years by increasing the tribute we paid, but their ambassador was becoming more and more insistent. I didn’t wish to turn even a condemned man over to the summoners and necromancers of the Theocracy.
“I always considered the fate of the condemned here to be relatively merciful, and without any taint upon the spirit of the victim,” he said by way of explanation, “though it was quite terrifying to most of them.”
He clenched his jaw muscles slightly. “It was obvious, based on what my spies reported from the lands closer to Dunshor, that this ‘tax’ of men was going to be broadened gradually. Dunshor’s interior was by that time nearly drained of human resources, according to my spies, and I didn’t wish that fate to befall my kingdom.”
He looked up at Lian’s face. “When Evan Kolvanson arrived with his plans to overthrow the mages, I welcomed his intentions with open arms. It was risky, yes, to ally with the rebellion, but I preferred a desperate war over the slow draining of my people.”
The vampire settled back, leaning on Teg’s knee. “I agreed to allow the rebellion to use Greythorn as a staging area for the war. Evan would land his troops at Mola and make his way through the pass, supported by my own troops. The mages of Dunshor assumed that Evan’s fleet would be forced to make an opposed landing, either at Fendar Port where the Theocracy’s troops would have ample time to counterstrike, or north of the Villas Swamp where they’d have to subdue the local barbarian tribes.
“Since the barbarian chiefs were generally loyal to the great mages, the Theocracy was certain that the landing would be at Fendar. After all, only a madman would try to invade a land ruled by vampires,” he said, smiling.
“All went well at first. I dispatched two of the Companions to assist Evan’s landing and to escort him through the forest. Shaidrak, the best mage of my brood, created a temporary stone bridge over the Villas River, so the army wouldn’t have to waste a day fording it. And when the vanguard of the army arrived at Greythorn City, I provided them with the field southwest of the city to encamp.” Saul/Kolos gestured in the direction of the battlefield where the bastion birds and crows still feasted.
“The first evening the van was here at the city, I invited the officers to a dinner at the castle, and that was my downfall,” he said, eyes downcast, “for it was that night that I met Adrienne dú Norit.”
Lian blinked and said, “My mother?”
The vampire nodded, without meeting Lian’s gaze. “Yes, the very same, Highness. As soon as I saw her, I knew that I had to have her, to recruit her into my brood as the eleventh Companion.
“I am many centuries old, Lian,” he said dryly, “but some passions even death doesn’t cool. Over the course of the evening, I watched her. She was a delight to my senses, and her manner and intelligence were as attractive to me as her appearance.
“That night, my desire slowly turned to obsession, and I forgot the pact I had forged with your father. I didn’t care about the consequences; I wanted Adrienne.”
The vampire king sighed deeply. “When a vampire bestows the Dark Gift, it can be given in one of two ways. He can force the change upon the victim, which almost always destroys their sanity. The vampire so created is a creature of lust and hunger, and must be kept in check or it will run wild, rampaging around the countryside glutting on the peasants. In some cases, the Gift doesn’t take well, and the vampire fledgling will rapidly decline and eventually die.
“The second way is to offer the Gift to a willing recipient, as I did with Teg. This creates an intense bond between the older vampire and his offspring, and what they were remains intact. There is still the vampiric bloodlust to contend with, and some never do master it. But for the most part, the vampirism enhances the person’s nature rather than steals their humanity.”
“Which way did you intend to take my mother?” Lian asked, his throat dry. Snog handed him a flask of water. It tasted faintly of mushrooms.
Kolos sighed again. “I wanted her to accept me freely, Lian. I was convinced that given enough time she would return the love I felt and willingly take the Gift. But I knew that Evan’s forces were departing soon, and that my time to initiate her into the fold was short.
“I drew the closest of my Companions to me and outlined the plan I had devised. I had already killed the Dunshor ambassador and as many of the Theocracy’s spies as I could find, but Shaidrak and I used sorcery to locate one last spy. That he happened to be a part-time assassin fit into my plan perfectly.
“A second Companion was recruited to help me. Sileth, a woman who had been a thief when she was alive procured for me a single unbroken strand of your mother’s hair. With this and the knowledge I have acquired over the long centuries, I constructed a duplicate of your mother’s body. Now, this creation had no mind or soul, but it had a life of sorts, and was a perfect image of Adrienne,” Kolos continued, shaking his head ruefully.
Lian was astonished by the vampire’s tale, for it was wholly unlike anything that his parents had told him.
Kolos continued, “We had studied the wards around your parents, and we knew what would be required to breach them. Revé, the third Companion I drew into my little plot, was a summoner, and he called up a fiend for me, one which he had used before to deadly effect. Revé gave it very careful instructions and armed it with the knowledge of the wards and several enchanted weapons and defenses from my treasury.
“The night before the van was to depart, the fiend teleported through Adrienne’s wards and attacked. Working quickly, it struck the general, your father, unconscious. An alarm had been raised, and Adrienne was weaving a spell to destroy it. Before she could release the bolt, however, Shaidrak and I teleported into the tent, behind her. I sank my fangs into her neck while holding a cloth soaked in an extract of Black Lotus over her face. The sudden pain and pleasure of my bite, combined with the power of the Lotus, robbed her of consciousness. I ripped her nightshift from her and handed it to Shaidrak. She hadn’t been wearing any jewelry, fortunately.
“Shaidrak was carrying the duplicate, which he tossed with the clothing to the demon, who began shredding and ripping the empty husk of a body to shreds. After a short spell from me to remove our footprints, Shaidrak returned us to the keep,” Kolos said, crossing his arms as he leaned more heavily on Teg.
The ogrish vampire was gazing at his sire with a great deal of sadness, and he had shed several bright red blood-tears during the telling. “You do bad stuff, Saul?” he asked.
Saul/Kolos looked up at the ogre and smiled sadly. “Yes, I did, Teg. It was very bad, even though no one was actually killed. The duplicate wasn’t really a person, and we were careful to keep the demon from dealing a lethal blow to any of the rebels. From reports we received the next day, the demon had mauled several soldiers, but had been driven off before it managed to kill anyone else, as it had been instructed.
“The mages of the army had traced its flight back to the spy, but when they got there, they found pieces of him scattered about his house. The demon, to all appearances’ sake, had been poorly bound and had returned to its summoner to take vengeance upon him,” he said sardonically. He rose and began to pace back and forth along the street. Lian and Snog both shifted position to allow them to rise quickly, but the king took no notice.
“While the priests attached to the army vainly tried to save the duplicate’s life, Shaidrak and I situated the real Adrienne in comfortable quarters. We removed all of her warding spells, and while she slept I gave her some Tincture of Amaranth laced with akrylthra-root. The combination robs the drinker of the ability to manipulate mana. Long-term exposure can damage one’s mage talent, but a few doses are safe enough.”
Lian interrupted. “I presume that when you referred to ‘comfortable quarters,’ you actually meant, ‘comfortable prison?’”
Kolos stopped his pacing and pursed his lips. “Yes, Highness. The room was one I had used for half a century to restrain a Companion who had gone mad. She eventually found a way to kill herself, but we’d kept her as comfortable as possible in there while she lived. I wasn’t concerned with Adrienne’s escape without her magical talents.
“In the morning, Evan and his advisors, escorted by my own guard captain, came to disturb me. My castellan, observing the gravity of their expressions, had informed them that yes, it was possible to disturb His Majesty before sundown. Evan hadn’t seemed surprised at this news.
“Sileth and Shaidrak were roused as well, and we met in my thronehall. I had already been informed of the night’s events by my people, and I told Evan that I hadn’t gone to sleep when I’d learned of it. I told him that I was using my resources to try to find any remaining Theocracy spies, but since we’d missed this one they were likely well underground.
“Evan was keeping his grief tightly reined, but when I mentioned the name of the Theocracy, his eyes gleamed with such ferocity that it impressed even me. He informed me that Adrienne’s body had been cremated, as per the custom of her family, and that after an additional day they would be moving on. Coldly, he told me that Adrienne had been well loved by the army, and that her death would probably fuel quite a bit of extra motivation for his men.
“Guilt panged at me, but I shoved it aside. It was evident how much I had hurt him, but I thought in vampire terms, not human ones. Their love would last only for a few decades, and then would be extinguished. With me, she would have a love that would last for centuries, and perhaps even millennia.
“I compounded my deception by reaffirming my intention to support his bid to overthrow the Theocracy, and by promising that he’d have Shaidrak’s magical support until he got too far from Greythorn. It was common belief then, as now, that my Companions and I are unable to stray too far from our homeland. I had no reason to believe that he would know otherwise.
“He accepted my offers of further aid politely, then left my thronehall. I believed that I had executed my deception without a hitch, and went to ground to rest until nightfall. Though I was fully capable of moving about during the day, it was exhausting.
“I hadn’t counted on two things, though, and they were my undoing.
“The first was that Adrienne was not simply a mage, but an artificer as well. I had designed the room to contain no wood, because of its original occupant. The bed, chest of drawers, and the chairs were made of braided copper and bronze. Very pretty and very heavy, but also very useful to a determined woman who wasn’t sure exactly how long it would be until night. There was also a polished silver mirror, hammered so thin it was almost silver leaf.
“She used everything she could work loose to build an apparatus which she could raise up the ventilation shaft. She could see that it led to sunlight, since it was day outside, and she was trying to get a piece of the mirror up to the top of the shaft as a makeshift signal. Or perhaps she had merely wanted an opportunity to look around with the mirror. I don’t know.
“At the same time, the priests who cleaned up the manikin’s remains had noticed something that I simply hadn’t considered. It had taken them a while to figure out what was missing, but figure it out they did, during that long day when I slept oblivious of the dangers that were brewing,” Kolos stopped pacing and sat down in the middle of the street, appearing suddenly weary.
“I have killed many, many men and women over my long life, and there’s one thing in common among most of those deaths. After the life has fled from a person, especially if they were experiencing fear or terror at the time of death, the bladder and sphincter relax and the body urinates and defecates. I knew this, as did Shaidrak, but we’d long ago learned to ignore it as a mildly unpleasant side effect of our meals. This complacency was a mistake.
“The homunculus was devoid of wastes, for it had never eaten nor had it drunk. It had been created merely a day before, and despite the fact that its intestines had been tossed about the room, there were no feces to go with it. The sheer horror of the death must have kept them from noticing the anomaly sooner, or I’m sure Evan would have brought armed men to that first meeting.”
The vampire continued his tale. “By mid-afternoon, Evan had deduced that his lover was probably still alive, and the most likely culprit for the kidnapping was obvious. He’d observed, but dismissed, the looks I sent Adrienne during our meetings, but considered in context it must have made sense.
“One of his guardsmen had noticed an unexplained flashing light beside one of the castle towers, and Evan had determined somehow that this was the location of Adrienne’s prison. Perhaps he had arranged for some kind of communication with her. He knew if his suspicion was correct that once night fell she was again in danger. My castle was fortified with a variety of permanent wards against teleportation and other magical means of entry, but the majority of my garrison was about the city since our relationship with the rebels was supposedly as allies.
“Evan decided that he must attack, and bring the fight to bear before the sun set and he lost his advantage. He likely surmised that almost all of the mages available to my army were Companions, and that most of them were far afield. He assembled his forces, as if to begin the march to the pass, and led them past the castle walls, from east to west. Splitting one of his infantry companies, he ordered them to take control of Greythorn City. Resistance was weak, and his men rounded up and subdued my soldiers without much of a fight.
“Simultaneously, he launched an assault directly upon the castle gates. They were traditionally kept closed during the daylight hours, when the Companions and I needed the most protection, but they weren’t tightly barred, simply for convenience’s sake. The rebel mages shattered the gates in a single strike, and calvary streamed through unhindered, securing the gatehouse and the outer wall. My men managed to close the main door to the keep, but the rebels controlled the walls and courtyard within minutes.
“By this time, the resident Companions and I were quite awake, for nothing rouses a vampire faster than a threat to its resting place. I realized at once that my deception had failed, yet I was still so enamored of Adrienne that even this certainty didn’t make me willing to give her up. I knew, as did the Theocracy, that if Evan fell the army would be without direction and thus easier to destroy. It was his military genius that had led to so many victories.
“I assigned Sileth to guard Adrienne and to prevent rebel soldiers from reaching her. She took a cadre of my best troops with her, and while they held the corridor, she took to the shadows.
“Revé, Shaidrak, and I assumed the task of repelling the invading troops, but we quickly became embroiled in a magical duel with the rebel mages. Evan’s use of hedge wizards for communication was not the only battle tactic he’d developed, and they were very effective in ways that kept the three of us distracted and unable to inflict real damage. They employed diversions such as small swarms of birds and sudden sunbeams, focused by magical ‘lenses,’ and other such things which a traditional battle mage wouldn’t have stooped to use. However, we didn’t really know how to deal with them.
“While the hedge wizards’ small spells kept us occupied, his battle mages pitched lightning at the doors and broke into the main hall. Too late, we realized that we’d been duped by the lesser mages, and rushed to the great hall. The spells which burned back and forth between us made our recent duel with that necromancer seem like a traveling illusionist’s show. Soldiers on both sides were caught in the detonation of deflected spells, and the castle itself caught fire.
“Revé fell early, destroyed by two mages singing their spells in a deadly duet. His deathstrike shattered the outer wall, and claimed the lives of those two wizards as well as about thirty troops. Revé was one of my youngest, yet he’d been practicing magic for centuries.
“Revé’s death enraged me, and I left Shaidrak to weave defenses while I leapt into direct combat with the soldiers. I was looking for Evan, while simultaneously summoning the wolves and the weres of the forest to my aid. They had already begun streaming into the city from the woods, for I keep them nearby at all times, but without direction from me, the wolves, at least, were little danger to well armed, well disciplined troops.
“The weres drew the hedge wizards and priests away from the fighting in the castle, however, for they had charms effective against the lycanthropes. Each unit of the rebel vanguard, it turned out, was equipped with some weapon of silver, be it a dagger or a few crossbow bolts. Weres are a ferocious adversary, but they are accustomed to being immune to harm. The army held up well against them.
“I couldn’t locate Evan, but Sileth did. The rebel leader had left the battle to his officers and broken into the postern gate with a small elite force. While the guards that Sileth had assigned to hold the hallway fought with Evan’s troops, Sileth got her hands on him somehow. Dragging him bodily through the secret passages of the castle, she managed to climb up to the watchtower with him.
“I remember her shriek even now, and it certainly captured the attention of all down below. ‘Enough!’ she cried, ‘This ends now or your leader dies!’ ” Kolos said, his voice eerily mimicking the tone of the vampire woman.
“She had knocked Evan unconscious during the trip up to the tower, so he wouldn’t be tempted to say something heroic and stupid. A lash of magical energy began its journey toward her, but she grasped his head in a way that left no doubt that the general would be dead long before she was.
“‘Kolos!’ she shouted, ‘The time has come to end this! Let her go!’
“At the time, I viewed this as a betrayal, but in retrospect, I realize she was trying to save my life. Shaidrak had fallen, and the rebel mages were gathering their powers to deal with me. I was soaked in the blood of the rebel soldiers, and they surrounded me armed with spears, pikes, and broken-off ax handles. For the first time, I actually looked around with a clear mind, and saw the burning castle, the flames licking their way up the tower to Sileth’s position. Despite our natural fear of fire, she stood unflinching, prepared to kill Evan if necessary.
“I saw my troops lying dead and dying, and heard for the first time the screams of the townspeople and the animals I had summoned.
“And for the first time in centuries, remorse overtook me. I shouted my surrender, and dropped to my knees. A rebel soldier moved to rush in and drive a stake through my heart, and at that very moment, I would have allowed them to do so. But Sileth shrieked again, ‘No! If he dies, Evan dies with him!’ 
“To the surprise of all the contenders in the battlefield, Adrienne took her own post upon a battlement, fortunately far from the fire. I guess that Evan’s men had freed her, or she’d found some way to defeat the lock after all. ‘Let this battle be over!’ she shouted, making herself heard somehow over the flames and screams. ‘In Evan’s name, I accept this surrender! Take the king prisoner, and bind him magically, but allow him to come to no harm.’
“Looking up to where Sileth still held Evan hostage, she yelled, ‘You have my word that Kolos will not be harmed, so long as Evan is returned to us unhurt. But you also have my word that you will wish I’d merely killed your sire if Evan dies.’
“Sileth bowed and appeared to notice her precarious perch for the first time. The flames were climbing the very tower that she’d chosen, and it was a matter of little time before the supports would fall, undermined by the fire. Gripping the rebel leader tightly, she leapt from the tower to rooftop to rooftop, bringing herself and her prisoner to the ground safely. She was always the strongest of us, physically, despite her fifteen-year-old body,” Kolos said. He paused for some time, but Lian knew that he wasn’t yet finished.
Looking around at the city and the ruined castle, visible from his position in the street, Kolos said, “Adrienne held Evan to her promise not to harm me, despite his terrible rage at my actions. Revé and Shaidrak were lost to me, as well as my Companions Direlle and Elaine, who dwelt among the weres and had fallen along with many of them. I was prepared to die at Evan’s hand despite Adrienne’s promise to Sileth. I made Sileth promise that if I did die, she’d simply leave them alone. I think that she understood my feelings, but I can’t tell you if would have kept that promise or not.
“Evan, however, insisted that I be prevented from interfering with his plans further. The men and mages he’d lost that day would be sorely missed in the months to come, and he wanted to ensure the security of his landing zone. He ordered his wizards to construct a geas for me, and bound me to it with the power of all the magicians, great and small, which were a part of his force.
“This geas kept me asleep for over a year so that he wouldn’t have to worry about my interference. It also confined me within the borders of Greythorn forever, binding me in truth as legend had always claimed. My people, terrified by the battle and by the fact that I would so badly betray my office, fled from Greythorn City. Much of my army enlisted in the rebel force, and that which remained found employment as local constabulary. Some of them turned to banditry, but the six remaining Companions, and I when I awoke after my year, have made sure that the brigands paid for their disservice.
“I keep the Companions abroad most of the time now, and they bring me news of the outside world. I sent one to your family’s court several times, to report to me that your family has been doing well. I find that I still care for your mother, Lian, and I am truly grieved at her death. I pray that you will forgive me for that which befell them at my hands, so long ago,” Kolos said, sinking back to his original seat.
 



Chapter Sixteen
“Beware the oaths of kings.”
-- Argesh gypsy proverb
Lian and Snog both rose. “And so you have lived since, Your Majesty?” Lian asked, stretching some life back into his limbs. The vampire king’s tale had been chilling and unexpected, and Lian struggled with a new fear of the man who’d aided them as well as the wash of other emotions the tale evoked.
Kolos nodded. “Yes. The folk of the kingdom know that I still live, but they treat it as a secret, hoarded as carefully as their buried coins. They see me as a protector against the monsters that dwell in the forest, as well as those foolish enough to encroach on my lands.
“So you can see, young Prince Lian, why I readily joined you in battle against the necromancer,” he said with a slight smile. “Both the dark mage’s incursion and your lineage drove me.”
“You knew who I was that early on?” Lian asked, somewhat dismayed.
“I would recognize Adrienne’s blood kin anywhere I could scent them, son,” Kolos said, “for I have tasted her blood. I understand that she enjoyed a very happy life with your father, and that under their benevolent rule Dunshor prospered. Part of me was glad to hear of her successes, but I confess that a small part of me has remained tremendously jealous.
“Perhaps for my people and myself, it is best that she is gone,” he said. “It has removed from me the temptation to break the bindings and to try to claim her once again.” A single tear welled in his eye, and left a crimson trail down his face. There was no trace of the vampire’s sorrow in his voice, however.
Lian said, “My mother was an exceptional woman, Your Majesty. I can understand the attraction you felt, though not the actions you took. It must have been a bone of contention between my parents, letting you live. They never mentioned it to me, nor to my knowledge has anyone else ever mentioned it.” He felt that his words were stiff, but he couldn’t dredge up much emotion of any kind at the moment. The shock of the vampire king’s tale, coupled with other recent events, was still too great.
Kolos wiped away his blood-tear and said, “Those who fought that day certainly knew, but I guess they wished to allow Evan an opportunity to keep his honor intact. But that is no longer important, young prince.
“We need to get you far away from this land and to what safety you may be able to find,” he said, producing a battered silver coin with the spined tree symbol of Greythorn. The minting on the back had worn away, and a rune had been carved into the silver. The rune appeared to be a thick thorn or perhaps an obelisk. Lian decided that it looked more like a stake than anything else.
Kolos said, “This token is a symbol of my favor to any of my agents. I want you to show this to the bartender at the Lonely Gull Tavern in Mola. The staff there are in my service and will aid you as best they can. Mola is not the busiest of seaports, but you should be able to find a ship that will take you away from here.”
Lian took his farewells from Teg, wishing the new vampire well. The transformation did not seem to rob the ogre of his kind and gentle nature, despite the fact that Lian had seen his bestial side when he was awakened into the state. The ogrish vampire hugged Lian gently and then at Kolos’ behest headed back toward the ruined castle.
Kolos accompanied them to the edge of the city, walking silently beside the human and the goblin. “I cannot undo that which I have done,” he said heavily. “Not to your parents, mind, but to my people. They trusted in me and I threw that trust to the four winds. They are relieved to have me and mine patrolling the forest, but they will never again bow to my rule.
“Even the gypsy clan which served me for countless ages no longer refers to me as their lord. They still live here and aid me from time to time, but it is something more like an alliance than an allegiance,” he said.
Lian had heard of the implacably loyal gypsies of Greythorn, who had served Kolos for centuries. It surprised him that they had broken with their lord, but not overly much. Gypsy honor was a complicated matter, and part of their unswerving loyalty to the king must have been based on his own loyalty to them. By allowing his baser desires to take control of his actions, he had shown that he was, in the end, unfit to be their ruler.
Kolos’ dereliction of his word and his duty horrified Lian, and he was glad to be moving on. Kolos had proved himself untrustworthy long ago, and Lian didn’t know enough of him to judge him redeemed.
They neared the edge of the forest, and Lian heard the jingling of harness. “One last bit of aid to you, Highness,” Kolos said, holding his hand out toward a pair of mounts tethered to a tree.
The larger of the two steeds was a beautiful bay gelding with black mane and tail. It had good lines and was saddled with a quality war saddle, heavily reinforced to protect the rider and designed to help keep him mounted. Beside the gelding stood a fine Venturi pony, pitch black. It was an older horse than its companion, and stood calmly and quietly while the bay stamped its feet and shifted its weight restlessly.
Snog eyed the pony doubtfully. Kolos said, “I didn’t think you’d be an accomplished horse rider, goblin.”
The goblin spat on the ground and said, “Didn’t have much luck breedin’ horses belowground, did me clan, sir.” He was trying to hide his nervousness.
Kolos chuckled. “Then Nightmare there is the perfect steed for you, scout. She’s the calmest, steadiest horse I’ve ever seen, and I’ve been judging horseflesh for many centuries. The bay is quite spirited, but I presume you’re an excellent horseman, Highness. His name is Beliu, by the way.”
“Nightmare, eh?” Lian said, chuckling himself. “A jest on her color, no doubt. My sincere thanks for all your aid, Your Majesty.” Lian didn’t allow his gratitude to color his distrust of the vampire, but he did mean his words.
“It is a small thing compared to the weight of my sins, Highness. But you are welcome in any event,” Kolos said, offering his hand to the prince.
Lian accepted the hand, shaking it firmly. “I hope that one day you find peace, sir. Gods smile on you and your land.” The vampire raised his hand in reply, before turning away to return to the ruins. He didn’t look back toward the departing pair, though the smaller of them did glance back to keep a wary eye on him.
When they had walked the horses for about fifteen minutes, Snog asked when they were going to mount up. “Horses can’t see in the dark without magical aid, Snog,” Lian explained. “We’ll ride in an emergency, but for now we’ll lead them.”
The scout nodded and looked back toward the ruined city, nervously fingering his magic dagger. It was the hundredth time he’d done so.
“You might as well relax about Saul,” Lian said, using the vampire’s alias deliberately. “If he reverses his position and strikes at us, we probably won’t know until it’s too late.”
“Not necessarily true,” commented Lord Grey from within his sack, “though I’m quite sure your senses aren’t perceptive enough to locate a vampire who doesn’t wish to be seen. However, the ‘ranger’ has returned to the ruins of the keep at present.”
Lian narrowed his eyes. “Your faculties have that kind of range?”
“No, Alan,” Lord Grey replied, “but the wards I placed upon the bakery can sense his movements while they last. They will hold until daybreak, I should think, unless he chooses to unweave them. However, they shouldn’t bother him unless he’s nearby, and he may want to use them to instruct Teg.
“My wards are the kind that Teg should recognize and leave alone,” he finished matter-of-factly.
Lian nodded his agreement, leading the mounts around some difficult footing. “We’ll continue for a few more miles, and then we’ll camp until noon. I know that your eyes are more suited to the night, Snog, but the horses need to rest before moving on tomorrow.”
Snog said, “Be happier not stoppin’ anywhere’s near Greythorn, but I’m guessin’ he can ride us down any place in the kingdom, eh?”
Lian replied, “Yes, I’m sure he could. Furthermore, we have only his word that the Companions aren’t nearby. He lied to my father, and for all I know, he may have some reason to lie to us. I will be glad to put some sea leagues between us and the King of Greythorn.”
They picked their way carefully in silence for nearly two hours before Lian called a halt. They had entered a clearing where the horses could graze while their riders slept. The two magical beings suggested they keep watch for the rest of the night, and Lian was prepared to allow it. “But this is not something we’ll do normally,” Lian clarified. “First off, it may raise suspicions if we keep no watches. Second, there are dangers capable of blinding the senses of a magical construct. For lack of better information, that’s how I have to treat you, Lord Grey.”
“Actually, it’s not an inaccurate description, in those terms,” Lord Grey said. “Spells intended to blind the senses of your sword might or might not work on me, but you should never assume that I’m immune to them. Nothing I have encountered works permanently on me, but I have been enspelled many times in the past.”
There were a thousand questions that Lian longed to ask the skull on that subject, but he decided to let them lie for now. Foremost among them was what kind of enchantment did Lyrial place on you at Whitefall and did you truly not tell him who I was?
Instead, Lian and Snog went promptly to sleep, only to be awakened before daybreak by Lord Grey.
“Good morning, Alan,” he said cheerfully. “I have done what you asked, and I’m ready to tell you what I’ve learned . . . ” He let the sentence hang meaningfully.
“Snog has my confidence, Lord Grey,” Lian replied.
“As you wish,” he said curtly, his disagreement evident.
“Gem has been cursed, Alan. This curse has had some amount of time to work on her, yet it seems to be strangely incomplete, as if only half of the spell was emplaced upon her. My assumption is that something prevented the other half from reaching or affecting her, but I don’t have any clue yet as to where the curse originated,” he said. His voice settled into an obviously familiar “lecture” mode.
“There are any number of old curses in and around the Tower, and it’s conceivable that you could have stumbled upon one of them before you encountered me. But it would be highly unusual for such a curse to be so selective and specific.”
“What do you mean?” asked Gem, before Lian could formulate the question. Snog sat in silence, packing his pipe carefully.
“I mean that this curse is not one that would affect Snog’s dagger, or any of Alan’s other magical equipment. It is aimed precisely at intelligent weapons of a certain type. More precisely, the curse will only take hold of a soul shard creation.”
There existed several ways to devise an intelligent weapon, from confining a creature within it to killing a man or woman and binding the soul within the blade. A soul shard was a unique type of construction, in which the maker placed a part of themselves within the weapon. Adrienne had constructed Gem thusly, so that her child would always have a part of her with him. Although she managed to keep memories of the Greythorn misadventure from me when she made me, thought Gem to herself. She had known nothing of Kolos’ story.
Lian knew that she’d originally intended Gem to belong to Alec, to advise him as he presided over the country. Her plan was that Gem would pass from father to son to help ensure that the dynasty would remain a just one. On the day that she completed the weapon, however, her mentor had come to her and advised that she give it instead to her unborn son, Lian. Stephan was a veteran priest of Rula Golden, and Adrienne had grown to trust the sun priest’s insight implicitly during the years of their friendship.
“Was it directed at Gem in particular?” Lian asked.
“Not to a certainty, but it does seem to be the most obvious conclusion,” Lord Grey replied. “Furthermore, the blade itself would have to be within only a few yards of the object carrying the curse.”
“Can you tell what it would have done had the spell been completed?” Gem asked, her voice shaken.
“Yes, I think I can guess,” answered Lord Grey. “I believe the intent was to destroy you completely, by channeling your mana source into some kind of destructive magic. That’s what the first half of the spell is doing, by the way. Your mana is being depleted, but instead of fueling the destruction spell, it’s being dispersed randomly into the astral planes. If you weren’t shielded by spheres of protection, it would be as visible as lightning flashes in the night to anything with magical senses.”
Lian cocked his head, “You managed to penetrate the protective sphere. Is this because I am carrying you?”
“Astute of you,” the skull said approvingly. “Yes. For all intents and purposes, I am now your possession, and therefore I am held within your wards and protections. Magically speaking, I’m an extension of you.”
“Can you break this curse?” Lian asked, adding to Gem mentally, If he can’t, I’ll find someone else who can, I promise.
I know you will, boy, she said in reply. At this point I’m not worried beyond my inability to cast much magic.
But eventually the magics that keep me in existence will start to unravel, she continued only to herself, keeping that concern tightly shielded from her charge. The mana which powered her magic also sustained her, and if she were effectively cut off from it, she would eventually become no more than a finely crafted but mundane blade.
Lord Grey said, “Yes, I can. If the full enchantment had been successful, she’d be gone by now, but lacking that second half, the spell is very poorly woven. It’s difficult to see, because of the shielding built into it, but it shouldn’t be hard to overcome. I can work on it while we ride, if you can arrange for me to be in physical contact with the Lady Sword.”
Gem? Lian asked, aware of her mistrust toward the skull.
We have little choice, Lian, Gem said. I fear permanent harm to my spellcasting if we don’t act soon. She didn’t mention that the “harm” to her spellcasting would be her dissolution.
Lian removed the skull from his bag and said, “I can hang you on her pommel, unless you have some objection.”
Lord Grey chuckled. “No, that should suffice, even if it’s a little humorous.”
The prince asked, “This is a process I shouldn’t interrupt, I assume?”
“Most likely, I’d just have to start over, but there is always the chance that the magic would become ungrounded and have an adverse effect on you or Gem. It would be best if you don’t disturb us during the day if you can,” the skull replied.
“I wish I could afford to stop and hole up for a day to let you work your magic, Lord Grey,” he said, “but we need to distance ourselves from Greythorn as soon as possible. One last thing, however. You said this spell had been affecting her her for some time. Is there any possibility that this is Saul’s doing?”
“I don’t think so, Alan,” the skull replied. “My guess is that it has been working on her since the Tower, at least. No longer than three days before that at the outside.”
Lian nodded softly. “The assassin must have brought it, then. The second half was probably on his partner, the one my aunt consumed.”
“Logical surmise,” the skull said, “but there’s really no way to confirm or deny your assumption. I’m going to start working now, and it won’t be silent. Keep an extra watch out, and I advise you to shy away from peasants. A singing black skull won’t inspire trust and welcome.”
“Ain’t that the truth, milords,” Snog remarked wryly. “The idea don’ make me none too happy, either.”
The skull laughed aloud at that and then began to chant a spell. Gem allowed Lian a glimpse through their bond, and it was again colorless and unaligned. This spell is a high order unweaving magic, intended to protect the caster from assault by the spell that’s being unwoven, Gem reported. This would incidentally shield him from me were he to attempt to unweave me with it. In most circumstances, I would have said that your mother made me invulnerable to being unwoven, but with this curse on me I don’t really know. And that’s assuming that it does what he told you, of course.
It fits the available data, and makes sense. Rishak knows about you, and would have sent his assassins armed somehow against you. It’s dumb luck that they got greedy, or maybe fate, he replied to his friend and mentor.
Or maybe both, Gem said.
Warn me if you perceive, even for an instant, that he is directing the unweaving toward you yourself, Lian said. I don’t want to try to figure out if he’s leading me astray without your advice and wisdom, old friend. I haven’t always followed your advice, but I’ve never been sorry to have it.
Spoken like a poet, my boy. I’ll let you know, I assure you, she said, basking in the warm affection her wielder was broadcasting toward her along with his thoughts.
 



Chapter Seventeen
“Kra zu’l k’redor.”
“Death is patient.”
-- Goblin proverb
The melodious chanting of the skull quickly rendered both of the travelers uneasy. The timbre was sonorous and low, but spellsongs carried farther than did the mundane variety. The two maintained an uneasy silence as the day wore on, extending their senses in an attempt to perceive any danger that might be attracted by the song. The two horses were apparently accustomed to magic, for neither reacted in any way when Lord Grey began, and they continued their pace, unconcerned, throughout the long day.
It was nearly sundown when Lian finally called a halt. His chosen campsite lay near a clear-running stream which ran by a small, defensible hill. He let the horses drink their fill, then turned them out to graze on the hillside away from the stream. Lord Grey’s song had not ceased once during the entire day, though he noticed that there were breaks, obviously for breath, built into the melody. These pauses led Lian to believe that the spell came from the days when the skull was encased in living flesh.
Show me the magic, please, Lian asked, and was instantly rewarded with Gem’s magesight. The spell was gathered about both the skull and sword, and he could discern that something dark within the sword was reacting to it. Finger-shaped fringes of spell were reaching out to grasp and entwine with Lord Grey’s enchantment, and the two spells were becoming one.
This wizard is the most skilled I have ever encountered, Gem said in a tone approaching awe. His spell blends with the curse, and as the two merge they cancel each other out at the point of contact. It’s like he has woven the exact opposite of the curse and is knitting them together in a “loom.” The finished product is nothingness. She pointed out the features of the magic to Lian as she explained.
What is that other part? Lian asked, indicating a second plait that enveloped only the skull.
My guess is that’s something intended to make Lord Grey invisible to the curse he’s unweaving. I don’t know if it would be effective against all curses, but most wouldn’t be able to transfer to him simply because they couldn’t target him.
I suppose such a curse could be drawn to someone near him, though, she mused, so beware should I not survive this.
Do you feel any different? Lian asked as he unfurled his bedroll. His was first watch, but he’d learned long ago to get his bed ready before he needed it. Nothing made the night longer than having to lay out camp while exhausted.
Not really, Gem replied, but I haven’t been feeling bad, son. I just haven’t been able to gather my magic back around me. If something changes, I’ll let you know.
Lian said aloud, “If Gem’s consciousness is disrupted by Lord Grey’s spell, I’ll probably lose my darksight, Snog. If that happens during my watch, I’ll wake you.”
Snog nodded from where he was arranging his own “nest” of bedrolls. In clear speech, he said, “Right, sir. We need to find a clear carnelian, or a tourmaline of the right color.”
Lian raised an eyebrow. “You are familiar with earth magic?” he asked. His mother had taught him various properties of so-called “natural” magics. She taught him that there was a quantity of innate magic in most naturally occuring things, from the tiniest grain of sand to the greatest mountain. Some contained enough magic that it could be extracted and utilized. One example of this was carnelian, or red chalcedony. A carnelian of exceptional quality could be magically awakened and used to grant nightvision. Lian was aware of this aspect of carnelian’s properties, but he’d never heard of a similar trait in tourmaline.
Snog said, “A little only, milord. Only what I gleaned from hanging around doorways and watching the shaman to see what he did with the gems.” Gemstones were commonly subjected to awakening, but Lian knew of herbal properties that could be kindled, too.
Their conversation was interrupted as Lord Grey’s song wound suddenly higher in pitch, and Gem said, He’s about to finish.
Snog nodded toward the skull and sword, leaning against Lian’s saddlehorn. “He about to finish, sir?” he asked, fingering his dagger’s pommel.
“She says so,” Lian replied, again gazing at the magical patterns through Gem’s senses. The darkening on her was almost gone, and as he and the sword watched, the remainder of the shadowy magic faded away, matched strand for strand by the spell of the necromancer.
As his final note dissipated, Gem exclaimed, Gods and the goddess! I feel the difference, son. Magic’s flowing back into me now.
“You should be feeling a bit different,” Lord Grey said dryly, with no trace of exhaustion in his tone.
“I do,” she said aloud. “I didn’t realize how poorly I was feeling until you finished.”
He chuckled softly and said, “I think you did, Lady Sword. The curse would have been the end of you sooner or later, and I think you are too wise to have missed the implications.”
Lian looked sharply at his friend. Gem said, “It was possible that it could have been my undoing, yes. It was also conceivable that, being incomplete, it would have eventually unraveled enough for me to deal with it myself, no?”
“I will grant that as a possibility, my lady,” Lord Grey said. “But it was far more probable that you would have simply faded when your remaining magic fell below some critical level. On the other hand, I estimate that you had months before that was a danger. The late queen wove you well.”
“In any event,” Lian said, with a frown toward his sword, “you have my thanks, sir. As much as I need your help, I need hers more.” He instantly regretted the words, but before he could apologize, Lord Grey laughed.
The skull said, “Because you can trust her, yes. I understand, Alan, believe that I do. I know what I look like, and what questions my imprisonment must raise within you. However, I ask that you trust I have reasons for keeping my past secret, and good ones.”
Lian sighed. “No doubt you do, Lord Grey,” he said. “Even if they are of a malevolent nature, they are sure to be good reasons. Regardless, you have my thanks, and my gratitude.
“Our suspicion, however well grounded, is a poor way to repay you for the aid you have given us. I beg your forgiveness for the distrust, and apologize, for it will have to continue, I fear.”
“I accept your apology, Alan,” the skull said somberly.
“Actually, Lyrial notwithstanding, I’m having the best time that I’ve had for centuries,” he continued in a lighter vein. “My previous bearers were far less savory types than you, Alan. And not a single one of them ever trusted me, so I’ll accept your wariness gladly.”
His tone became more serious again, “You are most welcome to my aid, young man. I hope that it is enough to move you beyond your uncle’s reach. You are aware that there will probably be an assassin waiting in Mola?”
Lian nodded wearily. “From my hunters’ viewpoint, there’s only a slim chance that I’d go there, so I’m hoping that the majority of the ‘pack’ headed west after the gryphon’s false trail. However, some of them move with a sorcerer’s speed, and will even now be discovering that no golden gryphon has been sighted anywhere in the western cities. These men will pore over maps looking for places that I might really have gone.”
Slipping back into his pidgin tongue, Snog said, “It depends on how much yer uncle’s offerin’ for yer head, sir. A lot o’ those boys ‘ll be nursin’ hurts from the guards an’ each other. Gatherin’ together a group of killers like he needed to do in all yer kin, he’s goin’ to have freelancers and guild assassins, an’ some o’ the guilders will be rivals, with old feuds o’ their own. Once this turns into a hunt for you, it’ll be every killer for hisself.”
“I’ve seen this kind of operation before, Lian, and I agree with Snog for the most part,” Lord Grey said. “The present, however, is the most dangerous time. Whatever pressure he exerted upon them to force them to work together for the initial job will be weakening. These aren’t the sort of people you can successfully bully for more than a little while, after all.”
Lian asked, “So given a little time, the assassins will either drop out or turn on each other?”
“Most likely the latter,” said the skull. “These are also not the sort of folk who will give up on a contract.”
Gem said, “That’s assuming Rishak doesn’t reward the lot of them with death, my Lord Skull.” She spoke in the same deferential tone in which Lord Grey addressed her, and Lian had to stifle his grin.
“I doubt he’d dare,” Lian said. “No matter how many mages and personal assassins he has, the guilds he hired from would take extreme exception to their operatives suddenly dying. I guarantee that there won’t be a purge, because Rishak needs to know where his threats are right now.” His uncle’s chief concern would be to strengthen his position, and a major assassin guildwar aimed at him wouldn’t help him achieve that goal, even if he was capable of surviving it personally.
“You’ve a good head for this game, Alan,” the skull complemented. “I rather imagine that our association will be entertaining, at least. For now, however, I need to study Gem further, to ensure that there wasn’t a deeper enchantment lurking beneath the first one.”
Keep on eye on what he’s doing, Gem, he instructed to her. Remember that we’ve seen him cast enchantments without singing. Aloud, he said, “You’re right. Snog, hit the sack, and I’ll take up my watch. Will your examination interfere with your ability to warn us of impending danger?”
“No, Alan. My senses are radial.”
“What’s that mean?” asked Snog of the unfamiliar word. The skull patiently explained that he could see in all directions. The goblin grinned toothily and muttered that this might be useful to know.
Halfway through his watch, Lian said mentally, Gem?
Reading his emotional overtones, Gem sighed mentally and said, I won’t hide my concerns from you again, lad. But you had a lot to worry about already.
I’d prefer that you burden me rather than allowing me to spend my time imagining what you haven’t told me. We’ve always, to my knowledge, been honest with each other before this, for good and bad. I’d like that to continue, alright? he said, sending his love and concern for her along the linkage.
I would, too, son, she said. Her maternal instinct towards him had always been powerful, due to the nature of her spirit. Adrienne had actually endowed her creation with a small portion of her own soul, which Gem had always considered to be a gift beyond price. She enjoyed a special bond with Lian, for she had been close to him for nearly his entire life, but she also carried Adrienne’s love for the other children, and her sorrow at their deaths was profound.
Her nature was derived also from the steel from which she was forged, and her grief would not interfere with her duty to her wielder. There would be time to mourn later, when the danger had passed.
With a heavy sigh to herself, she opened her magical “eyes” and observed the mana flow in from her surroundings with approval. The necromancer certainly has his uses, she thought to Lian. Even if I never trust him.
 



Chapter Eighteen
“Once every thirty years, all six moons of Tieran are simultaneously at full phase. On that night, tides and earthquakes are terrible, and no one can predict what damage might result. On that night, the gates between the worlds may open, and no one can foresee what might emerge. On that night, magic is at its ultimate peak, and no one can anticipate what might be accomplished. On that night, the fates and chance are literally in alignment, and no one can prophecy what extraordinary being might be born under such a sky. On that night, I generally try to find a good hiding place.”
-- Alionur the Sage
They crossed the Villas River the next day, easily fording it at a point almost halfway between Greythorn City and Mola. At one time, the site had been a large semi-permanent gypsy encampment, back when the capital was thriving and there was a fair amount of traffic between it and the seaport.
All that remained were remnants of old campfires, and no indication that anyone had been there in days. Lian rode Beliu across, leading Nightmare by the reins. Both horses accepted the crossing without complaint, though Beliu wanted to prance after bounding up the opposite bank. Lian kept him reined in, however.
Snog had flatly refused to ride “that unnatural beastie” across the river, so he traversed at the shallowest point, clutching one of the spidersilk ropes while Lian held the other end secured about his saddlehorn. He emerged soaked to his thighs, and nearly lost his footing at the deepest point, but maintained that a wet, treacherous crossing was better than splattering his brains on a rock when his mount threw him. Gem, savoring her newly restored magic, sang a minor spell, and Snog discovered he was suddenly dry.
“Ah!” the goblin exclaimed in surprise, then said, “Um, m’ thanks, Lady Sword, ma’am. I’d ‘ave dried on me own, like as not.”
Lian said, “She knows that, Snog. I think she’s simply pleased to have the freedom to do that again.”
Gem said to Lian, I should have remembered that goblins don’t like magic much, except for that performed by artificers. Should I apologize? Lian indicated that she didn’t need to.
They continued toward the seaport. Lord Grey was tucked away in his sack, and had remained silent for most of the day. Lian observed Snog’s sidelong glances at the saddlebag, and sympathized with the goblin’s uneasiness.
Gem’s thoughts were also centered on the necromancer. I wonder how much of his own mana reserves he depleted combating that curse? Gem asked Lian. I know that much unweaving would drain me considerably. Unweaving a permanent or embedded spell was a far more complex task than countering a cast spell, for the latter’s strands were not generally tied off and inaccessible. Countermagics sought to pull the key strand of the magic loose, leaving the rest to unravel harmlessly.
Probably not much. The battle magics he threw when we escaped from the Tower didn’t seem to affect him at all, and neither did that tentacled horror that he tossed at the goblin infantry. But the information might be useful to know, he replied.
“Lord Grey?” he asked, not turning to look at the saddlebag in which the necromancer rode.
“Yes, Alan?” the skull replied, his voice not at all muffled despite his surroundings.
“I don’t expect you to disclose to us the limits of your abilities, but I would like to have some idea about whether you are still capable of spellcasting or not.” Some mages did not possess much innate power, and could only cast one or two spells before having to rest. Others had a huge wellspring of power to draw upon, which could fuel their magics for extended periods.
“A fair question,” Lord Grey said after pausing a moment to think. “The unweaving did not drain my resources excessively. I can simply inform you that I still have at least as much of a power reserve as your blade does, and a great deal more skill at applying it than she possesses, at this stage in her life.” Mages with deficient innate mana could extend their power considerably by becoming very skilled, if they had the voice for it. A tight, well-sung spell consumed significantly less power than one sloppily constructed.
Of course, in the case of a fire spell, either would burn the target alive adequately.
The most dangerous kind of mage was one who possessed both a great deal of power and skill. Lian had no doubt that Lord Grey was one of these. His Aunt Jisa was probably another.
“Okay,” Lian said. “That’s enough for my purposes. Please be sure to warn me, though, if your magic becomes depleted during a battle.”
Lord Grey said, “No promises, Alan. After all, the enemy can hear my voice, too. If I have the opportunity to do so, all I can say is that I’ll consider it.”
They rode in silence for a few minutes before Lord Grey spoke again, “Look at my situation this way, my newest friend. You do not trust me, for reasons of which we are both aware. This means that my inclusion in your band is not certain, and you may at some point decide that you need to be rid of me. You are a moral and ethical young man, and I don’t think for a moment that you will leave me alone to make my own way.
“I rather think that you would drop me off at a major temple to Rula Golden, or perhaps Damar the Avenger, with plenty of warnings to the priesthood about how dangerous I am,” the skull said, his tone laden with irony.
“It is important, then, that I not know the true limits of your abilities, so I can’t give them sufficient information to restrain you?” Lian asked with a half-smile. To Gem he added, Actually, if it came to that, I planned to find the biggest dragon I could and give him to it, with plenty of warnings to the wyrm about how dangerous he is.
Sneaky boy, she said. But better you never tell him that, so he’ll be off guard.
“Exactly,” said the skull. “As time goes on, and we learn more of each other, there may come a time when you actually trust me, and therefore I will be more able to trust you.”
Something else I won’t tell him is that for the most part, I do trust him, Lian confided to Gem.
You can’t be serious, Gem replied, surprised.
I am. I think he is honorable, though I can’t give you my reasons why. I’ll still watch what he does, but only because Elowyn taught me to be excessively paranoid. He would have to betray us dreadfully before I’d search for a dragon to keep him, or a temple for that matter. Lian sighed and said, “I sincerely hope that trust comes sooner rather than later, Lord Grey.”
The skull chuckled but didn’t reply.
They located a small farmstead later that afternoon, set in a good size clearing. It was obvious to Lian that the holding had been in existence for a long time, for there were no cut stumps or other signs that the forest had been recently cleared. There were a dozen men and half that many women working in the fields, and they regarded the two riders warily as they passed.
Lian’s sword-enhanced hearing detected muttering about “goblins and mercenary scum,” but the farmers didn’t interrupt their work beyond pausing to ensure that they had implements at hand to use as weapons. Lian simply raised his hand in greeting while he led Snog across the edge of the field to continue toward Mola. The farmers didn’t return his gesture.
“Friendly folk,” growled the goblin.
“They’ve little reason to be friendly, Snog,” Lian replied. “Your kind has never been well loved in this area, the little trick with the spring aside. I expect we’ll some trouble over your presence in town, too. I’ll make it clear that you are with me.”
“I’ve been thinkin’ about that, milord,” Snog said, “an’ I’m not so sure we ought ta’ be together when we reach town.”
“How so?” Lian asked, turning in his saddle to look at the goblin.
Snog dropped his accented speech. “What I mean, lord, is that it might be more beneficial if the folk in Mola are not aware that you have a goblin in your company. Even if there isn’t an assassin already in town waiting for you, there will be sooner or later. If they don’t know you’ve got a goblin companion, your cover might last a little longer when we arrive.”
Lian was pleased that the goblin had thought that far in advance. “I’ve been thinking along those lines, too. But I don’t really think it will matter. It’s not the fact that I have a goblin companion that will mark me. It’s that I’m a young man matching my own description. I’d frankly rather have you with me to watch my back than not.”
“As you wish, milord,” the goblin replied.
Lord Grey spoke, pitching his voice low enough not to be heard by the farm folk, “I will ensure that the sphere is about you when we reach Mola. This will confound any detection spells intended to identify you as the prince. For some assassins, this alone will be enough to discount you. However, we will have to be extremely careful.
“The sphere will not shield you from spells designed to pierce illusion, so you may wish to consider concealing Gem, at least until we are away from the area. That’s why I am not going to weave a seeming about you. I do have a spell that will alter your appearance, but I hesitate to suggest using it,” the skull said, his voice becoming somber.
Lian asked, “What does the spell involve, Lord Grey?”
I see a possible betrayal, Lian, said Gem warningly. She thought privately that if she had skin, the skull would make it crawl.
“Contact with Undead can age a mortal,” Lord Grey explained. “I’m sure you’ve seen this at some point, or at least heard of it?”
Lian nodded and Lord Grey continued, “I have a necromantic spell which has a similar effect. It is a permanent alteration, and it will reduce your lifespan by the years you age. It is irreversible, except through the most potent life-extending magics.”
“What happens to the years you steal?” asked Snog, who had gleaned intimate knowledge of necromancy from his clan’s subjugation.
If Lord Grey experienced any bitterness toward the goblin for interfering with his suggestion, his tone didn’t reveal it. “It becomes power that I can store and use later. Necromancers have many spells which deal with the garnering of life force to use in spellcasting. This one merely uses lifespan.”
Lian said, “We’ve got one more day until we reach Mola. Before I even consider it, however, there are some things I must know.”
“Ask,” said the skull simply.
“You said that the years I age will be deducted from my lifespan. Does that mean that if I was fated to die at twenty, and you age me to twenty-one, I will suddenly drop dead?”
Lord Grey replied, “No. If your body would have died of old age at twenty, you would die. However, if you were fated to die at twenty because of a prophecy or curse, you will continue to live until that year, rather than that age. Those who die as a direct result of this aging spell are usually ones I age beyond the point where they would have died normally. Some of them, with weak hearts, die from a smaller ‘dose’ of the spell due to heart failure. But my suggestion is to age you only five years, which shouldn’t be too much of a shock to your system.
“There is a problem with this plan, young Alan. When we return to your homelands, you won’t be the right age. If this doesn’t occur for fifteen years, that won’t matter, but if you need to identify yourself to loyalists before then, there will those who say that you cannot be the crown prince because you are too old.” 
“At this point, Lord Grey, I seriously doubt that I will be able to return home in under ten years, minimum. I don’t know what my plans will be at this point, but I do know whatever my eventual plan, it will be a long time before I am ready to act on it,” Lian explained.
Snog shook his head, fingering the pommel of his dagger nervously. Lian leaned over to clap the goblin reassuringly on the shoulder, then picked up the pace to carry them further away from the farmers.
“How long does the spell take to cast?” he asked.
“It is a combat spell, Alan. Moments only,” Lord Grey replied.
Lian nodded. “I’ll give you an answer, then, before Mola. I have to think about this.”
“Of course,” the skull said calmly. All trace of his normal sardonicism were absent from his tone. “This is a dangerous spell, I readily admit. And it requires a great deal of trust on your part, for I could appropriate your entire life if I wished. In my defense, I will point out that had I wished to do so, I would have left your sword drained.”
“Perhaps, sir,” Lian said, irony now in his tone. “Or perhaps it was part of a much deeper game you are playing.”
The skull laughed again then became silent.
You aren’t going to let him do this thing, are you? asked Gem.
Probably not. But a fourteen year old warrior wandering the world is certainly a dangerous thing to be. I’m not happy at the prospect of losing those years, believe me, he replied.
But it’s better than losing all of your remaining years to the assassin’s knife, eh? she asked rhetorically. Lian didn’t need to answer.
Neither the sword nor her charge approved of the proposal, but it would likely help them confound pursuers. There was a world of difference between searching for a fourteen year old boy and hunting for a man under the age of thirty.
Two hours out of Mola, within sight of the Kyrian Sea, Lian said, “I don’t see a better way to keep my identity secret, Lord Grey, but I’m not willing to sacrifice so much right now. Instead, Gem will weave an illusion to change my age and appearance. We’ll hope that any assassins we encounter won’t be able to penetrate it. I’m not going to wrap Gem. Because of her size and shape, there will be no question that the package contains a sword, and the obvious reason for someone to hide a sword is because someone’s looking for it.”
“I disagree with your decision,” said Lord Grey, “but I understand your reasons. However, I will still do what I can to aid you. Doubtless, some of your uncle’s mages are as amoral as his wife is, or Lyrial was for that matter, and I don’t relish the thought of encountering them.”
At the bottom of the rise, Lian had Gem weave an illusory seeming about him, which caused him to appear ten years older, and to be of darker complexion. He was still obviously from the west, but his features were quite unlike his own. “The spell can’t alter your voice or your scent,” Gem warned. “It should, however, be moderately difficult to penetrate. Lord Grey’s ‘sphere of protection’ will keep a general illusion detection from identifying the glamour. To see beneath the illusion, someone will have not only have detected it, but they will also have to use magics specifically designed to pierce illusions.”
Lian had been taught to pitch his voice low by Elowyn, who punished mistakes harshly. “Does this sound different enough to pass muster?” Lian asked huskily in his “adult” voice.
“It does if you can maintain that tone and inflection,” the skull judged. “If not, I know of some herbs which will lower your voice.”
Lian blinked, and Lord Grey explained, “There are spells which require a certain vocal range to perform, and consequently herbalists have discovered the means to induce changes in pitch and range. We can probably procure the necessary items from an herbalist in Mola, provided that we can ensure that the person is discreet.
“In my experience, most herbalists are,” he said with a chuckle.
Lian said, “I can hold the pitch indefinitely, even in battlefield conditions. It would have to be an extreme surprise to jolt me out of character.”
“I can vouch for that,” added Gem. “He had a very demanding teacher.”
Lian admonished both the sword and the skull from speaking from that moment on unless it was absolutely necessary. He then checked to make sure he hadn’t inadvertently silenced Lord Grey. He and Snog subsequently struck up a conversation about mercenary prospects, which they were still discussing as they approached within sight of the seaport of Mola.
 



Chapter Nineteen
“The moon farthest from Tieran is pale Sterath, representing the God of Fate. Possessing the lengthiest cycle of all the moons, Sterath waxes and wanes in a five month rhythm. Thus, Sterath is full at Year’s End only once every five years.
“It is no surprise, then, that the traditional number associated with fates and dooms is five. We say, ‘what ye sow shall be reaped fivefold,’ and, ‘the mirror shattered shall five years unluck begin.’ Five years is the classical period for divine vengeance to come to fruition, and indeed five is the number of taelsa which serve the Grim Lord.”
-- “Moons and their Gods,” heretical text from the 
 Western Kingdom of Thrace, author unknown
It was nearly noon when they crested the final hill and headed to the seaport. The first structure they beheld was a massive stone dock, almost half a mile wide, which ran parallel to nearly the entire beachhead. There were berths for fifty full-sized merchant ships, and the harbor appeared to be extremely deep. There were only two ships in port at the moment, and there were also a few fishing boats on the sand, beached well above the high tide mark. Lian supposed that the latter weren’t out to sea because of needed repair work.
Three wooden watchtowers rose above the dockworks, although the outer two were apparently in poor repair. The center one was well maintained, although it wasn’t currently manned. There were no obvious fortifications to be seen in Mola beyond the watchtower, and Lian supposed that the reputation of the remaining vampires must repel raiders most of the time.
One of the two ships in dock was a fat merchantman, of wide beam and deep draft. Sailors were busy rolling barrels that probably contained salted fish or fish oil down the gangplanks, as the dock was higher than the ship’s main deck. The other ship was damaged, and its crew was trimming a tall pine tree for repairs to the main mast. Greythorn Forest to the east of Mola was free of the ubiquitous grey thorn bushes, and good shipping timber could be found there.
Lian had little training as a sailor, but it he thought it likely that the second ship had been in battle recently. It was much smaller than the merchantman, and was certainly sleeker and faster. It was also armed with a pair of ballistae in the forecastle and a single one in the stern.
None of the local governments floated warships of this type, so Lian conjectured that it was either a privateer or a mercenary ship. It also seemed that they were very short on crewmen. Could be they need some hands, Lian thought to himself.
Mola was still a major fish production point, and therefore supplied a great deal of salted fish to Fendar Port as well as other destinations to the south. Like most fishing villages, nearly all of the able-bodied citizens went out to work the boats daily, leaving behind those too young, too old, too sick, or too pregnant to handle nets. The only others that would be still in town while the fleet was out would be the blacksmith, the cooper, and the sheriff and his men.
As they approached, the inevitable dogs trotted out to make challenge. Lian admonished Snog to ignore them and proceeded to do just that. Snog, having little experience with canines other than the occasional forest wolf, found the dogs to be frightening. The curs, sensing Snog’s fear, barked loudly at him, keeping to the side away from Lian and his gelding. Lian reined in, maneuvering Beliu behind Nightmare’s rump, and pulled his mount into a rear. Beliu obliged his rider by kicking forward with his forehooves, scaring the dogs off.
The sailors loading the merchant ship, which he could see was named Golden Gull, paused in their toils to yell insults at the goblin and his companion. Shouts of derision aimed at Snog were interspersed with “boggle-lover,” aimed at Lian. The jeering didn’t surprise Lian, given the violent history between goblins and men, but they did anger him. He clenched his jaw against the taunts and rode on.
Ignorant people take ignorant actions, Gem said soothingly to her charge. And only the truly foolish would taunt a well-armed mercenary who is riding a well-trained warhorse.
Gem’s comment did much to lessen his anger at the prejudiced sailors, and he rode past the Gull, pretending to ignore the sailors. Snog followed suit, though he kept his hand on the magical dagger’s hilt.
To the surprise of Lian and Snog, the shouts were abruptly halted not by the officers of the merchant, but rather by the arrival of two large goblins clad in chainmail on the deck of the second ship. The jibes stopped at once, and the sailors bent their backs to their work. The name on the second ship, engraved in both Elvish and Southron, was Searcher.
“Those two are pretty damned big,” said Lian to Snog quietly.
Snog nodded, wiping his nose with the back of his sleeve. “Yes, milord. There’s a pair o’ th’ biggest boys I ever seen. Well fed from birthin’, I’d wager.”
“No one you know, then?” Lian asked, trying to put the sailors’ earlier cruelty out of his mind.
The goblin snorted. “Ye humans think we poor boggles all know each other, don’ ye, milord? There be more o’ us than ye humans.”
The larger of the two goblins shouted to Snog in Govlikel. Gem translated, Why you hanging around a scuzzball human like that? She then commented, Also, the dialect they use is heavily accented, so they must be from some distance away.
Snog replied in Dunshor, “I’d ask ye th’ same, f’t’weren’t f’ those big pigstickers!” He pointed at the ballista. The two goblins liked his response, or at least the tone of his voice, and laughed lustily.
Lian, who didn’t think that Snog’s comment was particularly humorous, nodded to them curtly, and picked up the pace to a trot toward the town’s only tavern and inn, the Lonely Gull Tavern. Nightmare followed suit, and while Snog had gotten used to the saddle somewhat, he clearly wasn’t happy with the trotting. They passed rough-hewn huts and shacks, the living quarters of the Molans. The architect who had designed and built the landing had not been the same one who had built the town’s buildings. Lian slowed back to a walk once they drew near the buildings.
Lian eyed the tavern warily. Pretty prestigious name for such a dive, he thought to Gem. His expectations of the place Kolos had told them about had been something of much higher class than the reality.
The “Gull” was a one-story affair, with no glass in the windows, only heavy shutters dogged securely open. Inside was enough space for well over a hundred patrons, with a bar that curved around the outer wall on two sides, and about two dozen tables. Huge kegs were stacked at the back of the bar, as well as shelves containing bottles of stouter stuff, locked in a wire-frame cabinet. One of the kegs had a throwing axe embedded in it, and there was a slow trickle of ale around the weapon. Lian could imagine why the tavernkeeper hadn’t removed it.
The floor was a mixture of sawdust and fish bones, and it crunched under his booted feet as he and the goblin headed toward the bar. There was a one-eyed woman behind it, idly wiping a cup with a dirty rag. The patch over her left eye didn’t hide the jagged scar that ran from the center of her forehead to the edge of her left earlobe. There was no one else in the bar.
She fixed her gaze appraisingly on Lian, moving her eye slowly up and down his form. He flushed uncomfortably as her singular stare lingered just below his belt. She spared the goblin a glance, and then dismissed him. “What’ll it be, lord?” she asked in a hoarse voice, as if she had been shouting.
Lian observed muscle rippling under her shirt, and that her hands were heavily calloused. “Ale for both of us. Have any fish that ain’t salted to hell?” he asked, managing to keep his tone deep and to recover a little of his poise.
She nodded and grabbed a pair of clay pots from under the bar, drawing ale from the pierced barrel. When she turned back with the ale, Lian nodded toward the axe. “That happen recently?” he asked. It was a safe guess, since there was neither a puddle of ale on the floor behind the bar nor stains from it.
“One of the boys on the Searcher got a little rowdy last night and had to buy himself a whole keg of ale,” she said. “Then his captain locked him up on board for breakin’ the peace. The sheriff weren’t too pleased.”
Lian grinned as he drank from his cup. “I can guess,” he said after a long pull. The ale tasted bad enough that the prince suspected he knew why the sailor had thrown his axe. “You got anything better than this pig piss?” he asked gruffly, pushing the pot back toward the barkeep. Snog ignored the comment, apparently savoring his ale.
“Sure I do,” she said, smiling at him. She had all her teeth, and they were straight and even. She had a rough beauty, and an easy manner that Lian found somehow intriguing. She continued, “But it’ll cost ye in coin I ain’t seen yet.”
He slapped down a rough copper coin. It vanished immediately and she drew him another cup from a different, smaller keg. This was a much better ale, although still not in the same league as those Lian had known at home. He sipped it more cautiously and then smiled. “That’ll cover the fish for the both of us, of course,” he said, knowing that it was an excellent price for some ale and a meal.
She nodded agreement and said, “Give me a bit for the fish, lord. Ye can have yer choice o’ tables, like.”
“A question, barkeep?” he asked before she turned toward the kitchens.
She looked back at him with the eyebrow of her right eye arched. “Aye?”
“Why aren’t you out fishing, if I may ask?” he asked, keeping his tone level and flat.
“That’d be ‘cause I own this place, lord. I also help out the sheriff now and again,” she replied, crossing her beefy arms as if she dared him to make a quip about anything she said.
Her attitude agreed with what he knew of the town, and Lian decided that she was a native. Still, he asked, “You are from here, then?”
“And what of it?” she demanded, wondering where the mercenary before her was headed. Given the weapons he and the goblin were carrying, she knew that he could be serious trouble, even with the loaded crossbow she had under the bar. After all, she’d only be able to fire at one of them.
He reached into his pouch and felt around for a bit. The silver coin he brought out made her gasp involuntarily. Goddess of the waters, she thought. I think I’d prefer he be a brigand.
“Where did ye come by that, lord?” she asked, shaken visibly. She obviously didn’t want to touch the rune-engraved coin, yet she held out her hand for it. She passed her other hand over it while making a soft crooning noise, slightly off-key. When nothing happened, she cleared her throat and looked chagrined.
Her second attempt was in tune, and the coin glistened with a greenish sheen for a moment before returning to its original appearance.
“I’ll ask ye again, lord,” she said, awestruck. “Where did ye come by that?” She handed it back to him as if she were delivering a live, poisonous spider.
This time, Lian answered. “Saul said that it would garner me some help in town. I see he was right.”
“Saul?” she asked, her face a touch paler. “Saul hisself gave you that?”
He nodded. She obviously knew who the erstwhile ranger was. “He owed me, like,” he said, matching her earlier tone. “I need to get passage on one of the ships in port. I’ll need to know whatever you and your folk know about the two crews. Lastly, between the two of us alone, I need to know about any strangers who have come to town in the last few days.”
“Ye be needin’ to get out of Mola, then?” she asked, relaxing as the nature of his questions was revealed. He nodded and she continued, “Then I’ll answer the last first, lord. Yer the first stranger to hit town, ‘cept for the crews o’ them two ships. I’ll get ye word if someone else arrives, ye be sure o’ that.”
Lian could see that she regarded the token very seriously. “And the other things?”
“I’d bet on the Searcher, lord. She’s from the south, and I hear that she’s headed ta the Islanders after they repair the damage. The Gull ain’t gonna meet yer needs, seein’ that she makes a regular run from Fendar to Nylla to here and back. She’s got a fancy name, but she’s just a fish hauler, when ye come right down to it.
“The Gull’s men are mostly fishermen turned sailor, an’ the captain’s a bit-counter named Alric. The master-at-arms knows his finger from ‘is arsehole, sure enough, but I wouldn’t lay any money on the Gull if some pirate mistakes ‘er for somethin’ worth hittin’,” she said. “They don’t make trouble ‘ceptin for now and again, and their coin’s Dunshoran, if a mite clipped and battered.”
Dunshor’s mints produced coins with a very consistent purity, and the nation’s coin was readily accepted in most neighboring regions for that reason. The Dunshor coins were also engraved with quite ornate designs that were difficult to counterfeit. Of course, there were always attempts to make fake coinage, but it wasn’t usually worth the trouble to try to mimic Dunshor’s currency.
That the Golden Gull paid its sailors in Dunshorian coin didn’t surprise Lian, since the merchantman was obviously part of Fendar Port’s supply system. The garrison force there relied heavily on imported foodstuffs, since the cliffs and rocky terrain didn’t support much in the way of agriculture. It had always been Fendar’s key strategic weakness.
“And the Searcher?” asked Lian. He swallowed the rest of his ale and motioned her to refill both their cups. She did so without asking for further coin, filling Lian’s cup with the better ale and refilling Snog’s with the drink from the barrel. Lian laid down another copper anyhow. Snog grabbed his as soon as she set it down and immediately started guzzling. Lian suspected that his short companion regarded the piss-poor ale to be a delicacy.
She shrugged and the second coin joined its cousin. He didn’t quite see what happened to either coin, and made a note to keep her well away from his purse, king’s token or no.
“They look to be mercenaries, milord,” she said, picking up a rag and wiping down the bar with it absent-mindedly, “but you can tell that for yourself. They don’t cause much trouble, not even the two boggles.” She glanced at the scout to see if he would react, but the goblin was making odd crooning noises into his cup, appearing to ignore her words completely.
“Their leader ain’t the captain of the ship, I’ve been told, though he owns it. He’s a tough-looking bastard named Ardan, from the west somewheres,” she said with a nod toward that horizon. There were many kingdoms “in the west,” and the term was a catch-all for someone of uncertain origin.
“Ardan carries one of those them thin blades they like in the Empire, but this one’s straight ‘stead of curved,” she said, describing what Lian supposed was a rapier.
“What’s he like?” Lian asked. She hadn’t given him any information he couldn’t have gleaned himself from watching the foreigners.
She shrugged, and he thought he detected a bit of a flush under her tanned skin. “Nice enough, if I was asked. Keeps his men under control, and that ain’t easy with a batch like them.”
This seemed contradictory to her earlier statement about the crew not causing much trouble, but Lian let it go. He’s sleeping with her, or at least she’s thinking about sleeping with him, he told himself. Given her reaction to Kolos’ token, Lian, she certainly won’t be showing any more interest in you. He wasn’t sure he was ready for that anyhow.
“They’ve got a mage, though,” she said, lowering her voice, “an’ him I don’t like a bit. He’s got a bad feelin’ to him, lord, and I’d give him a wide berth.”
Now that’s useful to know, he thought, saying, “I’ll keep that in mind, barkeep.” She hadn’t offered her name, and he didn’t offer his. “He wear any College colors?” he asked as he gathered his second ale and moved to take one of the tables.
“Nay, lord,” she replied, thinking. “He’s got an earring with a shark’s tooth on it, though, if that helps ye. He don’t wear anythin’ but grey otherwise.”
“We’ll take the fish, then, and some more ale when you bring it,” he ordered, and sat down facing the front entrance. Snog took the chair opposite him, keeping an eye on the windows behind Lian as well as the kitchen.
“Grey, huh?” murmured Snog with a sardonic expression, all trace of his earlier drunkenness gone. “Don’t trust mages much, milord. Less, when they don’t show their colors.”
Most mages, in actuality, chose not to wear the traditional colors of their college most of the time. To do so may allow an enemy an advantage, since identifying someone’s college could mean knowing something of the magics they employ. Furthermore, many mages had no formal college training, or disdained the ancient colors for some personal reason.
Some mages went so far as to wear colors that had nothing to do with their college, but that would mislead an attacker as to the nature of their powers. There were more flavors of magekind than could be found in the finest sweetshop.
Lian intended to take the wizard’s measure when and if they met, and not before, as well as that of the mercenary leader.
“Lady showed ye some interest, milord, afore ye give ‘er the token,” Snog said, shaking his head with a wry grin on his face. “Mayhap ye should’ve waited a bit . . . ” He let his words trail off meaningfully before adding, “Quite a women, eh, lord?”
Lian wanted to kick the scout under the table, but it wouldn’t have fitted with his demeanor. As it was, he hoped that Gem’s illusion covered the deep red flush he experienced at the goblin’s comment.
 



Chapter Twenty
“The thirteen-month Lushran year is not the only accepted calendar. The Southron Empire, owing its origins to the Were-King Dramar, counts the year by the cycling of Aliera. The Moon of Beasts, which rules the changing of the weres, possesses fourteen cycles throughout the year. Lushran and Aliera are full at the same time only once per year, on Year’s End.”
-- “The Southron Calendar” by the Master Pilot Pembra
The woman studied the mercenaries from her vantage point in the forest. She sensed a dark presence traveling with them, and she had journeyed from her lair by day to keep an eye on the pair. The leader’s possession of a Companion’s token surprised her, and kept her attention on him. His words with the sheriff’s wife, Shana, had carried to her, even though she was well over a hundred yards away. Those words intrigued her.
Kolos himself, aiding a pair of simple mercenaries? The deposed vampire king didn’t bestow his mark lightly, and she decided to discover more. She hadn’t spoken to Kolos personally in three decades, not since the battle with Evan’s army. She wasn’t quite sure what she would do to him if they did meet face to face.
The king’s betrayal of his people was bad enough, but his poor judgment and lack of willpower had cost the lives of four of her fellow Companions. The vampire named Sileth was nearly as old as the ancient king, and her fury at Kolos had not even begun to fade. Perhaps it never would.
She withdrew into the forest and went in search of the gypsies who had camped near Mola for the last three days. The gypsies had left the king’s service after his fall from grace, but Kolos still permitted them free rein in his lands. Unbeknownst to the king, the gypsy elders had sought her out afterwards and offered her their service. She had accepted their akhet, as her mother’s tongue called it, gravely. She had no intention of betraying her oath to them.
If any in Greythorn would know of these two strangers, it would be the Argesh gypsies.
 



The innkeeper named Shana cursed her luck once again as she pan-seared the fish the mercenary had ordered. She now faced a dilemma, and one she hadn’t bargained for.
The strange wizard who’d stolen into the Lonely Gull the night before had paid her handsomely to contact him if any strangers arrived in Mola, especially, as he put it, “ones in need of a hasty and private departure.” At the time, it had seemed a simple enough request, and one that she’d gladly accepted. Besides, something in the sorcerer’s mein implied that he didn’t accept refusals.
But he didn’t pay me enough to break faith with Greythorn himself, gods damn that token to hell! she thought as she flipped the two pieces of fish in the pan. Her hands were trembling, and she dropped one piece over the side of the pan and down into the stove’s wood box. “This one’s for the goblin,” she muttered as she retrieved it from the fire. She knocked most of the ashes and soot from it.
What to do? she deliberated, praying vainly to the sea gods for guidance. If she honored her previous bargain and betrayed this man, and Kolos discovered the deed, she was a dead woman. The former king, oathbreaker or no, did not condone betrayal from his servants.
On the other hand, if the mage discovered her duplicity, she was quite certain that she’d be just as dead. She’d encountered assassins before, and the mage had the unmistakable feel of one. Her own talents came not from magic, but from within her own mind, and her intuition had never failed her.
The charm she’d sung over the vampire’s token guaranteed its authenticity, but didn’t ensure that it truly originated from Kolos. Surely, she reasoned, the king would never learn of her small treachery anyhow, and she felt quite strongly that the assassin would find out. It was, after all, the sort of thing that such men did.
She set the fish on the back burner to keep warm, and pulled the pendant the sorcerer had given her from her shirt. Its tiny chip of ruby glinted with reflected light as she looked at it, into it. Yes, it was the best choice to keep to her bargain. She felt increasingly confident of her decision the longer she gazed into the gem. Her trembling lessened as her choice was made for her, and finally, she replaced the necklace before gathering the fish and new potatoes for her customers.
Yes, she would contact the mage as he’d arranged, and be done with entire whole matter.
That would be best.
***
The barkeeper brought out two plates of fish and potatoes, as well as a pitcher of the better quality ale. Lian noticed that the scout’s portion had been dropped into the ashes, but Snog tore into it greedily and without comment. The woman nodded politely to Lian and said, “I’ll arrange a room for ye at the inn later on, lord. The lads from the ships’ll be comin’ in around dusk, and ye’ll have time to wash up and rest before that.
“Otherwise, I don’t know what help I can be to ye,” she said, then returned to her bar to ring a large bell hung from the wall behind it. She rang it unhurriedly, three even beats.
Within a few minutes, one of the village children, a boy of about nine years, burst into the tavern. “Miss Shana, ma’am?” he asked as he eagerly approached the bar.
“Your turn again, Matt?” she asked good-naturedly, handing him a brass pin.
“Lennie’s down with the fever again, ma’am,” he replied innocently as he carefully fixed the pin, worth about a tenth of a copper piece, under the collar of his shirt. “His dumb luck, if ye ask me, ma’am.”
“I’ll tell him ye said so, Matt,” she bantered, and nodded toward her two patrons. “Ye stay ‘ere and watch the place fer me. Ye remember what to do if there be trouble?” She handed him the mallet she’d used to ring the bell.
Matt nodded, and Lian said, “There’ll be no trouble for the lad, barkeep. You can be sure of it.”
She nodded but didn’t reply. She said to the boy, “I’ll be back in a half a bell or so.”
“Aye, Miss Shana,” he said seriously and took up a perch on a stool behind the bar, within easy reach of the bell. He stared suspiciously at Lian and Snog with a huge frown on his face, as if he expected them to carry off the huge kegs and then start on the mugs.
This evoked a smile from both of the warriors, who turned back to their meal.
Shana knew there was little time, so she hurried to the inn, which was really the mayor’s house. She stopped there briefly to inform the mayor’s wife, Kalra, that there would be guests at least for the night, and then practically ran to the hut she shared with her husband Kade, the sheriff. This time of day, he’d be hanging around the smith and the cooper, jawing about fish they’d all caught when they were younger men. At least, she hoped that he was there and not in their shack.
The one-room house was thankfully empty, and she hastily grabbed a few pieces of her jewelry and put them on, then dabbed a bit of tincture of rose petals on her lips. Complimenting herself for having created an ostensible reason for returning to her house, she drew the pendant out again, this time removing the necklace completely.
She placed the gem between her palms and began rubbing them together as if to warm them. A ruby-hued smoke rose from between her hands and she whispered to it, describing the two strangers and the fact that they were looking for quick and quiet passage out of the country. She also mentioned that she expected they would find passage on the Searcher.
She felt tremendously drained after making her report, but those feelings vanished as soon as she gazed into the gem again. She felt warm and contented, and assured that she’d made the right choice. He’d paid her in advance, after all, and she owed him this service.
She put the necklace on again and straightened herself. She left the hut and returned to the tavern. Her customers had finished their food, but were still working on the ale. Matt, who was one of the pilots’ sons, was still warily watching the two, and didn’t appear to have moved.
“Thank ye, Matt,” she said with a smile, relieved to have finished her task. “Ye make sure Lennie knows it still be his turn next, mind.”
“Yes, ma’am,” he said, jumping down from his stool and tossing the mallet carelessly behind the bar, “but right now I got a date with the candy jar, ma’am.” He dashed from the bar, heading for the town’s single store, two doors down from the Lonely Gull.
“I let the woman at the inn know ye’re comin’, lord,” she said. It had not escaped Lian’s notice that she had touched some color to her lips, and that she was wearing jewelry that she hadn’t been before she left the bar.
I guess she still likes me, he commented to Gem.
Uh-huh, Gem responded tersely. Shana, as the boy had called her, didn’t appear to be any more comfortable in Lian’s presence than she had been earlier, but the sword supposed that she’d taken the chance to make herself more attractive to the mysterious Ardan. Despite being derived from a woman’s spirit, the blade didn’t have any more experience in the romantic affairs of humans than did her charge.
What little knowledge she had of the subject was represented by a great deal of theory imparted by Lian’s various tutors, particularly Elowyn, but none of what Prince Alec would have considered to be “field work.”
***
What the Argeshi told her was cause for some concern. Sileth didn’t inquire how the clan’s “Grandmother” had acquired the information. Fiala’s talents as a seeress had been powerful when the gypsy had been young, centuries before.
Sileth knew the sheriff’s wife Shana well, for she took pains to keep track of all of Kolos’ known agents. Shana was not the sort to abandon her oath to the old king, but Fiala’s warning had been clear.
“Shana’s taken up with a dark man, or perhaps he’s taken up with her, more like. She’s turned the boy over to his hunters, and he’ll be gutted and hung by his toes soon enough,” were the old gypsy’s words. Sileth knew her friend’s ways well, and knew, too, that she wouldn’t have bothered to tell the vampiress unless Sileth were in a position to intervene.
She sighed and considered how best to handle this. Fiala had also said that she couldn’t See the boy with her talents, which could mean any of a thousand different things. She hoped that the trouble, when it came, would arrive after sunset, when her powers would be at their strongest.
***
“Come on, Snog,” Lian said to the goblin. “Past time we took care of the horses.”
“Right,” the goblin replied, hopping down from his chair with a surprising agility considering the amount of ale he’d consumed.
“Ye’ll be at the inn, lord?” Shana inquired nonchalantly. She was back in her place behind the bar, idly polishing the brass bell. It was an unusual question, but he was here under unusual auspices.
Snog said, “I don’ see as it be yer concern, barkeep.” He glowered at her as they left, muttering to himself in Govlikel.
Elowyn had trained Lian to be paranoid, so he admonished Gem to be on her guard. She replied simply, Always.
***
Mola had been a long shot. He fully expected the pendant he’d bestowed upon the one-eyed tavernkeeper to be a waste of resources. But he had been playing the Game for decades, and he was a careful man. His own strike against the king’s eldest son had been executed flawlessly, even though it regrettably had not been his weapon that had killed the prince. His own knife had claimed Alec’s wife Raeann, but the particulars of the attack had been his design.
Now, he was gratified that he’d included the foul-smelling little community in his search. Few of his compatriots would have considered Mola to be a likely sanctuary, and fewer still would have invested any power to keep an observer there.
He had received the woman’s report calmly, as he did most things, but the very thought of collecting the promised reward did quicken his pulse a little. Not that the duke hadn’t paid well for the original execution, no indeed. But Rishak’s resources had been stretched to the limit by hiring so many killers, as well as by the expense of maintaining his army in the field, close enough to Dunshor City to be brought in for the attack, magical gate or no.
This payment would be much more generous.
The mage named Ammon cleared his mind of emotion and summoned his power. The song to invoke the powers of his scrying ball was a beautiful one, and was therefore one of his favorites. He projected his senses far afield, to the small town by the Greythorn shores, only to discover, to his amazement, that he couldn’t locate the tavern at all, much less the mercenary the woman had described.
He has something to close the Eyes, he thought with glee, not at all dismayed by his inability to See. It’s got to be Lian. That’s why Rishak’s seers and mystics can’t find him. His renewed excitement at finding his quarry so quickly broke his concentration, but he didn’t care. He’d rest now and replenish his magical powers, for repeated conjuring over the past few days had taken its toll. Mola was only one of many places he’d visited in his search for the missing prince.
Later, in the second hour after midnight, he’d open the gateway to Mola and see about garnering his wages. It would be then that his target’s reserves should be at their lowest ebb.
The prince’s sword was of no concern to him, for Rishak had informed the gathered assassins of the curse which by now would have drained her available powers to a tiny fraction of their normal potential. Yes, his powers alone would be enough to overpower the goblin, the sword, and his target.
Soon, he would be a rich man.
 



Chapter Twenty One
“Ei’dlasharo lient’e duir dann’e Ay’ain del mui’r maela mui’r dal.”
“Great were the ships of the Dragons, and terrible was it to hear them roar.” 
-- Excerpt from an Aesidhe ballad about the Dragon Fleet, author unknown
Snog seemed surprised that the village’s inn was the home of the mayor, but it was actually a common custom in Dunshor. The mayor’s house was generally one of the largest dwellings in any town, and a portion of the upkeep costs could be reclaimed by renting extra rooms to boarders.
The mayor’s wife, a pleasant woman named Kalra, welcomed them gladly and helped to groom the horses personally. She had an easy manner with the animals, and was very friendly toward Lian. She appeared a bit nervous at the goblin’s presence, but showed no sign of hostility. Lian found this somewhat surprising, more evidence that the Companions kept any troublesome goblins far from Mola.
“Will you be in Mola long, Alan?” she asked as she gently combed through the pony’s mane. Nightmare, ignoring the attention, kept his face buried in the grain that had been placed before him.
“No, lady,” he replied as he worked on the bay’s flank. “My friend and I are bound to the Island Kingdoms, to see what sort of work we can find there. Our other companions are either dead or fled, and it is past time we left this land behind us.” It was close to the truth.
“I regret that you met with ill fortune here, mercenary,” she said with her brow slightly furrowed, “but I hope that you do not blame this land for your troubles. Greythorn has always been kind to me.”
“I intended no offense, goodwife,” he said hastily. “I only meant that a change of locale might bring us some well needed luck.” He felt uncomfortable saying this, since Ashira had already dealt him a full hand in escaping his uncle’s assassins. He prayed silently, Forgive my saying so, Lord of the Coin. I am deeply grateful for thy help in these few days. He didn’t know if the luck god were listening, especially since his moon had set already, but it was always wise to be cautious. The God of Luck was capricious in the best of circumstances.
“I hope so too, Alan,” she said, brushing a steel grey lock away from her face. “Remounting must have been expensive up there near the mountains.” She nodded her head southward toward the mountains that separated Greythorn and the Venturi Plain.
He raised his eyebrows quizzically and then glanced at the saddles, which must represent the style of the folk of Greythorn. “It was, lady. I have little of my cash left at all.” He decided that Shana would have instructed him to show Kalra the king’s token had she been one of Kolos’ servants, and instead withdrew one of the weathered silver coins.
“A silver?” she said. “I’ll have to make you change. Surely Shana told you what the cost would be?”
“She didn’t mention it, lady, only that your house was the village inn. If you can change this, I would be grateful. I have little copper remaining.” That wasn’t entirely true, since he had the big Fulnorian coins. But he intended to have Gem melt them into formless lumps, since he wanted no clue left behind, hinting of his destination.
Fusing the Fulnor copper wouldn’t lower their value, except possibly to a sage or a collector. Unlike with Dunshor currency, he’d have to deal with a moneychanger to use the foreign coins, since there was no guarantee that they were of good purity. He’d get, if he were lucky, eleven parts in twelve of the true value of the copper in exchange. He could expect the same sort of rate for ingots or nuggets, and furthermore, they would raise no questions.
“I do hope that you intend to stay for dinner,” Kalra said. “With guests, I think Gil will agree to slaughter one of the chickens.” She nudged Lian’s arm gently as she passed him. “I hate to admit it, but I do grow rather tired of fish for dinner all the time.” Her eyes sparkled with good humor.
“I’m sorry, Lady Kalra,” he replied earnestly, “but I must make my acquaintance with the Searcher’s master tonight. They may depart at any time, and I don’t want to miss the opportunity.”
She sighed, “Well, I doubt that they’ll be putting out any time soon, Alan. The main spar is down, and it’ll be a few days’ work to get it remounted, barring the use of spells. They have a mage, but my impression of him is that he’s a war mage, not one of the more, um, useful sorts.”
He cocked his head at her. “The barkeep mentioned him as well. I got the impression that she didn’t really care for him.” Kalra seemed to be level-headed, and hadn’t given Snog the hard time Lian had expected. He wanted to know her opinion of the sorceror.
“It’s a mite unusual for our burly barkeeper to speak ill of anyone,” Kalra said. “I will say that Reidar is a strange man, but I don’t feel threatened by him. I know from the talk I’ve heard of the Searcher’s crew that he is a skilled warrior as well as a mage, and that he’s apparently responsible for the ship’s survival. I don’t know what happened to them. None of them will speak of it, but it was bad enough to nearly sink the Searcher.”
“It may seem a little ghoulish to ask this, Lady Kalra, but how many men did they lose?” he asked.
“It’s an understandable question,” she replied, hanging the curry comb on its hook and wiping her hands on her apron. “I gather that they lost quite a few sailors, but not very many of the actual warriors. If you don’t know much about ships, you may find yourself hiring passage rather than finding a position with them.”
He chuckled, “I fear that my knowledge of seamanship is reserved to abject seasickness, lady. I’m a fast learner, though.”
She smiled at his comment. “Most captains don’t want green recruits for sailors, even if they learn fast. As far as I know, they haven’t tried to recruit from either the Gull or the fishermen, so I doubt you’d have any luck. Still, I will wish you good luck.” She smiled at him and went back into the house, calling over her shoulder, “Your room is the first one inside the back door, which will not be locked.”
“My thanks, lady,” he called back, turning to Snog. “Let’s go back to the tavern.”
“More fish fer us, milord?” he asked eagerly, showing his pointed teeth again. Lian had been amazed at how much pork he’d eaten in Greythorn City, and didn’t doubt that the goblin could effortlessly put away still more of the tavern’s fish.
When they returned to the tavern, the officers from the Golden Gull were already there, lounging at the largest of the tables and nursing cups. They turned hostile eyes toward the goblin, but held their tongues. Lian knew that later, when the men became drunk, surrounded by their shipmates, that might change.
Snog was thinking this as well, and said, “I mislike the look they be givin’ me, lord. Mayhap I best wait in the room?”
“No, Snog,” he said. “We’ll be joined by the Govlish from the Searcher. I don’t expect there’ll be trouble.”
“I forgot the big lads, milord,” he said, relaxing the set of his shoulders a little. “Yer right, o’ course.”
They returned to the table they’d used before and Shana promptly brought them more ale. Lian tossed her another copper from the change the mayor’s wife had given him. Again, he didn’t see her hands move, but the coin vanished from the air before her.
Is that some kind of spell? Lian asked Gem.
Not that I could see. Perhaps she is a mystic? she pondered to Lian. Mystics could perform magic-like “tricks” by using only the power of their minds. They were much rarer than the witchbreed, and their powers were not nearly as impressive.
Could be. Maybe she’s just that good. He drank some ale to hide his internal dialogue. “Bring the goblin some more fish when you have a chance, barkeep,” Lian said to Shana, “without the ashes this time.” She nodded curtly.
Shana moved on to the officers’ table and asked them if they wanted more ale.
“Nay, good woman,” said the Gull’s captain. “We’re takin’ the ebb-tide. Seems a mite too many unsavory folk ‘r in town, an’ my crew’s achin’ to be leavin’.” With a pointed glare at the goblin, he rose and alerted his men with a gesture. They bolted the remainder of their ale and followed their captain out.
Outside, the evening breeze from the ocean had sprung up, and the temperature in the tavern dropped from sweltering to pleasant. Out on the docks, the crewmen of the Searcher were finishing up their day’s work, and several of them paused to watch the Golden Gull begin pulling away from the dock. Lian could see that the men were turning a capstan on the afterdeck, and that a rope or cable was feeding through it. It didn’t, however, haul up an anchor.
“Shana?” he asked as the barkeep blocked the door open to allow the seabreeze to enter the tavern. “How are they moving the ship?”
She glanced up and replied, “There be cables buried in the bottom of the bay, milord, left over from older, more prosperous days. The Companion Shaidrak designed ‘em, he did.” She made a small gesture with her hands when she said the vampire’s name, her thumb and forefinger pressed together and her other three fingers outstretched and pointed at the ground.
“There be devices o’ his that have a pulley in ‘em, an’ they slip the cable through it. As the mates turn the capstan, it moves the mechanism and drags the ship,” she explained.
Lian was amazed, and full of questions. He wanted very much to see these pulley devices, but neither his interest nor his questions would fit with his persona. “Do they use them only to leave the harbor?” he asked, reigning in his curiosity as to how they worked.
“Nay, lord,” she said. “There’s some o’ the lizard folk what make their livin’ waitin’ on the fish haulers, and for some coin or fish they’ll swim some o’ the cabling up to ye. We Molans don’t need the things to get our boats in an’ out, but the merchants like it well enough.
“The ships o’ the rebellion, some of ‘em anyhow, were big enough to need more than one pulley to haul ‘em in, and had to be tied up broadside to the docks. My pa saw them land, an’ he told that tale often,” she said.
Lian knew the ships of the rebellion well, for drawings of them had filled a part of his bedroom wall. They had indeed been big, but the docks of Mola were easily large enough to accommodate them. He wondered about the oversized docks, and of the sort of ships for which the structure had been designed. “I can’t imagine ships that big, barkeep,” he said with a touch of incredulity. “An amazing tale, if it’s true.”
She seemed mildly miffed that he didn’t accept her story at face value, but he didn’t expect her to think that he’d be that gullible.
From the little Lian did know about navigation, he thought it likely that the Golden Gull was taking the risk of grounding in the sandy shallows outside of Mola’s main bay. Ebb-tide was the mildest tide, caused by the moon Aliera without Lushran’s influence. It didn’t last nearly as long as mid-tide, the tide brought on by Lushran without Aliera’s influence, nor did it provide as much water depth. Navigators aboard the ships of Tieran had to be extremely skilled, for a miscalculation could be costly, or even devastating. The full-tide, a result of Lushran and Aliera in tandem, could be monstrous in its strength, and was the reason that the shacks of Mola were well above the apparent high tide mark. In some areas, full-tide could rise or fall fifty feet, and in such places could wash an entire island under the waves.  That much tidal rise and fall didn’t appear to be the case here.
The crew of the Searcher finished their evening chores and began trickling into the tavern. None approached Lian and Snog, but each kept a wary eye on the two strangers, assessing them as possible threats. Considering the fact that I’m carrying the skull of an age-old necromancer and that I have a huge price on my head, I guess I am a threat, he thought. He felt a twinge of guilt about his hope to sign on board the ship, since he could potentially bring Rishak’s retribution upon any comrades.
The officers of the warship sat scattered among the crew, and seemed to be on good terms with them. The captain, a burly man with a pronounced limp, was seated at the largest table with a few warriors from the mercenary band.
The arrival of the men from the warship must have been a signal to the town, for half a dozen serving girls, aged from about nine to twelve, entered the tavern. They carried the ale-laden trays that Shana prepared to the tables, carefully serving the warship captain’s table first. One of her young helpers carried a plate filled with a few pieces of fish to Lian’s table, laying it on the prince’s side. She didn’t look at the goblin at all, and had a faintly disgusted expression.
“Thankee,” said the goblin with a wide smile that showed off his pointed teeth. The girl ignored his thanks and went back to the kitchens. Lian wordlessly slid the plate over to Snog, who dug in with gusto.
Arden entered the Lonely Gull smiling, and nodded politely to the captain. Much to Lian’s surprise, Arden didn’t join him, choosing to take possession of the Lonely Gull’s other large table instead. It seems that the captain doesn’t get along with the owner, Lian thought to himself. Arden spared Lian and Snog a polite nod and an enigmatic smile.
Arden was a handsome man, with the dark features common to many of the western kingdoms. He wore a rapier at his waist, its pommel well worn. A magical weapon, with several other permanent magics woven on or about him, Gem reported. I believe that his tunic is enchanted to be armor.
The mercenary captain was accompanied by a man who fulfilled Shana’s description of Reidar, down to the shark-tooth earring. Reidar was a tall, thin man who bore a falchion at his side. The wide-bladed, curved sword seemed at odds with his narrow frame; however, it did serve to accent the threat that the weapon represented. His dark eyes gleamed, and his ever-assessing gaze darted about constantly, never stopping to rest on a single point. He glanced at the two travelers repeatedly, then, at least to Gem’s perceptions, stiffened slightly and deliberately turned his attention elsewhere.
Arden’s remaining four tablemates consisted of the two goblins, a woman who bore the tattooed markings of one of the northern barbarian tribes, and a short, powerfully built man who carried no weapons whatsoever. The man moved with grace reminiscent of a panther, and his fluid motions reminded the young prince of Elowyn. The master assassin had been trained in the elven art of aythra, in which the body was used as a weapon. Elowyn had introduced Lian to this technique, and even though he was only a beginner by elven standards, it had saved him from the Trakalan assassin’s knife.
Thoughts of Elowyn threatened to bring tears to his eyes, but he forced the emotion down.
The other three were heavily armed, and in the case of the goblins, armored as well.
Lian waited for them to get situated and for the serving girls to bring them a second round before rising. He motioned Snog to stay behind and strode up to Arden’s table.
“Good evening,” he said affably. “I am Alan, of Staikal.” He held out his hand steadily and looked directly into Arden’s brown eyes.
Arden took his measure with an experienced eye before reaching out to clasp hands with the stranger. “Greetings, Alan of Staikal. What business brings you before me?” he asked. His voice was rough, but his manner was pleasant.
“The scout and I are the last survivors of my band, sir,” he replied, a half-truth. “We are seeking an opportunity, and you and your ship appear to be a good one.”
Arden arched an eyebrow and one of the goblins loudly said, “What clan?” in heavily accented Dunshorian.
“He is formerly with Sh’rek k’lass’rik,” Lian said truthfully. “And now he works for me.” The goblin seemed annoyed that Lian answered for Snog.
Arden demonstrated an understanding of the goblin tongue by raising his eyebrows. “A Silent Fangs scout, preferring a human lord over some clan chief? How that came to be is a tale I’d like to hear, young man. The Fangs are a great clan, indeed.”
“The matter lies between Snog and me, sir,” Lian replied calmly. “Indeed, he has sworn not to speak of it at all.”
The goblins looked speculative at this, but Arden dismissed it with a wave, “Private matters aren’t any concern of mine, Alan of Staikal. A Sh’rek scout is worth his pay, but what are your qualifications?”
Lian hid his elation, for the mercenary leader would not have asked about his abilities if he weren’t looking for men to replace his losses. “I admit, I have little experience with seacraft, sir, but I am an excellent swordsman, archer, and engineer,” he replied. Engineers, particularly skilled ones, were in short supply everywhere, and his training was of the highest quality.
“An engineer, are you?” asked Reidar suspiciously. “So you could calculate ranges for siege engines?”
Lian nodded. “I could. Do you prefer Stel’s equations or the Gelian system?” He named the two most commonly used systems of calculating ranges, both based on trigonometric principles that Lian understood well.
Reidar appeared surprised that the man before him had even heard of the two systems of siege calculations, and furthermore seemed comfortable answering questions about them. He launched into a complicated example, including a steady wind and a ranging shot that had fallen well short of the mark. He described the catapult, and the settings on the weapon’s inclination.
Lian took a moment to consider the problem, which had been sketched on the table with a charcoal stick, and then said, “The catapult needs to be advanced fifty yards before it will be able to reach those walls, even at maximum range. And if what you told me about its ranging is correct, it’s a very shoddily made weapon.”
Reidar smiled, a furtive and brief gesture. “Excellent. Hire the lad, Arden.” He drank some more of his ale then stared into the cup with a ghost of his smile remaining on his face.
“Well,” Arden said, impressed, “I’ve heard him give that same problem to the royal engineers of the Pasha of Damon, Alan. And while they each told him to move the weapon forward, none of them worked it out to the right range. Truth to tell, I don’t have the math to calculate it, either.” Siege engineering wasn’t necessary to a company’s captain, so the admission was not one of weakness.
“The problem is this,” he continued. “My need for crew for the Searcher exceeds my need for a field engineer. Would you be willing to accept a berth on the ship as her weapons engineer? While it is true that the scout’s skills may be somewhat wasted aboard a ship, who knows what opportunity the winds of war might bring, eh?”
Lian sighed and looked askance for a moment. “As long as you understand that a more appropriate offer will be difficult to refuse, sir,” he said, adding, “I don’t mean to accept your enemy’s coin during action, but you do understand that I wasn’t hoping for a shipboard posting?”
“Fair enough,” Arden said, offering his hand again. “It’s the answer I’d give in a similar situation. We’ll see how you fight, and how the boggle does, and perhaps in time we can agree on further arrangements.”
Lian grasped his hand firmly, “Yes, sir.”
Reidar said, “You’d best sell your beasts, Alan. No room on the Searcher for ‘em, unless you want to add them to the larder.”
The woman punched the mage in the shoulder, none too gently, “Nay, mageborn, ye daft fool. He’ll get none of what that bay’s worth here. We’ll put ashore in Seagate, and he’ll find a good price there.” She turned her eyes toward Lian and spoke to him for the first time, “That’s provided that the two of ye give me a share for sayin’ so, and clean up after the beasts yerselves.”
“A share for what I’d suggest myself, woman?” he marveled. “You’re nervy, I’ll grant you that. Provided the captain here grants me leave, I’ll give you one part in twenty, plus another part in ten if you help me sell him for more than he’s worth.” The woman’s tribe, the Rodan, were famed horse thieves, and well knew the value of horseflesh. She could likely find a buyer willing to pay much more than one Lian could locate, and in less time.
“One in ten and one in five,” she said, narrowing her eyes.
“One in ten and one in ten,” he countered, aware that it was still a lucrative deal for her, for a horse she didn’t own. He suspected that if he couldn’t strike a bargain with her and was forced to sell the horses here, she’d buy the bay at least and transport him herself.
“Done, if Arden agrees,” she said, spitting on her palm and glancing toward her captain, who nodded with a chuckle.
“Done,” Lian said and spat into his own palm, sealing the bargain with a wet handclasp.
“He’s got a good head on him,” Reidar remarked, grinning and turned to Lian. “Nan’s people stole horses from yours before?”
“No, not mine, but I’ve purchased remounts from the Rodan before,” he replied, narrowing his eyes in concentration. “Um, Migar the Red and Fossegrim Bonecleaver, if memory serves.” The two Rodani “horse-traders,” had brought horses to the Aldri County fair the year before, and Lian had spent time in Dunshor’s westernmost county pursuing them after the majority of the mounts they’d sold had suddenly disappeared.
Nan looked up sharply at the mention of the two names, and said, “When did ye see them last, Alan?”
“Last year it was, before they escaped with half a county’s horses in Dunshor,” he replied.
“And they looked well to ye?” she asked.
He nodded. “Migar had a great scar on his face, from ear to chin, and the bigger man complained of pain in his legs from an old wound, but they looked like they’d been eating well at least. Bonecleaver also mentioned a wife and a dozen children. None of them were his, by his own accounting.” He laughed when the barbarian did, glad that he could bring her news of her people.
She rose and clouted him on the shoulder. Her hand struck his armor, but the blow wasn’t hard enough to hurt her through his cloak. “Thanks for the word from home. Migar’s my brother, and though I’m the one what gave him that scar, I’m glad he’s doin’ well for himself. Half the horses of Aldri, eh?” she said wonderingly. Apparently finished, she walked over to the bar and began loudly demanding whiskey.
Lian hadn’t mentioned the county, but it had a long history of trouble with the woman’s tribe.
“Well, you’ve made Nan happy,” Arden said, shaking his head, “which means they’ll have to carry her back to the ship, but that’s to be expected. You have a good head for names and faces.” It was more of a statement than a question.
“Yes, Captain,” he affirmed. He was aware that such a talent would be highly prized in a combat unit, for recognition of a specific unit in an engagement could allow a shrewd commander to outmaneuver his opponent based on previous battle strategy. A good memory had other uses, too. 
“Good to know,” he said his decision apparently made. “We’ll have a berth ready for you and the goblin in the morning. We saw you make arrangements with the mayor’s wife, and I suggest you take the opportunity for one last night of good bedrest. The bunks on the Searcher aren’t exactly luxury quarters.”
“Thank you. I’ll do that, Captain,” Lian said. “There is one other matter, sir—”
Arden waved his hand interrupting, “I’ll have to discuss your employ with my officers before we decide your salary, but it’ll be a fair shake, I promise you. My men don’t complain about their shares, Alan.”
The larger of the two goblins muttered something in Govlikel, which Gem translated as, “If the scout prefers to bunk with us, we’ll make him welcome.” Lian doubted that Snog would accept the offer, which would actually mean that the smaller goblin would be “honored” with the serving tasks of the two bigger warriors.
Arden said, “You understand Govlikel?” When Lian shook his head, Arden went on, “Snog, is it? They’ve offered to let Snog bunk down with them if he is craving the company of his own kind. Up to him, and you I suppose.”
Lian made a decision and shook his head, “No, he stays with me.”
Arden and the two goblins shrugged. “No skin off their noses,” he said. “He trustworthy?”
Lian smiled and said, “He is to me. I’m responsible for him, and he knows that.” Lian rose and said, “Thank you for the opportunity, Captain Arden. We’ll see you in the morning.”
“Alan,” the mercenary leader said, acknowledging him with a nod. “We plan to ship out in two more days, possibly three. Make sure you bring the horse to the dock no more than two hours before we sail. Captain Cedrick will inform you of the exact departure date when he gets more of a feel for the state of the repairs, but the less time your horse is on board, the better off he’ll be, and the better off the ship will be.”
“That reminds me, sir,” Lian said. “Will Captain Cedrick accept me as his artilleryman, sir?”
Arden grinned tightly and Reidar said, “Cedrick knows who owns the Searcher, Alan. He’ll respect this decision, believe me.”
Lian nodded and turned back to Snog, who was watching his lord and the men at the table intently. I hope he’ll respect it, Lian thought.
 



Chapter Twenty Two
“Lord of Dreams, keep me and watch me with kindness
May gentle sleep find me and ward me from darkness.
Lady of Nightmares, stay far away.
Lord of Dreams, guard me until the new day.”
-- Nursery prayer common to Dunshor and the Western Kingdoms
He dreamed of his parents’ anniversary again. This time, the dream took place in the ballroom where the king and queen were hosting a fête in honor of the occasion. He drifted about the party slowly, as one moves in dreams, yet burdened with the knowledge of what was to come. He saw his brother Alec and moved toward him, relieved that he could warn the crown prince, but before he reached him, his Aunt Jisa appeared, drawing her handsome nephew away for a dance.
He next saw his beautiful mother, but to his horror, Rishak asked her for a dance.
He grew increasingly frantic as one after another, the members of his family and the upper nobility were spirited away by his aunt and uncle, until no one remained in the ballroom but him. He heard Jisa’s bell-like laughter behind him, and turned slowly.
The missing guests were behind him, but they had been horribly wounded at the hands of his uncle’s assassins. His brothers and sisters, except for Jenine for some reason, were in the forefront, and a mad fire raged in their eyes. Faces twisted by terrible hatred, they flung themselves upon Lian.
***
With an inarticulate cry, he sat bolt-upright in his bed. What is it, Lian? Gem asked. She was not privy to his dreams unless he shared the memory with her afterwards.
Just a dream, he replied, still shaking. A nightmare about my family. I’m okay.
The prince’s emotional state belied his words, but Gem didn’t press the issue. She imagined that if she were to ever dream, her sleep would be haunted, too. Go back to sleep, lad, she said soothingly, and began to sing to her wielder across their telepathic bond in Aesidhe. The elven melody had the desired effect of calming the prince back to sleep.
Gem heard Snog awaken when Lian cried out, but the goblin made no move other than to loosen his magic dagger in its scabbard. The scout remained awake for thirty more minutes, calmly breathing in an imitation of sleep, waiting for danger to appear. Lian picked a good ally in this little goblin, she thought to herself.
Eventually, Snog settled back into true sleep in his vantage point behind the door. He had tried the bed, but declared that it was far too soft for his liking, instead claiming a spot where he could strike an intruder from behind, and also remain hidden from someone approaching from the window.
A good ally, indeed.
***
Ammon arrived in Mola silently, warping space about him so that he could literally step from his tower directly into the fishing village. The center of the town, where both the tavern and the mayor’s house were located, was shielded from his scrying ball, so he was forced to arrive some distance from his eventual destination. Attempting to gate in without a clear view of his target would be dangerous at the least, and quite possibly fatal.
He chose instead to enter the village near Shana’s shack. He could hear the snores of both the sheriff and his wife and paused for a moment, considering whether to involve the big woman. After a mere second’s thought, however, he decided that she was too lightly bound, and therefore too unreliable, to depend upon.
Weaving an aura of nothingness around himself, he moved carefully toward the mayor’s house. He avoided the watchtower as much as possible, for he knew that the night watchman possessed magic that allowed him to see clearly in the dark. The lizard folk who lived in the bay frequently came ashore to steal some of the day’s catch, and it was for this, rather than any pirate threat, that a watch was kept.
While the nothingness which surrounded him would prevent the watchman from spotting him directly, the guard might spot the footprints he left in the sandy ground of the village.
As he neared the inn, he heard a sharp cry from within, as of someone waking suddenly from a bad dream. Cursing his luck, he withdrew and hid near the forest edge. Whether the cry emanated from his quarry or not, he was likely to have been awakened by the outburst. Ammon would be forced to wait for at least an hour to ensure that his prey would have settled back to sleep.
He sighed softly and with resignation. His was a game of patience, more often than not, and he was a champion player.
***
The assassin had arrived so stealthily, and moved with such skill, that she hadn’t been aware of him at first. The vampire had been unaware of his approach until he was within thirty yards of the inn. From her station at the forest edge, she would not have been able to reach the mage before he disappeared into the mayor’s house.
A shout of alarm from within that same house, however, halted the assassin’s approach and forced him to retreat to the edge of the wood, a scant hundred yards from Sileth, to wait for his victims to fall back asleep. Fortune smiles upon those two, the vampire thought, creeping through the underbrush, neither making a sound nor disturbing the creatures of the wood. She was no magician, but her talents had the strength of centuries behind them.
The sapphire on Ammon’s ring darkened and cooled as Sileth approached the aging sorcerer. A less paranoid man might have dismissed the warning of the enchanted gemstone, but not the easterner. Ammon quietly withdrew a small hollow tube and slid the leather strap clear of the firing mechanism. Whirling to face his foe, he fired the dart contained in the spring-loaded weapon at the chest of his assailant. He was vaguely surprised to see a girl of approximately fourteen years emerging from the underbrush of the forest, but it didn’t affect his aim.
The vampiress was aware of a sudden blinding pain originating from her chest, but didn’t allow herself to be distracted. Leaping across the remaining distance, she extended her claws and slashed at the man’s face. Despite the speed of her assault, he managed to utter a single syllable. An oily feeling spread across her hands, and she knew that he’d partially deflected her blow with his magic.
Still, she was no ordinary vampire, and she did make contact. Blood freely flowed from the cuts, and the assassin’s eyes widened slightly. His deflection spell would turn a sword blow, much less the nails of a girl.
A Companion? he wondered in awe, cursing his luck. She leapt at him again, but this time his magic held her at bay, stopping her mere inches from his form. He began to summon magic to put her down, hoping that he wouldn’t be heard in the village. It was a choice, however, between risking a spell and letting the creature kill him.
Baring her fangs, Sileth concentrated as she had learned over the centuries of her existence. Barely perceptibly, her hands moved to close the distance to the man’s throat, and he began to chant faster, gesturing with his hands to channel his strike more carefully.
He didn’t have the chance, for the former Companion finally reached one hand through his barrier by sheer force of will. Taking no chances with an obviously dangerous opponent, she crushed his windpipe and snapped his spine with the same gesture. As she eased his body to the ground, his eyes flashed surprise, pain, and terror before the life went out of them. She waited to see if she would have to suffer a deathstrike.
Magic gathered at the moment of his death, but not that of retribution against Ammon’s slayer. Instead, the gate which had deposited him in Mola reopened long enough for his body and several pounds of dirt to fall through.
Damn, thought Sileth as she snatched herself away from the portal. Mages sometimes had contingency spells to return them to a safe haven after being harmed or killed. Depending on the damage, and on the availability of healing magics, even a fatal wound like the one she inflicted could be undone. Sileth was certain that such a competent and experienced assassin as this mysterious easterner would have such plans in force.
Shaidrak or Réve would have been able to follow him and ensure that he was finished, but Sileth possessed no magic save for the powers granted to her by her status as a daughter of Lilith.
She wondered how long it would be before he could heal and return to finish the job. She knew that the second time, the assassin would come prepared for her. She shrugged and carefully licked the mage’s blood from her fingers. Always practical, she realized that she had no way of changing that which had already happened. With the taste and scent of him at her disposal, she would sense him coming long before he realized that she knew.
The mage’s dart had embedded fully into her chest, and it was excruciatingly painful to draw out, clutched between two of her fingernail-claws. The dart thrower had been very powerful, and the dart itself heavy and steel-tipped. She didn’t doubt that it would have penetrated most breastplates. Neither did she doubt that the poison on the tip would have killed any mortal opponent.
Sileth doubted that Shana knew anything useful about the assassin. Still, the sheriff’s wife represented a danger to the people that Sileth claimed as her own.
Directing a small part of her mind power to dull the senses of the watchman, it was easy for her to reach the sheriff’s home without being seen, nor did she leave even a single footprint upon the sand. She reached out with her mind again once again and deepened Kade’s sleep, as well as those of his neighbors. No one but Shana would awaken, even if she were to scream.
The vampire awakened the sheriff’s wife before immobilizing her. The woman’s terror was immediate, for she knew from a thousand old firelight stories how the powers of the Companions and their lord worked.
“A-ancient one?” she whispered, believing that she knew why the Companion was here. Sileth’s visage was familiar to the Molans, for she came to visit them from time to time, taking part in the odd village festival as if it were the time of her birth. Shana longed to scream, to wake her husband, to run, but these options were taken from her by the power of the vampire’s mind.
“Thou hast broken faith, little one,” whispered Sileth as she sat on the bed at Shana’s feet. Cocking her head, she smoothed the rumpled quilt. “I would know why.” Her voice was deceptively sweet and calm.
Faster than Shana thought possible, the Undead thing that appeared to be a girl of fourteen years moved close, sniffing at the woman’s chest and neck. “And what is this . . . ?” she whispered, trailing her words off into silence. The ruby amulet dangled from her fingers, twirling before Shana’s eye. This time, the gentle flash of its light held no attraction for the barkeep. Sileth’s mind was far more powerful than the charm.
Still, the trinket’s hold on the woman was strong, and she shook her head silently in terror. Sensing that the one-eyed woman was compelled, Sileth reached out mental tendrils which said only, “Be free.”
The sharp intake of breath from the tavernkeeper was her only reaction. Shana felt her limbs return to her control, and moreover felt the assassin’s silky hold on her consciousness snap like a dry twig underfoot. She had the sense, now, not to attempt to flee from the tiny vampiress. Her only chance would be to convince the Companion that she had been compelled to aid the strange man.
Shakily, trying not to cry, Shana described to Sileth what had befallen her, and all that she had told the assassin. The vampire’s face remained expressionless during the entire oration, and her body was totally motionless, as if she were carved from stone.
When the tavernkeeper finished, Sileth said quietly, “Thou hast not lied to me, and that is well for thee, Shana Kade-wife. Thou shalt not warn the mercenary nor the Govesh, nor shall thee speak of any of this, nor mine own presence, to any. Even thy husband, woman.
“In exchange for thy life, thou shalt enter my service. Thy allegiance to the former king is severed, from this day forward. Thou hast become mine own creature, with every breath thee taketh,” these words were spoken flatly, a declaration that brooked no argument.
Even so, Shana swallowed her bile and bravely spoke, “I fear then that thou must kill me, ancient one. I took an oath. One that I foreswore, for the sake of that pendant, but still I must try to uphold it. The king also holds lien on my life, and I can offer you service only upon condition that I not leave his.”
The vampire smiled then, a cruel grimace which did not belong on the face of a beautiful young woman. It was the grin one would expect from a wolf. “Thou hast spoken well, and that is again well for thee. Thou were compelled, and I will leave this amulet as proof to the king.” She took down the small square of hammered silver which Shana used as a mirror, and effortlessly bent the metal into a container to hold the pendant. Pinching its edges shut, she handed the crude box to the sheriff’s wife.
“Open this not, Shana Kade-wife, and remember that thou dost owe me this at the least. If Kolos should move against me, and thou dost know it, thou shall warn the Argesh. Swear this, and we are quit,” the vampire said.
Shana blinked back her surprise at the Companion’s statement. She knew, as did most of the folk of Greythorn, that there was little love lost between the king and his first Companion ever since the time of the rebellion against the Theocracy. She had not heard the slightest rumor that there could be violence between the sire and his vampiric children. She shuddered at the possibility.
“I swear it, Sileth of the Silks,” she said, choosing one of the vampire’s most ancient titles.
Sileth’s eyes softened for a heartbeat in the dim light cast by the risen moons. “Then I bid thee good night, sheriff’s wife. Sleep well and forget this night,” she bid as she withdrew silently from the cottage. She doubted that Shana would sleep again tonight, but she was also certain that she would mention neither Sileth’s visit nor the implied conflict between the Companion and the King of Greythorn.
Kolos chose his servants well, and Sileth knew that this one would be discreet.
Shana’s tale had mentioned that Alan and his goblin companion were seeking passage aboard the Searcher, as well as the fact that the assassin was aware of this. With an exasperated sigh, she made her way to the mercenary ship. Stealing aboard, and stretching her powers to their limits to avoid detection, she explored the ship’s hold. After finding several places in which to hide, she left the ship. The tiny vampire woman then reached her mind out to the rats which lived in the village and compelled them to board the vessel in small droves. Turning the concentration of the ship’s watch away from the grey tide which scrambled aboard, she smiled.
At least she’d have a good supply of food for her journey, provided that it didn’t take too long.
 



Chapter Twenty Three
“Turn the screw and step ye lively!
The day’s older and the waves a’wait’n’.
Weigh the chain and step ye lively!
Wind’s a blowin’ and the tides ar’ ’turnin’.
Turn the screw and step ye lively!
On the quay the lasses a’weepin’.
Raise the chain and step ye lively!
But we t’a sea, n’ae prom’ses keepin’.”
-- Timing chanty common to the Island Kingdoms
The morning sun bored through the slats of the window blind, finding its way to Lian’s face. The intrusion of Rula’s light into the bedchamber woke Lian, but he resisted it. He had not slept well, suffering from nightmares of an unknown enemy which pursued him no matter where he fled. Finally, he stretched, reluctantly accepting the morning’s demands.
Such dreams are to be expected, all things considered, he told himself. To Gem, he sent, Good morning.
It is, now that you’re awake and not dreaming, she replied, giving him a mental hug. She didn’t share his dreams, but she was aware that he’d tossed and turned throughout the entire night.
I’ll have to agree with you on that, he said, rubbing the back of his neck as he sat up.
Snog was already awake, climbing to his feet. “Mornin’, milord,” he said, walking over to the wash basin. He poured some of the water from one of the two pitchers onto his face, shaking his head underneath the stream. He then poured the rest into the basin and wiped his face with his hands.
With a grin, he said, “Goblinish shower.”
Lian chuckled and made use of the chamber pot, ignoring Snog’s presence. The privacy of the palace privy was something he was accustomed to missing, with his experience among his father’s soldiers. “At least you didn’t use the pot,” he joked after he finished, moving to the wash basin to clean himself up.
That comment made Snog laugh aloud for nearly a minute. The creak of a board in the hallway outside immediately silenced him, however, and he drew his magic dagger without a sound. Just as quietly, Lian slid over to where he could unsheath Gem.
There was a knock from the hall, and the mayor’s wife said, “Breakfast should be ready soon, Alan. Gil will be down in a few minutes to join you.” The two of them listened to her footsteps withdraw from whence she came.
“I thought I smelled eggs,” Snog said merrily, making his own use of the chamber pot. When he was done, Gem sang a soft song over the leavings.
Snog eyed the blade warily, and Lian said quietly, “She’s rendering our waste unusable to track us, magically at least.”
“Heh,” the goblin grunted, making a short gesture to ward against evil.
By the time the two reached the kitchen, there was already a man there. Big and gruff, Lian assumed that he was the mayor, Gil.
“The boggle can sit there in the corner, if ye don’ mind,” he instructed, pointing to a short stool in the corner of the dining room closest to the outer door. It stood on a small woven mat which had been obviously brought in from the outside.
“If he doesn’t mind, sir,” Lian said, “then I don’t.”
Snog shrugged and went to the stool without comment. He withdrew one of his many knives, fished a whetstone and oil from his pack, and began to sharpen it in preparation for eating. Lian had seen him do this at every meal and had grown used to it, but it had a disconcerting effect on the mayor.
Lian seated himself at the table across from the larger man and then stood to offer his hand. “Alan of Staikal, sir,” he said, implying by his action that he held at least a yeoman’s rank.
The man indicated his acceptance of Lian’s claim to yeomanry by raising himself slightly from his own chair to clasp hands with the younger man. “Gil, Mayor of Mola, young man. Kalra’s cooking improves with company, so you’re welcome here,” he said loudly enough to be overheard from the kitchen in the next room.
“I heard that, you old goat,” the woman said affectionately, as she came through the door laden with a large tray heaped with scrambled eggs, cold country-cured ham, warm bread, and a pot of honey.
A younger woman followed behind her, carrying a smaller tray bearing three pitchers. She set two down on the table and offered the smaller one to the goblin. He looked into it and made a pleased noise. “Milk-curdle!” he exclaimed. “Thankee, lady.”
“Mother said you’d like it,” she replied, revealing no fear or hostility toward the scout. The woman was perhaps twenty years old, and she demurely kept her eyes averted from Lian’s gaze. She wore the knotted bracelet that signified a wedding engagement, and moved with her mother’s sure grace.
The other two pitchers held fresh milk, and Kalra dipped back into the kitchen to retrieve two steaming pots of the black tea favored by Greythorn inhabitants. It was nearly as strong as the eastern coffee which Lian’s father had loved, and had become Lian’s preferred eye-opener.
“My daughter, Lissa,” the mayor said, patting her affectionately on the head as she went by. She smiled at the attention, then dismissed her father to load a plate with a portion of the food. Turning back to Snog, she offered it to him.
Juggling the now half-drunk pitcher, the plate, and his knife, he propped his feet on the rungs of the stool and pressed his back into the corner. Carefully balancing the plate on his leather-armored knees, he managed to find a position from which he could eat and keep an eye on the room at the same time.
The women sat to the sides of the two men, and the four of them said little as the food was divided. Lian was quite hungry, but he begged off a large portion. “The few times I’ve been aboard a ship, my lady, I’ve had cause to regret a big breakfast,” he said, adding, “even when she’s only at dock.”
The comment evoked a round of laughs from the three members of the mayor’s family. “I remember my first days on the water, though I was a mite younger than you are, I’d wager. My older brothers had fed me up on salt pork before we went out, curse their eyes!” Gil said, then immediately looked chagrined that he’d cursed, even mildly, in front of his wife and daughter.
Kalra ignored the curse, saying, “Aye, I remember that day. You had your measure of revenge, splattered down the fronts of all three of ‘em, if I recall correctly.”
Gil started laughing in earnest now, nodding as he remembered. “Aye, that much control I kept, to make sure they all three got a good sousing. As soon as we hit rough waves, I knew what they’d done!”
Lian shook his head, pushing his plate away. “Maybe I’d better stop while I’m ahead, then.”
Lissa cast a disparaging look at her parents, who were still laughing at the memory. “Nay, milord,” she said. “The trick is not to eat too much, nor the wrong thing. An empty stomach’s as bad as a burstin’ one, truth to tell.” Lissa, like her parents, spoke without the heavy accent shown by the tavernkeeper.
Kalra regained enough composure to nod. “My daughter’s given you the truth of it, Alan.”
Gil added, through his chuckles, “Just eat what you’d eat before going into battle, boy. You’ll be fine, probably!” The last word sent him back into paroxysms of laughter, and Lian feared that the mayor would choke on the ham he’d been chewing.
Snog didn’t join in the laughter, instead thinking his own thoughts as he efficiently shoveled his food into his mouth with his eating knife. When the humans were finished, he hopped down, placed the plate and pitcher carefully on top of his stool, and bowed to Kalra. “Thankee, lady,” was all he said before wandering out into the yard to smoke some of his remaining tobacco.
“Well-mannered boggle, if I do say so,” Gil remarked, patting his belly. He’d consumed the lion’s share of the food, and now was feeling the pains of overindulgence.
“He has his uses,” Lian replied flatly. Closer to Dunshor, the goblin would have been forced to sleep in the stables, if he was lucky enough to be allowed a roof over his head at all. By comparison, Gil’s mild racism wasn’t offensive to Lian.
“Didn’t seem too excited about signing onto a ship, though,” Gil observed, letting the sentence hang.
“I don’t catch your meaning, sir,” Lian said.
“It’s well known that boggles can’t swim,” Gil began, a complete mistruth. “And he’s obviously beholden to you. I was thinking that I could use a hand here in the town, if you can transfer his debt, that is.”
“He’s seen battle with me, sir,” Lian replied, surprised by the mayor’s offer, “and I’d trust him at my back against any opponent. I’m afraid that I’ll have to decline your offer, even before I’ve heard the terms.”
Gil nodded sagely, as if he’d expected the answer. “Had to ask, young mercenary. As you said, he’d have his uses.” He clapped Lian on the shoulder and headed toward the front of the house, which Lian hadn’t seen. 
“Now, I’ve got some papers to look over, and you’ve got business of your own, most like,” he said, dismissing the younger man politely.
“I do, sir. An honor to meet you,” he said, nodding toward Kalra. “And thanks to you and your daughter both for a fine meal. Do I owe you anything extra?” moving his hand to his purse.
“No, no,” Kalra said, waving off the offer. “You paid for the meal in the price of the room, though Gil would have it differently if he had any say in the matter. Good luck to you, young man, and to your goblin as well.”
“My thanks, lady. Blessings on your house, from all your patron gods,” he said, invoking a common western saying. Like Snog, he’d brought all of his belongings with him to the kitchen, though he’d divested himself of his sword before he’d sat down at the table. Having nothing else to delay him, he stepped outside to join the goblin.
The walk to the dock was a short one, but Lian used it to get a better look at the warship. Searcher was lashed securely to the stone dock, and was kept from battering against the granite structure by huge cork rings suspended by ropes from the top of the dock. She was about fifty yards long and about twelve yards wide. The stern deck was only ten feet higher than the main deck, and the forward deck was only five feet higher than the main deck. The carracks and cogs of his father’s small navy had very pronounced fore- and stern-castles, and Lian suspected that the Searcher would be better equipped to handle rough weather than the top-heavy warships to which he was accustomed.
Searcher had two masts as well as two fore-mounted spars. Her sails were triangular, as were those of most of the Island Kingdom ships he’d seen, though he couldn’t really see much of the forward-most sails. The forward vertical mast, called the foremast, was the victim of whatever calamity had befallen the ship, and had snapped off close to the deck. Sailors were threading rope through booms and attaching the arms to the new mast, which lay upon the dock lengthwise to the ship. The two masts supported not only the large triangular sails, but additional smaller ones above them. 
The sheer number of cables and ropes, and even the number of sails, impressed Lian greatly, for it was a far more complicated affair than he’d ever seen before. To his eye, inexperienced in seacraft as it was, the complexity meant one thing: speed. Whatever else Searcher was built for, she was fast.
The figurehead was carved from the same light red wood as the rest of the ship, but was painted in fine detail. She was a mermaid, one hand shielding her eyes from the sun, gazing toward the horizon. The figure provided a good companion to the ship’s name, and her face seemed welcoming to Lian.
From atop the dock, Lian was elevated above the level of the deck, and he could see the hatch covers that led to the ship’s hold. Like the Golden Gull, the warship had a deckhouse where the ship’s cook did his work, but aboard the Searcher it was only half-height. Lian supposed that it gave the ship less profile to fire upon in seagoing battle, but with the massive sail assembly above, there would still be ample target. The masts themselves were even taller than the ones in the Dunshor fleet, and he didn’t envy the job of the sailor manning the crow’s nest, which was strangely located below the level of the topsails.
Knowing he’d likely be drilled about the siege engines soon after boarding, Lian stopped to give the forward ones a critical eye. Equipped with strong cable, the two forward ballistae were well maintained and were positioned to track, by his judgment, almost one hundred and twenty degrees. They were mounted on a platform that could be cranked to give substantial inclination, but he knew from experience that a ballista was most effective when fired straight-on.
Snog looked upon the ship with apprehension, so Lian said, “Ready, scout?”
The goblin pulled himself up a little straighter and replied, “Much as I’ll e’er be, milord. Hope it don’ leak too much.”
They approached the gangplank and Lian called out, “Hey!” gaining the “official” attention of one of the two goblins, who were patrolling the deck with an unhurried ease and had been watching the two warriors’ approach. Lian approved of the dock watch, even though the ship wasn’t likely to be attacked in Mola.
“Captain!” bellowed the goblin, “yer gunner’s here, sir!” Lian wished that he’d been a little more diplomatic, but thought to himself that this might rate as diplomacy to the goblinish warrior.
The stairs to the afterdeck flanked the door leading aft, and this portal swung open. Captain Cedrick limped his way out into the morning sunlight. He was dressed in a light tunic and wore an open-faced cloak over his shoulders. At his side was a cutlass, its hilt as well used as the one on Arden’s rapier. He grimaced slightly, and motioned Lian to come aboard as he limped to meet them at the end of the plank.
“Alan of Staikal, Captain,” the prince said, bowing in the custom of the kingdom he’d named. It was the Staikal version of a salute.
“Reidar says you’ve got a good head for geometry,” Cedrick said, “and from him that’s a high compliment. Come with me to the sternchaser and we’ll see if you’ve fooled him. The goblin can join us.” He led them astern, pulling himself up the stairs with a wince but without further trouble.
The stern deck was dominated by the stern ballista, which was positioned to fire upon nearly anything in the aft half of the ship. It, too, was mounted for inclination, though Lian still didn’t see the point.
“What’s unusual about that thing, Alan of Staikal?” Cedrick asked.
Lian said, “I can’t see the point of the ability to incline the weapons that much, sir. A few degrees for flexibility, sure, but indirect fire with a ballista’s pretty useless in my experience.”
Cedrick grinned and nodded. “Reidar said you were sharp, but who knows how long you had to study ‘em before I came up.” He paused thoughtfully. “At zero inclination, this thing will reach the sandbar that the Gull so narrowly avoided yesterday. See if you can do that right, and we’ll go from there.
“Kess!” the captain yelled, a summons that was answered with an “aye!” in moments. To Lian, Cedrick said, “When I call, you answer up unless you’ve had your throat cut, mind.”
“Aye, sir,” answered Lian. “And with that in mind, he answers to Snog.” He pointed at the goblin.
A young sailor with hair so blonde that it was almost white ran up the stairway and snapped to attention, “Reporting as ordered, Captain!” Lian guessed that Kess was nearly his true age, but he concealed his immediate liking of the boy. Being, in appearance, over twenty, his persona would probably see Kess as nothing more than another young recruit off to get himself killed.
“Kess here served for a few weeks under our previous engineer,” the captain explained. “Galen and his mates were killed in the battle that sheared off the foremast, which means that you, your goblin friend, and Kess here are it for gunners. I’ve got a few sailors who can help the boggle crank his bow, but Kess is the only man I can spare you until we reach Seagate and I can hire some more crew.”
Lian nodded, thoughtful. “Snog is a good shot with a crossbow, and he’s shown a clear and level head in battle, Captain. But he’ll need someone to load bolts, like as not.” A ballista this size demanded a two- or even three-man crew to keep it firing at a respectable rate, and Lian had serious doubts that Snog would be big enough to handle the loading.
Kess and Cedrick were both grinning widely, so Lian suspected that there was something the two weren’t telling him.
“Crank the beast up, seaman Kess,” the captain said, chuckling.
“Aye, aye, sir,” snapped the young man, who bent to his task happily. Lian imagined that the posting was a promotion for Kess, and he’d be eager to prove himself in his captain’s eyes.
Kess turned out to be stronger than Lian thought, for he had little trouble pulling the heavy cable back to the lock position. Maybe it’s enchanted? he asked Gem, who answered in the affirmative. She explained in the same thought that she hadn’t mentioned it because there were many enchantments on the ship and she didn’t want to distract him.
Much to the surprise of both prince and scout, when the cable snapped into position, a bolt suddenly appeared, properly nocked and aligned. “Gods!” Lian exclaimed, and Snog grinned ferally. The possibilities presented by such a weapon were not lost on the little goblin.
Kess held out his hands to turn the suddenly loaded weapon over to Lian. The prince shook his head and took the end of the weapon that held the firing mechanism and aiming reticule.
“I don’t have any marksmen left among my regular crew, although Arden has a few among his folks,” Cedrick explained. “The goblin will have a strong-armed man to crank for him, but he’ll have to shoot. We’ll rig a platform for him to be able to aim properly, and I don’t doubt he’ll have a good eye. I know the reputation of the clan he hails from, and they don’t let lazy-eyed idiots become scouts.
“Now, aim for that bit of driftwood, and we’ll see how you measure up.”
Lian nodded confidently, all the while wishing that he’d had time to work with the weapon before being introduced to the ship’s master. Taking careful aim, he smoothly drew back the handle that released the bolt. As Elowyn had taught him, he concentrated on keeping his breath in and moving his hand evenly, and he was taken by surprise when the weapon actually let go of the cable. The bolt flew with incredible speed and power, but he’d expected that when the captain had told him the range. The sandbar in question was over three hundred yards away.
The bolt skipped off of the sand five feet short of the driftwood log, then plowed into it, shattering the dessicated wood before plunging into the waves beyond the sandbar.
“Lucky shot,” Lian muttered, amazed at both the accuracy of the weapon and the skill of the Searcher’s captain at estimating the range.
“Agreed,” Cedrick said, “and I’m glad you didn’t claim that you meant to do that. I like honesty in my men, and a steady hand, and you seem to have both. Arden said you might leave us if you find a land posting, but until then you’re welcome aboard.” The big man offered his hand, which Lian accepted with relief. He had worried about Arden hiring crew without consulting Cedrick first.
“The bolts do come out of our stores, so limit your practice fire to four more rounds for you, and five for Kess and the boggle,” Cedrick said. “All three weapons fire about the same, but I’m sure the Molans will appreciate your not using the forward bows. If one of their fishing ships comes back in, make sure you don’t sink her, right?”
“I’ll do my best, sir,” Lian said, bowing to the captain as he left them to oversee the repair work.
Snog, meanwhile, had begun rolling a barrel over to the siege engine in anticipation of his turn.
I’m in charge of two inexperienced engineers, he thought. But at least they’re eager, and at least it’s a start.
 



Chapter Twenty Four
“Elven ‘steel,’ so named only because of its strength and resilience, actually contains no iron. In Aesidhe, it is called penalirin, which means ‘True Bronze,’ analogous to Truesilver. Although it does look like bronze, it is much harder to work. In ages past, the formulation of elven steel was a closely guarded secret, but in modern days the knowledge is widespread. Rare is the master metalsmith who has failed to conquer its secrets.”
-- From “Metallurgical Facts and History,” by the Sage Alionur
A small group of village children had gathered to watch the artillery practice, but they left disappointed after it became apparent that nothing particularly exciting was going to happen. Lian dedicated the fourteen remaining rounds he’d been allotted to lay the foundation of knowledge his two apprentices would need to perform their duties. He knew that he could depend on Snog to hold his ground, but the boy Kess was excitable and inexperienced.
He assigned Snog to the afterdeck weapon, and decided that he and Kess would man the two forward mounts. That way, Kess would have a leader present who would set an example. It was more difficult to break and run if someone whose approval you sought was nearby, watching your actions.
The last practice shot was fired just as the fishing fleet began to arrive, running low to the water. The watchman manning the dock’s single remaining tower rang his bell in a slow, unhurried cadence that informed the villagers that it wasn’t an emergency. The early return of the fishing boats meant that they had run into a mighty school of fish.
Every able-bodied villager that had remained onshore hurried to the beach to help with the catch, for the fish would soon decompose, though they’d been out of the water for only a short time. The villagers brought barrels of salt and boxes of sharp knives with them, and Lian could see the mayor helping three other men roll empty wooden barrels down to the sand, where they were taken by others.
“Humanss,” hissed a voice from the water below the ballista. Snog drew his crossbow and silently began to crank the string back.
Lian cautiously poked his head over the edge of the railing, gazing down at the water twenty feet below him. A lizard man, with green mottled skin that was hard to see in the kelp-filled bay, even at point blank range, was treading water easily. In one hand, it held one of the balllista bolts. “Yes?” Lian asked, taking the opportunity to study the reptile. He’d never seen one of the lizard folk firsthand, and the creature’s beauty impressed him.
“Thessse arre imporrrtant?” hissed the reptile. “You pay forr them?”
Lian nodded. “Yes. How much?” It was a mildly lucky break, and might put him in good stead with the captain.
The lizard’s eyes glinted in the midday light. “Big catch coming. Need lotss of sshiny coinss.”
Lian considered. “A copper for two bolts. A brass for a broken bolt.”
“Yess,” it said in a pleased tone. Lian figured that the bolts probably cost quite a bit more than that, and even if he had to pay the lizard from his own reserves, he considered it to be a bargain. He didn’t bemoan the fact that the lizard would likely have taken less for the ammunition, for he would have gladly paid even more.
The water churned under the lizard as it kicked with powerful legs and tail, bracing itself for the throw that sent the bolt clattering against the railing. Lian caught it and brought it aboard.
The action at the stern captured Cedrick’s attention, and the captain had climbed back up to the afterdeck in time to see the catch. “What the hell?” he asked, amazement on his face.
“The local lizards, or one of them anyhow, has agreed to retrieve the bolts in exchange for a few coppers, sir. I felt it was a reasonable expense,” Lian explained, hoping the captain wouldn’t be offended. Many unit commanders demanded that all logistical decisions be made by themselves or an appointed man, and didn’t appreciate a break in the chain of command.
“Aye, that it is,” replied the captain. “You did right, agreeing to it. What’s the cost to be?”
Lian explained the deal, and Cedrick shouted for the quartermaster, whose head appeared in the entryway to the hold. “Bring Alan here some copper and brass so he can pay the lizards. They’re returning ammunition for us.”
The quartermaster acknowledged and ducked back into the hold. “Yardin down there will make sure you get the coins. We’ve got about forty bolts for each weapon belowdecks, but we’ll need forty-three the way our luck’s been running.” Cedrick was obviously pleased that his new engineer had some initiative.
“Your luck, Captain?” asked Lian, who was interested in learning more about his new companions.
Cedrick nodded. “You a superstitious man, engineer?” he asked. When Lian shrugged noncommittally, he continued, “Well, since about the middle of last year, Searcher’s been running into one problem after another. First, it was grubs in the flour. A minor thing, and easily put right when we made port. We ate more fish and less bread, and it was fine.
“Then, we lost half a dozen men to flux, which isn’t unusual, except we had a good healer on board who should have been able to cure it. Shortly before that, though, the healer himself was killed in a tavern brawl turned nasty on Pirate’s Landing, a town I never want to visit again, I’ll tell you.
“A couple of weeks ago, we ran into some kind of monster made of seaweed, and before Reidar was able to drive it away with his spells, it sheared the foremast off and cleared the deck of most of my crew. Arden’s company had time to lash themselves down when they made it up on deck, and he didn’t lose as many men,” Cedrick said, shaking his head.
“No one of these things is too terrible, Alan of Staikal, save the last,” he said. “But together, they form one long chain of ill fortune. We’ve asked witches in several ports to look us over, and remove any curses, but none of them found anything which would account for it. You believe in a run of bad luck?”
Lian nodded. “Yes, sir. I also believe in good fortune, and it’s because Ashira’s been smiling on Snog and me that we’re here aboard the Searcher. I hope our run continues, and perhaps reverses your fortunes.”
Cedrick nodded agreement. “I hope so, too, young man. We could use a little good luck. We’re about to raise the mast, and I’d like your help with it.”
“Aye, sir, but I have no experience in shipbuilding.”
“Then it’s a good time to learn. I expect all of my officers, including the engineer, to be able to assist with repairs. I also expect you to study every aspect of ship operation that you can master. There may come a time when the crew needs leadership and you’re all that’s able.”
“I’ll do my best, Captain,” Lian said, thinking to Gem, Arden neglected to mention this was an officer’s post, but it makes sense. Good fortune on our part.
“One more thing, Alan,” Cedrick continued. “Since you have a talent at mathematics, I want you to spend two hours a day with either myself or Mr. Ylen, learning the basics of navigation. It’s a complicated business, and the order itself would be grounds to be expelled from the Pilot’s Guild, but Ylen is leaving us when we reach Seagate, and I want someone else aboard that can handle the charts.”
Lian raised both eyebrows in surprise. The Pilot’s Guild was, in general, highly protective of the knowledge that allowed them to navigate the ships which plied the oceans of Tieran. Cedrick’s offer to train him probably meant that he had already been stripped of his membership status. “Won’t the Guild bring sanctions against you for using a non-Guilded navigator?” he asked.
“No, lad. Searcher isn’t a member of any of the merchant houses, nor do we compete directly with any of the other guilds, except for the Mercenaries Guild. Arden isn’t a member of that organization, by the way.
“We’re more along the lines of a privateer, and I’ll guarantee you that there isn’t a pirate ship on the Eastern Sea that uses Guilded navigators or anything else, for that matter. Arden’s group is more an adventuring company than a mercenary band, just because of sheer numbers. He usually accepts commando work when we get entangled in a war, and he’s kept us out of the nastier conflicts, so far.”
“Again, sir, I’ll do my best,” Lian said. “Please accept my thanks for the opportunity.”
Cedrick grunted. “Well, if you excel at your job, Arden will most likely appropriate you for his company, but I’ve grown used to that. Just remember that at sea, I am master of the Searcher, and Arden merely decides where we go.” If the captain harbored resentment toward the owner of the ship because of the way he handled matters, he hid it from Lian.
The rest of the day was spent raising the splintered stump that remained of the old mast out of the socket which held it and maneuvering the new mast into place. Lian’s responsibility was to keep a set of lines from becoming fouled, which was no simple task due to the number of ropes and booms which adorned the mast. Every hand aboard Searcher, including Arden and his men, lent their arms and backs to the effort. And every hand followed Captain Cedrick’s orders without question or complaint, including Arden himself.
It’s easier to raise a barn, Lian thought, an activity he’d participated in many times before. He imagined that it would be easier to accomplish the feat they were attempting with the booms and cranes which could be found at a true shipyard.
Once the huge mast was raised and set into its socket, Reidar produced a large kettle of foul-smelling glue and poured it in carefully where the mast and the deck joined. This done, the sorcerer sang a song over the mast. The song roamed throughout the sorcerer’s vocal range, and each note had a bell-like quality. The pealing notes resonated across the ship, striking sympathetic chords from every piece of metal on deck. At the song’s completion, he touched the deck where the glue had been set, and the sealant seemed to disappear. In addition, Lian could no longer see any seam where the deck ended and the mast began. It was a potent joining magic, and he had no doubt that it was permanent.
Reidar examined his work with approval, then went below to apply his spell to the lower deck and the mast foot where the base of the mast sat. The sorcerer gestured for Lian to accompany him. When they reached the lower deck, Lian was surprised at the number of rats that were wandering around the hold.
Reidar asked Lian to hold the kettle for him. It remained scalding hot, so Lian wore heavy gauntlets. Lian asked, “Are there always this many rats aboard?”
Reidar looked around at the rodents. There were nearly a dozen nearby, in the part of the hold where they were working by lantern-light. He shrugged. “I guess they’re just bold, or maybe they recognize the scent on you from the boggle. Rats like goblins, you know,” he said.
“I know,” Lian said, shaking his head. “But Snog was never a rat-rider, and he’s been away from the warrens long enough that the smell of rats should be gone by now.”
Reidar shrugged unconcernedly, then picked up the lantern and stood to sing his joining song. “Always rats on a ship, Alan. You keep ‘em out of the grain when you can, and pray they don’t get into the rum,” he said with a grin. “Since Talus was killed, we’ve had to be extra careful about disease and such, but I’ve got some skill with herbical cures.”
“Talus?” The name was Southron, but for all Lian knew it could be a common name among the Island Kingdoms as well.
“Talus was from Firegate,” Reidar explained, naming the capital of the northernmost province of the Southron Empire. “He was our healer. He and some of the lads from our company were pulling our sailors out of a tavern brawl in Pirate’s Landing. He stopped to work on one pirate who’d been laced open with a broken bottle, and some other bastard stabbed him in the back while he was down on the ground. I think the pirate thought Talus was going through his pockets or something, but I never got the whole story.
“By the time Arden and I got there, half the tavern was on fire and there were so many dead it was hard to walk through the rest of the place. Talus was well-loved aboard the Searcher, by Cedrick’s men as well as our group. The Black Lords, who rule Pirate’s Landing, informed us that Searcher was proscribed from landing there ever again, and that ships of their allegiance had been given license to fire upon us because we’d violated the edict against open conflict.” Reidar had an amused look on his face from the memory.
“So you have to look out for Pirate Landing ships?” Lian said.
Reidar laughed. “Yes, you could say that. Arden took such exception that he fired on the Black Lords’ keep, and by the time we made the horizon, there was smoke trailing to the opposite horizon. Some of the Landing vessels headed out after us, but they simply couldn’t keep up with Searcher.”
“Fired on the keep?” Lian asked. “With the ballistae?” He didn’t see how the weapons could have damaged a fortified keep, however poorly maintained.
“Searcher has secrets I am not at liberty to reveal, Alan,” Reidar said, motioning Lian to remain quiet. He sang his joining song, and once again Lian could see no trace that the deck and the mast were ever separate. Nodding in satisfaction, he headed toward the hatch leading to the bilge space.
“It’s a little ripe down there, lad, and the air’s fouled as often as not. If you start to black out, get back up here as fast as you can, understand?” the sorcerer asked.  “Don’t fight for breath: just get out.”
Lian nodded. The two men wrestled the hatch open, revealing a constantly shifting floor under the flickering light of the lantern. Lian, whose eyes didn’t rely on the uncertain light of the flame, discerned the reason clearly. The bilge was filled with rats, thousands of them. Quickly deciding that it was acceptable for the crew of Searcher to know he could see in the dark, he said, “Gods, look at the rats! There must be thousands of them!”
Reidar said, “Huh?” and raised the lantern while turning up the flame.
“Go get Cedrick and Arden, Alan,” Reidar ordered, disgust evident in his features. “I’ll stay here and see if there’s any enchantment on the damned things.
“And don’t worry, I’m not going down there just yet.”
By the time Lian returned with the two captains, Reidar had cast several spells and was hovering upside-down, his head just inside the bilge. “Reidar?” Arden asked, and the sorcerer floated up and then righted himself.
“Every rat in Mola must be aboard, Arden,” Reidar said. “I can only surmise that something down there died and smelled like rat heaven, because there’s no magic on the beasts at all. They’re reluctant to leave, however, even if I promise them food.”
“You tried talking to them?” Cedrick asked.
“Not in words, Captain, but yes,” Reidar said. “My guess is that once we start to put out, the majority of them will go back ashore. Once that big catch of fish guts has had time to rot, it’ll probably draw them like flies to carrion.”
“Except that because of the money we paid the lizards,” Lian said, “there won’t be any fish guts or any other scraps, for that matter. They paid the Molans for all the meat they could get, and they weren’t picky about what parts they were given, either.”
Arden smiled a thin smile. “So our luck is holding, and what seems like a break transforms once again to misfortune.” Lian decided that he was referring to the retrieval of the ballista bolts.
“I don’t agree, sir,” Lian said. “The Molans would have let the lizards have the leavings regardless, simply to keep the beaches clear. The lizards would have just had to pay in shells and pearls and the like.”
Cedrick said, “I think the lad is right, Arden. The rats themselves might be our luck rearing its ugly head again, but the lack of remains on the beach isn’t.”
Arden sighed, “I hope so, Cedrick, I truly do. Reidar, you’d better fumigate the bilge with one of your poison spells tonight when we’re done with the mast. For now, we’ll keep the rats off of you while you finish up down there.”
“Aye, sir,” Reidar said, “but there’s no need for your assistance. The wee beasts will leave me alone while the communication spell is in force. I can’t hurt them, and they can’t hurt me, you know.” Such spells were common, and much more simple to perform than actual translation magics.
Arden nodded. “We’ll still wait for you to finish. Alan, go fetch your companion Snog and the twins, and see what they think about this.”
“I can tell you that, sir,” Lian replied as he began the climb out of the hold. “They’ll consider it extra rations aboard.”
The three other men chuckled at the idea, and Cedrick said, “You’re probably right.”
The two goblin warriors were not twins, but it turned out that they were indeed brothers. Their names were Kar and Sar, and Lian found them trying to convince Snog that he should play knucklebones with them. Ignoring the conflict between the three goblins, which had progressed to the point of drawn knives, Lian said, “Good that you’re together. The captains want you all below.” By turning his back on their situation, he made it clear that Snog would be handling his own affairs.
Snog had asked him to do this, since the only way to gain status with the bigger goblins was to prove that he was more vicious than they were. When a concerned Lian had asked if he could handle that, Snog had merely grinned.
The two larger goblins were, as Lian expected, glad to see the rats. Snog dropped down into the bilge without comment, and emerged a moment later with several rats climbing on him. “They’re no’ meanin’ ye any harm, Captain-sir,” Snog said. “I’m gatherin’ that somethin’ in the wood scared ‘em aboard yer ship. They say that this be a safe place fer ‘em.”
Kar and Sar simultaneously took an unconscious step back from the scout, whose communion with the rats demonstrated magical—possibly shamanic—power. Reidar said, “That agrees with what I learned from them. I’ll go out on a limb here and speculate that most of the bloody things will drown or starve, and that we’ll have to reprovision in Seagate because they’ll get into the foodstuffs. We were planning to do that, anyhow.”
Snog nodded. “The other lads n’ me will thin their ranks down some, too, milords. Rat stew’s one of me dam’s specialties.” He added a phrase in Govlikel which Gem translated as, “You boys haven’t lived until you’ve had my stew.” Since he didn’t threaten them with his unknown powers, and by offering to cook for them, he indicated that he wasn’t interested in ruling them. But because he had the powers, Lian knew that the superstitious goblins would leave him be.
“I think that will work, but you three keep an eye on the rats, and let me know if they exhibit any more unusual behavior, beyond coming aboard in the first place,” Cedrick said. “It’ll be more difficult for Reidar to wipe them out once we’ve put out to sea, so be sure. We raise anchor tomorrow, if we can raise the sails without incident.” Having said that, he stamped his good foot down onto the boards twice in a sailor’s version of knocking on wood.
 



Chapter Twenty Five
“The first great empire to rise after the fall of the elves was that of the Pelorians. From what is now the Southron Empire, Peloria reached out its hand to command nearly half of the former elven lands. Pelorian axes felled much of the great Sylan Forest, before the remaining elves managed to hold them at bay. The Pelorians were a dark people, sworn to evil gods, and the ruins of their cities can be found throughout the continent.
“So great was their effect on the world that we still measure our calendar from the founding of the Pelorian Empire, fifteen hundred years ago.”
-- Introduction to “The Pelorian Empire, Volume I of XXII” by the Sage Kommath
Gil and Kalra offered to buy the pony, intending the animal to be a gift for their elder daughter’s child. Kalra explained that their daughter’s family lived among the Argeshi and that the pony would be an enviable gift. Lian, who knew a little of the ways of the gypsy clans, asked, “Isn’t your daughter considered gadje?” He used the term that gypsies used to describe outsiders. The word also meant unclean and taboo.
Kalra smiled and said, “No, Alan. Gil’s half-blood Argeshi, you see, and Kay was adopted into the clan as a full gypsy when Rodaj married her. They had the clan’s permission, even their blessing, actually. They must permit outsider marriages from time to time, or the bloodlines become fouled. I think the practice was initiated by one of the Companions, or possibly the Old King himself, but I don’t really know.” She made a mild sign against evil when she mentioned the vampires.
“Because Kay is our daughter, Gil and I are usually welcome in their encampments, and this gift will help cement that bond,” the mayor’s wife explained. Lian could envision many advantages to befriending the wandering clans, not the least of which was immunity to thievery. Not all gypsies were thieves, of course, but there were a large number of them who were skilled at cutting purses and robbing houses.
Lian’s basic nature was one of generosity, and he would have given Nightmare to Kalra gladly. But he no longer had the Dunshor treasury backing him up, and so he haggled like a fishwife with Kalra, finally settling on a price of thirty-three shillings and sixpence for the pony and the tack. It was less than Nightmare was worth, particularly since he was well trained and combat-steady, but it was a good price nonetheless. Lian was certain that Nan would have squeezed more out of Kalra, but he didn’t particularly want to take advantage of her.
Two hours before Searcher sailed, he and Snog led Beliu to dockside. Even though he’d ridden the horse for over an hour before bringing him down, the skittish bay shied away from the huge ship. Searcher rocked gently in the waves breaking against the dock and sand, and each motion threatened to panic the gelding. Lian, however, had learned horsemanship from the finest teachers in the kingdom, and managed to calm him without much trouble. He breathed gently into Beliu’s nostril while they stood waiting for Nan to appear.
The barbarian approached, holding her head and avoiding the sunlight wherever possible. She had obviously indulged in the ales, if not stronger drink, of the Lonely Gull during her last night ashore. “Just remember to speak softly,” she whispered as she inspected the horse. She cocked her head to the side to look at the bay, but quickly decided that was a mistake.
“I’ve got me a fix for ale-sickness,” Snog said quietly.
Nan looked up at him sharply, then winced at the sudden movement. “It work?” she asked, her voice rough and harsh.
Snog nodded. “Ye won’ like the taste, mind. But me dam taught it to me.” He grinned, showing all of his teeth.
“How much?” she said, moaning.
“Ye can think o’ it as a favor, like,” he said, “if I gets trouble from the humans.”
“You want me to break heads if they gives ya grief? Done, little boggle,” she said.
Snog fished some of the mushroom-scented tobacco out of his pouch, but before he could retrieve his pipe, Nan had produced one of her own. He took it from her and packed it. “Ye got fire?” he asked. “Ye can light it?”
She nodded, producing a small wooden wand with a scorched end. Shaking it hard in the air before her, she hummed a single note. It flared with a bright yellow flame, and she lit the pipe.
The goblin said, “Ye smoke tha’, ye’ll feel better.” He packed his own pipe and Nan offered him her wand, which still burned. Lian could see that she was already feeling relief from the hangover pain, and her expression was clearing.
“Amazing,” he remarked. “And it explains why you smoke so much.”
Snog nodded. “Aye, milord. It do.”
Nan, obviously feeling much better, walked around the bay, clucking appreciatively as she sucked on the pipe clenched in her teeth. “He war trained?” she asked.
Lian had tested the bay’s training on their journey to Mola, and nodded. “Skirmish training only. He won’t kick unless something threatens him, but he’ll stand his ground once he’s been given time to calm down. He’s really skittish when you first mount, so I’m guessing whoever broke him didn’t do a good job.”
“Or maybe the damned horse’s just insane,” she said, leaping onto his back without warning and tossing the lit pipe to Lian. With a shout, she ran the horse toward the end of the dock and then turned. Lian pulled Snog aside as she drove the horse at speed onto the sand and toward the woods.
“Some woman, ain’t she?” asked an appreciative voice. It was the man who’d been introduced as Yarek. They had first seen him as the only weaponless man in the tavern, although Lian had since learned that he possessed a great bow several inches longer than he was tall. Yarek had a relaxed demeanor, and had made Lian feel welcome aboard the mercenary ship.
“That she is,” he agreed, unable to keep a wistful tone from his voice. He was surprised to learn that he was quite attracted to the uncouth and unpredictable Rodan horsewoman.
 Yarek smiled widely. “She bites,” he warned and turned to continue his path to the foredeck, where he practiced his style of weaponless fighting. Lian had observed him perform his art the previous day, and while it was similar to aythra, it was also quite different. He wondered if he’d be aboard long enough to learn some of it from Yarek. Several of the crew had joined the graceful man the previous day, to rehearse a few basic moves.
Nan was returning from her breakneck ride through the woods, and she brought the horse up short before the two warriors. Beliu’s eyes were wide and his breathing labored. “He’s a pleasure to ride, and I bet I can get thirty crowns for him. When the time comes, make sure I do all the talking, though,” she admonished.
“They ever hear of the Rodan in Seagate?” Lian asked.
“Not that I know of, save for me,” Nan said, hopping down and slapping the horse on the neck affectionately.
“Woe to them, then,” he said with a grin.
“Aye,” she confirmed, then unexpectedly grabbed Lian by the back of the neck and pulled him in for a rough kiss, “and luck fer you.” She flashed a grin at him as she grabbed her pipe from his hand and led the horse aboard.
“Gods,” was all he managed to say, and he shook his head.
Snog suppressed a chuckle, and Lian could feel Gem’s twin emotions of amusement and worry. Cover my blush with the illusion, if you don’t mind, he requested, and she replied that she didn’t eliminate it, but she certainly cut back on its intensity.
The fishing fleet was still on the beach, since it would be some time before the village could process the huge catch from the day before. The fishermen each told stories of the way the school had run straight into the nets. To Lian, it sounded as if something had driven the herring into the fishing boats, and he wished the Molans well.
Cedrick was occupied with checking over the ship preparations, but he stopped to make sure that Lian and Nan had the gelding well secured. “I’d hobble him, if I were you,” the captain said, “as excitable as he was when you brought him dockside.”
Lian agreed, but took Nan’s lead. The barbarian chuckled and held up a small ball which appeared to be coated with cane sugar. “Don’t you worry about Beliu misbehavin’, Captain Cedrick. He’ll be purrin’ like a kitten in a bit.” She offered the ball to the gelding, who sniffed at it and then hurriedly consumed the proffered treat. Chewing on it briefly, the horse seemed to enjoy its taste.
“What’ve you got in there?” Lian asked, genuinely curious. Shipping horses over water was a major problem for any army commander who needed his calvary moved by sea.
Nan winked and said, “Family secret, Alan. I’ve stolen a lord’s own warhorse with it, though.”
Cedrick examined the gelding, whose eyes were already starting to glaze, and with an approving nod he moved on to other matters.
The stern capstan had been freed of its anchor chain, and the cable from the harbor’s docking system had been threaded through the traction grooves. Four of the Searcher’s brawniest sailors took up their positions, and at Cedrick’s command they began winding the drum. The majority of the sailors, including the ones turning the capstan, began singing a chanty to time the steps and turning of the men at the crank. One sailor, however, stood by with an axe, prepared to cut the cable.
Lian wondered about the precaution, but he imagined that a cable-tied ship was a good victim for a fast, rowed pirate ship. Cedrick ordered Lian, Kess, and Snog to stand ready at their weapons, but remarked that he didn’t really expect trouble leaving Mola.
The mercenary company was lounging around the deck, though they were quick to move out of the sailors’ way. Despite the warship’s run of bad luck, morale was high, and the entire crew seemed glad to be putting out to sea again, with one exception.
Snog stood hugging the railing, his usual greyish skin now slightly red. Lian assumed that the reddish tinge was analogous to the green color that humans displayed when they were nauseous. From his post in the foredeck, he could see that the goblin would be useless if they came under attack.
“Kess,” he said, getting the other engineer’s attention.
“Aye, sir?” asked the sailor, sparing Snog a pitying glance.
“Relieve Snog and send him forward with his loader. Don’t leave the stern weapon unmanned,” he ordered. He decided that the chaser was the least important weapon on their current heading, and it was better to have the least experienced member of their team manning it.
“Aye, aye, sir!” Kess said, pleased to be manning a station alone.
Cedrick, standing at the helm, met Lian’s eyes across the center of the ship. Noting Kess’ progress along the railing, he shouted to the lookout in the crow’s nest, “Any sightings?”
“One small skiff nor’west, no other movement!” the sailor yelled back down.
“What’s his bearing?”
“Looks like he’s makin’ Mola-port, Captain!” came the report. Cedrick nodded and instructed the lookout to keep a sharp eye out.
By this time, Kess reached the ballista emplacement and relayed Lian’s orders. Snog’s loader patiently waited until the goblin had finished his current bout of seasickness before he helped him to his feet and led him forward. The goblin gave managed a few weak curses in Govlikel, as he staggered his way to stand next to Lian.
“I’m sorry, milord,” he said, true anguish on his face. “I didn’t know it’d be this bad.”
“Don’t worry about it, my friend,” Lian said, tapping him gently on the shoulder. “Man your station and hope it gets better.”
The red-faced goblin nodded weakly, gingerly sitting down on the bolt-thrower’s mounting. A pair of sailors delivered the stand which the ship’s carpenter had constructed for Snog to stand on while he fired his thrower. Snog’s loader, who went by the name of Smiles, went about the business of lashing it to the weapon’s mount.
“My thanks,” Lian said to the men who brought it.
“Aye, sir,” the larger said, offering his hand. “Bosun’s mate Doval, sir, at your service. This here’s my pal Alo. He speaks Aesidhe, but not much Dunshor, sir.”
Lian shook Doval’s hand, returning firm pressure with his own. In Aesidhe, he said, “Good to meet you, Alo,” shaking the second man’s hand as well.
Alo returned the greeting in heavily accented Aesidhe, adding something in a language Lian did not recognize. “Alo says he hopes yer friend gets to feelin’ better, Alan, sir. The other two boggles suffered like that fer a week a’fore they got their sea legs, sir.
“Forgive my askin’, sir, but ye’ve been aboard a ship before?” Doval asked, producing a stick of sugared cinnamon and proceeding to chew on it. Snog caught a whiff of the spice and moaned, retching over the side again.
Lian nodded. “A few times. Enough that this chop won’t make me puke, but I haven’t really been in rough water yet.” His experience was fleeting, indeed. A few short runs aboard Fendar Port warships was all the practice he’d had, and that was on very calm seas thanks to his mother’s magic.
“Lots of remedies, Alan, sir,” Doval said. “But I’d see Reidar if it’s bad like the boggle. He’s got some nasty stuff that if ye can keep it down, ye’ll feel the better for it. Don’ know if it’d kill yer companion, though.”
The bosun’s mate had positioned himself where he could watch Cedrick and the first mate, who Lian hadn’t yet met. At some signal from one of them, he leapt onto the railing and began bellowing orders to raise the sails.
Simultaneously, the four men turning the capstan stopped. They pulled their staves out of the channels and when the tension on the cable let up, used them to pry it out of the grooves. Calling out, “Stand clear!” they released it in unison. The cable immediately slipped off of the end of the ship, and Lian noted that he’d best stay away from the area when it was being cut loose, for it had enough force to easily sweep a man overboard.
The stiff breeze began to push the ship east, but they were drifting toward the barely submerged sand bars which had been of such concern to the Golden Gull. The forward sails, which Lian heard referred to as the jib, ran from the second spar, called the jib boom, to the foremast. The top two of these three sails were raised quickly, and they snapped taut. Searcher heeled over to port, and her rudder began to establish control, turning them eastward and shoreward away from the sandbars.
The bosun’s mate, at a further command from the captain, began to oversee rigging of the topsails of the two main masts, and the Searcher began to pick up speed. As she did so, the helm became more responsive, and the ship began to cut a straight course between the bar and the land.
In comparison, the Golden Gull’s painstaking process of navigating the channel was primitive and clumsy. Searcher was a graceful ship whose movement was powerful and sure, not at all like the galleon’s wallowing progress through the strait.
As the ship exited the mouth of Mola’s harbor, the heads of dozens of lizard folk popped out of the water. Raising their arms, they waved energetically. It seemed as if they were inviting the ship to come back to Mola.
Alo’s grasp of Dunshor was sufficient to give sail trimming orders, and Doval left him in charge of setting the mainsails. “Excitin’, ain’t it, sir?” Doval said, joining Lian at the railing.
“Yes, Doval, it is,” Lian replied. “That was amazing.” The statement was as much a complement to Doval’s sense of timing as to the engineering of the ship itself.
Doval accepted the implied compliment and smiled. “Well, Alan, sir, I’ll hope you remember that if Cedrick asks you for yer opinion on my skills. I’m hopin’ to be chief bosun, now that my old boss is gone. Ye heard ‘bout the seaweed thing what got about twenty of us?” he said, obviously disappointed when Lian nodded that he had. Sailors loved to tell tales.
“Well, it would’a had me, instead, if I hadn’t been down with fever,” he said, “so fer me, ‘twas lucky that Talus bought his lot, back in that pirates’ hellhole.” He looked contrite, and said, “Mind ye don’t talk about him that way yerself, sir. Talus was a good sort.”
“Don’t worry about it, Doval,” Lian replied. “I caught your meaning.”
“Thankee, sir,” he said, falling silent to watch the waves and coastline for a while. Turning back to Lian, he said, “Truth, sir, I be glad to put that vampire-infested place behind us. I didn’t see one, but I knowed that there was some of them Companions out there in the wood a’watchin’ us.”
“You know that for a fact, or just assuming?” Lian asked curiously, making a small sign of warding against evil. He didn’t believe that the Companions were evil, necessarily, but it would have been out of character not to appear uncomfortable at the mention of the ancient guardians and lords of Greythorn.
“Well, it makes sense, sir,” Doval said. However, the rest of his explanation was interrupted by the lookout’s yell of “Sail ho!”
 Doval quickly moved back to his post at the foredeck railing, and the crew was suddenly more alert. To Lian’s eye, if the sails represented a pirate attack, it was obvious that the attackers hadn’t expected the Searcher to get out of dock that fast. Golden Gull, by this time, was barely out of the slip.
“Dunshor warships,” yelled the lookout. “Two of ‘em and closing on us! They’re flying Fendar colors!”
“Rig mains’il!” yelled Cedrick, and the bosun ordered the crews to raise the remaining sails.
Lian was not surprised to encounter some of Admiral Sevlin’s ships in the area. Mola was a major resupply point for Fendar, and the Dunshor navy made a point of ensuring that the port was patrolled and cleared of pirate vessels.
Cedrick ordered that the Searcher’s colors be raised, and the blue flag of the ship was unfurled on the topmast. The searching mermaid motif was displayed on their flag as well, along with crossed swords beneath her.
The crew apprehensively watched the approach of the two carracks, but as they passed the flagship merely raised signal flags wishing Searcher fair seas. Lian predicted that once news of Rishak’s coup reached the Admiralty at Fendar, the fleet would begin to search ships for him, but he hoped that hadn’t been implemented yet. Sevlin was a political appointee, and his loyalty would be to whoever held the throne of Dunshor.
Beyond the two warships, there was nothing but open sea, and once safely away from the shore, Doval trimmed the sails until they were traveling at a tremendous clip. We must be moving at close to fifteen knots, Lian marveled, mesmerized by the water and waves sluicing under the prow of the ship as if the boat were immersed in a rapidly moving river.
Turning to face the rapidly receding coastline, he bid farewell to the land of his birth.
But I will return, he promised. And then you had better watch out, Uncle. Forcing back the array of emotions that the vow stirred, he reluctantly turned back to face the sea ahead of him.
 



Chapter Twenty Six
“Fool is he who names the gods.”
-- Rodan proverb
True to his word, Captain Cedrick began to tutor Lian in the rudiments of navigation. Cedrick and the strange little navigator, Ylen, spent the first two hours of second watch in the captain’s cabin with Lian, instructing the young mercenary. Lian discovered that ocean navigation was quite different from land navigation, for it wasn’t possible to record the distance traveled with landmarks. A single, minute miscalculation could cause the ship to stray hundreds of miles off its intended course, and that was if the weather remained favorable.
In addition, a major storm could propel a ship on the other side of the world or leave it broken into flinders, flung against a rocky coast.
Ylen, a short man with no discernible hair whatsoever, summed it up, “The gods have created a world where traveling from one place to another reliably is the highest challenge. Fireshowers in the southern seas, icebergs in these northern waters, sea trolls, dragons, Ashira’s seemingly random effect on compasses, riptides that can suck a ship into rocky straits with no warning, all of these obstacles are expected in the normal course of sailing. Gods help you if something really unfortunate occurs.”
Both Cedrick and Lian had superstitiously stomped their feet on the cabin floor when Ylen finished his pronouncement, for the navigator’s words sounded like a temptation fate would find difficult to ignore. Lian wondered if perhaps Ylen was the source of the ship’s bad luck. He also found that the longer he was acquainted with the odd little pilot, the stronger his dislike for him grew.
Lian’s billet was in a small cabin which under normal circumstances would be shared with the chief bosun and the sergeant-at-arms, but both men had been casualties of the kelp monster attack. Neither officer’s replacement had been confirmed by Cedrick, so in the meantime, they were still bunking with the general crew belowdecks.
His cabin contained only one real bed and was, in his opinion, far too small for three men to share. On the walls were brackets, intended to mount a pair of hammocks from corner to corner, so that the men were suspended one over the other. After he tried the bed on the first night, Lian chose to string up one of the hammocks, for the permanent bunk was extremely uncomfortable, not to mention several inches too short for his lanky frame. Snog, on the other hand, liked the hard bed, particularly because it had a good-sized railing to prevent its occupant from rolling out due to rough seas during the night.
The goblin had quickly acclimated to the ship’s tossing, and was now chewing on a few strips of salted pork.
Lord Grey enacted a semi-permanent enchantment on the room so that voices within could not be heard from outside. This allowed he and Lian to speak. “I have studied the ship and its occupants, at least as much as my position in this cabin allows,” he said on the first night after he cast the spell, his whispered song nearly silent. Lian had chosen to leave the necromancer in the cabin, a decision of which Lord Grey did not approve.
“And?” Lian asked, his tone curious yet undemanding. 
“There isn’t a curse, per se, but there certainly is an aura of misfortune about this ship. The captains recognize this, I think, and are attempting to reverse the attitude of the crew. It’s no small testament to their ability as leaders that their men remain aboard despite all that has befallen them. Most crews would have mutinied and abandoned the ship after a quarter of what this ship’s been through.” Lord Grey spoke flatly, as if he were pronouncing an edict gleaned from a stone tablet.
“There is, however, another matter of concern. I find the rats in the bilge to be rather alarming,” he declared.
“That’s significant?” Lian asked, involuntarily resting his hand on Gem’s hilt. The blade sent reassurance to her wielder.
“I think that it is, Alan,” the skull replied. “Consider for a moment in whose land we were. How might a being such as Saul feed itself during a long voyage without the risk of being discovered abovedecks?”
“You think we have a vampire on board?” Lian asked, unsurprised. He had suspected as much.
“I am only saying that it’s a possibility, but a strong one. However, I can’t establish a ward like I did at the bakery without the risk that Reidar or another magically talented crew member would sense it and investigate.”
“I thought that you could sense the presence of Undead,” Lian asked.
“Well,” Lord Grey sighed, “there’s Undead, and then there’s vampires. They do belong to the ranks of the true Undead, but their deity is Lilith, rather He-Who-Must-Not-Be-Named. The ‘children’ of the Dark Corruptor, myself included, have a kinship of sorts because of that relationship, but it is a severed bond where vampires are concerned.
“Consequently, it is difficult for a necromancer to command a vampire, and likewise is difficult for a vampire to influence what you would consider to be ‘typical’ Undead,” the necromancer explained. “There is, of course, the consolation that the vampire won’t be able to sense my presence without spells which can also penetrate your veil.” His tone was almost triumphant, and Lian realized that Lord Grey was constructing a persuasive argument to be allowed abovedecks.
“I was taught that necromancers couldn’t command vampires because of their intelligence and will,” Lian mused, choosing to ignore the skull’s hint. Actually, his education regarding necromancy was sketchy.
“That is one theory, but an untrue one. Vampires are no more intelligent or strong-willed than other forms of traditional Undead. For example, it is easier for a black robe mage to command a greater barrow-wight than a vampire, even though the wight is far more powerful and usually vastly more intelligent than the vampire. But the necromancer gleans a majority of his power through channels associated with the Unnamed One, whereas vampires draw their powers from a tie to their divine mother, Lilith,” Lord Grey explained.
“So what this all means is that one could be aboard, and you wouldn’t know it?”
“Precisely. I must assume that the vampire in question is either a Companion or Greythorn himself, and if this is true, unless I use direct searching magics or a ward, I won’t detect them. The older ones are quite capable of masking their presence completely from prying eyes.”
“Do we tell the cap’ns?” asked Snog from the bed, where he had been silently listening while sharpening his knives with extra caution born of a nicked finger. Earlier that day, a sudden pitch of the ship had cost him a fingertip. Reidar had finally produced an ointment and bandaged the wound, which had stubbornly refused to stop bleeding prior to the mage's ministrations.
“I don’t think that would be a good idea for a variety of reasons,” Lian said. “If it is truly a Companion or their master, he would be here to protect me.”
Lord Grey said dryly, “Is that so? How convenient for them that you took Saul at his word.” His tone dripped with sarcasm.
Lian shook his head. “Look, if he wanted us captured, dead, or Undead, there would have been little to prevent it back in the city. Even with your help, Lord Grey, he had enough force at his disposal to take us.”
“I cede the point,” Lord Grey said reluctantly, “but that doesn’t stop him from either changing his mind or having other motives entirely. I don’t want to burst your bubble, but there is another point you should consider, young Alan. Our mysterious stowaway could well be a Companion, but not an ally of Saul’s. According to his own tale, the Companions may not be his creatures any more. I know that I would have refused to continue serving him after his dismal lack of control.
“He destroyed centuries, centuries, of work for the sake of one woman. A beautiful and capable woman, to be sure,” the skull said, not wishing to offend Lian, “but in the end she was not worth the cost. He knew that, but he let his passions overwhelm his mind and his duty. To me, at the least, that would be unforgivable.”
“I have a question,” said Gem. “Should we search for the stowaway ourselves? We don’t know for certain that it’s down there, but it does seem reasonable. The rats did not flee the ship as we set sail, nor are they venturing above the bilge very much. I can still hear them down there, though I don’t hear anything besides them.”
“Until we discover the truth of the matter, we stay quiet about it,” decided Lian. “The captains or Reidar may come to a similar conclusion and initiate their own search. Until then, we’ll monitor the rat situation, and see if the goblins run across any bloodless rodent carcasses. I don’t think it’ll be careless enough to leave bodies where they’ll be found, though. Even aboard a ship, there are places that a human can’t reach. A vampire could manage to get into those spaces, in a variety of forms, and leave the corpses behind…or throw them overboard, I suppose.”
 “Wise counsel, Alan,” Lord Grey confirmed. “I’ll second your suggestion. For now, though, you’d best settle down, because your neighbor’s heading below.” The skull referred to Reidar, whose room was opposite Lian’s. The sorcerer had one of only four rooms with a lock of any kind aboard the ship. Two were the captain’s cabins, which divided the upper level of the sterncastle. One was the room which served as a brig, when needed, and housed the ale and rum otherwise. The last was Reidar’s room, which Lian knew was one of the largest aboard. Wizards required a lot of room for their experiments, so the size of the mage’s quarters didn’t surprise Lian in the slightest.
Although Reidar would be unable to overhear their conversation through Lord Grey’s ward, the band was in agreement that it would be difficult to form an explanation should he poke his head through the door. And in fact, as Lian and Snog prepared for sleep, the mage did knock on the door.
“Enter,” Lian called, remembering too late that Reidar couldn’t hear him. Motioning Snog to open the door, Lian continued to stow his gear.
“Good evening, Alan,” the sorcerer said amicably. “I would like to speak to your scout, if I may?” He propped his lanky frame against the doorjamb and smiled expectantly.
“In private?” Lian asked with a raised eyebrow.
Reidar held up a hand, “Oh, no, of course not. Snog, I’ve spoken to Kar and Sar, and they informed me that you are probably a shaman. Is this correct?”
Snog shook his head. “Nay, milord. Tho, it be true, in a way, sir. I was ‘prenticed to the shaman for a while, ‘afore I got picked fer the scout trainin’. The shaman hisself said I’d be better fer that work than witchin’. I know a little o’ stuff, an’ I can talk to rats right eno’.” The goblin neglected to mention that he was an agent of Saael.
Reidar nodded solemnly. “I didn’t think the lads were right about it, or you wouldn’t be up here on the surface, hey?” Snog shook his head, and Reidar continued, “I won’t tell them that they’re overestimating your magical threat, though. I’m sure it keeps them from picking on you too much.”
“Tell ‘em what ye like, milord,” Snog said flatly. “That’s ‘tween us Gov, sir.”
Reidar smiled faintly and nodded again. “Of course. Good night to the both of you, then.” He nodded politely to Lian before closing the door behind him. Lian heard him unlock his own door, and his footsteps went inside.
Deciding that further conversation was too dangerous with the mage below, Lian hopped up into his hammock and relaxed until sleep captured him.
The dreams of being hunted came again, as they had every night since they began. The details of the dreams varied, but in every one, four of his five beloved siblings gleefully led his pursuers, their faces twisted with an evil hatred. Jenine, his eldest sister, was absent from every single dream. Lian woke early, and fell back to sleep only after Gem sang softly to him along their mindlink.
He’s not telling me the worst of those dreams, the blade thought to herself. There’s something about them that bothers him deeply. She was glad that the continent was behind them, but she knew that Rishak’s mages could still drop on them at any time, Firavon’s Key notwithstanding. Lian had not shared his nightmares with Gem, and this worried her.
 After both Lian and the goblin were deeply asleep, Lord Grey spoke. His voice was so soft that even Snog’s keen hearing wouldn’t be able to discern it, but Gem heard it clearly. “Gem?” he asked.
Answering in kind, her blade barely vibrating with the faint sound, Gem replied, “Yes?”
“You share a bond with him that the rest of us do not share,” the skull continued. “He is having recurring nightmares, isn’t he?”
Gem knew that Lian awoke in a panic nearly every night, though he’d learned not to cry out loud as he’d done in Mola. It wasn’t hard to come to the conclusion that he was having nightmares. “Yes, he is, Lord Grey. He has not, however, shared their content with me, though it is obvious to me that he is deeply troubled by them. I believe that he assumes the dreams are a normal consequence of what he’s been through.
“But you don’t think so?” she asked the skull.
The skull thought about that for a moment, then said, “It’s too early to tell. I do not believe that he is demon-ridden, though, since that would have a noticeable effect on his aura. It could be an attack on him through dreams, however. The boy’s enemy would certainly have access to samples of his hair as well as several of his prized possessions.
“The enemy’s attempts to locate Alan through sympathetic magic will not be successful, but that doesn’t prevent one of his mages from dreamsending our young friend. That, by the way, is one of the many things for which I am keeping a magical eye out, but my abilities are limited with a mage on board,” Lord Grey finished.
“Reidar’s presence isn’t likely to change any time soon, but that leads me to an important question I’ve been meaning to ask you,” the sword said. “Who knew that you were in the Tower? Can Alan reveal your presence without betraying his identity?” She had other questions as well, but they could wait for discussions to be held other nights as their living companions slept. Secretly, and despite the company she was keeping, she was delighted that she and the necromancer could converse in this manner, for she found few things as boring as watching Lian and the goblin sleep.
“As far as I know, no one but Elowyn knew that I was still in the Tower. There are certainly a few of the elder elves who would remember me, but I’m sure you can safely assume that for most purposes, I am an unknown. Gilaeshar was in the Tower for a very long time, dating back to Naveh’s generation at least. Revealing my existence may raise ugly questions for our young friend, but it will not reveal his identity.
“Sooner or later, he will have need of the magics that I command. I would prefer that he carry me with him so that I can meet that need, but I understand his misgivings, and yours, Lady Sword.” The skull’s tone was serious, revealing none of his normal sardonic tone.
“To magical eyes, I appear to be nothing more than some sort of magical device. The magics which seal my consciousness within this piece of bone render me invisible to magical detection as an entity. The only time my sentience can be determined is if I possess someone,” he said.
“So Elowyn’s information was accurate?” she asked.
“It was. He never told me how he knew my location, or how he knew that I was sentient. I surmise that he discovered Naveh’s journals, but I doubt I’ll get the chance to ask him.” The master assassin was almost certainly dead, but the necromancer chose not to belabor the obvious.
The two magical beings conversed into the night, discussing Lian’s predicament. Despite her misgivings, Gem found the skull a good companion, at least when he was being agreeable.
By noon the next day, the wind had almost completely abated, and Cedrick ordered full sails. Even with every stitch of cloth fully extended, the ship moved at a snail’s pace compared to their earlier, swift flight. Lian asked Doval if calm winds were a common occurrence. The two men were standing amicably next to the wheel, observing Kess dislodge the jam that Lian had caused in the loading mechanism as a training exercise. Lian bore the skull in a thick leather bag slung at his belt. Doval eyed it curiously, but didn’t inquire as to its contents.
From their position, their backs were turned to Snog, who was maintaining his post next to the forward bolt-thrower while suppressing his newly resurgent nausea. The slower pace meant a great deal more pitching, and the goblin despaired of ever gaining his true sea legs.
“Aye, Alan,” Doval replied. “Sometimes we’ll be hanging at irons for days. You ken my meaning?” Lian nodded his head. Some of the nautical terms were still beyond him, he recognized the term “irons” to mean that the sails hung loosely, flapping in the nearly still breeze.
“What do you do then?” Lian asked, extracting a bark-like laugh from the helmsman, a dour sailor named Varik.  Lian’s talent with names helped him keep the helmsman’s name distinct from Yarek’s, but Snog had evidenced some trouble doing so.
Ignoring the helmsman’s derision, Doval answered seriously, “Well, you wait it out, or if you’re in a real hurry you pay a mage to whistle you up some wind. In our case, that’d tie up Reidar’s magic almost completely, and neither the Captain nor Mr. Arden like that overmuch.
“This wind’s pretty light, but we’re still moving, so we don’t dare complain. We sailors are a superstitious and pious lot,” Doval continued with a grin to let Lian know he was at least partially joking, “and we don’t seek to offend the fair winds that any god sends us, however slowly we sail.”
He interrupted the conversation to call commands to some of the sailors who were adjusting the sails. Lian couldn’t see that the correction made a difference, but he assumed that the bosun had a reason for his orders.
He took the opportunity to make a suggestion to Kess, who hadn’t made much progress unjamming the weapon’s cranequin. Kess’ look of consternation transformed to one of understanding as his chief’s advice became clear to him. “I see it, Mr. Alan!” he said excitedly. He cranked the winch carefully, then stopped before the locking mechanism advanced to the next spoke of the gear, and held it there. Concentrating mightily to hold the crank steady, he maneuvered the offending piece of steel out of the mechanism with a pair of tongs.
Lian’s smile at the young sailor’s success was echoed weakly by Snog at the other end of the ship. The goblin had finished retching over the side, and was sitting against the base of the forward railing observing Kess’ efforts.
“Now make sure it’ll crank freely,” Lian suggested, moving to check the weapon for any sign of damage as he gave his instructions. Turning from Kess, he looked to Doval, who was watching his own orders being carried out by his men. The bosun and the helmsman seemed to suddenly withdraw from Lian as he was seized by a sharp desire to change Searcher’s course. Shaking off the alien feeling and the illusion of distance, he walked back toward the other two officers.
 



Chapter Twenty Seven
“Dui ‘r ni’ian lu lem’n ael eluri mela mor elea moor’n ken’dwr me’an.”
“Let the winds carry their ashes homeward, ever higher, until the great Sun reclaims them.”
-- Aesidhe burial prayer for heroes
The rest of that day passed normally, although Cedrick and Ylen were sequestered in the Captain’s cabin all afternoon. When they emerged, the Captain motioned Lian to follow him. Day was setting, and Lian was tired from drilling Kess, as well as from a bit of sword work he’d practiced with Arden. The mercenary leader was an excellent swordsman, and was quite impressed with the skill that “Alan” showed. As Lian approached the sterncastle, he was once again seized by the overwhelming desire to change course. With great effort, he forced himself to suppress the feeling and entered the cabin where the captain and navigator waited for him.
“This breeze is going to alter our estimated arrival time in Seagate,” Cedrick said without preamble. “Given that our speed was fifteen knots this morning, and is now roughly three and a half, how long will it take us to reach port if it remains constant?”
Lian looked at the map, where a small figure of the Searcher was placed. First he moved it to the approximate place he estimated the ship’s present position to be, then he measured the distance to Seagate. Calculating the answer in his mind, he said, “Fifteen days instead of five.”
Cedrick nodded approvingly, but Ylen merely grunted. “Simple enough to answer. Suppose instead that we shift our track to the south, hoping to catch stronger winds? Let us say we divert to a new heading of east-southeast, and take a curving course to Seagate?”
Lian didn’t get a chance to answer the unpleasant little navigator, for the ship suddenly pitched heavily forward and to starboard, as if it had struck an underwater obstruction. Charts slid off the table, and nearly half of Cedrick’s gear clattered onto the floor. Lian seized the edge of the chart table and kept his feet, as did the captain, who merely shifted his balance. Ylen, however, was thrown backward into the wall, striking his skull on the bulkhead.
Outside, a man shrieked, and the pitch of his voice rose as he screamed. A splash abruptly ended the scream. Lian guessed that the sailor in the crow’s nest had been pitched out of his perch by the collision.
“What the hell?” Cedrick exclaimed, fighting through the clutter to reach the door. Lian, closer to the exit, extended a strong steadying arm to his captain. Nodding his thanks, Cedrick staggered outside the cabin. Lian followed close behind.
Searcher rocked back to center slowly, and the crew regained their footing. Doval’s voice cried out, “Man overboard!” and several sailors rushed to the starboard railing.
The helmsman, who’d managed to stay on his feet, was trying to spin the wheel to port, but was met with resistance. “Helm won’t answer, Captain!” he yelled.
Beliu, tied up to the port side of the cookhouse, had slammed against it before sliding forward. As he staggered to his feet, he seemed to be coming out from under the influence of the tranquilizers Nan had been feeding him each morning and evening. Lian ordered him to stand, which he did with little show of reluctance. Good horse, and my thanks again, Saul, the prince thought. A maddened horse on deck would be a nightmare for the crew until it was brought back under control.
The fallen lookout began screaming once again, and Lian rushed to the starboard stairway to see what ailed the man. He was partially wrapped in long blue-green strands of what Lian took to be seaweed. His agony and terror, however, were apparent, for his veins bulged at his neck as he struggled, jerking repeatedly, as if he were being stung by hornets.
One of the sailors lit a torch from his lantern and threw it out over the head of the victim to light the area. Lian shielded his eyes against the sudden glare.
“Gods, those are man o’war tentacles!” exclaimed Doval as he watched the dying man. “But it’d have to be so big—” The bosun abruptly terminated his sentence and rushed forward to the prow. He yelled, “Cut those sails loose now!” The fallen sailor slumped over in the mass of tentacles, unconscious yet still faintly twitching.
Arden and a few of the mercenaries emerged on deck, and Lian ordered Kess to load, signaling Snog to have his loader do likewise. He climbed up to his own station and cranked the weapon to readiness.
Lord Grey is communicating with me, said Gem urgently. He says, “Creatures are climbing the hull from below the ship.” He says he isn’t sure how many, but they’re swimming through the tentacles without being stung.
“Captain!” yelled Lian. “I think this might be a trap!” He decided that he could explain his conclusion later as paranoia.
Arden yelled, “Arden’s Company! Spread out and guard the crew! Cedrick, get more lights up!” Cedrick nodded and signaled to his mate Robin, who dispatched a sailor to light more lanterns.
The mercenaries broke into pairs, helping each other into the leather armor that was their shipboard protection. Only the two goblins, who Lian had never seen unarmed or unarmored, wore their chainmail. The barbarian Nan was attired in only her animal hides, disdaining armor.
The first intruder scaled the port side, moving as quietly as it could. It was a lizard man, a species similar to the Molan lizards but of a bluish-purple coloration. Intending to grab the sailor lighting torches, it didn’t see the big goblinish throwing axe until it was already embedded just below the crest of its head.
Sar shouted in triumph as it plunged back over the side, but this was cut short as dozens of the things poured up over the sides of the ship. Their surge seemed to be triggered by the fall of the first lizard.
“Arm yourself!” Lian called to Kess, drawing Gem and his shortsword. Don’t reveal your magics unless you have to, he said to Gem. There hadn’t been time to light very many torches, and much of the ship was cast in deep shadow.
Kess grabbed a cutlass from the locker adjacent to his ballista and cast a wishful eye at the siege engine before backing toward the helmsman and Lian, his attention focused on the ship’s railings. The bolt-throwers were useless against boarders originating in the water, since they couldn’t traverse to fire across the ship.
Lian’s senses, sharpened by the blade’s powers, picked up the scrabbling of lizards climbing the stern of the ship. Gem made sure he was aware of it.
The lizards were shorter than those who that dwelled near Mola, but broader. They wore no clothing. carried no weapons, and were completely coated with a clear slimy substance. They climbed the ship easily with their powerful clawed hands, but once they made the railing, they were quite clumsy due to the slippery material that coated them. The near-darkness of the stern was no apparent hindrance to them.
Gods, the stench! Lian thought to himself, for the lizards brought with them the pungent smell of particularly rotten fish. It wasn’t enough to nauseate him, but it was certainly noticeable.
The mercenaries surged forward to engage the lizards while the sailing crew retreated toward the center of the ship where the weapons lockers were kept, always unlocked and at ready. Lian watched Yarek, the martial arts practitioner, deliver a flying kick to the chest of one lizard, flinging it off the ship with an audible cracking noise. Lian assumed that the sound was that of breaking ribs.
Yarek’s next series of blows directed toward the lizards that now surrounded him, however, was ineffectual. Though the lizards couldn’t actually get their claws on him, the warrior’s blows glanced off the intruders, except for those which struck dead-on. The slime acts like armor against crushing weapons, Lian thought, turning his attention to the lizards fording the stern railing.
Despite the slippery substance, which impaired their balance, the lizards poured effectively over the side of the ship, losing momentum only when they released their handholds and the grip that their thick, sharp claws accorded. Kess and Lian managed to position themselves back to back before the enemy surrounded them, as did the two mercenaries who had arrived to defend the afterdeck. The helmsman and Cedrick, however, weren’t so lucky, and were separated by the lizards.
The captain was aware that he would be quickly subdued if he were seized from behind, and ducked behind the ship’s wheel to press his back against its stout post.
The helmsman on watch, who Lian knew only by the name of Rudi, slashed one lizard across the chest and dealt another a superficial cut on its scaled arm before he was grabbed from behind. Rather than clawing him, the lizard simply threw him over the side. The helmsman yelled in anger as he flew through the air, but his shouts turned to shrieks of terror and pain as he landed in the thick mass of tentacles floating near the surface around the ship.
How long are those tentacles? Lian wondered, as the lookout had been tossed nearly even with the bow. He’d assumed that the poisoned appendages would only be a problem near the front of the ship, but that had just been proven false.
He had no more time to wonder as the lizards pressed their attack. He could hear Beliu screaming in rage and terror, and fervently hoped that the lizards were paying for their encroachment. Even somewhat drugged, the horse wouldn’t tolerate these foul-smelling enemies anywhere near him.
Also audible over the din of battle was the clear singing of the mage Reidar. An explosion that sounded like breaking glass cleared a small section of deck of lizards, leaving behind tattered remains. As soon as he completed the first spell, Reidar began a second spellsong, but the crush of lizards prevented him from repeating his first strike.
Reider’s second spell, shorter and simpler, sent a mere pair of the lizards hissing and spitting high into the air, far out away from the ship. Lian doubted that the fall would kill them, but it would certainly make it necessary for them to swim back.
He kept his own slashes short, concentrating instead on using Gem to hold the lizards at bay, while employing his shortsword to thrust past their claws to wound arms and torsos. Behind him, Kess was being sorely pressed, and Lian yelled to him, “Make your way to the mercenaries!” There were nearly two dozen lizards on the afterdeck alone, and he could hear their hissing and low-pitched calls from every quarter of the ship.
The two mercenaries, a pair of Arden’s swordsmen, were using their shields to good advantage, and were making their own way toward Cedrick’s position between them and the pair of gunners.
Lian’s scaled armor deflected the lizards’ claws, but Kess yelled in pain several times as long gouges were ripped in his arms and face. Suddenly swinging Gem in a powerful slash, he took one of the creatures off guard, cleaving its skull with the sharp edge of the lashthirin-alloyed weapon. While his opponents were momentarily dumbfounded by the sudden spray of blood across their faces, Lian was able to swing Gem the other way and slice a hand off of another attacker. The shortsword took out a third lizard, but his victory was short-lived.
The fallen lizards were quickly replaced by more, and Kess’ scream of pain informed him that he had unexpected problems behind him.
One lizard had tried to rush the young sailor, and had ended up with a cutlass embedded in his mouth point-first. However, the blade snapped in half before Kess could pull it free, and he was forced to draw his belt knife.
“Here!” Lian said, linking arms briefly and turning to present Kess to his former adversaries. He slashed quickly at Kess’ lizards, who were perplexed by the maneuver, and severed half of one’s hand. In the momentary confusion, he passed Kess his shortsword. The move, swiftly and smoothly executed, earned a shout of approval from Nan and Kar, who were in a position against the deckhouse where they could see the fight on the stern deck.
Kess, emboldened by the quickness and agility afforded by the enchanted weapon, cut and thrust with more confidence. The lizards, having observed firsthand the effectiveness of both of Lian’s blades, grew a little more cautious.
From his new position, he saw that Cedrick had managed to lash himself to the wheel-post, and although he bore several superficial wounds, he seemed to be holding his own. Lian could also see that the lizards were forcing the two crews back to the center, and that at least two more crewmen had been tossed overboard into the waiting tentacles. Beliu had a sheen of sweat on his sides, and blood coated his foreleg from the fetlock to the hoof. The gelding stood in a clear circle with four dead lizards lying broken about him. Another was dragging himself away from the horse, trailing a shattered leg behind him. The gelding’s eyes were wide, but he stood grimly, ready to kick and stamp at anyone who dared approach.
Yarek was climbing the netting that led to the masthead, carrying his bow and quiver with him. Lian was forced to divert his attention from the rest of the battle as the lizards pressed him again. Without his second blade, Lian was challenged just to keep the creatures at bay, and his progress toward the captain’s position was halted. Let me know when, Gem said, ready to throw her magic into the battle.
Reidar’s protectors had been overrun, and he was forced to abandon spellcasting for his falchion. Arden shouted orders in an attempt to get Reidar enough protection to allow him to cast spells again, and Lian caught a glimpse of Nan and Kar working their way toward him.
The two swordsmen on the afterdeck managed to reach Cedrick’s side, and they protected him so he, too, could issue orders. At this point, lizards were still boarding, and their numbers threatened to overwhelm the beleaguered crew. Soon, but—Lian began, his thought suddenly interrupted.
Kess screamed again, and dropped the shortsword as he was snared by two of the lizards. Lian thrusted a reverse stroke straight back into one of the two grappling lizards, who released his prize to grip his guts where the razor-sharp blade had opened his side.
The other lizard, quickly aided by additional comrades, tossed Kess over the side, arms flailing. He bounced off the railing, his arm bending at an impossible angle with a terrible snap, before sliding over toward the death waiting in the sea. “NO!” shouted Lian, sweeping his blade about his torso wildly, forcing the closest lizards to duck.
Lian, aware that he was about to join the young gunner, was surprised to see a full yard of arrow shaft suddenly appear in the throat of a lizard standing between himself and the captain. Yarek was calmly reloading his bow, a distracted and calm expression on his face.
Lian didn’t worry that the shot might have struck him in the confusion of the melée, since he knew that he would have certainly been killed if the lizards had been able to grab him. Gem’s magics would take time to weave, and the poison of the “man o’ war” had proven to be very fast-acting indeed. Immediately, Lian leapt into a frontal kick at the remaining lizard standing between himself and the three other men, slashing downward with Gem at the same time. Using her as a makeshift lever, he finished his vault over the slippery lizard, slamming into the back of one of the mercenaries’ opponents. The swordsman took advantage of that lizard’s surprise to stick it in the throat, and Lian hastily formed up with the two better-protected warriors.
“That was close,” he said, exacting a hearty laugh from the swordsman beside him.
The foredeck was now empty of defenders save for Snog, who had climbed out onto the spar, a structure Lian had learned was called the “widowmaker” because of the number of sailors who fell to their deaths from it. There, the lizards could only reach him one at a time, and the goblin could effectively defend himself. Smiles, the sailor who loaded for the goblin, had been tossed over into the deadly waters. As Lian watched, the goblin drove his current attacker into retreat with his magical dagger, then threw one of his deadly throwing knives into the back of another lizard. It screamed and fell over, blood spraying from an arterial wound.
The situation on the main deck was also grim, though most of the two crews were alive. The sheer multitude of unarmed lizards was pressing them back onto the hold covers, and Lian feared that they’d give way under the weight of the crew. The lizards had managed to extinguish half of the lanterns, and the night grew darker and darker. The three goblins, Lian, and a few of the mercenaries were able to function in the deepening gloom, but he heard more than one angry warning to “watch out were you’re sticking that thing.”
The scream from the forecastle’s doorway drew everyone’s attention due to both its suddenness and sheer volume. A white shape leapt from the shadows of the doorway, throwing itself onto the nearest group of lizards with a terrible ferocity. Lian saw one lizard literally ripped limb from limb by the horrible, pale thing which had crawled up from the depths of the ship.
“What in the hells?!?” cried Cedrick as he slashed at the hand of a lizard who was trying to get a grip on his bodyguard’s shield. From his position, the figure must have looked like an apparition.
Lian conjectured that it was most likely their mysterious vampire stowaway, but he kept quiet. The swordsman on his right shrugged as he spitted a lizard with his weapon, saying, “Don’t care, cap’n, so long at it kills scaleys.”
Behind the white form of the miniature vampire, a black-and-grey tide poured from the open doorway. Rats by the hundreds streamed out, driving directly toward the lizards and attacking them with an insane fury. Although the rats weren’t as deadly as their mistress, the lizards were terrified by the onslaught, retreating in a blue tide to be cut down by the blades of the crewmen.
The lizards tried repeatedly to grab the small form of the vampire, but every attempt resulted in lizards hurled headlong into bulkheads and even the mainmast. The fury of the vampire’s attack rivaled, or even surpassed, the sheer power of Gilaeshar’s attacks, and it was all the more terrifying coming from such a small package.
Yarek ignored the vampire and the carnage taking place on the foredeck, spending his arrows in the fight going on around the wheel and Searcher’s captain. He took careful aim each time, never releasing a shaft until he was completely ready. Lian, at first, cursed the little man for taking so long to fire each shot, but he rapidly reversed his opinion when he noted that each time Yarek fired, a lizard fell, not to rise again. The bowman accounted for five kills, and then a sixth as Lian spared the overall situation another glance.
Rat-covered lizards were plunging back into the water, and the rodents’ squeaks were punctuated by the occasional screech as one was stung by the tentacles. More of the lizards retreated, especially where the vampire carved a swath through their numbers. At some unseen signal, they all turned to flee at once, diving back into the waters from whence they’d come.
The assault was over, but there were literally thousands of rats on the deck, and a gore-soaked vampire in the tattered remains of what might have been a white nightshirt. She didn’t appear to be a day over Lian’s true age. Sileth of the Silks, Lian thought in awe, wondering along with the entire population of the Searcher, what the vampire would do.
Ignoring the terrified crew, she bent to one of the still-living lizards, affixing her fangs to it, uncaring that it wasn’t human. She fed from five in total, including the leg-shattered victim of the warhorse, who had nearly managed to reach the side of the ship before she fell upon him. While she fed, the rats tore off pieces of the lizards where they could, but seemed impelled to return down the passageway.
Arden took the time to rally his force and drag the wounded away from the vampiress. Cedrick’s mate Robin was a casualty of the battle, as was the bosun’s mate Doval. Both had been tossed into the tentacles of the man o’ war that still surrounded the vessel.
Cedrick, bereft of officers, ordered Lian to have more lanterns lit. This, the prince did personally. As he carried a lit punk around to the lanterns, the breeze freshened and the ship began to list space slightly, pulled over to the port side by the strengthening winds. Above the noise of flapping canvas, he heard a faint call for help, and rushed to the railing, yelling for assistance. Kess was clinging feebly to the side, his left arm hanging, clearly broken and useless. He’d managed to retain his grip on the side of the ship, and there had apparently been no lizards climbing up to yank him free of his precarious perch.
Without hesitation, Lian grabbed a rope and belayed it with two pins on the railing. The two soldiers who answered his call held the rope for him, and the prince lowered himself over the side to the aid of his subordinate. “Steady, there, lad,” he said, his eyes tearing at the incredible relief Kess’ survival brought.
“Sorry I missed the rest of the fun, Mr. Alan, sir,” Kess said shakily, his skin clammy to Lian’s touch.
Lian called to have blankets ready and took hold of the slightly smaller man, gripping him tightly in a fierce embrace, ignoring the mass of deadly poisoned tentacles below him. “Pull! Pull, damn your eyes!” he shouted, his voice hoarse and cracking slightly. The strain on his right arm was tremendous, but he gritted his teeth against the pain and the strain, and walked the two of them up the side of the ship and into the waiting arms of half a dozen sailors, who cheered when they saw Kess’ face.
Cedrick let the men clap the nearly unconscious man on his good shoulder before issuing orders to drop the sails. He had no intention of moving Searcher until he knew how badly the ship was fouled by the sea creature, or how many of his rapidly dwindling crew he was going to lose to the vampire. He signaled Lian to continue his assignment, and one of the sailors said, “I’ve got ‘im, Mr. Alan, sir. I’ll look after ‘im.” Lian smiled his thanks.
 Lian returned to his job of lighting more lanterns, and managed to be near the vampire by the time she finished her meal. Arden, flanked by the two goblins, stood by, waiting for her to turn her attention to them.
“Peace, mortal,” she said in a softly accented voice, rising from her bloody repast as if the scene meant nothing to her. “We have no quarrel as yet.” Her motions were swift and fluid, as if her skeleton was pliable. The vampire’s movements belied the tremendous strength that she had demonstrated. Her face was soaked with the blood, slime, and gore of the lizard creatures, and her belly was slightly distended from the vitae which filled it.
“What business have you here, my Lady Sileth?” Arden asked, revealing his knowledge of Greythorn’s legends. The Tiny Companion, as Sileth was sometimes called, was often mentioned in the legends of the vampire kingdom, and was unmistakable.
“My own, mercenary,” she replied, wiping some of the blood from her mouth onto her hand and flicking it aside. “I believe I’ve just earned my passage several times over.”
Arden shook his head, mastering his fear of the child-like creature. “Forgive me, Lady, but I cannot let it go at that. Your aid in the battle is deeply appreciated, as well as the fact that you brought your own provisions on board. But this is my ship, and I would know why you are here.” The two goblins were tensed behind him. Lian thought that they were likely praying the vampire wouldn’t take offense.
High above, in the crow’s nest, Yarek stood unmoving, apparently unaffected by the winds that whipped the loosened sails below his feet. His bow was drawn to full extension, and Lian knew that his target was the heart of the vampire. Lian could see no sign of exertion on the face of the bowman, and marveled at his self control.
Behind Lian, Reidar stood. Lian moved to a position beside two of Arden’s swordsmen to protect the mage should the vampire try to attack him. Lian knew that to be a futile gesture, for the vampire had shown literally supernatural speed in her assault on the lizards. She could strike the mage past Lian’s guard and be back out again before Lian could begin to react.
For an endless moment, Sileth considered the question, motionless. Lian found himself focusing on her blood-stained neck, vainly trying to see a pulse beating there. “Very well, Captain Arden,” she said without drawing breath or blinking. “I will answer your question.”
Lian noticed that she did not say questions, but didn’t feel it wise to point that out.
Sileth continued, “I seek passage across the Kyr-ella to your destination. One whom I seek is there.”
“Kyr-ella?” Arden asked, and was answered not by the vampire, but by the little navigator Ylen, who had emerged from the cabin, and was holding his bleeding head.
“Kyr-ella is one of the more archaic names for the Kyrian Sea, Arden,” he said, his nasal tone even more unpleasant than usual because of the pain of his injury.
Sileth nodded once and said, “Forgive my antique wording, Captain Arden.” A ghost of a smile played briefly on her lips before fading into the expressionless mask she wore.
“Why not purchase passage, Lady? We could hardly refuse you, and the accommodations would have been much more comfortable—” he paused, interrupted by her gesture.
“These comforts of which you speak hold no interest to me,” she said, “nor does begging the permission of a mortal, however likely it is that he would grant it.” Rising in a single movement, she turned to the passage which led into the depths of the ship.
“I will remain in my current lodgings, and you will not disturb me,” she said, a pronouncement as flat as doom.
“As you wish, Lady Sileth. You will see no one, I assure you,” Arden said, bowing to her with a flourish.
Ignoring his decorum, she replied as she faded away into the darkness of the passage, “Neither is that my concern, Captain, though the fate of the curious is often harsh.” Her words dropped to whispers and then hints of whispers, but every man and woman on deck understood every word. Lian observed more than a few shudders at the Companion’s words, and had to suppress his own.
 



Chapter Twenty Eight
“The Pelorian nobility boasted a heritage of Power, yet not every son or daughter was gifted with the voice required to use it. Many was the peasant whose voice was stolen by Pelorian rituals, to bestow song on those who did not deserve it.”
-- “Songstealing,” forbidden text from Volume IX of Kommath’s work 
Clearly, Arden and Cedrick wished to confer about the vampire’s presence, but unfortunately there were more pressing matters to be dealt with first. A storm was blowing in, not a serious matter under normal circumstances; however, Searcher was entangled and listing even with her sails down.
“I’ll need some of your men!” Cedrick said, and Arden nodded, quickly assigning a half dozen of his warriors to Cedrick’s command. Armed with axes and partially protected from the stinging tentacles in their armor, the warriors chopped at those nearest to the ship, held from above by tether lines.
Lian, the only officer remaining other than Ylen, accompanied Arden forward to investigate the obstruction which held them in place. The waves were already swelling ahead of the oncoming storm.
They looked over the forward railing and found the huge body of the man o’ war draped across the bow of the ship at the waterline. The impact had crushed its relatively fragile balloon-like body, and the remains were folded around the ship like a leathery, glistening white veil. Behind the ship, the tentacles trailed for hundreds of yards, clearly visible in the strobe-like flashes of lightning heralding the oncoming squall.
“Gods, what a monster!” remarked Arden, voicing Lian’s own horror. To Lian he added, “So, do you have any ideas about how we can get that thing off the ship?”
Lian had been considering this already, and nodded. “Yes, sir. We need to clear the rudder then get the ship turned side-on to the wind. After that, she should slip free. The tentacles aren’t really entangled with the ship, they’re just being dragged behind her.”
Arden, pleased at Lian’s suggestion, said, “Run aft and inform Cedrick of your plan. If he likes it, put it into effect.”
“Aye, sir,” Lian replied, heading astern. As he approached the back of the ship, one of the swordsmen who had been slashing tentacles was being hauled back up on his tether rope with a sting on one hand. It was rapidly swelling and turning purple, reminding Lian of a viper’s bite. Snog seized the screaming man’s arm with surprising strength, expertly carving the wound with his enchanted dagger. Blood, mixed with a clear fluid welled from the cut, and the goblin immediately put his mouth to the wounds and sucked hard, spitting the venom onto the deck. This completed, with relief reflected on the face of the soldier, he withdrew a small tuber from the belt pouch where he carried his tobacco. Breaking it open, he rubbed the contents into the wound, driving the man almost into convulsions from the new pain.
“He’ll be fine, but fer the scar,” Snog pronounced, rising from his handiwork with a satisfied smile. He untied the writhing man from his tether and wrapped it around his own waist. Lian longed to ask the goblin what he was doing, but instead headed towards Cedrick, who was observing the activities on his ship with a keen eye.
“Captain Arden’s compliments, sir,” Lian began, describing the situation at the prow of the vessel as well as his plan for freeing her.
Cedrick clapped him on the shoulder approvingly, saying with a grin, “You’ve got the right of it there, lad. We’ll make a sailor of you, by the gods!” Shouting orders, he summoned Reidar.
“We need you to clear the rudder and steering chains, and to keep them clear. It’s too dangerous to risk more men on that,” Cedrick said.
Reidar nodded thoughtfully, flashing Lian a grin. “I do have a spell for it, but I can’t keep it up for very long. The notes are right at the edge of my range, and I just can’t hold them.”
The ship captain nodded curtly. “We’ll be ready,” he pronounced, placed a sailor on the wheel and ordered the jib-sail raised and trimmed. As the sailors began unfurling the jib, he turned to Reidar and said, “You’d better get cracking. Searcher will capsize if that squall line reaches us before we’re freed.”
The mage didn’t reply, instead summoning his reserves of power and concentration. Uttering a gull-like cry, he began to sing a spell which first dried out the tentacles, as if they were lying in a blazing desert sun, or perhaps upon a hot iron skillet. The desiccating appendages cracked under the strain, but so did Reidar’s voice. As he had promised, the spell’s notes were high indeed, and he was already having trouble maintaining them.
The black line of clouds and lightning drew closer, and the wind caught the jib and began to pull Searcher over to port.
“Should I help him?” asked Lord Grey very quietly, his voice pitched so low that Lian alone could hear it over Reidar’s strained chanting. As the spell progressed, it became clear that the mage simply wasn’t able to fulfill the musical demands of the magic.
Before he could respond to the skull’s inquiry, Arden joined Reidar’s song, sustaining a single note which wasn’t particularly harmonious with the magesong. As he fed power into the magic, Arden’s efforts, off-key as they were, eased the mage’s strain enough that he managed to recover control over his spell.
“Will wonders never cease?” Lian whispered in amazement. Arden’s song was monotonal, no more than a mantra really, which accomplished nothing more than to channel power from himself to Reidar, but the magical strength behind it was impressive, as well as unexpected.
He’s tone deaf, I think, Gem mused. He started that on a fifth minor, a bit flat. Reidar’s lucky it didn’t throw his whole spell off, but he seemed to be expecting it.
Tone deaf or not, it’s working, Lian replied, as the tendrils that entangled the rudder continued to dry and crack under the desiccation spell.
“Now!” Reidar cried, and the helmsman hauled the wheel hard to port, straining against the dried strands of tentacle that were still wrapped around the chains. With snapping noises reminiscent of crumbling sandstone, the rudder ripped free of the dried appendages, and the mass at the bow began to slip to the side. Cedrick held the turn until the ship was running before the wind and he could see the massive bulk of the man o’ war’s body sinking into the dark waters.
“Well sung, Reidar,” Arden complemented, his voice a little hoarse from maintaining his own spell.
“I’ve done better,” the mage admitted, clasping the arms of his captain in gratitude, “but I do believe you’re learning to sing, a little.” His earnest smile removed any possible sting from his words.
With attention available for other matters, Lian spotted Snog fixing something to the deck with one of his daggers. As the prince neared the goblin, he could see that the “something” was the last of three thirty-foot sections of man o’ war tentacle. The goblin grinned at his approach and began to carefully roll up the first one, taking care not to trigger the barbed poison sacs as he did so.
“Ne’er know when sommat like this ‘d be handy, milord,” he said. “That thing packed ‘isself quite a whallop. Bad as a big sh’rek, sir.” Sh’rek directly translated as “fang,” but it was also the term for “spider.”
Lian nodded, “You just be real careful with those, right?”
“’Course, milord,” he said, cackling in glee as he wrapped the deadly bundle in oilcloth. Beginning on the second, he was no less careful, and at least for the moment he was oblivious to his usual seasickness.
Lian fired a bolt from each of the three ballistae out to sea, working his way around the ship. He preferred wasting the spears to dry-firing the weapons, and he couldn’t very well leave them cocked. As he went about his duties, the mercenaries seconded to Cedrick filled in as sail crew, exhibiting an expertise that surprised Lian. Arden’s men were very well trained, and worked without complaint for the Searcher’s captain.
When he completed his circuit and once again reached the afterdeck, Cedrick and Arden were waiting for him, their hair whipped wildly by winds driven by the oncoming storm. “This won’t be a bad one, Alan of Staikal,” Cedrick yelled. “Nor will it last very long. Stay here with us until the front passes, and then we have business.”
“Aye, Captain,” Lian replied, assuming a position next to one of his siege engines. He wanted to go below and check on Kess, but Cedrick’s order held him there.
After awhile, Snog climbed to the stern deck, his work with the man o’ war tentacles apparently done; his pack bulged with the deadly bundles. “Kess ‘as two breaks, an’ the swellin’s bad ‘nough t’ keep me from settin’ it yet. Magic’d be better, o’ course, but I’m nay yer goblin fer that.” The goblin purposely spoke loud enough for the two captains to overhear him, and Arden approached the two companions.
To Snog he ordered, “You’re drafted as healer until I can hire another one, and then you might draw duty as his mate. Just make sure that the herbs that work on goblins don’t kill my men.”
“Aye, Cap’n, sir,” Snog said, revealing his pointed teeth. “They taught us real careful, that what’s bad for men.” This drew a chuckle from both Lian and the mercenary captain.
“I’d best see to th’ other wounds, then, Cap’n, sir,” the scout said, taking his leave without asking for permission.
Arden shook his head, “Quite a find you have there in your little friend.” He sat down next to Lian.
“Yes, sir,” Lian replied. “He’s full of surprises.”
“What do you know of the Companion? She came aboard at the same time you did,” Arden inquired, his tone even and his manner open.
Lian shook his head. “I’ve heard of Sileth of the Silks, of course. But I have no idea why she’s aboard.” He was actually suspicious that he was the reason for the vampire’s presence, but he wasn’t about to broach the matter with any member of the crew, even the leader.
Arden sighed, gazing out at the roughening sea. “Normally, I don’t delve into the pasts of those I employ, Alan. I respect their privacy. Sometimes, however, it becomes necessary to ask some probing questions.
“One such time is when I’m hiring replacements during a campaign. As I’m sure you can imagine, I have to be careful what sort of man or woman I hire, since any applicant might be a spy. I won’t catch all of them, of course, but every spy I detect is potential working material.” Lian had to stifle a grin at Arden’s turn of phrase, for it mirrored something Elowyn had recently said. The amusement transformed quickly into a pang of grief, but Lian forced the feeling deep inside himself.
 “The other circumstance is when the company is at risk because a member’s past catches up to him. I’ve seen blood feuds turn into pitched battles, when the injured party feels it necessary to hire another company to have a chance at reaching their mark. You can imagine, I’m sure, the kind of things that can happen,” he said, and Lian nodded agreement.
“So I’ll ask one more time, and I expect a straight answer,” Arden said. “Do you have any idea why the vampire is aboard? Is anything in your past likely to have attracted her attention?”
Lian answered with no hesitation, looking Arden directly in the eyes, “I have no idea, Captain. Neither I nor Snog have done anything to raise the ire of the Companions, and I’ve never met her before tonight.”
Arden clapped Lian’s knee and rose. “All right, Alan. You understand that I had to ask?”
“I take no offense, Captain,” Lian said, also rising. “I’d have demanded the same answers from my own men, if the situation ever arose.”
“I’m glad you see it that way. Some men require special handling. I’m sure you can imagine how a High Realms knight would have reacted to my question, honor-bound that they are,” he said, grinning.
Lian had never been to the High Realms, but he had met a few of their nobility at court in Dunshor. His experiences with the tall, dark-haired knights of that mountain kingdom lent credence to Arden’s description. “They don’t like mercenaries much there, I’d imagine,” Lian said, thinking aloud, remembering one knight’s general dismissal of all mercenaries as useless and insulting to a true warrior’s honor.
Arden laughed, “No, they don’t. I don’t accept contracts in that area unless the pay is very attractive. Realmsknights treat captured mercenaries the way that most countries treat spies. We’re not ‘true soldiers,’ you see. ‘True soldiers’ are drawn from a formal peasant levy or a knight’s personal retinue.
“A backward land, but don’t underestimate them if you come against them, Alan. They’re tremendous fighters, and usually very capable generals.”
“I’ll remember that,” said Lian, who thought that he could perhaps locate an advantage in the Realmsknights’ prejudices should he ever come at odds with them.
The rain began then, a sudden downpour, and both men turned their attention to the ship, in case either was needed. Once the initial heavy gusts and lightning passed, however, the storm steadied into a fairly peaceful shower, with winds under fifteen knots.
Cedrick left Doval’s assistant Alo in charge of the ship, with strict orders to raise an alarm if anything happened. Ylen, nursing a sore head and a cup of rum, took a position on the afterdeck with Alo, saying, “My head will feel better with the rain to wash the blood off my scalp.”
Cedrick nodded, with a significant glance toward the young Alo. Ylen nodded slightly, blinking his eyes against the pain of moving. Lian noted that the little navigator was sitting within easy reach of the brass bell which served as part of the ship’s alarm system. Even though Ylen was leaving the ship when they made port, Lian was pleased to see him taking his duty seriously. It did much to offset Lian’s inherent dislike of the man.
Arden led the way into Cedrick’s cabin, where Reidar and Yarek were already waiting. One or both of them had cleaned up the mess of charts and books which were the result of the collision. With Cedrick and Lian bringing up the rear, the room was extremely crowded.
Glad I’m not afraid of tiny places, Lian thought to Gem.
Reidar intoned a low, murmured spell as soon as Lian latched the door, and the room suddenly seemed to grow even closer and more claustrophobic. “Nothing said will venture outside of this room, even were she under these floorboards,” he said when he was done.
Arden nodded his thanks and said, “I’ve spoken with Alan, and he maintains that he isn’t the reason she’s aboard. She says that she is seeking someone in Seagate, and that probably means that she’s visiting the Companion Tyrone.”
“Tyrone, Captain?” asked Lian. He knew the names of all of the Companions and a little of their histories, but he didn’t know of a connection between the youngest Companion and Seagate.
Arden smiled, “I have reason to believe that Tyrone resides in Seagate, keeping an eye on the Island Kings’ interests. I also have on good authority that his relationship with Sileth is very close, indeed. She has been known to make the crossing to Seagate in the past, with no one quite sure how she got there.”
The mercenary leader had received several long scratches on his forearms from the battle. As he spoke, he began gingerly working the bloody sleeves of his jerkin away from them. “The question, of course, is what do we do about Sileth’s presence?”
No one answered for a moment, each deliberating. Reidar finally said with a shrug, “I suggest that you leave her be and hope she doesn’t start eating the men. She’s old enough to be more than a little dangerous. You saw how she cut through the lizards.”
Yarek added, “And she has shown consideration for the living aboard, as she loaded her own food supply. She is a stowaway, however, and a dangerous one.”
Cedrick snorted. “Nanavi and Kess were stowaways, too. And I think that the Companion is probably less likely to attack the crewmen than she was. With the exception of Alan, here, I’m sure you all remember how much trouble Nan gave us at first.” They all grinned, even Lian, who could easily imagine the kind of trouble Nan might have given.
Arden said, “My plan was not to attack her, in any event. I did want to hear your opinions before I settled on a course of action, however.
“Actually, I’m quite glad that she was aboard, and that she saw the lizards as an inconvenience. She could probably have summoned winds to sail Searcher all the way to Seagate if we’d all been slaughtered, but it would have been a lot of work, even for her.”
“Why did they attack us?” asked Cedrick. “The lizard folk are ordinarily peaceful, and even when they aren’t, they have more sense than to attack a warship.”
Reidar said, “These weren’t lizard men, exactly. The ones I am familiar with don’t have gills, and these things did. Also, the water here is over a thousand fathoms deep, and the scaled folk don’t dwell in such deeps.” The mage produced a flask of brandy and poured a bit for each man present into cups he retrieved from a cupboard. He passed them around to a chorus of thanks.
Lian said, “I saw them breathing the air, though, and didn’t see any neck vents for the gills.” If he had seen gills, he would have struck at them.
Reidar said, “They’re obviously capable of breathing air, too. But I examined some of the corpses, and they definitely had gills. Also, a man o’ war of that size would have to be exclusively a deep water organism. If it ever reached shallows, it would become entangled and die. I think we can assume that they herded the man o’ war into the path of the ship so they could stop and board us.”
Cedrick said, “Those things float free in the currents, Reidar. How could they hope to catch a ship like Searcher with a man o’ war?”
Reidar sipped his brandy before answering. “The winds had nearly stopped, remember? We weren’t moving at more than a few knots, and perhaps they had some way of positioning the thing. I don’t know how it happened, but it was obviously pre-arranged. They weren’t interested in captives, from the tactics they were using.”
Arden said, “I don’t necessarily agree. Once they drove the survivors to surrender, who can say what they would have done? Even a scow like the Golden Gull would have killed the man o’ war when it struck it, so they didn’t intend to feed their big jellyfish. However, the reasons for their attack are irrelevant. We have other matters to discuss.”
He shifted his perch on one of the two stools that the room boasted. “We are dangerously short of crew, and it will be difficult to hire more in Seagate. Ylen is leaving and most of the recruits we enlisted died in this attack. The rumors of a curse on the ship will be worse than ever. If we hadn’t hired replacement crew in Seagate just a few months ago, it wouldn’t be such an issue.
“We’ll have to offer higher wages, and that won’t sit well with the current crew unless we pay them the same or better. The promise of good pay will flush out every cutthroat that thinks he can earn easy money, and it’ll be damned difficult to weed out the scum from the merely foolhardy,” he said, placing his palms on the chart table.
Yarek said, “That isn’t necessarily true, Arden.” The martial arts master was soft-spoken and wasted no motion on gestures.
“How so, Yarek?” the mercenary leader asked.
“You have the resources to buy a crew,” the little man said flatly. His remark elicited a mixture of emotions from the other men, from a speculative mien on Arden’s features to a quickly hidden look of disgust on Lian’s.
Yarek said, “I don’t approve of slavery, either, Alan. I propose manumitting them once they’re aboard.”
Arden nodded. “There’s lots of indentures and debt-slaves on the blocks. Most of the sailors will jump at a chance for a good posting and freedom, even with the specter of a ship’s curse hanging over us. It will be said that I am so down on my luck that I’d buy slaves to crew my ship, but it will also be said that I have always hated slavery, and maybe I’m just sick of seeing so many good men and women in chains. 
“It’s a good idea, Yarek,” he said, “though it will hurt us financially, especially if the slave masters figure out what I’m doing.”
Lian, thinking ahead, asked, “How much will they hike the prices if they realize your plan?”
Reidar snorted, “Oh, three and four times their worth would be a good start, if they’re canny enough to sniff this out. And that’s their living, much as magic and fighting are mine.” He refilled the brandy cups from his little flask, which Lian would have sworn had been emptied after the first round.
“But it could be more than that, especially for the most skilled ones?”
Reidar nodded.
“Then we need to buy entire lots of slaves, and ensure that the ones we want are in them,” Lian declared. “We can then resell the others, even if at a loss. It smacks of slaving, but it will get us the best prices.”
To Gem he said, I don’t like it, but it’s the mercenary call. He could feel her agreement on both points.
Arden said, “I’m tempted just to free the lot of them.” He obviously didn’t relish the thought of reselling the slaves.
Yarek laid a hand on his shoulder and said, “That wouldn’t be wise, my friend. As slaves, they are given food and shelter, and are kept off the streets. Remember that many of the Seagate slaves are former thieves and murderers, who were sentenced to slavery by the magistrates. Certainly, if there are individuals who deserve freedom, we should grant it to them.
“But it isn’t feasible to simply loose hungry and desperate men and women on a city.”
Cedrick said, “I agree with Yarek and Alan, but I won’t transport slaves. Searcher’s reputation is a clean one, and if you insist that we turn slaver, even once, you can find a new captain.” Lian could tell by the set of his jaw that he was serious about his ultimatum.
“Even if we free them elsewhere?” Arden asked, arching his eyebrows.
“Even then, Arden,” Cedrick said. “This ship will carry no slave cargo while I am her captain.”
Reidar added, “Nor while I am her mage. You know my own views on slavery very well, Arden. I can justify the purchase and resale of extra slaves to myself, but not the cruelty of transporting slaves and selling them in other ports. In order to keep them under control, they’d have to be shackled or enspelled. Believe me, I know about that.” As he said that, he absently rubbed at his forearm under his sleeves.
Arden looked at the table for a moment and said, “I like the idea of manumitting sailors who are slaves, as well as any other good souls we find. I don’t like the idea of selling any man into slavery, which is what I will be doing if we follow Alan’s plan. Once I buy them, they are mine, and my responsibility. I cannot conscience, then, selling those to whom I have obligation to slavers, even if they never actually left the pens.
“It is a good idea, Alan, and it would save us a lot of coin, but I can’t do it.” Arden shook his head and sighed deeply.
Lian nodded, glad to have found a captain who had such a strong moral sense and regretting that he’d made the suggestion, even if it was one his persona as “Alan” would have made.
Cedrick nodded his own approval, looking like a man who had his convictions reaffirmed. “We’ll have to suffer the cost, or find another way around it.”
Arden said, “Let me worry about the gold, gentlemen. Cedrick, I believe you had some other business?” By his manner, the discussion of crew was closed.
Cedrick leaned his weight against the beam which bisected his room, his perch on the room’s other stool precarious in the rocking motion of the ship. He didn’t appear to notice. “I do. I need a new first mate, with poor Robin and Doval both dead. Alan is my first choice, despite his lack of experience. I propose to enlist him as my direct apprentice until he’s capable of commanding alone, and to make him a formal officer of the ship. He’s good with the men, and gods know we need more officers right now.
“I’d also like to second Nanavi and Reidar, since they’ve both served with me before,” he said, turning to Reidar. “I’ll need you and Nan until we reach Seagate. Damnable way to run a ship, I tell you.”
“I don’t have a problem with helping out, and I know that Nan won’t mind the work. She likes to watch the sailors working anyhow,” Reidar said with a ribald grin. The barbarian woman had no apparent loyalty to bedmates, sleeping with whomever she chose, and leaving them when it suited her. Lian had managed to avoid her attentions up to now, but it had only been a scant few days and he knew his resolve was weakening. The Rodan’s manner was overpowering.
Lian said, “I am honored, Captain, by your vote of confidence, but I don’t know if I am able to accept your offer.”
Cedrick said, “I know that you aren’t ready, lad. But you keep a clear head and you learn faster than anyone I’ve ever seen.”
Lian shook his head. “Even so, Captain. Being first mate aboard a ship, even one so fine as Searcher, isn’t part of my future plans. I already indicated to Arden that I only signed on because this was the best opportunity available at the time.”
“Before you take offense, Cedrick,” Arden said quickly, “he did tell me that before I hired him. And as much as you love the sea, there are others who don’t hear its call.”
“It’s all right, Alan,” Cedrick said, his tone restrained. “I do understand, even if I am disappointed. I would feel the same about an offer to serve as mayor for a coastal town. The offer stands, however, until I hire another first mate. If you change your mind before then, come and see me.” By the time he’d finished, Cedrick had relaxed back to his former amiable mood.
“It’s late, and we’re all exhausted,” Cedrick said, rising. “Also, I dare not leave Alo alone on deck for too long, even with Ylen to watch after him. The boy’s already going to have delusions of grandeur.”
Cedrick left the room, leaving the others behind.
Lian said, “I hope that I haven’t offended him.”
Reidar said, “He just can’t understand why anyone would turn down such an offer. To Cedrick, there is no finer aspiration than a ship’s command. To men such as Arden and myself, there would be fewer worse ones.”
“I’ve been meaning to ask about the working arrangement between you and the Captain, sir,” Lian said to Arden. “And I’d rather hear your version of it than listen to those that the crew would tell me.”
Arden said, “It’s common knowledge, and I’m surprised you hadn’t asked before. Cedrick is an excellent captain, but he found himself black-balled some years ago. Seems that his practice of teaching Pilot’s Guild secrets to anyone he liked offended someone, and suddenly he couldn’t find a position as an officer of any stripe.
“I had just acquired Searcher, and my short stint as captain proved to me that I didn’t want the job. It tied me to the ship, and I never felt comfortable leaving her behind to go perform what I consider to be my real job. Cedrick was a lucky find, and he has accepted my conditions without complaint, all of these long years.”
“One of those conditions is that you do all the hiring yourself?” Lian asked.
“Yes, or at least have final say. Another is that Searcher is mine, and goes where I want her to, and does what I want her to. Cedrick has grown to love the ship, and I think that he’d be happier only if she was his and his alone.” Arden shrugged. “I may give her to him one day, who knows? There aren’t many who can afford to hire a marine force like mine, and I might make a better living commanding a ground-based company.”
He clasped Lian’s arm and said, “Whatever you’re running from, Alan of Staikal, it’ll be easier to face it with a friend at your back than alone. I don’t know why you’re on the run, but I know that you are as surely as I know that it’s night outside.”
Lian decided that he must have looked chagrined, as Arden said, “I know that’s why you wouldn’t take a permanent position with us, son. And Cedrick’s offer was one that only a fool or the hunted would refuse.”
Reidar and Yarek both nodded. Arden continued, “Don’t worry about it, Alan. I told you, I don’t care about your past, so long as it doesn’t catch up with me and my men.
“Now, I’m sure that you have some duties to attend to,” he said, dismissing Lian.
“Tell Cedrick that I asked him to show you the secret of the ballistae, though, when you see him,” Reidar said. “It might be necessary, with all the casualties. I trust you won’t burn down the ship, anyhow.”
Lian glanced at Arden to see if the mercenary leader would object to his mage’s words, and seeing no reluctance he nodded and withdrew from Cedrick’s cabin.
 



Chapter Twenty Nine
“The stronger the Gift, the more difficult the Mastery.”
-- Unknown
Cedrick was standing at the stern rail when Lian found him, absorbed in the dark seas that stretched endlessly behind Searcher. Lian was reluctant to disturb him, but approached anyway. “Ah, Alan,” he said warmly. “Don’t worry, son; I’ll accept your decision whatever it is. For me, the sea is life itself, and I sometimes forget that isn’t so for everyone.
“What can I do for you?” he asked, resting a hand on the younger man’s shoulder. His manner reassured Lian immensely.
“Reidar would like you to show me the secret of the siege engines, Captain,” Lian said. “He’s afraid that we’re so short of crew that it might be needed.”
Cedrick nodded and led Lian to the starboard bolt-thrower. “I agree with him, even though it’s unlikely that we’ll run into more trouble between here and Seagate. The Island Kings patrol these waters heavily, and pirate ships steer clear unless they’re really desperate.
“Still, I’d have said with utmost confidence that we were safe from lizard attacks, too,” he added, pressing a catch on the side of the weapon. Inside was an orange, heavily faceted gem about the size of a hen’s egg. It was mounted on a four-inch metal pole.
That’s a firestone, Gem said, and it’s been heavily enchanted. Its size indicates that it came from a pretty big fiend. Firestones could be found in the heart of a certain kind of fire spirit, and in fact were all that remained after the creature burned into ashes and smoke upon its death. The stone conferred upon its bearer some power over mundane flames, and could serve as a focus for fire spells. Because of the latter, they were highly prized by fire mages.
“You know what this is?” Cedrick asked, handing the stone to Lian, who took it carefully.
“Yes, Captain,” he said. “It’s a firestone, and a pretty damned big one.” He turned it over in his hand. In the center of the gem was a single, dancing flame.
“I don’t know where or how Arden managed to obtain them, but there’s one on each of the ballistae. They’re enchanted to be nearly indestructible, and they are woven with Returning spells should someone try to steal them. I’ve seen the Returning work even if the stone is dropped over the side, by the way, so you don’t have to be that careful with them.
“They mount here on the back of the engine,” Cedrick explained, showing Lian the small hole where the stone fitted to the ballista. Cedrick turned the crank until the latch snapped home, and the bolt engaged, ready to fire. The firestone began to glow, casting its orange light forward onto the spear, which appeared to be engulfed in flames. The flame had disappeared from the center of the gem, and in its place appeared a scene of dark waves and rainfall.
“That’s no illusion, Alan,” Cedrick commented, aiming the weapon first left and then right. The image within the gem changed with the motion of the ballista. “The gem reflects what will be hit, so keep the center of the viewpoint on the target.”
He triggered the firing mechanism, and the spear transformed into a bright lance of fire, leaping across the waters before it was lost in the rain. As it flew, it sizzled and steamed from the raindrops. “Amazing, isn’t it?” exclaimed Cedrick. Speechless, Lian could only nod.
Now Lian understood how Searcher had been able to fire upon the Pirate Lords’ keep, and why the siege engine mounts could be elevated for indirect fire.
The image of the target disappeared as soon as the spear was launched, and the flame returned to the center of the gem. To Lian’s eyes, it seemed slightly diminished, but still flickering strongly. “It’s dimmer,” he said, peering at it closely while gently touching the ballista to see if it was hot. “How many shots before it has to be replenished?”
Cedrick was impressed that Lian had noticed, and said so. “This one’s good for about five shots, as is the starboard one,” he continued, pointing at the other stern ballista. “The forward one is larger, and can handle between seven and eight, if you’re lucky. Reidar has to recharge them, so don’t waste any shots. You have my permission to show this to Snog, and Kess has already seen it in action.”
“Yes, sir. Is Reidar the only mage that can re-energize them?” he asked. Some magical devices could only be repowered by their creator.
“No, but he’s the only one on board who knows the spell to do so,” Cedrick replied. “And I don’t want anyone to discover how we manage the fire-throwing trick, especially another mage. Our enemies assume that Reidar creates the fire-bolts during the battle. This causes our adversaries to overestimate Reidar’s powers, and that suits our purposes admirably.”
“Your secrets are safe with me, sir,” Lian said, as he replaced the gem in its compartment and closed the hatch. He noted that the inside of the compartment was criss-crossed with a lattice of entwined silver and lead threads, which explained why Gem hadn’t detected the magic before it was opened. Either metal could effectively deaden magical senses, and both woven together would be nearly proof against either detection spells or witchsight.
“You’d better go bed down, Alan,” Cedrick suggested. “It’s late and I’ll need you to take charge of second watch. Whether you stay or not, you are still an officer right now.”
Lian returned to his cabin, which he found empty. He surmised that Snog was still busy with the wounds he was tending, and he didn’t envy the wounded. The thought of Goblinish medical practices made him shudder.
His dreams, as had become customary, were haunted.
***
Deep in the bilge, the rats gathered expectantly around their mistress, who stroked the nearest idly, suppressing its natural terror of her. She cast her mind toward Lian and gently eased her way into his dreams, as she had done each night since the ship left Mola. This maneuver required a certain amount of finesse and grace, for her subject could easily become alert to her attentions. She didn’t want the mercenary to discover what she was doing.
This night, he was particularly exhausted from his exertions in battle, which made her task easier. She slipped into his nightmare effortlessly, remaining in the shadows, out of the way. She recognized Dunshor Castle from the single time she had visited the capital after the rebellion. Although the castle had been under construction at that time, she still recognized the stone-lined great hall.
Casting her memory back to the skirmish between the rebel army and Kolos’ guardsmen, she recalled Adrienne’s face easily. Although “Alan’s” features didn’t resemble those of the Queen of Dunshor, his dream-self looked almost exactly like her.
He is one of Evan’s sons, she realized, garnering scattered thoughts and memories as the nightmare progressed. This dream possessed a solid reality that she found disturbing, and she’d encountered this same feeling of unease in the dreams of others before. Those dreamers had largely been of the Argesh clans, and all of them had been soothsayers or fortunetellers.
The dream concluded with Lian, whose name she now knew, nearly waking in panic. The vampire felt a new touch upon his mind, originating from his enchanted blade. This touch was at once firm yet soothing, and Lian settled down into deep slumber once again as the sword sang its mental lullaby. Sileth retracted the tendrils of her thoughts well away from the sword’s contact, and discerned no more than a fleeting vague unease emanating from the sword’s end of the mindlink.
As soon as Lian lapsed once again into a dream, Sileth whispered a suggestion into the prince’s mind, asking him to begin at the beginning. Smiling briefly as he accepted the instruction, she watched gravely as Lian remembered the night the assassins had invaded Dunshor Castle. Even she, many centuries old and incredibly worldly, was stunned by the attack. It rocked her to the core that someone, grand duke or no, had been able to bring such a plan to fruition. The very idea threatened the vampire’s long-standing belief that she was safe in her own lands.
As the prince recalled his entry into Firavon’s Tower, Lian’s siblings appeared, frightening and threatening. They closed in on him at once, but Sileth quickly banished the apparitions with slight effort, then calmed her subject. When his dream returned to the scrying chamber where Lord Grey had rested, she accessed Lian’s memories of the skull and what he represented. This is the darkness I sensed with him, she thought. The necromancer didn’t concern her, since necromancy had little power over the children of Lilith.
The dream progressed on to the battle against Lyrial, and her interest sharpened. “Saul,” the erstwhile king of Greythorn, appeared quite different to her eyes than he had to Lian’s. There was no evidence of the miserable countenance he had displayed after the battle with Evan, or the self-pitying depression that had settled onto Kolos in the aftermath. He acted as he had before he’d let his heart override his obligations.
And that made him dangerous to her.
Even more dangerous was his creation of a new Companion, even one with the questionable stability of an ogre. Teg might go mad and have to be put down, or the metamorphosis might unravel because of some incompatibility between Teg’s blood and Kolos’. Still, the emotional investment involved in creating a fledgling represented to Sileth a return to his former confidence and stature.
Having gained what she needed from the prince, she withdrew from his mind, leaving behind a suggestion that he not dream for the next three nights. Sileth felt that he needed a few dreamless nights to recover from his repetitive nightmares. She, too, had lost her entire family. Although the events were in the distant past and the circumstances far different, the loss had been as total, as absolute. She no longer remembered the actual pain, merely the fact that she had been in pain.
She left the now-dreamless prince behind her, and drew her consciousness back into her body. Her feast upon the lizards still provided her with nourishment, so she allowed the rat she had been caressing to slip back into the shadows. After all, it would be there later when she did have need of it.
***
In Lian’s cabin, Gem was mildly troubled. She had encountered a feeling in Lian’s thoughts that disturbed her, although she wasn’t able to interpret exactly what the feeling meant. She decided that she must have briefly touched Lian’s nightmare, and considered the possibility of discussing the problem with Lord Grey. Her distrust of the skull had not left her, however, and so she decided against it. The last thing Lian needed was for the necromancer to gain an emotional window into her charge’s mind.
I’ll wait and watch, she decided. If it turns out to be a real problem, I’ll discuss it with Lord Grey, but not until then. Settling her thoughts, she guarded her wielder as he slept and prayed for the gods to watch over him, as she did every night.
 



Chapter Thirty
“Humans do not understand loss, for their lives are too fleeting. But we will teach them.”
-- General Ailen of the Dragon Fleet, before his defeat at the hands of the Pelorians
The rain continued throughout the night and halfway through the next day. Lian could feel the almost palpable relief of the crew when Searcher broke free of the clouds and they first saw the breath-taking double rainbow that accompanied Rula Golden’s appearance. The cook had circulated an offer that garlic could be purchased from him for a copper, and from the number of cloves that hung about sailors’ necks, he was obviously doing brisk business.
Most of the crewmen also wore the gold-chased brass medallions of the Sunlord, or a facsimile of them hammered from brass tacks or coins. Snog told Lian that he’d sold Sar and Kar some of his own junk jewelry as “wards against the Dead,” though the goblin admitted that they had no real power beyond that granted by the wearer’s belief in the protection.
Despite the fact that a vampire remained somewhere in the bilge, the men seemed to be in fairly good spirits. Their victory over the lizards was being perversely viewed as a stroke of good fortune, since the losses had been surprisingly light, despite the loss of Robin and Doval. Lian was generally considered to be a good sort for an officer, and the crew gave him little trouble.
The remainder of the voyage to Seagate was spent in lessons and drill on the running of a ship, and Lian proved himself equal to the task of learning the skills of ship officer. The crewmen who served as his teachers usually framed their examples in terms of “how it’s done on a ship like Searcher,” and “how it’s done on a barge like the Golden Gull.” There was obvious pride in the warship’s speed and agility, and confident knowledge that Arden and Cedrick would win the day should there be trouble.
I think they’re all mad, Gem commented. They’ve had such bad luck recently that they must be cursed, Lord Grey’s findings notwithstanding.
Lian thought back, They just defeated a big band of dangerous lizards, they’ve got a vampire protecting them, and they’re making port in a large city where they’ll get to spend their wages. I think they feel, whether they voice it or not, that their luck has taken a turn for the better.
And they probably feel that it will get even better when Ylen leaves the ship, he added.
Gem chuckled in response, not sharing the crew’s suspicions about the little man, but liking him as little as Lian did.
The Island Kingdoms were a collection of small kingdoms united under the rule of the high king, headquartered in Seagate. Each of the individual kings ruled his own land as he wished, so long he maintained peace among member nations. According to Elowyn’s reports, the current high king, Rivan, was a strong ruler who maintained the various kings under rigid control. In other times, various islands of the chain had been the home of violent pirates and worse, with the high king serving as no more than a puppet.
Under Rivan’s heavy-handed rule, the navy of the Island Kingdoms had been strengthened to the point that the islands considered themselves undisputed lords of the seas to the east of Dunshor, from the sands of the desert nomads to the edge of the waters claimed by the Southron Empire. The Islander ships were fast and maneuverable, although they didn’t match the Searcher’s capabilities. Islander captains were generally arrogant and overconfident, but much of that attitude was rightfully earned.
Only the legendary navies of the elves had once been greater than the Island Kingdoms’ navy, and they had long been no more than an ancient memory.
Evan had recruited heavily from the Island Kingdoms’ sailors to man his own navy and had used Seagate as a base of operations during the early days of the rebellion. The shipyards of Kent and Hyriel, two of the Island Kingdoms, had built the great ships of Evan’s fleets with magical assistance from Adrienne and her apprentices. Rivan’s father, Ogden, had possessed a particular (and well-deserved) hatred for the Theocracy as a result of their repeated betrayals in his dealings with them. The mages of Dunshor had considered themselves superior to everyone else, and had become so arrogant that they didn’t feel they had to honor treaties, commitments, or promises.
 Ogden hadn’t survived the rebellion, since the Theocracy had punished him for aiding Evan and Adrienne. Demons descended upon his chambers, killing the high king, two of his three wives, and fourteen guardsmen before they were stopped. Rivan’s mother survived only because she kept an assignation with a guard officer that particular evening, which made for a good ribald tale on its own.
Lian had studied maps of Seagate, but they did not do the actual city justice.
Hyriel, the island that belonged to the high king, was surrounded by high granite cliffs, presenting natural fortification against sea-borne attackers. Seagate was built into the side of the western face, in a cove formed by two outcroppings of granite that extended from the cliffs. The passage between the terminus of the granite “arms” was two hundred yards wide and bridged by huge stone gates. These titanic valves, half as high as they were wide, could be closed, sealing the deep harbor from the sea. Sea giants had built the gates in payment for an ancient high king’s service. The underwater portion of the gates was fitted to the granite, such that nothing larger than a dolphin could fit through the space.
The granite walls that formed the cove were dotted with watchtowers and fortifications, armed with a variety of siege weaponry, from ballistae to trebuchet.
The harbor was rimmed with wooden dockworks that could be raised and lowered as the tides rose and fell. The naval docks were located on the southern face of the harbor and had slips to accommodate thirty warships. There was a keep just above these docks, where the navy sailors were billeted when they were in port.
The city itself was constructed in five tiers, terraced into the sides of the harbor. The first tier, called the Sea Tier by the natives, was carved above the highest tide level. Warehouses and shipping businesses were located on this tier, as well as supply houses where ships could purchase new sail, rope and cable, and other materials needed to fill their needs. Few people actually resided on the Sea Tier, since the space was mostly allocated to the large warehouses carved back into the rock. None of the warehouses interconnected.
The second tier, commonly referred to as the Thieves’ Tier, was comprised of the inns and boarding houses that served the merchant crews that arrived from every corner of Tieran. Unlike the Sea Tier, the hollowed-out passages that formed the buildings of the Thieves’ Tier interconnected, creating intersections where markets stood. The high king’s police force, the Green Men, kept the major passages clear for traffic, but Elowyn’s tales of Seagate described mazes of carts, vendors, and beggars on the Thieves’ Tier. It’s a good place to lose one’s pursuers, the elf had told Lian.
The Thieves’ Tier was also home, as the name implied, to the less savory folk of Seagate. An array of whores offered their services throughout the level, from the common streetwalkers to the classier prostitutes who worked in the brothels. Thieves and cutthroats stalked the passageways, and it was an unwise sailor who wandered away from the more populated tunnels alone. The city’s sewer system was more than large enough to accommodate a body or two, and the ocean scavengers who waited below the outlet pipes on the northern edge of the city ensured that corpses were quickly disposed of. 
There were a few gambling houses on the Thieves’ Tier, but Elowyn had warned Lian not to play there. Whether you win or lose, they’ll have your money out of you. Winners usually become dead winners before they can leave the casino. To Lian, it made little sense to kill the winners, since it might discourage patrons. But the elf had told him that sailors regularly filled the second tier gambling houses to capacity, despite the practices of the casino owners. Every gambler thinks he can beat the system, Elowyn had explained. It isn’t true, but the belief is strong.
The third tier, the Merchants’ Tier, was where the finer shops and artisans were found, as long as they could afford it. Lian knew that Elowyn employed spies there who were no more than merchants who could not afford to pay the rent required to keep their shops on tier three. Desperate not to be forced down to the Thieves’ Tier, they had gladly accepted the master assassin’s coin. Like the second level, the structures carved into the Merchants’ Tier were interconnected, but the Green Men kept all of the passageways clear of carts and peddlers. There were brothels on this level, too, but it was the rare sailing man who possessed the kind of coin they required. High-class whores, who regularly journeyed to the upper tiers, could be had here, if one’s purse was full enough.
There were also gambling houses here, but they, too, were of a much more respectable mien. The two largest were the Silver Porpoise and Ashira’s Wheel. Alec had visited High King Rivan several times and had frequented both establishments. Though the crown prince had lost his stake in both houses, he reported that he had quite a lot of fun losing, and that if he’d laid off the drinks, he was certain he’d have been much more successful. Elowyn had merely chuckled when Lian informed his teacher of Alec’s words.
The Merchants’ Tier was the lowest of the two levels that had passages leading to the top of the cliffs, where the farms that grew the city’s food could be found. These passages had a nearly even grade and were wide enough to allow mule-drawn wagons to pass in both directions. Each end of these huge tunnels could be sealed with giant-made gates of their own, a full three feet thick and controlled by water-driven machinery. The tunnels could subsequently be flooded, sealing the lower doors with tremendous pressure and preventing attacks from gaining easy access to the High King’s Keep. Seagate was theoretically self-sufficient, but there were usually more people in the city than the official census allowed. Fishermen brought in more than enough seafood, however, to make up the difference in peacetime, and the high king kept storehouses of grain and corn in his keep against the possibility of war.
The fourth tier was officially called the Star Tier, but most Seagate natives referred to it as the Gods’ Tier. The former name had been given to this level of the city because of the many scholars, astrologers, and guildhouses located there. Sages of all stripes could be found here, though less successful ones were forced to dwell on the third, or even second, tier. Seagate was a center of commerce, and travelers from distant ports would arrive, bringing tales and knowledge.
Also contained on the fourth tier was the temple district. Shrines of every size and faith could be found here, from the small niche housing only a simple idol, to the massive, fortified temples of Rula Golden. The high king, metaphysical leader of the state polytheistic religion, was, at least in theory, a member of every cult in Seagate, but in practice, the high king was usually loyal only to Rula Golden. The Sunlord was also the God of Kings and Rulership.
The final and fifth tier was the Nobles’ Tier, although the tradition of allowing only families of noble lineage to dwell there had been long abandoned. The wealthiest of the merchant houses maintained dwellings there, having purchased them from noble families who could no longer afford to live there. The Nobles’ Tier was, in its own way, as cutthroat as the Thieves’ Tier, although there were rarely bodies found murdered in doorways. The Green Men did not police this level at all, that task instead falling to the High King’s Guard. Passageways from the Nobles’ Tier led directly up to the High King’s Keep and the farmlands beyond it, so the entryways from the fourth tier to the fifth tier were guarded by fortifications and manned by Guardsmen. 
Above the five city tiers was the high king’s fortress, usually referred to as the Keep. Carved from granite cliffs, the fortress served as the garrison for the High King’s Guard and was armed with siege weaponry that could, due to their elevation, fire on any target in the harbor. The stout walls of the Keep stood upon the highest elevation on the island, and the fortress therefore had a clear command of the farmlands beyond Seagate. An attacking army approaching Seagate from inland would encounter flooded fields, for the irrigation system could be used to render the fields nearly impassable.
The city’s freshwater source wasn’t easily sabotaged, since it was accessed through shafts bored back toward the center of the island, tapping into great springs which fed the entire center of Hyriel when rainfall wasn’t sufficient.
All these things Lian had learned from books and descriptions and maps, from intelligence reports filed through Elowyn’s offices, and from eyewitness reports. None of this, however, was able to adequately describe the sheer majesty of the circular city and its massive granite fortress. Approaching from the sea lanes, Searcher was dwarfed as even the huge docks of Mola hadn’t been able to do. A ship ten times the size of the mercenary vessel could sail through the great gates, never touching the sides.
Ships of all shapes and sizes were scattered about the entrance to the harbor, some anchored outside the port, others awaiting their turn to be led through the gates. Islander warships moved beyond the anchored ships, patrolling for signs of trouble, their lines sleek and graceful. As Searcher neared the city, one of the warships changed course to investigate. Flying the bright green pennant of the high king, the ship boasted the name Indomitable, and was somewhat larger than Arden’s ship. Her sails were white with a large green circle, the center of which was the golden crown of the high king.
She came alongside Searcher, possible only because Cedrick trimmed the sails. The Islander ship was fast, but she couldn’t have overtaken Searcher if the latter ship had run out all of its sail. Indomitable’s captain shouted back and forth with Cedrick for awhile and seemed satisfied that the ship wasn’t a threat to the city. Signaling to the mercenary ship to maintain a position south of the gate, there to await a pilot boat, the warship headed back to her patrol position.
“That ship’s the sacrificial lamb,” Cedrick instructed Lian as he directed Searcher’s slow progress among the anchored ships. “If there’s trouble, the patrol ships bear the brunt of it, while they get the docked ships ready to swarm out of the gates. Back before the high king’s navy was this large, they wouldn’t have had a patrol ship at all. Instead, they’d merely close the gates at the first sign of trouble.
“Many a self-styled pirate king has attempted to force those gates, only to discover that you can’t easily run a siege from the sea. The last one learned that the gates can serve another function besides barrier. Rivan’s great-grandfather, facing a large pirate force outside the gates, waited until high full-tide then suddenly opened the gates. The water rushed into the harbor, pulling about half the attacking force with it. Most of the ships went down in the initial tumult, and the others were left too disoriented to put up much of a fight.”
Lian raised his eyebrows. “I didn’t realize that the gates sealed the water out,” he commented.
“Oh, they’re not watertight, but the tide rises faster than the water can pour through the openings. I imagine that it had to be timed just right, but it destroyed enough of the pirate force, including the flagship as it turned out, that they dispersed, lifting the siege.” Cedrick interrupted the conversation to bellow orders as the ship took a position beside several large merchant galleons, and the anchors dropped over the side, chains clattering.
“Water’s a little shallow north and south of the city, so it makes good anchorage unless there’s a storm,” Cedrick explained.
“Why are these ships anchoring out here? They can’t unload their cargoes,” Lian asked.
“There’s several reasons. Most of these are empty, which is why they’re riding so high,” Cedrick said, pointing out the line of dark algae growths that demarked the galleon’s normal waterline. “They prefer not to pay the docking fees while they’re waiting for their cargo to be delivered, so they anchor out here where there aren’t any fees. It also keeps their crews out of trouble, although some of these captains might face mutiny if they don’t allow some shore leave.
“Others might want to avoid the import taxes, and so they’ve gone ashore to make a deal with the merchant houses before coming into port. It’s a strange practice, but if the cargo is already owned by a local resident before entering Seagate, the taxes are lower.” 
Cedrick shrugged. “If it were up to me, I’d set an amount of tax to be paid by everyone and eliminate that kind of legal runaround. Lawmakers are seldom men like me, though, so it’s a moot point.”
Lian asked, “Are there any other reasons a ship might anchor out here?”
Cedrick nodded. “Two more reasons that I can think of. One is that the ship isn’t welcome inside the gates for some past transgression. The other is if the ship’s in quarantine because the crew caught plague or some other danger. You see that sometimes, with ships returning from equatorial waters.”
The brightly colored pennants of the ships arrayed about them represented all corners of Tieran. There were cogs and carracks from Dunshor, galleons from the Southron Empire, the odd but graceful vessels of Araby, and even one slim, birdlike elven ship. Lian could well imagine that the elves had anchored outside the harbor to avoid the rule of the high king. 
The wait for a pilot boat wasn’t long, which surprised Lian. The smaller vessel was a single-deck galley, manned by forty oarsmen and a handful of other crewmen. It sickened Lian to see that the oarsmen were chained to their posts, signifying that they were slaves.
“Keep in mind, lad, that most of that lot are condemned murderers and rapists,” Cedrick counseled. “I don’t approve of slavery, but it’s both law and custom here.”
The pilot boat shipped oars and drifted alongside. “Ah, Cedrick!” called the boat’s captain. “I thought I saw the mermaid!” He pointed at the ship’s figurehead.
“Gothrik, you old bastard!” Cedrick yelled back. “Come to overcharge me again?”
The two of them bickered over the price of piloting the warship into dock, and the docking fees. It was Lian’s thought that Cedrick settled for a poor bargain, but he kept his mouth shut and his demeanor calm.
Gothrik finally agreed on the price and issued orders to bring his boat about. This required him to circumnavigate the next ship, and Lian took the opportunity to ask about the haggling. “Oh, I always let him win, Alan,” Cedrick explained, “which means he comes to tow me first, and gives me a good space near the center of the docks. That’s worth much more than an extra pound of silver here and there.”
Gothrik’s galley, sporting the name of Titan, towed them in through the harbor gates, affording Lian his first real view of the city. People thronged on the wide ledges that represented the outer portion of each tier, traveling to their private destinations. They were clad in dozens of different styles and colors, with no one style dominating over any other. Here and there, Lian spotted squads of green-liveried soldiers, the city’s Green Men, but there was a surprisingly low count of the police force in evidence.
To starboard, he could clearly see the naval piers, where sixteen more Islander warships were docked. One ship looked heavily damaged and was being winched out of the water by a huge crane-and-cradle assembly that was anchored on the tier above the dock. Water poured from a gash in the side of the ship, and to Lian’s eyes it was a wonder that the vessel had made it to port.
“Pirate troubles,” remarked Alo as he coiled rope next to Lian.
“What caused that hole?” Lian asked.
Alo stood and gazed at the ship. “A galley’s ram, Mr. Alan, sir,” replied Doval’s former assistant in Elvish. “That she made it home tells that they either had a mage, or one damned good captain. The hole’s high enough that a good captain could trim her starboard and keep most of the water out.” From both Alo’s tone and the word tense he chose, he clearly thought the former possibility was the correct one. Aesidhe was an incredibly expressive language, for the rare human that mastered it.
“Look lively, Alo,” Lian ordered, admonishing the sailor for stopping his work just because he was talking.
“Aye, sir,” Alo replied, good-naturedly. The crew all seemed to understand that Lian’s job was to keep them working, and that their job was to slack off whenever possible.
Cedrick oversaw the ship’s maneuvering personally, and Searcher was quickly secured to the dock.
 



Chapter Thirty One
“May Golden Rula warm thy path and may the stars at night guard thy sleeping.”
-- Prayer of farewell common in rural Dunshor 
The two captains arranged a rotating schedule for shore leave, assigning themselves to later shifts. Lian admired the manner with which the two leaders handled their crews, allowing them to work together with a minimum of resentment. If a sailor needed a hand and one of the warriors was unoccupied, he’d nearly always pitch in.
Snog was allowed leave on the first shift, but declined to go ashore without Lian, even in the company of the other goblins. The scout sold his place on the first shift, which he had observed several of the older sailors doing, and pocketed a quick copper in exchange for patience.
Cedrick left Lian in charge of the ship and went ashore with Arden and Reidar to seek out new crew members. The captain’s orders were simply to maintain the security of the ship and to try to keep the men out of trouble.
So it was that Lian was standing on the foredeck, in command of the mercenaries left to stand watch. The remaining sailors worked at cleaning the decks and performing minor repairs, but it was clear that their minds were on the taverns and brothels to be found ashore.
Snog climbed up to stand beside Lian, saying quietly, “Do we leave the ship here, milord?”
“I haven’t decided yet, my friend,” Lian replied. “For now, we’ll stay with them. I plan to at least wait and see what kind of luck they have hiring crew.”
Snog nodded, lost to his own thoughts for a short time. One of the sailors was occupied with a task close enough to overhear him, so he spoke in his broken Dunshor. “I been watchin’ the rats, sir. She’s been chewin’ ‘er way through ‘em, ‘n I’m hopin’ she goes ashore.”
“She used up that many rats?” Lian asked, surprised. There had been thousands of the things.
“Aye,” Snog replied, and the sailor who was eavesdropping blanched and withdrew, clearly not wanting to hear more on the subject. “I think ‘s got sommat to do with her prey bein’ men mos’ o’ the time. Rats ain’t much eatin’.”
“Well, we didn’t see her come aboard, and I doubt we’ll see her leave,” mused Lian.
“In that you are mistaken,” spoke a lilting voice from within the stairway to the main deck. Sileth stood there, in what was obviously a borrowed nightshirt. The closest sailors and guards spotted her, now that she wasn’t using her powers to cloak her presence, and the soldiers moved hands to their sword hilts.
Lian held up a hand to the soldiers, and they relaxed yet remained watchful. Most looked relieved that they didn’t have to draw steel against the Companion. “What can we do for you, Lady Sileth?” he asked, with as much poise as he could muster.
“The sun has dropped below the seawall, and I will now depart your vessel,” she said in her accented voice. “Please tell your captain that I appreciate his forbearance, and that I had a restful crossing. I will not intrude on his ship again, fates permitting.” She gestured at the docks, where a tall man stood, unnoticed by the busy dockworkers. “He whom I have come to see awaits me, and I wish you good fortune.”
In a silent voice which seemed to come from all around him, Sileth sent to Lian alone, Beware thee the king of Greythorn, son of Evan Kolvanson. Trust him not, though he aided thee in the past. No one knew him as I did, and no one suffered a more intense betrayal by his childish lust for a woman than I did. What he owes thee in guilt-debt is negligible compared to what he owed me and to what he owed his land. Were I thee, I would avoid Greythorn altogether, but thou needst not fear my intentions.
Lian suppressed his shock at the vampire’s intrusion on his thoughts, forcing himself instead to smile and return her spoken pleasantry. To the crewmen witnessing the vampire’s leavetaking, he merely appeared scared, which to them was perfectly understandable.
Later, they would each claim that something different distracted their attention from the vampire. Some maintained that something on deck fell over, others that there was a splash on the quayside, while Lian thought that Snog had asked him a question. But when they returned their attention Sileth’s location, the vampire had suddenly disappeared. Over on the dock, there was no sign of the second vampire, either.
It was as if they had never been there at all.
The guards were much more wary after the vampire’s appearance and subsequent disappearance. As word spread throughout the ship of the vampire’s departure, those crew sleeping belowdecks suddenly found the well-lit decks to be a preferable place to be. Only the barbarian Nan failed to show up on deck, keeping to the quarters she shared with Yarek, which Lian had always found strange given the man’s chaste habits.
One of Cedrick’s requirements was that each shore leave party stay together and log their destination with “Alan” before leaving. The sailing crew had unanimously opted for one of the brothels on the Thieves’ Tier, a place called the Fair Winds, and the mercenaries had headed up to a higher class place on the Merchants’ Tier, called the Crimson Hood.
Neither captain had informed Lian where they were headed.
One of the sailors returned alone only two hours after sunset, running like the hounds of hell were pursuing him. Lian could see that it was Alo, now the bosun’s mate, and that he was lightly bleeding from a scalp wound.
Calling for Snog, Lian hurried down the gangplank to help the sailor aboard. Snog appeared, carrying a waterskin, but before Alo would allow his wound to be treated, he said, “Mr. Alan, sir, the men’re in a fight at the Winds! ‘Twon’t be long afore the Green Men come, sir!”
Damn, thought Lian, who rose and ordered one of the soldiers to wake Nan and get her on deck. “Now!” he yelled when the man hesitated, not wanting to face Nan’s wrath.
“Snog, treat his wounds and then the two of you stand by the starboard ballista. Don’t load it, just be ready for trouble if it comes,” Lian said, turning to another soldier, Yelvan. “Yel, get below and break out clubs and other blunt weapons, enough for half a dozen men.”
“Aye, sir,” replied the warrior, who had been one of the two to stand with Lian against the lizards.
“You three!” he called to a trio of off-duty mercenaries, who were observing the proceedings with interest. They looked like they wished they had gone below, but they came over. Lian said, “Get your armor, and Yelvan and the other man’s. Just the leather should be enough, but move your asses!” They set off at a run.
The first soldier returned with Nan in tow, who looked bleary-eyed at Lian with a look of pure murder on her face. “You’d better have a good reason . . . ” she started, then, taking in Alo’s slash, stopped her tirade.
“Brawl up at the Fair Winds,” Lian said, ignoring her violent demeanor. “You’re taking five men and you’re going to drag our men out of it before the Green Men come. You don’t have time to argue, just get up there on the double!”
The others returned with their loads, and they helped each other into the boiled leather cuirasses. Nan, by this time, had doused her head with the water Snog was carrying. Rounding up the soldiers, she started down the gangplank.
Lian called after her, “Nan! Don’t kill anyone, especially the Greens!” He hoped that the barbarian wasn’t prone to the berserker rage her people were known for. Anticipating more trouble to come, he roused the rest of the soldiers and had them arm themselves with subduing weapons also. He impatiently waited for Nan’s party to return, moving to the foredeck to stand beside Snog and Alo.
He didn’t have to wait long. The sailors came into sight at a run, Nanavi at their heels, goading them onward with what looked to Lian like a broken club. “Get your asses on board!” she shouted, yelling up to Lian. “There’s Green Men pursuing, or they will be soon! Get the wounded below!”
Gem said, I hear alarm bells ringing up around the tavern, and some kind of whistled signal.
Lian looked an unspoken order at Alo, and the bosun’s mate scrambled down into the forecastle. The sailors, bruised and bloody but mostly unhurt, streamed in after him. Lian went down to stand by the plank while Nan, trailing the group, came puffing up to him.
“We pulled them out just as the Greens started to show up, Alan,” she said. “But as soon as the fight cools off, they’ll be coming down here to arrest the men. The story will be that we started it.” She showed her teeth and said, “I’m going after an axe.”
“No, you’re not. Go up and stand ready to load for Snog,” he replied, staring the barbarian woman down. She laughed and clapped him, too hard, on the shoulder, then shook her hand from the sting brought on by the scales of his armor.
It wasn’t long before the local constabulary made their appearance, a fat man in tow. The ten guardsmen were armored in chainmail under a cloth surcoat, colored green with the golden crown of the high king upon their chest. The majority of them were armed with shortswords and shields, but quite a few of them bore light crossbows. Their leader had a greatsword sheathed on his back, and his armor consisted of a plate breastplate over similar chainmail.
“Ahoy, the Searcher!” the latter man yelled, moving directly to the gangplank.
“Ahoy!” yelled back Lian. “To whom have I the honor of addressing?”
“Guard Lieutenant Constans, of the High King’s Watch,” he said, smiling a little at Lian’s polite manner. “And who might you be, sir?”
“I am Alan, Lieutenant Constans, the officer of the watch. How may we be of service to you?” he asked, coming down the plank to stand before the soldier. He moved onto the dock, and stood so that his height wasn’t an advantage over the warrior.
“This man is a barkeep at the Fair Winds, sir,” Constans said, indicating the huffing and puffing overweight man they’d brought with him. A bruise was developing on the side of his face, one Lian rather thought might have been delivered by a belaying pin of the type Nan had been carrying. Constans continued, “He maintains that men from your ship started a brawl at his establishment just a few minutes ago.”
“Men from my ship?” Alan asked, feigning surprise but not overdoing it. Elowyn’s words came to him, Stick to the truth, as close as you can, and don’t exaggerate. “As far as I know, my men are up at the Crimson Hood, Lieutenant. Since they had coin enough to go there, I doubt they’d have stopped at a place like the Winds.
“I’ll accompany you, of course, to see if any of my men are the guilty parties. If they are, I’m sure that Captain Arden will pay any fines associated with brawling in Seagate,” he said, signaling one of the mercenaries to come down the plank.
“You misunderstand me, sir,” Constans said, holding up a hand toward the man descending the gangplank. “The men from Searcher escaped, apparently aided by others from your ship. I’ve come to arrest them.”
“That is a problem, Lieutenant Constans,” he said respectfully. “I can assure you that no one aboard is a troublemaker, and that no one will go anywhere near the Fair Winds. However, I’m afraid I cannot allow you to board our ship without permission of Captain Cedrick or Captain Arden.”
“Where are they?” Constans said, sighing. It had appeared a simple matter when the complaint had been leveled, but he wasn’t inclined to accept the word of a greasy man like the proprietor over that of an officer, and obviously a gentleman.
“I’m afraid that they had private business, sir,” Lian said truthfully. “They didn’t tell me either where they were going or when to expect them back. I will be glad to tell them where to find you, Lieutenant, if you will be so kind as to leave your card?”
By this time, the fat barkeep had recovered enough of his breath to complain. “Lieutenant!” he whined. “It’s perfectly obvious that this man is harboring his men!”
“It is not obvious to me, Soril,” Constans said. “It comes down to your word against this officer’s, since the men in question apparently aren’t aboard. And I’m choosing to take his.” The guard officer’s dislike of the complainant was obvious, regarding him as if he were a piece of rotten fish on his plate.
“Escort Soril back to his establishment,” Constans ordered one of his men, and waited for the fat man to depart, sputtering protests and outrage.
“We both know, I think, the truth of the matter,” Constans said, producing a small card. “Please assure your captains that the matter is settled in the eyes of the law, but that your men are forbidden to go near the Fair Winds or any establishment on that street. I’d like to avoid possible grudge fights.”
“I’ll make sure that your orders are understood and obeyed, Lieutenant,” Lian replied, bowing to the officer in the manner of Staikal yeomanry, “though I maintain that our men are nowhere near the Fair Winds.”
“Of course,” Constans said, with a tight smile, “and they never were. I imagine that, if we were to visit the Crimson Hood, we would find some of your crew there, who had been there all evening?”
“That is the simple truth, sir,” Lian said earnestly.
Constans offered his hand, which Lian took, “Personally, I don’t mind a brawl, as long as it stays under control. From what I see here, you did the right thing all around, and be sure to tell your captains I said so. Peace and good night, Alan.”
“Gods watch your path, Lieutenant,” Lian returned.
The crewmen all claimed that they hadn’t started the brawl, but did confirm that they had certainly participated in it. Lian confined them belowdeck until the captains returned, except for Alo. “Good work, Alo,” he said, “or we’d have had half our remaining crew locked up for gods know how long.”
“That’s why I came running, Mr. Alan,” he said. “But I’m curious why you didn’t go after them yourself.”
Lian said, “I needed to be here, and not short of breath, if the guard showed up to check on our story. I’m just glad they don’t use magical communication devices, or they’d have had a squad down here guarding the plank before Nan could make it back with the men.
“Also, I couldn’t abandon my post, however I felt about the matter. It worked out fine,” he continued. “If Constans had been a different sort, things could have gotten troublesome, to say the least.”
Alo nodded and added an expletive in his native tongue.
Cedrick, Arden, and Reidar returned just before midnight, and Lian gave them a full report, followed by Nan’s account of their rescue. Cedrick looked furious, and went below to address the men after commending Alo for keeping his head about him.
“Good job, son,” Arden said to Lian. “Better work than we did tonight, I’m afraid.”
“Not much luck finding crewmen, sir?” Lian asked.
Arden shook his head, “Hired one man who sailed with Cedrick a long time ago, but it was the same story all over the taverns. ‘Searcher is cursed, and I don’t need the work that badly.’” He uttered his own colorful curse.
“Would it be better to sail to one of the other islands and hire there?”
“No, I don’t think we’d have any better luck elsewhere. A story like this spreads faster than we can sail. I guess we’ll have to go buy the crew, like we discussed. At least Cedrick has a first mate, again. You’ll like him, but don’t let his scars put you off. If he comes aboard before you’re relieved, his name is Olaf.”
“Yes, sir,” Lian said.
“Again, good job,” Arden said, yawning widely. “I’m glad Nan didn’t kill anyone.”
“Me, too, sir,” Lian laughed. “I warned her not to before they left, but I didn’t know how well that instruction would take.”
“She’s got good judgment unless she’s really angry. Then, there’s not a force on board save some of Reidar’s spells that can restrain her. If that happens, don’t get between her and an enemy, Alan. She doesn’t always recognize her friends.”
Arden went to his cabin, leaving Lian in command after commenting that he’d better send a gift of some sort to Constans just to be sure the matter was settled. Below, he could hear Cedrick chastising his men, and thought that shore leave had probably been canceled for the men in question for the rest of this trip. Moving up to the stern deck, he saw that Nan and Snog were both dozing, leaning against the base of the ballista. Leaving them to sleep, he stood by the wheel and thought.
He’d been driven by true concern over the well-being of the crew, not simply by duty. Like it or not, he was becoming fond of Searcher and her men and women. No one but Sileth even knows that I’m here, and so long as I keep the Key with me, no one will, he thought to himself. I could certainly find worse people to work for. This isn’t too bad a life, and it will keep me on the move until I can decide what to do with my life beyond making it through the night with my throat unslit.
The last few nights had been dreamless, a welcome respite from his continual nightmares, and he felt less hunted and pressured now. His identity as Alan of Staikal was unlikely to be compromised. Arden’s company would teach him the things he needed to know, and he could always leave the group later if their journeys didn’t coincide with his plans.
He thought that Arden and Cedrick wouldn’t turn him in even if they discovered how much Rishak was offering for him, and he tended to trust his judgment of people.
Yes, Arden’s band would be a good place to hide, a place where his talents could be honed and his plan devised in secret. For a plan he needed, one strong enough to unseat a king, usurper that he was. A plan clever enough to entrap a sorceress who was unbound by mores or ethics.
A plan to avenge his family’s slaughter without destroying the country that was his birthright.
And time and allies enough to afford him the chance to take his revenge and live to enjoy it.
 



Epilogue
“The smallest fang can hide the quickest death.”
-- Goblin proverb
“Your Majesties,” said the man, bowing deeply before the marble double throne. He tried to ignore the phalanx of guards, some of them armed with loaded crossbows. They’re not the dangerous ones, anyhow, he told himself, thinking of the vast powers commanded by the woman in the left-hand seat.
“It is our dearest hope, Coman, that you have brought us encouraging news,” said the man who sat in the right-hand seat, the seat reserved for the reigning monarch.
Coman nervously fingered the sash of his robe, the sky-blue ribbon denoting him as the royal seer. His immediate predecessor had met with a tragic and untimely end. “The only word I can report to Your Majesties is that the situation has not improved. The subject,” he said, for the command not to speak the prince’s name had been proven a dangerous one to break, “cannot be located by any means at our disposal.”
The usurper-queen said, “Any means?”
Coman nodded, growing frightened despite his best efforts, “Yes, Your Majesty. We have enlisted many of the mages who now occupy Firavon’s Tower, and despite their aid we remain unsuccessful.” The dark mages who were Rishak’s allies had employed demons and dark spirits, feeding them prisoners taken during the coup d’êtat. Coman, as the royal seer, had been forced to witness these sacrifices, and he was sure that his hair was now falling out nightly.
He was glad that he could shift partial blame onto the heads of others.
Rishak frowned deeply, but held his hand up to gently forestall his queen, who had been about to speak again. “What conclusion do you draw about the lack of success in locating him? We know that you found Khiseveth’s Eye and other powerful scrying aids. You should have been able to find him, no?”
“Oh, yes, Your Majesty,” he said, on more familiar ground now that he could theorize about the why of the failure. “Given the generous nature of the sacrifices you have made available, one or more of the seers and soothsayers, myself included, should have been able to find some trace of him.
“There are only two possibilities, Your Highness,” he continued, his voice steadying.
“The first is that the subject has fled this plane of existence by some dimensional magic that we are unable to trace. We find this unlikely, since the former master of assassins would most likely have trained the subject to stay in the game, so to speak.
“The second is that the subject is shielded by magics so powerful that we cannot breach them. This second possibility, as far-fetched as it sounds, is the more likely one in my view. We have approached the Sleepless One herself, through her priests, of course. Her high priestess, Wynoln, informed me that even the One-Eyed Crone will not surrender his location.” It was Coman’s hope that the monarchs would find no fault in him, a mere mortal, when the gods themselves were no more helpful.
Coman didn’t believe for a moment that the Sleepless One, the Goddess of Seers and his own patron goddess, didn’t know the prince’s location. He merely believed that it amused her to keep the information secret for now, and when it suited her, for whatever reason, suddenly all of their efforts would be met with success.
He carefully did not remind the two usurpers that divining was an uncertain science, for that had been his predecessor’s mistake. True, he’d made the observation when Jisa was particularly tired and irritable, but Coman had always considered himself to be more cautious than the late and unlamented Rymna.
“So you are telling us that your plan is to keep searching, and hope that the clouds which obscure the target are lifted?” Jisa asked, her voice the epitome of sweetness and light. Coman didn’t fall for the ruse.
“I fear, truly, Your Majesties, that Her Exalted Highness has the right of it,” he said, putting a slight mournful note in his voice, being careful, deadly careful, not to overdo it.
“Then is it not true that any seer or oracle could do the job as well as you, and simply keep searching?” she asked, just as sweetly.
“My love,” Rishak warned. “Do not needlessly frighten the royal seer, for we have true need of him.”
Too late for that, thought Coman, stifling the urge to giggle hysterically.
“Coman, we expect you to continue your efforts to find him. The stability of the transition, we’re sure you agree, depends upon finding him.” That was true, on a variety of levels.
“I do understand the situation entirely, Your Majesty,” Coman replied. “Believe me when I tell Your Majesties that everything that can be done is being done.”
“Make certain that is true, Coman,” replied the usurper-king, dismissing the seer with a wave and taking his wife’s hand.
Once Coman had departed, Jisa frowned deeply and said, “He will be trouble for us if we don’t find him. Give me permission. It’s perfectly obvious these soothsayers can’t do the job, Rish.”
With a heavy sigh, Rishak turned to the woman who was his wife. “It can never be known, what you propose to do. Such a thing would raise the nobles against us, whether they have the power to raise a rebellion or not.”
“I am aware of the risks, love,” she said, her eyes flashing annoyance at being challenged, even by him. Her impatience softened, however, as she realized that he was going to decide in her favor. “But if even the Lady of Seers won’t reveal to us where to find him, I don’t see another choice.
“Unless you wish to let him go?” she asked sardonically.
His gaze snapped to hers. “You know that’s out of the question. You have your permission, woman. I’m perfectly aware that you’ve already made the arrangements, and had the bodies placed in your conjuring room. I’m not a squeamish man, you know, but the thought of what you are planning to do chills me to the bone.”
Jisa, now queen of Dunshor, smiled. “It chills me, too, husband. And I confess that it thrills me, as well. But it is the only choice.
“And Lian’s death will follow,” she said, laughing as she rose to begin her task.
After she was gone, Rishak whispered, “But at what cost?
“What cost?” The crown of Dunshor had been his for only a short time, yet it seemed that it already supported the weight of worlds upon it. 
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