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Prologue


Between

 They called their nation Between.

 The rest of the world, they called Good and Evil. Not that they recognized much difference.

 "Whether you were painting rams' blood on the standing stones or roasting mutton to feed the knights," the old ones would say, "doesn't it amount to about the same? And we sure as hell have to sacrifice virgins, whichever side decides to pass through our territory. So where does that leave us?"

 In Between, of course. 

 Few peoples are as certain of the world, or their place in it. But there are always those who disagree with accepted wisdom. Occasionally, someone will reason that "if we live between Good and Evil, wouldn't it make more sense just to walk west down the mountains and go all the way over to Good? It should be better than here, right? By definition?"

 And so, one day, one particular young man left the village of his birth and took the One Road down the mountain to seek his fortune. 

 Pon walked westward and downhill, picking his way over the roots and frost heaves with the jerky over-compensated reactions of a person whose nerves have begun to fray. He had not expected to take so long getting down the mountain. The sky was rapidly dimming, and he realized that he did not know exactly where he was.

 Being lost was a new sensation for Pon, who had already traveled further in one direction today than he ever had before. But that direction was downhill and westward, so things could only improve.

 The night air was cold, sliding through the needles of the pines overhead and carrying the scent of blood and ozone from the east. A small animal rustled through the undergrowth as Pon passed, and it was all he could do not to cry out.

 "Get a hold of yourself!" Pon whispered as his heart pounded. "The village is up East now. You're safer than everyone there." Yes. East. That much closer to the Evil.

 Pon concentrated on breathing deeply. The dark magic of the creatures beyond the mountain would grow weaker as he kept walking. Eventually, all the way down the mountain in The Rationalist Union, his own wheel-stone talisman—well, his father's talisman—would fail as well, but then the magic mirror---well, the mayor's magic mirror---would start working. 

 He just had to learn word-magic to use it. 

 The light was fading and Pon could barely see the ground at all. Perhaps that was all that was making him nervous. Not the way the forest sounds seemed muted and strange, or how the shadows seemed to spin at the edges of his vision. 

 Pon reached into his satchel and pulled out the wheel-stone he had stolen from his father's medicine kit that morning. It dangled from its leather chord: a polished roundel of soap-stone with a hole drilled through its center: a talisman to his nation's God. "Naobel." 

 The wheel turned around its chord. Once. Twice. White light glimmered across its surface, and shadows pulled back from Pon's peripheral vision.

 Taking a deep and calming breath, Pon lengthened his strides, holding the talisman before him and letting its small light drive away his fears. As he walked, he muttered to himself, as he often did when nervous. "Can't depend on this—gonna be a superstition if I go much farther downhill this mountain. Got to give up superstition in wizard school. Word-wizard…gonna be…"

 The stone's glow flared, and winked out.

 Pon's half-unconscious monologue cut off with a gasp. In rising dread, he cursed himself for his lack of faith. Without the talisman's protection, what might befall him? Pon closed his eyes and murmured another prayer to Naobel, Protector of the weak, Guardian of virtue, Bulwark against the Storm Across the Mountain.

 The glow returned, and the stone began to spin faster. The talisman swung out on its chord like a magnet, tugging upward and backward. It was pointing at something behind him. 

 A few more steps, and suspicion and nerves became fear and certainty. A new sound had joined the hiss of spinning stone.

 It was soft at first but grew rapidly more distinct, even as Pon increased his pace. Through his rising terror, Pon heard the noise at first as the creaking of a rusty machine, perhaps the handle of an old pump or a little-used door hinge. But he knew it was neither of these things.

 "Eeeh…eeeh…eeeeh."


 The stone spun faster with each beat, growing feverish. Pon began to run.


 Still the sounds grew louder. The screaming was no longer mechanical. Now it sounded like what it was.


 "Eeeh…eeeh…eeeh."


 They were short, sharp screams. Like those a man might make under his breath as he was forced to walk on a broken leg. Like the sounds a dying man makes, when just raising his chest takes more effort than he can stand without agony. Pon's lips moved soundlessly in the darkness.

 "A necromancer's carriage."

 There was no time to think. Clutching the spinning, burning talisman in his hand, Pon leaped from the path and into the embankment on its downhill side. He landed wrong and nearly cried out in pain, but managed to keep his silence as he collapsed into the hollow formed by a root and the side of the raised road.

 Pon's hand found the wheel-stone, stilled its spinning, blocked its glow. He began to pray again as the hot stone burned his skin. "Oh great Naobel. My nation's god, Protector of the weak…"

 The screaming was closer now, and Pon could hear that each shriek was punctuated by a gasp of pain, as if the man walking on his broken leg did so under a slave-driver's lash.

 "Eeee'uh…eee'uh…eee'uh."

 The monotonous whines of pain were nearly above him now, and Pon could hear the sounds of creaking leather and jingling harness buckles as the carriage moved. He pulled back further into the shadows, gripping the talisman even as it hissed against his palm.

 The sounds stopped. 


 Pon held his breath. Then, something snapped in the dark overhead like a canvas sheet caught by the wind. 


 There was a scrabbling in the pine branches, and the carriage let out a sharp yelp. Its cries slowly faded away down the road. 


 Pon let out his breath. "Thank you, my god, Naobel." His burned fingers released the wheel-stone.


 And it swung out on its chord, spinning, whining, blazing like a tiny sun. 


 Was that a hiss from the branches above him?


 Frantically, Pon yanked his talisman out of the air. This time he thought enough to fold part of his jerkin around his hand before he clamped down on the stone. He could still feel its heat through the cloth.

 Was there still a monster out there? Had it seen him? What could he do?

 The old men of Between would have advised Pon to stay hidden. The old men would have never have left their village in the first place. That was why they had lived long enough to become old men. But no. Surely there was some other choice than hide or be eaten. Surely a real hero, a Rationalist word-wizard, would be able to do something.

 Pon felt the edges of the Rationalist talisman in his pocket—an octagon of worn metal roughly the size of his palm. A word-magic mirror.

 Now what was the rune sequence for 'help?' Pon scratched several onto the mirror's surface until he got one he was pretty sure was right, but the metal remained dark. He was still too far away from the nation of word-magic. Its god wasn't active here in the mountains.

 Pon could do nothing but wait until the forest had grown absolutely silent again. By the time he felt safe enough to stand, full night had fallen. 

 The pop of the bones of his spine as he stood almost drove him back into his hole, but eventually Pon stood on the embankment below the empty road. He wondered what to do. 

 "Go back home," he told himself softly, "the smart thing to do. Don't try to warn the guards at the Keep." Defending their realm against incursions from the Kingdoms of Evil was their job, and besides, how could he get to the Keep ahead of the carriage? 

 "No, have to go back home." No telling what his parents might say, but what choice did he have? Pon had traveled farther today in a single direction than he had ever traveled before, and now he turned, knowing he would never go farther. 

 Pon began to climb up the embankment to the road.

 And there, in the tangle of moonlight and shadow cast by the trees, Pon saw the monster.

 It was impossibly tall and thin, towering over Pon with its antlered crown caught in the lower branches of the trees. Its leather cloak rustled as it glided toward him, its feet silent and invisible while the points of the crown scrabbled through the branches like living things. Moonlight gleamed from its teeth as it opened its mouth.

 The wheel-stone spun up into an air-burning frenzy; its heat sizzled the skin of Pon's hand. 

 "Naobel!" He gasped the name of his god, and before he could even bring the talisman up before him, holy light exploded forth.

 There was a scream in the sudden glaring light, and a sound like flapping leather.

 "Those are no antlers," whispered Pon as his mind floated away from his body, "and that is no cloak it wears. Naobel!" The light flooded out from his fist again, and again there was a frustrated screech from the air above him. A hot, fetid wind washed over him as the creature, the monster from the other side of the mountains, spread its huge, leathery wings and flapped away from the searing light of the protector god. 

 "Naobel!" Another burst of heat and light from the stone, now a vortex burning in the air around the smoking leather cord. It was enough to keep the monster away, but not enough to drive it off. Pon did not hold his ground and wait for the power of his nation's god to banish the incursion of evil into his nation's land. Instead, weeping with fear and the pain in his ankle and hand, the boy ran. Downhill.

 Twenty minutes of terror, running across packed earth and tripping over roots, flailing arms at the pine branches that whipped his face. Every now and then, when he remembered, Pon would pant the name of his god, and each time, the flare of light would be dimmer, and the burning in his hand would be less intense. Eventually, the reaction stopped completely. The wheel-stone swung on the blackened leather strap, not even turning.

 Pon stopped, gasping. It was impossible. There had been no sensation when he crossed the border, nothing like what he had expected, and yet it was clear what he'd done. For the first time in his life, Pon had left the nation of the god Naobel. Which meant…

 The mirror. Hunched under the twisty branches of a manzanita, the sound of his blood roaring in his ears, Pon again scratched the runes into the mirror. The runes that, in the language of the word-god of this nation, spelled 'help.'

 At first, nothing. Was Pon still too far from the centers of word worship? Was he trapped between the zones of divine influence, magic-less? No, for a skein of blue light appeared on the mirror's surface, as dim and delicate as the shadows cast by ripples in a pool of clear water. The aged metal vibrated in his hands once, twice.

 "Hello," it said, "you have contacted Rationalist international emergency services." The voice rang like a temple bell. The glow was like a beacon. Pon could almost feel the hungry eyes lock onto him. "At the tone, please clearly state your location and the nature of your emergency situation so that---"

 The voice faded as Pon's panicked throw spun the mirror away into the darkness.


 The boy waited, hand still raised, eyes and ears straining to catch signs the monster had found him again.


 Something flapped above him, like leather sheets in a hard wind. The wings, which he had first thought were a cloak. 


 Pon did not even have time to turn around before the monster's claws were around his throat.





 




Chapter the First


In which the Ultimate Fiend receives a Letter

 




To the Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil.


"The hell?" Freetrick Feend held the thick, leathery envelope out from his wad of mail.


The envelope's surface smooth, leathery, and disquietingly goose bumped, bore those nine words only. It exuded a chill aura of malignancy and foreboding uncommon in works of stationery, and as Freetrick held it, his heart began to thud. 


 Students, chatting, dozing, or quietly studying, filled the central rotunda of the Eldritch College union. Beyond the comforting brick walls of the college, The Rationalist Union, nation of the God of Words and many others, hummed along on tracks of word-magic and Universal Science. And in the middle of all this mundanity sat the envelope, like an ogre at a public urinal. 


 Chill unease prickled up Freetrick's back, there in the front of the mail boxes. He felt as if someone was calling him, telling him to do something terrible. As if his shadow was rising to engulf him, as if someone was sneaking up on him from behind. 

 A hand reached over Freetrick's shoulder and snatched the envelope. 

 "Hey!" Junk mail and interlibrary loan notices flew as Freetrick grabbed for the envelope, but the long, brown fingers had already lifted it higher than he could reach. From behind him, Istain sniggered. 

 "Strike it
out, Istain!" Freetrick spun to glare up at his friend. "What the hell is wrong with you?" 

 "What's wrong with me?" With his grinning mouth, dark, moppy hair, and long gangling limbs, Istain dangled over Freetrick's upturned face like a giant marionette. Something to scare children. "Freetrick, what's wrong with me is my superhuman powers of stealth and observation." Istain straightened his long spine and pressed a hand to his chest. "And intelligence. And good looks."

 "Help me pick up my mail, Istain." Istain's peculiar brand of physical humor had not been funny in middle school, and matriculation into the Rationalist Union's premier liberal arts college had failed to improve it. Sighing, Freetrick dropped his bag and bent to pick up his scattered mail. 

 "I prefer to watch you groveling at my feet." Istain examined the letter he had stolen, looking in no way apologetic. "What is this…ew. It's all squeezy and soft."


Fortunately, foot traffic was light in the union at this time of night, and Freetrick managed to collect his mail without getting any of it stepped on. 



Istain held out the letter for Freetrick to take. "Who sent this?" 

"I don't know" Freetrick stood and accepted the letter. Istain did not try to snatch it back at the last second, which Freetrick interpreted and accepted as an apology. The thick, greasy vellum slid under his fingers as Freetrick shoved it into his bag. 


 "What's in it?" Istain asked.

 "I don't know," said Freetrick again, "Maybe if you'd..." then he looked past Istain and stopped caring about the envelope."Ah, there's Zathara." Hey Zathara!" He waved. 

 The approaching figure was unmistakable, and not just because of the shocking red and orange of her body-wrap. Even from a distance, Zathara Nashta seSuyamuan looked like who she was, a Love-wielder noblewoman, all curves and smooth skin swaying under tight, flame-colored cloth.

 "Aw. Zathara?" Istain turned to see her and groaned. 

 "Shush!" said Freetrick. "And anyway, I thought you liked her." It was hard not to.

 "Zathara is a delightful young woman," Istain steepled his fingers in front of his chest. "She improves the scenery wonderfully. But, she'll have invited Madene and Kendrick." 

 "Yes," Freetrick said. "She probably has. Be nice." 

 Istain blinked. "I'm always nice."

 "No you aren't," said Freetrick, "You're always a jerk." 

 It was a considered opinion, formed over nearly a lifetime of observation. But Istain was Freetrick's best friend, and had been since they were children at boarding school together. Even the allure of beautiful, exotic women could not challenge the bond shared between two boys who had peed on each other in kindergarten.

 "I see Madene and Istain enough during dance practices," Istain continued, much too loudly. "Seriously, Free. Madene's expression nearly gives me a heart attack every time I spin around." He spun to demonstrate, and a study group abandoned its couch and fled. "Madene has issues," Istain said, "and one of these days she's going to flip out and kill someone." 

 Freetrick could guess who she would go after first, but didn't voice the thought. 

 "Hi boys," Zathara glided to a stop in front of them. She eyed Istain, still jerking in a caricature of a gara step. "Still practicing for the dance show?"

 "Not in any productive way." Freetrick glared at Istain, and then smiled at Zathara. "Thanks for coming." 

 "Thanks for waiting for us," she said, turning to the mail boxes. She reached up and pressed her rune-stone against her box, somehow making the motion as sensuous and effortless as a cat's stretching. "Madene and Kendrick are on their way." 

 "Of course they are," Istain grumbled. 

 Freetrick shot his friend a suppressing glance. Without Zathara, he knew, the tension between Istain and Madene would have broken the dance club. Fortunately, Zathara was the sort of person who could stand in the center of a group of people and get them all turning in the same direction. 

 Not to mention the fact that, as part of the aristocracy of the nation of the Goddess of Love, Zathara was trained to generate the kind of charisma that could make princes weep. And, at least during practices, she took direction from him. Being the director of a student organization had definite advantages.

 "Strike it out." The Rationalist Union curse sounded like chocolate and pepper in her Love Wielder accent. "When are my candies going to arrive?" Zathara turned from her empty mail box. "I very much hope they haven't all been eaten by the customs agents again. So, what were you boys discussing?" 


"Freetrick's mail," said Istain, "show it to her, Free."

 Freetrick reached into his pack, extracted the envelope, and handed it to Zathara. Was that brush of the fingers intentional? Of course it was, she was a Love-Wielder. But what did it mean? Zathara knew dances far more subtle than any gara step.

 "Well it can't have just come like this," she said. "It has no address on it. It doesn't even have your name." 


"It must have been hand-delivered," said Freetrick. 

 "Maybe one of the social houses is hosting a party," suggested Istain. 

 Zathara was still rubbing her fingers across the pimply surface of the envelope. 
"A Kingdoms-of-Evil-themed party? That's in rather bad taste."

 "Only if you're a cranky old lady." Istain snorted. "A Kingdoms-of-Evil-themed party is a great idea. It'll have goth chicks in metal bikinis, spiky shoulder pads for the gentlemen," he made motions about a foot out from his own shoulders. " Ooh! And monsters… I can be an ogre. What are you two grinning about?"

 "What are you grinning about?"

 Freetrick turned at the deep, slow voice to see Kendrick Fairheart walk into earshot from across the Union's rotunda. In front of him, arms swinging, striding in steps too long for her legs, was Madene a'Legha. 

 "The squishy letter. Let's open it," Istain reached down to grab the envelope out of Zathara's hands. 

 She pulled it away from him, smiling at the other core members of Freetrick's gara dance club. "Hello, you two. Why so late? Were you snuggling?" 

"We were not. No. Yuck"." Madene bent down, peered past her curtain of black hair into her mailbox's interior, and then straightened without bothering to open it. "Freetrick," she said, "I think Jubal should dance in the back row on Saturday."

"What?" said Freetrick. 


Madene wiped her hair back and glared at him. Silver eyes glinting from under dark brows, hands on hips, Madene looked as if she was trying to look like a Warrior Maiden. Unfortunately, she was two generations removed from her martial-prophetess ancestors, and life in the Rationalist Union had given Madene a scholar's stoop and a tummy her jerkin could not entirely hide. "You know, Jubal. He's new. He shouldn't be in the front during a performance."



 Oh right. Parents' weekend. The first big performance of the school year. There were people in the dance club who had less than two months of experience. And they would damn well dance in the front.


"No, Madene," said Freetrick. "That's the way it works. New dancers go in the front, because they need the encouragement. Us old hats don't need people watching us to know how good we are."


"What letter?" said Kendrick, "This smells wrong."

Madene was not to be distracted. "But Jubal dances…" she shook her hands, searching for the word, "like a stinking goof, Freetrick."




"Rooster is a goofy step," said Freetrick, shooting another glance at Istain. General policy wasn't the only reason he had put Madene and Kendrick in the back for this particular dance, but he had no desire at all to say. 


"Yeah," said Madene, "not my favorite."



"I agree," said Zathara, lying, Freetrick knew, with absolute-seeming conviction "I prefer the Bull, myself." That was flattery aimed at Kendrick, whose stocky body and quick, solid movements were a perfect match for the martial dance's steps. 


Kendrick nodded and Madene made a sort of compromising head-bobble. "Okay," she said. 



"And the Bull is our anchor dance," said Freetrick, "here." He swung his bag around and dug into it. "I made a list of the stuff we'll need for the show."



"Of course you did," said Istain. 


"And I have the dance schedule and blocking diagrams in there. Here, let me show you." Freetrick reached into his bag and pulled his palm-sized magic mirror out from among the books and scholarly detritus. "Just a sec…" He mumbled a quick prayer to the God of Words and scratched a few runes onto the mirror's smooth surface. It shivered in his hands and began to shine with the soft, blue light of its start-up screen. Freetrick scratched at the surface with a fingernail until he found the right document, then handed the mirror to Madene.

"But as I was saying," Istain said as Madene scrolled through Freetrick's notes, "I think it's a theme party. Oh for Truth's sake, Kendrick, stop glaring at me like that."

"Freetrick got a letter," Zathara said. She handed it to Kendrick, who reached out, looked down, and then jerked backward as if from a live rattle snake.

 " 'The Kingdoms of Evil'?" He demanded, "Skrea? Where did you get this?"

 "It's a joke, Kendrick," said Istain. "Calm down."

 "A very stupid joke, if so." Kendrick scowled. "Who the hell do they think they are?" His deep-set eyes flicked up to Istain. "Some down-hill city-slicker who's never seen an ogre in his life." 


"As if you have," Istain said. 

 Kendrick growled. Istain was a local boy like Freetrick, a Rationalist born far west of the Bulwark Mountains, but Kendrick was from Between, and he took certain things seriously. 

 "Maybe it's an awareness campaign," Zathara said.


"You think that's likely?" Istain prodded the skin-like paper in Kendrick's hands. "I don't think Eldritch administration gives out hand-lettered invitations written on parchment."

"What are you looking at?" It was a habit of Madene's to zone out of a conversation, then expect to be informed about what she missed. Freetrick would have been more annoyed by the tendency except that it probably helped make conversations with Istain more comprehensible. 


"A letter from Freetrick's stalker," said Istain. "We're hoping to lift finger-prints off it." 


"What?" Madene took the letter from Zathara. "Oh. The Kingdoms of Evil? It's a stupid joke or something."

"Judgment freaking pronounced," muttered Istain.

 "It'd better not be from any campus organization," said Kendrick, glancing darkly at the student activities office on the opposite side of the union's central rotunda, "or they'll hear from me." 


"Sweet God of Words, please!" Istain said, "Just open the damn thing." 

 "Fine," Freetrick ran his thumbnail under the seal. "Okay…Looks like there's another envelope in here. Ah, and a folded piece of paper. Or…" he pulled out the square of thin, flexible material, "…skin?" 

 "Vellum," said Madene. "It's called vellum." 


Part of her and Istain's mutual problem was that both students were insufferable know-it-alls. "Thank you." Freetrick unfolded the square, revealing lines of text written in the same jagged, slanting hand that had addressed the envelope. The trailing tails and hooks of the uppercase letters seemed to twitch as Freetrick watched, and he had the impression that entire words would scuttle around the page when no one was watching. The words themselves, however, were in perfectly understandable Rationalist.

 Freetrick read aloud. 


Your Malevolence King Feerborg, under the Maelstrom Despot of Skrea, Grasper of the Bolt, Lord of Pain, Terror under all Terrors, High Master of the Blood, and Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil,


  


Avert Your wrath, oh Fiend, oh great and terrible Lord of Shadows, Your Malevolence. This loyal though eternally unworthy servant has rent asunder the souls of untold multitudes in order to abase himself before Your gaze.



The peoples of the world tremble in fear and black joy rises in my own cruel bosom upon the announcement that, upon the death of our still dearly feared previous Despot Wrothborg, the now Penultimate Fiend, He from Whose Hands the Blood never Dried (may vengeance fly on swift wings to his murderers), You, oh Scourge of the Weak and Oppressor of the Helpless, have succeeded to the Skull Throne of Skrea, and shall become ruler and Ultimate Fiend of all the Kingdoms of Evil.



As first surviving heir of our previous lamented Despot ( may his slayers' hearts beat their last between Your teeth), You will henceforth subjugate our land from Your new home at Castle Clouds-Gather, in the diseased heart of the Skrean Bleaklands, the bloody hub of the vast wheel of pain and suffering that is the Kingdoms of Evil. There, You will dispense the lash of Your cruel whim across the nations of the continent until the time of Your eventual murder, may Your future assassins writhe forever in torment.



My organs rest within Your clutches,



Duke
Milielan DeMacabre, Castigator of the Lower Waters, Torturer of the Wallowers, Oppressor of the Highest Slaves, Keeper of the Clot of Torture, Lord of the Sarcophagus at Macabre, Arch Chancellor of the Villainous Council, and Minister of Heart-Squeezing for the Kingdoms of Evil.



PS: Please find your hideous necromantic power, enclosed.


 "That's disgusting," said Kendrick "Who on earth would write something like that? Aside from…" His brows came down, and his mouth shut into a tight, angry line. Kendrick, normally so unexpressive he scared people, was now positively radiating anger


"Someone with a sense of humor, maybe?" said Istain. 

 "Istain, this is the Kingdoms of Evil," said Madene, "Not one of your stupid jokes."

 "Maybe it's supposed to be viral advertising for something?" Freetrick wondered.

  "It doesn't sound very much like a party invitation. Are there any Kingdoms-of-Evil-themed events happening on campus right now?" Zathara asked. 

 "Let's check." Istain stretched his left arm out in front of himself, palm facing his chest. A die-hard word-magic geek, he didn't need a magic mirror like Freetrick's. Instead, lines of crystal dust embedded in his skin glowed as Istain sketched runes onto the surface of his left hand: a prayer to the God of Words. 


"Campus events schedule…" Istain twiddled his thumb to scroll through a menu. "No," he said, swinging toward Freetrick, "I don't see any…huh." The tattoos on his hands and arms flared and dimmed, and Istain frowned. "Having trouble finding a connection"…better over here, but there's something weird that happens when I move over—" His arm brushed the letter, and Istain yelped as rainbow sparks blew out of his skin. "Burning libraries!" 

 They all jumped back from Istain and the sparks vanished. 


"Oh gibberish," Istain swore again, shaking specks of lights from his hands, "what the hell was that?"



"It was the letter," said Kendrick, darkly. "My worst fears are confirmed: an incursion, another god trying to interfere with the God of Words."

 "Uh…" said Freetrick.

 Istain was more expressive. "No, Kendrick," he said, "because we're a hundred miles from the Skrean border, and because this is real life and not a movie."

 Kendrick glared at the taller boy. "Look." He reached into the collar of his jerkin and pulled out a silver chain. He held the chain out from his neck, baring the dark gray donut of a wheel-stone. The talisman of Naobel should not have been active so far from the mountains. It should not have been glowing with holy light, and it should not have been spinning and steaming, straining at the end of its chain toward Freetrick. 

 The glow and vibration increased as Kendrick stretched his arm outward. There was a sharp pop, and the whirring stone swung to point, magnet-like, directly at the envelope in Freetrick's hand. It made a high-pitched zzzzzzz! noise as it spun against the fine metal chain. 



"This is a thing of the Kingdoms of Evil." Kendrick's eyes were hard and sharp as obsidian, his voice suddenly stronger, full of an excitement that Freetrick had never heard before from the quiet, serious boy. "A tool of the Storm Beyond the Mountains. The Death God of Skrea."


 "That's not possible," Freetrick said, flinching away from the humming wheel-stone. "Even if it was from The Kingdoms of…" he turned to Zathara, "Zathara, did your love-magic stuff ever do this when you brought it into the R.U.?"

"It might have," Zathara said. "I had to leave most of my possessions in the Nation of Love for just this reason. Although," she smiled, "I did have some underwear I had to leave in the bottom drawer for a while."

Freetrick didn't comment. He had decided soon after they had first met that Zathara's suggestive asides were automatic, a sort of flirty Tourette's tic. As far as he could tell, everyone talked like that down in the Nation of Love. "Do you think this thing really came from another nation?" 



"We have to destroy it." Kendrick reached for the envelope."


"Oh of course." Istain rolled his eyes. "Thank you for the lovely letter you sent us, but it offended our religious sensibilities, so we had our local zealot burn it. Hugs and Kisses, Freetrick's dance club. It's not actually from the Kingdoms of Evil, Kendrick. Now let me see it." Kendrick took a step forward.


"Wait a second." Freetrick took a step away from them, and a light set into the wall over him flickered out.

"Kendrick," said Madene, silver eyes flashing weirdly in the half-light. "that's enough."

"No Madene," Kendrick took another step toward Freetrick, hand still outstretched, wheel-stone still whirring. "I must destroy it."

Madene blinked, clearly as surprised as Freetrick.
Kendrick never said no to Madene.
It was just one more thing that made their relationship weird. 


 "If you're concerned about it, Kendrick, we can call a Proctor and give the letter to him to test for incursion." Madene placed a hand on Kendrick's shoulder.


"We don't need to test it," Kendrick insisted, holding up his still-vibrating wheel-stone." "I know it's a thing of Evil."


"Maybe calling the Proctors would be a good idea, boys and girls." For all of Zathara's calm tone, she had backed away from them.

"There's no need," Kendrick stretched out his hand, and his wheel-stone talisman glowed and spun faster, whining like an eager dentist's drill. Freetrick's back hit the wall and another light overhead popped and went dark. "I can destroy the work of the Death God. It's what I'm meant to do"

"Woah woah woah," Istain stepped in front of the Naobelite, "this isn't an uphill survivalist fantasy, Kendrick. How do you know your god isn't the one on the fritz?" He flicked a finger against the straining wheel-stone and Kendrick growled at him.

"Step aside, Istain."


"And anyway," Istain continued, "if this letter really is an artifact from the Kingdoms of Evil, then I think we should take a closer look at it."

"You don't take a closer look at Evil," Kendrick's hands flew out, shoving Istain sharply in the chest.

"What the gibber Kendrick!" Istain said, arms wind-milling as he teetered backward. "That striking hurt!"

"Good," Kendrick was advancing on Freetrick, his eyes shining with purpose and excitement, the whirring talisman around his neck straining forward on its chain. Freetrick was sure he could smell hot metal.


"Kendrick," Madene said, sharply enough to make Freetrick wince. "Stop it!"


"You don't take a closer look at Evil," Kendrick repeated, half to himself. "You destroy it. I destroy it. Like this." The dark, deep-set eyes bored into Freetrick's. "Naobel," he said. 


The talisman blazed with white fire and the envelope let loose an ear-splitting shriek. It tore itself from Freetrick's fingers and shot into the air. 


"Holy struck-out gibberish!" Istain swore. "It really is from the Kingdoms of Evil."


The envelope hung above them, unsupported, in a writhing nimbus of black mist.

 "I'm calling a Proctor." Zathara rummaged in her purse for her magic mirror.

"No need," Kendrick snarled. He held his talisman out."Naob---"

 The envelope gave another mind-bending howl and streaked through the air toward Freetrick's face. 

 Freetrick cried out as the malevolent letter's slippery corners slapped against his neck and cheeks. He tried to call for help, but his mouth was blocked by paper. Blackness bloomed in his peripheral vision. 

 As one, the word-powered lights of the union flicked out. 

 Freetrick saw people running toward him from across the union. Istain was yelling, tattoos sparking. Zathara was out of sight, and Madene tugged at Kendrick, who was looking up at Freetrick with an expression of hate and elation. 

 Then Freetrick couldn't see his friends any more. The black cloud around him rippled.

 And exploded upward. 

 A moment of nauseating acceleration, followed by a shattering crash, cold and dampness. Freetrick opened his eyes, caught a glimpse of a hole, a struck-out Freetrick-sized hole in the skylights of the student union roof, which was now impossibly under his feet.

 Thunder crashed around Freetrick, and rain pelted against his skin. The envelope writhed over his face. It invaded his nostrils, slid across his eyes, covered his face, then his head, then his neck in paper-thin pseudopods.

And all the while he hung, suspended above the broken-through ceiling of the Eldritch College student union in the center of a whirling back hurricane.
His limbs jerked with terrible forces as the storm spread outward, lightning arcing through the air, strangling power out of streetlights and dorm rooms. 


Freetrick threw back his head, coated now with a new and evil skin, as inky blackness bloomed across his eyes. He screamed, and for a moment it seemed as if a thousand voices screamed with him. Centuries of agony and fear filled the space above the union, rising to a crescendo that strained the limits of the human mind. 


The sky above Eldritch College exploded in blackness. The storm spun, and frenzied lightning cast a shadow upon the soil of the Rationalist Union.
There was a trembling in the air and on the ground as if, even after three centuries of freedom, the nation of word-magic still recalled the touch of that darkness---the shadow of the Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil.






 




Chapter the Second


In which the Ultimate Fiend Receives an Unwelcome Visitor

 



Freetrick awoke in darkness.

He rolled over in his bed and tried to activate the lighting fixture in the ceiling. When nothing happened, Freetrick sat up. He tried the lights again, then gestured to open the blinds. Nothing.

Had the spell gone bad? What the hell time was it?

He fumbled around his bedside table for his magic mirror, found it, and scratched the activation code across it. The metal buzzed angrily under his fingers, and a queasy, reddish light shown from its surface. 


Squinting, Freetrick brought the mirror closer to his face and the light resolved into words…


Your Malevolence Error … 644 King Feerborg, under the Maelstrom Cannot read Despot of Skrea, detection of magical incursion Evil Despot of Skrea This spell has
performed an illegal operation Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil, cease operation or pray to your god Evil Evil pray to your god.

The mutated error codes pulsed somber red light with every beat of his heart. Freetrick blinked hard, trying to wake up, looked down at the hands holding the mirror, and nearly screamed out loud.


Freetrick's finger, his hand, his whole body was white. Not pale tan or pink, but white. There was even a faint blue tinge in the shadows. And...he brought his hand up… were his nails pointed? 


What the struck-out hell had happened to him? Then Freetrick looked again at the mirror's now blank and reflective surface, and this time he did scream. 


 Freetrick's face matched the rest of his body, the skin smooth and ghastly. The basic shape---he rubbed at his cheeks with panic-tingling fingers---the basic shape seemed unchanged. But…Freetrick tilted the mirror. Had his eyebrows always been so sharp? Certainly his hairline had not been a widow's peak before today. 

 Fighting panic, Freetrick leaned further toward the mirror. Something else was wrong. More wrong than just skin or hair color. His eyes... Freetrick squinted, but he could see no iris, no sclera, just shiny, inky blackness, as if someone had replaced his eyeballs with polished globes of jet. The lack of pupils dampened his expression, made him look cold and alien, even to himself.

 Freetrick tried to see the brown his eyes ought to be under that under the inky blankness. It didn't help that everything was so blurry. He squinted harder, focusing until pain needled the inside of his forehead. 

 "Ow!"


 A flash of heat, a tingling, and bright spots of light leapt across the surfaces of Freetrick's eyes. 


 "Ow!"


 Another flash of heat, and again twin sparks stretched from his upper to his lower lids. Hot tingles flashed up Freetrick's arms and legs as the sparks jumped a third time, then again, until a continuous band of hot, blue light bisected each eye. 

 Now the face staring back at him from the mirror was not simply odd, it was malevolent, with slitted snake pupils like jags of lightning across a pitch black sky.

 "No!" Freetrick gasped at his reflection, the face that belonged to a monster, to something out of the Kingdoms of Evil. "No!" The mirror dropped from his senseless fingers. He hurled himself out of the bed. 


As he stood, Freetrick realized he was naked. His entire body was the same matte white as his hands. Clothes will cover it up, thought Freetrick incoherently, and rocked toward his dresser. 


It looked wrong. Freetrick squinted, and realized the problem wasn't just the dresser. When he held his fingertips in front of his eyes they looked all right, but anything much farther than six inches from his nose became indistinct and blurry.

What the gibbering hell was happening? 


Freetrick shut his eyes hard, then opened them. The desk, dresser, and postered walls of his dorm room refused to resolve into focus. Had his vision spells failed too? That would explain his sudden nearsightedness, but how could all of this magic to go wrong at once? And the white skin? It was impossible!

Freetrick fumbled open his dresser and pulled out his underwear, jerkin, and hose. For a moment the clothes' familiar scent and texture against his skin dimmed the panic rising in his chest. 


But as Freetrick smoothed his tunic over his chest, he noticed the irregular, dark stains that spotted the cloth. Squinting his unfocused eyes, he saw cloudy blotches like oily handprints all over his clothing.


Freetrick looked at his hands. They seemed clean, but ...he brought his arm up to his face… no it wasn't just a trick of his eyes. There was a haze or halo of darkness above his skin. He moved his arm, and the cloud dissipated, only to re-form when he held still.


What was this stuff? Aside from something that stained clothing

Freetrick reached down and pulled a corner of his tunic closer his eyes for a better look. 


Darkness shot out of his fingers and spread across the fabric, turning the blue cloth a dull and ashy gray. Freetrick hissed in surprise and let go, but when he looked down, he could see the rest of his clothes slowly changing as his skin rubbed against them from the inside. His hose were already nearly black at the knees and hips, and when he pinched the altered material between his fingers, it felt thinner, more fragile. 


"It's like I'm sweating acid," mumbled Freetrick, looking down at the bed where he had been sleeping. Yes, in the center of the bed, where he had lain, the fabric had worn away to almost nothing. Another hour of sleep and he might have dissolved parts of the bed. Again he brought his white, claw-tipped hands to his face, and this time he could actually see the dark, corrosive vapor wafting from his pores.

Terror slammed into Freetrick like a brick in a sock. His heart pounded, his teeth chattered, his breath came in short, gagging gasps. He pinched at his skin, ran his hands through his hair, rubbed his blurry eyes, nothing changed. 


Freetrick ran toward his door with nothing in his mind but blind panic, and grasped the knob. 


It turned under his fingers. 


The door rattled. 


Freetrick leapt back, every nerve jangling. 


And the door opened. 


A figure stood at Freetrick's doorway, impossibly tall and thin. 


Even as Freetrick stumbled backward, he squinted, trying to focus his reduced vision on the—it must be a man in his…cloak? Leather cape? The garment covered the entire body, rising from the ground in a cone of thick, dark material to open just under the chin into a high, hooked collar. Above the collar hung a face: pale, sharp, and cruel, shadows dark under deep-set eyes and jutting cheekbones. Looking even further upward, Freetrick could make out a sort of crown or headdress above the visitor's forehead, a branching thing like pale antlers or spikes that brushed against the ceiling, making the person seem even taller than he was. 


Yellow teeth bared themselves in a hiss of indrawn breath. 


"Oh, Malevolence, oh Fiend Most Feared." The voice was deep, yet thin, the wheeze of a man being strangled, the whisper of cobwebs dragged over the face of a corpse. "It is more honor than this most unworthy servant deserves to be permitted simply to exist in the presence of the Most Hideously Exalted Majesty." 


"Wh—" Freetrick's breath whistled through paralyzed lips. Had its headdress antlers thing just twitched? "Who are you?" 


Shadows writhed across the man's face. "ssSkreekirrkaakh," he hissed. "At your service, Fiend." 


"Guh?" stammered Freetrick. Malevolence? 


"ssSkreekirrkaakh," came the reply, like the bones of dead fingers scratching against a grave stone, "but this unworthy servant had the honor of being addressed by the most vicious predecessor of the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend, He from whose Hands the Blood Never Dried, as… 'Mr. Skree.'" 


"Oh," said Freetrick, his brain struggling to analyze the situation. 


Mr. Skree hissed as he drew in breath, "Might this unworthily groveling worm humbly inquire if he might be permitted to enter the lair of the Evil One Most Low?" 


"Um." Freetrick stared up at Mr. Skree. Those antlers had moved just now. 


"It would be impossible for such a creature as this to presume, Fiend," said Mr. Skree, apparently referring to himself, "but there is a matter of the utmost importance to discuss." 


Memory swept across Freetrick's numb mind. Darkness—or storm clouds?—rising in a column around him. An explosion. He shook his head. "It's about that letter I got yesterday." 


Mr. Skree bowed bonelessly. "Yess." 


Wait! His brain screamed, but Freetrick said. "All right." 


A set of long, pale fingers curled around the bottom edge of the door lintel and Mr. Skree's face pushed toward him. The tall man ducked. No, he…dangled like a broken marionette. 


The monster, Mr. Skree, entered the room. And it was too late to shut the door. 


Mr. Skree was not wearing a cloak. The many-branched thing over his head was not a crown. And he did not stand, Freetrick saw, he hung.


A long neck curled snakelike from the head up into a small, round body, from which four limbs reached, pale fingers and toes spreading out like a crown of antlers above the monster's head to grip the ceiling with grotesque, rounded pads. Another pair of limbs, no, wings, extended down to the floor in imitation of a leather cloak. 


"What are
you…" But of course Freetrick knew that, didn't he? "…doing here?" He finished. Were there any weapons in his room? Did he know any spells he could use to fight this thing off? Would any of those spells work?

"This suppurating minion has come, Malevolence, to take the Ultimate Fiend home." Mr. Skree hissed: the whisper of an axe murderer. 


"You're not taking me anywhere," said Freetrick. 


Cadaverous digits scrabbling over the ceiling, the monster flowed through the air toward him. "But the unwashed masses cry out for the disciplining sting of Evil's lash, oh Iron-Hearted Sovereign." 


"No, thank you," Freetrick meant to sound firm, but his voice broke when he fetched up against his desk, "I'm sure you can find someone else to handle the…lash." 


"But, Fiend, the great work of the House of Death has yet to be completed. How will the shadow of Skrea spread to cover the corners of this world if its Despot continues to—" Eyes the color of boiled toenails seemed to sweep through the dormitory walls to indicate Eldritch College, Byblos City, the entire Rationalist Union from the ocean to the mountains, "…languish in this place?" 


"Yes?" said Freetrick. 


"This humble servant is of course unworthy to contradict a personage of such awesome power as the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend." 


"Oh," said Freetrick, surprised, "well. Good. I'll stay here then. You go away now." 


Mr. Skree blinked with a sound like tearing cellophane. "Oh He Who Blocks all Warmth from the Ground, the infamy of the mighty Despot of Skrea is well known to the pitiful Do-Gooders that cower in the cursed light west of the mountains. And though this insufficiently souciant servitor is wholly prepared to be disemboweled for pointing out the limitations of the wrathful might of the Ultimate Fiend, as pitiful as the enemies of Evil might be, in their sniveling cowardice they will never allow the hideous forces at your command to run unchecked on their virgin soil. Once the forces of light are arrayed against us---" 



True Words, the monster was going to just keep talking forever."Wait wait," Freetrick held up his hands, then flinched back from the frost-white skin and the claws. "The Academic Government is deporting me?" 


"You are the focus of all evil in this world, Malevolence," Mr. Skree pointed out.


"The hell I am." Freetrick spun around and thrust his arms into the wreckage of his bed sheets to extract his magic mirror. "I'm going to deal with this right now." 



He traced the runes of the initializing spell on the mirror. "I'm calling the Proctors." He traced the runes spelling the true word for 'help' on the surface of his mirror. "If you won't get out of here on your own grand high evil so and so's say-so, they'll get this sorted...ugh!" 


This time the mirror didn't even bother with error messages. Blackness grew across its surface like a virulent mildew. Then, while Freetrick scrubbed frantically at the rushing corruption, the device shuddered, emitted a shrill feedback squeal, and cracked in two. 


Into the shocked silence that followed came Mr. Skree's voice. "Thus are all enemies brought low before the Seed of the First God." 



"You!" Freetrick glared at Mr. Skree, "You did this. Undo it." 


"The merest whims of the Ultimate Fiend are as laws of nature unto those who writhe in his shadow," said the monster. 


"Get," Freetrick felt lighting crackle across his eyes, "out."

Mr. Skree bowed like a hanged man being dropped from a gallows. "Very good, Malevolence." A hiss of indrawn breath, "and may the lids be flensed from the living eyeballs of this pitiful servant for suggesting that anything but the wrath of the gods themselves could limit the powers of the Ultimate Fiend, but if his Malevolence were to accompany his unworthy servant to the courtyard outside, he would be placed in a better position to argue his case with the temporal authorities of this pitiful Do-Gooder nation." 


As rattled as he was, it took a full second of blinking imbecile staring before Freetrick actually decoded the utterance. "There are Proctors outside?" Well, of course there were. There was probably an entire platoon of Proctors out there, guns and spells ready to blow this monster away! "Fine. Great. Lead me to them, Mr. Skree." 


"This minion cannot presume to lead him, but if the Thief of Daylight would follow his unworthy advisor…" Mr. Skree's arms and legs twitched into motion and the dangling monster's ersatz body swayed toward the door. 


Freetrick looked at his dorm room—the scorch marks, the shroud-like bed sheets, the cracked and blackened mirror—even places where he had only brushed his fingers had sprouted some sort of ash-colored fungus.


Where was he going to sleep tonight? 


"Yes," Freetrick said, walking out of the room after Mr. Skree. "I'll get you out of here and then I'll figure out…everything else." 


He stamped down the hall after the monster. 



***

Freetrick emerged from his dorm into the bright noon sunlight of the quad.

He headed for the two upright blurs he assumed were people. People in blue uniforms? Proctors? Proctors, hopefully, sent here to take care of this mess. And thinking of which… 


"Mr. Skree!" 


A breath like the wind from a frozen abattoir dripped over Freetrick's left shoulder. "As always, the servant of evil, Fiend." 


Freetrick spun around, then jerked backward when he saw his new monster clinging, lizard-like, to the wall of the dorm, his head stretched out on his hideously elongated neck. "Ugh! Okay, you going to deal with these guys, or---" 


"Mr. Freetrick Feend!" 


Freetrick looked over his shoulder and squinted. Was that one of the law enforcers raising a cupped hand to his mouth? 


"Hey!" Freetrick waved. "Officer, I'm so glad you're here!" He started walking forward. "I need---" 


"Halt!" The voice boomed through the Proctor's amplifier spell. "Stay where you are!"

"What?" Freetrick stopped, horrified, as the second Proctor had braced his feet, hands coming up. It looked an awful lot like he was aiming a gun. 


"Do not approach. Do not attempt to speak, move, or otherwise further your incursion into the Rationalist Union." The amplified voice of the first Proctor echoed through the quad. "As the focus of an alien magical system, be advised that you are currently facing lethal force by Universal Science implements. Repeat: lethal force by Universal Science implements. Whatever protection your hostile god might give you, he, she, or it has no purview over the effectiveness of our weapons. If you do not comply with the rules and regulations of the Rationalist Union, you will be fired upon." 


Freetrick could only stare at the blur that apparently was a man aiming a gun at him. 


"The dishonor the Ultimate Fiend has suffered this morning will be multiplied a hundredfold and rained back upon his enemies," came Mr. Skree's assurance from the shadows behind him. 


Freetrick closed his eyes and breathed deeply. He could still salvage this. Fortunately, his knowledge of popular crime drama, if not his expensive education in International Relations, came to his aid. "I demand my right to definition of transgression!" Freetrick shouted at the Proctors, "with what crime am I being charged?" 


The Proctor who was not preparing to shoot him turned his head to address his colleague. There was an inaudible conversation, followed by another amplified throat-clearing sound from the speaker. "Freetrick Feend, A.K.A Feerborg, Skrean Despot and Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil. Be aware that, as the ruler of a hostile foreign power, your status and rights as a Rationalist citizen are superseded by your status as an alien incursive. As such, you are hereby evicted from the Rationalist Union and all its territories. We have been dispatched to escort you to the border with the Kingdoms of Evil. Any further attempts to subvert the law enforcement officials of the Rationalist Union will be met with lethal force. That is all." 


"Oh Lowest Ruler of the Shadows, oh Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend of all the Kingdoms of Evil," Mr. Skree's voice slid across Freetrick's back like a cold python. "Oh He Who Eats the Light. These quivering worms will never aid their most terrible enemy, One Such as You."

"But I'm not one such as me!" Freetrick shouted at the Proctors, "I am not some kind of evil demigod! Stop pointing that gun at me!" 


Darkness seemed to flare off his skin and the crouching Proctor jerked as if splashed with cold water. 


"You are ordered by all the powers of the gods of the nations of the Rationalist Union to desist immediately your attempts at incursion into the magical system of our nation." The other Proctor shouted. His free hand came up in a spell-casting gesture, glowing runes arraying themselves in the air.

Freetrick staggered, his vision darkening, the tips of his fingers tingling. 


"Fiend!" came a hiss from behind him. "The blood of this monster be boiled for daring to rein the well-earned wrath of He Whose Shadow is Death, but this nation's Do-Gooder god, feeble as his power may be when matched against that of the most terrible First God of Skrea, is nevertheless strong here. Though of course this squirming supplicant would dearly love to see necromancy and word-magic pitted one against the other, tactical necessity demands a retreat."

"What?" said Freetrick, head spinning, "No. Just give me a second---" 


"Free! Burning libraries, Free, where the hell have you been?" 


Freetrick spun around to see Istain burst out of the dorm. "Burning libraries, Free," he said again, "have you been in your room all this time?" 


"I don't know," stammered Freetrick, "Istain, something is---" 


But Istain shushed him and stretched his hand out to activate his tattoos and made a call.

"Zathara," he said into his glowing palm, "Yeah, it's me." 


"You there! Step away from the alien incursive!" 


 "What? I can't hear you." Istain brought his hand closer to his face, plugging one ear with a finger. "Someone's yelling. No. I've got Free out here in the parking lot."

"Istain!" 


"What? Shut up a second, Free. No. He's been in his room since the explosion. Health services must have moved him here, I don't know! Just meet us." Istain snapped his fingers to deactivate his implants and looked at Freetrick. "Yes?" 


"Istain." Freetrick tried to keep his voice level. "Istain, there are two Proctors over there who say they'll shoot me." 


"We are authorized to use lethal force!" 


Istain snorted. "What? They can't do that." He looked over the top of Freetrick's head at the Proctors, positively glowing now with anti-personnel spells. "Just because…" He focused back on Freetrick. "Why are you all white with black eyes?"


"I don't know."

"Why are you…smoking?" 


"I don't know, Istain!" Freetrick shouted, "They want me to be the king of Skrea!" 


"King of Who-now?" 


"You! Step away from the incursive!" The Proctors yelled in the distance.


Freetrick turned to see Zathara running across the parking lot toward them. "Free, is that you? Free, we were so worried!" 


Her arms were outspread. Words help him, she was going to hug him. Freetrick waved his hands in warning. "Stay away, Zathara! I can't touch you! Something horrible is going on—" 


There was a flash of rainbow light from the combat runes of the first Proctor and a restraint cube projected across the ground to close over Zathara. She managed to catch herself before smashing into its inner wall, then rocked back, trapped. 


"Bystander! You are informed that these measures are for your own safety," said the first Proctor. "You will be released without penalty once the threat of the alien incursive has been rem---you there, halt!" He pointed at the pair of running figures. Madene and Kendrick, Freetrick was sure. 


"Let us fly from this place," a cold, dry voice whispered in his ear, "the better to plot a suitably horrific revenge for this insult." 


"Burning libraries!" Istain jumped back from Freetrick. "What the hell is that thing?"

The monster's hooded eyes took in Freetrick's friends in their various stances of attack and defense. His thin lips parted. "I am ssSkreekirkaakh." Mr. Skree's neck snaked around until the face pointed at Freetrick. "Does this servant correctly assume that the Reviler of Virtue has no wish to proceed to the carriage and take his rightful place on the Skull Throne of Skrea?" Mr. Skree intoned, with only the slightest trace of frustration. 


"Huh?" said Istain. 


"You will cease---!" shouted the Proctors. 


"No striking kidding!" Freetrick shouted back. He turned from his wall-clinging chamberlain to the law enforcers, "I'm not the king of Skrea, I'm not an alien incursive, and I'm not going anywhere." 


"The wishes of the Ultimate Fiend are understood." Mr. Skree let go of the wall. There was a noise like an umbrella being turned inside-out, and the monster was gliding on enormous bat wings across the parking lot. Kendrick and Madene dodged back as he flew past them, but the Proctors, weirdly, stood down. They made no move at all as Freetrick, Istain, and Zathara walked out to meet Kendrick and Madene. 


"What are you stinking doing?" Madene demanded, her hands once again on her hips. "Freetrick, that was a Proctor's cube, how did you even... what happened to you, Freetrick?" 


"Naobel protect us," said Kendrick, and Freetrick winced at a sudden heat on his face. "You're the Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil, Freetrick." 


"Don't be stupid," said Madene at the same time Istain said, "No kidding?" 


"Naobel," Kendrick swore again, and Freetrick jerked away as his friend's talisman flashed blistering fire at him. "You've got the moonlight hair, and the night sky eyes, and everything. This is right out of the Covenant between Good and Evil." He looked at Freetrick strangely. "What am I supposed to do with you?"

"Help me," said Freetrick, but Kendrick only shook his head and backed away, staring at a point right behind Freetrick's head.

"Don't get too close to him," said Kendrick, hand closing around his wheel-stone on its chain, "he's the embodiment of pure evil." 


"No," Freetrick gasped, but Kendrick spoke on, implacable. 


"You are a thing of evil. The Despot of Skrea. Look down, Freetrick." Kendrick pointed at the Freetrick's feet, and the black film that slid from them like oil over the surface of a lake. Behind Freetrick, shriveled grass and weeds marked clear footprints leading back to the dormitory. 


"Yuck!" Zathara walked over and peered around Freetrick to inspect the ground, clearly careful not to touch him. 


"No," Freetrick backed away from his friends. 


"The letter was real," Kendrick held his talisman out in front of him, spinning and glowing on the end of its chain. "You are the ruler of the Kingdoms of Evil, the Eye of the Storm. The embodiment of Evil."

"No I'm not," Freetrick said. "How does this even make sense? 


"It makes all the sense in the world," said Kendrick. "Evil is the opposite of Good, like it says in the Covenant: 'anguish; that is the prerogative of the Shadow.'"
He looked less confused now, more assured. He took a step toward Freetrick.

"You're on the wrong side of the mountains," Kendrick told Freetrick, "and it's the duty of all good people to destroy that evil when it infests my homeland." 


"Hey," Istain stepped in front of him, "don't you get all Naobelite on Freetrick. This isn't three hundred years ago and we're not in the Bulwark Mountains."

"That was a monster I saw flapping across the parking lot, Istain!" Kendrick gestured with one hand.

Istain dismissed the observation with a flick of his wrist. "Clearly there's been some sort of mistake. Some weird alien magic incursion, but we're going to fix it." 


"We should let the Proctors deal with this," said Madene to Kendrick. "This isn't your fight."

"Don't worry, we'll talk to them," Zathara made patting motions at Freetrick without actually touching him. 


"What are the Proctors doing, just looking at us?" Madene wondered. 


"I'm not going to be deported," Freetrick glared back at the blurry enforcers. "You hear that?" He shouted at the Proctor, "If I'm so scary and powerful, you can't make me go anywhere!" 


The Proctors did not respond. 


"You hear me?" Freetrick demanded. As he drew closer, the large dark lump behind the two men resolved into a strangely-shaped carriage, boxy and horseless. 


"Freetrick, don't talk that way to Proctors!" 


Freetrick looked around to see the others walking nervously behind him. 


"Don't even start Madene," said Istain. "You didn't see one of these idiots leveling a gun at Free's head. What the hell is going on?" 


"We have been advised," said one of the Proctors, "to withdraw from this situation, and allow the foreign incursion to be corrected by its own government." 


"What the hell is that supposed to mean?" Istain asked as Freetrick noticed something move within the dark confines of the carriage. 


"It means," said Zathara, "that they have chosen a bigger gun to level at him." 



***

She emerged from the carriage, a black-and-white blur against the redness inside. 


"Oh." Freetrick stopped, stunned, his eyes closed and his shoulders slumped. "Oh, strike me out." 


Istain stared, round-eyed. "Wow." Then, looking closer, "is that a metal squid eating her head?" 


"It does this obsequious chiropteran the most unspeakable pleasure to present the Dark Lady her Vileness Bloodbyrn DeMacabre," intoned Mr. Skree from his perch on the carriage roof, "the only child of the Duke DeMacabre, the dominatrix of lower Joublournie and Carnivé, heir to the Clot of Torture, and the betrothed of the Despot of Skrea. 


Bloodbyrn slid through the mist toward Freetrick, her feet barely seeming to move under the cloud of black lace that curved down from her hips. It hissed softly against the ground. Coils of silver-chased jet swirled up from the lace, constricting her waist, then fluting upward and outward. Somewhere in that general area gleamed spiked shoulder pads and a bat-winged metal skull the size of a fist, but Freetrick found his powers of observation and critical thought weaken as his gaze traversed the space between them. 


"I'm almost impressed," said Madene. 


"I am impressed," said Zathara. 


"I like the silver studs" said Istain. 


"Oh, gross!" Madene's voice was all shock and disgust. "Blink before your stinking eyes fall out." 


"She's just wearing a lot of really uncomfortable underwear," Zathara pointed out. 


"I did not know underwear could do that." 


Kendrick's voice had become a growl. "Another one."

"Guys!" Hissed Freetrick, eyes still filled with lush and deadly curves. Death by corsetry. Or maybe by silver stud punctures. "Help me!" 


"Help you? How exactly?" Came Istain's voice from behind him, "You want to take down the vampire, the storm troopers, or the dominatrix?" 


She was almost within touching distance now, her eyes wide-set and bizarrely pale within rings of heavy black powder. Silver barbs gleamed in her ears and nose

"Please…" squeaked Freetrick. Oh truth help him, soon he would be able to smell her… 


"Let me handle this. Hey there," Istain stepped toward the woman. "I'm Istain, Free's taller and more attractive friend. How are you doing? Might I compliment you on the lovely bat wings you have there on your…uh." 


Bloodbyrn was smiling at him. Her teeth shone silver and sharp. 


Istain made a sort of wheezing noise. Then he stepped behind Zathara. 


And now the girl's eyes were fixed on Freetrick. She closed the distance between them. Then there was a rustle of fabric and a creak of leather, and Freetrick felt firm flesh squeeze against his leg as Bloodbyrn deliberately planted her right foot behind his left. She pressed into him, the hard points of her bodice pushing against his chest. Bloodbyrn's face turned upward and Freetrick tried hard to concentrate on it and not on the burgeoning vistas below. Rationalist girls just didn't dress like that. 


She smiled up at him and crooked a finger, then cupped a hand around her slippery lips as if preparing to whisper a secret to him. Freetrick's eyes flicked to his friends, but he was already lowering his head so that his ear was on level with her mouth. 


Bloodbyrn's lips brushed his ear. Warm breath washed across his face as her hand slid across his shoulder. 


He felt the tip of her tongue flick against his skin as her mouth opened. 


"Kneel." 


The hand on his shoulder twitched. Freetrick felt something jab through his decomposing clothing and puncture his new skin.

Dizziness rolled over him.

"There," said the woman, Bloodbyrn. "It is done." Her pale face faded as Freetrick slumped onto the ground. "He does not seem to have defended himself in any way. How disappointing." 


Freetrick tried to move. He couldn't. 


"You two." He heard Bloodbyrn's voice, echoing and strongly slow now, "pick His Malevolence up and deposit him in the carriage. Mind the ogre."

Freetrick couldn't cry out. He could barely breathe.

"And you four…persons," said Bloodbyrn, "leave us now, before I slaughter you." 


Dimly, Freetrick someone kneel beside him, a hard metallic claw caressed his cheek. 


"For the Ultimate Fiend," crooned Bloodbyrn, "is mine now."




 




Chapter the Third




In which The Ultimate Fiend cannot deny his Heritage

 



The carriage was dark and hot. It rocked gently from side to side. And each time is rocked, it screamed. 


"Eeeeh…eeeh…eeeh" 


Freetrick squeezed his eyelids together, but he could still smell the leather, thick incense, and sweat of the carriage. The Skreans' carriage. He felt himself tilted backward, in time with that thin and rhythmic shrieking. The sound was just at the upper limit of hearing, but still recognizable: a human scream, gasping in unison with the carriage's rocking movement. 


"Eeeeh…eeeh…eeeh" went the shrieking. Freetrick did not want to open his eyes and see who was making the noises. Probably not himself—but it was best not to take chances. 


Someone sighed and shifted in the confined space. Lace rustled. Metal tinkled. A wave of bitter perfume enveloped Freetrick.


"Hmm-m! Why isn't he talking?" asked a voice as soft as milkweed flax. There was another rustle, and something around Freetrick's knees squeezed. His eyes popped open.

A cage of spiked iron clutched a glass sphere that glowed the color of fresh blood. It cast crimson-edged shadows over the face, bare shoulders, and pale, up-thrust décolletage of Bloodbyrn DeMacabre. Freetrick's poisoned and kidnapper sat on the seat opposite him, and given the carriage's uncomfortable tilt, above him. Her knees bracketed his in the tiny space, as she looked down at him from over her bat-winged bustier.


Freetrick tried to sink further into the cushions.

She smiled, and squeezed her legs around his again. "Aha, my lord awakens." In the tiny interior of the carriage, Bloodbyrn was close enough that even Freetrick's poor eyes could make out the gleaming crescent of her sharp silver teeth. She had at least removed her squid like hat.

"Eeeeh…eeeh…eeeh" 


"Well, have you no greeting for your first concubine-to-be?" she demanded. "You are the Despot of Skrea! Sit up, my lord, and address me as I expect you to! And cease squinting! I do not know what life in the Do-Gooder Nations has led you to expect as regards proper behavior, my lord." Taut cleavage descended through the shadows. Her smirk flashed silver in the red darkness. "Hmm. But you will soon learn." 


Freetrick could think of no adequate response to that, but the crazy woman's monologue had at least given him time to collate and organize his scattered thoughts. 


He was kidnapped. Trapped. He needed to escape. He needed to…find a door! A door! Where? 


Freetrick sucked in a breath of incense-laden air as he squinted into the blurry crimson shadows of the carriage. It was cube-shaped, with cushioned benches projecting from the fore and aft walls. That meant there should be doors on the other two sides. As Bloodbyrn continued to talk at him, Freetrick's hands swept madly across cushions, curtains, and gnarled ornamentation. He would find the door, open it, and be out of this nightmare before the horrible woman across from him could poison him again.

There. A handle, slickly smooth and curved like a tusk, but definitely a door handle! The carriage couldn't be going very fast. And even if he fell and broke an arm, he'd be in a better situation than the current one, surely. With a flailing lunge, Freetrick threw himself onto the handle and shoved outward.

Fresh air! Freetrick caught a glimpse of rolling yellow hills and a pallid blue sky. He had just enough time to think, I'm still in The Rationalist Union! before a black curtain swept before the glimpse of freedom.

It was a cape…no, it was an enormous, bat-like wing. Freetrick could see sunlight shining through the webbed skin, the dark blood vessels within. Tiny, transparent hairs covered its surface. Mr. Skree was perched outside, guarding the exits. 


"Eeeh…eeeh…eeeeh" The carriage rocked and screamed. 


Long, swollen-jointed digits flexed, and the membrane closed over Freetrick, pushing him gently back into the depths of the carriage. 


"This unworthy servant commits unforgivable transgression by daring to touch the flesh of the Lord of Torments without leave." Mr. Skree sighed like a hopeless leper in a frozen ditch. "Swift and cruel retribution would of course be eminently justifiable." 


Freetrick cried out and tried to push against the wing, but Bloodbyrn's arms had already slid around his waist. "Hush, now, Mr. Skree," she said as she pulled Freetrick inexorably across the leather, away from the door. "If my lord has you executed for so daring, you may die in agonized contentment, knowing you performed your duty." 


Freetrick wondered if speaking would help the situation. "What?" Or perhaps yelling would be better. "Let me out!" Or thrashing. Now there was an idea. Freetrick struck out, and was rewarded with a furious gasp from Bloodbyrn. 


"Mmph! I see then that I must—" But Freetrick had stopped listening. As Bloodbyrn's grip slackened, he scooted back across the cushions. Mr. Skree's wings still blocked the door, but the bones that supported them looked thin. If he could push off hard enough, Freetrick knew he would be able to break through. He gritted his teeth and braced his feet against the tilted floor of the carriage. Ready to shove.

There was a soft murmur behind him, a ripple under him... 


Freetrick pushed off, then sank backward. He gasped as he felt the cushions under him flex. The cushions that lined his side of the carriage were moving, swelling nightmarishly around his legs and hips, trapping him in sweaty flesh. 


"Gibbering struck-out hell!" Freetrick swore as he sank downward, like a cracker engulfed in a fat man's belly-folds. "Help!" Freetrick tugged at the tightening embrace of the cushion, and something very close to his ear went "meep!" 


Horrified, Freetrick managed to get his head around in time to see one squarish corner of the cushion rise up over his shoulder, then curve down toward his shuddering face. Folds in the red fabric…the flesh…smoothed out, and two eyes, small, round, and beetle-black, blinked at him. 


"Meep," it said again. 


"Ughh!" Freetrick responded. 


"My lord," said Bloodbyrn, "meet the Futon." There was a decisive click as she reached across him and pulled the door shut. "No, do not kick the Futon, my lord." 


Freetrick kicked again. The folds quivered around him like a…well, like a huge, square, animate futon cushion. Button eyes glinted, and a square mouth opened, lined with triangular white teeth, each the size of a fingernail. "Meep!" 


Freetrick made another embarrassing noise. 


"There," said Bloodbyrn. She rose from her seat across from Freetrick and slid into place on top of the cocooned Freetrick, her uncomfortable underwear sinking into the quivering surface of the monster.

"Now my lord will remain where he is safe. Safe," Bloodbyrn repeated, brushing her metal-tipped fingers through Freetrick's hair, "from the soldiers of Good." She tapped Freetrick's forehead with a metal-coated fingernail. "For, though political expediency might dictate that they escort us from their god's lands, I, for one, am not confident that these so-called 'Proctors' can be depended upon to ignore their Do-Gooder imperative and fall upon us to destroy the Despot and Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend, Feerborg, himself." 



"Who?" Freetrick tried to wrench himself out from under from the terrible woman. The elastic folds of the Futon tugged him relentlessly back.

She turned sideways on his lap, looking at him with a puzzled expression. "The Rationalists, my lord?" 


"No," said Freetrick, "the other guy. King…Feerborg?" The name sounded familiar; Freetrick was sure he had heard it recently. But so much of the past day was confused. 


"Feerborg?" Bloodbyrn repeated, her expression puzzled, "Why, that is you, my lord." 


"Huh?" 


"If his Malevolence would excuse the interruption," Freetrick's head jerked sideways at Mr. Skree's chill wheeze. There was a blurry latticework carved into the wall of the carriage behind him. Behind it, light shone past the dangling silhouette of the monster. "'Feerborg' is the name to which the cowering masses of our enemies may refer as they describe the source of their manifold torments." 


"No I'm not! Wait," Freetrick paused a moment to decode the sentence, "I mean, no it isn't! I mean my name isn't Feerborg, I'm Freetrick. Freetrick Feend!" He turned his eyes up to Bloodbyrn. Hope sprung wild in his heart. "You guys want someone named Feerborg? Well that isn't me. You've got the wrong guy! Now let me go while there's still time to sort out this mess!" 


Bloodbyrn sighed and leaned back across his lap, resting her back against the side of the carriage, still playing with his hair. "And amongst the Rationalists, too," she said, "who put such stock in the true names of things. My lord, have you never examined your own name, so-called Freetrick Feend?" 


"This is all a mistake." Freetrick whispered desperately. 


"Nonsense," said Bloodbyrn. 


"...forgive the contraction, fiend," came Mr. Skree's murmur from behind them. 


"Did not the Power of the First God find you? Is my lord's skin not as white as a corpse's, his eyes as black as the void between the foolish stars?" Bloodbyrn's finger brushed Freetrick's face, and his skin prickled. "Oh no, my lord. There has been no mistake." 


"…a thousand pardons…" 


"Now," Bloodbyrn's eyes narrowed. "I am aware that you have lived long amongst the Do-Gooders, but you are free now, safe with like-minded villains." She tapped his forehead again. It was like being struck between the eyes with a tiny fireplace poker. "And honestly I grow tired of your apparent timidity."

"…Again we beg the Ruler of Nightmare to forgive the criticism." 


"In conclusion, the time has come to abandon your old persona and don your new role as Despot of Evil." Bloodbyrn clapped her hands together and nodded at him. "So. Speak now."


"Eeeeh…eeeh…eeeh," said the carriage under them. 


"Speak, I say!"

Freetrick swallowed. For the first time he thought how small his chances of escape might actually be, and the realization yawned below him, as sweaty and suffocating as the Futon. He tried to control his breathing and squinted up at Bloodbyrn's face, now less than a handbreadth from his own. Set above wide cheekbones in a dainty face, her kohl-lined eyes seemed huge. Huge and strange: light-irised like a Warrior Maiden's, but…orange. And all that would have been off-putting enough without the multiple, painful-looking piercings, as well as an expression that did nothing to sooth his fear. And the two handfuls of creamy breast her posture thrust at his chin. 


A barbed hook rose with one of her eyebrows and her teeth flashed. "Does my lord see something he desires? What would he do to…take what he wants?"

Freetrick blinked. Could she possibly be saying what he thought she was saying?

Her smile disappeared. "Would my lord stare so at a Dark Lady?" Bloodbyrn drew her hand back, and for the last time in his life, the movement did not put Freetrick in mind of a rearing rattle-snake: a warning of intense and imminent
pain. "It is unbefitting." 


"What? Oh, I'm sorr---," stammered Freetrick automatically. 


Then her hand slammed into his cheek with the force of a pistol shot. 


Freetrick could do nothing but stare at her in shock as Bloodbyrn smiled and then reached down to slide a metal claw up the angle of the jaw she had just tried to dislocate. Her fingers tightened over his jaw, and Bloodbyrn yanked his head downward. Freetrick got another view of her heaving, pale bosom. "You admire them now," her voice was as smooth and deadly as a scorpion's stinger, "but soon I will teach you to fear them." 


Freetrick screamed silently.

Bloodbyrn shoved his head back up. "Well?" her smile grew eager, "what do you have to say to that, my lord?"


"I…" What did she expect from him? Freetrick could think of absolutely no way to respond to her. "I…"

"Yes? You what?" She demanded, voice rising, "You cannot defend yourself? You are a spineless worm, writhing under my boot-heel? You are squinting at me in an entirely unbefitting manner? Out with it!" 


Freetrick swallowed, trying to figure out what response would make her go away. He couldn't think fast enough. 


Bloodbyrn's tined fingers closed over Freetrick's earlobe. "Defend yourself, Tempest take you! Oh, exsanguination." Bloodbyrn flung herself back into her own seat, vanishing into the blurry shadows. "Oh, forgive my asperity, my lord, Mr. Skree, but the situation leaves me at a loss." 


Not at a loss for words, obviously. Freetrick wished he could rub his throbbing ear. 


Mr. Skree made a sort of lisped death rattle that was probably meant to be a soothing hush. "My lady. We must not fault the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend. Yet the mind of the Dark Lord remains ignorant of the mighty and terrible heritage bequeathed him by the twisted tree of his genealogy." 


"Well, we must begin at some point to instruct our lord on the basics of proper behavior." Lace slithered over leather and Bloodbyrn was suddenly across from him, leaning forward. "So. I shall strike you again the next time you gaze upon me inappropriately, my lord, then I await my lord's response, and we shall continue the game from there." 


Freetrick tried to wriggle away from her, but Bloodbyrn only leaned further toward him.

The carriage rocked and screamed under them. The red light-globe swung on its chain. Freetrick's face stung where she had slapped him, and his body sweltered under the sweaty folds of the Futon.

"Or," said Bloodbyrn, "we can, of course, talk."

Freetrick swallowed. "Bloodbyrn," he said. "Make this monster release me."

"All right, my lord." The direct command seemed to work. Bloodbyrn pursed her lips, then nodded. "Only down to the hips, I think," she patted the Futon.

Freetrick grimaced as the boneless monster squirmed down his torso, until Freetrick could pull his hands free. 


Freetrick sighed in pleasure as the air hit his sweaty forearms, then said "guh?" in consternation as he looked down at his body. "Did you people dress me while I was unconscious?" 


"Of course we did," Bloodbyrn said as Freetrick examined the thumb-width strips of cloth that now bound him, mummy-like, from waist to elbows, "We could hardly allow my lord to remain in his rotting Do-Gooder clothing, could we? My lord's current accoutrement is made of viler stuff, indeed."

There was a moan from Mr. Skree outside. "This worthless and unworthy laborer fully expects to be strangled with his own intestines for failing to anticipate the need for formal attire that could be worn while in the grip of the Futon."

"I shall order you flogged later, worry not," Bloodbyrn said. "Now," her voice took on a businesslike detachment "I am sure my lord will wish to be informed of the current tactical situation in Clouds-Gather." 


"What? What are you talking about?" His cheek and ear were still throbbing. Whatever else his education might have prepared him for, he had no idea how to deal with an abusive spouse. 



"Clouds-Gather, my lord. Your castle. In the Necropolis. At the center of the Bleaklands," Bloodbyrn's voice grew more strained as Freetrick's expression of absolute ignorance remained in place. "In Skrea."

Freetrick blinked. "You're taking me into Skrea."

"Of course we are taking you into Skrea, my lord, for you are its king." 


Freetrick took a breath to protest, but Bloodbyrn cut him off. "We have made no mistake, my lord."

She leaned forward again. "And I, personally, did not come all this way to...would you stare so at a Dark Lady, my lord ?" 


Her hand caught his cheek, and Freetrick was sure he saw drops of blood fly through the air on the follow-through. 


"Oh do not whimper so," she said, disgusted. "Tempest above, but you are a spineless thing. And do not squint at me, or I shall discipline you again." 


"I can't see, you bitch," Freetrick snarled before he could catch himself. He shut his eyes against the next blow and jerked inside his cocoon of warm monster when he felt instead the pressure of one of Bloodbyrn's hands caressing the gash she had made. "Do not show your teeth to me, my lord," Bloodbyrn murmured, "for we are soon to be un-wed. Now, why is it you cannot see?"

Freetrick struggled to regain his ability to speak.

"Hhhem." Mr. Skree's throat clearing noise would have made a mummy sound vivacious. "Excuse this pitiably beseeching worm, Malevolence. If it pleases the mightiest of villains, this woeful excrescence has dared to formulate a theory as to the nature of his Master and Tormentor's current inconvenience, as well as a humble suggestion as to the most opportune and efficacious method of resolving this difficulty." 


There was an accordion-like wheeze as Mr. Skree inhaled, "Though it may be suggested only under the direst of penalties that the mighty corpus of the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend is anything but perfection made flesh, it is the humble opinion of this lowly servant that a congenital inclination of the eyes prevents the Scourge of Virtue from exercising his full powers of perception over great distances." 


"Oh I see," said Bloodbyrn, "Thank you Mr. Skree." 


"What?" Freetrick was still grappling with 'the mighty corpus of the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend.' "What did he just say?" 


Bloodbyrn ignored him, "We can certainly have spectacles made at the Castle." 


"Just so, Dark Lady." 


"Well, my lord," Bloodbyrn turned to face him again, "you shall simply have to remain patient until we arrive at Castle Clouds-Gather." 


"What are you talking…" Freetrick stopped as his mind finally finished sifting through Mr. Skree's nested clauses. "Yes. I'm nearsighted. I got the problem fixed, word-magically, back in school." 


"And of course the un-holy body of the Ultimate Fiend is anathema to the works of the Do-Gooder gods." Bloodbyrn sounded bored. 


Freetrick remembered the black distillate of evil vaporizing from his pores and jerked in his monster cocoon. Wait, no. That was a good thing. He could burn a hole in this thing, dissolve the carriage, and escape! Wait, no. He couldn't help excreting the corrosive ooze. Bloodbyrn would think he was trying to escape even if he wasn't. Wait, no. None of that was actually happening.

"Wait," said Freetrick. "No. Why aren't I leaking evil black goo all over the place?"

Bloodbyrn raised her eyebrows, then looked down in the direction of Freetrick's crotch. She leaned back from him slightly.

"Allow this hollow vessel to disentangle the dark and twisted utterances of the Black Oracle, lest the Dark Lady find her entirely justified fear and trepidation focus on incorrect assumptions and thus distract her from the true dangers of the nuptial bed of the Soon-to-be-Ultimate Fiend."

"Thanks, Mr. Skree," muttered Freetrick.

"He Who would Snuff all Light and Happiness refers only to the necromancer's mist, which, in the natural course of his assumption to his dark power, began to waft from the enchanted skin of the Lord of Monsters after his assumption to his true and terrible form. Of course," Was that the hint of a smile in that pickled voice? "It reacted badly in conjunction with the foul Do-Gooder word-magic."

"Ohhh." Non-compatible magical systems would explain why no Rationalist spells would work around him. He really was anathema to the RU, its god, and all His works. Wonderful.


Freetrick wondered what the normal reaction was to this sort of thing. Well, obviously not exactly this sort of thing. Trading insults with an heiress on the way to the Kingdoms of Evil while being slowly digested by animate furniture was, he was sure, not common for college students. But in general.

Denial was always a good option, but Freetrick hadn't had much luck with that so far. Then there was panic. Yes. Check. He'd done that too. What was left? Acceptance? How about manipulation?

Freetrick looked across at Bloodbyrn. He had the distinct impression that if he planned to try manipulating his kidnappers, he'd better plan pretty striking well. He would only get one chance.

"So…" Freetrick tried, "where, uh, exactly are we headed? Castle…what was it?"

"Castle Clouds-Gather," said Bloodbyrn, "in the center of the Skrean Bleaklands."

"The what?"

"The Bleaklands, they stretch from Sangboire in the east---"

"Where?"

"Mr. Skree!" Bloodbyrn called. 



"Ah…Perhaps the Soul of Darkness would appreciate a lesson in the geography of the nations that have so recently fallen into the Soon-to-be-fiend's clutches," Mr. Skree said.

Freetrick winced. They would be half way across the mountains by the time the monster was done with paragraph one. "Actually…" he began, but his
voice was drowned out by Mr. Skree's wheezing in-breath.


"Those domains of infinite villainy the world rightly fears as the Kingdoms of Evil squat upon the central plain of the continent like a toad upon the corpse of a unicorn," he began, and the lesson went downhill from there. 


Freetrick had to concentrate hard to pull information out of the disquieting similes and labyrinthine clauses. Rationalist maps more or less stopped east of the Bulwarks, but according to Mr. Skree, there was a huge expanse of land there, much wider than the area between the mountains and the coast.


First, there was Skrea, the nation of the god of death, which occupied and possibly created the vast desert east of the Bulwarks, the Bleaklands. In the north, the Bleaklands gave way to the cold, hilly prairie of the Allmans, and in the south the !Quatl had built a huge wall along the border. Freetrick knew about the horse-riding barbarians and the industrious pyramid-builders, of course, but, "Sang-what and who-now?"

"Sangboire of the God of Blood and St'tdrakh of the God of Fear, oh He Whose very Name is a Curse in a Dozen Languages," Mr. Skree answered. "With Skrea of the First God, the God of Death, these three form the Kingdoms of Evil, that mighty force against whom none on the continent may stand."

Death, blood, and fear. Delightful.

"Skrea rules the Kingdoms of Evil, my lord," Bloodbyrn
said. "Be assured that the fear-barons of St'tdrakh and we Sangboise are but my lord's humble subjects."

Appearances to the contrary notwithstanding, apparently. 


"Which is why," Bloodbyrn continued, "I may confidently pledge to you the combined forces of the god of Blood and our faction among the necromancers when we resist your half-brother's attack."

"My whose attack?"

Bloodbyrn sighed and rubbed her fingers over the bridge of her nose. "My lord's half-brother. Dark Prince Feerix of the Sharpened Thumb."

"This guy," said Freetrick, "Feerix. He's my brother?"

"My lord's half-brother," said Bloodbyrn. 


"...to excuse the correction," whispered Mr. Skree. "Spawn of the Ignoble Lady Batclaw, now murdered, and of the previous Ultimate Fiend Wrothborg, may the blood never dry from his hands." 


"A brother," said Freetrick, "a family." He was surprised how much the idea affected him. He had grown up in a succession of exclusive boarding schools, and never seen much difference between the resident teachers, who after all gave him care and attention every day, and the distant voices on the magic mirror that the other students called their parents.



Yes, he had wondered what kind of people his parents had been, and how they might have died, but the thoughts had been abstract, un-specific, and mostly confined to times when he was being punished by his guardians. Now, Freetrick realized the question he should have been asking himself all those years in school: where had his tuition come from?

Freetrick imagined payments arriving at the desk of the bursar in the form of pirate's chests filled with bloody golden coins. Or letters written in blood on a parchment of human skin arriving at the desk of his high school principal: "How's our boy doing? Tell him the monsters are all doing well, and Mr. Skree misses him. Bloodbyrn sends her love, and says she could give you a vicious slap to the face. See you at the Black Rite of Winter Solstice!"

"My lord?" Bloodbyrn said, in a tone of voice that jerked Freetrick violently back into reality.

"Sorry. I was just thinking," he said. "If I really am who you think I am, which I'm not admitting, then that would mean…I'm not an orphan."


"Not until last month, Cruel One." Said Mr. Skree. 


"Oh. Right." That was actually probably for the best. While it was nice to know he had not actually been fatherless his whole life, it was probably a good thing he hadn't grown up with the Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil for a daddy. That raised other questions, though. "What about the rest of my family?" 


"My lord," began Bloodbyrn, but Mr. Skree cleared his throat and she fell silent. Freetrick was fairly sure she ranked above him in the Skrean hierarchy, but it would have taken an even stronger will than hers to hold ground against that noise. 'Sepulchral' would only begin a very long and unsettling description.

"The Despot Feerborg has no family of the First Degree apart from his half brother, the dark lord and prince Feerix, he of the Sharpened Thumb," said the vampire, "but of the Second to Seventh Degrees there are twice thirteen less one." 


Freetrick calculated. That would make twenty five…family members. Huh. Was it too much to hope for that some of his kin might be sane and decent people? It was hard to imagine anyone who wouldn't be a step up from his current company. 



Another thought occurred to him. "So if my father was the king of Evil, who took me to The Rationalist Union? My mother?" Mr. Skree remained silent. "Well?" asked Freetrick, "Who was she?" 


"She is as one dead; we do not speak of her, my lord," said Bloodbyrn. 


Freetrick turned to face her, "Do you mean you disapproved—" She rattled her skirts at him and Freetrick thought of snakes. 


"—I mean!" He blurted, "I'm not speaking of her. Um." He swallowed. "What about my brother?"

"Half-brother." Bloodbyrn settled back into her seat. "Dark Prince Feerix is the only other surviving first-degree relation of my lord of the proper generation to assume the Skull Throne."


"Well if he wants it, he can just striking take it," said Freetrick.

"He will, my lord, but only after he kills you." Bloodbyrn looked quizzically at Freetrick's gape of shock. "How else can you decide succession than by allowing the royal family to kill each other until only one remains?"

"Uh...we're actually a democracy..."

"I do not care," said Bloodbyrn. "It goes without saying that the Dark Prince will do his best to murder you. However," said Bloodbyrn, evidently in response to Freetrick's desolate expression, "I would not worry overmuch on that score, my lord, for I can attest from personal experience that the Prince's martial skill far outpaces his…shall we say, 'political acumen.' With my father and his Dark Lordship Wrothred Necropilor behind my lord, my lord should face no significant difficulties trapping and executing his last remaining close kin." 


"Oh," said Freetrick. "Good." 


"Now," said Bloodbyrn, "as I was saying, we can expect Prince Feerix to attempt to surprise us with an attack of no more than two thirteens of goblins, and perhaps as much as a single thirteen of light ogre, which my father and his backers are prepared to counter with a full five thirteens of lizard-men and our own thirteen of elite heavy ogre. In other words, we plan to overwhelm him with numbers, but if my lord judges we should hide the full extent of our arsenal until a later time, I shall inform my father." 


She paused, possibly waiting for a response, but Freetrick could think of none. He barely knew that ogres weren't just from the crueler kind of bedtime story. 


"A necromantic duel, one to one, would of course be the most preferable," Bloodbyrn continued, "perhaps on the day of the un-wedding. After the blood cauldrons but before the ritual sacrifice? What is my lord's opinion? My lord, is any sort of response forthcoming?" 


"Huh?" 


She signed, "Really. I must confess, my lord, to some disappointment." 


"I'm sorry if I'm not everything you expected," said Freetrick, bitterly.

"Oh, that's all right, my lord," said Bloodbyrn, "we shall simply have to change you."


***

 "Bloodbyrn."

 The sun had sunk behind them. Freetrick's head ached and his bladder demanded attention. "Bloodbyrn, can we stop?"

 The evil princess turned away from the window carved into the carriage door, "For what reason, my lord?" Then her eyes traveled over his strained expression, his legs pinched together under the embrace of the Futon, and she smiled. "Hmm. I see. He needs to be taken for a walk." White teeth flashed. "Well," she glanced outside. "The sun is reduced in its cursed illumination. I could do with a constitutional. And we must not forget to feed the carriage. Very well." She nodded. "Mr. Skree, command the carriage to slow." She smiled at him. "And fetch me my leash."

 "I don't need a leash," Freetrick said, "I need to go into the woods to pee, Bloodbyrn."

 She stared at him. "And I shall turn my back, my lord. Do not mistake my persona for one that relishes that sort of thing. However," she leaned forward and ran a hand over the Futon, which quivered and slid back, "before we reach Castle Clouds-Gather, my lord must not think for one instant that I would ever let him out of my sight."

 Minutes later, Freetrick was staring at the trunk of a pine tree and trying to forget that Bloodbyrn was holding a leash attached to his neck. He supposed it could have been worse.

 But Bloodbyrn was not making the job easier. "I cannot say that this is how I predicted I would be spending the ride home with the Soon-to-be-Ultimate Fiend. Still, we cannot have you staining the upholstery, can we, my lord. You might give the Futon a rash."

 Freetrick tried to focus on relaxing his bladder.

 "Not that this forest might not be a suitably gloomy place for a romantic interlude," Bloodbyrn continued. "The growing shadows, the wild animals stalking between the grim trunks of the sentinel trees. Not to mention the monsters I am sure have escaped from the other side of the mountains and now roam these forests, confused and no doubt hungry."

 Freetrick gritted his teeth.

 "And you and I can slaughter one or two," she said, "quench our hungers on their life energies and vital fluids, respectively, and enjoy ourselves a little."

 There was a pause.

 "Oh, or, we could be the hunters. You know, Mr. Skree had a very agreeable time pursuing and killing a peasant on our way down the mountains. If you and I were to happen onto an innocent boy, or, if my lord prefers, an innocent girl on her way to her grandmother's house. We could lash her to that stone over there. And I have some delightful knives---"

 "Bloodbyrn," said Freetrick. "Stop talking."

 She sighed. "Very well, my lord."

 By the time Freetrick was done urinating, he was shivering with cold. As he worked his increasingly numb fingers over the bandage-like cloth strips that Skreans apparently used for underwear, he heard Bloodbyrn speak, as if to herself. "It would be a good forest for rabbits."

 "What?"


 There was a rustle and a thump, as if she had jumped. "Nothing my lord!"


 "Did I scare you?" Freetrick turned around. 


 "Not at all, my lord." Bloodbyrn pushed her black curls out of her face and looked up at him. Standing up, she was actually more than a head shorter than Freetrick---almost dainty. Until she started speaking. "I was merely considering this forest…" her orange eyes snapped down, "Tempest above, what has my lord done to his nether wrappings? Here, I shall---"

 "Don't you---burning libraries!" 

 Bloodbyrn tugged something on his lower back and the straps around his crotch snapped shut. Freetrick leaned forward into the tree and tried to blink the tears out of his eyes. 

 "I did not appreciate my lord's petulance earlier," said Bloodbyrn. "I hope my displeasure is noted. Now," she continued as Freetrick tried to un-wedge his genitals, "we must return to the carriage, for time is not a commodity even the Soon-to-be-Ultimate Fiend can afford to waste."

 "What was it you said about rabbits?" Freetrick asked as he followed her, wincing at the rub of his mummy-wrappings. The ground, he noticed, was blackened in patches where Freetrick's cursed feet had touched.

 "I did not---that is to say," Bloodbyrn paused, "I was merely considering that we may find food ready to hand, with which we might feed the carriage. Yes," she said in a firmer voice. "I have heard that rabbits---that is what the Do-Gooders call the animals, is it not?---are common in the woods on the western side of the Bulwarks. We have none on the eastern side, of course. Perhaps one would do for the carriage. That is what I was ruminating upon when my lord interrupted me."

 "I'm sorry, you need to feed the carriage?" They passed out of the woods, and Freetrick could see the dark bulk of the thing at the top of the raised ground of the road, bracketed like a parenthetical insult between the flashing red globes of the Proctors' transport spheres. 

 "Of course," said Bloodbyrn, climbing the embankment, "all monsters need to be fed."

 "The carriage is a monster?" Freetrick squinted. Yes, those darker patches in the larger blur of the carriage might indeed be legs. "Is that why it keeps…screaming?"

 "Of course," Bloodbyrn said again, "it is not given to monsters to be in the presence of the Ultimate Fiend without suffering. Now…my lord wondered about rabbits. Yes, and he may have noticed the rabbit in a box with holes cut in the top in the luggage compartment of our very conveyance."

 "Like…screaming in agony?" They had gotten close enough now that he could see something moving beneath the boxy body of the carriage's passenger compartment. 

 "Yes. Obviously." Bloodbyrn spoke rapidly. "Now, the animal was intended for food. That is why it was there, and for no other purpose. So I shall just have…Mr. Skree feed her to the carriage now. Mr. Skree!" 

 Freetrick ignored her, leaning forward to stare at an immense limb stretching up and out from under the rear corner of the carriage. It was twice as thick as Freetrick's own, but so long it seemed spindly. It stuck up at an angle from the rear corner of the carriage, then bent back down at an odd, knobbled joint. The feet were broad and flat, with splayed toes, long and thin as fingers, clutching the road surface. Another limb moved into view on the other side the carriage, and when Freetrick looked, he could see two more at the vehicle's front two corners.

 A thin, high keen rose up from the ground as the limbs stiffened. The carriage rocked, then lifted off the ground. And between those rear limbs, with their flat, long-toed feet so much like hands, he saw the monster's head.

 "Eek!"

 Freetrick rocked backwards, unable to close his eyes against the grotesque vision. Staring in horror and fascination at the tiny, wrinkled, human face that shrieked at him from the shadow under the carriage frame.

 Lay a man flat on his back, with his elbows and knees bent and his feet and palms on the floor. Now watch as he tries to walk. Freetrick had played the game himself as a child. So that explained the backward cant to the carriage and its rocking crab-like motion. And the screaming, of course. The monster must hit his head on the ground with every step he took.

 "Eeh…eek!"

 "Oh do be quiet," Bloodbyrn said. "He knows it is dinner time."

 The little head stretched out from between what Freetrick now recognized as shoulders, its mouth open, sharp teeth waiting to bite. 

 "And it eats rabbits?" Freetrick said.

 "No," said Bloodbyrn, "for as I just finished explaining, my lord, Mr. Skree possessed the foresight to kill a peasant on our way down the mountain, and has caused one of the helpful Do-Gooders to fetch the body. So we do not have to part with my…the rabbit."


"Eek!"

 One of the Proctors from their escort emerged from the embankment at the other side of the road, dragging the corpse. Freetrick stared at it.

 It was a boy, a Betweener by the pointy nose, wearing the rough wool and leather clothing of the uphill villages. Wool and leather died a deep rust-color down the front, where blood from his slashed throat had flowed over them.

 "Mr. Skree did this?" Freetrick asked, horrified, as the Proctor threw the boy's body down at his feet.

 "No," said the Proctor, voice flat, "you did."

 Before Freetrick could respond, the carriage ogre saw the body, waddled forward, and reached out with an enormous limb to seize the corpse.

 Freetrick turned away, and found himself looking up into the Proctor's scowl.


 "Who," he said, and winced at the snap of a cracking bone, "who was it?"


 "A boy from a village on the border." The Proctor's voice was cold.


 "What was he doing…on the road?" As terrible as the sight of the carriage monster was, Freetrick watched it. He could not bring himself to look up. To meet the eyes of the Proctor.

 "Trying to get away from your monsters," said the Proctor. "Looks like he didn't make it."


 "Oh."


 "Get out of here." The Proctor's voice shivered under its load of anger and disgust. "Get out of our nation."


 Freetrick opened his mouth to say that he wasn't the Ultimate Fiend. Then he closed it. 


 "Yes," Bloodbyrn said, "I would not linger here, myself." She gestured at the door to the carriage, swaying back and forth slightly as the monster under it twisted and screamed.

 Freetrick looked around desperately for an idea, something he could use to escape. But there was nothing but the woods, the road, the carriage. And the Proctors. Let's not forget the Proctors. But their anti-personnel runes and transport spheres would stop working if they got much farther up the mountains. Or if Freetrick reached out and touched them with his evil-sweating hands. His pulse sped up. 

 Freetrick's eyes narrowed as his mind raced. Maybe if he said he had forgotten something in the woods---


 The leash around his neck tugged.


 "You will not escape," Bloodbyrn's voice rose from behind him. It was not a question, or even a warning. 


 "Oh," said Freetrick, "really?" He turned on her, and saw Bloodbyrn looking up at him with a bored expression. "And how exactly are you going to stop me?" He reached up to the leash around his neck and jerked it out of her hands. 

 Bloodbyrn's expression did not change. "I shall call out to the Do-Gooders my lord can see both before and behind us. And these men will shoot my lord. Now," she continued as Freetrick let the leash fall out of his fingers. "My lord will enter the carriage, that we may be gone."

There was nothing he could do but obey.

The transport spheres did indeed fail quickly as they moved further up the mountains into Between. Through the screen, Freetrick saw the lead one peel off, flickering and stuttering at the edge of its range, and pass them in the opposite direction. The other would no doubt follow. Their Proctor escort was going home, and now would be a great time to escape, if the Futon wasn't clamped back around his waist.

Freetrick squinted out the window, trying to think. His next best chance to escape, maybe his only chance to escape, would come soon. As they moved deeper into Between and word-magic failed, Naobel's blessing would take over. That was a magic specifically made to stop monsters. If they passed a road-side wheel-stone or a local with an amulet, Freetrick could call out the name of the god, and the Blessing would take out Mr. Skree, the carriage, and the Futon---kill the monsters or at least cause enough pain and confusion that Freetrick could escape. 


All he had to do was wait for the border.


***

"This is the border?" It was full night, and Freetrick couldn't see worth a damn anyway, but he was sure he ought to be able to recognize something from out of the stories. There was no wall, white stone, not even a ditch or a line of barbed wire. All there was, was a utilitarian concrete shack, a flag, and a flat place in the road. "Where's the wall? Where are the Paladins? Where is the striking Keep?"

Freetrick flinched backward as a shape like a half-melted candle dripped off one of the carriage's eves and unfurled into the wings and head of Mr. Skree. "Allow this insignificant pustule to express his sympathy with the disappointment of the Lord of Chaos. It is an insult that the Rationalist scum guard their borders so negligently." 


"…Yes," said Freetrick. 


"And when," rasped Mr. Skree, "can we expect to obliterate them utterly?" 


"…soon?" said Freetrick. 


"Very good, Malevolence." 


There was a pause. 


"Can I…get out?" asked Freetrick. 


"No." Bloodbyrn slapped the quivering monster that covered his knees. "There will be no need for you to leave the carriage, my lord. Mr. Skree will take care of all the details." 


Freetrick winced, wondering exactly how those details were to be taken care of. "Mr. Skree," he said, "don't kill them." 


"As the Sovereign of Pestilence commands." Mr. Skree's voice contained no hint of emotion.

"I shall announce our presence, my lord, by your leave." Bloodbyrn did not wait for Freetrick's leave, but rapped against the floorboards with what sounded like an extremely hard shoe. The monster under them bellowed out a cry of pain and bewilderment that echoed off the mountain peaks. 


The echoes died, and there was a crash from inside the hut, then a voice. 


"God of words strike it out, shut up out there! You can striking well wait until I find the striking record plate!" There was another crash, much louder than the first, with an added percussion of small objects hitting walls. "And the struck-out thrice-erased striking writing stylus! Swen! Swen, you gibbering useless ogre, where's the striking stylus? Oh—" 


A door slammed in the gloom on the other side of the station. "Just get out here!" A figure rounded the corner of the small building and strode down the dirt path to the road. It flicked an angry left hand out and light flared, revealing a narrow, bent figure in the brown jerkin of a Proctor of The Rationalist Union. "Striking idiot boy. And if you think I don't know you use the styluses to clean your ears with…eh?" 


The guard stopped, the light over his head suddenly bright on the squeaking carriage. 


Oh please, thought Freetrick, oh please, god of words, let this man not be the deranged old grandpa he sounds like.

The old man toddled forward into Freetrick's focus, squinting, his mouth working behind a wicker cage of facial hair. Then his eyes widened and he opened his mouth to shout. 


Oh please, thought Freetrick, may this person only appear to be a deranged old grandpa. Let him be some kind of help to me. Please!

"Skree!" the guard bellowed, "Skree you dried up old fruit bat! Get down here and say hello!" 


Freetrick's heart sank. 


Black leather rustled as Mr. Skree slithered from his perch under the roof of the carriage. "Erni, may your eyes boil from their sockets, you detestable worm." 


The aged border guard laughed and shook his head, "Good to see you too, Skree, you toad-spawned struck-out vampire. Now how in the name of the Beast from over the Mountains did you get yourself going this way instead of that way? How did you sneak across the border without me knowing?" 


"I was on official business, furthering the destruction of all you hold dear, Erni."


There was an audible rustle as the old man lifted one tussocky eyebrow, "What do you mean 'official business? You don't mean you've got your new king in there?" Erni sidled up to the carriage, opened the door, and thrust his head through. 


Freetrick recoiled. The man had gray hair growing out of all the places on his head where hair shouldn't grow, and the face underneath looked like someone had chewed it out of concrete. Cynical eyes rolled over Freetrick. "So this is him, huh? Look at the nose on him. B-ha!" The head withdrew. "Swen! Get down here! Guests!" 


"Wait!" Freetrick cried, pulling against the cushion, "Mr. Erni, help me! I'm being kidnapped!" 


The Proctor ignored him. "An escort and everything? True words, this ain't like the old days. I remember when your bunch useta come down off the mountains with thunder and lightning shooting out your rears. And the Naobelites would rise up flaming to strike you out. Best striking show a man could watch." He was silent for a moment, "I don't suppose I can look forward to any fireworks any time soon, hmmm?" 


"I could not possibly say," Mr. Skree's voice was a strip of mummy hide whistling in a natrum wind. 


"Ah well." The old man shrugged, "'s not like I'll be up here long myself, anyway. Not no more. Or I figure so, anyway. Swen! Ah boy," Erni turned around as another figure jogged down the path, "Say hello to Mr. ssSkreekirkaakh. You remember him." 


"Nice to…uh…see you again, sir," a voice mumbled in the accents of Between. 


"Well," Erni clapped his hands with a sound like cracking walnuts, "I know you can't stay, no rest for the wicked." He cleared his nose with a sound like ruined plumbing, "if you'll see me inside, Mr. Skree, we can talk business. Swen, stay out here and guard the Ultimate Fiend. And," he squinted into the carriage, "is there anything you would like, young lady?" 


"No, thank you," Bloodbyrn's voice floated from the darkness, "I believe I shall take this opportunity to indulge in another brief constitutional. I trust I shall be undisturbed?" 


"Oh yes," Erni chuckled, "Nothing in these woods more dangerous than you, honey. 'Cept Skree of course, but he'll be with me." 


"Indeed," she said. "Now be a good boy," the last comment was softer, and probably directed at Freetrick. Bloodbyrn patted him on the head, then opened the door on the far side of the carriage and slid out. There was a creak as she pulled something out of the compartment at the front of the vehicle, and then she was gone, and Freetrick was alone with the Naobelite border guard, Swen. 


"Hey!" he said, "Um, Swen? Was that your name? Swen. Help me!" 


"Sir?" Swen turned toward him. His hand strayed to the wheel-stone talisman on a strap around his neck.

"Hey, don't worry," said Freetrick. "I'm not a…" a what? A monster? A king of evil? He shook his head. "Listen to me. I'm being kidnapped!" 


"I can see that you are." Swen pointed with the hand holding the wheel-stone. "You're being swallowed by your chair." 


"These people are holding me against my will!" 


"Well, they'd have to," Swen explained, "they are taking you into Skrea, sir." 


Freetrick felt like weeping. 


"Oh, sorry sir," said Swen, looking ashamed. He let go of his amulet and leaned forward to whisper. "It's just that we have to be careful up here on the border. Sometimes we have to let things slide by, to keep things on an even keel, you know?" 


"But—" 


"And anyway in this case we don't have any legal jurisdiction. Can't stop foreign emissaries from escorting their own king back to their own country, even if the king's tied up." He thought for a moment, "And the bosses in Byblos told us not to let you back into the RU, even if they let you go." 


"But I'm not—wait a minute. How do you know they think I'm their king?" 


Swen shrugged, "Well, you match the description pretty well, sir—uh, that is, your Malevolence." 


"What description?" 


"The Covenant between Good and Evil, of course. You should probably get a copy," the Proctor pulled a little black-bound book out of a pocket. " Let's see…what was the part" 


He moved closer to the red light coming through the carriage window, and flipped through the papers. " Uhhh…aha. 'And black will be the night when the Lord of Shadows, he who will shatter the foundations of the world, shall come forth to the mountains. Chains shall gird him, and he shall cling unto them and wail piteously…even in a manner unbecoming of a man…"



Freetrick closed his eyes and tried to summon control.

"Uh, it goes on," Swen dragged his finger down the page "…Good and Evil be forgotten...the Center of the Storm is the Sword..." He looked up, "You might want to get your own copy." He turned back to his notes. "…okay: 'And he shall speak, "But I am not the king," and they shall answer, "But thou art. In thy moon hair, and in thy night sky eyes, in thy cruel claws, yea, in all thy sinews we can see the mark of the Great Dark One who hangs over us." 



"I'm not their king, okay?" Freetrick hissed. "I don't have the sinews of a great hanging anything. I'm just me!" 


"Hmm…" Swen considered him, "that…does sound like piteous wailing." 


"Somebody help me!" 


"And the screeching—" 


"Does that book tell you," said Freetrick, "where I am going to shove it when I get free and come back to this border station looking for you?" 


Swen flipped a page. 



"Yes," he said. 


Freetrick stared at his supposed-savior with disgust. Was that going to be his last conversation in civilization? 


"Swen." He said.

"Yeah? What?" Swen turned to look back at him, wheel-stone around his neck swinging.

"Just one thing." Freetrick lowered his voice. 


The Naobelite leaned close to hear him.

"Naobel!" Freetrick shouted, and the wheel-stone exploded in holy fire.

It felt like someone had thrown a bucket of boiling water at his head.

Freetrick gasped in pain, but around him, the Futon howled. The terrible light from the Protector God lanced through the screen of the carriage, destroying every Skrean thing it touched. Even as Swen fumbled to get the amulet under control, Freetrick was shoving at the shivering folds of the Futon. He kicked his way free and then drove his shoulder into the door. Swen shouted as Freetrick tumbled out of the carriage. 


"Hey! You can't do that! Stop!"

But Freetrick was on top of the Betweener, flailing with arms and legs. He managed to kick Swen's reaching right arm, but then the left curled around his neck. Freetrick kicked out, but couldn't get enough leverage to break the guard's hold.

"Give up!" Swen shouted. 


"Never!" Freetrick hissed, black mist boiling off his skin. Was that a sizzle from the other man's clothing? Now, there was an idea. "Let go of me!" Freetrick dragged his head around in Swen's headlock and spit on the border guard's exposed forearm. The spit was black, and it clung to the skin like tar.

Swen let go, stumbling backward, scrabbling at his arm, the front of his uniform steaming where it had touched Freetrick's corrosive body. 


"Yes!" Freetrick wobbled, then got his feet firmly planted in the ground. "I'm leaving. Stay down, Swen, or I'll---"

Swen's fingers closed around his wheel-stone. "Naobel."

A beam of roiling light slapped Freetrick across the face.

Swen was advancing, talisman held out. "Naobel!"

Another burst of light, a bass bellow from the ogre under the carriage, and Freetrick was on his knees, his skin on fire, blinded. 


Pounding footsteps as the others rushed toward them. Bloodbyrn had her poisons and leashes ready. Mr. Skree had his claws and teeth. Erni had his gun. None of them were needed.

"Get out of here," said Swen, his talisman straining on its strap toward Freetrick, "get back in your carriage. And go home, Malevolence."

And Freetrick, held at bay before the holy talisman, did so.


***

Bloodbyrn waited, watching over her lord until the lines around his eyes eased and his breathing slowed. Then she, too, finally relaxed. 


Outside, deep night had fallen; the burning Rationalist sun had relinquished its grip on the sky, and the garish blues and whites of the alien territory had dimmed to a much more tolerable black. Her lord's servant, Skree, was curled into a sleeping cocoon-shape, dangling from one of the rear eves of the carriage roof. The only sounds were the comforting screams of the carriage's ogre porter as it moved forward and a distant rumbling from ahead that might have been thunder.

The duchess-in-waiting of Macabre sighed and stretched against the padding of her seat. How unutterably relieving it was to be able to arch one's back without the eyes of that boy popping out at one. Now, with the Despot asleep, Bloodbyrn could behave as she liked, and never mind the tedious and disappointing business of aversion-training.

Bloodbyrn had rather looked forward to the chance to practice on the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend, but to be called upon to do so every time she bent forward or breathed deeply had grown quickly tiresome. Not to mention the ease with which she had subdued him, which was nothing short of embarrassing.

In her privacy, Bloodbyrn allowed worry to crease her brow. Why had her new lord not defended himself when she struck him? Why had he not killed the Futon, ripped apart its constricting folds, and leapt upon her? Oh, it was clear she attracted the Despot's lusts, but for some reason the man refused to force himself on her. Yes, she had expected romance in the cursed Do-Gooder nations to be different, but not that different, surely. If the woman's first retaliation sent the man off, whimpering like a kicked goblin, how did the Do-Gooders have any sex at all?

Feerborg was a necromancer of Skrea, and the dark power had bonded to him, but the man himself could hardly be less prepossessing. How would he behave on the other side of the mountains? Could the new Despot of Skrea possess hidden depths under this exterior? Did Feerborg, too, hide his secret self from all around him? Or was he truly the spineless worm he appeared to be? 


Oh! Bloodbyrn smote her knee with a metal-clad hand. Why must her life be so fraught with difficulty? But no. She dismissed the childish thought. What Skrean concubine had ever chosen her lord, after all? 


Bloodbyrn looked at Feerborg. In sleep, he lost that cringing expression he so often affected when awake. Now with his heavy brows drawn in and his mouth tight under his keel of a nose, the Soon-to-be-Ultimate Fiend looked very much like Feerix. He shared his half brother's body too - the tapering torso, the muscles not large, but well defined, the look of strength and control. And the way he had moved, when not imprisoned had been like a duelist, or dancer: someone who at all times knew the arrangement and position of his body. 


This Feerborg had displayed rather more control than Feerix, in actuality. And there was that look of thoughtfulness to the face that the prince lacked thoroughly. Of the two surviving sons of Wrothborg, Bloodbyrn had to admit she had found more attractive. If only Feerborg was not...no. One must not let first impressions guide one. One must be optimistic. One must be courageous.

Bloodbyrn turned with a silent snarl away from the sleeping form of her betrothed and pressed her forehead against the cool wood of the screen. What had she been expecting, after all? A malevolent overlord? A vicious psychopath? A man who might shatter her defenses, laugh cruelly in her face as he chained her to his iron bed? Oh, but what were those but girlish fantasies? Reality, when it came, could never have been so grand. 


At least now, with her lord asleep, Bloodbyrn could unclasp the silver winged skull from the front of her gown, thereby removing several sources of pinching. Her arms rose and fell against the leather cushions, producing a thump that was the only sound in the carriage out of time with their ogre porter's constant shrieking. How tedious travel was! How she wished that she were home.

Not Castle Clouds-Gather, with its endless stone corridors, its mists, its ever-shifting tapestries of deceit and betrayal. Not the Ladies' Academy, with its switches and riding crops and uncomfortable underwear.

There was a place far east of the Skrean capital, near the great River Moat. There, in the endless fetid swamps of Sangboire, loomed the Sarcophagus DeMacabre, within whose walls were kept all of Bloodbyrn's hopes and happy memories. Her mother's face...

Foolishness. Bloodbyrn pinched herself in the ear. She was becoming maudlin with boredom. She had half a mind to awaken the Ultimate Fiend, perhaps traumatize him. Yes, some creative cruelty might at least distract her from bitter memory.

A breeze blew through the carriage. It was cold, but with a faint rank scent, like rain and thunder, dust and old blood. A scent from beyond the mountain peaks. And yes, there, outside, under the light of the garish moon, Bloodbyrn could see the outlines of the stone cairns erected by the local people of this place, irregular and black against the blue of the rocks and ground. The mountain folk had yet to replace the circular capping stones that Mr. Skree had so kindly removed on their way down this pass, but Bloodbyrn fancied she felt the tingling pressure this place's guardian deity against her skin, sensing her intentions, pushing her out of this country. She was only too happy to oblige. 


Impatience. It was a childish emotion and Bloodbyrn chided herself for it. Were they not on the road home, with the Pass of Winds itself opening before them, even as she wallowed in melancholy? Soon they would be over the mountains, her powers returning. One more day, and they would be at Castle Clouds-Gather, this journey done, and she would be placed to rule the Kingdoms of Evil, first as First Concubine, and then, once she had brought certain schemes to fruition, as its queen. 


Bloodbyrn's fingers clenched. Queen. Yes, by the vital fluid of the Blood God. But she was not so naïve as to think the un-marriage and the coronation would represent any sort of end of travail for her. Quite the opposite. As queen, Bloodbyrn would face assailants from all sides. She would be tested, egregiously tested, and quickly killed if found wanting. 


Her persona could not waver. There could be no mistakes borne of self-indulgence. 


Bloodbyrn thought of the rabbit in its box. The rabbit she had released into the woods near the border crossing. Her hands stroked the ruffles of her costume, wishing for the feeling of fur, warm and soft, covering a beating heart she could not bring herself to stop. Thank the blood of her ancestors she had found the strength to release the thing. Her tenderness fetish was a risk, a foolish risk, and a habit she could no longer indulge. 


Again her mother's face swam up from the depths of Bloodbyrn's memory, its expression tender and loving as it could never be in public. Her mother had indulged a tenderness fetish as well, and observe the result. Bloodbyrn's hands clenched in her lap. She must endeavor to be as cruel and vicious as possible to her lord, so that no suspicion of love could stain their relationship. 


In time, rain began to patter against the roof and sides of the carriage. They were nearing the peak, where Rationalist clouds released a final spate of moisture before being dragged across the mountains' edges and into the Skrean Maelstrom. Surely it could not be long now. The wind rose, and as it did, the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend moved uneasily in his sleep. 


Bloodbyrn closed her eyes against the chill, rainy breeze. She would of course do her duty when the time came; to that she had resigned herself. In fact, Bloodbyrn wondered if the time might come very soon, indeed. Skrean custom as well as her own plans demanded certain duties of a first concubine, and given what she had seen of him thus far, the new Despot could do little to prevent her from performing them. 


Cruel fate, and cruel Goodness, for it had been The Rationalist Union that had done this to Feerborg. If the old Despot, may the blood never dry from his hands, had not allowed the babe's mother to escape across the Bulwarks…but such speculations were useless now. The Do-Gooders had done their insidious work on the boy; his upbringing could not be un-done. Skrea would tear him apart in months, even if she did not do so first. 


As if in response to her thought, the rain intensified, bringing into the carriage the sweet puff of brimstone. Sleeping in the corner, Feerborg moaned and shivered. Bloodbyrn breathed deeply as she heard the rising moan of the storm. The pass was near. 


Outside, though the rushing clouds had choked off the starlight, the storm lit the night with its own harsh illumination. Bolts of lightning zigzagged across the sky, tracing a spider-web between the clouds. Even here on the border, where the power of necromancy ran thin and weak, the pull of the Maelstrom rent apart the very sky. Bloodbyrn could not help but feel elated at the thought, and rather optimistic. This was the power she was reaching out to seize, after all. 


The smell of Skrea lay heavy on the air now, dry and dead as old bones, deep and dark as new nightmares. Thunder boomed, and rain narrowed the visible world to a dim circle around the carriage, walled by staggered lines of stacked stone. Here the cairns were taller, and either Mr. Skree had been less than thorough on their path down the mountain, or the Betweeners had already replaced the massive wheel-stones that topped them. Wind rushed through the holes in the stones, and its ululation rose weirdly to wash around the carriage, catching and pushing them onward. 


Rain, driven horizontally by the wind, rattled against the side of the carriage and flew between the gaps of the screen to wet Bloodbyrn's face and chest. Before she could react, a flash of white light bloomed against the night outside. The pattern of the screen and the stark shapes of her hands seared themselves in negative against her eyes, and so Bloodbyrn's lids were already shut tight when the thunderclap struck. The carriage actually tilted, as if the air had taken on weight, and Bloodbyrn's ears rang like bells. 


What was this violence? The Betweeners had no such power, surely, and even if they had, why direct it against the carriage now, as they were leaving their nation's cursed territory? Even as she wondered, another bolt flashed into existence between the sky and the earth next to the road, cracking the very rock of the mountain, shattering the towers of rock like a boot smashing a line of anthills. This was not the power of Naobel, she realized. This was a manifestation of the never-dwindling wrath of the First God himself, receiving his prodigal son.

Sheets of rain poured down, while thunder rolled like the sea overhead. The lightning, striking now to either side of the road, cast insane, incandescent shapes through the screen. Flash, and jagged rock gleamed wetly under stone rings, immense and howling in the tempest.

Flash, and the living cushion around Feerborg was moving, rearing up in flabby waves toward the roof of the carriage. Flash, Feerborg's mouth yawned in a silent scream. His eyes were open; ink-black orbits bisected by lines of white fire, as bright and deadly as the lightning outside. The Ultimate Fiend rose from his seat, as the dark energy of his nation poured into him, mouth open in a scream. If only Bloodbyrn could hear it, but flash, and her hands were up, warding her eyes. The carriage rocked, and she fell against the screen. 


There was ringing silence, and then, as Bloodbyrn's auditory powers returned to her, she heard the crunch of stones, the carriage's shrieking, and her lord's gasping. 


"My lord?" she asked, cautious, not daring to hope. 


"Where…am I?" Had her lord's voice taken on the harmonics of thunder, the cadences of necromancy? 


"My lord Feerborg," she breathed to him across the space of the carriage, "welcome to the Kingdoms of Evil."

"Oh," said her lord.

Eyes like twin lines of lightning stared at her from the darkness. Sharp teeth flashed. "Ohh..." 


"My lord?" she asked again, "Are you quite well?" Are you quite wicked, she wanted to ask, but didn't, though her heart beat faster at the thought of it, have you come into your evil, now that we are come to the territory of your terrible God of Death? Will you rise from that seat, eyes burning, and throw yourself upon me? Will you oppose my schemes with your own so that we shall tumble, screaming and clawing at each other, into the annals of Skrean history?

"Oh," said Feerborg, "gibbering struck-out crap. I'm still here. Sweet words," he ran a hand over his face, and the light in his eyes vanished. "it feels like I've been hit by a bus."

Bloodbyrn cursed softly, but profoundly.

"What did you say?"

She did not sigh. "Nothing, my lord."

Under them, the ogre's titanic muscles heaved, rain-slick, pushing against the quaking ground. Massive fingers and toes slid and gouged and clutched at the rocks and mud, and the monster's cries were lost in the howling of the wind. Stumbling, lurching, nearly toppling in the cruel gusts, the carriage crested a last rise in the tortured ground. Then it began to descend. Bloodbyrn's hopes descended with it.

Well, at least the idiot would be easy enough to murder.

 







Chapter the Fourth


In which the Ultimate Fiend is Unimpressed

 



The word-magic lights failed as the express locomotive rattled past a station, and one of the Proctors started to swear.

Istain Scander turned from the train's smudged window and made an exasperated expression at the martial idiot. "Was this your first clue we were leaving the Rationalist Union?"

"Shut the gibber up," snarled the Proctor, a stringy little troglodyte named Sergeant-Lecturer Lucan.

The other Proctor, Captain-Assistant Clanat, had a more effective way of expressing his annoyance. "You could complain," he said to his underling, "or you could get up and light the gas lamp." 


"The uh...?" Lucan jerked away from his eye-lock with Istain. His Adam's apple bobbed. "Oh, right. The gas lamp." 


Istain rolled his eyes.

"I wasn't...I mean I know how they work of course," Lucan rose unsteadily to his feet, "I wasn't sure it was completely...uh....safe, Associate." 


Neither was Istain. "Uh…don't those things run on pipes full of explosives?" 


"Ah, for the innocence of a life spent never more than a kilometer from Byblos City." Clanat was away from the window, across from the lump of sullen silence that was Madene, the wanna-be Warrior Maiden.

"You are aware, Sergeant-Lecturer Lucan, that from now on, we'll be operating outside the effective zone of word-magic?" Clanat was closer to the gas lamp over the door, but neither he nor Madene made any move to light it.

"Excuse me, Associate," said Lucan, grasping the gas valve at the base of the lamp. "I'm...of course, the gas is nothing to be scared of. I'll just ...light the lamp, sir." Of course, once he turned on the gas valve, he couldn't find the fire-starter knob. The air filled with the odor of rotten meat, and Clanat made a dry comment about small wooden boxes filled with flammable gas. 


By the time Istain and Lucan felt safe enough to pull their heads back through the open window, Madene had lit the lamp. 


Istain seated himself, thinking furiously of ways he could express his opinion, both of sadistic military mind-games and smart-ass college girls. He wished his notebook worked out here. He could write down some of the insults in his head.

But his implants were so much dead ink and crystal, and Madene and the two proctors didn't provide much in the way of scintillating conversation. Istain was traveling with two stuffed-shirt, power-tripping fascists and a girl who thought a good time was an hour spent meditating under a waterfall, and a good conversation was an argument that she won, probably conducted through her hair.

And even that would have been an improvement over Madene's grim silence. The surly environmental-science-major hadn't said two sentences to him since the Proctors had arrived at Eldritch College and bundled everyone into transport spheres. Zathara had gone back to the Nation of Love, Kendrick to Between, and Istain and Madene were on their way to Virgin Soil. For some reason. 


Now, Istain could only take so much boredom before the words in his head started to overflow. No matter what the Proctors said about socks and his vocal chords. 


"What in the burning libraries are we doing here?" asked Istain for what must have been the ninetieth time. He wondered if they were as tired of hearing the question as he was of saying it. 


The Proctors exchanged a look and, glory be, one of them actually returned the conversational volley. It was Lucan who spoke. Maybe he was bored too. "Well, our, you know, good friends to the north have asked for a visit from your friend Madene, and your government is happy to oblige, that's what." 


"Right," said Istain, "because the High Maiden got all those heart-shaped letters Madene sent her through the Warrior Maiden consular services and decided she reciprocated. Come on, guys. What on earth does our friendly neighborhood dictatorship want with two college kids?" 


"I am glad to see your Eldritch degree hasn't entirely blunted your analytical skills," grunted Clanat, the boss.

"I haven't gotten a degree yet," said Istain. "In fact, I'm missing classes right now, rolling through the frozen ass-end of grassy no-where."

"The High Maiden herself requested me, Istain," said Madene.

Istain narrowed his eyes at her. "That's what these Proctors say, anyway."

"When we cross into Virgin Soil, I'll come into my Maidencraft powers."

"Yes," said Istain, "but the High Maiden has powers too. And all the women in her army. They don't oppress two thirds of their population on the power of suggestion alone."

"Ha ha. Cute." Clanat leaned into Istain's field of vision. "Remind me to smack you on the head if you open your mouth in the presence of a Warrior Maiden official." 


"You plan to use me as a spy, don't you?" Madene said.

Istain looked across the carriage at the Proctors, and caught two expressions of stony surprise in the guttering gas-light. 


"That is correct, Ms. a'Leagh," Clanat told Madene, "and we would appreciate your aid. We believe that any information you can relate will do incalculable benefit to the Rationalist Union's interests." 


In other words, Madene and Kendrick were bought and paid-for, owned either by a Tome-Headed Academic Governor in the RU, or a bare-chested tree-worshiping fascist in Virgin Soil.

"How, exactly, is Madene going to learn anything useful to the RU?" Istain wanted to know. "And why are you unloading a teenager on the regime her grand-parents fled from? And what does any of this have to with Freetrick?" 


Clanat spread his hands, "Let's just say that, given the current geopolitical environment, the good-will of our neighbors to the north is very important to us." 


Absolute gibberish. "Okay, I guess you guys just have to have Madene, no other college chick secret agent will do, my right?" he jerked a thumb at Madene, who scowled at him from under her hair. "But in case you haven't noticed, I'm not a virgin woman. What on earth do you want with a word-wizard five hundred miles north of the RU?" Where word-magic worked about as well as clicking your heels and wishing really hard. 


The senior Proctor eyed him for a moment, swaying with their carriage's movement. "Mr. Scander," he said eventually. "You obviously have a high opinion of your own intelligence," the Proctor made it sound like that might not be a good thing, "and your grades are good, whatever that means at Eldritch these days." 


Istain made a face. "Grade inflation jokes? Really? My grades are good because I like what I'm studying." He flashed a palm at them, useless tattoos sparkling. "How many Boolean operators have you
embedded into your skin recently?" 


The Proctor continued as if Istain hadn't spoken. "You are politically disinterested, and most of all, you have a connection to the boy. Feerborg." 


"His name is Freetrick," said Istain. 


"That wasn't the name we were given." 


"Okay whatever. But it seems to me that if you need a big dumb man mucking around with the Warrior Maidens, you should've brought Kendrick with you, not packed him off to Betweener boot camp. He's her boyfriend, not me."

Lucan snorted, though. "You talking about the one studying engineering? He has bigger problems right now than a pissed off girlfriend." 


To which Madene hid behind her hair and growled. "Wait until we arrive in the nation of my people, gentlemen, and you shall know the meaning of that phrase." Coming from a silver-clad queen of the Sacred Oak, that might have sounded intimidating. But Madene was a surly, hyphenated-Rationalist teenager and didn't make the impression she was hoping for. 


The older Proctor looked at her with an expression that matched Istain's sentiments closely. "In any case, rest assured that both of you are important for your government's efforts in Virgin Soil." 


"And those efforts are?" 


"All right." The Proctor leaned back into his cushion and addressed Istain in his most professorial voice. "So tell me. What do you know about Warrior Maidens?"

"What's to know?" Istain answered. "They worship a warrior goddess, who gives them magic that only works for virgins, girl virgins."

"The phrase is 'pure in thought and deed,'" Madene quoted, sanctimoniously."You know, Istain, I think he was asking me."

"No, Madene," Istain said, "if he wanted your opinion he would have asked us about our psychoses constructed to justify our social maladjustment. We're going to the real Virgin Soil, Madene, not the fairy-land spoiled middle-class Rationalist girls use as a setting for their bi-curious fantasies."

But Madene was talking over him. "The Warrior Maidens' patron deity's full name is Deusca Maw, which means the Maiden Mother. She's very much like Naobel of Between, because she protects her people from the Kingdoms of Evil."

"Well except for the whole conquest and oppression thing," said Istain, "or did your grandparents flee Virgin Soil because they didn't like the décor?"

That did it. Madene blew up. "What the hell is wrong with you?" she shouted at him, "Don't you have any respect for me?"

Finally, a good argument! "I sure as hell have no respect for your culture-crush on those imperialistic, man-hating psychopaths. You can't have sex or you lose your magic? What kind of deity would promote a magical system like that?"

"Yeah, this is not about Virgin Soil, Istain," said Madene, "this is about you and your sexual insecurity."

"Trust me, Madene, sex with me is extremely secure."

"All right," Clanat said, in a bark that would have carried to the back of a crowded lecture hall or the far end of a drill-sergeant's practice yard. In the confines of the rail carriage, it rang off the inside of Istain's skull. "I should have known the didactic method would be useless on Eldritch students. Both of you kindly shut up while I tell you what I need you to know."

In Istain's opinion, they didn't need to know anything about Virgin Soil. Who cared if the High Maidens who ran the place were a church or a government or a military junta? When he had wished for entertainment, a lecture in political science was not what Istain had had in mind.

"…and the High Maiden Kadene a'Meaduedia, who, let us not forget, invited us here, is one of the few High Maidens who appears in public at all. She is extremely dangerous," Clanat continued.

"It's pronounced a-mad-weh-ja." Madene said.

"Thank you," said Clanat with heavy sarcasm. "Now, is there anything else either of you would like to add."

"Yeah," said Istain. "Nothing you told me is a good reason for me to ever visit the place. Burning libraries, it's a nation ruled by sexually-repressed teenage girls!"

"The High Maiden Kadene a'Meaduedia is two centuries old, Istain," Madene mumbled from under her hair. 


"And if you could find out how she managed to live that long," the Proctor told Madene, "we'd award you tenure tomorrow." 


"Woah, Madene's right?" said Istain, "But how can she possibly be that old?" 


"We have no idea, Mr. Scander, except it involves something called the Virgin Rebirth." 


"Huh," Istain dismissed the problem. "So as to my earlier question…"

Clanat cocked and eye at Lucan, who nodded. Gas light flashed across his eye lenses as the junior Proctor leaned forward. When he spoke, his voice was barely audible above the hiss of steam and the rattling of the iron wheels below them. Istain and Madene both strained to hear. "We're preparing to invade the Kingdoms of Evil." 



***

Freetrick opened his eyes. There were two tiny pops of electrical discharge. 


Freetrick was in Skrea. He was in Castle Clouds-Gather. And he was in a bed.

The bed was large and round, the size and shape of a wealthy Rationalist's Jacuzzi. The cushions were either not alive or thoroughly sedated. 


Nevertheless, Freetrick got up very carefully.

A quick look down confirmed he was still in his Skrean mummy-wrappings. His skin was still as white and waxy as ever. Freetrick squinted. His eyes still didn't work right, and the room's only lighting a dim red glow, cast from far up the shaft-like walls. Freetrick eventually found the room's corners, a washbasin, and a clawed wooden bed-post by walking into them. 


He nearly walked into the door, too, before someone knocked on the other side. 


The door led to a thickly carpeted room with a desk and a lot of what he hoped was only very bad statuary. Freetrick squinted briefly at the dark looming shapes.


"Who's there?" Freetrick called out, his own voice sounding weirdly harsh in the echoing stone chamber. "Don't come in here!" True words, what were they going to do to him now?

There was a cough from behind the door---discrete, mannered, and as bloodless and cold as a caveman's corpse. 


"Ah, Mr. Skree!" Freetrick had never thought he would be happy to see the dangling vampire, but relief washed through him at the sound of that sepulchral voice. Surely it was too soon for Stockholm syndrome to be setting in?

"I trust the Lash of the Innocent has found His apartments to be the match of the dark desires that cloud the hearts of the powerful?" asked Mr. Skree through the door. 


Freetrick had to stand there staring at the closed door for a moment before he decoded that one. "Yes, the rooms are fine. Um. Mr. Skree." Freetrick put his hand on the door's knob, shaped like a screaming skull, of course, and pushed. "What do you…oh. Hello?" 


Two figures stood in the doorway. Or maybe "stood" wasn't the right word. One hung, and the other…the other loomed. 


Mr. Skree coughed subserviently. "Horrendous morrow, Fiend. Allow this sub-standard slug to introduce his Malevolence to…" The chamberlain extended a wing in presentation, "…The Duke his Vileness Milielan DeMacabre, Castigator of the Lower Waters, Torturer of the Wallowers, Oppressor of the Highest Slaves, Keeper of the Clot of Torture, Lord of the Sarcophagus at Macabre, Arch Chancellor of the Villainous Council, and Minister of Heart-Squeezing for the Kingdoms of Evil."

"Horrendous morrow, my lord!" The loomer, the Duke DeMacabre, exuded dark glee in a voice like a highly educated eel. "How absolutely phantasmagorical to finally make your acquaintance." The duke swept off a tall stove-pipe hat and dipped low in an oily bow. "My heart is bloodily penetrated to meet you, my lord." 


The Duke rose from the bow and extended a hand. It looked like a skinned bat, and the illusion didn't fade when Freetrick shook it. 


There was an awkward silence. This odious man wanted him to say something. Then the connection zapped across the abused gear-work of Freetrick's brain, and pressed a lever on some automatic polite machinery. "It was a pleasure to meet your daughter." 


The dead bat twitched between his fingers, "Pleasure? A pleasure? Please excuse me, my lord. I hope that is not the case, for if it were, I would perforce apologize for my daughter's unseemly behavior," DeMacabre withdrew his hand and straightened, dark and terrible. "Oh, but she will be castigated, my lord, castigated indeed—" 


Freetrick leapt to stop the train wreck this conversation was becoming. "No, Mr. Duke. DeMacabre, that was just an expression. I mean, I enjoyed meeting…uh…it…was really… horrible meeting your daughter. She was…absolutely terrifying." 


DeMacabre paused mid-loom, "Indeed, my lord?" 


"Oh yeah, like no woman I've met before," Freetrick said with utter sincerity, "I was terrified the whole trip." 


"Ah ha?" The oil returned to DeMacabre's voice like the scum on a polluted lake. "Indeed! Oh la, my lord, may I say it was my privilege, yes, privilege, my lord, to sire my lord's fiancée, the most poisonous blossom in this entire cursed garden of Clouds-Gather, if I may be permitted so to boast." 


"Uh … great." Freetrick wondered when the man would leave. 


"Well." DeMacabre clapped with the sound of two cave- spiders violently mating. "I see my lord has been treated well. And," he reached into a breast pocket and withdrew a blurry something, which he held before his eyes, "I see too that you have been presented with the black power of the First God. How propitious. And, may I say, how well it looks on you, my lord. My lord is a veritable nightmare made flesh!" 


"The first—?" Ohhh "You mean my uh…?" Freetrick gestured down at himself with his alabaster hands. 


"Ah, yes, my lord. My lord has assimilated the Blood of the First God, and manifests his divinity for all. Is it not as the verses say?" DeMacabre raised a pale hand, "The moon…the moon…" he snapped. More spiders. "…shines? Ah! Mr. Skree?" 


"The moon shines on bone: His skin," Mr. Skree quoted, "The Maelstrom below the night: His eyes. The curse of all men: His soul." 


"Quite," said DeMacabre. "All your works we shall oppose and all that." 


"Oh." Freetrick sighed. "Uh, thanks?" 


"It is nothing," said DeMacabre, "the pleasure is entirely mine, to see my lord's face and hear his uncanny voice. Tempest take me if it does not!" 


"Yes…" Freetrick had no idea how he should respond to this man. He tried to review every meeting-the-in-laws scene of every book he had read and movie he had watched, but nothing really applied. "What was it you…wanted?" Aside from torturing him, of course.

Mr. Skree coughed discretely. 


"This insignificant pustule will duly accept any punishment, be it ever so horrific, that the Master of Torment or the Keeper of the Clot sees fit to inflict upon his unworthy head for the interruption of the Fiend's sinister machinations…" 


"Yes?" Freetrick said. DeMacabre seemed happy to wait until the vampire ran out of breath, but Freetrick was hoping that these people would leave soon, or maybe get him some breakfast. 


"It occurred to this sub-human wreckage that he might act, in a small way, to ease the life of his most Terrible Master, and of course, duty must compel one to act in such circumstances, even though the life of the servant be forfeit for his audacity," said Mr. Skree. 


DeMacabre nodded judiciously. 


Freetrick was wondering whether to bother trying to translate this sentence when Mr. Skree shifted and swung to the side. Freetrick could hear his suckered hands and feet popping on what must have been a low ceiling on the other side of the door. 


The vampire's dangling wings shifted, revealing a third…person? No. Yes? Something two-legged, anyway, but its blurred outline was terribly wrong. It moved forward in a slovenly shuffle that made Freetrick sick to his stomach. 


The shuffling thing held something up toward Freetrick. A box. 


Freetrick made no move to pick it up. "What is it?" 


"For your eyes, my lord," DeMacabre said, which in no way comforted Freetrick. 


"To sharpen the eagle glare of the Master of Miseries," said Mr. Skree, "that He may rain down His diverse torments upon—" 


"Eye lenses?" Freetrick cut in. Now he did reach down to the box. 


"Specifically, my lord, pince-nez." DeMacabre gestured toward his own face as Freetrick lifted the box out of the hands (paws?) of the little creature at his feet. 


Freetrick brought the pince-nez to his face. It was a simple enough object, just two wire loops that held round sections of slightly curved crystal. There was some sort of clamp between the two lenses. Freetrick tried to stick his nose into the clamp, which pinched painfully. "Ow! How do I make it…" 


Freetrick's words trailed off as he blinked and his vision snapped into focus. Suddenly he could see Mr. Skree's face, and that was actually a good thing! He could see the shuffling servant, something between a dwarfish human and a beaded lizard. It waggled its tongue at him, but that was okay too! 


"Mr. Skree, this is amazing!" Freetrick looked around, "Thank…ew!" Freetrick said, having finally found something that made him regret the lenses. 


DeMacabre was grinning at him. 


It wasn't that the Duke looked like a corpse. So did Mr. Skree. But where Mr. Skree's face looked like the mummified remains of a high mountain king, DeMacabre was...juicier, a week old, at most. Exhumed because the murders hadn't stopped and the constabulary wanted to make sure the body was still dead. 


Above a twisty, toothy grin and a sharp-tipped, crooked nose, a pair of smoked amber eyes looked at Freetrick like their owner was measuring how many pairs of shoes his skin might make. 


"I'm—I'm very happy I can see again," Freetrick tore his eyes away from the DeMacabre's slightly parted teeth and inclined his head to Mr. Skree and the little goblin-creature. "So, yeah, good job Mr. Skree." He coughed."Well. Was that all you wanted to, uh, see me about?" 


"Oh not at all, my lord," DeMacabre oozed, "I of course wanted to greet my lord upon his arising, but important matters of state rest upon the shoulders of the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend and, sadly, they wait for no man's convenience." 


"Matters of what now?"

DeMacabre's eyes became, if possible, more crazed. "I refer of course to my lord's un-marriage! Most of the preparations have been accomplished—the blood cauldrons filled, the priest's teeth filed—worry yourself not over those details, my lord, but some final arrangements, most notably the fitting of my lord's robes..." 


"What!?" Marriage? To Bloodbyrn? Tonight? Freetrick couldn't get married! He was in college! Had DeMacabre said 'blood cauldrons?' "Sweet Words, No!"

"No? My lord?" The duke's expression congealed in place. His exposed teeth gleamed. 



He's going to kill me. He's going to reach out and rip out my larynx.

"Pardon me." DeMacabre's orange eyes glowed under the shadows of his lowered brows. "Are there any…objections, my lord?" 


"I…" said Freetrick. "I do have objections. And you have to listen to them. I'm the Ultimate Fiend."

"Pardon me, my lord," said DeMacabre. "Soon-to-be-Ultimate Fiend. The coronation is scheduled for tomorrow."

The day after Freetrick's wedding to this guy's daughter? Ah ha. "Well, I haven't…had t-time to see anything yet, I mean—" okay, calm, steady Freetrick, sound like a king and not a terrified college student. As much as he wanted to, Freetrick did not shut his eyes. "I am not yet ready, and there will be no, uh, un-wedding until such time as I am." 


DeMacabre looked like a shark that had just gone off its medications. "My lord, the preparations…" he rasped. 


"That is not my concern," Freetrick cleared his throat and forced his voice down an octave. "My concern is the government of this country, and only once I have made a start on that will I consider, uh, un-marriage? Shall we say…" a quick calculation. What was the longest time he could delay without lethally pissing off DeMacabre? "A week from now?" 


"My lord---" The waxy wrinkles of DeMacabre's face bunched, then smoothed. His smile regained its obsequious gleam, and several molars on both sides. "Of course, my lord. A week. New slaves will have to be prepared, but the un-wedding will be altogether more bitter for the wait, I am sure." 


"Excellent." The disgusting old man was actually following Freetrick's orders. "And in the mean time, I look forward to getting to know both you and your daughter better. Mr. Skree, an appointment for supper tomorrow night? Arrange that, will you?" 


Freetrick barely had time to register the words before they were out of his mouth, but strike him out if he didn't sound tyrannical. This was almost fun. Of course his spine was frozen solid and he was a good way toward hyperventilation. 


"And for today, I would like breakfast, and then a tour of the castle. Mr. Skree, arrange that. And so, DeMacabre, I bid you good morning." All right, so maybe Freetrick was a prisoner here in Clouds-Gather. But he was also, it seemed, the head warden.

"…Indeed. In that case, I must beg my lord's leave." DeMacabre swept another low bow, which hid his expression from Freetrick. By the time he straightened, the grin was firmly in back place. "I shall go, and send word to my daughter that my lord wishes to speak with her." 


"Uh..." said Freetrick, scrambling frantically for a polite way to say that he did not, in any way, want to speak with Bloodbyrn DeMacabre. 


"No no, I insist. For in my long, and, I hope I do not overstep myself by saying so, excessively murderous career, I have found it best to leave the details in cases such as this up, as one says, to the incumbents themselves. I shall therefore leave the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend to discuss the matter of his un-marriage further..." the Duke's orange eyes glittered as if lit from within. "...with Bloodbyrn." 



 ***

"My lord has done what?" 


Bloodbyrn was a pillar of ruffles, tight leather, and wrath. She was easily the scariest thing in Freetrick's office, which was no mean feat. 


"I have heard the news from my spies, who infest the walls, then from my father's chamberlain, whom I have bribed, and then from my father himself. But each time my mind rebelled, as the rational consciousness must, in the face of such an unbelievable eventuality." She paced between a gleaming silver-and-red-crystal obelisk on one side of the door and a stuffed lizard on the other. "It could not be, I maintain, that the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend, even in the grip of raging insanity, to throw away his greatest political advantage, sacrifice his social standing in Clouds-Gather, and alienate the only people in this nation who would rather see him alive than dead, all in one morning!" She spun on a heel as long and pointed as her previous sentence, gulped in a lung-full of air, and aimed an orange basilisk glare at Freetrick. "How could he, my lord, by which I mean to say you, have done anything so incomprehensibly idiotic?" 


From his place dangling from the ceiling, Mr. Skree gave Freetrick a look that might have been condolence. 


"Wuh---" Freetrick stammered, then winced as his new pants pinched him. Bloodbyrn had arrived in his room shortly after the royal tailor, and his fiancée and new wardrobe seemed to be working in concert to squeeze the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend, physically and spiritually. Freetrick had had to beat the tailor over the head to make him put away the iron spikes he wanted to install on Freetrick's knees, belt-line, and crotch, but apparently the man—male creature—stocked no pants that were not leather and nothing that wasn't two sizes too small for whomever was unfortunate enough to wear it. That went for the shirt as well, and the boots. The only things on Freetrick that weren't too small were his shoulder pads, in which the tailor had stored all the slack he hadn't used on the rest of the outfit. 


"He cannot answer?" Bloodbyrn made sure Freetrick was more than just physically uncomfortable, "I am once again reminded of the foolishness of my hopes with regards to the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend. And he is grimacing at me." 


Bloodbyrn had been to see her costumer, too. She flicked a hand through the dark curls cascading through the eye sockets of a not-quite-human skull, fetchingly strapped to the top of her head. "I had hoped, foolishly I see now, that I might have expected my lord to remain in my presence for five minutes without engaging in some sort of objectionable behavior."

Now, with his new eye-lenses, Freetrick could see the expression on Bloodbyrn's face with absolute fidelity. That, and her multiple piercings. "Look, Bloodbyrn, I know you're upset---"

Bloodbyrn waved a hand at him. Sighing, she leaned against the hive-like wall of hexagonal cells that Freetrick thought might be a bookshelf. "Forgive my asperity my lord, but the situation leaves me at a loss." 


A loss for what? Not words, certainly. "Bloodbyrn, if I'm really the Ultimate Fiend like you say I am, don't you think it's a little dangerous to mess with me?" He sat straighter behind his desk and tried to look non-mess-with-able. There was a squeak of protesting fabric and Freetrick felt his lower eyelids convulse.

The leather-clad dark lady made an unimpressed expression. "If my lord is the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend, he maintains this position, as opposed to the inanimate con-dition, by convincing his supporters that he can further their interests." Bloodbyrn glanced, sharp-eyed at Mr. Skree, and then looked back at Freetrick. "That was an observation on political philosophy, by the way, and my lord should not take it in any way as a threat."


Oh. She said that she and her father's party would kill him if Freetrick didn't do what they said. That was the threat. 


"And another thing." She shook a finger at Freetrick as he tried to figure out how to respond. "Would it really be so difficult for my lord to phrase his utterances in a manner in which they might be understood? I learned to speak this cursed language properly, after all." 


Freetrick thought fast. What might stop Bloodbyrn from simply leaping across his desk and severing his jugular? "I didn't cancel the wedding." He tried to speak as distinctly as possible, "I postponed it." 


"Oh?" Tides of kohl rushed together as Bloodbyrn's amber eyes narrowed. "For what reason?" 


"Well, I should think it's pretty obvious," said Freetrick, "I don't know you!" And what he did know wasn't complimentary. "And anyway aren't I supposed to be your king? So why are you even questioning me?" 


Freetrick tried to remain upright in his horribly uncomfortable chair as Bloodbyrn examined him. "No." She said, finally. "No Dark Lord could act under such idiotic impulses. No, my lord is playing a game with me." She swayed toward him, the center of a boiling chaos of black lace. "Why does my lord reject me, really?" Bloodbyrn murmured, closing the distance between them. "Does he believe he can get a better offer than mine?" With a rustle and a hiss, Bloodbyrn seated herself on the side of his desk. "Who has risen to rival my claim upon primacy in the Fiend's seraglio? With whom has my lord been communicating? My lord may tell me. Was it perhaps the Dark Lady Slugslime?" 


"Huh?" 


"No? Then what of the Dark Lady Ashwing? That slatternly bitch. No?" Bloodbyrn leaned forward toward Freetrick, the maroon bow of her upper lip rising to display a gleam of metal canine. "Pit her or any other against me, and I swear to you, my lord, the leeches will be gorging themselves upon my rival within the hour." 


Freetrick opened his mouth to reply. Then his eyes tracked down. And she slapped him.

The blow unbalanced Freetrick, and the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend gave forth an undignified squeal as his leather-clad ass gave up its tenuous grip on the chair and slipped forward and down. There was a clunk as his forehead met with the edge of his desk. 


"Oh, get up!" Bloodbyrn snapped at him, as Freetrick fumbled around the floor trying to find his pince-nez, "that was barely even amusing." 


"Gibber!" Freetrick swore and rubbed at the line of pain across his temples. "If you think any of this is making me any more likely to freaking marry you---" He stood up, far enough away from Bloodbyrn that she couldn't reach him, "it isn't. You keep striking hitting me." 


He replaced his eye-lenses in time to catch her pierced eyebrow rising. "Lust is a powerful motivator," Bloodbyrn said. "By both stimulating and punishing the emotion, I gain control. Obviously." 


Freetrick shuddered. He had to figure out a way to get out of this marriage Before Bloodbyrn could…condition him.

Mr. Skree made a desiccated cough. 


Bloodbyrn glanced up at the monster, then rolled her amber eyes. "Very well. I shall play my lord's game. The fact that he has not revealed the exact nature of the competition makes no difference; as always, I shall excel. So," she lifted her chin and looked down at him with a terrifying smile. "Has my lord considered the question of magic?" 


Freetrick blinked. He had considered the subject of magic. Specifically, how he didn't have any in Skrea. Well, he thought sourly as he looked down at his white, taloned hands, Skrean magic had him. It would be nice if he could actually do something with necromancy rather than simply use it to look creepy. 


Bloodbyrn's smile widened. "Because, unless I am very much mistaken, there is no eligible Sangboisette in Castle Clouds-Gather to which my lord might attach himself, and thus my lord should know that, if he scorns me, among the many advantages he will lose is access to the magic of the blood." 


Freetrick shook his head, "The who? Bloodbyrn, I have no idea what you're talking about. Look, I'm not saying I never want to marry you, just that I'd prefer to get to know---" 


"Silence!" She lifted a hand and Freetrick automatically jerked backward, cursing himself for it. Bloodbyrn's eyes seemed to glow molten copper as she lifted her hand further, then her mouth twisted and her eyes closed. "Pah," she said, "let it never be said that Bloodbyrn DeMacabre is willing to fall into the complacency of believing herself perfect. Perhaps... some fraction of the fault here lies with me." Her eyes opened again and gave Freetrick a shrewd look. "My lord," she said, "I believe a demonstration would be more conducive to your cooperation than mere words. Come with me to the balcony. There I shall allow my lord to witness the power of the Blood of Sangboire." 



***

"I'm sorry," said Istain, "we are invading the Kingdoms of Evil? The four of us?" He spread his arms to indicate himself and the two Proctors, Madene, and their rattling train car. A worse invasion force would be hard to imagine.

Lucan rolled his eyes. "Of course not. 'We' means the nations of the Rationalist Union." He grinned "And the Warrior Maidens and The Nation of Love. But it'll be us Rationalists who bring the big guns to the field." 


"Oh right," said Istain, "'cause that's a lot less crazy." 


"You're a word-wizard," said Lucan, "you don't know gibberish about applied Universal Science. Just accept that you are being placed at the forward line of the most advanced army in history!" 


Clanat leaned forward and spoke before Istain could object. "Congratulations, Fellow-Enlisted man, you are now a conscript of the Rationalist armed-forces"

Istain thought for a moment. "Hooray for me," he said. "I don't suppose I can turn down the offer." 


The senior Proctor smiled, "the boy can learn." 


"Well, what if I---" 


"And what about me?" 


Everyone looked startled that Madene had spoken. Clanat recovered first. "Your job is more straight-forward, Ms. a'Leagh. We need an ally among the Warrior Maidens. Someone on the inside." 


She nodded condescendingly, hair waving. 


Of course that would satisfy Madene. 


Something dark flashed by the window outside. Then another one. They were buildings: low and square and soot-gray; army barracks. The locomotive pulling their car gave a wail that made conversation impossible. By the time he could speak again, Istain realized he might want to stay quiet.

"Okay," said Clanat, "unpack your crap, soldiers. We've arrived." 


The next half hour was an improvement over the previous one only because they weren't on a train any more. The muddy, cold, coal-dust-stinking, noisy military garrison was at least unlikely to explode or run screaming off its rails and kill them all. And Istain could stretch his legs without putting his foot in Lucan's crotch.

But the company was still the same. The Proctors spent most of their time signing things and telling Istain to shut up. And this close to Virgin Soil, Madene was getting weird.

"I can hear them," she said as they squelched across the yard next to the gate that capped the Rationalist end of the bridge across the river to Virgin Soil. In front of them, a pair of what looked like enormous wooden shish kebabs were slowly sinking into the mud.

"Hearing voices again?" Istain said to her, then gestured at the two palanquins. "They can't seriously be expecting us to ride in those things."

"Istain, I hear…" Madene's eyes flashed silver and she jerked as if goosed. "Someone's coming for us." In her surprise, she forgot to sound sullen. "I can hear them: their running feet. They're fast." 


"That would be the Silver Guard, all right. The Warrior Maiden border patrol," Clanat said, "the High Maiden sent them to...well, to carry us. It's quite an honor." 


"Is it?" Istain said, "because me, I'd feel kind of dishonored, being forced to squat in a box for six hours while some goon drags me across however much mud there is between here and wherever it is we're---" 


The border patrol came into sight over the crest of the bridge, and Istain quickly re-arranged his priorities. "Wow." 


"Not exactly, goons, are they?" murmured Clanat. 


Istain shook his head. The four girls were a little willowy, but what they had, they showed off. "So I guess you can't wear much clothing when you're carrying people very fast across Virgin Soil, huh?" 


"Happier with the trip now, are you?" Madene asked in a tone that could have etched steel. 


Istain shook his head. "Hell yeah! I mean, how nice of the High Maiden. What enlightened international relations." 


"Typical," Madene snorted. 


"I hope it's typical, Madene. When I stop appreciating a nice ass in leather shorts, please just burn my body and put me in an urn." 


"Those are Warrior Maidens from the Silver Guard itself," Madene hissed as they followed the two Proctors toward their transportation, "They are not Rationalist girls." 


"What, you mean, like you?" 


One of the benefits of having long legs was that Istain could outpace Madene's cloud of surliness.

"Hi ladies!" Istain cried as he strode forward, "now who wants to carry me?" 


Istain's good mood lasted until he actually got into his palanquin. After that, it took less than five minutes for his mind to turn from thoughts of taut and silky-smooth thighs back to his own discomfort. Curses directed at Warrior Maiden carpenters. Or cabinet-makers, or whatever it was you called the people who made palanquins. Istain tried to pop the crick out of his neck, but succeed only in getting a splinter from the ceiling in his ear. 


"You know," said Istain, "there are probably some people whose knees I wouldn't mind jammed into my groin." 


"Oh really?" growled Captain-Assistant Clanat, his fellow passenger, "that's interesting, because I can't think of anyone whose knees I would want stuck in my ears. It looks like we're both out of luck." 


"I'd move," said Istain, "but then I'd be castrated and you'd have a squished brain. Hey ladies," he called out the window, "I don't suppose I could sit on the roof, huh?" 


"No," called a dulcet voice from behind Istain's back, "but you can sit on me, boy-ah." 


The bearer behind Clanat laughed and said something in breathy Maidenspeak. 


"Just suggest a position!" said the first voice. 


The green countryside flashed by as Istain tried to get his higher mental functions to re-boot. 


"Don't get your hopes up rookie," said the Proctor, "I know about these things, and Warrior Maidens are all talk." 


"Maybe the ones who talk to you." Came the shouted response from outside.

"How can they hear us in here?" Istain tried to look around, but his head hit the palanquin's wall. "And how can we hear them?" 


"You should look outside, boh-ya." called the lead palanquin bearer. 


Istain hunched over to peer through the slatted window. He saw grass, more grass, the wall of the palanquin, and then at the limit of his flexibility, he saw the legs of the bearer in the front of the palanquin. 


"Burning libraries! She isn't even touching the ground!" 


"Thanks!" Came the reply. 


And from behind the other bearer said, "In Maidenspeak, say you...uh...'blind silver.'" 


"'Blind silver'?" said the first bearer, "who taught you to curse, my gramma?" Then she repeated the jibe in her own language, which started an unintelligible exchange that might have been an argument or a joke or lesbian flirting for all Istain knew. He wished he could understand Maidenspeak. 


"Oh yeah, it's real exciting," said the Proctor from between Istain's knees, "a pair of real live Warrior Maidens. Pure. Right, girls?" 


"As the new-fallen snow!" Called the one from the front. 


"Wow," said Istain, "you know I always thought, well I mean from Madene I assumed, I mean, what about pure in thought and deed?" 


There was a laugh from the front while the one in the back answered, "Hey, are pure on my thoughts. Are..." she asked a question in Maidenspeak. 


"Our thoughts are pure," translated Selene. "They're distilled, boh-ya."

"Somebody shoot me," said the Proctor. 


"I like you. What's your name, boh-ya?" 


"Istain." said Istain. 


"I'm Selene," said the lead Maiden, "and that's Tara behind. We're both glad to meet you, but I'm more glad." 


"How are you? Please to meet you!" That was Tara, the wingman. Or maybe it was palanquin-pole-woman. 


"Oh I'm great. Selene has given me a much nicer reason to look forward to getting out of this box." 


"Yes? What is that?" 


"Well I've got all this blood that wants to get to my crotch and I'd love to unfold and give it a chance." 


"If you need any help unfolding anything, Istain—" 


"All right," Clanat rapped on the wall behind Istain's ear with a knuckle, "enough! You kids can flirt all you want when we're out of this thing, but girls, I need to talk to your new boyfriend here for a minute." 


There was a chorus of agreement, then giggles, like little tinkly bells. Istain sighed, then gasped as Clanat's knee jerked. 


"Listen up, Fellow-Enlistedman Scander," Clanat fixed Istain with glare that drove thoughts of Selene's rolling hips most of the way out of his mind. "You and I have some talking to do. About your friend Feerborg." 


Istain made a face at him. "Strike it out, it's Freetrick! Why the hell do you keep calling him Feerborg?" 


"As a reminder that he's the king of an enemy nation. And the emperor of a collection of enemy nations." Said the Proctor, "Even if you've known him since you were toddlers." 


"And if you know that much," said Istain, "then why don't you know that Freetrick has never had anything to do with Skrea. Since when has being knocked unconscious and kidnapped by the bad guys been an enemy action?" 


"Fellow-Enlistedman Scander—" 


"I mean, true words, why are you being so antagonistic about him? He's not going to fight us, he's one of us! I mean, if anything, he's the RU's lever in…oh." 


Clanat grinned at him. "Understand now?" 


Istain's brain stumbled, "Look, this doesn't have to be so…I mean, three days ago Freetrick was trying to get a girlfriend and not fail his exams. He's not a…a spy for Truth's sake. Freetrick's just a regular guy, alright?" 


"Who said I was thinking about using him as a spy, Fellow-Enlistedman Scander?" The Proctor raised an eyebrow. "In exchange for promises about divvying up spoils, the High Maidens have agreed to take us all the way to their border with the Kingdoms of Evil. North, then east, then south again. From there you'll get to the Skrean capitol, and be our man on the inside when the time comes to negotiate the surrender-without-terms." He continued, plowing like a locomotive through Istain's shocked silence. "You might wonder why I brought Sergeant-Lecturer Lucan on this little jaunt." Clanat nodded toward the window, and by extension the palanquin that carried Lucan and Madene. "He's here because it was his think-tank that determined the most efficient way to traverse the desert of central Skrea. It's by air,"

Istain blinked. "You want me to fly to Skrea?"

"Don't be stupid, of course not," said Clanat. "You'll be hang-gliding. Warrior Maidens will get you up into the air, and then you'll use thermals to keep you there." 


"Right," said Istain, "cause I know all about gliding." 


"Don't worry, you'll learn. But it has to be you, because nobody else will be able to tell the flying monsters that you're best buddies with their evil god-king. Get it?" Ahem," the military academician shifted back into formal gear with an almost audible clunk, "it is, however, both my opinion and that of my colleagues and learned superiors, that you, Fellow-Enlistedman Scander, are the only person who can successfully penetrate the Skrean border without fatal mishap."

Istain squinted at him for a moment before the meaning of that sunk in. "You can train me to hang-glide, but you can't train anyone else to be buddies with the evil god-king and not get ripped apart by monsters, my right? And if the monsters don't listen?" 


Clanat shrugged. "If that doesn't work, you'll shoot them. We're giving you a rifle and a repeating pistol. Both state of the art, and extremely expensive. We'd appreciate it if you brought them back to us in functional condition." He gave Istain a flat stare. "Got all that?" 


"Are you out of your gibbering mind?" Istain said "I mean, gliders? Shooting monsters? Striking...striking war against the striking Kingdoms of Evil? I thought...I mean," Istain looked helplessly at the set expression of the Proctor---his boss, Truth help him!---and grasped at straws. "Isn't war with Skrea supposed to be against the Covenant?" 


Clanat raised an eyebrow. "The Covenant? Really?" 


Istain threw up his hands. "Well I thought we were supposed to leave them alone and just sort of...look at them? Because "only in the darkness can you see light?" Or something? Anyway, to see what Evil looks like so we can be Good. I'm pretty sure we covered this in high school." 


"Do you honestly believe that our entire body of government policy is based on not being like the guys next door?" 


"M-uh-uh," Istain shrugged. "I don't know anything about the way the government works. You should be talking to Freetrick." 


The Proctor smiled. "That, rookie, is the funniest thing you've said all day."


***

"Sweet True words. This is Skrea?" 


Hot, sulfurous wind slipped over Freetrick's newly white hair as he looked over the edge of his balcony at the serrated buildings below. Brooding towers and cyclopean monoliths and clustered along canals of what looked like glowing magma, stretching into hazy darkness. 


"That is the Necropolis, the city which abases itself at the feet of Castle Clouds-Gather, if the Menacer of Children would refrain from castrating his servant for the correction," Mr. Skree clung like a huge and pale lizard to the sheer wall next to Freetrick, "And beyond the city, the Bleaklands, of which his Viciousness has a particularly sinister view." 


The Bleaklands? Freetrick ran hands through his hair. The newly bleached skin of his scalp was itching and sweating in the warm, electrically charged air. Even thought it was…night? "Why is it so dark?" Freetrick asked, " Shouldn't it be like 10 or 11 in the morning?" 


"My lord," said Bloodbyrn, "of course the sunlight cannot penetrate the mantel of the Maelstrom." 


"The Maelstrom?" Freetrick had always thought the Maelstrom, the Storm of Skrea, was a metaphor, or wildly-inflated propaganda from one side of the war or the other. But now, squinting up through his new glasses, Freetrick could see the lowering thunderheads. 


"Lo, the peoples of the world despair," Mr. Skree's voice creaked like the hinges on an iron maiden. "About the hub of the thirteen-pinnacled tower of Castle Clouds-Gather, the storm-wheel of the Maelstrom spins, grinding torment unending upon the souls of all those who toil beneath its vast shadow. For Clouds-Gatherer is at the heart of the Shadow of the Ultimate Fiend. And the Maelstrom is the shadow of---" 


"It is a large storm cloud, my lord," Bloodbyrn said. "Is that not evident to all of our senses? Now, I should like to proceed with my program, if I may. Mr. Skree I believe my first task for you is to bring forth a sacrifice for the demonstration."

"Very good, lady," said Mr. Skree. "Your cruel whim shall soon bear its bitter fruit at the hands of your servant." 


Freetrick took a step back, ignoring the wet-leather slap as Mr. Skree dove into the perpetual night beyond the balcony. Overhead, spurts of lightning cast monstrous shadows onto the clouds. Watching, Freetrick realized he could actually see the enormous, impossible weather pattern moving above them in slow, concentric circles. And at the center of those circles…

As the association clicked into place, lightning flicked across the eye of the storm. Once, twice, and then an arc of blinding light stretched across the black hole in the clouds. For a moment, Freetrick saw an immense, slitted pupil. The eye seemed to swing toward him, filled with actinic rage. It blinked—

Freetrick gasped and looked away. 


Bloodbyrn was smirking at him. "Behold the power of my lord's heritage."

"Yeah, it's…great," stammered Freetrick. He jerked a thumb at the lowering storm. "Is the weather always this…evil?"

"It is," said Bloodbyrn. "The Maelstrom has been the eternal mark of Skrea since the days of Skreon the Worst." A land of perpetual darkness? It was ridiculous, impossible, and yet here he was, looking at the dark, striking sterile desert with his own transformed eyes.

Freetrick shuddered. "Is it like that over the entire country?" 


"Like what, my lord?" Bloodbyrn said.

"I mean," said Freetrick, "are there any plants or animals or anything in the Kingdoms of Evil, or is it just desert everywhere?"

"Oh, by no means." Bloodbyrn walked across the balcony and gestured at one part of the invisible horizon. "There exists vegetation in abundance in the swamps of Sangboire, my own nation. And oh, how horrible those swamps are, my lord, with their slime and their snakes, their delightful malarial vapors, their humidity, which so tenderly strangles one." She sighed, "Which is far indeed from the parching air of this volcanic shaft you Skreans call home." 


Volcano? But of course the Castle would be built on top of a volcano. That explained the sulfurous stench. "Wait," he said, "if everything in the Kingdoms of Evil is either barren wasteland or toxic swamp, how do the people here feed themselves?" 


"People? Does my lord perhaps refer to the human residents of Castle Clouds-Gather" Bloodbyrn looked puzzled. "For, trouble yourself not, my lord, we feast most splendidly upon the meat of the monsters." 


Freetrick gaped. "The..." 


"Monsters, yes." 


"Monsters like Mr. Skree?" 


Bloodbyrn raised an eyebrow. "My lord's tastes are most deviant. Though perhaps with sufficient tenderization..." 


"No no!" Freetrick held up his hands, "I mean, what kind of monsters?" 


"Oh, any kind at all," Bloodbyrn assured him, "and if there are none that fit my lord's preferences, he can always call upon the Life-twisters to manufacture more." 


That didn't make sense. "But then, what do the monsters eat?"

"Humorous question, my lord. Each other, my lord," said Bloodbyrn. "Ah, I see Mr. Skree has finally arrived."

An enormous bat-like shadow fell over them and Mr. Skree's wings belled outward as he braked in the air. 


"Shall we begin the demonstration?" Bloodbyrn held out her hand and a small object plopped into it. "If my lord has sufficiently exercised his jocularity for the nonce?" 


Freetrick looked back at Bloodbyrn, who was holding out something that wriggled, pebbly black and orange. Freetrick made out a disturbingly human grin on a squashed-in lizard face. 


Bloodbyrn held the lizard out to Freetrick. "Observe now the subject of our demonstration."

She clearly expected him to do something, but Freetrick was convinced he wanted nothing at all to do with any practice that involved creatures as ugly as that one. "Yuck." 


"Oh, My lord should not bestir his squeamishness in such fashion; likely this lizard cannot even speak."

Before Freetrick could express his feelings on the matter more completely, Bloodbyrn grabbed his shoulder and yanked. She swung both of them around until the red light from the open door was to their backs. "Now, my lord will maintain that position."

"Whatsoever the shadow of the Lord of Shadows touches…" she bent and placed the lizard on the ground in front of Freetrick's iron-clad boots. It hissed, then curled up on the warm stones. "Now hold yourself still, my lord, and attend." 


"Attend what?" 


Bloodbyrn shook her head. "My lord is Skrean, his is the power over death. However, I am Sangboise. I pray not to the First God, but to the God of Blood, and the powers I receive thereby are my lord's...to command."

A wicked little smile curved Bloodbyrn's black-painted lips. "My lord will be pleased to observe."

"Uh," said Freetrick, but before he could formulate a sentence, Bloodbyrn flicked a pale wrist and a knife appeared in her hand. 


"Is my lord interested? I doubt my lord has seen so fine an athame." Bloodbyrn swept her hand out toward Freetrick and flicked the instrument up between thumb and forefinger. Freetrick found himself staring, cross-eyed, at a little dagger. It was carved from a black, glass-like stone, as long and broad as his thumb, with a curved slicing edge and a sharp stabbing point. The handle held in Bloodbyrn's steel-clad fingers glinted silver in light from his office. 


"I suppose the Rationalists do not carry them? Athames are most useful implements in the working of the blood-magic of Sangboire." She twirled the athame in her right hand, looking at the back of her left hand with disturbing calculation. "Now, an incision at the...well, the head of the cephalic vein would be the traditional place to begin a demonstration, but" she rotated her hand to its palm faced upwards, "I believe the thenar venous plexus would be more appropriate. Accessible, but erotic. Does my lord disagree?" 


"No?" 


"Do not back away from that spot, my lord. Keep the lizard in your shadow. Now, thus," said Bloodbyrn, "the incision." With a tiny, deft movement, she slipped the little black blade over the ball of her thumb. 


Freetrick sucked in breath, but Bloodbyrn's expression did not change as a line of red drops appeared on her pale skin. 


"The god of Sangboire is the Master of Blood," she explained as the drops grew, merged, and became a tiny rivulet that flowed between the delicate fold of skin between the base of the thumb and the palm. "And He grants His worshippers control over the life fluid that springs from their bodies. An incision with an athame releases the fluid into the air where the effects of Blood-magic can be keenly observed. See now, my lord." 


Bloodbyrn tipped her hand until the blood ran out of its little pool in her palm. A shower of drops fell towards the ground. 


Then stopped. 


The spray of blood hung in the air for a moment the coalesced into a single drop. Large and round as a marble, it hung in the air under Bloodbyrn's outspread left hand. "My lord can see the extent of my control." She lifted that hand, and with a pulse of light and heat, the wound in her palm closed. "I can maintain it over distances…" the blood drop whizzed suddenly through the air with a sound like an angry bee, shooting past Freetrick. "…and in a diversity of forms." There was another buzz and the blood drop sprang back toward its mistress. As Freetrick watched, the sphere burst into perhaps a dozen smaller drops, each of which began a separate orbit around Bloodbyrn's body. 


"In combat," Bloodbyrn said, unmoving within the rings of blood, "but a single drop of my life fluid may mingle with that of my opponent, and victory is mine." 


Freetrick blinked. There was suddenly a speck of blood, no larger than a raindrop, hovering in front of his face. 


"I could penetrate your skin," Bloodbyrn's voice was a whisper behind the menacing buzz of the blood drop, "seize control of your blood. Create a clot that could stop your heart, burst your brain, or simply cause paralyzing agony. With a single drop. Like this." 


Freetrick had no time to react as the lethal droplet blurred sideways. He could only follow the blood with his eyes as it shot away from him, then struck the pebbly skin of the lizard Bloodbyrn had placed on the ground in his shadow. The little animal jerked at the impact.

"Wha—" Freetrick began, and then the lizard died.

Freetrick's universe whirled and shrank to a point, held in the shadow under his body. For an endless moment, he floated in sensation. There was a last, sad, hiss, slow, queasy squirming of stubby legs, red blood welling over black stone.

And power.

Freetrick gasped as…something shot from the lizard's body into his. It was not quite hot, not quite bright. It felt…important. Somehow vital. 


Freetrick's hands twitched at his sides. The muscles along his back rolled and jerked. Lightning crackled between his eyelids. The power rushed into him, welled up between his lungs, flared out through his fingers. The air around him darkened and swirled with it, a miniature Maelstrom oozing out of his skin.

The body of the lizard relaxed against the stone surface of the balcony.

Freetrick flung himself backward and leaned, shaking and horror-stricken, against the side of the castle.

Bloodbyrn was smiling at him. "Could you feel it, my lord?" Her voice was soft, but he could see her eyes were wide, her mouth open, hungry. "Yesss," she murmured, "you felt it. The death. Did you not."

Freetrick shivered, hard and uncontrollably. "No."

"You did, my lord. The death is in you. The power of the First God." Bloodbyrn's voice rose. Her bosom heaved. Her hands came up to clutch to hold. "You will be king." She came towards him grinning as madly as her father. "And I, I shall be---"

"No!" Without thinking, Freetrick brought his own hands. He pushed…

"Lord!" Blackness coalesced out of the air between them, coiling around Bloodbyrn and yanking her away from him. With a shout, she fell to her knees and clutched the stone as the misty tentacles tugged her toward the edge of the balcony. 


Freetrick drew in breath to shout for help, and the tentacles evaporated. Bloodbyrn's knees thumped back onto the stone, and she looked up at him. 


For a moment they stared at each other.

"What the hell did you just do?" Freetrick demanded. Black smoke still whisped from his skin.

"I have done nothing, my lord." Bloodbyrn shook her head as she got to her feet. "That was not blood-magic, but…"

"Necromancy," came the whisper from the wall, where Mr. Skree perched.

"The magic of the death." Bloodbyrn stepped farther away from the balcony's edge, toward the door. She looked completely composed, but Bloodbyrn could hardly have failed to realize that Freetrick had just very nearly shoved her off the balcony. "Aha, my lord. Once again we are taught to trust in the Twisted Ways."

Freetrick stared at his hands. There was no sign now of the blackness that had oozed from his fingers. "What was that?" 


Bloodbyrn's self-congratulation stopped. "The magic of the death," she repeated, "From which the Despots of Skrea derive their power."

"Indeed, mighty is his Malevolence," Mr. Skree's rasping voice rattled the screens in their casings.

Freetrick stared at his hands.

"Just so, Mr. Skree." Bloodbyrn sighed, as if relieved of a great weight. 


When Freetrick brought his eyes up, they snagged on the rounded form of the dead lizard. Bloodbyrn made an offering gesture at him, and when Freetrick gasped in disgust, she shrugged and plucked it from the ground. "If you do not require the body, my lord," she said, "I suppose we can dispose of it. Mr. Skree?"

Bloodbyrn tossed the little animal off the balcony. Freetrick glimpsed something black swoop to catch the morsel. 


"So, did my lord not enjoy his, mmmh," she smirked, "first experience?"

"No." Freetrick forced through numb lips. But he had. He remembered the feeling, the power that had filled him, had whirled up through him on its way to somewhere. He knew that he had felt the death of that animal.

And he knew he wanted to feel it again. 






Chapter the Fifth


In which the Ultimate Fiend accepts his Fate

 



 Zathara Nashta seSuyamuan did not let the orgasm come until the boy was finished. It took a great deal of self-control. After all, Zathara hadn't had sex in weeks. But the old habits came back. 

 Zathara grinned in the darkness within her rickshaw. She stretched her arms over her head. Sweat rolled down her ribs. The boy's fingers dug into her ass. 

 He had figured out quickly that Zathara liked slow, deep movements. A tactical mistake on her part. But it felt good when he arched his back and his hips lifted them both off the futon. Kind of the rickshaw operators to provide it.

 Zathara leaned over him. Her breasts settled against his chest. She parted her swollen lips and moaned softly for him. And he gave himself to her. 

 Oh, but to see that submission. That release of his control, his body, his esteem for her. She was a goddess in his eyes. Under his hands. Around his cock. And she let her own climax come.

 It was good. But not as good as the power that flowed into her. Love-Magic. 


This, boys and girls, is why there is no nation better than the Nation of Love. Zathara stretched on top of the boy. His esteem filled her like burning honey. And Zathara came again. 

 "Oh, thank you." Zathara rolled off her conquest and straightened inside the rickshaw. It was a medium-sized model. A room of wood large enough for two people to lie down, dragged by a team of two. Who had hopefully enjoyed the performance. 

 "I thought you'd be easier." His expression was somewhere between grin and scowl. He knew he should be angry. But he can't seem to feel that emotion, can he? Boys never play the game of esteem very well, boys and girls. 


 "Here's some free advice." Zathara leaned down over his waist. She bent far enough so that her nipples indented against his thighs. His penis twitched. "Not every new arrival to Pranyapura is a naive country girl. Next time make sure…" she translated the Rationalist idiom "that you haven't bitten off more than you can chew." Then she kissed him there. And expended a small amount of esteem. 

 The penis jumped back up. It was as if he had not just spent himself in her. 

 "Bitch," he groaned. And more esteem flowed from him. 

 She laughed. She invested a small expenditure of her newly acquired esteem. Her red body wrap unreeled itself from the floor and twined over her body. "Well, I'm sure I'm keeping you from your work. Feel free to brag about me, though. My name is---" 

 "Zathara Nashta seSuyamuan."

 Zathara lifted herself off the boy and called out to the person standing outside the rickshaw. "Oh. Hello, Daddy." 

 She knew exactly how her father would cast himself. And yes, by the time they had dressed and opened the door, there he stood. He was a tall man. As all Love-wielder nobles are tall, boys and girls. Natural selection. His clothes were ostentatious in shades of yellow and red. His face was strong-featured, bearded, composed into lines that suggested wisdom and wit, cynicism. And just enough cruelty to be taken seriously in Pranyapura. "Who are you?"

 "Mithro," said the boy, "son of Ashvito."

 Nashtang Harsho seSuyamuan stroked the mustache of his well-trimmed beard. "Hello, Mithro, son of Ashvito." 

 Behind Nashtang, the family palanquin rose against the pale buildings of Pranyapura like a gold-and-ochre fortress. The sigil of House Suyamuan shone on its forward face. The sigil was as big across as a man, blinding gold. The muscles of the eight bearers bulged and glistened. Flower chains and aromatic censors swung. Four family guardsmen shook out plumed helmets and threw their capes to reveal their glittering swords. And Zathara's father made a minute bow. 

 "Goodbye, Mithro, son of Ashvito," said Nashtang. 

 "M… my lord." Mithro bowed as deep as he could. Then he nearly ran to get away. Some of his clothing he carried in his arms. The rest he left behind in the rickshaw.

 Zathara watched him go. "Daddy," she said, "that was hardly fair." And she jumped into his embrace. 

 "Us old men have to take esteem where we can find it, love. Welcome home, Zathara," said Nashtang Harsho seSuyamuan. "Oh, my daughter, I have missed you." 

 "I missed you too, daddy." Zathara felt the esteem flow from her to her father, then back again. 

 "How have the Rationalists been treating you?" Nashtang held his daughter's at arms' length and examined her. "Well enough, it seems. You look fabulous." 

 Zathara smiled back at her father. "Reflected glow, Daddy. I'm just happy to be back home." 

 A new voice, soft and precise, called out from the peak of the palanquin. "Then returns suit you. You must remember to make them more often." Zathara looked up at the palanquin resting on the paving stones of the plaza. Her mother was barely visible at the top of the tower. 

 Neeshthura Angaplava seSuyamuan patted the cushion across from herself. "Come sit with me, Zathara. Tell us about your journey." 

 Zathara stepped onto palanquin's little ladder. Her eyes ran over the intricately pattered cloth of the exterior, the polished and gilded beams extending out from the frame, hung with lanterns, censors, flowers. Cloth sunflowers nodded from the corners of canopy that covered the four-person seating compartment. And emblazoned on each side of the palanquin was the crest of House Suyamuga: a gold sunflower on an orange field with the motto: Turn toward Me. 

 There was a moment of culture shock. An odd doubling of vision. To a Rationalist, the palanquin would look ridiculous. A carnival float. Ostentation, pointless and crass. 


But remember, boys and girls. Among the Love Wielders, image matters more than anything. The people down there are our people, and they must know it. Yes, a Rationalist transport sphere could move us faster, but would the common people gaze at us in such awe if we looked like everyone else? 


 Zathara arrived at the peak of the conveyance and parted the gauzy, ridiculously expensive silk curtains. The scents of home billowed out: chocolate, chilies, tobacco, sage, Mother's perfume. A Love-wielder palanquin might progress slowly, boys and girls but it progresses with infinitely more majesty. Below them, the four guardsmen called out the order: "and…heave!" 

 The eight bearers heaved. They rocked, steadied, began to move. 

 Chains of bells jingled, sunflowers nodded toward each of the four directions. Smoking censors swept the air with hallucinogenic fumes. And under it all, a team of muscular men carried them down the boulevard. 


Now there is one reason to enjoy The Nation of Love, boys and girls. Or just girls, Madene. Zathara admired the muscles straining under shaved and oiled skins the color of mahogany. Those arms as thick around as my thighs, she thought, and yet, here I sit on top of them. And they thank me for the honor. That thought would not have occurred before her education in The Rationalist Union. So we see how physical strength matches against guile and intelligence. But that thought was pure Love-wielder. 

 Below them, on the streets of Pranyapura, bright white parasols and canopies shaded nobles and merchant princes in their wraps
of orange, green, blue. All flickered under the impossible purple of jacaranda blossoms. Above, the white and blue plaster geometries of the city spread out or reached up in graceful domes and arches. Beautiful men and women lounged on sedan chairs or in parked rickshaws, laughed at street-side cafes, proclaimed their joy or advertised for goods and services from out-jutting balconies and public address towers. 

 "Zathara?" 

 Zathara turned toward her mother. Her head swam a little. I guess I have lost some of my tolerance to sage and tobacco. "Yes, Mother?"

 Neeshthura's tall, slender form rocked in the dimness under the canopy. Hands and face long and regally pale, Love-wielder-curved breasts bound under a loose matronly fold of gold body-wrap.



 "So, Zathara." She asked "What do you have to tell us about college?" 

 Zathara did not wince. But she really wanted to. Don't be deceived boys and girls. They aren't asking about school. We've had this conversation before. "It's all in the reports I sent to you," she said evenly. 

 "Is that the case?" Nashtang raised an eyebrow. "Then I think your mother and I have reason to be concerned." 

 Esteem flowed out of her. 

 "Control your expression, Zathara," Neeshthura said. "We are only worried about you. After your performance at here in the Nation of Love after your Coming Out, I expected you would have suborned the Rationalist Dean by this time." 

 Zathara exercised control as her mother continued "and your letters tell us you have not yet seduced a professor, let alone a member of the administration. Why have you not found any useful lovers at school? " 

 "Zathara," said Nashtang, "This is not only about politics. It's not healthy to be so devoid of human contact." 

 "Sex is not the only kind of human contact, Daddy," Zathara spoke calmly but inside she wanted the shriek. Haven't I explained this to you in my letters? Why do we have to have this conversation every time we talk to each other? The problem with Love-Magic was that esteem-worthiness depended entirely on the opinions of the audience. I'm losing esteem in The Nation of Love for doing the things that collect esteem in the RU. 


 "Daddy," said Zathara, "I have in the past two years sent you five designs for Universal Science devices that will revolutionize communication, transportation, cryptography, agriculture, war. You know I'm doing my job." 

 Zathara had spoken to her father. But it was her mother who answered, "Your job as first female child of our union is to strengthen House Suyamuga. Merchant schemes are all well and good," Neeshthura sliced off a sliver of her husband's esteem, "But your father and I are concerned you might be neglecting other areas. Areas that are of utmost importance to your future." 


Those would be the areas between my knees and my collar? Zathara thought bitterly. No, this is not the place for sarcasm. 


 Zathara looked out the palanquin's curtains. They were making their way down Glory Boulevard. So below her were crowds of jostling pedestrians. Couriers, ships-boys, apprentices, salesmen, streetwalking priestesses, Austerist senators. All living their lives away from their meddling ignorant parents. "I haven't been neglecting my social skills, Mother." 

 "Truly?" said Neeshthura, "then why no seductions, Zathara? A seSuyamuan who cannot turn sex to her advantage—" 

 Nashtang raised a hand, "Let the girl speak, Neeshthura." Don't mistake that for tenderness, boys and girls. That was a point against his wife, not a point for his daughter. He looked at Zathara, "I'm sure she has a good explanation." 


As a matter of fact, father, I do, Zathara thought with venom. And I have given it in every correspondence and conversation we have had in the past two years. "Mother, Daddy" she said, "believe me when I say that things are different in The Rationalist Union. Too much sex with too many people will lose one respect." I lost too many friends to that misunderstanding. She gritted her teeth again. And I will not let my parents remonstrate me for it. 


 Zathara let her eyes focus out the opposite window. She could see one of the big posters for the new charismatarchal campaign. The doughy, pious face of Sapo the Austerist was as large the palanquin moving past it. And even that sight was preferable to the memory that wanted to tie her bowels into knots. It's one thing to accumulate disdain. But it's another thing entirely to make a fool of yourself for months without even being aware of it. Thank Love that Love-Magic doesn't work in The RU. But her parents still didn't understand.

 Outside, the buildings rolled past. Modern buildings were giving way to gew-gawed Renaissance and monolithic Temple Authority styles. The boulevard widened and branched into wide plazas. There, government spokesmen leaned out of public address towers, preaching the virtues of one charismatarchial candidate or another. "Come! Come! Kneel at the feet of Daro! He is mighty, Daro! He is wise! He will solve all your problems!" 

 "Mistress Mirava knows your troubles. Come to her for the balm to relieve your heart." 

 "Once he was a Brute! But now no more! Gentle Ethrang will tell you how to pull your life out of the gutter and find happiness in the worship of love and beauty!" 

 "Ralama was mistress to three Corporate Council heads! Hear her tell all!" 


 "He's a retired master thief with a dark past, she's a !Quatl spy turned temple prostitute. They fight crime!" 


 Her father spoke the name. "And what did this Freetrick Feend think of you?" 



All right, Zathara though, so all that about me not getting enough sex was just my parents trying to arrive at this subject. "I believe," she said, "that his opinion of me is high." 

 "Of course it is." Nashtang said. "So would you tell us about this boy, Zathara? Is he a good friend?" 


 "You mean," said Zathara, "have I slept with him?" 


 "Have you not?" 


 "I have not, father." 


 "Not because he refused you, I trust?" 


 "No. He never asked." Beneath her bland expression, Zathara permitted herself to grind her molars together. Because she knew, she knew, what Mother would say next. 

 "Is this Freetrick a homosexual? " 


 "No, Mother," Zathara gritted her teeth. "Freetrick isn't gay." 


 "Then why?" pushed Nashtang. 


 "Because things don't work like that in The Rationalist Union." If I could just strangle both of you! 


 Irritatingly, Nashtang made a pass with his hand. He waved the matter away as if it was nothing. "Well. But you could have this Freetrick if you," he raised an eyebrow, "exerted yourself?" 


I will concentrate on the depth of the air in my lungs until I no longer want to slap my father. "Yes." 

 Neeshthura reached across the palanquin and placed a hand on Zathara's knee. 

 "Daughter, are you certain?" 

 "Yes!" Zathara snapped. Then cursed herself. Damn! Damn! I lost control. She hadn't let herself take that tone with her parents since she was old enough to leave the family compound. They would empty her of esteem now. She almost wept. 

 But neither her father nor her mother even seemed to notice. 


 Nashtang's face was serious as stone. 


 "That is good," he said. 


 They were silent for a few moments as the crowd streamed past below them. 


 "Daddy," said Zathara, "You can count on me to help. I'm home now." 


 Nashtang's head abruptly dropped. His hand went in front of his eyes. He stayed that way, head almost between his knees, almost as if…no. Love-wielder men do not cry. 

 "I'm sorry, Zathara," said Nashtang. "Luck has not favored our faction in the government." With shock, Zathara realized esteem was streaming out of him. And into her. "So we must move quickly. And in secret." 

 ***


The Soon-to-be-Ultimate Fiend threw his pen at the wall. It nearly hit the goblin servant, carrying in the evil kitchens' third attempt at breakfast. 



"Okay" Freetrick slapped his hands on his bone desk. "I'm not thinking about this the right way." 



The servant navigated between the wings of Mr. Skree and placed the tray he carried on the Soon-to-be-Ultimate Fiend's desk. He carefully avoided the pages of notes that lay scattered there. If the unfortunate monster had been able to, he would have read: 



A. Poison.





Aa. In the food





Ab. In the water





Ac. In the air





Ad. Spread on my possessions





Ae. On Bloodbyrn's —there was a wiggly, considering line, which resolved into— anywhere





Af. In a dart shot into me—followed by a large X mark and a frowny face. 



Too strkng PARANOID! Read his next notes. Then cannot allow enemies to see. There followed some examples of mirror writing, followed by more X's, more frowny faces, and a series of depressed-looking word-magic runes that would have turned the black stone walls of the office a cheery pale blue if they could have been made to work in Skrea. 



Freetrick looked focused on the more helpful notes. "Don't get killed," he said. "Well, how can I avoid getting killed? Okay." 



"Listen to me?" Bloodbyrn said.


Each of Freetrick's attempts at breakfast had come with a small live animal, like the prize in a box of cereal. This particular meal, the kitchens' the third attempt to find something Freetrick could eat, came with a rat. Bloodbyrn was playing with it. 



 "Find...allies," Freetrick said as he wrote. "Okay, so who has an interest in seeing me stay alive? And who has an interest in seeing me dead? Why do they...want...me...dead?" He made some more notes, then looked up at the goblin servitor. 



"What is it this time?" He lifted the silver dome and looked down suspiciously. Two black pottery bowls stood upon the tray. White powder filled the smaller bowl, and in the larger was what looked like red snot. "Okay," he said, "I'm listening." 



The little servant cleared his throat, "This is a dish from the desert south of Castle Clouds-Gather, Fiend. The chef distilled the sap of the death vine—" Freetrick wondered about that, but decided that if he vetoed every ingredient with the word 'death' in its name he would starve. "—and his Malevolence will notice that the acids barely corrode the bowl." 



"Strike it out!" said Freetrick "Acids? That corrode ceramic? What the striking hell is going to happen to me if I eat that stuff?" 



The waiter quailed. 



"If the Bringer of Destruction will direct his attention to the condiments bowl," Mr. Skree intoned. 



"What, the white powder?" 



"Powdered coral from the southern sea, oh Forge of Malignity, it is to be added to the mash of the death vine." 



"Oh?" The waiter nodded. Freetrick spooned the baking soda into the mash, which began to bubble and fizz like a science fair volcano. He looked down at the rising pink foam. "So now I just eat it?" 



The waiter bowed, "Yes, Malevolence." But as Freetrick lowered the spoon into the bowl, the little scaly creature's eyes popped with horror. "Ma-Malevolence! The rat!" 



Freetrick stopped with the spoon halfway down, "What now?" 



"The rat...Malevolence...breakfast," the waiter looked pleadingly up at Mr. Skree and Bloodbyrn, who dropped the little rodent back into its cage, then stood back with hands clenched behind her back. 



"My lord must kill the small creature before he breaks fast," she said.


"What? No!" said Freetrick. "Can't I just eat in peace?" 



"May this servant be disemboweled slowly for daring to answer the Tempest Lord with anything but immediate and absolute obedience," Mr. Skree said, "but the sacrifice of the creature is an ancient ceremony vital to the health and well-being of the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend." 



That stopped Freetrick long enough for his memory to kick in, and he finally made the connection between the live animals, the dangerous and poisonous things the waiter had tried to feed him, and the lizard thing that Bloodbyrn had killed in front of him on the balcony. Freetrick looked down at the rat in its cage. Well, that solved the poisoning problem. All he had to do was kill something before he ate, and necromancy would take care of the rest. 



Which meant that…oh. Freetrick put his spoon down and slowly turned to look at the servitor quailing by his desk."I could have poisoned myself if you hadn't stopped me." 



"Pride at service swells within the organs of the wretched being who stands before the yawning cavern of villainy that is the Ultimate Fiend," Mr. Skree answered. The little goblin nodded miserably. 



Freetrick looked back at the rat, twitching its nose in its cage. "So…" he said, "what do I…"


Bloodbyrn flourished a pale hand and flicked her athame onto the bone surface of his desk. Freetrick looked at the knife, looked at his fiancée, and then looked at the rat. His stomach rumbled. 



Several minutes later, the food and the rat were gone. But Freetrick was gloomily certain the stains on his white desk would never go away. "Mr. Skree, I'm going to have to kill something at the beginning of every meal forever, aren't I?" He had not done a good job with the rat, but the servant had cheerfully eaten the remains anyway. 



"If the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend wishes to denature the poisons that have been added to his food, certainly," replied his chamberlain. 



Freetrick waved a hand at his notes. "I don't suppose I can make people stop poisoning my food, could I?" 



Bloodbyrn stifled a snort of laughter with a handkerchief of black lace. 



"I see." Freetrick peered at his list. "I've been thinking about this wrong," he said eventually. "What I need to do is prevent people from wanting to kill me. How can I do that?" 



"I have several, extremely specific directions," said Bloodbyrn brightly. 



"Ha ha, but I don't suppose you feel at all like being useful?" Freetrick stared at her. "For example, what can you tell me about the Skrean government?" 



There was silence, punctuated by a glottal clicking from Mr. Skree, which Freetrick interpreted as the vampire equivalent of a "well…um…" It sounded like a skeleton rapping its knuckles on damp leather. 



Finally, Bloodbyrn sighed. "I must admit I am unsure what my lord means." 



"How does the government work?" asked Freetrick. "Who makes the decisions?" 



"You, my lord," said Bloodbyrn, "obviously." 



"And how do I enforce them?" 



"With fear," said Bloodbyrn, "and blood, and death." 



"Nicely put, Dark Lady" wheezed Mr. Skree. 



"So…I terrify people into doing what I say." Freetrick said. "And if they disagree with me they…" 



"Attempt to kill you, my lord." 



"…attempt to kill me, of course." Freetrick drummed his fingers on his desk. "So who can I trust to advise me?" 



He waited. " …Guys?" 



Mr. Skree stared blankly into space, while Bloodbyrn peered at him as if searching for dents in his skull, drool, and other indications of idiocy. 



"Fine. Thank you. I get it. So I'm the king of the kingdoms of evil, ruling the entire populace personally? So what do the other people in the castle do? I mean, aside from plot my assassination." 



"Oh, the court of Castle Clouds-Gather do a great deal." Bloodbyrn sounded slightly affronted. As well she should be, Freetrick thought, since she could probably plan his assassination over breakfast and carry it out before lunch. More likely as lunch. "Those of lower rank, of course, plot to eliminate their superiors, while those above seek to destroy any too-ambitious underlings…" she waved a hand vaguely, "and so forth. Let me see. Then there are those who foster false hope among the slaves, those who cut apart living creatures, those who cut apart themselves…Yes, lord, we keep ourselves quite busy." 



Freetrick swallowed. "What I…meant to ask is: do any of the courtiers govern anything? For example," he said, when Bloodbyrn made no response, "who makes sure food gets to the castle? Who commands the army? Who collects taxes, or makes sure the castle doesn't fall apart? Who runs the country?" 



"Ah…The Shaper of Cruelties refers, perhaps, to the Cabinet of Horrors?" Mr. Skree ventured in a voice like nails scraped across the floor of the tomb. 



"Okay?" Freetrick snatched up his pen and brought it to the parchment. "The what again?" 



"The Cabinet of Horrors performs many of those tasks the Malevolence mentioned." Mr. Skree's face was even less expressive than usual, which shouldn't have been physically possible. 



"So I should talk to them?" asked Freetrick. 



"Oh no, my lord," Bloodbyrn said, aghast, "What respect does the Cabinet of Horrors command? None, my lord; The Dark Synod, the Council of Villainy, even the Homicidiary spit upon them as they pass in the Vile Halls." Her little mouth drew into an even tighter bow with disgust. "They are nothing but Higher Monstrosities." 



Freetrick, his mind grappling with what sounded like four evil governing bodies, said "Huh?" 



Mr. Skree coughed, "Render not this pitiful bag of offal into homogenized syrup for daring to suggest the black attentions of the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend are not entirely appropriately placed, but the Dark Lady DeMacabre is essentially correct in her distain, as she is in all things." 



Bloodbyrn sniffed. 



"The Cabinet of Horrors is indeed unworthy and spat upon from all directions," said Mr. Skree, "but the Higher Monstrosities perform those tasks his Malevolence mentioned, scurrying under the spiked boots of the human court like foul insects." 



"Monsters? Just how many of them are there?" 



Mr. Skree cleared his throat with the sound of a manatee sucking mud out of a coconut. Freetrick knew he was about to hear another frightening bit of Skrean trivia. "If this worthless pustule may, Malevolence. Many Dark Lords have attempted to twist the working of nature to their nefarious wills. A few have succeeded, and have proved crafty and fierce indeed. Those creations that survived have bred, and few breeds have proved…fecund, Malevolence."


"Maybe it would be easier to ask what percentage of the population of my country is actually…um…human," said Freetrick. 



Mr. Skree thought for a moment. "There is the royal family, inner and outer, Malevolence. That is twice thirteen. And of course the courtiers and hostages from the various ruling houses and tribes of sSt'tdrakh and Sangboire pay their homage to the skull throne by dint of their never-ending cruelty…" 



"There are Sangboise merchants and slave-drivers, as well," supplied Bloodbyrn. 



"And various miscellaneous prisoners from other lands," finished Mr. Skree. "Although this shambling heap of filth should mention that this population is transient." 



"And all this would make, what, two hundred people?" said Freetrick. "What about in the country-side? The peasants." 



Mr. Skree cleared his throat, "The terrible ancestors of his Malevolence have long held an interest in creatures that subsist only on human life. My own kind, for example, has been relatively successful, though most broods die out after a few generations." Freetrick detected a shimmer of pride there. "The bile-drinkers, for example, are surely extinct, despite reports of sightings in Sangboire" 



Bile-drinkers? "Who…who thought that was a good idea?" asked Freetrick. 



"The bile-drinkers were, I believe, a creation of his Malevolence's horrifically honored ancestor Tehrborg, father of Wrothborg, may the blood on his hands never dry, along with many other famous breeds." Mr. Skree clicked his toe-nails on the ceiling. "Some, such as the fat-worms, the Kaimeera, and the crabs-with-skin, of course, are still extant. In addition are the numberless Higher Monstrosities: ogres and lizard-men, goblins, ghasts, wendigos, war-things…"


"Enough," Bloodbyrn waved a hand at the wheezing secritary, " I am sure my lord can have a list made." 



Freetrick fought for clarity. "And those monsters have…replaced the peasants?" 



"A most novel way of phrasing the matter, Malevolence." 



"And they live in a black desert," said Freetrick. "What do they eat? 


"The Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend would find some cruel delight in knowing that most of those doomed to live under the shadow of the Ultimate Fiend depend upon raids of the sun-drenched Do-Gooder nations to the west."

Skrean raids were the stuff of history, and current news broadcasts. But he had never imagined that the monsters being slaughtered by Naobelites in the mountains were trying to save themselves from starvation. And why? All because of the Skrean patron god's abysmal taste in interior decorating? "True words, why?" Freetrick exploded. "Why are the Skreans doing this to their own population?" 



"Oh, my lord is droll indeed," Bloodbyrn laughed. Then, when her eyes met his, "pardon? My lord is...no, my lord did not mean that question seriously." 



"I striking well am!" Freetrick said, "how does it make sense to turn some of your peasants into monsters to eat the other peasants?" 



"Of course it, as my lord puts it, 'makes sense.'" Bloodbyrn responded. "The policies we have discussed, and many others, are designed to extract the maximum suffering from the population. 'All your works we shall oppose.'" 



"But---" 



"My lord," she interrupted, "you are not in The Rationalist Union, ruled by the Good half of the Covenant, you are in Skrea, ruled by the Evil half. And it is the sacred responsibility of the rulers of Skrea, of which you are one, my lord, to see that Evil continues to hold sway over this nation." 



"But nobody in The RU cares about the struck-out Covenant!" Freetrick protested. 



"That means only," Bloodbyrn grinned, "that we are winning." 



Freetrick rested his forehead against his desk. 



They expected him to rule a country of monsters. He would have to work constantly to keep both the general population and his own advisers so terrified that they wouldn't try to murder him in his sleep. And if Bloodbyrn and Mr. Skree were any indication, the inhabitants of the Kingdoms of Evil practiced terror and murder like people back in The RU practiced crossword puzzles. And it wasn't enough just to keep the aristocracy from killing him; Freetrick would be just as dead if the RU figured out how weak Skrea really was and sent an army to remove the annoyance. Or, hell if they just improved defenses along the eastern borders, Freetrick would just starve along with everyone else in Skrea. 



Freetrick could still feel the tingle of necromancy in the air, and above him, past the walls and the bones of the volcano, the Eye of the Maelstrom waited for him to look into it again. There was no use trying to deny it now, he was the Despot of Skrea, and Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil, feared by his million minions, minus the two who had actually met him. 



A lot depended on his ability to make a good impression to the rest of his people, Freetrick realized. Alright, a bad impression. 



"Mr. Skree," Freetrick said, "I have tasks that need accomplishing." 



"Fiend?" 



Freetrick looked down at his notes. "I need someone to take me on a tour of the castle. I will also want to put together some kind of contingent of bodyguards." 



"Fiend." 



Freetrick took that for a 'yes' and made a check mark next to EXPLORE THE CASTLE on his list. "And while I'm walking, I want someone knowledgeable to accompany me to explain what I'm seeing, and someone to start telling me about necromancy. I will have to schedule lessons in necromancy, Mr. Skree." 



"Quite, Malevolence." 



Bloodbyrn was tapping her foot, but Freetrick ignored her. 



Freetrick nodded, "Then I want you to schedule a meeting of the ministers of the Skrean government, I want to meet everyone who holds high office and is currently in the castle. And I would like to have that meeting tonight, before dinner. Would that be possible?" 



Bloodbyrn snorted. 



Mr. Skree stared coolly down at him, "may this slobbering reprobate be torn apart by tectonic forces, Fiend, but some eventualities cannot come to pass, even at the behest of the most terrible of overlords." 



"Mr. Skree, why can't I call a meeting of ministers?" 



"Oh Fiend," pronounced Mr. Skree, like the ringing of the bells of doom, "may this miserable wretch be riven asunder by termites, may he be crushed under an infinite pile of a tannery's refuse, but only the crowned Ultimate Fiend may command a meeting of the subjects, those ground beneath the heal of his obsidian—" 



"My lord---" Bloodbyrn began, then stopped as she saw Freetrick's face. 



He narrowed his eyes at Mr. Skree. "I'm not the Ultimate Fiend yet, am I?" 



Mr. Skree wheezed, "May this shambling putrescence dare to repeat himself, only the crowned Ultimate Fiend may command a meeting of the subjects, those commanded by the awesome power and fear of the Skull Throne, those whose very hearts clench to see—" 



"I haven't been coronated!" Freetrick was feeling less and less bad about interrupting his two advisors. "Mr. Skree, Bloodbyrn, when the hell was that supposed to happen?" 



"Tomorrow, my lord," Bloodbyrn hissed, expression furious. 



"But I thought," Freetrick said slowly, "I thought my wedding was supposed to be tonight." 



"Tonight, oh Supreme Minister of phobias great and small," Mr. Skree agreed, "when comets burnish the moon beyond the Maelstrom and the constellations of hell glow most brightly, the Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil was to be joined in most unholy matrimony with his first concubine, Her Vileness the Dark Lady Bloodbyrn." 



Mr. Skree actually paused on his own initiative, which threw Freetrick off his stride. There was an awkward moment before he translated the last verse of the vampire's recitation. 



"But I called off the marriage! Un-marriage." 



"Indeed, oh Eminent Monster. Though foretold it was in the ancient tomes of sleeping darkness—" 



"Strike it out! You were going to marry me and then crown me?" Freetrick stood and glared at Bloodbyrn, who returned his look without expression. "So what, before I'm king I'm your husband? Or…stricken nonsense, your dad's son-in-law! That's why that old psychopath was so pissed when I told him I'd postponed the un-wedding, wasn't he? Oh hell." Freetrick sank back into his chair. 



"The Underminer of Virtue grasps the situation with a bladed fist." What emotion colored the vampire's voice? 



Freetrick looked up. Mr. Skree's right eyebrow might have risen the barest millimeter. Bloodbyrn looked like she was preparing to kill or be killed. 



"Mr. Skree," he said, "what would happen if I demanded that the coronation take place tonight, instead of the un-wedding? I mean, the stars are apparently especially wicked tonight, and everything." 



"Most wicked, Malevolence." 



"So if I did order the coronation, would that, like, piss off a lot of people?" 



He looked at Bloodbyrn, who now raised her eyebrows, and smiled. "My lord is of course the focus of all hatred in the world, already," 



"Oh. All right then, so they won't be any more inclined to kill me then they already are?" 



"The Master of Madness may alter their time-tables or suggest possible methods, but little will affect the motivations of the world's most evil minds, Malevolence." Mr. Skree replied. 



"I see. Okay. In that case, first the tour of the castle, then get me ready for the coronation. It will take place tonight." 



Freetrick glanced at Bloodbyrn again, who said, "My lord is exceptionally subtle. Perhaps our relationship may offer me some entertainment after all. I am sure we shall meet again later this day." 



The careful way she closed the door to his office, made it clear how very much she wanted to slam it. 



Freetrick looked at his hands, knuckles white as he gripped the table. He had to move forward. "Can you do this, Mr. Skree?" 



Mr. Skree bobbed, "all things are possible when demanded by the Conductor of Devilment." 



"Excellent." Freetrick looked at his parchment. "And get this room stocked with some more writing materials." He would have to write a new list, unless he figured out how to erase things written on parchment. 



"I obey, Fiend." 



"I expect to see my escort in thirty minutes," said Freetrick. There would be no time to relax. He needed to move fast if he was going to get ahead of…oh yeah. A smile spread across Freetrick's lips. "Mr. Skree?" 



The vampire had not moved, "Fiend?" 



"Please inform the Duke DeMacabre that I have requested that he lead me around the castle. I am sure there is a lot he can tell me, from half an hour from now until the final preparations for the coronation. Tell him I'm looking forward to his personal instruction." Ha! Let the creepy old man scheme behind Freetrick's back when he was playing tour-guide. There. 



"Of course, Malevolence." 



"That is all, Mr. Skree." Freetrick did not look up as Mr. Skree scuttled across the ceiling and left the room. He had grabbed another sheet of parchment and began writing more notes to himself. For the first time in days, he actually felt optimistic. And he was actually looking forward to the rest of the day. 



But first, the list. He had a lot of plans to get in order, and a lot of details to remember. Humming, Freetrick dipped his pen again, and began jotting notations around his most recent list. 



GET CROWNED! It said. 


 ***

 Outside Zathara's window, the streets were filled with people. But they were all commoners. She could feel the trickle of their esteem as the Palanquin moved through their ranks. Some were still impressed by ostentation. Others, however, glared at the well-oiled muscles of the palanquin bearers, the bright swords of the guardsmen. Currents of esteem eddied around them. But it feels, on balance, as if the tide is going out, boys and girls. "We're not going home?" Zathara asked. 

 "No," said Nashtang. "To the wharfs. Then one of my warehouses. Then you and I will make our way to the border." 

 "What—?" 

 "Zathara," Neeshthura severed her daughter's question with a word and a gesture. "Have patience. There are some things you must tell us before we separate." 

 "For example," said Nashtang. His voice was serious. "We need to know about your friend Freetrick." 

 So Zathara swallowed her impatience and confusion. And she talked. She talked until she had dredged up every detail she could remember. About Freetrick's upbringing in a Rationalist orphanage. An institution run by The Rationalist Union's governing academia. "He is almost a personification of the Rationalist ideology," she said. "We live by understanding how the world works and using that knowledge to our advantage. Praying to the gods is a means to an end." She had to pause a moment. Outside, the businesses and town-houses outside began to give way to tenement housing and beer gardens. The air took on the reek of dead fish. 

 Nashtang looked thoughtful. Neeshthura looked taken aback. "Surely you have…I mean, without religion, how can they tell Good from Evil?" 

 "I…don't know," Zathara thought back to her conversations with Freetrick. Her observations of other Rationalists. "They believe that being generally kind to other people is a good idea. A rational choice. They just sort of…trust each other." 

 "And this would be a new change in culture, right?" Nashtang's voice was low and hard. He was exited. "This…this secular humanism must be a product of the new generation. Because this is the generation that has looked at Skrea and asked itself 'why do we allow this?'" He looked soberly at Zathara, "And now your friend Freetrick has become the enemy's new king." 


Aha. I believe I am about to be given a mission, boys and girls. "What have you heard, Daddy?" 

 "Clever Zathara. I received a correspondence," sighed Nashtang, "only a few hours before you arrived in Pranyapura. A letter from my contact in the Rationalist government. A request to move men and 'materiel of a technical nature' through our House's north-eastern holdings. They want us to watch them demonstrate their new toys." 

 "But as soon as they cross the mountains, they will lose their word-magic," said mother. "Even with Universal Science, I personally I find it hard to believe that they can hope to compete against Skreans in Skrea." 

 "That's what they're trying to prove." Zathara realized the truth as she spoke it. "To themselves as well as to their neighbors. Remember that the Rationalist Union, is ruled by academicians. This entire invasion is an experiment." Zathara looked at her father. "What are they offering us if we participate?" 

 Nashtang shrugged. "An offer of payment for Love-Wielder mercenaries. Monetary, spoil, or land. House Suyamuan gets first bid." 

 "Land?" 

 Nashtang chuckled. "Don't withhold esteem from Zahtrapura's cleverest merchant prince. I think we could get a nicely-sized Duchy for this. That would be the least the Rationalists could expect to pay, especially since we are the only coastal nation to resist the last Skrean invasion." 


People as ugly and grim as the Skreans have stood no chance against Love-wielder charisma, boys and girls. Zathara smiled as she glanced at the seagulls and advertisers crying outside. 

 "What we must know," said mother, "is how we can expect Freetrick to react to his new power. If he is as amoral as you say, will he simply join the Skreans in their evil?" 

 Zathara shook her head. "Istain might, out of lack of care for others. Madene might, for the sake of ambition. Even Kendrick might, because he follows absolute codes of behavior even when he does not agree with them. But Freetrick hates harming others. I don't believe he could ever be convinced to commit the atrocities that previous Skrean kings have." 

 "Yes," pressed Neeshthura, "but he might be too stupid to avoid doing harm. Or he might be too weak to prevent his advisors from doing harm." 

 Zathara looked out the window. The light was fading. And with it, the sounds of the city. The streets outside were becoming strangely silent.

 "Zathara?" Neeshthura pushed. "What will Freetrick do with a nation placed into his hands?"

 Zathara pulled her mind back to the interior of the palanquin. She thought of gara practices. "He certainly knows how to move people in ways they don't want to move." 

 "So he will insist on doing what is right?" 

 Zathara smiled. Thank the Goddess of Love for college bullshit sessions. "Not what is right," she said, "but what is smart." 

 "So we can expect him," said Nashtang, after a moment, "to tear the Kingdoms of Evil apart." 

 Zathara blinked. "Yes." She said. "The Rationalists couldn't have picked a better agent to send in ahead of the invasion." 

 Nashtang coughed. 

 "That, Daddy, is my own analysis." Zathara smiled at her father. 

 His mouth quirked up in the rising shadows. "I am glad to see that your analysis agrees with ours. Now." He looked out the window at the dimming warehouses beyond. "We're coming to our destination. Zathara, you will accompany me to---"

 Zathara raised an eyebrow. "Don't you think that before I depart for Skrea, I should know a little more about the greater context?" 

 Daddy's mouth widened into a true smile. "Clever Zathara." She felt esteem flow from all of them. It was a curious sensation to accept esteem from family. Beautiful and uncomfortable. 

 Tears rose like a tide behind Zathara's eyes. She turned to look out the window and hide her face from her parents.

 And so she saw it when the outwardmost two palanquin bearers on her side reached into their belt pouches. She had time to cry out a warning as they pulled out short swords and leapt at the guardsmen.





Chapter the Sixth


In which the Ultimate Fiend goes Out


 


Deep in the bowels of Castle Clouds-Gather, Freetrick walked the Hall of Damned Kings. The Hall stretched from the office and apartments of the Ultimate Fiend to the only door to the rest of the castle, and Freetrick's heart sank as he realized he was going to have to walk past all this creepy artwork at least twice a day for the rest of his life.


 Statues glared at his passing with slick stone eyes. Portraits pressed themselves against the sweating walls, grim visages glowering out from scenes of ravage and genocide going back four hundred years. There was a lot of red and black, and lots of skulls—Freetrick noted with no surprise that the royal portrait artists had gotten really good at skulls—and lots of melodrama. The history of Skrea slid past him in a blur of bloody claws, burning eyes, and shadowed brows. Freetrick could almost hear the maniacal laughter. 



At the end of the hall, close to the doors that lead to the rest of the castle, Freetrick saw the final portrait. Its subject was a powerfully-built man posturing self-importantly on what looked like a battlefield. This one, like the other most recent generations of kings, stood in an actual oil painting, framed in gilt, with a little plaque next to it declaring his names and the dates of his reigns in Skrean Rationalist and another language Freetrick assumed was Sangboise. "Wrothborg," Freetrick read aloud, "the Bloody-Handed. So you're my real father?" Freetrick looked up at the portrait. 



Freetrick had looked up records on his Wrothborg's acts as king. Looking for advice, and for a connection to the past. Based on everything Freetrick had been able to find out about his father, the man had not so much ruled the kingdom as hunted it. 



And here the man was, posed for his portrait in a suit of armor that looked like an explosion at the Pointy Black Metal Things factory, standing on what looked like a pile of burning corpses. 



"True Words," muttered Freetrick, "what a bastard you must have been."


"High Ru-lah of the Shadow!" Screeched a voice in his ear. 



Freetrick spun around, caught a spiked shoulder pad on a torch holder, and nearly toppled over. A hand flew to his face to protect his pince-nez, which took the opportunity to try to leap off his nose. "The hell?!" 



"I sal-yute you, Fee-ahed and Ex-alted Mastah!" The voice was high and harsh, which a nails-on-chalk-board undertone. 



"That's…that's great," Freetrick steadied himself against a pillar, then pulled away quickly when he felt how cold and clammy it was. "I suppose you must be my bodyguard." 



"Yes, Mastah!" 



They walked out of the door at the end of the corridor. Looking back, he saw the two hulking shapes on each side. The guards stood in closet-sized recessed chambers, shrouded in shadows. It was easy enough, however, to make out the tusks and the huge round eyes—one had three. More ogres.


The one who had spoken looked less terrible. The commander of guards was standing free in the corridor, and appeared to be completely normal---if very thin---human male, his upper body nearly horizontal in a deep bow. "If you-ah sah-vant may be pah-mitt-ed to int-ro-dyoose himself. I am Com-man-dah Skystarke of the Secret Police!" 



That voice would take some getting used to, though. Freetrick gritted his teeth. "Look, you wouldn't mind toning it down a little…uh?" 



Freetrick's voice trailed off as Skystarke straightened from his bow and Freetrick focused on his face. And he had thought the eight foot ogres were horrible-looking. Tusks and glowing eyes would be an improvement. 



"My life and death ah at you-ah sah-viss." 



It was the way his skin slipped over his skull as he spoke, thought Freetrick. As if it didn't quite fit him. 



"May you ga-row migh-ty in Evil, Malevolence!" 



His nose actually moved up and down as his jaws worked. 



"May death come swift-ly to you-ah enemies, and may it ling-ga long!" 



And when his lips parted…how large were those fangs? 



"Dahk one?" 



"Guh?" Freetrick closed his mouth. "Thank you…sir-uh-man-uh-fellow," Freetrick stammered. By all that was true and holy, Skystarke was smiling. Freetrick averted his eyes as the lips peeled back. "It's good to know something-uh-one like you is guarding my apartments." He addressed this to the other guards as well, and their gnarled canines were almost soothing after Skystarke. 



"Look, uh," Freetrick continued, looking frantically away from his captain of guard, "I'm…I'm actually waiting for Mr. — that is — Duke DeMacabre. Do---oh sweet words! " He put his hand up to avoid further accidental glimpses of those teeth. "do you know…where he is?" 



Freetrick could not avoid seeing Skystarke frown, pulling his flexible lips into a cupid's bow and making his face unspeakable in entirely new ways. Freetrick actually saw the flesh around his eyes pull downward like warm elastic, exposing the undersides of Skystarke's bulging yellow eyes. What was wrong with him? Freetrick could see that the rest of his body was fairly normal—at least it looked that way under the obligatory pointy black armor—but the man's face was a rubbery nightmare. 



"Sangboise scum! One such as he should nevah day-ah to instruct the Dahk One." The pitch when up so high on the first syllable of 'dare' that Freetrick felt his eyes begin to water. 



"Uh. Yeah. Well, there's stuff I need to know. You know." 



Skystarke did not approve, but clearly didn't want to contradict the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend. Instead he made a noise that was probably meant to be an embarrassed cough. There was silence. 



Freetrick wondered if he should say something, but couldn't think of any conversational gambit that wouldn't result in more emotional scarring. Just trying to imagine Skystarke's answer to "so what did you do last weekend?" made Freetrick's teeth chatter. And he wasn't sure the ogres could talk. So they stood in silence, Freetrick looking desperately at his shoes while the ogres grinned past their under-bites. 



When Freetrick heard the wingbeats of Mr. Skree, he actually felt relieved. The mist that shrouded the ceiling parted around the monstrous secretary's head and folded wings. Then Mr. Skree launched into a, what else, extremely lengthy update on the preparations for Freetrick's coronation. 



"Great," Freetrick eventually cut him off. "So come and get me when you're ready. Until then I'll be walking around the castle with DeMacabre." Freetrick squinted into the gloom behind Mr. Skree, "So where is he?"


"Here I stand!" DeMacabre shouted the words from six inches behind Freetrick's head. 



 Freetrick jumped away and spun around. He managed to make sure his fluttery cape didn't snag on any torches or ogre toenails, and tried to fix DeMacabre with a stern glare. "DeMacabre. I've been expecting you." 



"Indeed, 'tis I, my lord," DeMacabre smiled crazily and bent in bow. "If I may be so bold as to call you 'my lord,' Fiend. We will, after all, soon be family, no?" 



Evidently, DeMacabre had gotten over the un-wedding postponement. That was…good. Plus with the Duke here, Freetrick had someone less hideous to look at than Skystarke. As long as he didn't examine DeMacabre too closely, anyway. 



"…apologize abjectly for my tardiness, Malevolence," DeMacabre was saying, "there were certain tasks…" a knobble-jointed hand waved before Freetrick's nose. He caught a whiff of embalming fluid. "But enough of such tedium. Yes, tedium, my lord, when compared to the sheer catharsis of conversation in your monstrous presence." 



It was going to be a long morning. "Thank you?" 



"My praise is nothing but the honestly-engendered truth. True words as the Rationalists say. Ah ha ha." White lace spilled across black velvet as DeMacabre put one hand below his chest, as if his diaphragm needed extra support when he laughed. "Ah ha. But sorry I am indeed, my lord, to have left you so long, alone, waiting, forlorn." With each word, his voice dropped. "The thought of it would make an ogre weep, my lord, indeed." 



Freetrick glanced at the nearest body-guard in his wall sconce. No, that ogre was smiling quite happily, his big round eyes pointed in slightly different directions. 



"I wasn't alone. I was with " Freetrick gestured vaguely at the guards. "These guys." Skystarke's lean body stiffened. 



"Oh?" The smile had disappeared. "Were you?" 



"Yes," hissed Skystarke, "we gah-ad the body of the Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend! We, and not you-ah puppets, DeMacabre." 



 DeMacabre drew himself up, peering at the guard with a raised eyebrow. "And you are? Identify yourself, monstrosity." 



"Com-man-dah Skystarke of the Secret Police!" 



"Can't be much of a secret if you keep introducing yourself like that," muttered Freetrick. 



"I am sure that your display would impress me more had the last king not recently expired in his own apartments." DeMacabre's smile was like the expression of an ancient reptile, frozen by a million-year winter. "Neither very long ago, nor very far away from this spot, was it?" 



"Now—" Freetrick began, then stopped, as he looked from DeMacabre's face to Skystarke's, and his brain screeched to a halt. 



Skystarke was snarling. His upper lip curled, then flared, then peeled back. It receded like a window blind, laying bare a set of fangs that would have put the fear of god into a crocodile. The fleshy nose, then the eyelids, popped off the bone underneath, compressing into a wrinkled crest over the brows of the revealed monster. 



Lidless eyes glared, the six inch teeth separated. A long black tongue slid out. Freetrick expected his commander of guard to speak, but then realized he probably couldn't. Not with his upper lip pulled back over his eyebrows.


For a moment, DeMacabre stood before Skystarke, his expression unmoving. "What shall we do now?" He said, lips still spread in a smile that Freetrick might have called hideous, if Skystarke hadn't presented him with a better example. 



Skystarke hissed, his shoulders rising like the hackles of an animal. 



"My lord?" DeMacabre's voice slid like a serpent through the greasy air. Freetrick noticed the slow ooze of blood down the man's fingers. When had he cut himself? "It requires but your permission." His voice shook with sickening emotion. The very air seemed to grow hot and heavy with rising power as red gleams kindled in his eyes. Ribbons of blood extended into the air around his hands, as if diffusing through dark water. "Then it will require but your amusement." 



"No!" said Freetrick, horrified. Then, "no no! Strike it out, everyone! Stop. I mean—Stand down, strike it." 



The questing tendrils of airborne blood stopped, as if confused. "My lord?" said DeMacabre. Even Skystarke hissed at him in a sort of quizzical way. 



"I mean it," Freetrick said. "I have no desire at all for either of you to kill the other one. I will not find it amusing. So stand down. DeMacabre, stop whatever the hell you're doing." 



"Hell, indeed, my lord," said DeMacabre, but his stance relaxed. There was no sign of the blood that had covered his hands only a moment before. 



"And you," said Freetrick, glaring at Skystarke, "Put your striking face back on." 



Torchlight gleamed on bone as the captain of guard nodded. Then the upper lips slid down his forehead. Skystarke's hands came up, pulled down and pressed firmly, and the monster's human mask was back in place. He blinked. 



"I obey the o-dahs of the Mas-tah of Dahk-ness and no one else!" 



"Good. Very nice." Now that Freetrick knew where to watch, he could see the nose bob up and down over the fangs underneath. Freetrick smiled tightly. 



"Now," DeMacabre's voice filled the silence like warm honey poured onto a knife wound "what lies on my lord's dark agenda?" 



***

 Zathara's palanquin surged upwards. Then it crashed down as the traitorous bearers all released it. 

 There was the sound of splintering wood and pain-filled howls from the guardsmen below. At the peak of the palanquin, Zathara was thrown onto her father's side. Ashes from the incense braziers flew up in choking clouds. Torn silk and ripped flowers flew.

 Zathara was first out the silk-curtained door. She swung around the wooden frame of the palanquin and leaned out over the scene of carnage below.

 "Zathara!" Neeshthura cried from inside. "Get back in here!"

 Esteem flowed out of her mother. It was a stupid thing to say.

 "Our palanquin bearers have all turned traitor!" Zathara shouted. "I see one guardsman killed. Another on the ground. And…" she ducked back into the palanquin. "We need to get out. One of the bearers is preparing to light us on fire." 

 "They dare!" Her father was beside her in a rush of perfumed smoke and a blaze of charisma. "You down there!" His voice rolled off the warehouses that lined the streets. "For your affront to the house of Suyamuga, you will die! Now everyone," he said in a lower tone, "we must jump. For the love of Love, make it look good."

 And Zathara was flying through the air. Love-Magic power spun her as she fell, billowed her wrap out, made it glow around her like flames. She struck the ground without a sound and stood to face their attackers. 

 The guardsmen were well-trained and loyal to the death. But the palanquin bearers were larger and more numerous. And it was clear they had had training too. One of the traitors died as Zathara watched. But the guard who had killed him now fell under an attack from two other huge men. A fifth assassin cast sparks from a flint wheel onto the draperies of their palanquin. And the remaining four had encircled the guardsman. Who screamed above the sound of steel and igniting fire: "Run my lady, my lord!"

 "We have to help them." Zathara started forward.

 "Zathara! No!" Neeshthura's hand grabbed her wrap. "We must run! Back to our districts. The watchmen we brought will---"

 Mother hadn't come to grips with their situation yet. "Be outbid by whoever arranged this trap." Father had, though. "We have to get to my warehouse."

 "Who would do such a thing?"

 "It must be Sapo," said Father. "He's smart enough to discover our plans and stupid enough to think that killing us is a good way to stop them."

 Zathara watched as their third guardsman fell. 

 "Zathara!" Neeshthura screamed again, and tugged her into a clumsy run.

 There was a rush of air behind them. And their shadows shot forward across the cobbles. Their cowardice was outlined in the orange glow of their burning palanquin. 

 Esteem began to flow out of them. 

 "We're showing out backs to our enemies," Zathara managed to shout to her father. "They will use the esteem they gain to catch up. And. Kill us."

 "Not much farther," panted Nashtang.


 "Too far!" Insisted Zathara. "We have to make a stand."


 Before he could argue, Zathara stopped and spun.


 "Who would fight me!" She screamed at the remaining six assassins, outlined by the burning tower of their palanquin. The esteem, thank the Goddess of Love, reversed its flow. The killers appreciated a heroic stand. Their respect for her fueled the Love-Magic that threw Zathara's wrap up in a spectacular blaze of red and orange. 

 "Who would fight us!" Nashtang and Neeshthura stopped, too. 

 "I'm sorry." Nashtang spoke in an undertone to Zathara. Then he projected his voice again at the assassins. "We are the house seSuyamuan! How dare you turn against your betters, you dirt-encrusted mountebanks! Honorably drive your blades into your bellies now, or face shame at our hands!" His shoulders were back. His hand was on the elegant loop of his sword-hilt. He projected the Love-Magic glamour that made his clothes glow with color and his eyes sink into pools of shadow. 

 But it was clear the men were no simple bullies to be intimidated by a merchant-prince's charisma. They were trained assassins. They advanced. "Damn," Nashtang spoke to her, "I'm not cast for fighting."


No, you're cast as a wily and sartorial old merchant. Zathara thought, and I as a seductive young heiress. Neither of us fits the archetype that would impress these men.
But…

 "I can change my casting, Daddy."

 "Zathara, you've spent the last two years in The Rationalist Union," said Neeshthura. "I would prefer for you not to do any great works of Love-Magic."

 The men were walking forward now. But they were moving. They moved like panthers, smiling. They are trying to intimidate us, boys and girls. She responded by raising an eyebrow and cocking a hip at them. Daring them with her broadcast unconcern. You see, boys and girls, how we each try to make the other give up his esteem? The battle has begun even before the swords are drawn. 


 "No." Neeshthura continued. "We must drive them off with glamour. Ruffians, I understand your needs!" She called to their attackers. "You must be hungry indeed to sell your steel to a man so contemptible as Lord Sapo. For that man's slime corrupts all he touches. I know you have too much respect for yourselves to be swayed by talk to base gold, jewels, and women..." Her voice trailed away suggestively. "But give yourselves to the House of the Sunflower! And I swear you will know true honor and luxury."

 The attempt at glamour failed. The four assassins chuckled. The sound was like the quiet growl of a stalking predator. It sent a shiver up Zathara's spine. Damn! She felt the esteem begin to flow from her to the approaching men. Well played on their part, boys and girls. 


 "Zathara!" her father sensed her loss of control. "Don't let yourself admire them." He raised his voice, "Why are you offering them succor, wife?" Nashtang said. There was no quaver of fear in his voice. "I wouldn't take these men on if they paid me." His contemptuous comment was a hurled stone in the building Love-Magic battle. "They have let themselves become the tools of Sapo. By Love's sweating ass, we have destroyed the lives of men a hundred times better than you. You bullies. You gutter-trash!" he shouted. "Get out of here. Before I make you kill each other for my amusement!"

 They were closer now. Their mouths were open now. Their growling chuckling was louder. Glamour-bent light gleamed off their teeth.


They are only playing a game, boys and girls. Zathara focused on the internal dialogue. We are, all of us, playing a game. A game of impressing the other force so much that they give up. She concentrated. She dug into her training. She calmed herself. They're winning right now, because our bids to gain their esteem aren't working. We respect them in their casting as killers, but they don't respect us. They've cast us as weak. Easy meat. I must therefore re-cast myself. Zathara called forth a Love-Magic dance.

 In his club in The RU, Freetrick had taught gara, Love-wielder dances. But to him, in The RU, the gara dances were only exotic and cultural. In The RU, the dances don't do anything, boys and girls. But here in The Nation of Love, in the heart of the capital city of Pranyapura…here I can wield the love.

 "Oh Daddy, you are so old fashioned. And you don't know what men want." Zathara took a step forward. Her shoulders were back. Her stare was challenging. Seductive.

 "No, Zathara!" Neeshthura hissed. "You can't seduce these men!"

 "I know," she said. Then in a carrying voice. "Don't tell me who I can and can't have, mother! Goddess of Love! I'm nineteen years old. I'm sick of those boys you throw at me. Not one of them could beat me in a fight."

 Love-Magic made sure they could see her brilliant smile. "These men look like they might be a challenge." These are hard men, boys and girls. If you'll allow me the use of Rationalist slang, these men are the sort who appreciate bad-assery. 


 Zathara pivoted on a foot, spun around to face her father, grabbed his sword handle, drew the blade, and whirled back around to brandish the weapon at their attackers. "So how about it?" she called to them. "Who wants to play?"

 "We're gonna rape you," came the call. It was low. Evil. Calculated to terrify her. To rob her of her esteem. "First me, then all of my buddies. We'll bloody you up. We'll make your family watch. Then we'll rape your mother. Then we'll take your heads."

 "Oh will you?" But he does not scare me, boys and girls. I am deep in my new role. I am the femme fatal. I am sex and death and pain. "I will sever your penis between my legs. I will chew off your balls. Then I'll make you thank me for it." Zathara expended a burst of charisma. And she did a step she was sure her mother did not know she knew. 

 Esteem peaked. That was likely one or more of the assassins ejaculating, boys and girls.

 "Now thank me." She purred.

 "Oh, I am going to enjoy you," their leader said. His expression was indescribably terrifying. 


Damn. Zathara lost esteem to him. But not much. And if he was any judge of battles, he would know the time for banter was done. He would attack. And indeed, he was tensing. Zathara said a brief and fervent internal prayer to the Goddess of Love. And she attacked first.

 The step would not have worked in The Rationalist Union. In Freetrick's gara club, she would never have been able to cover the distance between herself and her attackers. Then, once blocked, she would not have been able to bounce off the blade of the assassin and drop to the ground, ready to dart another jab at him. But this was The Nation of Love, and the esteem of the men flowed into her as she demonstrated her sword-work. 


Unfortunately, boys and girls, these men have esteem, too, and more practice at actually killing people, and there are more of them. Another burst of esteem shot Zathara back away from a thrust that would have skewered her kidney and her superhumanly strong defense thrust the assassin backward into a wall. I must focus on my advantages. 


 In their performances at Eldritch college, the step had only been a dramatic flourish in a dance. Here, when Zathara tossed the weighted end of her wrap at one of the men, it flew as if winged. Caught in the grip of her Love-Magic, the cloth flowed like water around his body. The cloth sash tightened. Zathara yanked. 

 As the man rocked forward, spinning like a top, she pulled herself through the air to meet him. 

 Her thighs closed around the man's head as it emerged from the fabric of her robe. She squeezed, twisted, and used all the esteem she had left. Goddess, lend me strength. Goddess, make this work!

 The assassin's neck snapped between her legs as she rode him to the ground. 

 Zathara stood, wrap dangling half off her, legs apart, feet straddling the head of the assassin she had killed. His comrades looked at her. Their eyes were wide. Now the hardest part, boys and girls. She had less than half a second before they attacked. Half a second to deliver my line. Most professional killers had catch-phrases memorized, but Zathara had scarcely expected to have to use one. What could she say? Ah, yes. 

 "Tell me, lover" she asked the broken-necked corpse. Her voice was husky and sensuous, like burned honey. "Was it good for you?" She looked at the other assassins with a gaze that she knew could give a hard-on to a eunuch.

 "Wow," said one of the men. And the esteem swept over her. 

 Zathara's wrap slithered over her body. It pulled tight, stretched, tugged, shaped her into a warrior's wet dream. She crouched, left leg sliding out and back, her father's sword flicking up into her hands. She looked up at the toughs from under heavy eyelids and steeply slanting brows. "Who wants a turn?" 

 She imbued that word with as much power as she dared. Sure enough, only one stepped forward. 

 The hero feint. It was the classic trick to make a numerically superior enemy give up its advantage of numbers. The problem is, boys and girls, Zathara thought as her sword flashed in front of her in the patterns she had learned at Eldritch College, that even individually, these men are all better at fighting than I am. Her advantages of surprise sex and esteem weren't going to be enough to overcome her opponent's skill and strength. So my best option would be to take the esteem I have stolen from them and…

 "For the fallen guardsmen!" Zathara used esteem to give her the strength to batter back her huge attacker's blade. "For my family's honor!" Another flash of glamour to dazzle the man while she drew the weapon back. "And for myself!" In a single, ecstatic release, all of Zathara's remaining esteem again rushed out from her heart through her hands to her sword. The sword that swung through the torso of her attacker as if his muscles and bones had turned to water.

 That impressed them. In the wash of esteem the move generated, Zathara could throw her sword at the next closest man. It spun threw the air, separating his head from his shoulders before spinning back to her grip. "So your evil will always come back to destroy you." Zathara said. And cursed herself. What the hell kind of one-liner was that? 

 And there were still three enormous assassins readying themselves to kill her. They looked much less impressed by her most recent move. They were no longer smiling. But they advanced together.


Well, thought Zathara, I suppose I couldn't hope for all six of them to allow me to kill them, boys and girls.

 "Goodbye," said Zathara. And used her remaining esteem yank her body backward. 

 "Run now," she advised her family as she shot past them through the air. Then esteem began to flow out of her and she had just enough left to twist herself around before she was falling, stumbling on the cobbles, running to stay ahead of the three assassins.

 Fear began to seep back into Zathara. It was like cold water dripping down her spine. Esteem was hemorrhaging out of her now. Magical potential trailed behind her like the tail of a comet. It lent strength to her pursuers, who howled like wolves.

 "Don't stop!" Nashtang's voice bellowed from behind her. "Zathara! The door to Warehouse Bright Golden 34b!" The last of the fading sunlight illuminated the large numbers of a warehouse as she passed it: Bright Golden 32a. "Knock three times on the door!" He gasped. "Then once! Don't stop! Now you!" From the echoes, Zathara knew her father had spun around. Nashtang was facing the assassins. "You've seen what the daughter of Nashtang seSuyamuan can do. Now see the man himself if you dare!"

 Zathara ran. My father will win. She thought. He will win, because he is the better man. Desperately she tried to send esteem to him. 33c. 34a. She was slowing. Her wrap was tangled in her legs. Her lungs screamed for air. Behind her, her father's voice bellowed in pain.

 "Yes!"

 No. In triumph.

 Without thinking, Zathara stopped. She turned in time to see something dark, irregular, and huge sweep out from the shadows and knock one of the assassins sprawling. Then it turned, and Zathara made out the silhouette of something like a man before a massive hand closed around the head of another assassin. 

 The man's scream rose to a pig-like squeal before the monster's fingers crushed his skull.

 The third assassin turned to run, but the black thing moved with inhuman speed. Misshapen hands reached out, grabbed, then threw the man. He died in a splash of blood. Eight feet up the brick wall of a warehouse.

 A hand settled on her shoulder.

 Zathara screamed, grabbed the hand at the wrist, and twisted it around behind its owner. She let go, though, when she saw the man's face.

 "Freetrick?"

 But no. The man blinking at her was older than her friend. His shoulders were wider, his chest bulkier, and his hair cropped short. But his long, beak-like nose and wedge-shaped face were so close to her friend's features that in the half-darkness he could have passed for Freetrick's family.

 "Oh for the sake of Love," she swore.

 "Ah." Her father's voice sounded from behind her. "I see you have met Bleeryarr."

 The Skrean smiled and made a leg. "It is unspeakably ghastly to meet you, Dark Lady Zathara." He spoke Rationalist with the same sharp accent as the girl who had kidnapped Freetrick.

 "Daddy?" Zathara backed away. "What have you done?" 


 Nashtang spoke from behind her. "Zathara. I have given you Skrea." 


 ***



Freetrick had to admit that Castle Clouds-Gather had atmosphere. 



Capering goblins and grinning skulls encrusted the stonework of massive buttresses that protruded from floor and walls like the ribs of a giant snake, narrowing to the mist-shrouded ceiling, giving the impression of oppressive heights above. Occasional red-glowing crystals cast more shadows than light, turning the decorative stonework and statuary from mere bad taste into flickering half-seen nightmare. And just when Freetrick thought he had gotten used to the interior design, a leering gargoyle face would blink and disappear in a flutter of skittering limbs. Some servants preferred the walls and ceilings to the floor, apparently. 



"I trust you appreciate the architecture of evil, my lord?" Asked DeMacabre after the third time Freetrick flinched back from a buttress. 



"Oh! Yes! Sure!" said Freetrick. "It's quite…" he groped for adjectives, "eerie." 



"Mmm-We do our best, my lord" said DeMacabre, humbly. 



Freetrick was sure he did. "So, uh." He shook himself, "DeMacabre, is it necromancy that keeps the lights on and the mist in the air?"


"Sagacious, my lord," said DeMacabre, "sagacious."


Which apparently meant yes. "And the same for the Maelstrom?"


The duke's grin suddenly appeared less insane than artificial. Was that suspicious narrowing of those yellow eyes? "My lord, if I may ask, why...that is to say, what prompts my lord's interest in this, pardon me my lord, extremely dull subject?" 



"Well, DeMacabre, the Maelstrom stops any food at all from growing in Skrea. And if it's using magical energy just to stay up there...I mean, isn't that a horrible waste?" 



"Hmm." DeMacabre tapped a fingernail on his teeth in a way that was indescribably horrible. "I confess I had never thought of it in this way, but yes, indeed." 



Aha! Freetrick's spirits rose. Maybe, if the other aristocrats were as reasonable as DeMacabre... 



"Yes! A great and spectacular waste! Just to think of it...all of those dying souls going to feed a machine that, by causing mass starvation, kills yet more! Truly, it makes one tremble before the dark genius of Skreon Kakistos, the first Ultimate Fiend, does it not? Ah, to be descended from such a visionary!" DeMacabre wiped an imaginary tear from the corner of one eye. "Mm…but forgive me, my lord." DeMacabre turned to look back at Freetrick, plucked eyebrows bunched together. "Why would my lord wish to know…such things?" 



"I need to know about this place if I am going to be in charge of it," Freetrick said, "like, for example, what's the population of Skrea?"


DeMacabre's hand fluttered at him, "I am sure I do not know, my lord."


Freetrick frowned, but before he could say anything more, there was a wheeze from above like the sound of a squashed accordion. "May the wings of blackness descend on this crawling servant for the interruption, but perhaps an answer would please the Doer of Misdeeds. Between five and six thirteen of a thirteen of thirteens now toil under the gaze of the center of the Maelstrom." 



Six times thirteen cubed. Call it thirteen thousand for a generous approximate... "That's it?" Freetrick looked up at the ceiling. Mr. Skree was invisible under the cover of mist, but Freetrick wanted to yell at something. "In the whole striking nation? Or are you counting only pure humans?" 



The mist swirled, "The tally includes all sentient beings the demesnes of Skrea, Malevolence. If one's standards for sentience are low, the count rises." 



"Standards are…low?" Freetrick remembered the ogres outside his door. "I see. Well am I going to meet any of the smart ones?" 



"Several have already met you, my lord," said DeMacabre. "I assure you they were horrified in the extreme." 



Freetrick thought of the rustlings in the walls. "Do you think I could meet them, maybe?" 



"Oh, my lord should not bother himself over this rabble." DeMacabre slapped a hand against the wall. Something on the other side said "ouch!" 



"Fear not, my lord, but only inspire fear in others," DeMacabre went on, "for our destination is the Vile Halls, and there, I offer my personal guarantee, may I be strung up over the scorpions if my lord does not make the acquaintance of the very darkest of the Dark Aristocracy." DeMacabre's pace quickened. "Now, the door is just ahead, so if my lord would follow…" 



They stopped in front of a wall, apparently no different from any of the rest of the corridor. DeMacabre touched the tongue of a snarling monster incised into a buttress, a section of the wall swung inward, and Freetrick mentally added another item to his list of things to do: find out how to get around in a castle where every stupid door looks like part of the wall. 



The hall beyond was even darker than the one they had come from, its walls and low ceiling decorated with a profusion of grotesque carving. 



"Ah ha. Here we are." Said DeMacabre after some time, "the spiral stair. We are close now." 



"Good," said Freetrick, although in the darkness the stairway looked claustrophobically tight. DeMacabre's upswept shoulder pads cast weird shadows against its walls as he began to descend. He placed a foot on the landing. 



"Ah Fiend!" the Duke spun around, his head level with Freetrick's belly, staring up all wide crooked smile and huge crazed eyes. 



"W—blech!" nearly fell backward as he flinched from that face. "What?!" 



"I have forgotten something!" The pointed teeth gnashed in the gloom, far too close to Freetrick on the tight stair. "Whilst I retain the memory, Fiend, I must ask you." 



"Yes?" Freetrick wondered if DeMacabre practiced that face in front of the mirror every morning. 



The teeth gleamed. "I find that you have not informed any one of your persona, my lord." 



"My what?" 



"Your persona, my lord." DeMacabre turned and began again to descend the staircase. "That is to say, your quirk, my lord, the distinctive feature that identifies your person to the masses. Might I inquire as to its nature? So as to prepare the servants, you see. How embarrassing it would be, after all, for you to be given a bath in the blood of lizards if you preferred to kill them yourself, for example." 



"So...like a hobby?" Freetrick wondered where the lizard blood came in. 



"Mmm… most personae, my lord," corrected DeMacabre, "deal in some way with death, and how the Despot best likes to see it…administered. Your father, for example, may the blood never dry from his hands, well, you see, his hands—" 



"I think I get it." Freetrick said. 



Their footsteps rang on the stone steps. 



"…my lord?" said DeMacabre eventually. 



"Well," said Freetrick, "how about Freetrick, the Guy Who Didn't Kill Anyone." 



DeMacabre laughed. "Oh, my lord. Bloodbyrn has told me about my lord's sense of humor, but I was ill prepared for its magnitude." He put his hand to an apparently featureless section of wall and pushed. The wall slid aside. "Ah, here we are. My lord? The Vile Halls."


Freetrick hoped his feelings of unease would depart once they got to the castle proper, but as they left the secret passages he was convinced that while they were quite large and grand, the Vile Halls had also been well named. 



Mist shrouded more high ceilings, more cyclopean columns towered, more corridors ran off into absolute darkness, and much disquieting statuary…sat there. But there were also more people. Well, Freetrick thought as he and DeMacabre emerged into the red light of the hall, only if my standards for 'person' are low.




The probably-people scurried, strode, lurched, and in one case slithered over the black stone floor. Some simply stood, outlined in red light from the lava-filled trench that ran down the middle of the hall. The Skreans themselves, though…No matter how much Freetrick squinted, he could never manage to resolve a single being from the crowd. All he caught was impressions, some huge and hulking, some wiry and whip-like, some short and hunched, some composed of swarms of thousands of finger-sized pieces. Freetrick saw insects, horns, swinging chains, leather-webbed wings, flaming hats, capes of all descriptions, retractile claws, poison-tipped tails, eyes that were wide or slitted or black and stone-like or simply far too numerous. 



"Ha!" said DeMacabre, turning to Freetrick and grinning, arms outspread, "Welcome," His voice rose in a bellow that echoed off the massive columns "Welcome, Feerborg king! To your court!" 



The motion of the crowd stopped. A hundred heads, horned, spiked, flaming, or simply very, very big, swung in his direction. A number of eyes focused on him. A number of mouths gaped open. 



The broadly-defined people of Skrea roared their welcome. 






Chapter the Seventh


In which the Ultimate Fiend meets his Family

 



 Kendrick Fairheart's boots crunched over a brown carpet of pine needles. Around him and his regiment rose the walls of the dry creek bed, and the tall, cool trees of the alpine forests of the high Bulwarks.

 Kendrick walked near the head of the small column, surrounded by plodding men in the tan and blue uniforms of the Rationalist army. They pushed wheelbarrows of equipment or carried large packs, heavy with charts and draftsman's tools. Their faces were blank with fatigue or sour with foot-soreness, and they looked ahead or down, where their shadows showed dark against the needles and stones.

 The other men circled around the engineering corps, wearing mottled brown leather, flapping with outline-blurring tassels at collars and sleeves. The Betweeners were most often stocky and point-nosed, gloved hands resting against swords or wheel-stone talismans more often than on the butts of muskets. Naobelite Rangers. Their job was not to survey the land, but the danger that lurked there.

 Now, the only light came from directly overhead, where the forest canopy broke over the creek, and the spindly boughs of black oak and madrone reached out from between the pine-boughs to claw at the sky. Away from the gully in which they marched, the forest quickly sank into midnight blackness. Several times now Kendrick had thought he saw eyes glowing from out of that murk. 

 "Private! Eyes front!" The barking voice struck like a lightning bolt out of the clear air. Professor-Colonel Phinneas had not bothered to turn his head, but simply bellowed from the front of their column. "If I want you devoured by monsters I will striking order you into those woods, but until I do, you will leave the darkness to the Rangers." 

 Kendrick jumped, and cursed himself for it. The officious old Professor-Colonel had not, after all, spoken his name. If Kendrick leapt like a startled deer every time Phinneas opened his mouth, everyone would know…

 What? That Kendrick thought Phinneas was constantly watching him? That Kendrick suspected his blindingly fast progress from civilian to enlisted engineer half-way up the Bulwarks was due to more than just his qualifications? Well, if that got him to Freetrick faster…

 "Hey college boy!"


 Kendrick looked around, trying to compose his face.


 "You can't let Phinney get under your skin like that," said Gerhanis, "You'll go crazy." 


 Kendrick grunted. Gerhanis was Kendrick's re-loader, which meant in any battle that required more than one shot from Kendrick's musket, he would have to trust his life to the man. Unfortunately. "I'm not upset about Professor-Colonel Phinneas."

 "Thinking about a girl then?" The military engineer swung closer to Kendrick. 

 "No," said Kendrick. He wished that the laws of the Covenant allowed murder. It would feel good to strangle this man.

 "Whelp," Gerhanis jogged the big pack over his shoulders, "that's what I'll do after this is all over. We'll get across the mountain, lay some rail, and then I'll take my pay and find me a girl."

 "Good," said Kendrick.

 "You don't believe me? Are you saying I couldn't get a Love-wielder if I wanted one?"

 "He isn't, but I am," came Levanick's voice. The Naobelite Ranger matched his pace to theirs. "'Lay some rail and go home'? What makes you think it will be that easy? What is it you think we're doing here?"

 Gerhanis grunted sullenly. "I think we're building a railroad right up to the front door of the bad guy. Then we'll stuff him so full of Rationalist firepower he chokes." 

 "I would trust the Paladin over your Universal Science, Rationalist," said Levanick. "This isn't machine country. This is hero country. So you must both keep trust in the Paladin and say your prayers to Naobel."

 "It isn't our Universal Science," Gerhanis snorted, "it works everywhere. That's why it's called 'Universal.'" He grinned at Kendrick, and didn't seem to care that Kendrick did not smile back. "So how about you think good thoughts about us? The Paladin might be protector of the innocent on this side of the mountains, but when we pass out of Naobel's territory, it'll be Universal Science engineers that fight off the monsters."

 "You would do well to—" Levanick's voice cut off as his hand went to his chest. After a second, Kendrick felt it too, a sudden heat, and a growing vibration from the new wheel-stone that hung on a chain around his neck.

 "A beast of the Storm," Levanick leapt up the side of the gully, where other Rangers were gathering to peer into the darkness.

 " 'A beast of the Storm,'" mocked Gerhanis under his breath, "who gibbering talks like that? What makes him think those talismans are anything but superstition yet anyway."

 "Silence!" Professor-Colonel Phinneas shouted at them, "all soldiers, muskets out, forward!"

 For once Kendrick was glad to obey the Professor-Colonel's orders. His wheel-stone was buzzing more strongly now. The gully was deeper here, the feet of the Rangers standing at its edges on a level with Kendrick's head. It would be a good place for an ambush. And there was that smell on the air. It was faint, but as foul as rotting meat. The stink of corruption, of all good things perverted. The scent of the Storm.


"Lizard-man !"

Someone screamed and Kendrick felt Gerhanis hand on his backpack



"Get down!" 



Kendrick fell to one knee with the other engineers, and looked up in time to see the woods erupt with monsters. 

 Kendrick's eyes caught a blur of shadow sweeping out of the forest. One of the Rationalist soldiers on the embankment raised his musket, but the creature was on him before his finger could tighten around the trigger. Kendrick glimpsed a perfect arc of blood hanging in the air like a rainbow before the chaos of battle closed over the company.

 Shouting, inhuman shrieks, rippling shadows under the trees, bright flashes of word-magic, and the numinous glow/hum of Naobel's Blessings. The sharp crack and stink of muskets firing. The feel of his hands on the greasy barrel of his own weapon as Kendrick fumbled it around, pulled at the catches, tried to swing the damned machine around and bring it to bear on the screaming monsters descending on them.

 The musket was too long, too unwieldy, and no matter how many times he had practiced he was going to die now because his fingers were too panicked to understand his brain.

 Something shoved Kendrick hard on his back, and he fell forward against a fallen backpack. Gerhanis's backpack. But Gerhanis was gone. 

 Kendrick went down on one knee, both hands around the musket barrel, now miraculously free. He breathed, a sharp squeeze of his lungs that sent shudders down his body and brought black swirls before his eyes. 

 With his musket's butt on the ground, all Kendrick had to do was plant his knee and his foot, and angle the bayonet so. Now to reach for the wheel
stone amulet that hung around his neck without dropping to bayonet or taking his eyes off the battle above. Someone nearby had the same idea; the basso-profundo peal of a Blessing rebounded off the trees, and Kendrick smiled as he heard something howl in inhuman agony. Even closer-by, a spinning circle of runes shot weak spurts of flame at the trees. A gray shape leapt and a lizard-man's nearly human arms and legs hung silhouetted against the rune light, before a lucky musket ball slapped a hole into the thing's neck.


Was that the spray of its corrupted blood Kendrick could feel on his upturned face? Were they winning? Who could tell? Kendrick tracked movements between the trees, but knew better than the fire at them. With no partner to pass him a fresh musket or reload, he would be at the mercy of anything he didn't kill with the first shot. And who knew where his re-loader was. Gerhanis had been right next to him. 


 Kendrick's duty was to stay by the equipment and kill anything that got in bayonet range. Another warm splash of sound, and a Blessing ripped a goblin from a tree and broke it, shrieking, against the ground. A musket went off. Kendrick winced away from the noise, and the movement saved him.

 As Kendrick twisted his head around, he felt wind brush the hair on his temple. The breeze was lighter than a dove's wing-beat, but there was a shadow cast across him and a sudden stink like piss and rotten meat. The lizard-man's arm swung round, the claws that would have ripped his eye from his face splayed against the air. 

 There was a thud as the creature's feet struck the ground, and a spring-like flex of muscles under glittering gray-green scales. The killing claws slapped against the ground, and then the lizard-man was turning, pivoting on those crooked legs, its other hand stiff with black talons. Kendrick tried to bring his bayonet to bear, but it was moving so slowly. The musket's barrel was like a tree, impossibly heavy and long and useless against the whirlwind of the monster's attack. And it knew that.

 The mouth split in a gaping smile, impossibly, hideously wide. A purple tongue flexed behind rows of jagged, fish-hook teeth. Tiny perfect scales squeezed around eyes like volcanic glass. Kendrick could see his face in those eyes. He could see his own eyes, mirroring the lizard-man, his face and the monster's alternating into diminishing infinity.

 The sword struck with the bell-like boom of a Blessing, and a powerful voice rang clear and cold. "Be gone monster! Be dust!"

 The lizard-man surged forward as the sword took it from behind. Its legs pistoned out and it tore itself loose from the blade before its face rammed into the earth. Its scream of rage rose, became a shriek, became a hiss, and passed out of the range of hearing. A shudder passed up its long, lithe body. A hand, taloned and hideously elongated, clenched, squeezed, then relaxed against the riverbed stones. 

 Kendrick looked up in wonder, but the Paladin had turned back to the fight. 

 "Na-o-belll!" The Paladin, Chosen one of Angel's Keep bellowed, and the god filled him with fire so holy that the warrior's very skin glowed with it. He did not move like a normal man, but pounced like a cougar, leapt like a buck, stooped from the air like a hawk. His sword sighed through the air, and sang like a temple bell when it struck flesh. The hand's-breadth of rippled steel shone in brilliant arcs as it swung through the darkness under the trees. And the monsters fell before it as wheat falls before the scythe, to slicken the pine needles with their evil blood. 

 "Move on!" The Paladin cried as he cut through the monsters that surrounded them. "Move on, damn you! Hie! Down the road! Hie!"

 Kendrick used the butt of his musket to lever himself to his feet and stumbled forward. Now the Paladin's cries were joined by others: "Forward! Forward!" 

 And the soldiers were moving again. Raggedly, yes, in a panic, with half the equipment abandoned behind them, but moving. The gully was becoming wider and shallower, the roots of the trees now level with their waists, then their feet. The ground was better for defense, but the Rationalist forces looked much smaller than before. Had so many soldiers been killed?



Levanick's hand was on his shoulder. "You all right, boy?"

Kendrick turned and grinned at the Ranger. Levanick grinned back. "Damn right. You are a Betweener." His eyes flickered through the forest around them as he rubbed the wheel-stone built into the sight of his musket. "But get inside the circle. Got to keep these corrupted machines safe, right?"

 The forest-colored Rangers' cloaks alternated with the tan-and-blue Rationalist soldiers that remained spread across the wider battle-ground, forming into protective circles. Rune-light flared up around them, but so high up the mountain, the word-magic was unreliable and underpowered. More useful were the bayoneted tips of their muskets, which formed a spiked wall around each circle. And once the soldiers inside the circle unpacked their ammunition, they could begin the re-loading cycle that could fire off a musket volley every six seconds. If they got the chance to set up the cycle, and if nothing larger than lizard-men and goblins came out of the woods.

The men in the circle around him tensed. Someone screamed beyond the circle. Then they fired. They fired all at once, and a sulfurous cloud rose from them so Kendrick could not see the hand of the man he was supposed to pass his fire-ready musket to. 



 Why had they all fired at once? Where was the precise, six-second staggering of their training runs? Kendrick looked up as something like a shaggy, horizontal tree trunk swept into one of the protective circles. What had appeared to be the root bole of a felled black oak unfolded and stood, one enormous fist closed about the torso of another Rationalist officer. The ogre's bellow rolled across the battle like an avalanche, a nearly physical pain. Then the beast came at them again.

 Muskets blew puffs of fur and leaf mold from its hide, but the Rationalist fusillade did not slow the monster's other hand as it swung round and snatched up another soldier. The ogre lifted its screaming captives up, up…

Timber crashed behind him, and Kendrick turned to see another ogre reach out toward him. He did not even have time to swing his bayonet around before canoe-sized fingers pinned his arm against his body and he was jolted upward. 


Kendrick kicked, but there was nothing under his feet any more, just rushing air, immense fingers, and what seemed like acres of bark-colored fur, rushing down as Kendrick was hoisted up. Then, the face of the ogre was before his, an island of wrinkled, tea-colored skin set into a hump of muscle and fur between the creature's shoulders. Heavy brows drew together, and furious eyes flicked across Kendrick's trapped, struggling body. A massive pointer finger uncurled, unwrapping Kendrick's shoulders and chest. 



He had a chance, now. Kendrick wrenched his right arm free from the fingers that still bound it, grabbed the chain around his neck, pulled out his spinning wheel stone amulet and…

 "Naobel!"

 Fur burst into flame. Beady eyes boiled. The ogre screamed like a derailing locomotive.

 Kendrick's stomach leapt into his throat and the world flipped over. The ogre's hand receded as Kendrick tumbled through the air. Something struck him in the small of the back and he flipped over again, somersaulting around a tree-trunk before another branch caught his leg, held him, then dropped him onto the forest floor.


 Kendrick rose. He spun. "Naobel!"


 The ogre bellowed again and thudded to its knees.


 "Naobel!" again and the skin of its face burst.


 Again! And it could no longer scream. And again and again and Kendrick stabbed it through the eye socket with his bayonet until the monster died.

 Kendrick was aware his teeth were still grinding together, and he let them. For once, he could let the anger come. The hot, destructive joy of it. 



Something screamed behind him. Kendrick unlimbered his musket and then ran as fast as he dared over the root-knobbled ground, dodging between trees, eyes scanning ahead, to the sides, above. Looking for something to kill.


There, in the branches of an onrushing pine, a cluster of creatures that might be raccoons, but weren't.
No, they were an infestation. "Naobel!" Kendrick shouted, and his wheel-stone burst into phosphorous flame.
There was a sound like the tolling of a bell, and the goblins dropped from the tree like rotted fruit.
Kendrick laughed.


The sounds of battle were growing closer, gunshots, shouts, monstrous bellows, and the ringing of Blessings.
Yes, there between those trees was the edge of the stream bed.
There were figures standing there, too tall and slender to be human.

Kendrick bellowed the name of his god, and rushed forward into the embrace of the sweet madness.

 ***

They found the Soon-to-be-Ultimate Fiend hiding behind a statue of a snarling octopus.

"Ah, there you are, my lord," Freetrick looked up to see DeMacabre poke his head around the statue's corner. "I have found the Soon-to-be-Ultimate Fiend!" DeMacabre called to the monsters and murderers presumably arrayed just out of sight. "Come, come I say, immediately, that we may with rapture feast upon his---"

"DeMacabre," hissed Freetrick. "What the hell do you think you're doing?"

DeMacabre ratcheted his head back around. "Why, whatever does my lord mean?"

Freetrick tried to draw himself up into a more imposing stance. "This!" Freetrick's furious gesture took in the cyclopean halls, the monsters skittering across the stonework, the amassed and fearsomely costumed dark nobility, and his own ridiculous and uncomfortable spiky armor. "This insanity! This freak show!"

"Thank you, my lord. We do our best."

Freetrick tried not to groan. His head throbbed, his shoulders were trying to unscrew themselves, and his mouth felt like most of Skrea looked. He had tried to ask for a drink, but his courtiers kept offering him their necks. 


"Come out now," DeMacabre sidled closer, lowering his voice. "There are still quite a number of people who wish to meet you."

"Oh, yes, 'people'." Freetrick finger-quoted bitterly. "They're a bunch of striking lunatics. Who keep trying to murder me!" Freetrick closed his mouth before his voice could become any shriller.

"Oh pshaw, my lord," said DeMacabre. "His Fiendishness Dark Lord Strakhblargle was only engaging in a joke." 


"He tried to put out my eye with a hot poker."

"An iron staff, my lord. And he allowed my lord to duck, did he not? Come now, my lord," DeMacabre put a hand like a shaved tarantula on Freetrick's shoulder and pulled him upright. "And her Vileness the young lady Kht'driivah was only trying to seduce you."

"I wasn't flattered." Freetrick tried to muster the energy to glare, but it was all he could do just to remain vertical. "I'm sick of this insanity. I'm sick of all this striking evil nonsense."

There was a gasp from the people assembled beyond Skystarke and his ogres. 


DeMacabre squinted at Freetrick. "My lord is overwrought. And a stranger to these lands!" His voice rose over the swelling murmuring from the crowd, his face turned a little away from Freetrick so his words would carry. "He does not know the customs of this, the Land of the Shadow. He has yet to experience the full power of our," his teeth flashed in the lava-light, the whites around his orange eyes glistened. A taloned hand came up to grasp the air before his face, "our ancient culture!" 


There was scattered applause. 


There was nothing Freetrick wanted to do more than retire…retreat to his rooms. And maybe never come out. But cowering behind his desk would just make the assassins' jobs that much easier. "All right." He closed his eyes, trying to banish his headache. "I suppose there is a lot I need to learn about life in Skrea."

"Indeed, my lord," DeMacabre looked over his shoulder at movement in the crowd behind him. "And, aha, here comes and excellent opportunity for a lesson."

"What do you mean?" Freetrick said.

DeMacabre looked puzzled. "I instructed my daughter to advise my lord about the goblin attack. Did she not---" 


Then a tiny, hairy person rocketed out of the mist at Freetrick. 


There was a shriek that dopplered from excited little girl, through tea-kettle, up into enraged bat, and then stopped abruptly with a damp smack against Freetrick's armor. Freetrick looked down. The front half of his body was in shadow. 


A wave of un-heat punched through him. Death energy.

"Goblin attack!" Skystarke bellowed, his wet monster's face bulging out from his unpeeling human mask like a demonic potato. "O-gahs! Battle-ready!"

Freetrick, now intensely grateful for the spikes on his armor, tried to slide the goblin shish-kebab off his chest plate and brace himself for combat at the same time. More of the little hairy monsters hurtled out of the mist, aiming mostly at him. Skystarke leapt into the air and caught one in his jaws. Another blundered into an ogre's giant paws. A third—

Freetrick frantically brought his arms up, but this time there was no rewarding smack. The goblin swung under his arm, up and into the air.

Freetrick looked up and saw the furry ball spin in the air, then flip over and unhinge into a five-pointed star of claws and teeth. Freetrick tried to bring his arms up and around, but suddenly he was moving in nightmare slow-motion. The goblin, too, was not falling so much as sinking, its wrinkled face inching toward him with all the sluggish menace of a tax audit.

Freetrick's brain had sped up, but with his body still moving at normal speed. So good, he could watch the goblin peel his face off in great detail. 


Another inch through air as warm and thick as asphalt. Freetrick couldn't move through the morass fast enough to get out of its way, couldn't protect himself. But he could…push.

Blackness blossomed in the air around him. Lightning arced across his eyes.

The mist over Freetrick thrummed like the skin of a drum head, and the goblin was suddenly accelerating upwards. There was a receding squall, a five-pointed hole punched into the mist above, and the monster was gone. Freetrick gaped upward, then screamed as another little monster smashed into his back, shoving him forward. There was a clattering up his back, like rat's feet across a tin roof. 


All right then. Freetrick gritted his teeth and…pulled. Claws scrabbled on his back as Freetrick pulled, twisted, then, feeling foolish, simply reversed the direction of pressure and squashed the thing.

There was another tingling rush of death-energy.

"Ha!" With some effort, Freetrick pumped his armored fists over his head. This was necromancy. This was power. 


Eyes crackling, Freetrick swung his head around to take in the battle around him. Skystarke was darting about like a two-legged cat, the ogres were grappling with huge, indistinct shapes in the mist, and DeMacabre. DeMacabre was just standing there. Grinning.

"Hello, your Vileness!" He called, waving.

"DeMacabre, you idiot, what are you…" said Freetrick in the split second before he remembered that DeMacabre called him 'my lord.' He began to turn around. 


Amorphous, black pseudopods extruded themselves from the air. Like the fingers of a giant hand, they reached out and grabbed him around the torso. They lifted. 


Another necromancer! Freetrick struggled, then concentrated, and blasted his power into the fingers that held him. 


They dissolved. He fell. He continued to fall.

A screaming second from a crash onto the stone floor, the hand materialized again. It tossed him up into the air, disappeared, reappeared, flicking him back and forth like a hot potato. Freetrick struck out again, but the ectoplasmic fingers never stayed in the same place long enough for him to disperse them. But if he pushed down…

The air vibrated again and Freetrick's fall stopped. All right. Necromancy! "Stop this!" Freetrick called, swinging around in the air to search for his attacker. The amorphous hand rushed at him again, and he swatted it away. "I don't want to fight you! Show yourself!" The hand returned, pressing in on his invisible defense. Freetrick pushed harder. "Show yourself, or I will—" Something went pop inside him.

The pressure disappeared and Freetrick was falling. He tried to stop himself, but his magic had stopped working. No more death energy. The ground was rushing up toward him like a…very much like the end of his life. Freetrick shut his eyes.

And opened them. He was horizontal, face down, the tip of his nose just touching the warm stone of the floor. The ectoplasmic hand was back around his body, squeezing. Then lifting.

There was a moment of dizziness. The floor swung away as if on a hinge. A dark figure rotated into view, feet first.

Boots. Iron boots of articulated plates, like the carapace of a lobster. More plates—larger and more sharply pointed—covered the knees. Iron chains hung from the waist, stretched upward to wrap around an otherwise naked chest, heavily muscled. And then more lobstered iron, rising in thorny protrusions to frame a face…a face a hell of a lot like Freetrick's.

"His Malevolence Feerborg, under the Maelstrom Despot of Skrea, Grasper of the Bolt, Lord of Pain, Terror under all Terrors, High Master of the Blood, and Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil," DeMacabre oozed from the somewhere behind him. 


Black chains slid across skin as the figure before Freetrick, his captor, bent in a bow. 


"And, my lord," said DeMacabre, presumably to Freetrick, "May I present his Fiendishness the Dark Prince Feerix, the Depraved, he of the Sharpened Thumb, son of His Malevolence king Wrothborg, may the blood never dry from his hands." 


The man, Feerix, straightened. He had Freetrick's narrow face, his long slanting eyebrows. His nose even hooked in that peculiar beak-like way Freetrick had always thought was his curse alone. His brother looked into Freetrick's eyes, took a step forward, and said, "well?"

"Uh," said Freetrick, "well, what?"

"Well attack me!" Feerix shouted. "What are you waiting for? Our respective forces lie in readiness, arrayed for battle. I have made the opening move. So break through my bonds and attack me!"

Oh. So this was some kind of Skrean ritual. For a moment he thought this was a real battle. Freetrick, shrugged against Feerix's spell. "I can't," he said. "I don't have any more death energy."

"What?" For a moment, the ferocious scowl on Feerix's face dropped, and a much more genuine look of confusion replaced it. "You mean you are…defenseless?"

"No-one told me I was going to have to fight a necromantic duel today," said Freetrick. "I have no idea what I'm supposed to be doing here."

"Defenseless?" Feerix swung to glare at DeMacabre. "This is your doing, Leech!"

"Why, my dear Dark Prince, I assure you I arrayed my forces here in this public place for no other purpose than to provide you the opportunity for your confrontation."

And now that Freetrick looked, yes, the people gathered behind DeMacabre did look distinctly array-like. So were they here to protect him from Feerix? They weren't doing a very good job of it.

"Unbelievable," Feerix spat. . A red gob smacked onto the stone a bare centimeter from Freetrick's foot. Did he see it writhing? "I have killed eleven siblings, drunk deep of their spinal fluid. I do not work like this!"

Freetrick fought for clarity. So all these people were here to watch while… "So this is like a game? Ha ha. Nice to meet you, Feerix. Put me down now."

"I believe I shall not. No…" Feerix twisted a hand and Freetrick's legs pivoted upward. Now he was lying, as if on a bed, supported at eye-level above the floor by a cocoon of black mist. "Tempest take the rituals. We are among witnesses, are we not? I shall simply kill you now, and be done with it." The ectoplasmic fingers around Freetrick squeezed.

"Oh," said a new voice, "how disappointing. Horrendous Morrow, Feerix."

In his cocoon of necromancy, Freetrick flinched. 


"Bloodbyrn," Feerix said, "I should have known you would come back to me. Here. Now. As I dangle your new lover from my clutches."

"Release him, Feerix."

"What would you give me for the favor," said Feerix, "hmm? A night in your bed perhaps? Your father's banishment? The skull throne?"

"My forbearance? Dark Prince Feerix, surely you can see that agents of father's faction outnumber your own in this place. Release the soon-to-be-Ultimate Fiend, or face our wrath."

When Feerix spoke again, it was with a slight quaver to his maniacal bellow. "You would not dare attack a member of the line of Feer!"

"If the line of Feer is so weak as to defy custom and kill a defenseless opponent, your patrimony holds no sway over my actions." 


"Such a one-sided duel would hardly be the great battle we of the Vile Halls have come to expect from you, your Vileness." DeMacabre said.

Feerix rocked Freetrick back and forth as he appeared to consider this. He looked out over the other people, presumably DeMacabre's supporters. And where were Feerix's supporters? "What you say rings of evil truth, Sangboise," he said, finally. "A weak and unskilled opponent, obviously ignorant in the black arts of necromancy, would do me no service as a victim. I might as well spear lizard-men in a slave pit. Very well!"

Freetrick was suddenly flying through the misty air. He hit the stone floor, and bounced, his armor throwing up a shower of sparks as he skidded to a halt. Dark ignobles and monsters shuffled away from him.

"I must have a worthy opponent!" Shouted Feerix.

Freetrick looked up to see the iron-girdled figure of his half brother towering over him.

"I shall teach you, I shall train you, and only then," Feerix sneered, "will I finally kill you."


***

Kendrick found the Paladin on the edge of the woods. The Chosen One of Naobel, stood under a pine tree staring at the stooped form of what at first appeared to be a tall man.



Night was approaching and the battle was over. The monsters had been killed or driven off, but not without cost. Men had died, mostly from the ranks of the Rationalist engineering corps. Died or been taken. Now, the remaining Rationalists huddled around the campfires scratching feeble runes onto their mirrors, waiting. Kendrick and the Ranger Levanick moved with purpose, however, seeking the Paladin.

As they drew closer Kendrick saw the prisoner more closely. He noted the crookedly jointed legs, the glint of scales where soft skin should have been, the eyes like volcanic glass. A lizard-man stood in chains, clothed in rough furs, shackled to the tree.

Kendrick stopped in his tracks, the smell of piss and rotted meat in his nostrils. 



"Come on, boy," Levanick yanked Kendrick forward by the arm. "Do not be modest, you killed more monsters today than anyone save the Paladin himself."

"I killed so much…" Kendrick licked his lips and whispered.

"You killed well," Levanick insisted, then, to the Paladin: "Chosen. Excuse us for interrupting."

"'Tis no interruption, Ranger." The Paladin rolled his shoulders and scratched fingers through his close-trimmed beard.
"Who hast thou brought me?"

"Private Engineer Kendrick Fairheart," said Levanick as Kendrick bowed, "the, uh, soldier of Hill Stock."

"Sir," said Kendrick. The lizard-man was staring at him. It had huge eyes. Kendrick could probably fit his thumb into one all the way up to the base.

"Yes, I remember his name. From where in these Hills art thou, son?"
The Paladin smiled at Kendrick.
His voice was mid-range, burred with the accent of a man who had never been far from his home in the Mountains, and surprisingly rough given how young he looked.
Up close, Kendrick could see the warrior was only a little older than himself.
But the Light of the Mountain moved and spoke with the absolute assurance of a man raised from infancy to do his job.



"Yerunel, sir." It was very far Down Hill from Angel's Keep. Practically in word-wizard territory.

The Paladin nodded, one large hand coming up again to rub at his beard. His eyes, shadowed under heavy brows, squinted as he looked Kendrick up and down. "A Betweener, then, born and bred."

"Yes, sir." Kendrick tried to stand straighter.

"Yes. Thou hast the look of it." The Paladin tweaked his own pointed nose and abruptly smiled.

"Thank you, sir. Uh, Chosen."

"And now thou art a warrior, defending our land from the Storm?"

"I'm actually in the engineering corps, sir. Chosen, I mean." Kendrick winced.
Next to this man, he sounded as modern and frivolous as Istain. 


"In truth?" The smile faded slightly, the dark eyes flicked sideways, toward the rest of the camp, "wherefor is that?"

"Well I just joined, sir.
I took a leave of absence from school to help."

"School?" His eyebrows rose. "Rationalist school?"

"Uh, yes," said Kendrick, feeling unaccountably ashamed.

"And what was it brought thee here, son?"


"A friend of mine," said Kendrick.
He had told this story enough times to stop his tongue from stumbling while he talked to the hero.
"We were in college together, and he got in trouble.
I am…trying to help him."


"Friendship is a great thing, son.
Friendship is the place where honor meets love, and should be valued beyond price." The Paladin smiled again, and reached out to lay a hand on Kendrick's shoulder.
"May you do much to help your friend, Kendrick Fairheart of Yerunel.
And mayhap you may find service to your nation aids in that selfsame quest.
Now—ah, Professor-Colonel.
Good even."

Kendrick's shoulder moved under the Paladin's hand as he turned.
Yes, there was Professor-Colonel Phinneas, the Rationalist Commander emerged from the woods in the direction of the camp with a foul expression on his narrow face.



"There you are, Paladin," Phinneas said,
"where the struck-out hell have you been?"
His eyes swept the scene, settled on Kendrick, and narrowed, "and what are you doing here, Private-Instructor Fairheart?"

"The same as I." The Paladin gestured at the lizard-man before them.

Phinneas glanced at it.
The bristly gray mustache on his upper lip fluttered in a silent snort. "Trying to conduct an interrogation without me present, Paladin? Again?" His gaze flicked toward Kendrick and Levanick. "You two! If you want to talk to the Paladin you may go wait for him in his tent. That's an order!" He snapped as Levanick did not move.

"No, they shall stay," said the Paladin.

"Emeritus-Professor Paladin" Phinneas took a step toward his Betweener counterpart, "Let me remind you that your academic-military title is honorary. You may hold a rank among these mountain people, but according to the government of the Rationalist Union, you are retained as a consultant, only. Do not order my soldier to—"

"I do not.
I am the Chosen of Naobel and my orders bind any Naobelite who stands firm against the Storm. They shall stay, both of them."

Kendrick saw the Professor-Colonel twitch.
At first he thought it was a flinch, but then he saw where the man's hand went.
He held his breath, his own hand going to the weight that hung at his left hip.



But Phinneas's hand lifted from his holster. "Paladin," he said, his voice softer, more tightly controlled, "half our force is dead and the next column is two days behind us.
Can your mangled lizard-man here tell us how to survive the next 48 hours?"

"It does," said the Paladin. "And I have not even to speak with it to know that our warriors may not be dead."
He nodded toward the monster, which flinched in its chains. "Regard you the wound on its leg, Proctor."

"What, did your men brutalize this prisoner, Paladin?"

The Paladin shook his head. "My men, no. But brutal? Yes. Look, now. Mayhap the wound's shape will strike you as familiar."

The lizard-man hissed as they bent forward to examine its trussed leg. The bite marks were carved into the flesh of its thigh by savage force, evil and strange, and yet…

"Ranger Levanick, show him," grunted the Paladin.

The lizard-man looked up at them and hissed as they approached, and the chains around its limbs jingled in the chilly air. The ragged pelt the monster had wrapped around its body quivered bizarrely, and Kendrick realized it was no dead animal skin, but another Skrean monstrosity, shaggy and amorphous. Limbs like the tentacles of a furry octopus writhed, and a loop-pupiled eye swiveled around to fix him with wise and alien regard from around the lizard-man's shoulder.
Kendrick gritted his teeth at the pulpy obscenity of the thing.

"Worry not.
It but wears a shaggor." The Paladin's voice was cool as shadowed granite, rough and immovable. "'Tis high up the Hill and late in the season for the lizard-folk.
This one must be of high status indeed, as they measure such things, to warrant this garb.
Show him, Levanick. Merely ware you not to step within reach of the tentacles. "

Levanick kneeled, placed pointer finger and thumb against the corners of his mouth, then brought his hand up, his fingers still the same distance apart. Holding Phinneas's eyes, the Ranger moved his impromptu calipers over the crescent-shaped wounds on the monster's thigh.
Kendrick thought of a turkey's drumstick with a bite taken out of it. There was a flare of joy, dark and hot like blood, but Kendrick quickly controlled the emotion.

"Humans did this?" Even Phinneas's normally smooth voice rippled with disgust.

"Only human-shaped, councilor," replied the Paladin.
Then, as if to himself "Of all the blasphemies of the Storm, the ghoul-folk, are surely the most heinous."

"Ah," said Phinneas, "you mean wendigos." The ripples had not left his voice, "I…I was under the impression that we had eradicated them in these mountains."

"Beseems they have returned," The Paladin turned from the grisly sight at their feet in an abrupt swirl of forest-colored leather. 


Kendrick's blood ran cold.
Wendigos were the subject of more Betweener fright-stories than any other monstrosity.
Ogres could tear a man's limbs from his body, goblins could steal an infant from a locked room, lizard-men could ambush lone travelers, but at least those monsters looked like monsters.
As the Betweeners said, 'the only sign of the ghoul-folk is the smile they wear when they eat you.' 


Teeth like his own had made those wounds in the flesh of that creature...
How hard the wendigo must have bitten.
How hungry it must have been.
Or had it been the simple joy of rending flesh that had driven those teeth?

"Returned?" Demanded Phinneas, "Or been made?
Have there been any disappearances in this pass, Emeritus-Professor Paladin?
Villages fallen out of communication?"

The Paladin shook his heavy head, "I do not know, Professor-Colonel."

"Then what striking good are you?" The Rationalist nearly snarled, "Strike it, man.
We're less than two day's march from the Skrean border! If there is a necromancer loose in these woods—"

The Paladin's gloved hand came up, and the Rationalist's words dried up fast. 



"Such is my fear as well," The Paladin was saying, "but are the men taken, and not simply killed, mayhap we might still preserve them from worse a fate.
One way or the other."

Phinneas's breath sucked in through pinched nostrils.
He opened his mouth as if to say something, closed it, then abruptly shot a hard glance at Kendrick.
"Well," he said, "certainly we must discuss what to do next, but not, I think, in front of raw recruits to the engineering corps." He turned to Kendrick. "Private-Instructor Fairheart, when I have need of a rail line laid, I will call for your services, but for the moment---"

"Hold." 


Phinnaes's mustache bristled. "What?" His words started as a snarl, but modulated quickly to chill efficiency, "what is it, Emeritus-Professor Paladin?"

But the Paladin turned instead to Kendrick and Levanick.
"Levanick, I want your advice in this matter.
And you also, son.
I would like you to observe as well." He cocked an eyebrow at Kendrick.
"Perhaps you might learn something useful."

"What?" The Professor-Colonel's voice took on an outraged grate, "now wait just a minute, Paladin."

"They stay," said the Paladin. 


"They most certainly do not." Phinneas's hand went to his hip again. "I don't know what you're thinking, involving that boy in this, but you'll do nothing with consultation and confirmation from me."

The Paladin raised an eyebrow. "'That boy?'"

The Professor-Colonel made an angry slicing gesture with a hand. "Enough games, Paladin. We all know about Fairheart here
and his connections." He jerked a thumb eastward, Uphill.




"You know…about Freetrick," Kendrick suddenly felt very cold. Professor-Colonel


"Feerborg, now," said Phinneas. "Why do you think you progressed through basic training in two days, boy?" 



Levanick's mouth was set in a firm horizontal line.
"You're in the center of the blasted storm, boy.
Time to choose what trees you want to cling to, or you'll be blown away."


"Then I think there is no reason why the boy should not see what concerns him." The Paladin said, turning toward the lizard-man. 


Its head cocked to follow the movement.
Breath rose from under the shaggor's flabby folds to turn to steam in the crisp mountain air.



"Wheel stones out." The Paladin commanded, and both of the other Betweeners did as instructed.



"Hold it out—no, by the stone, not the chord," whispered Levanick.

Phinneas stood with his arms crossed, silent.

Three hands holding three ring-shaped stones stood reflected in the lizard-man's black eyes.
It hissed.

"Naobel," murmured the Paladin.

A deep triple boom washed over the clearing.
Light flared, faded, steadied, and the lizard-man flinched back as if burned.
The shaggor on its back erupted in queasy squirming motion, like a nest of furred worms.



"sssss-Top thatss."


The Paladin squinted. "Creature, answer my question.
Whom dost thou serve?"

The lizard-man hissed and stuck out its tongue.
It was long and purple-black in the light of the amulets.

"Answer me," said the Paladin, "I command thee in Naobel's name."
At the sound of the name of the god, the Paladin's amulet flared brighter, and the lizard-man pressed back against the tree, shaggy tentacles flopping down loose from its scaly body.
Its
hiss changed pitch, became a squeal of pain.



When the lizard-man looked back up, one of its eyes was no longer black.
White showed around the iris and pupil, the eye now noticeably smaller than its partner.
The muscles on the side of its face nearest the Paladin bunched weirdly, scales flaked off its skin.

"Hurts" it gasped. "Why?
Kill you…" A tooth fell from its mouth.

"Gibberish," whispered Kendrick. What was happening to the creature? 


The Paladin held up the pitiless amulet.
"Whom servst thou, monster? Naobel."

Shudders wracked the lizard-man's body.
Fur and slime sloughed off the dangling tentacles of the shaggor.
"Sservve…hurts.
Liar!"

"Yes?" The Paladin's eyes flicked to Phinneas, standing outside the pool of brightness.
"And servst thou the Death, or the Fear?
The Blood?" 


The lizard-man spit out another rotting tooth.
"Nots them.
Agh…pain." It looked up at the Paladin, its new, bizarrely human right eye blazing with hatred. "Liar.
Kill---"

"Naobel!"

The monster screamed.


"It serves not the king of the evil." the Paladin called to the Professor-Colonel.
"But…I have not heard tell of this so-called Liar fore now."

The Professor-Colonel narrowed his eyes as the lizard-man squealed in pain and outrage. 


"Maybe he's some new wendigo leader?" offered Levanick. "That sort often gather lesser monsters in around themselves."

"Most likely," the Paladin agreed, "I shall finish the job, now, Professor-Colonel Phinneas."

"Wait." Phinneas said, scowling and striding forward.
"Lizard-man, do you know of any creatures in this area who serve the Blood?"

"Liar!" Screeched the lizard-man, "kill you!"

"You shall not," the Paladin raised his amulet higher.

"Wait, strike you, Paladin" said Phinneas, "What about the Death?"

"Kill liar…you…liar." The lizard-man was no longer capable of supporting its own weight. It lolled against its restraints, legs kicking, spitting blood and more pointed teeth.

"Naobel." Another wash of light, another scream of agony.

"Wait until it answers!"
Phinneas stood over the shuddering creature on the ground. "Are there any camps of those loyal only to the Skull Throne?"

The lizard-man opened its mouth, but the Paladin was already speaking, "be done, monster!
Thy life is ended.
May Naobel remove thy curse from thee!"

The lizard-man had opened its mouth to speak, but no words came out.
There was a terrible ringing in the air, and a terrible light.
Then the monster was writhing against the tree, squalling amid a nest of befouled tentacles.
Kendrick stared in sick fascination as the tentacles of the shaggor deliquesced into foul slime, then as the bones of the lizard-man seemed to twist under its skin, the skull warping as if deformed by enormous external pressure.
The creatures squealed in anguish as the blessing of Naobel ripped them apart.

"Stop this!" Phinneas's voice rose over the clangor of the blessing as his hand slapped the amulet from the Paladin's fingers.



Darkness swept over them as the Paladin spun, "Corruption and Darkness, Phinneas, how darest thou strike at my hands with thine?"

"How dare you disobey an order," Phinneas's voice undercut the Paladin's bellow.
"Whatever the struck-out hell you think you're playing at, Paladin, it ends now."

"It was none of your affair."

"What?" Phinneas purpled.
"You say that to me-" he took a breath, visibly wrestling with his temper.
" Emeritus-Professor Paladin, I see the conditions that pertain here have still not become clear to you." He stood straighter, hand resting on the butt of his pistol. "There are not two hierarchies here;
there is one.
And I, not you, am at the top of it.
So if I give you an order, you obey it.
If I order you to justify your actions, you striking-well justify them.
Do I make myself clear?"

The Paladin's brows lowered, and his mouth opened as if to shout something angry in response.
But then his eyes darted to Levanick, and closed his mouth on whatever he had been about to say.
He nodded, then continued in a soft voice.
"I finished the interrogation." 


Kendrick saw Levanick take a small step sideways.

"How?" said Phinneas, "By torturing it to death?"

The Paladin spat. "It is not dead."

In the darkness, the lizard-man mewed wordlessly.
Kendrick stared at it.
One of its eyes had burst, but the other was now small and round, with a white like a human's.
Its face, too, seemed more man-like than before, if horribly bruised and broken.
Was that a nose developing over the slitted nostrils? And what had the Paladin said? Remove the curse? Kendrick's fingers itched to try the Blessing on the thing again.

"But can it answer my question, Paladin?" Phinneas was shouting,
"No, it can't!
Burning libraries, what the struck-out hell is your game, Paladin?"

"Naught, Professor-Colonel.
I am fighting this war."

There was a sound from the lizard-man like a bag of water busting.
Levanick took another step sideways.

"No, you are not, you are preventing me from fighting it."

"Preventing thee?" The Paladin's voice rose again to a roar, "What knowest thou of the battle between Good and Evil?
What knowest thou of the Covenant?

Phinneas sighed, "Thank you, Emeritus-Professor Paladin."
His own voice had cooled, as if he and the Paladin sat on opposite sides of a balance.
"Thank you for giving me the opportunity to explain the current situation.
Levanick, if you move one inch from that spot, you will be court-martialed and hauled before a military tribunal.
A rationalist tribunal. Is that clear?" Levanick stopped edging sideways.

The lizard-man had begun to whine, a monstrous, maddening sound that made Kendrick wish he could stab his thumb into its remaining eye.
"This is not your war." Phinneas went on,
"This is our war, the Rationalists' war.
And while your war has gone on for centuries, we plan to end ours," Kendrick saw his smile in the darkness under the trees, "by this time next year."

"Now," Phinneas said, "Levanick, Private-Instructor Fairheart, you will go back to your tents.
I will deal with you later.
And you, Paladin, will come back to the camp with me.
Right after I clean up your mess."

"Test me not, Rationalist." The Paladin's voice had dropped as well, but where Phinneas's voice was icy, the Paladin's was steam—hot, pressurized, ready to explode.
"I am a font of the light of Naobel. I am protector of this realm."

"Under whose authority?" Phinneas sneered,
"We are not operating under Naobel's law here, but Rationalist Union law, and if you are in violation of that law, I am authorized to remove you."

"Authorized, thou may be, but art thou able?" growled the Paladin. "Think you, Professor-Colonel to pit your rune-spells against me?"

Phinneas looked at him for a moment, the nodded. "No." He said.

There was a heavy clank, and Phinneas's arm came up. "This is a pistol."

Kendrick, who knew what to expect, closed his eyes and covered his ears.
Levanick and the Paladin did not and both nearly fell to the ground as the sound of the shot broke the air in two.



Kendrick uncovered his ringing ears in time to hear the second clank.


"I have cocked the pistol again, Paladin," said Professor-Colonel Phinneas, "it fires multiple rounds.
Now come with me to your tent.
And if I see lights or hear bells, I will shoot you, is that clear?"

"Corrupted monster," wheezed the Paladin.

"Now move."

The Paladin did not move. "Cross me," he said, "and you will lose Between."

"You have a very high opinion of yourself," said Phinneas. "Levanick, Fairheart, you will start walking down that hill now.
Consider this, Paladin: get in my way, and you and your supporters go from being slightly useful native guides to dangerous religious extremists. Now start walking. I won't ask again."

Kendrick was walking ahead of them and couldn't see, but it sounded like the Paladin finally started walking.
No doubt Phinneas was behind him, gun pressed into his holy back.
Behind them, the lizard-man screamed wordlessly. 


The lizard-man's noises continued as the four soldiers made their way through the forest back to their camp.
Kendrick picked his way over roots and between bushes, at once
disturbed by the sound and excited.
Excited of course at the destruction of a servant of the Storm, but disturbed, too, by what it represented.

Between and the Rationalist Union had always been inseparable allies against the Storm, Skrea. Now, though, it looked like that centuries-old alliance was breaking. Why? Both wanted to destroy Skrea and the Kingdoms of Evil. Didn't they?

The lizard-man cried again.
Kendrick fancied he could hear a word in its inarticulate shriek.
Liar.



"Kendrick, do you have your weapon with you?"



Kendrick looked up.
Levanick was facing away from him, apparently intent on the pathless wood ahead of them, but his voice had been distinct.

Kendrick hesitated, then said, "Yes."

"Good," Levanick glanced behind him, past Kendrick, at the Paladin and Phinneas, "you may be required to use it."

"What?" hissed Kendrick, "against who?"

Levanick turned back to the woods ahead and said nothing for a time.
Then he said, "Why is this war happening?"

So Levanick had guess Kendrick's thoughts. "To destroy Skrea."

"This war isn't about destroying the Storm," Levanick said, "it's about destroying Between."

Levanick pushed ahead through a thicket of madrone and by the time Kendrick could follow, the Ranger had gained fifteen feet on him.
Kendrick had to jog to catch up.

"Think about it." Levanick said, not slowing his stride. "With no Storm, what good are we?
What use our magic?
The Rationalists will finally have the excuse they need to snuff us out."

"Slow down, strike you out!"
Phinneas's voice cracked out from the other side of the thicket.
"You two stay where I can see you."

Kendrick stopped, "What are you talking about?"

Levanick, leaned close and whispered, "You've been to college there, you must know.
Unless you become like them, give up everything your ancestors fought to protect, they treat you like a savage."
He didn't give Kendrick the chance to respond.
"Look at us, look at our people.
Our reason for existence is being taken from us.
Aren't you going to fight the people who are trying to destroy our way of life?"

Kendrick gaped at him, then down at his hand, caressing the hilt of his military-issue dagger.

"I've already made my choice," said Levanick, "but it counts for nothing if you don't also make yours here, and now."



Kendrick swallowed against a sudden surge of anticipation.
Would he get a chance to use this weapon?
No!
That was the wrong thought to have.
It was wrong to harm human beings.

Levanick's eyes were narrow, all friendliness gone from his face. "Your choice is this, Kendrick.
There are four of us in the woods right now.
Are we two Betweeners and two Rationalists, or three Betweeners against him?" Levanick jerked his head backward to indicate Phinneas, cursing steadily as he forced his way through the twisted, papery madrones.

The Paladin leveled eyes at Kendrick as dark and furious as the clouds of the Storm before the Professor-Colonel prodded him in the back with his pistol.
"Good.
Forward."

The lizard-man cried out again, quieter with distance, but somehow more agonized.



"Well?"
Levanick hissed at Kendrick.

"I can't kill anyone," said Kendrick.

"You've killed before."

Kendrick tried to contain his anger. "Monsters!" He hissed, jogging behind Levanick as he started forward. "I have killed monsters!
It was right, it was all right to kill monsters."
Nothing wrong, he told himself, told Madene as her disapproving face rose in his memory, nothing to be ashamed of.
"But never people! It is Wrong to kill people."

Levanick pushed aside a low branch.
"And people who oppose the will of Naobel?
What about them?"

Levanick raised his voice under a rising shriek of pain from the lizard-man.

"I can't," Kendrick stated to Levanick's back, "I cannot. I will not."

"Will not? Why
is that?"
Levanick suddenly stopped walking, turned to face Kendrick,
"Because the thought attracts you?
Because you know that once you begin killing, you will not be able stop?"

The lizard-man's scream rose to a furious shriek, and then went on, and on.

A chill ran down Kendrick's body as a Levanick smiled a narrow smile.
"You truly are Betweener."

"What the struck-out hell?"

Kendrick nearly jumped at the voice of Phinneas.
The Rationalist Professor-Colonel stood behind the Paladin, not ten feet from them.
But he was not looking at Kendrick or Levanick.

Slowly, Kendrick twisted his head around.
They had come through the last stand of brush to stand on a small rise of ground overlooking their camp.
What was left of their camp.

The campsite below them was a ring of chaos.
Monsters of the Storm, more than twice the number of the previous ambush, swarmed over the ordered ranks of Rationalist tents, all ripping claws and howling mouths.
Blue and tan coated men tried to run or wield their bayonets at their attackers, but the goblins and lizard-men overran, surrounded, and cut them down.
Already a pile of bodies was growing in one corner of the clearing.



"You want to kill?"
Murmured Levanick. "Good.
There are always those who need to die."

"You."
All the blood was gone from Phinneas's face, his skin the color and texture of under-cured leather.
"You did this."

Neither Levanick nor the Paladin said anything.



"You had them attack the camp," Phinneas's shocked whisper became a furious snarl, "while I was tramping through the woods!"

"No!" Said Kendrick, "those are monsters down there, sir!
It must be the servants of the necromancer the lizard-man called 'Liar,' whomever that may be.
They must have come back again and overwhelmed the Rangers…"

The expression on Levanick's face dried the words out of Kendrick's throat.

"Look down there, boy," spat Phinneas, "do you see any brown buckskins on that pile of corpses?
Do you hear any Naobelite blessings going off?
Or muskets.
Ha."
He looked down at the back of the Paladin's head. "Your people must have sabotaged our weapons.
Ha." The Paladin winced as the Professor-Colonel prodded him with the gun,
"no wonder that lizard-man called you a liar."

As if in answer, the wounded lizard-man howled in the woods, a drawn-out wail of almost human despair. And Kendrick's mind whirled. Of course the creature didn't serve anyone called "the Liar." It had been calling the Paladin a liar. Because he had made a deal with the monster, a deal he broke by using the Blessing against it. 


"And you very efficiently weeded out half of my men in that little raid, too," Phinneas shook his head.
"Oh, wonderful." He said, "I spend my career rooting out Betweener secessionists and Skrean collaborators, and it turns out they're the same striking people, and their leader is my striking native guide."

"Between will never let herself become the dog of The Rationalist Union," snarled the Paladin.

"Shut up," said Phinneas.
"Or I'll shoot you."

"No!" Kendrick cried.
"Uh," he said as Phinneas directed his glare at him, "s-sir, if you kill your hostage…"

"…what's to stop your friend there from killing me?
Or if not him than the legions of monsters and bent Rangers arrayed before us?
Hm."
The Professor-Colonel gritted his teeth in an expression totally unlike a smile, "do you play chess, Ranger?"

Levanick shook his head, eyes narrowed.



"Ah, well, then I suppose you won't understand me when I say the Union would be sacrificing a rook to capture the enemy's queen.
I trust Mr. Fairheart will translate, though."

"He means he's less important than the Paladin is," mumbled Kendrick.
"Even if you kill him" If you kill him.
Not me!
Never me! "you'll suffer a greater loss than the Rationalist Union."



"Exactly so." Phinneas nodded.
"So, now, here is the situation. Private-Instructor Fairheart.
Either you are loyal to your government, in which case you are bound to obey my orders, or you have thrown in your lot with these traitors, in which case I hold your leader hostage.
In either case, you will both throw down your weapons.
Then, all four of us will walk quietly and
quickly away from my camp—" a muscle twitched under his eye "avoid the monsters you've called down on us, and head back down the mountain."

Levanick's eyes narrowed, his hand went to the hilt of his sword.

"Slowly, Ranger."

The Paladin spoke: "Be you not a fool, Phinneas."

"Shut up."

The Paladin winced as if the barrel of the gun had just been jammed into his spine again. "You would never make it down the mountain with three enemies in tow."

"I count two," said the Professor-Colonel, staring levelly at Kendrick.

The Paladin looked at him too, then coughed, "in any case, even the two of you together could not keep guard against both Levanick and myself for the whole of the trek down from these Hills."

"Shut up!"

"You would have to kill one of us," continued the Paladin, "obviously Levanick."

Levanick went pale, and his sword screeched out of its sheath.

Professor-Colonel Phinneas sighed.
"That was a foolish thing to say, Paladin.
Now I can't drive your Ranger, I can't trust Private-Instructor Fairheart, and…"

The lizard-man's screams abruptly cut off.

"Ah yes.
I can't stand here forever, waiting for your pet monsters to find me." His voice dropped to almost to a whisper. "It seems my duty is clear."

"Oh light!" Levanick shouted as the Paladin's face twisted, "Kendrick, kill him!"

There was a muffled crack, and the Paladin flew forward as if someone had kicked him in the back.
Then Phinneas was raising his smoking pistol, pointing it at Levanick.

"Damn you!" Levanick ran at the man, his hand going for the sword at his hip, "damn you to the—" The second crack, was much louder than the first.
Levanick's feet spun out from under him and he plowed into the ground.



"You killed him," Kendrick whispered. 


"He was an enemy of our nation, Fairheart," Phinneas calmly holstered his weapon, "and he would have killed me, or worse.
He certainly would have done worse to you." This time, Kendrick heard the mechanism snap as Phinneas re-loaded his revolver.
"Now, Private-Instructor Fairheart!" he shouted, "it would be a shame if I had to shoot you, but if you do not drop your dagger, now, I will."

"Funny," a new voice purred from behind Kendrick, "I was about to say the same to you, Rationalist."

The wendigo stepped from the shadows.
"Except I would replace 'shame' with 'pleasure,' and 'shoot' with 'eat.'"





Chapter the Eighth


In which the Ultimate Fiend casts down the King of Good

 



"No!" screeched Feerix, "No no no! Fool! Idiot!"

"Strike it, Feerix, 'no' what? I haven't done anything yet."

"Precisely. You require lessons in necromancy, and yet you do nothing."

Freetrick sighed as he plodded along the corridor in his heavy ceremonial armor. "Well, what should I be doing?"

"Killing something!"

"What?" Freetrick gestured with a razor-tipped gauntlet and nearly sliced the nipple off an ogre bodyguard. "What should I kill?"

"That does not matter!" Feerix snarled. "Anything." He pointed randomly.
"There. The man in front of you."

"The man in front of me is DeMacabre."

"My ears are burning!" The Duke sang.

Freetrick wished he could wipe the sweat from his forehead without fear of shaving off his own eyebrows. "Feerix, I don't think this is quite the right time for a practical demonstration of necromancy."

He gestured, more carefully this time, at the procession around them. Dark aristocrats of every description trudged up a sort of spiral ramp that, as far as Freetrick understood things, wound around the shaft leading up from the magma chamber under the castle to the tower at its peak.

Freetrick and Feerix, as well as most of the rest of the human population of Clouds-Gather, were marching grimly forward in the center of the procession, heavy ceremonial boots clanging off the stones with every shuffling step. He had tried telling himself that he would think of some way out of the mess he had stumbled into. But now, as he passed a row of narrow window-slits showing a drop into a vast lake of lava nearly a hundred feet below, he found it hard to summon any optimism.


"But if you do not practice, how can you improve?" said Feerix, "And if you do not improve, how can I kill you?"

"What," Freetrick gasped as they rounded another corner, "You aren't planning to train me up and the kill me on the way to my own coronation, are you?"

"Indeed," said Feerix, "If I can duel and kill you on the tip of the Tower of Death, I can have myself crowned forthwith."

"That would be most convenient," said DeMacabre, "as everyone will already be gathered."

"Thanks a lot, DeMacabre," Freetrick muttered. 


"Ah, my lord is most welcome!" DeMacabre was walking ahead of them, hands clasped behind his back, his cylindrical black hat tilted like a badly laid tower as the Duke bent low in conversation with what looked like an enormous crab walking beside him. "For did I not find a teacher of necromancy for my lord, even as I…" He turned to look at Freetrick, and for once he was not grinning. DeMacabre's eyes were narrowed, one eyebrow raised. Even after I saved your life, he expressed. 


Burning struck-out libraries. Gibberish. Freetrick cursed his stupidity as the shadows of his convoy crawled across the lava-lit walls. This close to the core of Clouds-Gather's central shaft, the air was baked hot and dry, stinking of ash and sulfur. 



"For there it was on the schedule with which my lord furnished me, was it not?" DeMacabre was saying. "Find a teacher of necromancy, and then the coronation ceremony. And as they say in The Rationalist Union, 'thus it was written, thus it shall be.'" There was a gristly chuckle from the giant crab.

"Yes!" Said Feerix. "So we must practice. Choose your victim, Feerborg!"

"Feerix," said Freetrick, "I'm a complete novice. I think you're going to have to wait." As long as possible. Forever, preferably. On the other hand, though, Freetrick suspected he needed training in necromancy to fight off everyone else who might try to kill him in the mean time.

From in front of them, DeMacabre somehow contrived to make a noise that sounded like a grin. "May I congratulate my lord on his guile."

"And may I congratulate him on his cowardice." The voice rose like a venomous flower from the smaller, much more elaborately garbed person walking beside her father. Bloodbyrn DeMacabre had decided to enter the conversation.


"Horrible morrow, my lord." Bloodbyrn turned like a rotating super-nova in red and black.

"Nice hat," said Freetrick.

"I thank you." She completed her rotation, and a hole in the blood-colored chaos opened to reveal a pale hour-glass of face, neck, and the inevitable uplifted cleavage. "Shall I walk beside you, my lord?"

"Okay?" Concentrating determinately upward, Freetrick counted four eyebrow rings, three silver studs in various places, and a jeweled golden hoop through one nostril. The furry, monkey-like goblin she was carrying could have worn that hoop as a collar. The serried ranks of Dark Nobility around them paled in comparison. "So…Bloodbyrn. What's up?"

"I am sure I do not take my lord's meaning." Bloodbyrn slowed her pace to match his, her hat expanding in Freetrick's vision like a dying sun. "I see now it was a mistake to study the Rationalist language, as it has become clear that my betrothed speaks only the language of the slatterns in their dens and the urchins in their gutters." 


For truth's sake. 'Slattern'? "I meant, how are you, Bloodbyrn?"

"As well as can be expected, my lord." 


"That isn't," he gestured at the goblin, "one of the ones Feerix used to attack me, is it?"


"Sadly, no."

Bloodbyrn stared at Freetrick until he coughed and asked, "Uh... you're not mad that I postponed the un-wedding?" 


"Why should I be angry, my lord?" Bloodbyrn said, eyes rimmed with black kohl and steaming with irony. "Is it my place to question the decisions of the Soon-to-be-Ultimate Fiend?" A hooked eyebrow ring jumped upward, "however asinine they may be?" 


"Uh..."


"The next time you feel tempted to make a decision, my lord," she hissed, "I suggest you stop, and think, and then do not make it."

"And if you ask my father," she said in a normal voice, "about the details of Skrean laws concerning un-marriage, children, and succession, you may ascertain the depths of the pit into which you have—so glibly, my lord— plunged."

"Now," Bloodbyrn looked Freetrick up and down with an expression that should have etched tracks into his iron armor. The goblin, now riding on her shoulder, picked its nose at him. "I believe I have made myself clear."

Feerix cleared his throat. "I applaud your cruelty. Horrible morrow, Dark Lady Bloodbyrn."

Freetrick nearly collapsed as Bloodbyrn's burning glare left him and turned to wither his half-brother. "Horrible morrow…Feerix."

The prince's face twisted. "So. You dare show your face to me again after the duel we shared, you and I." 


"Why, Feerix? Because I won it?"

"You did not win!" Feerix leaned across Freetrick to spit at Bloodbyrn. "You cheated! You distracted me."

"I won," she said. "My blood clot was in your brain. And yet I let you live. I imagine that was humiliating for you." She turned slightly, and addressed the air. "I do hope no one now blames me for your mental ineptitude."

"Bitch! I shall kill you!" 



Freetrick wiped spit off his cheek. "How about we trade places?"

"There is no need, my lord," said Bloodbyrn. "For I have nothing to say to this mollusk of a man."


"Mollusk? Mollusk?" Feerix's next words were a whisper directed at Freetrick. "That is like a slug, right?"

"Yes."

"Mollusk! I shall show you who deserves the title! Servant! Bring me my gauntlet!"

"Young Feerix, do be quiet." The voice was ancient, with an evil, gristly hiss that made Freetrick think of scorpions. But only really bad scorpions. Scorpions the other scorpions would never talk to, for fear of being told deep and dreadful things that would shatter their fragile arachnid psyches. 


"This is neither the time nor the place." The thing walking next to DeMacabre pivoted on four enormous, jointed legs and Freetrick saw it wasn't a giant crab at all.

Or at least, not the kind of monster he thought it was. It was a chair. A huge, mobile chair, made of what looked like twisted wood draped with shaggy furs. The man sitting in the chair, the man who had been talking so intently with DeMacabre turned his head to see Freetrick. Orange light flashed off a silvered monocle. Teeth were bared in the lava light. 


"Feerix, boy! By reacting so to the young Dark Lady's insults, you confirm them. You have your place in the circles of power, be content with that for now! And let your elders and betters rest their ears."

Feerix mumbled something down the front of his armor while Freetrick and the ancient villain in the mobile chair stared at each other.

"My lord," DeMacabre bowed as he walked, then put a hand on one of Freetrick's armor's metal spikes. The weight nearly toppled him. "Have you met His Fiendishness the Dark Prince Teirchoke, the Jaded, Despot Noggor? I believe he is…oh…what would it be my lord's sixth cousin, twice removed?"

"Exactly so, Dark Lord DeMacabre," said the decrepit necromancer from his pile of shambling furs, "For my dynastic line was founded by Yogchoke, who was great-uncle to Othborg the Hideous, both of them being descended from Graswug Kinslayer." The monocle winked in its nest of concentric wrinkles. "It is unspeakably terrible to make your acquaintance, my lord." Dark Prince Teirchoke the Jaded made a small, palsied bow. 


"Nice—I mean terrible—to meet you," said Freetrick.

"Do not mind young Feerix," the old man quavered like a malevolent accordion. "He is nearly as much an idiot as my own grandson, you know," He said to DeMacabre. "Though not so much as my son was, Tempest help me."

Feerix made a noise like he was crushing rocks between his teeth.

"But please allow me to offer my condolences, my lord," Teirchoke continued, turning back to Freetrick, his chair still carrying him steadily forward as they walked. 


"Condolences?" Freetrick did feel in the need for consolation, but he hadn't expected anyone in Skrea to sympathize.

"My condolences," said Teirchoke, "on the death of your father, king Wrothborg, my lord. May the blood never dry from his hands."

"Oh," said Freetrick, "yes. Uh, thank you."

Monocle and teeth flashed in tandem. "Such a shame you were unable to kill him yourself, my lord."

Freetrick sighed. "Yes," he said, "I guess someone else beat me to it. I uh, don't suppose you know who did?"

Teirchoke merely smiled, his face like that of an ancient and vicious shar pei. "It was me, my lord."


***

"Burning libraries." But Phinneas spoke the curse without venom, his voice pitched as if making a simple observation.



They burst from the forest as if borne by explosions: lizard-men and goblins, and of course wendigos, which appeared to be men.



Kendrick spun, and as the joy at the chance to kill rose, his attackers seemed to slow.
Kendrick's heart thundered in his ears and the monsters seemed to drift through air like cold syrup.
He watched as his hand moved with slow deliberation to his sheath, fingers curled around the hilt of his dagger. His feet left the ground. His arm swept out. The blade slid across the monster's throat…

And they crashed together into the dirt. Kendrick's compact weight bore down the goblin and its throat was open before it had a chance to even touch him with its claws or teeth. It shuddered and wheezed through a severed trachea and Kendrick noted how the monster's face was stretched forward, the jaw underslung and elongated.
Its eyes, though, were human enough, and the pain and shock in them was like a warm balm to Kendrick's soul. Would Madene disapprove? 


Kendrick rolled back to his feet and swung around to face a thing like a hairy, long-armed man, teeth huge in an undersized head. He brandished his dagger and its, big, mobile lips closed over its fangs.
So it knew to be afraid of him. Good. 


"Naobel!" The second goblin went down in a skelter of limbs.
"Naobel!" Kendrick screamed again, and light blazed from the amulet on his chest.
The monster howled, and Kendrick kicked it savagely the bright, hot joy of another's pain briefly washing over and obscuring his own. 


"Naobel!" And two lizard-men flinched back from him, squealed, and brought up clawed hands to cover their faces.
A wendigo's human face twisted as the light washed over it, going from grinning savagery to wide-eyed horror.
With a wordless shriek, the monster collapsed, clutching at its hair and weeping. 


On the ground, the long-limbed monster writhed as its fur sloughed from it.
Its teeth were falling from its mouth, and its skull was deforming, bloating. "Naobel!"
When Kendrick kicked it, the skull tore apart like a rotten pumpkin, pressurized brains exploding out.



"Enough." 


Hairy, muscle-chorded arms snaked around him from behind.
Kendrick screamed the name of his god, but the light from his talisman only illuminated the monsters before him, and the one behind only tightened its grip.
Kendrick's ribs creaked, he kicked, he gasped, and he was still. 


"Enough," the monsters' leader said again, more quietly.
"Well," the wendigo turned slowly, surveying the clearing.
The bodies of Levanick and the Paladin had been joined by several monsters: lizard-men shot, ogres, goblins, and the other wendigo torn apart by the power of Between.
Phinneas stood before his own pile of monstrous bodies, held captive by another ogre. 


"That…was…lovely," said the wendigo. It was heavily-built rather than tall, with deep-set eyes and a heavy jaw. Its hair and beard were clipped short over a face rendered brutal by a broken nose and a wide, inhuman smile. 



"What a mess," the monster cracked its knuckles together as it grinned at its prisoners, "what a fine, fine mess.
Just the sort of thing I should expect for dealing with Naobelites."
It glared at the body of the Paladin. "I cannot say I am sorry you shot him, although it is a shame you did not hurt him more." 


The wendigo walked toward the body of the Paladin, face down in a pool of blood.
It stepped deliberately into the blood, then bent and dipped its finger into the pool.
Straightening, it held the finger before its eyes.
"Strange," it said, as if to itself, "I expected the blood of the Paladin would feel different from the blood of other men."
It stuck the finger into its mouth, closed its eyes, then shook its head.
"How disappointing."



"Don't—!" Kendrick tried to shout before the ogre holding him squeezed and all the air rushed from his lungs. 


The wendigo looked at him.
There was a moment when the tightness of the skin around mouth and eyes, the swivel of the head on the neck, the hunch of the shoulders, betrayed the monstrous mind behind the human face and body.
But then its apparent humanity reasserted itself.
The wendigo straightened, its face smooth, and once again it appeared to be a rather short, stocky man.
Its eyes slid coldly over Kendrick as it scratched at its beard with a blunt-fingered hand and licked its lips.



"Ah," it said, "the boy.
Yes.
You surprised me.
I predicted you would side with your Paladin against the Rationalist.
I was looking forward to making you kill him, in fact." 


The ogre holding Kendrick jabbered something too debased to understand.



"No, we have to take the boy alive, too." 


It gobbled back at him. 


The wendigo prodded the body of the Paladin with a booted toe, "I think that would be rather putting all our eggs in one basket," it said cryptically, "but if he dies, I shall let you eat the corpse." 


The other ogre, the one holding Phinneas, spoke.
This creature's mouth and throat, apparently less perverted than those of the monster that imprisoned Kendrick, made almost recognizable sounds.
"Kang we ee' tha Bvukurm den?" 


"What Bookworm?" The wendigo raised an eyebrow at Phinneas, "Oh, him?
Certainly.
But first," its eyes slid to Kendrick.
"I think I do want to try that experiment."
It smiled. 


The only way you can tell it's a wendigo…Kendrick shuddered. 


"What is your name, boy?"
asked the monster, picking its way across the fallen bodies to stand before Kendrick. 


Kendrick spat at the vile creature. 


It sighed, "Just trying to be polite.
Courtesy is important," it continued, ignoring the spittle oozing down the front of its shirt. "Even here on the boundary between Light and Dark.
Especially here.
Wouldn't you agree?"
It stepped forward, and before Kendrick could move, it grabbed his lower face. "Do not spit at me again, by the way." Its voice was still calm, slightly amused. "Or I will hurt you."
Its thick, blunt fingers dug painfully into his lower jaw.
"I think you know you shouldn't give me an excuse to hurt you."



Kendrick did know. To the wendigo, his pain would be sweet as honey. As sweet as the suffering of monsters was to him. Kendrick, squinting painfully downward at the beast's face, saw it smile again. 


"Now, as I said.
An experiment." The wendigo continued.
"I want to find out something, little Betweener, little engineer, little Kendrick. Friend to the new Ultimate Fiend. "I want to confirm
something I suspect.
Gablinger, release him." 


The ogre's hairy arms relaxed and pulled away.
Kendrick was left standing on free, his face still encased in the fingers of the wendigo. 


"Now," the wendigo said, "you know I can kill you nine ways before you can blink, little Betweener, so do not do anything stupid.
Just listen." 


Kendrick breathed through his nose, trying to think of ways to kill the abomination. 


"My Queen" said the wendigo, "has use for you, little Betweener, little engineer.
Little friend. That is a use that will keep you alive." 


Kendrick could pull suddenly away.
But no, the ogre was still behind him. It would surely grab him if he tried to get away, and kill him if he attacked its master. 


"But I think we need to prove that you have use, little friend," continued the Wendigo. 


Well, did it matter if he died?
Surely if he slew this vile wendigo, the side of Good would benefit.
Did Kendrick have that courage? 


"So," the wendigo moved aside, still gripping Kendrick's jaw.
Behind him, Kendrick could see Professor-Colonel Phinneas watching them, still held captive by the other ogre.
"Kill the Rationalist, little Betweener.
Kill that Rationalist, and I will let you live." 


Ice flooded Kendrick's veins.
Somewhere, the other wendigo, the one he had touched with the light of Naobel, wept and wailed like a madman. 


Phinneas's eyes were on him. Phinneas, murderer of the Paladin. All thoughts of suicide fled.
Kendrick felt his nails digging into the skin of his palms and forced his hands to relax.

"Why?" He managed to croak. 


"Why? Why not?" The wendigo smiled. "This is the man who shot your Paladin. What more reason do you need, Betweener?"

Kendrick looked down at the Paladin. The Light of the Mountain, slain by this sneering Rationalist. Kendrick's fists were clenched again. He could feel them hitting the flesh of the man, breaking his bones, plunging thumbs into his eyes…no.

Kendrick shook his head, remembering Madene. Phinneas was a human being. His real enemies were the monsters, always and only the monsters. The monsters who…

"The Paladin was cooperating with you," Kendrick said.


"Oh, he told
you that, did he?" The wendigo rolled its eyes. "Stupid of him. But
you understand why, do you not?" It gestured toward Phinneas, who was staring at them coldly, "This man was leading an army through the Bulwarks to end your way of life forever. Surely for that he should die."

Kendrick shook his head, violently.

"No?" The wendigo's voice had turned soft and cajoling. "But you'll
enjoy it so much, little Betweener. Hurting him." 


"No." But even as Kendrick said the word, he was thinking. Killing humans was wrong, yes, but wasn't Phinneas an enemy of his Nation? And furthermore, if he could gain the trust of these monsters…and
it would feel so good to stop that man's breathing with his hands
.

The chief wendigo chuckled, while the other wendigo whimpered from the ground. 


Kendrick looked up into those inhuman eyes, and saw his own reflected there. 


 What would Madene tell him to do? Yes, to kill a human was Wrong, but in doing so, he would be able to later kill many more monsters, saving many more humans. Besides, Phinneas just killed two Betweeners, and how many more in his career before that?

 "And most of all," it said, "think about how much fun it would be."

 "Yes." Kendrick smiled, stepped forward.

 And something rose up from the ground and smashed, screeching and flapping, into Kendrick's back.




He jolted sideways as the other wendigo bounced off him.
"Don't!" it shrieked, "don't don't don't don't don't do it!
Oh…oh Naobel!" 



Light sparked from the three talismans, the monsters all flinched, and Phinneas took this opportunity to drive his elbow into the ogre behind him. 



"Don't!" the insane wendigo howled,
"Oh please. No more pain." 



"Tempest above!" snarled the lead wendigo, "I do not have time for this.
Someone kill the damaged one, then the Rationalist, then---" 


"Move," Phinneas said, "and I shoot your leader." He was standing free now, pistol out.


"Second verse, same as the first, hm, Rationalist?" The wendigo smiled. "But what does he intend to do with his hostage, hm? Does he have any sort of plan?" 


"Yes," said Phinneas. "Let us go." 


The wendigo's chest rose with its amused snort. It glanced at the second wendigo, who had crumpled back into a sobbing ball on the ground. "Why should I? Because you'll shoot me? Rationalist, I am not a wendigo because I have no allegiance to any but myself. I am a wendigo because I enjoy hurting people." Again the black eyes slid to regard Kendrick. The lips smiled. "My mission is more important than my life. Just as yours is to you." 


"I never doubted it," said Phinneas, his gun moved, "which is why I will shoot the boy." 


The gun moved to point at Kendrick. 


"She needs him, doesn't she?" said Phinneas. "Queen Tinesmurk?"

Phinneas smiled at the wendigo's look of shock. "The Skrean queen in exile. Yes, she came to us, too. She won't be happy if you go back without her son's friend." 


"We could make a revenant of his corpse," said the wendigo. 


Phinneas snorted, "and walk the zombie all the way to Castle Clouds-Gather? I doubt it." 


The wendigo's smile vanished. "How do you know that, Rationalist?" Then re-appeared, "are you looking for more reasons I should kill you?" 


"Let us go," said Phinneas again. "Me, the boy, and that poor fellow there." He nodded toward the damaged wendigo. 


"And I ask again," said the wendigo, "why should I do this?" 


"Two reasons," said Phinneas. "One because I will shoot the boy and wreck your plans. And second because you will enjoy hunting us. Won't you?" 


The wendigo tilted its head back and barked a laugh. "A good point!" It looked down at its damaged partner, then at the two ogres, then at the bodies of the monsters, and the Paladin. Abruptly it nodded. "Very well. I shall wait a day, I think. And then, ah, the fun will begin." Its eyes narrowed, "Go now." 


"Come." Said Phinneas. 


Kendrick stared down at his hands. Then at the Paladin, dead in his blood. Then at Phinneas. 


"Come I said," said the Rationalist. 


And Kendrick went, damning himself. 



***

Coronation begins

Freetrick knew they were getting close to the top of the tower when the crowd in front of them began to compress, turning from procession into crowd. As people in terrible and ridiculous ornamentation backed away to give him and his entourage room, Freetrick was struck by memories of concerts and clubs in Byblos. Now, at the front of the crowd, would be a line of bouncers---ogres most likely. And beyond the ogres...

"Horrible morrow, young Feerborg."

The guys in charge of the show. There were three of them. 


"The Corrupted Ones of the Deep Synod," murmured DeMacabre. "On the left," with a blood-red top-hat and a sticky slug-trail on the floor behind him, "is DeSammdie, bloodless priest of Chesain. On the right," cloaked in the pelt of an enormous wolf, and probably seven feet tall, "B'glafn, fearless priest of St'tdrakhorod. And---"

"Young Feerborg…" Said the one in the middle. The one in the long black cloak with its crown of obsidian tentacles, and what seemed to have a pet bat hanging from his shoulder. "Yes?"

The figure thrust its head toward him. Gray jowls flopped from a face sick with age and evil, a husk of damp flesh hanging from brittle and ancient bones. A cleft amid the wrinkles opened to reveal a black toothless pit of mouth and an eye, huge and white as a boiled egg, winked from the shadows under the cloak. "You will die, young Feerborg."

"Uh…"

The black mouth opened again. "You will die, your memory will fade, you will become the dust, then less than dust." 


"My lord," DeMacabre said while Freetrick tried to work out whether the dust thing was a real threat or just another Skrean ritual, "may I present His Fiendishness the Dark Prince Hafdern Teirgog the Deathless, Heirophant and Chief Corrupted of the Dark Synod. He is...oh let me see...brother to Teirborg, which would make him your great-uncle, my lord. Such sweet suffering does family bring."

The pale eye hove back into view. "My lord, may your death be an inspiration and a warning to all future generations."

"Thank you?"

"And now allow me to pronounce the malediction." Hands jerked up from the folds of the dire gray depths of the ancient man's robe.

"Oh, I'm---" said Freetrick, "---gurk!"

And Teirgog proceeded to clamp his hands around Freetrick's neck, lift him, armor and all, off the ground, and with great ceremony to strangle him

How was the old man doing it? Freetrick kicked feebly as the priest chanted atonally. Could necromancy give a crazy old man the strength of ten crazy old men? Only as Freetrick's vision began to dim did the unholy priest release him to fall, gasping, to the floor. Perforce, Freetrick knelt there, while his horrible uncle finished the chant and made a mystic pass that seemed to move the fingers of one hand right through the palm of the other. "Rise now, my lord," he said, "and prepare to take your place at the apex of Clouds-Gather, the Eye of the Maelstrom."

"And now we get up," said DeMacabre, as Freetrick rubbed at his throat and glared at the priest, "and move through these doors and out onto the Triskaidekagram. Excellent, my lord. Now we wait here."

They emerged from the winding corridor onto a huge open platform. It was round, or rather, Freetrick saw, donut-shaped, with an orange-glowing hole at the center he was sure extended all the way down to the volcanic caldera the castle was built on. Radiating out from that central shaft, Freetrick could see gray patterns inscribed in the black rock of the platform; cruelly hooked lines and jagged curves, converging at the circumference into thirteen points. And from each of these points there rose a black tower, covered in stone barbs and what Freetrick hoped were gargoyles, jabbing at the Maelstrom above.

The storm hung over them like a corpse's shroud, purple and writhing with slow evil. In its center, precisely aligned with the outlet of the volcanic shaft, the storm's eye flashed with lightning.

"Ah," said DeMacabre, "mm we have arrived at the top, the very tip, my lord, of Castle Clouds-Gather. From there, one can look out to the Necropolis and Skrea beyond, up into the Eye of the Maelstrom, or down, my lord, into the molten heart of the volcano."

Freetrick, who wanted to do none of these things, shivered, and turned around to look at the potentates filing through the door behind them. He saw Bloodbyrn, walking with her goblin to a spot on the platform opposite himself and DeMacabre. She and the goblin both glared at him.

"So..." Freetrick whispered to DeMacabre, "Bloodbyrn still seems pretty pissed at me."

"Indeed it was so, my lord," said DeMacabre, "and may I complement my lord on bringing his intended to such a state of emotion. If an old man can be forgiven the presumption, I might express my happiness to see demonstrated my lord's capacity to… arouse such passions in my daughter."

Freetrick tried to keep his expression blank. "DeMacabre," he said, "you are an inexpressibly creepy human being."

The Duke smiled greasily, "Flatterer."

And here came prince Feerix, with his habitual expression of constipated rage, following Teirchoke in his crablike chair.

"Uh," said Freetrick finally, "what was that Bloodbyrn meant about marriage and children customs?"

"Oh the un-marriage?" DeMacabre made poo-pooing gestures with a hand that would have looked at home breaking out from the clotted earth of a grave-yard. "My lord, my daughter is a credit to her upbringing, and an eminently suitable bride of darkness, if I may say so myself, but she lacks the…what would be the proper way to express it…the patience or perhaps the serenity, yes, the serenity that maturity brings. If she had lived as long and had drunk as much blood as her humble father," the pads of his long, pale fingers flattened against DeMacabre's ruffled chest, "she would not have worked herself into such a state, my lord."

"She seemed...pretty anxious."

Lava light reflected in crazy orange sparks in DeMacabre's eyes. "I believe, my lord, that my daughter was concerned about the matter of what we call Primacy in Flagrante Delecto."

There was some milling around the door now. A big box or something being man-handled---or monster-handled as the case me be---up, onto the platform.

"What does that mean?"

DeMacabre flapped his hand, "Only that my daughter is impatient, my lord, as are all young ladies, to demonstrate their skills. On the stage, as it were, for the first time."


The dark princes, ignobles, lords, and ladies continued to file out of the door, taking up positions around the edge of the platform at the top of the tower. There were people from the Vile Halls, an uncle of some description with the tall metal hat, and the other ignoble nobles.

"On...on stage?"

"Indeed, my lord. Mm, but now, I sense the ceremony will soon commence. If my lord wishes, we can tour the Ceremonial Seraglio at a later time, where he can get a feeling for the...I believe the actors call it blocking."

"Wait a second, what exactly does the marriage ceremony entail?" 


"Un-marriage, my lord. Marriage is a disgusting Do-Gooder institution, and we of the kingdoms of evil shall have none of it!"

The three priests were the last to come through the doors onto the platform. They walked, oozed, or stalked to the central hole, where they stopped with a triple-thud of staffs on stone, and turned in place, capes and cloaks billowing in the hot wind rising from the volcano below. Over their heads, the Maelstrom churned, and dry lightning cracked between the clouds and metal spines that stretched up above their heads. The priests then began to chant in ancient and profane tongues.

"Of course you have grown up west of the mountains, and must have seen all sorts of foolish rituals" whispered DeMacabre, leaning in close to Freetrick, "but rest assured we do things right here in the Kingdoms of Evil. To think," he chuckled, "of binding the civil contract without actually witnessing the consummation. How droll." 


"What?" Freetrick felt as if all of his body's fluids had drained down to his feet. "What do you expect to witness?"

"Best focus on the present, now, my lord," said the Duke. "Let the un-wedding be something to which my lord can look forward. If my lord survives the coronation, of course." DeMacabre looked at Freetrick's expression and chortled, "my lord, I joke! Ah ha! What a face my lord has on his skull. Survive indeed. Aha." He wiped a tear from one eye. 


"Uhh..." Freetrick was still grappling with translating DeMacabre's offhanded comments. They weren't going to make him have sex in front of an audience, were they?

"In all seriousness, my lord," continued DeMacabre, "If my lord has any trouble, simply call to my daughter for help. Aha. As in the un-wedding, come to think on it. Eh?"

"Wait," Freetrick shook his head, "help?"

But the priests had stopped chanting. Everyone was looking at him expectantly.

"Alright, my lord. Now to recite the Covenant."

"Huh?" Freetrick looked at DeMacabre, "I don't know the Covenant."

"Just the central verses, my lord," the Duke whispered from between the stretched lips of his smile, "and it does not have to be in Ancient Skrean."

"I don't know the struck-out thing in any striking language," Freetrick whispered, fighting not to tremble under the massed gaze of his murderous family. "Why didn't anybody tell me about this?"

"Surely the guilty party will be slaughtered," said DeMacabre, "but worry not, my lord, for a solution to your predicament is at hand."

"Huh?"

"Simply repeat after me. Ahem." DeMacabre cleared his voice, "minions, the time of reckoning as arrived."

"Minions, the time of reckoning has arrived."

"Try to sound like you mean it, my lord. Doers of Good, prepare now to meet your most implacable nemeses."

"...implacable nemesis...ees."

"Louder, my lord. Your dark reflections, embodying of all you hold most in revilement."

"...revilement!" Freetrick tried to shout. 


"We really must work on your evil voice, my lord. Now, here for the important part." DeMacabre cleared his throat. "All you create, We shall destroy."

"All you create, We shall destroy." As Freetrick repeated them, the words seemed to take on their own life.

"All you shape, We shall distort."

Freetrick's voice rose, taking on disturbing vibrations that seemed to echo in the thunder of the clouds above them."All your virtues, We shall oppose!" He continued, only a fraction of a second after DeMacabre's prompt, "All your hopes, We shall shatter!"

Lightning cracked the air, grounding itself in one of the thirteen towers that ringed them.

"Into that which you breathe life, we shall bring death!"

Thunder rolled over them, drowning out DeMacabre's voice, but somehow Freetrick's words were still easy to hear. "For we are the Kingdoms of Evil. Kneel before our might, and weep bitter tears into the dust and ashes! For your eternal opponent is come!"

Light, a column of it, red and brooding, shot from the hole at the center of the platform. Clouds shuddered and spun as the beacon pierced the Maelstrom's eye.

"The time has come..." DeMacabre prompted the gasping and sweating Freetrick.

"The time has come to uphold the dark half of the Covenant for the glory of the First God. We are become Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil, Tempest above and First God Below."

"No!" Shouted DeMacabre.

"No…?" Freetrick jumped in his armor. "What? DeMacabre---"

"I, the highest ranking of the Crimson Sangboise Court, do not accept this despot to rule over us!"

"Nor I!" Shouted someone in wolf furs from the other side of the platform. "The Fear Barons of St'tdrakh will never bow to an oppressor, even one so mighty in his Evil as the Despot of Skrea!"

"A test!" DeMacabre said, or more likely, recited. He flung his hands out, cackling theatrically. "A test to prove that he, who would be Ultimate Fiend, is mighty enough to crush all enemies!"

There was a sepulchral cheer from the gathered people.

"What the hell was all that about?" Whispered Freetrick, not daring to look at DeMacabre. "A test? You never told me about a test!"

"You are in luck, my lord," DeMacabre failed to answer, "I hear it is not always possible to bring in a real foreign king for the ceremony."

"What? What are you---"

"Hurrrrah!"

Freetrick jerked, "What the hell was---" he turned, but DeMacabre wasn't beside him any more. The Duke was moving at a slightly-faster-than-polite ooze away from him. Everyone else in the crowd was backing away too. Everyone but one.

"Hurrah!"

A man was striding out of the crowd, away from the iron box that now stood open on the platform. He was big, broad-shouldered in a strange tattered garment that might once have been a white and gold uniform. His hair and beard were long and matted, a single mass of fuzz the color of old snow. He also carried a battle-axe in one hand. And now he was running, very fast, toward Freetrick.

Freetrick dodged. Or tried to. His armor was so heavy he could manage nothing more than a sort of sideways lurch. The ax, when it slammed into his side, imparted its own momentum, and Freetrick skidded across the platform, like a kicked tin can.

He put out his arms and legs, and all the various spines on his armor exploded into sparks as she slowed, then stopped with his boots hanging over the edge of the gaping hole at the center of the platform.

Of course.

Freetrick could feel the barbarian's footsteps as the man lumbered toward him. "I don't want to fight you!" He shouted, as he scrabbled furiously to pull himself upright. 


"Fiend!" The barbarian bellowed, "I shall wipe your slime off the skin of this world!"

Freetrick got to his feet in time to see the man swing his axe back, and ducked just in time to avoid having his head knocked off.

His attacker grunted. 


"Hold on a second!" Freetrick pleaded. "I don't even know who you are."

"Don't know who I am?" The barbarian hefted his huge axe again. "Then learn well, evil one. I am Yorinhart, son of Thorinhart, and I would be king of the lost nation of Vaingloria!"

"I've never even heard of Vaingloria!" Freetrick heaved his armored bulk around and tried again to duck as the axe swung around. 


He didn't duck fast enough. There was another impact that rattled Freetrick's bones. He felt something pop in his back, and the ground came up to smack him in the side of the head.

Freetrick blinked his eyes open to see the bearded face of Yorinhart son of Thorinhart.

"This is a game," Freetrick croaked desperately. "A ceremony. You know they're going to kill you."

"I know that, you monster," The barbarian leaned down. His eyes were a bizarre, oddly arresting blue color. "You think that matters?"

"Help," said Freetrick.

"Stop toying with him!" Someone yelled from the audience.

"Go for the jugular! The jugular!" Screamed another.

Yorinhart rose, swinging his axe around. "Let this blow be for all those whose homes you destroyed." His voice was rising. "Who's people you slaughtered, or made into foul beasts."

"Help me!" Freetrick called out again.

"Let this be for the mothers, eaten by their own children!" The exiled king went on, his voice cracking, "the brothers, tortured to death by their brothers! Let this blow of the mystic axe Wraithcleaver..."

"Help! Why did you give him his axe?!"

"...be my greatest cut against the demons that rise against Goodness and Light."

"Help me!" Said Freetrick again as the ax began its downward swing.

In the crowd, DeMacabre sighed, accepted a wry look from Bloodbyrn, and tossed the goblin she gave him at Freetrick.

The furry monster arced through the air like lawn bowling ball, and neatly skewered itself on the blades of Freetrick's outstretched, armored fingers.

There was a blinding flash of lightning from the Maelstrom above.

The axe did not connect.

Freetrick was on his feet. More than on his feet. He was flying. The armor suddenly seemed to weigh nothing. Nor, for that matter, did Yorinhart son of Thorinhart. Freetrick darted inside the king's reach and shoved his attacker backwards.

"Monster!" The axe came up again.

"Enough!" Freetrick held up his hands, pushed...and blackness congealed out of the air around the head of the ax. It stuck there, embedded immovably in a miniature Maelstrom.

Now Freetrick pulled, and another patch of black mist wrapped about Yorinhart's middle and dragged him toward Freetrick. Who raised his razor-tipped gauntlets.

"Finish him!" Someone bellowed.

Freetrick blinked, the lightning flared across his eyes and went out. "No." He said, "wait."

He brought down his hands and looked up into the face of his enemy. "There's no need for either of us to die."

"Foul beast!" snarled the king. Spit flew from his mouth as he wrenched himself about in Freetrick's necromantic bindings. "I will kill you for what you did."

"I didn't do anything!" Freetrick shouted. 


"Death!" from the audience.

"Shut up! Look," Freetrick said, more quietly, to the king held prisoner in front of him. "They kidnapped me the same way they did you. I'm not Skrean. They just put me in charge here."

"Truely?" Yorinhart's strange, sky-colored eyes squinted at Freetrick's face, as if seeing him for the first time. "Shining heavens, you are but a boy."

"Just calm down for a second while I sort this out," Freetrick said, darting glanced to left and right. People were approaching now, the audience closing in the ring around them.

"And yet I see upon you the mantle of the Evil One." Yorinhart whispered. "The night-dark eyes, the moon-white skin."

"Yeah, well they put this mantle on me."

The king's eyes narrowed as he hefted his axe. "And you clearly command the powers of death and the forces of the Maelstrom."

"You mean those guys?" Freetrick jerked a thumb back at his minions. "I can't command them to do crap. Do you know how hard it was for me just to get an edible breakfast out of them? Look." He held out his hands. "Just put the axe down, and we'll get your…political situation sorted out and I'll happily send you back to wherever you came from."

"Vaingloria."

"Right. I've got no problem with Vaingloria," said Freetrick. "It sounds lovely."

"It was," said the king, "before you invaded."

"Well," said Freetrick, "there's a new king now. Or there will be after this ceremony is over. And I'd like to…uh…start a new chapter of Skrean/Vainglorious relations." He held out his hand. "What do you say?"

Yorinhart looked at the hand, then back up at Freetrick. "What mummery is this?" He said, "I can never trust you, fiend."

"Yes you can," Freetrick insisted, "I'm one of the good guys."

The king looked at him then. He was, Freetrick realized, a rather old man. The other Skreans were all around them now, reaching out. 


Yorinhart, son of Thorinhart, shook his maned head. "Then I pity you, boy. I pity you."

Something wrenched at Freetrick's necromantic senses. Someone else pushed, hard, against the king of lost Vaingloria. Then again.

And Freetrick, who had only absorbed the death of one small goblin, could not resist the pressure.

The king's blue eyes stayed locked on his as the man slid sideways. And into the pit at the center of the platform.

"Put your hand out!" someone bellowed, "to cast your shadow and catch the death …blast it!"

The king's eyes followed Freetrick as he toppled into the shaft, and fell.

"Why?" Freetrick whirled around. Pale, evil faces grinned or glowered at him from all directions. All directions except the direction of the opening into the volcano, of course. "Why did you do that? There was no need!" Lightning lit across Freetrick's black eyes as a wind reached down from the Maelstrom above to claw at his white hair. The red light streaming upward from the volcano pulsed and flared in time with his racing heart. "No need!" Screamed Freetrick. "What is wrong with you people?"

He saw that his court was grinning at him.

Then they reached out, as one, with hands and with necromancy, and shoved Freetrick backward, into the hole.





Chapter the Ninth

 In which the Ultimate Fiend loses his Temper 


 

Madene flew. 


Maidencraft carried her through the air in long horizontal leaps, as fast as an arrow through the pine savanna of eastern Virgin Soil.

Madene could not smile against the cold wind that buffeted her face, but her heart soared with joy as the fallen leaves flashed by under her. The air that rushed around her was chill and pure, scented by the ponderosa pines that stood black and proud against the sky, piercingly blue and wide enough to fall into forever.

Madene spun round thrust off again in a shallow arc that would propel her another hundred yards through the air. 


Madene had only been there a week, but she already knew she wanted to stay in Virgin Soil forever. She loved the wide open sky, she loved the smell of the air after rain, when the ponderosas released their resin. She loved her sisters, who treated her with respect and taught her the Craft of a Warrior Maiden. Nowhere else, and at no other time, had Madene felt so cherished, nor had she ever felt the purpose she had here, as a novice in the order of Deusca Maw.

The tall slim brush of a pine rose ahead of her and, as she had been taught, Madene spread her arms and banked, the fingers of her right hand brushing between clumps of bunchgrass as she swooped in an arc around the tree. As her body slid past the trunk, she planted her feet against it. The rough, jig-saw puzzle of the bark surface pressed into the soles of her moccasins as she kicked and she shot off like an arrow. 


Quick bounces off two more trees corrected her course, shaking cones down from their branches and disturbing flocks of waxwings that rose and swirled, then settled back to their perches. Madene touched down, leapt up, then spun in the air to watch the elegant little birds before gravity overcame her Craft and she began to drift downward. 


How many times had she wanted to do something like this in The Rationalist Union? To observe nature from a perspective other than that of a plodding hiker? 


Madene glared at the blurring grass before her eyes. Why had her grandmother left this place? Why leave behind such power, such inner peace, such beauty? It was a question Madene would likely never be able to answer. 


Ahoo ahoo. The bright tone of a Maiden’s horn snapped Madene out of her reverie. Two notes...danger! A call for aid! And the call came from the southeast, right where Istain and Selene were supposed to be. Madene fumbled in the leather bandolier that crossed over her chest. There, in the pocket near her hip, was a silver-plated conch shell the size of her hand. She kicked off the ground, rising as she grasped the shell and brought it to her lips to answer.

Ahooo—The bugle rang off the land below. Selene and Istain would hear it and respond. Unless whatever trouble they had found made answering impossible. But the answer came, and Madene looked down as she fell to see the trail she had to follow. Madene stooped, dove, and in truth flubbed the kick off the ground pretty badly. But a bounce off a tree gave her back her speed and sent her off in the right direction.

The path rushing under Madene was a crude one, more substantial than a game trail only because of the deep tracks left by the horses that travelled over it and the little bridges set over the occasional raspberry-choked stream. This far east, Madene couldn’t expect much more. 


As the forests had thinned, so had human presence on the land, until only a few crumbling piles of stone stood to remind the traveler that anyone had ever lived here. It was to one such ruined fortress that High Maiden Kadene marched, from there to strike into the heart of The Kingdoms of Evil and push the Shadow out of these lands entirely. 


Another bugle call-and-response took Madene across another stream—or perhaps it was the same one, looping around. She bounced over the reaching raspberry canes and swam through the crackling branches of cottonwoods and aspens. Whenever the road forked, Madene would spy-hop, leaping up to treetop level and bugling for Selene and Istain.

Madene made her way deeper into the border land between Virgin Soil and the Shadow of the Kingdoms of Evil. The land changed as she did, the spaces between trees widening. That in itself was unsurprising—Madene was, after all, moving steadily deeper into the rain shadow of the mountains —but something was wrong. The bunch grass, which should have grown thickly with no trees to shade it, was still patchy and short, leaving ever larger areas of scabby, mostly bare earth. 


Madene frowned at the ground as she flew over it. She had seen burned areas coming down from the mountains, but these were different: the tracks of earth urchins.

She didn’t see any of the animals themselves. She was after all looking for Selene and Istain, and they had been sent out here to hunt the vermin. Even so, the bare tracks the little monsters had chewed into the soil made her nervous. Madene bugled.

She waited, hanging in the air, but no reply came. Madene bugled again, more stridently, and although another bugle answered from somewhere back in the direction she had come, she heard nothing from Selene. 


Madene’s lips moved in a soundless curse, and she stooped to the ground. In her haste, she came down wrong and fell onto her hands and knees, but soon she was running, then leaping, then flying again. What was keeping Selene from answering? Was she lying poisoned by an urchin? Or had she run afoul of some monster from the Kingdoms of Evil? Maybe Istain had taken away her bugle? 


Then Madene saw the horse. It was tied to a half-bare aspen at the edge of another small stream, and Madene had to leap up far past the tree’s tip to bleed off her momentum. She waited, furious, for several long seconds while she slowly drifted down low enough to get a good look at the animal. And yes, there, was a large leather sack, and there was a long trident, urchin hunting equipment. Selene and Istain had been here.

Madene leapt into the air again, not so high this time, and bugled again for her friends. There was no answer, but there was a commotion in the uppermost branches of another aspen upstream. Was that the sound of raised voices? Madene grabbed the tree nearest her and swung herself through the air in that direction. 


With nothing solid to push against, Madene couldn’t make distance across the treetops as fast as she could over ground, but she still moved faster than a running man could have. She half-jumped-half-swam toward the source of the noises she heard.

Madene’s ears strained as she swung and jumped and scrambled through the branches. There were raised voices, shouting, and over that, a kind of chittering, yowling, like angry cats. Then something streaked across Madene’s vision and she reflexively reached out to grab the nearest branch and stop herself.

Something large, furry, and shrieking scrabbled at her hand. Madene yelped in surprise as the creature swarmed up her arm, and then cried out in terror as a tiny, yowling, human face thrust itself at her. She had a blurred impression of yellow, furious eyes, black skin wrinkled and tiny white teeth bared in hate, a little fist raised to strike—

Madene’s eyes squeezed shut involuntarily, but her ears heard the woosh and the hairs on her skin rippled in the parting air. Something hot and wet splashed across her face.

Madene fell.

***

Freetrick fell upward through the column of red light. Under him, light from the magma shaft of Castle Clouds-Gather shone through a hole in the black stone platform like an angry and sinister sun. 


The red lake of lava was boiling now, directly under Freetrick's dangling feet. The light it cast outlined Freetrick's body, casting his shadow onto the whirling Maelstrom above. That was the hole Freetrick had been pushed into, he remembered. He should have fallen to his death, like the poor exiled king. But instead the red light had pushed him upward
and Freetrick had become the Ultimate Fiend. Freetrick wondered if falling into the lava might not be preferable. It would, at least, be quick.

His subjects were standing now in a circle around him, about twenty feet away and another ten downwards. There were DeMacabre, Feerix, and his bodyguard, Skystarke, looking respectively calculating, murderous, and nightmarish. I can't trust any of them, thought Freetrick, they'd kill me in a heartbeat. Bloodbyrn?

There she was, standing in the middle of a retinue of other women, women in revealing leather and metal, all gleaming spikes, straps, and bulging pale flesh. The sight worried him much more than the blood that dripped from Feerix's hands, and DeMacabre's mouth.

"Mr. Skree?" Freetrick called, but when he opened his mouth there was a clap of thunder and the words were lost. "Mr. Skree!" He called again, "Where are you?"

"Are you afraid of falling, my lord?"

Freetrick turned in the air. "Bloodbyrn!" 


She stood at his side, staring at him with those wide, amber eyes. "Would you stare so, my lord?" She said, and for the first time, Freetrick realized that Bloodbyrn was topless. "Beware, oh king, of those who follow." Her breasts felt very soft when he reached out to stroke them. 


Freetrick groaned. Bloodbyrn was reaching between his legs, and when her mouth came open, he saw it was full of silver fangs. "And the Center of the Storm is the Sword," she whispered as her fingers closed around him.

"Oh," said Freetrick, "I'm totally dreaming."


***

Electricity crackled as black eyes opened and the twelfth Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil awoke in his black, lava-hearted citadel. Far above his apartments, thunder crashed.

"Strike it out," mumbled Freetrick. He felt under his ear. There was an inkwell down there and a parchment glued to his cheek. 


Freetrick moaned and closed his eyes. After a moment of internal debate he placed a hand beside his head and peeled his face off the surface of his desk. 


It had been eight days since his coronation and the striking crazy-ass ritual still was still giving him nightmares. That and Bloodbyrn, of course, but what had that last part been about? Something about a sword? 


"Mmm…bluh," Freetrick tried to shake the remaining images of topless Bloodbyrn out of his head, then winced as he felt all the vertebrae in his neck crackle together. 


He had been practicing Necromancy with Feerix all week, a combination of drilling the forms and studying that had left him aching in body and mind. And it didn't help that he couldn't work any magic here without wracking moral anguish. Or tell anyone he wouldn't kill anyone without looking like a sissy. In their last practice, even the sacrificial victim had felt sorry for him. It had been an exhausting and humiliating three hours of mock-battle, after which Freetrick had stumbled back to his apartments and passed out onto his paperwork. And thinking of which...

Freetrick looked down at the document he had peeled off his face. 


"Vile Council Speech. Version 9."

He swore.

The parchment was blotched with arrows, X's, crossings-out, and increasingly frantic notations as Freetrick's research through Skrea's records had progressed. Notes like where do we get our income at the top of the page became how the hell are these laws enforced as Freetrick read tax records, then does ANYONE do their job?? and monsters eat WHAT? 


There were circles with phrases in them like "no useful production," arrows leading to other boxes like "no food" and "no taxes," with other arrows that eventually led to a large triangle sketched around the single word "COLLAPSE." There were an awful lot of arrows leading to that triangle. The ones that weren't pointed to another triangle, in which he had written "INVASION."

The newly blooded and consecrated Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil sat before his mighty flowchart, and he brooded.

There was a cough from behind the door.

"Enter," said Freetrick, and this time he did a good job of not wincing when the hinges of the door screeched.

"A horrendous morrow, oh Dictator of Furious Punishments."

"Horrendous morrow, Mr. Skree." Freetrick didn't look up. He needed to get this speech finished so he could practice before the council sessions. If he couldn't overhaul his government, geopolitics would kill him before Skrean nobles even had the chance. Now there was an incentive for cooperation. Freetrick groaned aloud.

Mr. Skree's attenuated fingers and toes scuffled across the ceiling. "What worry so creases the face of the Master of Despair?"

Freetrick scowled up at his chamberlain. "I've been getting ready for the Vile Council meeting. Reading reports from the magistrates. Have you read this gibberish?" He slapped at the pile of skins with his free hand, "every possible decision it's possible to make wrong, the dark nobility has somehow made even worse! It's almost uncanny!"

"Indeed, fiend."


"Mr. Skree, there isn't a province…I mean an um...despotate in this kingdom that hasn't experienced a violent uprising in the past five years. How the hell am I supposed to control these people?"

"May the thews and sinews be stripped from this most lowly invertebrate for daring to cast this suggestion upon the tumultuous waters of the mind of the Ultimate Fiend, but the power of necromancy is vast and terrible indeed."

Freetrick snorted. "Necromancy. Don't talk to me about necromancy. Look." He strode to his desk and shuffled through the parchments there. "Look at this!" He thrust the parchment up so Mr. Skree's toenail-colored eyes could run across it.

"'Daily consumption report of the First Citadel of Mortality,'" he read, "'Agonday, 4 Skullmoon Year of the Rein of His Malevolence Despot Feerborg 1: 


'Peasants murdered that their mortal energies might feed engines of darkness and shattered dreams: twice thirteen.

'Peasants murdered that their mortal energies might raise the Stones of Doom and unlock the Beast that sleeps at the bottom of the Abject Pit: thirteen and two.

'Peasants murdered that their mortal energies might power the Apparatus of Pinballs and Fear in the rec room: twice thirteen and ten.

'Peasants murdered that their mortal energies might feed the engines of darkness and shattered dreams, before someone told Blogrog we already did that this morning: twice thirteen.'"

Mr. Skree's eyes rose to Freetrick. "May this pitiful pile presume to order more slaves for the First Citadel of Mortality?"

"What? No!" Yelled Freetrick, "this is exactly the sort of thing-" he stopped, and squinted up at his chamberlain, "where would you order them from?"

The answer came on a breath of frozen air: "Human Resources."

"Human Resources?"

Red light gleamed in Mr. Skree's eyes. "Their breeding pits are terrible and magnificent, fiend."

"Okay, but what ensures we get the food from our vassals to feed the breeding pits?" Freetrick said, "And how do we keep the monsters they produce in line?"

"Pallid hands," said Mr. Skree, "their veins pulsing with the black blood of the First God, weave dark spells to---"

"I was being rhetorical. Necromancy. We kill people to fuel the necromancy we need to kill more people."

"Elegant," said Mr. Skree, "and diabolical."

Freetrick groaned. How could he explain an unsustainable feedback loop to someone who brushed his teeth with a cloud of beetles? 


"The whole system is on the brink of collapse," said Freetrick. "And then we'll get a peasant rebellion, then a foreign invasion, then my assassination by my family, then assassination by my fiancé and her family." Freetrick let his hand flop back down and grumbled, "Possibly in that order, if Bloodbyrn knows a good re-animator."

Mr. Skree coughed.

"You think I'm mistaken, Mr. Skree?"

"This mumbling collection of pus must abase itself to the Master of Mayhem, for his terrible eyes can see details that other cannot…" the chamberlain temporized. 


"The way this nation is being run is wrong."
Freetrick looked down at his pessimistic notes. "Hell, Skrean government policy is so terrible it ought to be held up as a model for first year political science students. Watch closely, boys and girls, and learn what not to do."

"Indeed, oh Spelunker in the Depths of Human Anguish," said Mr. Skree. "For such is the function of the Kingdoms of Evil."

Ah yes, the Covenant again. "Gibberish," said Freetrick, "I'm going to striking fix this place. So let's get ready for the Vile Council, shall we?" He glared through his pince-nez at Mr. Skree, who eventually cleared his throat with a sound like an abused wood-rasp.

"A thousand pardons may be written upon a thousand strips of a servant's flesh, the flesh knotted onto a thousand arrows, the arrows set afire, and then shot into the heart of this most ignominious of pulsating pustules, oh Mighty Evil One…"

"Uh huh?" Freetrick rolled his hand, wishing he had a fast-forward button for his chamberlain.

"But the ugly and worm-ridden ears of this servant have heard orders. Orders which can be ignored only at peril of long and agonizing extinction."

"Wait," said Freetrick, "who's giving you orders aside from me? What did they say?"

"'Have me notified the instant my lord awakens,'" Mr. Skree released a sepulchral, desiccated, and now horribly feminine hiss. "And inform him that his efforts to seduce me by avoiding me entirely have, unsurprisingly, failed to work." Freetrick looked down at his desk, edging closer to hyperventilation as Mr. Skree's terrible recitation ground to a halt. "The un-wedding, my lord, shall take place tomorrow." 


Ah yes, Freetrick thought. In all his plans to save himself from assassination, starvation, invasion, and mutilation, he had forgotten all of the real and immediate dangers to his life.

"I suggest," ended Bloodbyrn's message, "that my lord memorize his lines for the ritual."


***

Madene fell heavily and clumsily, breaking branches and twigs, crashing through slender aspen branches in a welter of yellow leaves.

Something wooshed past her in a clatter of yellow aspen leaves and displaced air, and then something struck Madene hard in the back. The person under her exhaled and hands fumbled, trying to find purchase on Madene's Warrior Maiden leathers. But she was still moving too fast. Madene slid through her catcher’s arms and landed, bottom-first, on the muddy ground of a creek bank.

“Ouch! Istain!” Madene was furious, not that Istain would try to catch her, of course, but because he was bound to be so smug about it. “Look how the mighty have fallen,” he would say, or “I guess men are good for something in Virgin Soil after all.” The asshole. Madene gritted her teeth and opened her eyes.

“Oh!” Madene had time for nothing but a shocked gasp before Selene—Selene— was gone. The tall girl---who had just turned Madene’s fall from crippling to merely painful---now dusted her hands, crouched, and shot back into the air. 

Still sprawled on the ground, Madene had to bend her neck all the way back to follow the flight of the Warrior Maiden. She saw Selene twist and the air flash as she unsheathed her sword. A chattering cry in the trees rose to a furious squeal and died suddenly with the sound of blade chopping meat. A dark, furry body plopped out of the branches above and threw up a cloud of leaves where it landed, only a few feet from the other, identical lump of the first goblin.

Madene’s eyes tracked the creature, then widened as its limbs fell open against the ground and its shape became clear. Even with its dark fur and its pointed ears and bushy tail, the body on the ground was undeniably, disturbingly human. The hands and face were leathery and black, but perfectly formed, like the hands and face of a baby…

Selene’s feet splashed into the mud behind her. “Did it poke you?”

Madene looked around Warrior Maiden rising from her landing crouch, sliding her grass-slender blade back into its scabbard, her face tight. 


“What?” Madene tried not to tremble as she pulled herself upright.

“On mbibrí tú? Did it poke you? Understand me?” Selene knelt by Madene, ignoring the two corpses on the ground. She took a hold of Madene’s arms and brought them up to examine her hands and wrists. “DeDébhegh pómaigi mé, how do you say it, on ndemeobhói was carrying a— diglann a—that is a…a poke, a prick, from a wood urchin.”

“On ndemeobhói,” said Madene, stunned. “The…the goblin?”

 “Déa!” Selene gave a short, emphatic nod as she bent Madene’s arms. Tá
on iélse iádúil…poison, do you understand me? Did it poke you?” Her fingers dug into Madene’s flesh.

 “Nuh—no,” said Madene. Sweet words, had it? Madene looked toward where the first goblin lay on the muddy ground. One of its little hands still clutched something like a red and yellow knitting needle. “I mean. I don’t think so.”

 “Are you feeling strange anywhere? Tá teubhsite tú?…gan teubhsiú—that is, like you can’t feel.”

 “Numb?” said Madene. Selene’s worry was contagious. Oh Truth, was she? “I don’t know.”

Selene grimaced. “Take off your clothes.”

“What?”

“Your silleac,” said Selene as she seized the bandolier around Madene’s torso. “Take it off!”

Madene didn’t argue. Her fingers fumbled at the tight little clasps down the front of her silleac, the tight, buckskin, vest-like upper garment of the Warrior Maidens. Selene’s own garb was the same, vest above and short buckskin pants below, for mobility. Only Selene wore a sword at her hip and gold dueling rings in her hair. The steel-chromium torque of the initiate to the Warrior Maiden mysteries flashed as she bent closer to Madene.

Madene was relieved to see no little holes in the shift she wore below the silleac. So was Selene, evidently, for she did not remove the shift, but instead probed her fingers into the flesh up Madene’s arms, over her shoulders and collar.

“Can you feel this?” She asked, “does my finger feel strange?”

Madene winced, “I don’t think so.”

 “Ndhobhró,” Selene straightened, “okay.”

“Okay.” Madene closed her eyes and breathed out in a long sigh. 


“So Istain, is she prettier than me?”

Madene’s eyes snapped open.

“What? Ha. Selene, I am not falling for that one.”

And she was spinning around, glaring, eyes flashing silver at Istain who had—of course—been watching the whole stinking escapade. 


“No really.” Selene’s voice had lost all of its urgency. She tossed her short hair at Istain and stuck out a hip. “I’m wanting your honest opinion, boh-ya. You said you like small women.”

“I believe I said that while I was holding you, my dear.” Istain was leaning against the slim trunk of an aspen, bending it horribly, with that smug smile he always wore when someone humiliated herself, the one that meant he was about to say something sarcastic. Madene opened her mouth to scream at him—she had no idea what—when Selene reached out and twisted her around so the taller girl’s hip pressed into her waist.

“But Madene is smaller than me. And, see, her breasts are a little bigger than mine.”

 “Maybe I’m an ass-man,” Istain grinned.

Madene made an inarticulate noise of horror and clasped her arms over her chest, suddenly horribly conscious of how easy it was to see through her undershirt.

 “Don’t worry, Madene,” Istain said, “you’re quite nice. I wonder what would that Kendrick say if he saw you in those pants. Huh?”

“You…BASTARD!” Madene shrieked. She kicked out, and an incoherent blast of Maidencraft sent her shooting up at an angle to crash into an aspen. She fell heavily to the ground—for the second time in this horrible day. 


“Woah, hey, calm down Madene.”

“Istain Scander,” Madene snarled at him, “oh God of Words help me, you turn around right now!”

Istain obediently turned to face the trees while Madene yanked her silleac off the ground and buttoned it over her chest. “What did you think you were doing?” She shouted. All of the terror and confusion that had filled her when the goblin attacked had been burned into rage. “Making jokes and…and making fun of me! I could have died.”

Selene snorted and Madene turned to her in a sudden, terrible assumption. “Or could I? Oh Truth!” She felt like crying. “Are wood urchins even poisonous?”

Selene frowned, “Of course, Sestregh Madene. They wouldn’t be of the Shadow if they weren’t. If you touch one your hand will go numb. You’ll fall over in a minute, but it might be an hour before your heart stops. And,” she continued while Madene tried to work up a response, “I thought it poked you, true. What kind of Sestrea are you thinking I am?”

“Oh,” said Madene. “Well, did you have to take off my silleac?”

 “Of course,” said Selene, “If not, my boy could not compare us. Then he might to think he made the wrong choice. It is important.”

Madene gritted her teeth. 


“Madene,” called Istain. “We’re sorry, okay? Can I turn around now?”

 “No!” said Madene, but of course he did anyway.

“So,” he said, “what’s up?”

Madene gave that the glare it deserved, but Istain only raised an eyebrow. “Okay, cool it, Madene,” he drawled. “I mean, jokes aside, you nearly got yourself killed.”

Madene’s rage boiled over. Maidencraft propelled her across the ground faster than Istain could blink, and then she was standing in front of him, her nose nearly pressed against his solar plexus. “Shut up, Istain.” There, at least she had wiped the smugness of the boy’s face.

“Now.” Madene floated upward until her eyes were level with Istain’s. How long she had been wanting to do that! “I want you to tell me what the heck you think you’re doing here.”

Istain, his face a bare inch from hers, raised an eyebrow, “Killing goblins.” He nodded toward the furry heap on the ground. “I should think that was obvious. And also saving your life. I think you ought to thank Selene for that.”

Madene stepped back onto the ground, disgusted. Selene was not what she had expected of a warrior maiden. Almost as surprising as the fact she even had a taste for men was how truly terrible that taste was. The border guard had attached herself to Istain on their first day in Virgin Soil, and she'd been all over the obnoxious boy ever since. And the way they kissed. In public! But Selene was a warrior maiden, and she had just saved Madene's life. “Thank you, Selene,” she said.

“You’re welcome,” Selene nodded, “and I’m sorry I joked with you, Sestregh. I did not know you would not…like the joke.”

“I could’ve warned you,” muttered Istain from behind her.

“But,” said Selene, “I think we have all learned something, right?” She turned and, hips swinging, sauntered over to the dead goblins on the ground. When she bent to pick them up, Madene was sure Istain got another dose of ass. Stinking wonderful.

“Why were you killing goblins?” Madene asked again.

“Because I saw them.” Selene slung the furry carcasses over her shoulder

Madene decided not to ask if monster-hunting was more important than orders from the High Maiden. 


She had suspected at the time that High Maiden Kadene had sent Selene on urchin-killing duty as a punishment. Certainly the girl was doing her best to merit the discipline, in Madene’s opinion. “The High Maiden sent me.”

“Of course,” said Selene, “what was her message?”

“We are to seek her audience immediately,” Madene gave both of them a level look, “you and me, and Istain.”

“Istain?” said Selene, at the same time Istain said “me?” in exactly the same tone complete surprise.

“Why the stricken hell would she want to see me?” Istain continued, blasphemously, “last time I checked, I was a guy, and as far as I can tell, the High Maiden doesn’t see much use in anything with its testicles on the outside.”

Madene wasn’t surprised at the boy’s irreverence, but she wasn’t going to let him sully the name of High Maiden Kadene, stink it! She turned a threatening glance his way. “Keep a civil tongue, Istain.”

“Don’t get attacked by goblins, Madene,” he smirked. 


I could rip the head from your body Madene wanted to shout, but controlled herself. Physical threats would only make Istain even more sarcastic. At least while Selene was around to make sure those threats never became reality. A quick fantasy involving an unprotected Istain, a tall tree, and the Maidencraft played itself out for Madene’s enjoyment.

When she was calm enough to speak again, she said, “The High Maiden has summoned all of us.”

“And the Tenured Captain-Assistant? What does he say about it?”

“I don’t know, Istain!” Madene threw up her arms in exasperation, “what does Tenured Captain-Assistant Clanat have to do with anything?”

“Well, he’s the boss of me,” said Istain, “not your High Maiden. I’m not a Virgin Soil subject.”

Neither am I, Madene wanted to say, but I’m not being an asshole about it. “Just come on, will you?”

Istain and Selene shared a look. Madene didn't like that at all.

***

Observant people would say that the Skull Throne of Skrea was more a pyramid than a chair. More observant people would say it was less a pyramid than an enormous pile of human skulls, glued together, with a depression in the middle for what Mr. Skree described as the Looming Buttocks of the Light-Queller. 


The throne dwarfed its occupant, who wriggled against the cranial domes of his slaughtered enemies, fiddling with his towering crown, trying to find a position that didn't hurt like hell. 


"Is his seat of government all I promised my lord it would be, or is it not?" DeMacabre sat in a smaller, less boney, and probably a far more comfortable chair down and to the right, his head around the level of Freetrick's armrests. "How does my lord find the Skull Throne, and the power invested in its calciferous hollows?"

Easy. I just look at the top of this monster-filled arena and there it is. Freetrick grimaced, "Too many skulls."

"Aha," said Bloodbyrn. "A quip. How inappropriate." There were only two seats on this wedge of the arena, so Freetrick's fiancée sat on the armrest of Freetrick's throne. Her seat had to be even more uncomfortable than his, and yet Bloodbyrn seemed entirely at ease perched at Freetrick's left hand.

"My lord and his joking," DeMacabre was wearing a new hat, Freetrick saw, which, though not as tall as Freetrick's own crown, still had to be strapped on. "Hih-lar-ious, my lord," he said, "but lah, what heady pleasure it must be to sit astride the Skull Throne," DeMacabre winked at his daughter, and his voice dropped, "towering over all, watching—no, lord—glaring balefully, my lord," he was standing now, eyes nearly level with Freetrick's, "upon the arrayed ranks of the greatest and most depraved of your servants and slaves," his arms lifted as he turned, arachnid hands splayed as if to embrace his nation's government, "the Council of Villainy!"

The Audience Pit stretched below him, a bowl-shaped depression the size of a Rationalist amphitheatre, its walls formed by a ranks of terraces. And on the seats… 


A week of exposure had taught him to identify the black-and-silver-clad Skrean Dark Ignobles and Dark Princes who ruled the Kingdoms of Evil. The seats they occupied lay under pulsing shadows. Directly across from Freetrick sat the subject nations, the Dark Lords and ladies of the bloody swamps of Sangboire and the grim Murder-woods of St'tdrakh. 


DeMacabre made a lacy flourish with one hand. "See! The ruler of every despotate, duchy, barony, and county of the Kingdoms of Evil, their retainers, slaves, catamites, parasites and others. All came to swear fealty to the new Ultimate Fiend, and so they have remained. Not," DeMacabre laughed, "that they would expect personal audiences with the Master of the Maelstrom, in all his dark and unholy glory. They may dream of such things, my lord, but not even in their worst nightmares would such a horrible honor, or, if my lord would permit, an honorable horror, be visited upon the heads of men such as these."

Freetrick kept his expression blank. So that was why all of his official business in the last week had been conducted through DeMacabre and his legion of minions. He didn't need a nearly completed political science degree to tell him that that was a bad idea. "I expect to be introduced to all of the members of my government, DeMacabre."

"Of course, my lord." DeMacabre's grin would have put a barracuda off its breakfast. Lace splayed across his hand as he indicated the roaring nobles arrayed below them. "In time, my lord, in time. I expect my lord shall make the intimate acquaintance of many dark aristocrats. Yes, most intimate indeed."

"So this monster thing," he paused as a rattling scream drowned out his voice, "is some sort of opening ceremony?"

"Oh, no, fiend," DeMacabre said, "this is but an appetizer. Wait for just a moment, then the Council of Villainy will become so much more interesting."

Freetrick tried not to shudder. "I would prefer it if we...just sort of got to the point."

"Indeed, my lord," DeMacabre raised an eyebrow. "Then I shall hasten to send the Master of Slaves and Entertainment a missive to that effect." He stretched his hands above his head and clapped twice. "Messenger bat!" 


"Ahem." Freetrick jerked at the cough from his left shoulder. A be-ruffled leg folded itself against his side as Bloodbyrn turned toward him. "In the spirit of moving forward efficiently and precipitately with plans, and on the subject of sending messages…" She kicked him in the hip with a tiny high-heeled shoe, "I would speak to my lord with regard to our un-wedding of tomorrow night. Has my lord made his decisions concerning the decorations?"

"Uh…" said Freetrick.

"I ask," Bloodbyrn continued, "because I really must have the cauldron samples and bruise swatches I sent returned to me."

Was that what those had been? "Bloodbyrn." Freetrick cleared his throat. "I'd…boy, I'd love to talk with you about this, but um, well…" he looked down, and nearly cried out in relief, "but they're bringing the first petitioner into the Audience Pit! I've got to see what she has to say," the woman stumbled across the sand below him. "And then help her solve her…why are the monsters still there?"

"My lord," chuckled DeMacabre, "why ever not?"

"My lord," said Bloodbyrn, "to the matter at hand…"

"But they're looking at her like they're going to…sweet words!" Freetrick stared down at the scene unfolding below him, "where the hell did she get that enormous whip?"

"She?" DeMacabre looked down. "Aha. May I assume my lord refers to the human meat on the area floor? Why, it is but for your entertainment, my lord."


"My lord, focus," Bloodbyrn kicked him again. 


"DeMacabre, what is that petitioner doing down there?"

"Fighting monsters. And rather well, it seems. Oh. Excellent. Took its eye right out."

Claws flashed darkly through the air, but the girl was not where she had been a moment before. The girl landed, crouched in the dust of the pit on the monster's opposite side. Then she was up from her crouch, her whip flickering out to score a gash across the face of the second monster.

The crowd roared.


"I mean," Freetrick gritted his teeth, "why is she in the Audience Pit."

"I assume the guards dragged her there."


"If you cannot decide which color you prefer your bruises," Bloodbyrn pressed, "I shall tell the decorator to improvise, but I must know your plans, my lords, as they pertain to the blood-letting." 


The first monster leaped, and the girl could barely drop and roll away before its many legs struck the ground. 


Freetrick's ridiculous crown shook as he tried to clear his head. "But why…I don't want to watch this." 


There was a hollow clatter as Bloodbyrn knocked on the skulls over Freetrick's head. "Then turn round, my lord, and speak to me."


"I can't," said Freetrick. "DeMacabre, stop this."

"Indeed, fiend?" DeMacabre had settled back into his chair, but now he turned and looked up at Freetrick, "shall I give the order for her to be killed then?"

A monstrous claw, larger across than the girl's face, thrust toward her. She spun on a heel, caught the limb under her arm, and flung herself down to crack it against the ground. Before she could let go, the leg twitched and flung her through the air, into the stone wall of the pit.

"Kill her?" said Freetrick, "True Words! Why would I want to see that?"

"Fiend?" DeMacabre was looking at him with an expression of honest-seeming confusion.

"I have no desire," said Freetrick as two sets of slavering jaws swung open in the pit below, "to see a pretty girl torn apart in front of me."

DeMacabre looked blank for a moment, then smiled, "Ah. Of course. How thoughtless of me for not inquiring as to the new king's tastes before this entertainment was arranged." He raised an eyebrow, then winked over Freetrick's head at Bloodbyrn. "in what state should the corpse be brought before you two, fiend and daughter?"

There was a thin, despairing wail from below.

Freetrick gritted his teeth. "Alive, please."

Another blank look. "My lord?"

"I don't want you to kill the girl at all." Freetrick's voice was calm, but the claws of his gloves scored deep grooves into the craniums under his hands, "We'll run out of them entirely at this rate. DeMacabre, have her life spared."


"Spare a life?" An eyebrow rose as DeMacabre scratched his beard. "My lord is perverse indeed."

"See to it, DeMacabre." 


"Oh, very well." DeMacabre clapped twice and another messenger-bat alighted on his hand. He whispered to the little animal, "the petitioner will be spared, sayeth the Ultimate Fiend."

"And delivered to me," said Freetrick, "so I can decide what to do with her."

Bloodbyrn gave a snort of ladylike derision.

"Of course," DeMacabre smiled wickedly. "That I did not doubt for a moment, my lord. So his Malevolence sayeth, so be it done." 


The crowd booed as two ogres rushed into the pit to save the girl. Several threw food at the monsters. A couple threw their own servants. 


"My lord," said Bloodbyrn again, "I should like to speak with you now about our un-wedding."

"Bloodbyrn, please," Freetrick twisted around in his throne to look up at her fluted torso, rising up over his left shoulder, "I am not in the mood---stop kicking me!"

"Daughter," came DeMacabre's voice from below. "Be easy. If the Ultimate Fiend is not eager to discuss his upcoming un-hallowed un-matrimony, who are we to gainsay him?"

"But father---" His Bloodbyrn.

"Daughter, be easy, I say." 



Freetrick looked around to see DeMacabre standing again, arms resting on the back of his chair as he looked up at them. The Duke's eyes seeming to glow with pumpkin glee from the shadow under his hat. "For I believe that which approaches will change his fiendish mind."

"What...?"

Demacabre's voice slid into a deep and slimy murmur. "The Dark Ladies, my lord."

Freetrick's fingers tightened over a cranial dome, his clawed formal gloves scraping grooves in the bone of his armrest. Slowly, carefully, he leaned forward to look below the foot of his throne.

There, climbing the stadium seats toward his platform, the horde of women advanced.

Freetrick crashed back against the back of the throne, but there was nowhere to hide. Within moments, the advance runners had mounted the steps to his platform, a tide of nubile flesh and disturbing leather underwear.

For a moment, Freetrick hoped that the women might fight each other for him, and he could somehow escape in the confusion. The tactic had worked in the Vile Halls the previous week, but as soon as Freetrick formed the hope, he knew this time it would be futile. For the ladies of Skrea had been planning. They formed a line.

Bloodbyrn made a disapproving noise.

"Oh my lord!" came the cry from below Freetrick's throne, "What bounty you enjoy!"

"DeMacabre, you are not helping!" Freetrick tried to press himself into his throne, away from those hungry smiles.

"Oh yes!" DeMacabre said, "excuse me, my lord. How thoughtless of me not to render aid to my indomitable liege. Ahem. May I present the Dark Princess Deadbolt, daughter of—"

"DeMacabre!"

"Father!"

"Tra la!" The Duke sang, and then proceeded to introduce each of the eligible young ladies—or at least optimistic female beings—in turn as they filed past.

"The Dark Princess Firebolt, daughter of his fiendishness the Dark Prince Wrothug Despot Hlirghor—"

"I look forward to feeling your tender flesh between my teeth, my lord."

Freetrick crossed his legs.

"Ingnoble Lady Squeezevein, daughter of his wickedness the Dark Ignoble Thorchoke—"

"May I sit on your lap, my lord?"

Freetrick uncrossed his legs, eyes on the world's most frightening bustle. "Words, no!"

"Ignoble Lady Banedark, daughter of his wickedness the Dark Ignoble Strakhblargle despot Dewmnor."

"How about you sit in my lap, my lord?"

She wore a skirt of what looked like strung eagle talons, which did not conceal a pair of thighs that could probably crack Freetrick's skull. He glared at DeMacabre, still rattling off names.

What was the old reprobate doing introducing his prospective future son in law and boss to all these nubile young rivals? The purpose, Freetrick suspected, was to show the girls that Freetrick was taken. Bloodbyrn's smirking, cold-eyed stares were clearly as unnerving to some of the women as they were to him. But the other point being made here was very likely directed at him, Freetrick: if you think Bloodbyrn is scary...

"Now now," DeMacabre paused in his recitation, "the Ultimate Fiend is a very busy man. What would become of all the other ladies if you took up all his valuable time?"

"I'm sure they would figure out something." Ignoble Lady Banedark smiled and licked her lips. Her tongue was unnaturally long, red, and pointed.

"Maybe some other time," DeMacabre insisted, "Next! Ignoble Lady Blightbog, daughter of his wickedness the Dark Ignoble Wrathnath despot Nghakhor—"

"Snarl!"

"Dark Princess Slugslime, daughter of his Fiendishness the Dark Prince Wrothnyth Despot Nghiffor—"

"Squee!"

"And Dark Princess Toadslime, also daughter of his Fiendishness Wrothnyth Nghiffor-"

"Gwee!"

"And who? Aw, how precious. My Lord, may I present Curlsquirm, daughter of his Wickedness the Ignoble Bleeryarr Despot South Ftaghor."

"Hello, my lord."

Freetrick looked down.

"Oh. Um. Hello there, um, little girl."

She was maybe six years old, in a red and purple dressed stitched with silver skulls and winged toads. 


"Hello," she said, "I have new teefies."

"Yes," said Freetrick, "I can…uh…see that you do." Someday, he hoped, her face would grow up around them.

"Feel my hair!" she said, "it's spiky."

It was. "Very nice," said Freetrick. "You um…are you here to un-marry me?"

"Maybe," said the little girl. She stared at the Ultimate Fiend with enormous dark eyes, then seemed to remember something. "Daddy says I get to bite you."

"Uh…you do?" said Freetrick as he patted her spiky hair. "Now, that isn't very—ow! Strike it out that hurts." Freetrick fought the urge to snatch his hand back. The girl would probably hang on like a snapping turtle. "DeMacabre? How do I—ow! Make her let go?"

"Now Curlsquirm, you obey the Ultimate Fiend and stop biting, or he will have to impale you on a stick, there's a darling." DeMacabre called up from below.

"Teefies!" Curlsquirm mumbled around Freetrick's hand, then let go with a pop.

"I am pleased to see my lord has such facility with children."

It was impossible for Freetrick to tell whether Bloodbyrn was being sarcastic or not

"Adorable!" Gushed DeMacabre. "Now, move along, my dear. Who is next? Ah yes, lady Gobreen, daughter of…"

And so it continued.

Freetrick settled miserably into his chair, tried to rub the tooth marks out of his hand, and let the women file seductively, erotically, or as the case may be, horrifyingly past him.

Freetrick wondered if he ought to be enjoying this more. He could almost hear Istain, 'a parade of willing, provocatively-dressed females and you wish they would go away? What the hell is wrong with you?' The problem was that the operative word here was not "parade" but "horde." They just kept coming, as relentless as any horizon-spanning nomad invasion. With nothing on mind but rape and pillage. And when they were finished Bloodbyrn would swoop down and devour the survivors.

And then there was Skrean fashion, which was basically impossible to look at. Half of the women's outfit seemed to consist of spines, barbs, and live animals, but what was worse was the other half, which didn't consist of much at all. Freetrick tried not to wince as someone, "…daughter of his Fiendishness the Dark Prince Teirchoke the Jaded Despot Noggor," displayed herself in a way that Freetrick did not want to see. She was at least forty and reminded him far too much of his 5th grade chemistry teacher. As Freetrick tried to wish the woman a good day while at the same time not actually looking at her, he reflected that, like much of life in the Kingdoms of Evil, Skrean fashion was cruel to those who weren't built for it.

Or for the women who were built for it, apparently.

"Lady Ashwing, daughter of his Wickedness the Dark Lord Blogrog," announced DeMacabre, as Freetrick, terrified, dropped his eyes to the ground.

Ashwing was short, the same height as Bloodbyrn, but—and there was no other way to describe her---she had very large breasts. She was better endowed even than Zathara, and she would have been very nice to look at indeed if her clothing hadn't been made entirely out of living spiders. 


"Feerborg, the Ultimate Fiend," she purred, "long have I waited for this day."

"Uh," said Freetrick. He knew he ought to look up at her face, but his eyes were currently on her feet, and he didn't think they would survive the journey. "Why is that?"

The spiders held on for dear life as Ashwing swayed forward. "Long have I waited to test the mettle of the Ultimate Fiend. To know him. As a man."

Freetrick looked up, stricken. Ashwing was right in front of him, and she looked great under all those bugs. 


"Well? What has my lord to say?"

Freetrick quailed. And then realized that here was a situation for which he was actually prepared. Prepared, hell! Minus the spiders, he had dreamed about this. For once in his life he would have the upper hand in when talking to a hot girl. 


"Ashwing," he said, "I think you're really nice, but I'm just not interested in that kind of relationship right now." Ashwing's mouth pursed and her brows drew together. Spiders boiled, but Freetrick brought his eyes to her face, with force of will kept them there, and struck a blow for men everywhere. "I think we could make great friends!"

"Hmm… great friends indeed." Ashwing brushed her hand through hair the color of dried blood. The spiders jiggled. "A better friend, I trust, than those who already surround you." And before Freetrick could react, "My lord, I apologize we could not meet sooner, but I was in the second carriage."

"Honestly Ashwing," said Bloodbyrn. "Do you think that you can stand before me and say such things?"

Ashwing did not break eye contact with Freetrick. "I am not standing before you, my dear, but the Ultimate Fiend."

"Modulate your sentiments or face my lord's displeasure." She kicked him. "My lord?"

"Wait a second," said Freetrick, brain activated by the pain in his side, "what second carriage?" 



"I left Clouds-Gather as soon as I received intelligence as to my lord's whereabouts," said Ashwing, "but I was not in time to collect you from your…fascinating former home. A school where word-magicians learn to write new spells. And where one may meet fellow students from across west coast. I believe my lord taught Love-wielder dances to a Betweener, a Virgin Soil refugee, and a Love-wielder princess. Fascinating." Ashwing pursed her black-painted lips at Bloodbyrn. "I have heard that…your current company does not appreciate my lord's exotic origins at all. A shame." She looked back at him, and Freetrick sighed involuntarily. "I look forward to learning…a great deal from you about your home nation, my lord." 


"How do you…" Freetrick shook his head, "know all this stuff about me?"

"'Stuff,'" said Ashwing. "What a charming turn of phrase you have, my lord. You must teach me more of your western dialect."

"You've been spying on me, haven't you?" 


"From every shadow." 


"Oh…good?" Freetrick swallowed.

"You believe you have no allies, my lord," she said, "that you must depend on the aid of these Leeches. You do not." Ashwing spread her hands to indicate Bloodbyrn and DeMacabre. The tidal pull on Freetrick's eyes increased. "You are now crowned despot of Skrea and this imposter would have no recourse if you were to bind yourself to me." She stopped and looked at him. "Hmmm…how would my lord say 'bind your body to mine' in Rationalist?" 


"B…buh?" Freetrick stammered. 


Ashwing continued to smile, but now there was a hint of tooth behind the promise of her lips. "Here. Now." She took another step closer and now with Freetrick's throne on its raised platform she was nearly between his knees. "Before witnesses."

Freetrick clamped his legs together. Truth help him. How could he get rid of her? Istain's voice: just be yourself. 


"Wait a second." Freetrick said.

"I shall not wait a single second, my lord." The topheavy Skrean aristocrat advanced on him, the light of purpose in her eyes.

"Oh by all my blood, enough."

Light flashed, intense and bright and slightly pinkish. In the sudden illumination, Freetrick saw Ashwing's expression of steamy seduction turn into annoyance and squint. She stumbled backward, arm coming up to cover her face.

"Really," Freetrick turned in his chair to see Bloodbyrn wiping dried blood from her glowing athame. "That was a touch overdone, dear Ashwing."

"Bloodbyrn!" Freetrick sat up straight, trying to look monogamous. "What are you…uh…"

His fiancée's expression told him, more eloquently than even Bloodbyrn's vocabulary could express, that he, Freetrick, was an idiot. Then her eyes slid back to the Skrean noblewoman, who was snarling and sublimating black necromantic haze.


"Points for audacity, dear," Bloodbyrn said to her rival. "Nothing for style, or for forethought, but I am impressed that you would dare try to seduce my betrothed so openly." Her voice curdled with sweetness. "And by the way, father, thank you for your timely intervention."

"I saw no need to interfere," called the jolly voice of DeMacabre from below. "What use is the prize won without effort, daughter? What use a demonstration interrupted? Besides, I find that, in the right sort of mood, I quite enjoy the company of the Ingnoble Lady Ashwing. And how is your father, my dear?"

Lady Ashwing was apparently uninterested in social niceties. The shadows that limed her body deepened, the air snapped with malign chill "Yes, I dare, Bloodbyrn." Her black aura pulsed, pushing out insubstantial black tentacles that climbed over the skulls on Freetrick's right side. "I dare, for I am Ashwing, daughter of Blogrog! My rank is higher than yours, Lady Bloodbyrn, and the terror I inspire is far in excess!"



Bloodbyrn sounded bored. "I would not base my self-evaluation on this fellow's reactions, dear. He scares easily."

There was a pause, then a rustle as Bloodbyrn's bottom slid sideways across the armrest, and Freetrick put out his hands just in time to catch her as she dropped sideways into his lap.

"Ah. Far more comfortable." Bloodbyrn said, as she settled over him like a particularly pointy cat. "And as for yourself, dear Ashwing," she said, "your persona as a whole is a rather over-specialized, in my opinion. Mind-sapping cleavage is all very well," she stretched, and Freetrick's eyes wrenched themselves downward, "but then what have you to back it up? Spiders?" she rose up in Freetrick's lap and stage-whispered to him, "I am afraid that spiders have been out of date for rather a long time."

There was a noise like an exploding teakettle from the black mist in front of Freetrick. Rising with terrible slowness and inexorability from the pits of nightmare, Ashwing emerged, her dark hair blazing up to mingle with the necromancer's mist.

"Oh please. Do not waste your energy on intimidation, dear." Lady Bloodbyrn sighed, and fell backward against Freetrick's chest.

"Oof!" said Freetrick.

"You be quiet." Bloodbyrn slapped him across the cheek. "I am not heavy at all. Now, dear," she said to the death goddess rising over them, "unless you wish to do more than simply intimidate, that is, to engage in a contest of force, which you will lose, here among my father's allies, I suggest you remove yourself before further embarrassment accrues to your family's name." She snuggled into Freetrick's lap and reached with her hand up and around the back of his head. The movement caused her chest to move in a way that was very stressful for both Freetrick and the clasps of her outfit. "My lord, as you can see, is taken."


There was a moment of taut silence. Then, Ashwing turned her head to side and spat. Something writhed in the dust where her spittle landed. "Very well." She folded her arms over her spider-covered breasts and sank back to the floor, the veil of dark sorcery draining away from the air around her. "But do not think this is over, leech. Mark my words. You will rue the day you dared to…" Ashwing's eyes flicked to Freetrick, then, as if a light switch had been flicked, her eyes smoked with sex. She licked her lips ostentatiously, and then drew her hand up her belly and over one out-thrust breast. Spiders scampered. "Never mind that. I feel sure the twisted paths we walk will cross again." She liked her lips at him. "How would you say that in Rationalist?"

"See you soon?" Squeaked Freetrick.

"See you soon" Ashwing turned, some parts faster than others. "And a horrendous morrow to you, Dark Lady Bloodbyrn."

"And to you, Ignoble Lady Ashwing," Bloodbyrn said. 


The spider-clad noblewoman swayed sultrily away down the stairs, and Bloodbyrn leaned back across Freetrick's lap and smiled up at him. 


"You see, my daughter?" came DeMacabre's voice from below, "I was ever confident in your abilities. And is it not sweeter to taste the fruit of victory when one has plucked it oneself?"

"Yes father," said Bloodbyrn. "Not that Ashwing is much of a challenge. Spiders. Really."

"I am glad to see that you are enforcing a higher standard of taste, dear Bloodbyrn."

"So, my lord, your preparations for the un-wedding ceremony tomorrow. Excuse me, but I hope my lord has memorized his lines for the ceremony with some greater attention than he devoted to his coronation."

"Oh right," said Freetrick, "I'm sorry, but I haven't really made any preparations yet."

"Have you not indeed," she said, in a tone arch enough to support a coliseum.

Freetrick winced. "Look, Bloodbyrn," he said, "I hadn't meant to talk about this here but...ow!"

"I'm sorry, my lord. I must have inadvertently twisted so as to grind my lord's loins against his armor. I am afraid I have a habit of becoming destructive to things that appear not be useful for me at all."

"Truth," Freetrick said. "Bloodbyrn. I don't want to marry you!"

He felt her stiffen in his lap. 


"Well, correct me if I'm wrong, but you don't seem that interested in me," Freetrick continued. 


He opened his eyes. "And I don't want a wife who doesn't want me."

She sighed. "Firstly, the term is first concubine, not wife and second." Bloodbyrn glared down at him like a very fashionable eagle. "My lord is the Ultimate Fiend. Make me want you."

"I don't know if I can do that."

She snorted and looked away. "That much is clear."

"Well, I'm just saying, if you don't want this, and I don't want this..."

"We shall continue with the plan anyway," Bloodbyrn said, "because if we do not, we shall not survive through the next 48 hours."

What? "Bloodbyrn," said Freetrick, "I don't know what you're planning, but---"

"I am planning my lord," said Bloodbyrn, "to come to your apartments tonight, where I will find you, as I instructed, waiting, ready for training, and without clothing."

"Bravo!" The shout came from DeMacabre. "That's the witch I spawned!"

"Father!" Bloodbyrn twisted around in his lap, giving him an intimate tactile impression of her uncomfortable underwear, "I would have appreciated some slight help from your part in this matter."

"Nonsense, daughter!" came the Duke's voice, "you're doing splendidly!"

Bloodbyrn growled and swiveled her glare back around to Freetrick. "We will be un-wed tomorrow, my lord. Mark my words well."

"Ah daughter!" chortled DeMacabre, "So impatient. There is no need to rush matters my dear. Let our young lord enjoy the advantages of bachelorhood."

"Let me make this clear to both of you men," Bloodbyrn said, "I shall not allow my lord postpone the un-wedding again, and," she jerked her chin at the humming auditorium around them, "though he is permitted to postpone the beginning of the counsel sessions as far as I am concerned, I believe the Dark Aristocracy will resort to cannibalism if proceedings are delayed much longer."

"What?" said Freetrick, "I'm not postponing anything. When is the council session supposed to start."

Bloodbyrn showed him her gritted teeth. "When my lord commands it to do so."

"Huh? Oh." Said Freetrick. "Uh…how do I do that?"

"Does my lord mean to tell me he does not know how to begin the sessions of the Council of Villains?"

"Of course I don't know," said Freetrick, "have I done this before?"

Bloodbyrn sighed. "Father?"

There was a sucking noise from below as DeMacabre's mouth detached itself from something. "Yes, oh be-venomed fruit of my loins?"

"Be so kind to instruct my lord Feerborg on his kingly duties."

"Why, my dear, I thought I would leave that up to you," DeMacabre chortled merrily, "ah ha. I jest, of course, for I was listening, eavesdropping even, and I am most distinctly aware of the conundrum in which my lord finds himself embroiled."

Both Freetrick and Bloodbyrn rolled their eyes. "So I have to start the meeting?" "No one would be so foolish as to suggest my lord has to do anything."

"But everyone's been waiting for me all this time."

"Waiting in fiendish anticipation, my lord!"

Freetrick felt the panic rising, and quashed it mercilessly. "Well, then what are we waiting for?" Freetrick looked down at Bloodbyrn, who gave him a disgruntled look before bouncing off his lap with a movement that made him wish for protective padding. A bit bow-legged, Freetrick stood and surveyed his assembled minions. "Let's do some evil." 


DeMacabre stood as his daughter kicked aside another noble to take her seat next to him. "Now prepare to shout, my lord, shout with all your might."

Freetrick clenched his diaphragm.

"If my lord would repeat after me. Arise minions."

"Arise minions." There was no discernible change in the reveling council.

"Louder, my lord!"

"Arise minions!" There was an exasperated grunt from the direction of Bloodbyrn.

"Louder still, my lord," hissed DeMacabre.

"ARISE MINIONS!" Freetrick screamed.

Rules of social awkwardness dictate that whenever a large crowd of people all fall silent at once, there will always be someone who doesn't notice and keeps talking. "So I said to her, that's no revenant, that's my wife—urk!"

Blood spattered the seats below. There was some polite applause and several Sangboise nobles leaped toward the corpse.

And then every eye in the room turned toward the Skull Throne of the Ultimate Fiend.

"Oh hell…" Freetrick squeaked.

"Speak these words, my lord," murmured DeMacabre, "Bestir yourselves and attend your master..." 


"Excellent," said Bloodbyrn after Freetrick was done embarrassing himself. "Now you and I can spend some time in company."

"Well," said Freetrick, "I would appreciate it if...what the hell is your dad doing?"

"He is merely wetting his athame with his blood. Surely my lord does not expect him to simply yell at the assembled dark lords here as my lord did?"

Freetrick saw DeMacabre touch the blade of the athame to his own lips. The Duke flicked a finger of his left hand against the flat of the bloody blade. It went ping.

It went PING!

It went PiiiiIIIING!

Freetrick put his hands over his ears, but still the horrible sound continued to rise.

—IIIIIIIIGN—"Ahem. Let the orphans cry, for I declare these Sessions of the Council of Villainy open!"

DeMacabre's voice, metallic and magnified to cyclopean scale, rolled over the Audience Pit."Be seated!"

They sat.

"Thank you," rang DeMacabre's voice, "pleased I am to be part of this historic gathering, united with my comrades by our mutual hatred of all that is good, and our fear of the Ultimate Fiend."

There was some polite applause.

"Now, if the Dark Synod will be so kind as to consecrate these sessions?"

There was some atonal shrieking from a group of un-holy priests at the rim of the stadium.

"Good. Now for a review of old business. Paige?"

The last word was quieter, spoken to an emaciated servant who handed DeMacabre a roll of parchment. The duke's ridiculous top-hat tipped forward as his head bent to read it. "Strakhblargle Despot Dewmnor," he called, "the Skull Throne would hear your report of the farmer's rebellion in Dewmna Despotate. Your life be forfeit if you dare lie to us."

Bloodbyrn complained as Freetrick tired to peer past her to see the blocky, be-spined bulk of a heavily armored man rise from his seat a little below and to the left of DeMacabre.

There was the ping of another athame being activated, and then a new voice, a raspy, rising bellow like a street preacher's proclamation of the coming apocalypse: "nDeath-ah!"

Freetrick's brow went up as DeMacabre's bored voice pressed for details. "Your news, Dewmnor?"

"Ha!" the Despot bellowed into his athame, "Ha! News! A-ha! News of death! Yes, death and death and death! For we kill them! We kill the rebel scum! We water the soil with their blood-ah!"

There was a noise from DeMacabre that might have been a suppressed sigh, then a mumble from Strakhblargle as—Freetrick leaned forward and squinted—an advisor leaned down from his seat and whispered something at the Despot.

"The council!" shouted Strakhblargle, "is advised that we expect low crop yields this season."

"Noted," said DeMacabre. "Any new business?"

There was more whispering, then Strakhblargle's manic hollering again, "News! Yes, news and news. Goblins! A plaaaauge…" his voice trailed off into a wail of anguish.

"Of goblins?" DeMacabre suggested.

In Freetrick's lap, Bloodbyrn said, "again?"

"Never!" Strakhblargle roared. Freetrick saw the massive shoulders of Strakhblargle's armor swing about as the Despot turned to face his advisor. An arm like a tree-trunk came round to smash into the smaller man's face.

"Ha!" said Strakhblargle, who had apparently just fired his chief of staff. "That is for you! That is for your plague! There is no plague, fool! FOOL!" He leaped onto his seat and kicked at his advisor, sprawled before him.

"Despot Dewmnor?" DeMacabre asked, his voice bland. "is there a plague?"

"Never!" bellowed Strakhblargle again, still kicking. Another advisor held the amplifying athame in front of his face to catch his words.. "No plague! We burned the forests, and like cowards the goblins have fled. Fled! Ah-ha-ha!"

There was a sort of modulated groan from the floor and Despot Strakhblargle continued in a quieter voice. "I am advised that we expect negligible lumber exports this year."

"Ah, I must remember to choose old Strakhblargle first next time as well," DeMacabre commented, his hand over his athame, "it is ever well to begin the sessions on a light note, I say. Ah-ha. 'water the soil with their blood.' Priceless."

Freetrick put his hand to his face.

"Now for the record," DeMacabre continued, "the peasants of Ngakh despotate have again produced nothing this year. Am I correct?"

The voice cackled, "No peasants! To support the Covenant for the greater glory of the First God and the Maelstrom above, I have once again slaughtered all within my borders." The voice finished, proudly.

Freetrick sat back, stunned. He thought he had steeled himself against the nation's abysmal financial situation, but the king's heart sank as he realized just how deep that abyss was. He closed his eyes and moaned. Bloodbyrn shushed him.


***

And so the council session continued, with DeMacabre asking for news from the despots of places with names like Graghn and Nghakh and duly recording all the most recent plagues, mass-die-offs, and violent insurrections. Bloodbyrn settled herself into Freetrick's lap to listen, while he tried to think of ways to salvage his country. 


He had planned to correct the nation's direction with carefully worded orders to the provincial lords, but as he actually heard those lords talk for the first time, Freetrick began to doubt the usefulness of orders. There really wasn't much he could tell them aside from, "stop being blithering morons and do your striking jobs," which he suspected wouldn't do much good.

No, the only order that would help this situation would be a bulk order of Rationalist explosives. Put them in the floor of the Audience Pit and he could solve half the problems of the Kingdoms of Evil in one step.

"Why is my lord smiling?" Bloodbyrn had turned around in his lap to look up into his face. On the other side of the arena a Sangboise Count was delivering news of his county in verse form. There were, Freetrick had learned, a lot of words that rhymed with 'ichor.' "Does he appreciate some jest of which I am not aware?"

Freetrick blinked. "No, I was just appreciating the…general ridiculousness of the situation."

"Ridiculous?" Bloodbyrn asked as a fight broke out between two Despots over who had the most fearsome glare, "I fail to comprehend my lord's point."

DeMacabre's voice boomed about them, asking Wrothnyth Despot Nghiffor to remove Wrothgoth Despot Itlixor's wrist from his mouth. This was neither the time nor the place.

Freetrick opened his mouth to reply, but he was distracted by the voice that replaced DeMacabre's. A new provincial lord was speaking, and this one actually sounded like a real person.

"Despot Necropolor, I humbly report a successful quelling of our minor rebellion. The rogue wendigos and their lizard man minions have been dealt with."

Freetrick removed his hand from his face. "Who's that?"

Bloodbyrn indicated a man standing across the curve of the stadium seats. "Bleergoth, South Ftaghor," she murmured. "Son of Sausgoth. Reports I hear of him have been…unusually positive."

Unlike most of the other nobles, Bleergoth did not dress like a tornado had just swept him through two graveyards and an experimental metallurgist's. His clothing consisted of a simple dark tunic and a pair of functional trousers, with the only slightly villainous addition of gleaming silver epaulets and white gloves. His words were directed at DeMacabre, but when he spoke his face pointed up at the Ultimate Fiend, himself.

Another lord was speaking, "…of the hated Naobelite scum, Bleergoth?"

Bleergoth's face did not turn away from Freetrick as he answered.

"There was one incursion of the Do-Gooders into Necromancer territory, and that was dealt with as well."

"Wow," said Freetrick. "He seems…" Freetrick wanted to say not insane. He decided on "effective."

"Indeed, my lord." Bloodbyrn's tone was dark, and her eyes were narrowed. "But effective at what, one wonders? Only one rebellion and one incursion? And no request for additional troops? I find myself wondering what 'dealt with' means, exactly. Ah. I see Despot North Ftaghor shares my disquiet."

"Huh?"

Bloodbyrn pointed at another man, taller and more heavily built than Bleergoth, more heavily ornamented, with a distinctive bush of white hair. "He asks further of the Naobelites. Has their cursed Paladin been as active in the southern Bulwarks as he has in the north."

"Not this year, my vile uncle," answered Bleergoth. "Though I am grieved to hear of such devastation wreaked by the Do-Gooders upon your Despotate."

"No more, I trust," snorted the white-haired man. He turned and addressed DeMacabre. "I wish to report nine major offensives of scum from the West this spring and summer, all of them obliterated. My ogre patrols have also uprooted five nests of rebels."

"Commendable," came DeMacabre's voice, "but then why do I see here registered an order…" his athame picked up sounds of rustling parchment, "for another monster battalion and three human squads as well?"

"Still the rebels multiply." Sausyarr answered. "The mountains are full of wild monsters and rebellious men, which sometimes attack my warriors. Worse, the wendigos—"

"That's no problem!" Another man jumped up from his seat.

"His Fiendishness Wrothnyth Despot Nghiffor," said Bloodbyrn as her father chuckled below them.

"Oh this will be good!" 


"…if you simply impale the trouble-makers." Wrothnyth was saying, his voice high and razor-keen, "A nice double-line of corpses rotting on the road always scares some obedience into my lumpen peasants, by the tempest."

Sausyarr's athame picked up his disgusted snort. "Actually, fellow villain, it will make your rebellious element flee to my despotate, where I will have to deal with them." There was another snort, "Fortunately, the Naobelites kill most of them for me."

Wrothnyth's hiss filled the pit, "You allow the scum of Naobel into our land? How dare you, villain."

"I do not dare anything, Despot Nghiffor," answered Sausyarr. "It is beyond the power of myself and the troops given me to keep the damned Do-Gooders out. Just finding and smashing their standing stones is more than my men can accomplish."

"So breed more monsters, villain." Wrothnyth screeched. 


"Monsters? Monsters?" Sausyarr shouted the question across the Audience Pit at Wrothnyth. "What good would monsters do against the magic of Naobel? If you know nothing of battling Naobelites, then kindly keep your idiot mouth shut!"

"How dare you talk to me like that, villain? I, Wrothnyth, whose generation-name proclaims the title of Dark Prince to all those with the strength to hear!"

DeMacabre called for order, but nobody seemed to be paying attention. Cheers and boos were rising from the assembled dark lords. 


Mist suddenly swirled in the air over the Audience Pit.

"Careful, Wrothnyth." Sausyarr's voice was grim and deep as a glacial lake. "Though you may be Dark Prince with a name that starts with Wroth, you must still ask yourself the question: Who has killed more of late, you or I?"

"I—" but Wrothnyth's answer was drowned out by the tone of an activating amplifier athame, and another voice, yelling, "I have killed more than either of you old men!"

"Who the hell is that?" Freetrick looked around to see Bloodbyrn wincing.

"That," she said, "is Argchoke the Kind, grandson of Teirchoke the Jaded, Despot Noggor. 


"That's the creepy old guy in the moving chair."

Bloodbyrn continued talking. "Teirchoke's son lost his lineage their royal generation-name through an act of undue kindness, and now the grandson will stop at nothing to see the name reinstated. His quest can become…tiresome."

"Well, my dear, we should be charitable" DeMacabre's voice floated up from below, "It is good to see such enthusiasm in one of the new generation…"

His voice was briefly drowned out by Argchoke's screech: "Now whom must I kill to grant me the name Feerchoke!"

"…but one wishes," DeMacabre continued, "that the young lord had inherited some of his grandsire's intelligence."

And indeed, an old man's voice—Freetrick assumed it was Teirchoke's—sounded over an athame. "That would be someone who's name, in fact, starts with Feer. The Despot North Ftaghor is no more a Dark Prince than you are." Looking, Freetrick could see the old man, swaddled in furs, his insectile chair twisting so Teirchoke could shout at his grandson on the level of seats above him. "Now sit down and stop embarrassing me, you idiot."

"Teirchoke, control your spawn!" Wrothnyth said, "Can you not see that the reprehensible Sausyarr and I are embroiled in a duel of deepest—hurk!"

A blast of force from Sausyarr sent the squat noble tumbling backwards to hit the servant sitting behind him. Stone cracked, and mist swirled thick and black.

Sausyarr began to roar in triumph, but the roar died as the mist rushed down at him. Almost too fast to see, black tentacles formed in the air and darted at the white-haired lord. Sausyarr stepped back with one foot, then rose in a spin that turned his silver-gauntleted hands into a flashing silver blur. The edge of one gauntlet connected with a tentacle, and the squirming ectoplasm dissolved back into water vapor.

"Aha!" Wrothnyth rose from the seats, cape billowing in a miniature tornado. In one hand he clutched something large and round. "Who has killed more, now?" He flung the round object away, and Freetrick's eyes widened as he saw the hair spread out behind it. 


"Bloodbyrn, we have to stop this."


"Ugh, yes, my lord?" Bloodbyrn leaned back against him, "must you squirm so?"

Sausyarr spun, and the Despot's gauntlet separated from his stiff fingers to hurtle across the Pit at Wrothnyth. Wrothnyth dodged, but the flying gauntlet flickered after him through the air like a fish. With a wail of panic, he held out his hands. Freetrick could feel the pulse of invisible force. Did he have enough energy to reach out and stop them? Not a chance, with just what he had absorbed from his breakfast rat.

The gauntlet struck Wrothnyth's necromantic defenses. For a moment, it quivered in the air, a bare inch before the Despot's pale face, its blade-tipped steel fingers straining toward his eyes. Then it dropped to the floor, exhausted.

"Ha!" Sausyarr roared as the weapon fell out of the air and rang on the stones below. "And there is your precious death, wasted. Your defenses are gone, villain. Now all that remains is to squeeze."

"Bloodbyrn," said Freetrick, "DeMacabre. Stop this!"

Black mist bloomed over Sausyarr's head.

"My lord?" said DeMacabre, "oh very well." He made a pass over his athame with one hand and leaned toward the blade. "Enough." His voice rang like a thunderclap. "Be seated, Despot Nghiffor! And Despot North Ftaghor, the Skull Throne has more questions to ask, and we do not appreciate this distraction."

To Freetrick's surprise—and Bloodbyrn's apparent disappointment—the two necromancers complied. Wrothnyth sat down meekly, and Sausyarr turned to face the Secretary again, the black mist over his head disappearing. "Dark Secretary?"

"The Throne requires that you justify your order of troops," said DeMacabre.

"Monsters are no good for fighting Naobelites. Not when they've got their god behind them." Sausyarr spoke as calmly as if he had not just witnessed a murder and nearly perpetrated another.

"Where is North Fuh-whatever?" Freetrick whispered at Bloodbyrn.

"North Ftagh, my lord. It borders Between on the west and Dewmn Despotate on the North," said Bloodbyrn. "We passed through the Sausyarr's despotate on our way to Castle Clouds-Gather, Malevolence."

"Every summer," Sausyarr continued to address the assembly, "that tempest-blasted Do-Gooder god's influence extends and the Betweeners and their wheel-stones kill more of my staff." He turned with a scrape of steel boots to face the Skull Throne. "I need men, Malevolence. Un-life-twisted men, or else in the next season the Betweeners will strip yet more of our land from us."

Freetrick remembered the INVASION box on his flowchart

"For this reason," said Sausyarr, "I ask for intervention by the Skull throne. For the defense of the lands of the Skrean nation and the Covenant between Good and Evil, force my nephew the Despot South Ftaghor to send men from his levies to my Despotate.".

"mYes," DeMacabre said, "I am afraid that plan would be ill-advised in the extreme, your Wickedness. We cannot take troops out of one border despotate to shore up another."

Why? Freetrick wondered.

"Instead...well...ah!" DeMacabre clapped his hands together, "I know! The Marquis DeDïabaisse still commands human peasants from his swamp tower, does he not? Let them be sent to you as soldiers in your war against the Light. And how is that? Agreed? DeDïabaisse? Sausyarr? My lord?"

"Uh," said Freetrick.

"Ex-cellent." DeMacabre clapped his hands again, "That's that all sorted out then. Let us continue shall we?" He looked around for his next victim. "Ah yes, your Fiendishness Despot Hlirghor. Speak before the Skull throne, and may you be destroyed utterly if you displease He Who Sits Upon It."

"Fiend!" Came a voice from the assembly, "I petition the council for funds from the royal Fiendish treasury!"

Freetrick sat up. "What for?"

"Ah…" came DeMacabre's voice: "The Ultimate Fiend Demands an account of your nefarious machinations, lowly minion!"

"Fiend!" came the reply, "My greatest invention yet, my lord! For the people!"

The people? Freetrick bent down to DeMacabre, "Is it a public works project?"

"Modest worm!" Sneered DeMacabre into his athame, "can your puny intellect encompass the concept of 'public works project'? For that, you parasite, is what the Lord of Misery demands to know."

"Oh yes!" Wrothug answered after a short pause, "It works the public, well, my lord. And it is a spectacular improvement upon the peasant squisher mark one."

While Freetrick gaped, DeMacabre filled in, "and why can your own taxes not fund this project, dog?"

"I have squished my tax-payers, villain."

"Ah yes, of course," said DeMacabre. "Very well, then. I declare—"

"No! No way!" Freetrick shouted.

"That the Skull throne will not fund this project, you hapless cephalopod." DeMacabre finished smoothly, but his face tilted up to display his raised eyebrow to Freetrick.

"DeMacabre," hissed Freetrick over the rising growl of assembled nobles, "we are not going to use Clouds-Gather money to fund a project that will…" be really really horrible and insane. But of course that wouldn't convince anyone. "I won't permit a project that will kill our taxpayers." Freetrick finished.

DeMacabre pursed his lips, "really, my lord. Some things are more important than money, if I may say so."

"But it will squish them so much more!" came the plaintive voice of Wrothug.

"You must sit strait, my lord," said Bloodbyrn, squirming on of Freetrick's tilted lap, "This is most uncomfortable."

"No, funding, DeMacabre," said Freetrick leaning over further. "In fact I want your athame. I have some things to say to these guys."

The grumbling from below rose, crested, then abruptly fell silent as a new voice boomed over through the air.

"HOW DOES IT WORK?...OH, NOT SO CLOSE To my mouth? Okay. Can everyone hear me?" The various nobility of the Kingdoms of Evil took their hands from their ears.

"This is Free—Feerborg, your Ultimate Fiend," boomed their lord and master in a slightly more modulated roar. "It's been…it's been great to see you all today…to see the work of our government in action. So, uh, thank you. Oh for crying out loud Bloodbyrn, just get off my lap!"

Lords of terror and death craned their necks as a series of amplified grunts, squeals, and muffled curses echoed over their heads. 


"Okay," the voice said presently, "I want to thank you for all the hard work you guys have done so far. You've…sure done a great job of being evil. So give yourselves a hand."

There was the sound of clapping from the Skull Throne. The assembled dark rulers of the earth struck their mighty gauntlets together, cringing in embarrassment.

Freetrick cleared his throat, "Ahem. So, um, you can imagine how difficult this is for me to say, but…I think…that we all would do well to consider…perhaps…a…well, a policy of government that isn't so…bad?"


Silence from the dark aristocracy. Even Strakhblargle's gutted servant stopped gurgling to look up toward the Skull Throne, a horrified expression in his dying eyes.

"But," said one of the Skreans, a young man in silk-draped black iron, "my lord, the Twisted Ways of the First God are ours alone to follow."

"Thus it is written," grated another, "in the Covenant of Good and Evil."

"Well..." Freetrick had meant to lead into this gradually, with some sort of presentation. If only he could use necromancy to make a slide projector. "Think of it this way. If you all did such a good job or running the Kingdoms of Evil according to the Covenant, think how much better things would be if we, you know, sort of forgot about the Covenant entirely?"

It was Teirchoke who rose from his chair to break the silence. "The Ultimate Fiend orders us to abandon the Covenant of Good and Evil?"

"Well," seated on the Skull Throne, a bloody enchanted dagger in his left hand, a spiny dominatrix slouching mutinously at his right, doubt entered the ink-black eyes of the Ultimate Fiend. This had all looked much better on paper. "yes?"

The Audience Pit erupted into chaos.

"Never!" shouted Strakhblargle, while Teirchoke tottered to his feet, shaking a liver-spotted fist and bellowing "…absolutely ridiculous, DeMacabre and his idiot faction have castrated the skull throne---" and his grandson simply threw back his head and shrieked. A dozen black clouds formed over the audience, while several Sangboise counts and marquises threw bared their wrists, and St'tdrakhorodni drew themselves up into columns of chill darkness. Sparks showered from Worthred's iron staff as he banged it uselessly against the ground. "For a thousand years," Teirchoke's voice rose above the audience-roar, "the Kingdoms of Evil have preyed upon the world!"

"Why?" Freetrick shouted into the cacophony, "why do you prey on the world?"

"Because!" came the answer, "we are the Kingdoms of Evil! Evil, Fiend!"

"Kingdoms of Evil, Kingdoms of Evil, what does that even mean?" Freetrick stood from his throne, sparks arcing across his pupils. "We're running this country into the ground for what? The Covenant? 'Evil'? What we're doing is plain stupid! And for what?"

The variously screeching, stamping, and bleeding lords all turned to look at Teirchoke. The Despot of Nogg rose on the legs of his mobile chair and explained. "Because, my lord," he said, "it is in the Covenant. Our purpose."

"Yes, our purpose." One of the others echoed. "Our purpose. The First God made it so."

"The First God," said Freetrick, "does not want us to destroy His nation in pursuit of…some idea." He spread his hands, pleading, "Lords, villains, we cannot continue doing this."

The rising grumble was cut as another figure rose from below and to the left of the Ultimate Fiend. DeMacabre twitched the wrinkles out of his vermillion cape and addressed the Pit through another athame. "Silence, now," he soothed, "Calm. Now, I am sure, that we all tremble at the justified wrath of the scion of the First God. And," He looked out at the other ministers, a slight smile on his red lips, "we shall all eagerly follow whatever commands our mighty sovereign dictates. However." He looked up at Freetrick, still smiling, "if I may quote our most un-holy books, my lord, 'without the contrast of darkness, light cannot exist.'"

There was a rumble of agreement from below. 


"Huh? Wait," he said, "wait a minute. Doesn't that mean that everything we do is actually for the benefit of Good? How does that make sense?"

"With all humility and justified fear, my lord," said DeMacabre, "no. Our function is to preserve the ideas of good and evil. As stated the Covenant."

" 'For a thousand years Skrea has preyed upon the nations of the world…'" Comprehension broke over Freetrick, "They've let us! This isn't a nation we're running! It's a…a moral toxic waste dump!"

There was stunned silence, into which, almost inaudibly, DeMacabre sighed.

Freetrick explained, his mind racing ahead of his lips and tongue. "We have been allowed to exist! Because The RU and The Nation of Love and the rest needed a Kingdom of Evil! They needed someone they could all hate, someone they could point to and say 'we don't do things like the evil guys, therefore we must be good.'" He remembered what Mr. Skree had said. "The entire basis of our civilization is the negative example!"

Freetrick ignored the murmurs from below. He ignored DeMacabre, who was making increasingly frantic gestures and expressions at him, and the lead-melting glare from Bloodbyrn. The Ultimate Fiend paced before his throne, listening to himself speak. "Look, I'm sure that all of you here believe in Good and Evil with capital letters. But I don't! There is no Good or Evil, gentlemen. Just smart and dumb." Freetrick faced his audience. "And right now, we're being dumb."

"My lord," hissed DeMacabre, "Fiend! You cannot…"

"To dismiss the struggle between Good and Evil….no," Teirchoke spoke into his own athame, his voice cracked with age and emotion. "The Kingdoms of Evil have been thus for centuries."

"Well, they can't be thus for much longer," terrible ideas evolved in Freetrick's brain, "Because most of signatories of the Covenant are part of the Rationalist Union now, and the RU doesn't give a damn about Good and Evil. Believe me."


Freetrick drove his argument forward like a steaming locomotive, "I grew up in The RU. My generation doesn't believe in moral absolutes---the concept doesn't make sense any more. And with my generation taking office, the old system is collapsing." One by one the conclusions rattled past, ignored as Freetrick shouted into the athame, overriding DeMacabre's frantic quelling gestures. "Covenant or no Covenant, the RU won't be willing to put up with the Kingdoms of Evil for much longer."

"Never!" Despot Dewmnor rose from his seat, spittle flying and cape flapping. "Our armies are mighty! They will tear and tear apart any invading force. Their word-magic will be useless here, yes, useless! And we shall reduce them to grease on the sand!"

"The Rationalists will use weapons of Universal Science. Guns, bombs, and hang gliders don't need gods to support them or people to believe in them. They just work," Freetrick waved aside the distraction. In his mind, something big was rushing toward him. 


"Outrageous!" scoffed a necromancer from the Pit, "Our own magic---"

"Our own magic is nearly exhausted," Freetrick threw up his hands, "haven't you figured that out yet? Necromancy is based on death, and nothing dies here because nothing lives her because this nation is a lightless striking cloudy desert! If we were to slaughter every peasant in all of the Kingdoms of Evil, we would not be able to summon enough power to do more than slow their progress. As we stand now, villains, we are helpless. And they must know that! So they'll...they'll invade." 


And there was the final conclusion, looming from the mists of supposition like a landslide over the tracks of Freetrick's rhetorical steam engine. Why had the RU proctors, the border guards, and everyone else helped Bloodbyrn kidnap him? Why had he been raised in The RU in the first place? 


"They'll invade us when we're...weakest...oh sweet words." Freetrick's mind, working bare seconds ahead of his voice, applied the brakes, and the Ultimate Fiend stammered to a stop, shaking. His eyes darted to DeMacabre's, who for a moment looked not at all ridiculous or crazy.

Then the light of mania came back into that orange gaze, and Freetrick's future-father-in-law and arch-chancellor turned to the suddenly Audience Pit. With a hiss and a ping, he had another athame to his lips. "Villains, Dark Lords, Nobles, and Princes, I give you the Ultimate Fiend!" DeMacabre's voice insinuated itself into this newest silence like a warm, smiling eel. "Tremble in fear, for does he not frighten even you? Gaze with wonder, at a villain so evil he opposes the very idea of Good, itself. Weep in adoration, for his insanity knows no bounds!"

"Uh," said Freetrick, suddenly dizzy "I don't think that's—"

"Be silent, my lord!" Bloodbyrn's hand closed over his athame. The bloody dagger smoked and buzzed, then fell silent. "You have done damage enough for one council meeting," she said. "Enough for thirteen. So now be silent and look suitably deranged, or I swear by all that is twisted and unholy I will push the nail of my finger into your ear until I feel something pop."

"And now," continued DeMacabre, "I move we conclude this meeting of the Council of Villainy."

"No," said Freetrick, "you can't." But his voice was lost in the crowd noise.

"My lord," Bloodbyrn hissed at him, but Freetrick pushed her aside.

"No, strike it." Strike it! Freetrick knew half a dozen programs he could spell to amplify his voice, but of course none of them would work! "Here! Re-enchant this knife so I can talk to these people, Bloodbyrn! Even if none of you can see the striking rock about to fall on all of us, I can." 


"My lord," said Bloodbyrn, "it would be best for you to leave the ruling to those who know how to rule."

And understanding radiated through Freetrick like ripples across a pond. There was final hidden facet of the huge and sinister mountain of the Rationalist plot to place him as a puppet on the throne of Skrea. The Rationalist-Sangboise plot. What was the decision DeMacabre had made about the troops for the western border? Can't reinforce border despotates in-striking-deed! 


As DeMacabre himself had told him, Freetrick would have to rule, or be killed. The ripples reached the edges of his mind, leaving calm, smooth certainty in their wake.

Lightning snapped across his eyes and darkness bloomed above his head as the Ultimate Fiend stretched a hand out to DeMacabre. Tentacles of mist coagulated out of the air and snatched the Duke's athame from his hands.


***

The High Maiden's tent stood in the center of the camp, its bleached leather walls seeming to glow in the deepening dusk. 


Kadene, the High Maiden herself, glowed as well, the pure clear fire of Maw shimmering on her skin, outlining her regal form in silver. Her eyes were cool and wise in her deceptively youthful face as she regarded Madene, Selene, and Istain. Istain looked back at her with barely concealed insolence, and Selene's expression was stony and strange.


"Dó n dhubhró se ais, t Sestríngekh." The High Maiden spoke in a two-hundred-year-old dialect, with much more finicky grammatical rules than the modern language, but Madene could understand this formula: Welcome back, Little Sisters. 


 "Íea ú prineth o ich Seleneo i Istaineo, Modeuichegh," said Madene in her best Maidenspeak. I have brought Selene and Istain, Maiden. 


The High Maiden nodded, and looked at Selene, then Istain, one dark eyebrow arched. 


"Misim, go tá tú posaé dinnsoikhe," she said to Selene, and Madene understood. Still a virgin, I see. 


Selene's brows drew together, but she bowed low. 


High Maiden Kadene nodded, then told Selene she had to do something…Madene didn't follow. 


Selene bowed again, then stepped aside and addressed Madene and Istain. "The High Maiden says I must translate for her." 


Madene looked at her sister Warrior Maiden uneasily. Something was wrong here. Something to do with Selene and Istain. 


The High Maiden spoke again and Selene translated, "She says this is a time of great danger and suffering. She says it is a time when we must," she paused, searching for a translation, "we must do strange things. We must all…emm, sacrifice. She asks, do you understand?" 


"I do," said Madene, lifting her chin, "Finimim, Modeuichegh.." 


"I don't," Istain growled from behind her, "Selene, what is she talking about? Ask her where the Captain-Assistant is."

The High Maiden looked at Istain as Selene translated, and he squinted in the light that shone from her when she spoke. 


Madene found herself remembering the way Selene had talked about the High Maiden. Disloyal. Almost treasonous. 


"She says, do not worry about your commander," Selene relayed, "She says she remembers your orders." 


And why was she hanging around with Istain? Hmm.

"Where is the Captain-Assistant?" Istain repeated, who apparently couldn't understand what the High Maiden was trying to say. Madene turned to glare at him, but Selene had translated and Kadene responded. 


"Nekht, boia." she said. They are not here, boy. 


And the high maiden had remarked that Selene and Istain hadn't had sex yet. That was obvious, since Selene still had her powers. But she certainly acted like she planned to have sex. Why? Did she want children? But Selene was way too young to start a family, and why choose Istain, of all people, to be the father? No, romance with Istain didn't make sense, but if Selene had some other sort of goal… 


Istain's eyes were narrowed, his shoulders stooped and his neck stuck out belligerently at the High Maiden. "Selene," he said, "you can tell her high holy virgin-ness that I am a Rationalist subject and—" 


"Multith!" The High Maiden passed her hand through the air and Istain's voice was lost in a rush of noise like the sea in a storm. The rest of the camp—the people, horses, and other tents—blurred, as though seen through a waterfall. It certainly shut Istain up, but why had the High Maiden Kadene had cast a Craft of Concealment around them? 


The High Maiden spoke again. 


"She says," translated Selene, "that Istain should not worry. His superior should not worry, too. He will follow his Rationalist orders. He will travel to the Kingdoms of Evil." 


Her eyes turned to Madene, and the High Maiden spoke again. 


"And Madene will be…honored more than any foreign maiden. Because she will…accompany Istain as his…" Selene faltered, "his conscience—oh!" 


Selene gasped, and Madene's considerations shattered in her shock. 


"What the hell is that supposed to mean?" Istain would have gone on, but Madene cut him off. 


"Tú…
simh…cais simh, go…mogaim…stink it, dhéos…Selene, tell her she said I could stay here!" 


Selene said nothing, but the High Maiden evidently understood Madene's broken Maidenspeak, for she inclined her regal head. "Déa, cait mé iató." Yes, I did say that. 


"But I have to go to Skrea," Istain insisted, as if the High Maiden hadn't already promised that he would. "I'm not one of your subjects, lady. In fact, I'm the focus of a lot of international attention. And if you don't want your virgin ass defiled by the tanks my nation has lined up on your border, you'll keep your glowy hands off me."

"Istain…" Selene moaned. And Madene understood. Selene was a spy for the Warrior Maidens. The same way Madene was a spy for the Rationalist Union. 


Kadene was speaking to Istain. "Rémhudi!" She demanded. Translate!

Selene's face was still blank, but her body shook as she translated. "She says it will become clear," Her voice was blank, as numb as if stricken by the spine of an earth urchin, "and she says, Istain please run away now. She says, run, run away now. Istain, listen to me and run." 


Madene jerked around to stare at Selene. The betrayal was happening. Right now!

"No, Istain!" She said, but as soon as she did she knew he would never listen. Istain's expression had collapsed into thin horizontal lines, mouth, eyes, eyebrows. He was about to do something stupid. 


A blast of Maidencraft propelled Madene across the interior of the tent. Before Istain could blink, her arms had closed over his torso. 


"Nic!" Selene wheeled and leapt for her, blade flashing out. Shocked, Madene could only watch as the other woman's face rushed toward her.

Then the High Maiden swept out her arms, and Selene was struck down in a welter of white flame. The blurred walls around them shimmered as Selene fell and Madene heard a sickening crack. Istain surged forward, but her Craft-enforced arms easily held him. Then Selene's wail become words. 


"Nic, Modeuichegh!" The traitorous Warrior Maiden screamed, "Prósnigh mé ort!!" Then, in Rationalist, "Istain, run! Madene, let him go! DeDébhegh pómaigi mé please, Madene!" 


"Bigí multa, dheca." The high Maiden snapped, then raised her arms again. "I smotraint ar an Roesethe Arideuchsteanneo."
Be silent, child. And watch the Virgin Rebirth.

Istain was screaming curses at her, struggling with all his strength, but the strength of a man was nothing compared to that of a Warrior Maiden. "Istain!" She said. "Just stop for a second! Selene's a spy! I'll explain---"

"Of course she is!" Istain snarled. "A spy for our side!"

"Run! Both of you!" Selene spun off the ground again. Her left arm hung loosely from her shoulder, but with her other she reached for her sword— 


The High Maiden laughed. She was saying something to Selene, but there was a rushing in Madene's ears was back, and she couldn't make out the words. She could only look as the High Maiden's eyes flared silver light. 


Madene shut her eyes against the glare.


***

Freetrick shut his eyes and reached for both acting skills and the energy from his breakfast rat. 


A blast of cold air that washed over the Audience Pit. The assembled rulers of Skrea, Sangboire, and St'tdrakh looked upward at their Ultimate Fiend as he rose above the Skull Throne in a spreading blot of black mist.


"SILENCE, FOOLS!" 


They wanted loud? He would deafen them. They wanted growly? He would make the blackest of panthers look like the fuzziest of baby chipmunks. 


"Or by the tempest that writhes above me I shall pluck out your eyeballs with my teeth and stuff them, pulsating, down your throats!"

They wanted Evil? He would give them Evil.

"In point of fact," a voice ventured from the nobles below, "eyeballs do not pulsate. This I know for---"

The man's words died as Freetrick looked at him. 


The Ultimate Fiend's white-slitted black eyes slid toward Bloodbyrn. Her he hand was outstretched, bosom heaving, a look of shock on her face.

No more games. Freetrick would run this place or die. That was obvious. "Hear me now, parasites," he growled, "The Kingdoms of Evil shall be molded into an image of my choosing."

"But, my lord…" DeMacabre was mouthing frantically at him. Freetrick considered a necromantic wall of force to push the air out from around DeMacabre's mouth and shut him up. It would probably get him in trouble. Still, though, he was sure he could do it…the death energy in his belly rose, and his fingers twitched.


"You wanted a king." The Despot of Skrea said with a rumble as of thunder. "Now you have one." Lightning cracked through the cloud over him. "Now bow to me, minions, or perish!" 


And they did. 


"Hail Feerborg, the Ultimate Fiend," DeMacabre cried, "direct us, oh Master of Misery!" The wave of supplication began with DeMacabre and spread around the Audience Pit as Dark Lords, Ignobles, and Princes, all lowered their heads to their Ultimate Fiend. 


Who smiled. "Excellent. Now. You!" he pointed at random, "you're responsible for collecting taxes. I want a full report of every province in Skrea, Sangboire, and Strakh of population, production, and current collection strategy, and a plan from you on how to improve it."

Freetrick spun in the air, his eyes cracked with lightning, his teeth gleaming white in the darkness of the Audience Pit. "You! Congratulations, you're the new Minister of Agriculture. Put together a plan to increase food production and standardize distribution by tomorrow."

"Fiend," he had pointed at a weasely little Sangboise noble, "I cannot---"


"Oh can't you? Then I'll feed you to someone who can." Snarled Freetrick. "Tomorrow. You! Military! You! Law! Reports on the current situation, risk assessments, historical problems and how you solved them. Send them to my secretary. You." He pointed somewhere else. "Find me a banker, a general, and a lawyer." Freetrick thought for a moment, "Good ones." He thought for a further moment, "Who aren't going to try to murder me. If they do, I'll kill them, raise their bodies as a zombies, and have them eat you. Clear?"

That brought a smile and a sharp bow. "Fiend."

"Good. Go, then. Do it."

As the stunned silence deepened in the Audience Pit, Freetrick allowed himself to sink back into his throne. Bloodbyrn hastily scrambled out of his way. Her eyes were strangely large and luminous in the gloom. Freetrick blinked and looked away. 


"And from the rest of you," he addressed his subjects, "I want each of you to give me a list of your personal staff here at Clouds-Gather. I want names, residences, skills. You'll do it now. No talking, no scheming with each other. Your chamberlains must keep lists of these things, and I want them. No one leaves the Audience Pit until I have this information. So, why are you still standing there." There were shouts for servants still in the Audience Pit. 


"What have you done?" Whispered Bloodbyrn, as servants rushed about in the Pit below,

"I have begun my new government," Freetrick sank back into his throne, steepling his fingers. "There are going to be some changes around here." 



***

When Madene opened her eyes, she saw the scene had changed. The Craftwork concealment was gone, and the sounds of a busy camp floated on the cool nigh air. Selene had collapsed onto the ground, her right arm around her folded knees, her left lolling uselessly onto the ground. The High Maiden was looking at her, her expression quizzical, and a new Warrior Maiden had appeared in their midst, a short girl with shoulder-length hair, who stood with her back to Madene. Istain was nowhere to be seen. 


Madene started, "Modeuichegh!" she said "Istain! Beseaigh se. Naich…"

Madene trailed off as she heard her own words. Her voice was distorted and resonant, as if she were shouting from the far end of a cave. She turned frightened eyes to the High Maiden, who smiled a serene smile, then looked down at the girl standing in front of Madene. 


"Mich, setrág." She told the girl. 


The girl turned, and Madene gasped aloud when she saw her own face staring back at her. 


"What…Modeuichegh, on choigomh iaicót é? A perfect miniature copy of herself stood between Madene and the High Maiden. The copy's face moved with surprise as Madene own mouth fell open. 


"Burning libraries!" Madene bellowed. 


Or rather, she felt herself bellow. Lungs, throat, tongue, and lips all moved without any intention from Madene that they should do so. She tried to swallow them, but the vile words poured out of her like sewer water. "Striking struck-out burned up books! What the hell is going on here?" Madene's vision whirled as her head swung around to face High Maiden Kadene. "What the gibbering false-worded hell did you do to me, you—" 


Madene slapped her hands over her mouth to stop the verbal diarrhea. Or she tried to. Her hands moved much faster than she meant them to, and they reached father up, so instead of pressing her mouth closed, Madene smacked herself across the forehead. That just caused another stream of invective, some of it words she didn't even know. 


Help me! She tried to cry, but her voice stumbled over the other words already in her mouth, and what came out was a hopeless, horrifying garble. 


God of Words and Deusca Maw help her, was she going mad? 


"Modeuichegh?" said another voice, "Cho é loese dó? Cho a dénna simb chun Istain?" My Maiden, what is wrong with him? What did you do with Istain? 


Madene caught her breath. That was her own voice, that was her bad Maidenspeak, but she had not said those words. It was the copy, the strange miniature Madene the High Maiden had created, who spoke now. 


Madene looked pleadingly over the little Madene's head at the High Maiden, who was gazing coolly back at her. Back up at her. Why was everyone so small? 


She said something Madene didn't understand, but that didn't matter, for Madene had finally looked down at herself. 


Madene looked down at her long, flat torso, wrapped in Rationalist jerkin and hose. She ran a too-large hand through her too-short hair. She felt her muscles tremble as…someone else tried to move her body. 


The High Maiden spoke again to Selene, there on the floor. When she did not respond, the High Maiden said something else, sharp and fast. 


Selene coughed, spoke through clenched teeth, "She said, yes Istain will go to the Kingdoms of Evil, like he wants to, like his nation wants to. Madene if she…proves herself loyal, will stay here, like she wants," her voice shook with pain, or perhaps it was fury. Madene, shocked, allowed her new, towering body teeter a step on its long legs. Her mouth moved, "Selene…" The voice was deep, resonant, utterly wrong. 


Selene continued, "…and the new Madene, the High Maiden says she will…she says she will ride Istain to the Kingdoms of Evil." She sighed, closed her eyes. "So the High Maiden's will is done. I'm sorry, Istain, you should have run." 


"We can run now." The words vibrated in her chest as Madene felt herself lunge forward, her too-long arms reaching, her too-long legs flexing. 


Madene panicked. Her limbs jerked, the muscles trying to simultaneously clench and extend. Nausea swelled in her gut, and the ground slid out from under her. Madene could not even use her hands to catch herself, and her head hit the ground hard enough to bring sparks to her vision. 


Madene lay, stretched on the ground, her too-big hands scrabbling at the dirt, her too-wide mouth trying to form words.


"Madene, if you would kindly shut up and relax, we can at least get my face out of the dirt." 


Madene nodded, and tried to relax as her gangly limbs sorted themselves out. It was like magic, all the wrists, elbows, knees and ankles working to untwist themselves, find their positions, and work together to bring her upright. 


Slowly, carefully, Madene's new body stood itself up, until she towered over the High Maiden. 


"Istain!" the little Madene said to her, "what are you doing?" 


"What she wants," Madene said. Then her head turned away from the little Madene, and her eyes swung to glare at High Maiden Kadene. 


Madene felt her lungs inflate, her mouth twist. This time, she did nothing to stop them, because she understood what High Maiden Kadene had done. 


"You bitch." Istain said. 


The High Maiden inclined her head, and smiled a serene smile. 






Chapter the Tenth


In which the Ultimate Fiend regrets losing his Temper

 



 Freetrick staggered out of the Audience Pit, drunk on shock and delayed reaction.

 He had just told the government of an empire larger than all the coastal nations combined that everything they believed they knew about their job was actually wrong. And when logic hadn't worked, he had postured like a first-year drama student at a costume party. 

 And he had threatened what were probably the world's most dangerous men with regime change. What have I done? Freetrick screamed silently. Now, whether they had believed his ridiculous show or not, the dark aristocracy of Skrea would all be out for his blood. Probably literally. 

 It was the first rule of public speaking: never lose control, but in front of those arrayed madmen, his options had been either forget they were there or strangle on his fear. Maybe strangulation would have been better. Freetrick leaned against the wall, gasping. 

 "Fiend!" Skystarke rushed forward from his place by the door, then pulled up just short of touching his dread master. "What is amiss?" The monster's lips writhed over his nasal cavities. "Has some fow-el deed taken place in the Audience Pit?" 

 "You could say that. Oh" Freetrick rubbed his temples, quashing the impulse to run back into the Audience Pit screaming: 'I didn't mean it! Evil is great! Go team Evil! Please don't kill me!' But no. He might have broken the first rule of public speaking hard enough to scatter pieces of his reputation from here to Eldritch College, but he still had the second rule intact: don't back down. 

 "Fiend?" said Skystarke, "shall we go?" 

 "No," a hysterical giggle escaped from Freetrick's control. "I have to wait for the…quite a lot of paperwork…I made everyone write." So he couldn't back out from what he had just said, but he could damn well use it. 

 He hauled himself upright as the great onyx doors behind him swung open and a caravan of slaves emerged, each one carrying a pile of skins. There hadn't been enough writing materials in the Audience Pits for all the dark aristocrats to write their staff registers. At least, not initially. Some of the skins were still dripping. 

 Behind that grisly convoy came the dark lords, ignobles, and princes of the Kingdoms of Evil, looking variously shocked, angry, or murderous.

 "My lord!" 

 Freetrick gathered his fraying shreds of self-composure and turned to see DeMacabre and Bloodbyrn making their way toward him through the exiting crowd. The Duke wore his usually concussed manic expression, while Bloodbyrn radiated wrath like a little, well-proportioned furnace. Even the armor-plated necromancers gave her space as they filed through the hallway. 

 "My lord," she said, and Freetrick flinched as if scalded by steam, "what you have done goes so far beyond what is acceptable—" 

 "Nonsense, my daughter." The Duke's voice rose over the hubbub of the dark lords. "Be not acrimonious, but instead rejoice in dark glee, for our lord has finally settled upon his persona. Absolute insanity!" DeMacabre was at Freetrick's side, one tarantula arm slung over his shoulder, ghastly smile turned upon the oncoming crowd. "King Feerborg the Irredeemably Mad. It has been done before, but, if the most recent demonstration was any suitable basis for judgment, never so well. And now," he turned to breathe in Freetrick's ear like the foreboding of death, "my lord, if you value your life, follow my lead." 

 Freetrick ground his teeth and attempted to look suitably unhinged. 

 "Good," whispered DeMacabre. "And now, my lord, we walk ahead of your subjects. Yes," he said in a louder voice. "It was an excellent demonstration of your wickedness, oh Punisher of the Righteous. A horrendous time was had by all. Yes, he is a terror, isn't he? It took him no time at all to assume his greatly feared father's stranglehold on the nation, may the blood never dry from his hands. A bloody purge of the Evil government? Aha! One can only hope! Just continue to move forward, my lord. Good. And soon this will all…" Freetrick heard his armor creak as DeMacabre's fingers tightened over his shoulder, "…be over."

 They had passed the skin-bearing servants on their way to his apartments. Now, except for the shambling ogres of Freetrick's bodyguard, the hall before them was empty. The hall behind them, however…

 "Are they going to follow us all the way to my office?" Freetrick asked.

 "They no doubt intend to intercept and alter the records you extracted from them," said DeMacabre. "Which they are welcome to do, since we are not going to my lord's apartments, but to the Wardrobe Dungeon, and thence to the Ceremonial Seraglio."

 "…why?"

 "Because you, my lord, are to be un-married." DeMacabre grinned like a suffocating clown. "Immediately. Won't that be splendid."

 "Woah, wait…" Freetrick tried to dig his heels in, but his boots slipped. He was only saved from falling by DeMacabre's hands, supporting and pushing him. 

 Freetrick looked down, and saw the red shimmer of blood under his boots. When had DeMacabre had time to cut himself?

 Freetrick thought frantically as he was slid across the floor. Visions of anti-mugging spells flitted through his head…but of course even if Freetrick had his rune-stones or something to write with, no word-magic spell would work in the middle of Skrea. As Ultimate Fiend he must have some sort of special magical power, but Freetrick didn't know what that would be. That left temporal power.

 "Skystarke…" Freetrick began, and suddenly Bloodbyrn was beside him.

 "Does my lord truly wish to see me slaughter his bodyguard?" She inquired, sweetly, "I was planning to save that event for tonight, after the ceremonies."

 Freetrick remembered his fiancée's demonstration of her blood-magic. A single drop could enter the skin, stop the heart or clot in the brain…Freetrick tried desperately to think of a way out.

 "Look," he hissed at his Soon-to-be, Words help him, father-in-law, "I don't think this is at all necessary."

 "Oh, but I do, my lord," grinned DeMacabre.

 "My lord may prepare himself by reading this scenario," Bloodbyrn pressed a roll of parchment into his hand. "These are the centuries-old formulae by which the Fiends of Skrea have traditionally addressed their shuddering conquests, and I expect you to memorize them."

 "Ah, my black heart clenches at the unholy romance," DeMacabre sighed, sliding Freetrick forward.

 "Let us begin practicing," Bloodbyrn cleared her throat as Freetrick sought desperately for a means of escape. "'Fiend! Dastard! You will never get away with this!'" 

 The other dark lords. Freetrick, Bloodbyrn, and DeMacabre hadn't yet turned any corners and the Evil aristocrats were still behind them. Surely some of them would help him to escape this horrible marriage.

 "And then you are supposed to say 'Why my dear, I already have.'" Bloodbyrn poked him in the ribs. "And now I say 'Do what you will with me, fiend. But I shall never surrender my heart to you, though you abuse me for a thousand nights.'"

 Freetrick opened his mouth to shout to the dark lords behind him.

 "Thou fiend!"

 And closed it. A figure stepped out of the gloom ahead of them. It drew an arm across its chest, and a dagger appeared, glowing and jewel-like, in the darkness of the corridor.

 "Preparing another helpless innocent for your harem, monster?" The man called to him, "What more could I expect from my father's murderer?"

 "Who the hell is that guy?" Freetrick dug in his heels, and, for a wonder, stopped.


 "My lord does not know him?" said DeMacabre, releasing him.


 "No. Is he one of your servants?"


 "Oh no, my lord." Both DeMacabres were backing away now.


 "Have at you, tyrant!" Cried the man.


 "He is one of your assassins."


 ***



Dã digirrit qi Dã digirrit qi Dã … 

 Zathara beat the gara step against the blade of her opponent. Attack, slide down the twisting blade, knock it aside, attack, slide…Dã digirrit qi

 Zathara imagined the beat in her mind. The rhythms of the sword-fighting steps Bleeryarr had taught her were very much like gara. Which is no coincidence, boys and girls. Gara evolved from dueling moves, translated into dance steps to stop Pranyapuran bravos from killing each other. She sped up the rhythm.

 Bleeryarr's brows rose and he shifted his weigh. The Skrean was moving to the beat she set. Attack, slide, knock it aside. Attack… digirrit qi…

 He moved up to parry. Then, as Zathara prepared to knock his blade aside, Bleeryarr flicked the sword out under her guard. Zathara felt the tip press against her upper belly.

 "You die." Her escort's Skrean accent gave the words a sardonic edge. "You become too predictable, Do-Gooder. For we are not dancing, but fighting for our lives. Again." He attacked, and she parried. 

 Zathara built up the "Dã digirrit qi" beat again. Then, when Bleeryarr snorted and lunged in for an out-out-beat attack, Zathara switched to a "digit digit" beat and sent out two syncopated attacks that pushed Bleeryarr back across the forest clearing.

 Behind him, Bleeryarr's ogre began to clap in rhythm. Sarcastic beast.

 Zathara had learned enough gara in Freetrick's club not to completely embarrass herself training with Bleeryarr. But she had yet to score a touch on him. 

 Zathara changed beats again. Predictable, am I, boys and girls? And she saw Bleeryarr's eyes widen and his mouth tense with admiration. His esteem---


 Then there was a moment of free-falling panic when Bleeryarr's esteem did not flow into her. Zathara stumbled. Another touch. This time to her collar, where her cleavage began.


 "Cute." Zathara said. She brushed the blade away, sliding it down the slope of her tightly-bound breasts. Bleeryarr's pupils dilated. Of course the failure of love-magic had nothing to do with her. They had just moved too far beyond the Love-wielder border for love-magic to work. "Again!"


 The next parry sent a bolt of pain up to Zathara's elbow. Skrean swords were longer and correspondingly heavier than those used in The Nation of Love. They were bludgeoning weapons unsuitable for fancy blade-play. Zathara had no love-magic to help her lift the blade. And so her style had to be spare and direct.


 At least in its basic forms. There was still room for dazzling, impressing, obfuscating. Zathara opened gaps in her guard only to block them. She brought her sword swinging in an arc that appeared to sweep in toward one target only to twist it down and attack another at the last moment. She shifted her stance into what looked like advance only to push off with her feet and retreated.


 "Stop your tempest-blasted Love-wielder posturing and hit me!" Bleeryarr snarled.


 "Posturing?" said Zathara, "that wasn't posturing." She backed a step away from him and gained enough space to do a different kind of dance step. "This is posturing."


 His attention distracted, Bleeryarr was easy enough to hit.


 "Splendid." 


 Zathara turned at the voice and slow applause to see Queen Tinesmurk rise from her log and walk forward. From her graying dreadlocks and rawhide clothing, Freetrick's mother might have been any scrounging beggar from the alleys of Pranyapura, but her large, dark eyes held the arrogance and overwhelming certainty of an aristocrat. It is an expression I know well, boys and girls.


 "Dark Lady Zathara's first touch." The Skrean queen-in-exile placed a hand on Zathara's shoulder. "You learn quickly," she said.


 "I try, Malevolence." 


 Zathara hadn't known what to expect from Freetrick's mother, but she now found she liked the woman a great deal. Tinesmurk had the same decisive nature as her son, but where Freetrick had a tendency to lose confidence and back away from power, Tinesmurk wielded command so well your weren't aware she had given an order until you found yourself obeying.


 "Yes. I think in the next few weeks you can learn to make an accounting of yourself." Tinesmurk turned to address Bleeryarr, "but for now the training is over. Commence again tomorrow at sunrise."


 Bleeryarr bowed. "As you say, Malevolence."


 Malevolence. The Skrean honorific reserved for the ruler of all the Kingdoms of Evil. 


 "Walk with me now, Zathara, daughter of Nashtang." Tinesmurk commanded. 


 Zathara handed her sword to Bleeryarr's ogre and bowed to the hinterland noble. Her escort from Pranyapura was only slightly taller than she was, but certainly well-built enough to be worthwhile, with the whippy muscles and narrow hips that seemed to characterize young Skrean men. His face was also classically Skrean in its prow-nosed, long-chinned way, close enough to Freetrick that the two men could be brothers rather than…what would that be… Bleeryarr was the son of Tinesmurk's half-brother, Sausyarr, the current the regional lord of the province north of them. That would make Bleeryarr Freetrick's first half-cousin. 


 Zathara smiled when she straightened and saw his eyes on her cleavage. They shared a look that said: "tonight." Like Betweeners, a Skrean didn't respect a woman until he was confident she could kill him. These mountains bred dangerous people. Which is all to the good, boys and girls.
These lessons will prove useful indeed if my life continues to be so…exiting.


 "I see you have been making yourself at home in the camp." Tinesmurk said as she led Zathara out of the practice clearing. 


 Zathara watched as ogres and men bowed in their passing. Slightly shorter than Zathara, the queen projected an aura that made her seem to tower over the crowd. "Oh yes, Malevolence. The accommodations are most satisfactory."


 The camp was a semi permanent affair, a clearing made between the larger trees, with walls of woven sticks and mud surrounding the tents. 


 To Zathara, who had been brought up on stories of the chaotic hordes of the Kingdoms of Evil, it was a little surprising to see the obvious organization of the place. People and monsters moved between tents and cookfires and the sharpened stakes of the camp's fortification with speed and purpose. Only occasionally would an ogre snarl or a wendigo reach out to shove a neighbor. And then Tinesmurk or Bleeryarr would step in, black mist blooming off their skin, and send combatants on their way.


 The queen raised her eyebrows and stared into the middle distance as she said. "My nephew is a satisfactory lover, I trust."


 Zathara smiled at her. The truth was that Bleeryarr was at best mediocre. Few non-Love-wielder men were any better. "He is cruel and domineering, Malevolence." Everything Zathara had learned about Skrean customs assured her that Tinesmurk would esteem her for the compliment about her nephew's prowess. Even outside the Nation of Love, it pays to remember these things, boys and girls.


 The queen nodded as if complimenting Zathara on her choice of tobacco to accompany dessert. But then her long face grew more serious. "I do hope you enjoy yourself, my dear. I will not tell you take care to avoid pregnancy." Zathara nodded. I am not an utter fool, Tinesmurk. Even if she did sometimes regret the lack of prophylactic magic here on the southern Bulwarks. But Zathara had lived away from The Nation of Love long enough to know how to avoid …unforeseen complications. 


 "Simply take care, Zathara," Tinesmurk continued, "that you do not touch any of the wendigos."


 She meant the people who were not Betweeners or necromancers. They made up the majority of the camp's human population. And yet people called these men monsters. Zathara had come to the conclusion that, to a Skrean, a 'monster' was a slave or peasant, and might or might not actually have horns and scales. 


 "Why?" Zathara asked, "Is there a taboo against sex with monsters?" Zathara remembered her first months in The RU. And I have the feeling that cultural missteps in Skrea, would be even more disastrous. 



 Tinesmurk looked at her. "Do you know what wendigos are, girl?"


 "I don't, Malevolence." Zathara answered. "They look human, but…"


 "But indeed." Tinesmurk turned in place and looked up and eastward. It was late afternoon, the sky beyond the trees was mostly blue. Mostly blue but for the dark blotch that now threatened to swallow the sun. The Maelstrom. 


 "We are on the border here in the mountains." Tinesmurk said. "Necromancy works...she held out her hand before her and Zathara saw black vapor rising off the skin. Just like Freetrick the day they took him. "…but the power of the First God is not great here." Tinesmurk turned away from the Maelstrom and began walking again. "In Clouds-Gather we can make monstrosities limited only by our cruel imaginations, but out here, we must...economize." 


 The queen turned from the camp's main thoroughfare and approached a man sitting before a cook fire to their right. He had, Zathara saw, a leather pouch filled with squirming mice. Which he was tossing into the fire, giggling. 


 "Wendigos are field transformations," Tinesmurk said. "The Life-twisting required for them is small in both time and energy needed." She reached out and grasped the man's head in one hand. He immediately stiffened, his eyes glazing. "There are three areas in the brain," Tinesmurk placed her thumbs just in front of the man's ears, with one index finger against the slope above and behind the right ear, "and a particular bundle on the brainstem here." she moved one hand to the back of his neck. "Perturb the areas around the first three and enlarge the second, and you have a wendigo. Tell me, monster." She said to the man. "With what name were you born?"


 "Engineer Gerhanis, Malevolence," he murmured. "Now I am Wrongcringe."


 Tinesmurk's fingers scratched at the wendigo's hair. "And how long have you been Wrongcringe?"


 "A few weeks, Malevolence."


 "And, Wrongcringe?" Tinesmurk looked steadily at Zathara as she asked. "What is it you love to do more than anything."


 He shivered, "…hurt things."


 "Excellent." Tinesmurk released the monster and wiped her hands together. "You may return to your mice, Wrongcringe."


 "Thank you, Malevolence." He grinned and giggled, and Zathara took an involuntary step backwards.


 "Touch her and I'll kill you," said Tinesmurk. She turned from the twitching man and spoke to Zathara. "You see? Make the man enjoy the pain of others. Make him angry and hungry. Then set him loose on his former comrades."


 Zathara suppressed a shudder. The sooner I gain control of Skrea, boys and girls… "Very economical."


 "Economical indeed," Tinesmurk chuckled and continued to walk, leaving Wrongcringe to his mice. 


 "I see you have a good instinct for violence." The queen said, as if continuing an earlier conversation. "Yes. I see no reason why you cannot un-wed my son."


 Zathara had been expecting that. She allowed herself to smile and bowed to the queen. "Thank you, Malevolence."


 "Yes," said Tinesmurk again. "I agree with your father that making you first concubine will solve…" she made a dismissive gesture with one hand, "our little Sangboise problem as well as opening a window for relations with The Nation of Love."



Interesting, thought Zathara. I thought your political base was a conservative one. "I will certainly ensure Skrea goes back to its old ways." She probed.


 Tinesmurk's dark eyes flicked toward her and her long brows tightened. "That would be well. A return to our nation's illustrious history is certainly the goal of my supporters, yes."



Aha. Whereas your goal is the same as that of any other politician. A greater share of power and influence. The problem with the current Skrean government wasn't that it was too heavily influenced by Sangboire. The problem was that it wasn't influenced by Tinesmurk. Well, boys and girls, the queen's goals and mine match for the moment. She is a fine tool to get me into Skrea. And then I can get into Freetrick's bed all by myself. Then she could take a hold on the, as it were, tiller of the Skrean state. For the glory of The Nation of Love. And the House seSuyamuan.


 "I am glad to see you agree," Tinesmurk said. "But first I would appreciate some aid."


 Zathara kept her expression blank. "Yes, Malevolence?"


 But the queen did not elaborate. Instead, she said. "Do you think he still needs aid?"


 "He, Malevolence?"


 "My son." Tinesmurk turned a dry look on Zathara. "Are you confident you can pry him away from that little Leech they have affixed to him?"


 "Oh," Zathara, another foreigner in Skrea, chose her words carefully, "have no fear on that account, Malevolence. Freetrick has lusted after her from the day we met." He would be easy enough to control. 


 Getting out from under Tinesmurk would be more difficult, especially since Skrean magic wouldn't work for Zathara. But Zathara was certain she would eventually solve that problem. It would certainly be easier when the ultimate fiend was in bed with her.


 "I am pleased to hear it. I am most…" Tinesmurk's voice trailed off. And when she looked at Zathara, her hard narrow face betrayed the slightest shade of doubt. Then she was looking away again. 


 Tinesmurk's voice was controlled when she said. "You know my son well, I take it."


 "Certainly, Malevolence," said Zathara. And some instinct made her say. "He...taught me to dance."


 The instinct had been a good one. A smile twisted the side of the queens mouth. "Is my son good at dancing, Zathara?"


 "He is."


 "And he is strong and clever?" 


 From the tone of the queen's voice, she might have been asking for odds on a particular ogre in a death-match. But Zathara thought she understood something of the motivations behind the question. "I think he will survive until we rescue him, Malevolence."


 "That is well." Tinesmurk looked at her again. "Zathara. Did you know that I gave birth to Feerborg in The Rationalist Union?"



She means Freetrick, boys and girls. "No, Malevolence."


 "My plan was to raise him myself until the time was right then present him to my enemies in the court when he was fully grown." Tinesmurk stopped walking for a moment and turned to look east. There, past the treetops, Zathara could see the dark mantle of the Skrean Maelstrom, hovering above the mountain peaks. "Then, when Wrothborg died and control of the Maelstrom passed to my son, we would be able to root out our enemies." She began walking again, and Zathara followed. Control the Maelstrom? 



 "I made contacts in The Rationalist Union," Tinesmurk continued, "created a false identity for myself, gave that identity money out of the royal treasure trove." 


 "And the Rationalist government allowed this?" Zathara could not help but wonder.


 Tinesmurk smiled. They were approaching the gate in the camp's stake wall now. A pair of ogres saw them coming and leaned down to grab and lift the enormous log gate. 


 "That was my mistake." Tinesmurk said. "I failed to approach the academic government as a whole. Instead I dealt personally with a Tenured man in Byblos. That is how we operate in Skrea, you see. Personally corrupting Despots, moving them into your camp."


 Zathara nodded.


 "We make no contracts," Tinesmurk's mouth twisted on the word. "We make no publicly notarized agreements."



Owch. Thought Zathara.


 Tinesmurk sighed. "Now I realize that you can only keep a so-called Do-Gooder honest by keeping records of everything they say."


 As they passed through the gate, two man-sized goblins shambled into position on either side of them. The hairy, long-armed bodyguards loped behind them down the path away from the camp.


 "What was the deal supposed to be?" Zathara asked.


 "A promise we would return to the old profitable war between The Rationalist Union and Skrea," said Tinesmurk. "We get food, you get rid of your young hotheads. You kill a few of our monsters…"


 Zathara glanced at their goblin body-guards. But the monsters were ignoring them.


 "…we remind you what Good and Evil mean." Finished Tinesmurk. "The Betweeners had agreed easily enough."


 That surprised Zathara enough that she stopped walking. "You made a deal with the Betweeners?"


 "Of course. How else could I have crossed the Bulwarks into The Rationalist Union?" Tinesmurk twitched her head and Zathara found herself hurrying to catch up. What a wonderful trick. I shall have to remember that for when I am queen of Skrea. 



 "Don't make the mistake of thinking that the Betweener leaders are driven by the same motivations as the Betweener nation," Tinesmurk lectured. Aha. So that's where Freetrick gets it from. "There are Paladins who realize that if the war between Skrea and The Rationalist Union ends, whether because of peace or decisive victory of one side over the other, their way of life will end. Yes. They were willing enough to play the game. Unfortunately," Tinesmurk grimaced. "I only realized later that the rulers of The Rationalist Union are not interested in playing the game. They do not care about individual pieces. The minds behind this 'Rationalist Union' plan to simply steal the entire board."



And thought Zathara, thinking of guns, locomotives, and siege engines, they may even have the power to do so.


 "And so they came for me just as the labor began." Tinesmurk said. "I could not keep the baby from them. I could barely arrange my own escape. And by the time I had sent word and requests for aid back to Clouds-Gather…things had changed."


 "The Sangboise?" Zathara had gleaned from other conversations that Sangboire was a vassal state of Skrea, one of the three Kingdoms of Evil. Recently, the highest-ranking Sangboise aristocrats had banded together to infiltrate the Skrean government at its highest level. And now one of them was hopefully butting her head against Freetrick's Rationalist sexual inhibitions.


 Tinesmurk nodded. "Yes. DeMacabre made sure no help would come to me. He killed my sister Batwing, and then most of the rest of my supporters shifted allegiance to Feerix, my nephew. Soon, I realized I could not even safely return to the castle. So I came back to my own home." She gestured at the trees on the slopes of Bulwarks, "and I began to build a power base here."


 "How is it that you haven't been discovered by the Rationalists?" 


 From Tinesmurk's expression, Zathara knew it had been the wrong question to ask. The queen is withholding tactical information. She still doesn't entirely trust me, boys and girls. But after a moment, the queen nodded and answered. "We have allies among the Betweeners, as I said. In fact, that is the nature of the favor I wish to ask from you, Zathara."


 "I would love to help in any way I can," said Zathara carefully.


 Tinesmurk nodded again. "Good. Then I can tell you that, earlier this morning, I received a communication from a man named Kendrick Fairheart."


 "Kendrick?" Zathara stopped. "Kendrick
is here in these woods?" And then, more cogently. "Kendrick is part of your deal with the Naoblites?" Impossible! Kendrick, you wouldn't allow us to make jokes about Skrea. How could you ever aid them?


 And indeed, Tinesmurk was shaking her head. "He is not. That is the problem, Zathara." She had stopped, too, and now gestured toward the forest on the northern side of the path. "He was supposed to be taken prisoner when our side took control of a military convoy from The Rationalist Union. We had agents in place to turn him, but…ah, I see you could have told me your friend would never have bowed to argument." 


 "Not even if you got a Paladin to convince him," Zathara said. "Kendrick has the most rigid system of morality I have ever seen in a human being."


 Tinesmurk made a rueful gesture. "Such is obvious now. Unfortunately, we did not have that intelligence when we sent our Paladin to him."


 Zathara saw the grimness in Tinesmurk's expression and made a connection. "He killed the Paladin, didn't he?"


 "Merciless One, did he ever." Zathara turned. The new voice, as deep and harsh as gravel pit, belonged to a stocky man clad in the forest-colored leathers of a Naobelite ranger. Something about his eyes was wrong, though. He stared like a hungry predator at Zathara. A wendigo. 


 "He escaped into the forest," continued Maulrag. "Now, he has somehow managed to gather a band of men---escaped Rationalist soldiers and renegade Naobelites and monsters---and turned them into a major thorn in our ass."


 "Zathara," said Tinesmurk, "this is Captain Maulrag. He is the wendigo responsible for the fiasco with your friend Kendrick."


 "May the fibers of this humble monster's skin be torn apart if the Do-Gooder is not captured," said Maulrag.


 "They will be," Tinesmurk replied. "I trust your patrols have at least prevented him from getting word back to his superiors in The Rationalist Union."


 "We would be knee deep in runes and gunfire by now if not, Malevolence."


 Tinesmurk's eyes narrowed. "Are you being flippant with me, monster?" She raised a hand, fingers curled.


 "No, Malevo---" 


 Before he could finish the sentence, a cloud of black vapor burst from Tinesmurk's hand. Maulrag gasped, then moaned. 


 "I am affecting a transformation in this monster's nervous system." Tinesmurk said, apparently to Zathara. "Are you familiar with the placement of sites that interpret the sensation of burning pain? Oh, I suppose not." 


 Of course not. Zathara was not a necromancer. Which means that I am just as vulnerable as this poor monster to the effects of necromancy. Thank you, Tinesmurk, for reminding me of that.


 The queen waved her hand and the black vapor disappeared. Maulrag shuddered. "Speak again, monster."


 "They have been trying to escape, Malevolence, but we have been moving to block them."



After he killed the envoy sent to get him and fled into the woods? Oh Kendrick, thought Zathara, what is it that is wrong with you?


 As if sensing her thought, Tinesmurk asked. "Zathara, what more can you tell us of


 this man? His motivations are unclear to me."


 Zathara thought of the burning look in Kendrick's eyes when he wanted to attack the Proctors. She thought of the tight rein Madene kept on him. She thought of the wendigo in camp, and his mice. "I think," she said slowly. "I think Kendrick enjoys hurting people."


 Maulrag grinned.


 "But he doesn't want to enjoy it," Zathara continued. "His needs frighten him. So he turns to others for guidance. At Eldritch he followed around this girl. Madene. I thought at first it was some sort of weird romantic relationship. But now I think she was his conscience."


 Maulrag stopped griming as Tinesmurk raised an eyebrow at him. "It seemed obvious he had imprinted on the Paladin in the same way," the wendigo muttered "How were we to know he wouldn't join us when his people's hero told him to?"


 "Well of course," said Zathara. "If the Paladin was taking orders from the Queen of Evil he must be corrupt. Meaning no offense, Malevolence."


 Tinesmurk waved the apology aside. "So what told him to kill the paladin and side with his Rationalist commander?"


 "His own moral code," said Zathara. "He has no altruistic instincts so he's terrified of deviating from the rules he has memorized."


 Tinesmurk turned to Maulrag. "A moral sadist? Is this plausible?" 


 The wendigo looked sour. "Yes, Malevolence."


 "The question," Tinesmurk glanced at Zathara, "is whether he will accept your...advice in place of this Madene girl?"


 "Is that the help you need from me?"


 "Indeed," said Tinesmurk. "What we require of you is for you to lure him out of his hiding place…" she nodded at the trees around them. "Then convince him that he should ally himself with us. And with his friend Freetrick."


 Zathara frowned. To her trained ear, it sounded very much as if Tinesmurk was speaking for the benefit of an audience. Was Kendrick out there in the trees now?


 "What will you offer him?"


 "Between, of course," said Tinesmurk. "When I wrest control of Skrea out of the hands of the Sangboise and return us to the Skrea of the Covenant, I will need a strong arm in Between to hold off the Rationalists. And from what you told me, Kendrick Fairheart will make a fine Paladin."



What? No he won't. Kendrick was a fanatic, a moral cripple driven by dogma in the place of a conscience. He would only ever fight against Tinesmurk and her plans, regardless of his personal best interest. But of course, Zathara did not say so. Kendrick. What if I make you my tool, instead of the queen's? 



 "Yes," Zathara said for the benefit of the boy she knew was listening. "If he were a Paladin and I were Freetrick's consort…we would be powerful indeed."


 Tinesmurk's lips curved in a cruel smile. "Indeed."


 Zathara blinked. But why offer alliance if Tinesmurk knows his sense of Good and Evil will force him to betray her? 



 "I can see well that Kendrick is a man of iron-bound honor," Tinesmurk continued.



She can't be stupid enough to think that he'll trust this deal just because I'm the one who tells it to him.


 "Inflexible," said Tinesmurk.


 "Predictable," growled Maulrag.


 "Even if he sees a trap," Tinesmurk whispered, "he will rush in. To save a damsel in distress."


 Zathara screamed as the wendigo grabbed her.


 ***


 The assassin ran forward, dagger drawn back, howling a battle cry.


 "Uhhh!" Freetrick stammered in terror. "Someone…stop!" Then, as he remembered his bodyguard of terrifying monsters, "Skystarke!"

 But his captain of guards was already bellowing orders. "Mon-stahs! With all your mortality protect the Ultimate Fiend!" 

 Ogres lurched out of the gloom at the edges of the hall. The howling assassin was occluded by a huge, lumbering body as one of the guards got between him and Freetrick. But the monster didn't close with the attacker. Instead, it stepped backward, closer to Freetrick. 

 "What the hell are---" Freetrick's voice cut off as a tentacle of blackness snaked out of the air and jabbed against his forehead. 

 Freetrick's mind washed white with new terror as he slapped his hand against the hot spot on his head. A necromancer! Black mist bloomed as the defenses Feerix had taught him to cast responded to the pressure of an attack against his brain. The assassin was trying to kill him! Twice! Despite all his preparation, Freetrick froze. 

 The ogre was still backpedaling. Now, it was almost on top of him, and the assassin's arm swung up. His dagger glittered there, the pale-glassy blade shining in the darkness like the last hope of an oppressed minority.

 "Prepare to take the life, Fiend!" Skystarke screeched at him as another questing tentacle of black energy slapped against Freetrick's shield. 

 "For my father! For my people!" Even as the assassin wielded his necromancy against Freetrick, he ducked and dodged under the ogre's reaching arms, thrusting with his mystic dagger.

 The air around Freetrick filled with thrashing coils of darkness. He felt his defenses tremble, bend metaphorically inward. His stores of life energy, never very great, were rapidly vanishing under the onslaught. Why had he made that ridiculous demonstration in the Audience Pit? 

 "May the Moral Blade cleanse your corruption from his world!" The glowing dagger emerged from under the monster's right armpit as the assassin tried to dart around Freetrick's defender and, paralyzed, Freetrick could only watch. 

 Another attack against his brain followed questing jabs at his heart, lungs, liver, kidneys, the great blood vessels in his thighs and neck.

 The blade darted toward him, glowing with hot and holy light.

 The ogre, now a looming mountain of flesh less than six inches in front of Freetrick's nose, gave a grunt of frustration and threw itself onto the blade.

 Its death blew into Freetrick like the wind from a thunderstorm.


 Another bolt of force slammed against his defenses as the assassin gave a strangled, despairing cry, and leapt on him.


 There was no space in the terror to plan, and no time either. Freetrick could only act on the first impulse that came to him. 


 With all his power, Freetrick reached out with his new death energy and pushed.

 It wasn't like writing a Rationalist spell. Even simple word-magic spells took a few moments of concentration, of control. Necromancy was the opposite. Lashing out with necromancy was a release of control, like giving in to a sickening urge. 

 The air snapped, suddenly cold, and Freetrick's ears popped. The invisible tentacles prodding at Freetrick's defenses now tore away as the assassin, caught mid-leap by Freetrick's wall of air, shot backward. There was a cry and crack as the pressure smashed him against the opposite wall of the corridor.

 Freetrick sighed, and let go of the power.

 "Well---" he managed to say, before the sudden release of several hundred cubic feet of compressed air smacked him to the ground.

 Freetrick screamed, but couldn't hear his own voice. He blinked, but couldn't see. There was a horrible feeling in Freetrick's nose and ears, and his head rang with the echoes of the furiously displaced air. 

 Frost billowed from Freetrick as pushed himself off the floor. He gasped in the icy air and peered past the frosted lenses of his pince-nez into air gone suddenly opaque, transformed into a vile-tasting miasma of gray dust, white water vapor, and black necromancy. He couldn't see much past the misty clouds of his own breath, condensing in the freezing air. 

 Why the hell was it so cold? Groaning, Freetrick lifted himself to his knees and called into the frigid fog. "Hello?" 

 "My lord," Freetrick saw the plume of breath in the air before he made out DeMacabre's ghastly outline. "Are you unhurt?" 

 "Yes," said Freetrick, standing, "just knocked off my feet. How about you? Where's Bloodbyrn?" 

 "The same, I believe." The shadowy figure came closer, and Freetrick saw the Duke twist the point of his little athame into the flesh of his thumb. The smear of blood he produced gave off heat and a sullen red glow. Further out in the mist, other red sparks flared to life. 

 "I am here, my lord," Bloodbyrn's eyes shone yellow in the glow of her athame as she waved mist away from herself.

 "And may each of us tremble in our unworthiness," DeMacabre spoke into the fog and dust, "for the Grasper of the Bolt has demonstrated his great and terrible mastery of the Power of Death! We may thank whatever wicked constellations guide the twisted paths of our lives that the Fiend's mighty wrath was not directed at us. And now…" 

 Bloodbyrn started forward as he father nodded to her. The cadaverous old reprobate was grinning at Freetrick as if he thought he could just pick up his shotgun wedding where he had left off.

 Not a chance. "Bring to me the one who dared attack me!" Freetrick bellowed.

 "Fiend," a tall, thin figure crouched and darted away. Skystarke. Freetrick shivered again and backed away from the advancing Bloodbyrn. He waved his hand in front of his face. The mist had cleared enough for Freetrick to see several shapes move past him further down the hall, following his orders. 

 "My lord…" his fiancée's voice slid through the mist toward him.

 "Not now," Freetrick said, then in a louder voice. "Hey! Everyone! I want to know…I mean I demand to know if everyone is alright." 

 Most proved to be. The shock of depressurizing air had knocked his subjects off their feet, but the results had been mostly confined to bruises and confusion. Luckily, no one had been standing in front of him but the assassin and the poor, self-sacrificing ogre. There was a lord Wroth-something who had probably broken a wrist, and Freetrick was trying to finagle medical aid out of another necromancer when his scouts returned. 

 "Look, just think of healing as the opposite of torture…yes?" 

 "Malevolence," Skystarke was back, his face carefully back on, kneeling low. "We have found the ass-ass-in." Objects in the guard's gauntleted hands shed a shimmering, milky light. "He carried a sacred dagg-ah and a crystal chalice of enchanted spring wa-tah to stop the black heart of the Ultimate Fiend." 

 "But…" Freetrick closed his teeth over the words I felt a necromancer. There were clearly questions that needed answering. "Is the assassin still alive?" 

 Skystarke could not exactly blink, but his face trembled like the skin of a distressed flan. "…no, Fiend." 


 "Excellent," said Bloodbyrn.


 Freetrick thought of the force he had used the throw the man against the wall. "I think I need to see him." 


 The man was indeed dead, the rage in his face still clearly visible under a rime of hoarfrost. Freetrick bent to examine him."Does he have…gold eyebrows?" 

 "Indeed, Fiend," said Skystarke. 

 "Ah," said DeMacabre, coming up from out of the mist behind them, "We had been wondering where the Prince of Vaingloria had got to. How enlightening."

 Freetrick turned a narrow-eyed stare on the Duke. "You lost a prisoner?"

 DeMacabre made a repulsive and elegant shrug. "It happens, my lord. Either the ogres escorting a victim to his doom accidentally eat each other, or the lizard-men are distracted by a shiny object, or human guards embrace their evil and enter into a vicious duel or set free the prisoner to bring down retribution on their overlords. You know how it is

 "Because no-one in the Kingdom of Evil is smart enough to follow orders." Freetrick said, mostly as a reminder to himself.

 "Oh, my lord jests, surely. Who could follow orders when sweet Chaos sings her siren song." DeMacabre said, "I believe the girl from the Audience Pit escaped the same way. Oh! Direct not your black gaze upon me, my lord, for I am sure she will turn up." He put a hand on Freetrick's shoulder. "When the time comes for her to leap from a shadow and attempt to slice the jugulars of the Ultimate Fiend, why, then you shall have the opportunity to do what you will with her." He winked.

 Freetrick closed his eyes, and decided he could not afford the time it would take to solve this problem. There were greater issues at stake here than just being the castle's assassination lightning rod. "Where did this guy come from?"

 "Vaingloria, my lord," said the Duke, primly, "my lord will remember he killed the prince's father during his ascension ceremony."

 "Oh," said Freetrick, "that Vaingloria. Another oppressed nation." His eyes sparked at the dark lords gathered around him. "Another source of unrest and rebellion. Another source of assassins I will have to defeat in single combat, since apparently I have a castle full of minions who can't escort a prisoner across a hall way without screwing it up. This is the sort of thing I was talking about, people!"

 "Well, my lord, he is dead now." DeMacabre said, soothingly. 

 "Which doesn't help me much." Freetrick remembered the black tentacles of necromancy oozing over his defenses. "Was this an isolated malcontent, or was he part of a larger plot?" He gestured at the smashed, decompressed, and frozen corpse, "But I can't very well question him now, can I?" He saw the expressions around him, "um…can I?" 

 "Welllll," DeMacabre drew out the syllable judiciously, "my lord is aware that he is a necromancer and king of necromancers, yes?" 

 "Oh." Freetrick thought back to the city watch records he had read. He had assumed all the stuff about 'slaughtering first and asking questions second' was metaphorical. "Well. Um. How?"

 "Lord Wrothgrinn, my lord?" 

 "Wrothgrinn?" Freetrick knew from the 'wroth' part that this man was part of the royal family and a member of his father's generation—so an uncle of some sort. He hadn't heard the name before, though. 

 "Well, what does he do? Can he help me with this?" Freetrick nudged the corpse with a foot.


 DeMacabre exchanged a glance with Bloodbyrn, who said. "He is a life-twister, my lord."


 Freetrick's eyes narrowed, thinking of his research. "He makes monsters? How is that useful right now?"


 Bloodbyrn blinked. Was that color rising in her cheeks? "He is a practitioner of the oldest form of necromancy, my lord."

 "Well, let's get him over here." Said Freetrick, looking around"Where is he?" 

 "Not here, my lord." DeMacabre looked uncomfortable. "His Fiendishness the Dark Prince Wrothgrinn rarely comes to council sessions."

 Skystarke stared uneasily down at his own feet. 

 Freetrick tried to be patient. "And why is that?"

 "His presence tends to unsettle the dark lords and ladies. The Dark Prince Wrothginn is a man of…peculiar proclivities." 

 ***

 "They call me MAD! AH ha ha ha!" The Life-twister raised his hands against the lightning-split sky and howled with maniacal laughter. "They said it could not be done, the fools! The blind FOOLS! How DARE they mock me? How DARE they ridicule these! My unholy CRE-YAY-TIONS!" Thunder crashed and monsters squealed. "NOW, my minions! Now, while the energies are STR~RONGEST!" 

 The laboratory chamber was an immense, open-topped, stone cylinder. Its walls, ringed with scrawled diagrams, sparking machinery, and ominously rattling cages, enclosed a donut-shaped platform about three paces wide, which formed the walkway around the iron-barred mouth of a pit. It was over this pit that the thin, hunched form of the Life-twister Wrothgrinn reared against Maelstrom above, shrieking in unholy glee. "THR~ROW the levers! GA-R~RIND the gears! Impale the CHIKEN!" 

 "Bawk!" 

 "Now!!" The Life-twister raised his arms aloft, vortices of unspeakable energies curdling the air around his fingers. "Now! Arise, my creations, A-R~RISE!" 

 Dark engines moaned under diabolical stresses, belching arcs of blinding energy into the pit at the center of the chamber. The artificial lightning struck again, and again as titanic shapes reared and lurched in the pit. Sparks flashed off scaled skin as it stretched taught over swelling muscle and warping bone. Low heads swung, beady eyes glared, and long, forked tongues flickered in the charged air. Claws gripped the bars of the pit's mouth and wrenched as disturbingly human voices cried out in torment. And over it all, Wronthgrinn's maniacal laughter rang. 

 There was some more shouting and flashing, and by the time Freetrick could see and hear again, the show was apparently over. A crew of goblins in stained smocks were cranking winches and closing metal plates over the ceiling. The lightning-machines were popping and ticking as they cooled. The Life-twister, standing in the center of the room like a ring-master in a circus, dusted off his hands and wiped a spatter of blood off his forehead. 

 Bloodbyrn cleared her throat at him. 

 Wrothgrinn's spun to face them. "Who? Who! WHO dares disturb the sanctity of my solitude!" 

 "Free—" began Freetrick. 

 "Feerborg," Bloodbyrn interrupted. "Wrothgrinn, maintain a civil tongue if you would keep it in your skull, for you stand in the shadow of his Malevolence Feerborg, the Ultimate Fiend." 

 "The Ultimate…FIEND?" In the pause between word two and word three, the Wrothgrinn scuttled forward. He loomed over them, his long, crooked back bent so Freetrick looked up into the lunatic face hanging almost vertically above his. Wrothgrinn had pale, tangled hair and a pair of enormous spectacles that made his eyes look huge and insectile. He also had terrible breath. 

 "Hm-mmm hmm." 

 Freetrick tried not cringe back as, with an audible popping of stressed vertebrae, the face ratcheted closer. A pair of pale, long-fingered hands framed Wrothgrinn's face, each with three lenses like jeweler's loops held in the spaces between the digits.

 "In-teresting!" Glass and metal clinked together as the Life-twister peered through the lenses between his fingers, first with one, then another, then, overlapping hands, two at once.

 With each change, Freetrick saw the man's right eye magnified larger. 

 "Um," Freetrick, his neck bent nearly double, tried to smile at the eye looking down on him: vast, cold, and unsympathetic. "Hello," he extended a hand upward, "nice to meet—" 

 The Life-twister reeled backward, shrieking, "Not my incorruptible flesh! Do not touch my FLESH!"

 "Oh!Uh, sorry!" Freetrick said, "Are you, uh…" he tried to complete the sentence as Wrothgrinn examined his right hand through the lenses held in his left, "The Life-twister?" 

 The man drew himself up and stepped back in one smooth movement. Freetrick was reminded of a spider. "Yes! It is I, WR~ROTHGR~RINN!" Wrothgrinn thrust a hand into the air as he shouted his name, and a lightning bolt crashed across the ceiling. "They call me MAD, you know!" he shouted over the thunderclap, "but that is only because they fail to recognize my," he squealed, "GENIUS! Bwah Ha ha ha! But soon," Wrothgrinn's voice dropped to a whisper, then rose to a fanatic howl, "my day will come! And all of them will PAY!" Another bolt of artificial lightning.

 "Really?" said Freetrick, removing his fingers from his ears, "Well. I'm, uh, sure they will really appreciate the, uh," his eyes flicked to iron bars over the pit in the floor. They shuddered as the creatures inside lunged against them. "…giant lizards you made." 

 "Giant lizards?" Wrothgrinn's eyes were wide with indignation behind his round spectacles, "Those conformist hack-works? Those COMMISIONS? Bah!"

 He spun and kicked the bars over the pit. A taloned hand came up and barely missed removing his foot at the ankle. "They are for Strakhblargle," he explained, "and typical of the man. I ask you, fiend, HOW can an artist exercise his talents on such small-minded, such PEDESTRIAN orders? As if I had not made a hundred, a thousand, giant lizards in my long career."

 Wrothgrinn grumbled as he rubbed at a dark stain on his smock. " Small-minded. Pedestrian! Might as well ask for ogres, or Tempest help me, WENDIGOS!" 

 "Oh," said Freetrick, wondering about Skrean social niceties. He was here to ask the Life-twister for a favor. Maybe he should show interest in the man's work? "Um, have you? Made a lot of giant lizards, I mean?" 

 Wrothgrinn nodded tiredly. "Giant lizards, giant bats, giant spiders. All dull, conventional!" He raised his fists, "CLICHE!" Lightning flashed again. "Even the giant chinchillas were but a variation on the same tired old themes, although" he winked, "they were the talk of the castle for weeks after they started breeding."

 "I bet…they were," Freetrick said. "Were all of them work for Strakhblargle?" 

 "My lord," hissed Bloodbyrn, but Wrothgrinn was already answering. 

 "Oh not at all. My work is admired THROUGHOUT the Vile Halls!" Wrothgrinn nodded to himself."Yes, indeed. Why, just yesterday I was commissioned for…what was it?" He tapped a fingernail pensively against his teeth, "two thirteens of maggot men? Three?" He sighed elaborately, "not as if it matters. Maggot men are hardly Mad at all these days." 

 "My lord," said Bloodbyrn in a slightly louder voice, "did you not have some specific business to accomplish here?" 

 "Maggot men?" Wrothgrinn continued, "They have been done, I said. They are passé, I said, but do they listen? Fools!" He shook his head and stared gloomily at the cages quivering on the wall. "The talent, the GENIUS of one such as myself is wasted in this conservative milieu." 

 "Actually," said Freetrick, "I did have something I wanted to—" 

 "Yes, yes," Wrothgrinn waved his hands impatiently, "re-animating the assassin, of course. Your faceless servant was admirably specific in relaying my lord's instructions. But first, my lord, let me show you the truest works of my art." 

 Before Freetrick could protest, the Life-twister had slid across the floor, and was beckoning Freetrick and Bloodbyrn toward a squat, dark cage. "Closer, my lord, come closer, and you will see my greatest work to date. Yes, my GR~REATEST WORK!" One emaciated hand rested on the catch of its lid. "I! WR~ROTHGR~RINN! The last of the great Life-twisters! The man who has attached bat wings to octopuses, who has put eyes in places no eyes should go, and whose work with tentacles…" he inhaled rapturously through his nose, "well, my tentacles need no praise from me. They stand on their own merits." 

 Or sort of coil slimily around their own merits? Freetrick nodded and smiled. 

 "I have sinned against nature," Wrothgrinn sighed, "in so many ways, but those efforts were but PLAY, practice for this, my greatest work to date." His hand on the lid of the cage tightened. "Now, BR~RACE yourselves for a most disturbing sight. Are you braced?"

 Freetrick looked at Bloodbyrn, who rolled her eyes.

 "BEHOLD." Wrothgrinn lifted the lid. Freetrick closed his eyes. 

 "They are…oh they are horrible." Squeaked Bloodbyrn. 

 "They are ART!" Wrothgrinn insisted. 

 Freetrick opened his eyes. "They're…kittens," Freetrick reached down and stroked one of the tiny ginger cats. It rolled over and captured his hand in its tiny paws. 

 "My lord, stop that!" Bloodbyrn cried, backing away. "It is wrong, it is unbecoming, it is…" she shut her eyes tight and shuddered. 

 "Yes…" murmured Wrothgrinn. "A perfect reaction."

 "Don't be silly, Bloodbyrn," said Freetrick, "they're just kittens." The one he was playing with went miw.


 A look of pain crossed Bloodbyrn's face. "They are abominations. Counter to everything the Kingdoms of Evil stand for. If someone were to see us—you, my lord playing with them, stroking them, " she struggled for words, "fondling them…my lord, they would lose any respect for your villainy." 

 Freetrick opened his mouth to reply, but Wrothgrinn interrupted, "there! You see? That is the sort of conventional, narrow-minded, philistine attitudes I must contend with! But you, my lord," a smile split his face as the Life-twister looked down at Freetrick, whose hand still covered the kitten, " a man of your worldly sophistication can appreciate the irony, the iconoclasm of my work."

 "I…certainly can," said Freetrick, still eyeing Bloodbyrn. She was staring with horrified fascination at the cavorting kittens, shivering.

 "You see," Wrothgrinn was explaining, his back bent over the cage like a sinister question mark, "how large their eyes are in comparison to their faces? Doesn't it just make you want to… stroke them?" Wrothgrinn straightened from the kittens, eyes wild, "to HOLD them? Yes, and even, oh dare I SUGGEST?" Overcome with emotion, the Life-twister raised his hands above his head, cackling madly as lightning flashed across the machines above him. "…to SNUGGLE them?!" Thunder boomed. 

 "Yeah," said Freetrick as the kitten batted at his hand with a tiny paw, "they're cute." 

 " 'Cute,'" said Wrothgrinn, hunching back over the cage, "cute? I confess I am unfamiliar with my lord's technical jargon."

 "Cute," said Freetrick. "Like with big eyes and everything you were just talking about."

 "Ah," Wrothgrinn nodded. "Around the lab we call it the Perverse Neaten-Induced Response. Oh, thrilling it is to discuss the matter with such an obvious connoisseur in the field."

 "Perverse?" wondered Freetrick, "what would be the…uh, Appropriate Neotony-Induced Response?" 

 "To kill it," whispered Bloodbyrn feverishly, "with fire, if possible." 

 "Philistine," sniffed Wrothgrinn, "But, oh, I am so glad that YOU approve, my lord. Yes! I can feel it!" Up came the hands, "The blood of CREATIVITY!" and back down they came again, "pumping with renewed vigor through the coiled labyrinth of my viscera! To contemplate the new depths which my art may now plumb…" Wrothgrinn's neck twisted and his face was suddenly staring into Freetrick's "makes me quite mad with glee." 

 "No…problem," said Freetrick. But then as he remembered he was in Skrea. "You're not planning to give them bat wings or tentacles or anything, right?" 

 "Psh!" said Wrothgrinn dismissively. "Would I paint a mustache on a great portrait? No. Mark my words, my lord's finely-tuned avant-garde sensibilities will not be offended." Wrothgrinn looked back at his kittens, his eyes gleaming, his hands rubbing against each other. "I shall IMPROVE my creations! Their eyes shall be bigger, their fur fluffier, their little pink tongues..." He bent down to press his face against the grill lid of their cage, his voice hushed and intense, "…will be littler and pinker than you could possibly imagine." 

 There was a strangled squeak from Bloodbyrn. "My lord! Did we not come to this wretched place with some manner of goal in mind?" Her voice shook, "please?" 

 "Right," Freetrick extricated his hand from the kitten's attentions. "Wrothgrinn, can we see the assassin now?"

 "Oh of course, of course!" With his habitual creepy speed, Wrothgrinn shut the lid on the cage of kittens, whirled, and strode across the laboratory floor. As he walked, one of his white hands reached out to snatch an enormous, sharp-tipped iron poker from a rack against a wall. The pole whirred through the air as he brought it around and jabbed it through the bars of the nearest animal cage. There was a hideous squall from whatever was in the cage, and a brief lunatic guffaw from Wrothgrinn as he held his hands above the dying animal and absorbed its death. Then, in a swirl of stained smock and a clattering of boots, he was back across the room. 

 "All is in readiness! Come, come! Into the meat locker." The Life-twister led them through a doorway in a canyon between the piles of cages and abstruse equipment. It opened onto a bare little room the size of a broom closet. 

 Freetrick opened his mouth to ask, then saw the second door. It was set into the opposite wall of the closet, solidly-built and black, with necromancer's mist clotting around its frame. 

 "Close the outer door!" Wrothgrinn snapped, "would you release all of my precious frigidity?" Bloodbyrn jumped and obeyed without so much as an ironically-raised eyebrow. Had those kittens really thrown her balance so far off kilter? 

 The Life-twister grasped the handle of the second door, pulled, and Freetrick felt as if someone had thrown a bucket of ice-water on him. Coldness spilled out of the meat locker like a viscous fluid, turning the air pale with condensed water.

 "A most impressive kill," Wrothgrinn was saying as Freetrick and Bloodbyrn shivered, "And how daringly accomplished it. Impressive! Outré!" Wrothgrinn's long legs carried him to a wall of cabinets on one side of the cold room and began to run his hands over them. 

 "I wonder if I did the same thing you do in this room," said Freetrick, puffing his cheeks. "It got really cold and there was fog everywhere." 

 "Not entirely. A sudden drop of pressure would cool the room once, but my spells draw out the heat directly." Wrothgrinn's voice, Freetrick noticed, had lost most of its maniacal cackle. The Life-twister was all business now, his tone as frank and abrupt as a Rationalist physician's. Freetrick wondered which persona was the real man. "A Sangboise technique," he continued, "it works admirably as long as I keep the blood fresh…Aha!" Wrothgrinn's long fingers wrapped around the handle of a particular cabinet and pulled. A sort of bed slid out of the wall just below waist level. Freetrick recognized the Vainglorian assassin on the slab.

 They drew closer. 

 "I took the liberty of repairing the gross damage," said Wrothgrinn. He was fussing with the corpse, rearranging its limbs, pressing on the chest, rubbing the skin on the forehead. "resurfacing of the trachea and cochleae, repairs to the skull." He flicked his fingers into the air and Freetrick could see black mist branching from their tips in infinitely diminishing tendrils. "My lord will note I did not waste time on the spinal injuries, or on the trauma to the occipital and parietal lobes. My understanding was my lord wanted a talking corpse, not, aha, a walking one."

 "That was...thoughtful of you…uh…" Freetrick said, staring downward uneasily. "Isn't the corpse actually…moving around right now?" 

 "Hm?" Wrothgrinn ran a hand of over the body's twitching legs, "oh that. Just electrical stimulation, my lord. I run a current through all of my deceased pre-re-animation. It prevents cold shortening." He chuckled, "as we used to say in school, 'the only thing less useful than a revenant with rigor mortis is a lab assistant with a conscience.'" 

 Freetrick, who had never heard of electrical currents or cold-shortening, simply nodded and smiled. "Okay." 

 "Now, before we begin I must warn my lord that while it is my considered opinion that the injuries my lord so fiendishly dealt this Do-Gooder should not present this zombie with any speech impediments, occurring as they did to the back of the head, we must remember that every brain is different." He smiled gruesomely, "we should always be ready for surprises."

 "As long as he can answer questions," said Freetrick.

 "Let us begin," Bloodbyrn said, "I would be gone from this place, my lord."

 "Very well," Wrothgrinn nodded, "I shall now channel death energy into the maw of the First God and part the veil between this existence and the next. Please step back." As Freetrick did so, Wrothgrinn closed his eyes and folded his hands together before his belly. Black mist formed around the twitching corpse as a low hum rose from the throat of the Life-twister.

 Freetrick felt his organs lurch as Wrothgrinn…did something. The nimbus of necromancer's mist around the body on the table trembled, then began to contract. The blackness oozed through the corpse's mouth and nose, as if drawn by an enormous inward inhalation. Freetrick could feel that force pulling at his own energy. "It's like…" he search for descriptions, "death in reverse."

 "Obviously," said Bloodbyrn.

 The last trickles of black mist disappeared into the corpse's nostrils. For a moment, all was still. The body no longer twitched. It simply lay, lungs filled with necromancy. 

 Wrothgrinn twisted the fingers of his left hand together, then snapped.

 The corpse exhaled.

 It opened its eyes, the bizarrely blue irises now glazed and unfocused. "It is dark." As it spoke, a tiny puff of dark vapor escaped between its pale lips.

 "You are blind, Do-Gooder," said Wrothgrinn. And then, as if remembering, "and also dead, of course."

 "Ahh," the ex-assassin sighed. Its voice was a pale imitation of the enraged bellow Freetrick remembered from their first encounter. "So I have failed."

 "Sorry about that," said Freetrick.


 The corpse's head twitched in his direction, and its rubbery features contorted in anger and hate. "Thou fiend!" 


 Freetrick sighed. "So they tell me." 


 He shivered as the corpse's eyes tracked sightlessly over him. "Does it amuse you, to take from your enemies even the freedom of death? And yet back in this world, I may be free once again to wipe your stain from this good earth." 

 "Aha," said Wrothgrinn, "another reason not to repair the spinal damage."

 "Yeah," said Freetrick. He bent closer to the body. "Look, you're not in a position to kill anyone. And if you were, I shouldn't be your first choice." 

 "I shall kill you! I shall!" The corpse's voice cracked with the force of his conviction and more black gas escaped from its lungs. Its head wrenched back and forth against the surface of the table, "you stand at the pinnacle of a pyramid of death and destruction, and I will stop at nothing until I have beheaded that pyramid. And if not me, then my people. We shall resist you as long water flows in the Limped Pool."

 "It was foolish in the extreme, Do-Gooder," said Bloodbyrn, "to inform us of your rebellion's sacred center."

 "That would be the brain damage," said Wrothgrinn. 

 "For now you know that, even after your consciousness is once again extinguished, all that you value above your own life is now in danger."

 Freetrick didn't like where this was going. "Bloodbyrn…"

 "My lord, I should be gone from this place. So allow me to apply this leverage to gain you the answers you seek. Corpse," she said, "tell us what we wish to know, or we shall fill your people's precious Pool to the very brim with their blood."

 Freetrick wondered if the alliteration was intentional. "And if you help me," he said, "I can help your people."

 Bloodbyrn, Wrothgrinn, and the corpse all snorted derisively. 

 "No," said Freetrick, "really." Then, with rising anger. "Look, whether you believe me or not, the fact is that whatever goals you have, I'm the one who's most likely to fulfill them. I'm not…" not like the other Skreans, he could not say, not with Wrothgrinn and Bloodbyrn right here in the room with him. "Not going to do anything bad to your people. I'll help them. I'll free them. Whether or not you answer my questions."

 "Then my brothers and sisters will hound you to your death," spat the corpse. "Every moment you live you will fear the Vainglorians and the revenge we shall carry to you."

 "And that would be a change for me how?" Said Freetrick. "Tell me what you were doing in the corridor outside the Audience Pit."

 Shadows writhed across the corpse's face as it stretched in a sneer. "Preparing myself to rid this good world of the stain of your evil, Fiend."

 Freetrick rubbed a hand over his face, "I mean how did you get there? How did you escape from the dungeons? Did you fool the guards?" At very least, Freetrick might be able to plug a hole in his security.

 "Your destruction will bring tears of joy to thousands," spat the corpse. "Tyrant! Every hour of every day, the good men and women of the world work to hasten your destruction."

 "What the hell am I supposed to do with that?" Freetrick nearly stamped his foot in frustration. "The only thing you're doing is making me feel less guilty about killing you in the first place."

 "My lord!" Bloodbyrn said, shocked, "why would my lord feel this…guilt…at any time at all? Surely he does not."

 "Oh yes," said Freetrick. "I'm dangerously insane. Everyone in the Kingdoms of Evil has to be dangerously insane, of course!" Freetrick had begun to pace, "And you," he said the corpse, "are just as much a homicidal maniac as any of us Evil-Doers. No, I don't think it was a particularly bad thing I did, removing you. You know why?" He braced his hands on the table over the corpse and leaned down, staring into its sightless eyes. "Because you tried to kill me. Because there really are innocent people being slaughtered every day by the machinery of my government and I'm the only one who can stop that. You think if your little assassination succeeded it would have improved things for you? The last Ultimate Fiend---"

 "May the blood never wash from his hands."

 "Shut up," said Freetrick. "The Last Ultimate Fiend was assassinated, and how much did that death improve things for the average Kingdoms of Evil subject? I'm the only person who's likely to actually make life better for this miserable nation. Your people need me."

 "Exactly," hissed Bloodbyrn. "You may be dead, but remember what we may do to your people. Your surviving family rest in our clutches."

 "No," said Freetrick, "that's not what I meant at all."

 "What family?" came the voice from the body, "You killed my father!" 

 "Well, no," said Freetrick, "actually I didn't. He was just sort of killed...for me…look it's complicated. But I definitely never wanted to kill your father. And you know he tried to kill me." Freetrick protested when the corpse looked at him, "with an axe!"

 A smile. "I did not know that." 

 Freetrick sighed. "When did you escape into the castle?"

 "Not long after they came for the king my father. " Another black puff from the corpse's mouth. "For a week, I was king."

 "How did you escape?" Freetrick repeated. "Did you fool the guards?"


 "No. The necromancer released me," said the corpse. 


 "A necromancer?" 


 "Indeed. He hates you. For hate is the bitter fruit of the weed of evil. One day, you will choke and die on it."


 "No kidding," said Freetrick. "But you're not narrowing it down very much. What did he look like."


 The corpse's head rocked listlessly. "I cannot remember. I cannot see even my own memories."


 "My lord…" said Wrothgrinn.


 "I know, I know." Freetrick thought furiously. Necromancers, necromancers. It could have been any Skrean who released the exiled boy-king. Trying to make Freetrick's life that much more difficult. And yet something nagged at him. There was something important…something Wrothgrinn had said about… "A Sangboise technique," Freetrick said. "Wrothgrinn, you said you use a Sangboise technique to keep this room cool."

 The Life-twister blinked. "Oh, I do not use it, of course. I have a Sangboise catamite come up here every three rings of the Doom Gong."

 That was it. "Skreans can't do Sangboise magic." 

 "Of course," said Bloodbyrn. 

 Thank the holy words for his education in international relations. Most Rationalists would assume that everyone in the Kingdoms of Evil could do each-other's magic, just like people in the Rationalist Union could all do word-magic, the Blessing of Between, and, within reason, any other miracle of any other god they chose to pray to. 

 But in most of the world magics didn't mix, they competed. "And non-Skreans, like this guy, can't do necromancy."

 "Never," agreed the prisoner, "for in my veins runs the blood of lost Vaingloria, the Lakes-Encompassing, and mine is the mantle of revenge for the fall of my people." 

 "Uh huh," said Freetrick, "but what sort of magic do you do? Could that glowy dagger and water bottle attack a person's internal organs like necromancy?" 

 The prisoner shook his head, confused. "What babblement is this? The mystic implements of the Limpet Pool are a balm to sooth the wounded world, not the tools of underhanded distortions of the mortal frame."

 "Oh, that that is quite apt," said Wrothgrinn. "Underhanded distortions. I shall have to remember that." 

 "But what you're saying is you didn't attack me. Not magically. You couldn't have." Said Freetrick. "So who was it? Who released you from your dungeon."

 "I told you," the corpse's voice was a breathy whisper. "I cannot see my memories."

 Freetrick ground his teeth. "Wrothgrinn. Can you fix this guy's brain so he can help me?"

 "Very well, my lord. One moment." Wrothgrinn bowed and strode toward the door. "Assistant!" He called. "A-SIS-tant! I…require you!"

 "My lord," hissed Bloodbyrn, "there is much we must do on this day and I should be gone from here. What further information could you possibly want? How much longer must we tarry here?"

 "I need to know what the guy looked like, Bloodbyrn," said Freetrick. Then "Ready?" as Wrothgrinn strode back into the cold room, his smock red with new blood."

 "I am, my lord. Just allow me to make use of this new death energy..." He spread his long-fingered hands over the corpse's face. Black streamers began to extend from his fingertips.

 "How are you---"

 "Silence, my lord, please." Said Wrothgrinn. "While I concentrate."

 The tendrils of necromancer's mist divided, then divided again, then again, until they formed a mesh that cupped the corpse's skull, delicate as fern fronds, strait-edged as crystals. Freetrick wondered if he could duplicate the technique; microsurgery wasn't anything Feerix had yet taught him.

 "Yes…yes…" Wrothgrinn crooned as the skin of the corpse's face twitched. Were its eyes moving more purposefully now? "Where is the memory? What did you see?"

 "Black stone," murmured the corpse. "Dripping blood. Glowing lava. The shambling monsters created by your vile arts. The necromancer. He stands over me. He is sneering."

 "What does he look like."

 The blue eyes flashed toward him. "Like you, fiend. Only he has not the doubt in his eyes that I see in yours. He is cruel. He is evil. And he loves it."

 "Oh burning libraries." Freetrick breathed. "You're talking about Feerix."


 "How ever did my lord guess so quickly?" asked Bloodbyrn. 


 "Because I'm very intelligent," said Freetrick, smiling over his shoulder at her. 


 "I was being sarcastic, my lord." Freetrick turned back to slab and rolled his eyes as she continued. "Feerix was not present at the Villainous Council, and given the nature of your relationship, he would be my first assumption for the hand behind any assassination attempt."

 "Oh," said Freetrick. "Well, anyway you think I'm right?" 

 Bloodbyrn made a gentile shrug. "I admit that I am rather surprised that my lord emerged the victor from the confrontation." 

 "Me too." Then Freetrick's eyes widened. "Unless he was just needling me. Which is of course what he was doing—playing his stupid game! And now someone's dead because of it!" Freetrick indicated the body on the slab, who sighed a black-tinged breath. "So why was this guy here attacking me at the same time?" Wondered Freetrick.

 "Where else would my lord obtain the power to combat Feerix?" Answered Bloodbyrn, "Now may we go?"

 Wrothgrinn flexed his fingers and the network of black lines dissolved back into mist. "The corpse will soon lose the ability of speech. Unless my lord requires more of him."

 Which would require another monster to be killed. Re-animation was expensive. Freetrick shook his head, "no." Then he looked again at the corpse. "Hey, you've been dead. Can you tell me what happens after you—" 

 Wrothgrinn held up a hand. "We do not ask such questions in front of outsiders." He leaned closer, shielding his mouth from Bloodbyrn as he whispered. "Everyone thinks we should already know." 

 "oh." 

 "Well then," said Bloodbyrn. "Shall we be off then?" 

 "Okay," Freetrick turned to Wrothgrinn. "What do we do with the…uh?" He indicated the corpse, which had stopped moving". 

 "Oh, the lizard-men will enjoy it." Wrothgrinn bowed deep. "Unless my lord has some special request..?" 

 "Not in any way. No."

 "I await your return, my lord!" Wrothgrinn called after them. "Come back in a week! Then you shall see a sight so cute it will melt your very SOUL! Ha ha!" 





Chapter the Eleventh


In which the Ultimate Fiend experiences Romantic Dilemmas

 



 "I do not trust him," said Bloodbyrn. 

 Freetrick shook his head as they crossed the floor of the main laboratory. "Why, because he likes my taste in baby animals?" 

 "Exactly," Bloodbyrn hissed, "he is obviously dangerously deviant." 

 "Come on, Bloodbyrn." Freetrick said, "your dad told me he spends fifteen minutes every morning practicing not blinking. Compared to the rest of the people in this place, liking cats is pretty harmless." 

 "Harmless," hissed Bloodbyrn, glaring at a scuttling servant goblin, "exactly. What purpose do they have but to be held, and stroked, and admired, and…and…" she shut her eyes and shuddered. "Oh, they are horrible." 

 "Tempest above, Bloodbyrn," said Freetrick as they passed into the laboratory's receiving room and out into the corridor beyond, "you should see someone about this problem you have." 

 But Bloodbyrn wasn't listening. "No, because horrible is Skrean, horrible is good, and they are bad not bad like in Skrea, but…" She took a deep breath. "My lord, I apologize. Those…" her eyes darted up to his, then away, "…animals are not Evil. They are its opposite, the antithesis of everything we live for. They are a temptation. No, an abomination, a symbol of what we must at all costs destroy." She took another deep breath, "I never imagined that such things might exist inside this very castle. Once this business is over, I shall deal with them myself. Yes." 

 Freetrick shook his head in mystification and kept walking. 

 "First we have to go back to my apartments for reinforcements." Freetrick gritted his teeth. "Then we go after Feerix."

 "There is no need," Bloodbyrn clattered down the steps to the next level below. There she turned and pressed three fingers against what appeared to be featureless stone. The hidden door popped open and she ducked into the staircase beyond. "I have summoned my own bodyguards to guide and protect us." 

 Freetrick, as he descended the steps behind her, saw the two ogres were waiting for them at the door, a red one and a blue one. Freetrick didn't recognize them, but Bloodbyrn nodded to them and they grinned back at her. 

 "Where's Skystarke?" Freetrick said.

 "Likely back in whatever grim lair he haunts when not in use." Bloodbyrn spoke quickly, shedding nervousness like the cold from Wrothgrinn's meat-locker. "My ogres will suffice, I am sure." 

 They came to a door, and Freetrick rushed to follow as Bloodbyrn strode through. Then there were a few moments of awkwardness as everyone shuffled around so that the ogres could go first and lead the way. "I have got to get the layout of this place memorized." 

 "Indeed," said Bloodbyrn, "because my lord is not wasting nearly enough time on non-essentials at present."

 Freetrick considered bringing up the contusion swatches and blood cauldrons, but didn't.

 "Let us go see your brother, drive nails through his nipples or whatever it is you intend to do to chastise him, and then get on with the un-wedding preparations." 

 Freetrick sighed. 

 "I believe I have been indulgent enough of my Lord's little diversions," continued Bloodbyrn, "but now there are more important matters to consider, matters such as—" 

 "Girls!" Freetrick cried. 

 They had rounded a corner, and there they were, waiting, with a huge furry animal curled up at their feet. One was tall and slender, dressed in simple leather shorts and shirt. The other…

 "Oh it's uh…hey." Freetrick tried to remember the woman's name. It wasn't easy, since he had been distracted in the Dark Council at the time. He was distracted now, but not because an arena full of sociopaths was glaring at him. 

 She was wearing a chitinous black corset that made Freetrick think that someone had taken a rather stylish vase and filled it to the brim with breasts. 

 "Lady Ashwing," said Bloodbyrn. Her voice could have kept a mastodon's meat fresh for a week. 

 "Lady Bloodbyrn," Ashwing dipped in a curtsy. Any moment the vase would spill and things would get very interesting. "Fancy meeting you here. I was merely out taking my pet for a stroll, and here you are. How happy I am that I could meet your paramour and yourself on this fine black day." 

 "Indeed," said Bloodbyrn, "you are fortunate, Lady Ashwing." 

 Freetrick shuddered involuntarily at her tone, which now threatened to condense the very air into dry ice and liquid nitrogen. Even the big furry monster shivered, but Ashwing seemed not to notice the murder in Bloodbyrn's eyes. She raised a hand to her spectacular cleavage and Freetrick noticed the black chain that extended from her wrist to the…throat of the tall girl?

 "Indeed!" Ashwing looked up at Freetrick with innocent eyes. The chain tinkled. "I am only desolated to miss the opportunity to be first to congratulate my lord on his fabulous performance in the Council of Villainy this morning." 

 Freetrick blinked. "Actually," he said, "you are the first one. The first one to say anything positive—uh, that is, my other companions have focused mostly on constructive criticism so far." 

 "Really?" Ashwing cast a glance at Bloodbyrn, "Well, then I would like to say how much I, for one, enjoyed your performance, my lord." 

 "Not nearly as much as we are enjoying yours, darling." Bloodbyrn said. 

 The two women smiled at each other in a way that made Freetrick take a step back. "Um," he said, hands upraised, "um thank you, Ashwing. Nice to meet you and your pet." He nodded toward the catlike creature, which grinned at him.

 "My…oh!" Ashwing followed his gaze. "You mean the Kaimeera? Oh how droll, my lord. It is merely my…bodyguard I suppose you could say. No, my lord. My pet is this one, of course." She rattled the black chain and the girl glared red-hot daggers at her. "Thank you ever so much for her, my lord."

 Freetrick stared at the girl, who, now that he looked more closely, was bound hand and neck by the chain. She looked back at him with an expression of absolute hatred in her large, silver-gray eyes. "But she's..." Then Ashwing's words registered. "Thank me?"

 "Of course!" Ashwing giggled. "I confess that when my lord commanded that this creature not die in the Audience Pit, I was somewhat perplexed. But then, my lord, upon leaving the Villainous Council meeting, after my lord's adventure with the assassin, well…" she brushed the girl's cheek affectionately, "call me good and merciful if she did not leap right out of the shadows at me. It was quite as much exercise as I had had all week, but I subdued her."

 "That was the girl fighting the monsters in the Council meeting?" Freetrick could only echo, stupidly. "But her guards were supposed to take her somewhere I could interview her."

 "Oh, she killed her guards and escaped of course," said Ashwing, admiringly. "Yes, she is magnificent, isn't she. Pure, un-life-twisted Do-Gooder stock, and she killed two ogres. Apparently that is her job. Or purpose or calling. That much she told me before I stopped allowing her to speak." She turned to Bloodbyrn. "I am so pleased with my lord's gift."

 "How nice for you," Bloodbyrn said. 


 Freetrick tried to think. "Uh. You know you really shouldn't…" 


 "Yes, my lord?" Ashwing turned back toward him and Freetrick found his attention shot all to hell. 


 "Well," he stammered at Ashwing's décolletage. "Uh, Bloodbyrn and the, you know, I. We were all, sort of, doing something." 

 "Going to face your vicious half brother, Dark Prince Feerix of the Sharpened Thumb?" Ashwing said. 

 "How would you know our plans?" Bloodbyrn's voice was suddenly razor-edged. 

 Ashwing laughed, "My lord Feerborg was attacked by a necromancer in the corridor outside the Audience Pit. The only necromancers in Clouds-Gather are members of the royal family, and the only members of the royal family who were not in attendance at the council yesterday were Lord Wrothgrinn and Dark Prince Feerix. It's obvious, isn't it?" 

 "Yes," sighed Freetrick, "obvious. But we are going to confront Feerix, yes, so. Uh." 


 "So I shall come with you." Ashwing clasped her hands before her bosom and jiggled. 


 Freetrick dragged his eyes upward. "Well…I'm not sure that would be—" 


 "Of course. I would be glad to assist in the many ways that are at my disposal. Her hands parted to indicate her slave, her monster, and then came to rest over her breasts, probably to indicate herself. 

 "Such help will not be necessary," Bloodbyrn said as looked down at the monster. 

 "Yes," he said, nodding toward Bloodbyrn, "as much as we appreciate your offer of help and your…giant cat?" 

 At Freetrick's word, a black-tipped ear twitched, muscles shifted under the plush, yellow ochre pelt, and the long body uncoiled to raise the monstrous head. 

 "Kaimeera, my lord," corrected Ashwing, "the Kaimeera, in fact. It is not a cat." 

 "I see," said Freetrick. Indeed, the head was not remotely cat-like. Huge eyes blinked over dolphin's smile and slitted pupils contracted as the monster rose up onto its front paws. Sitting on its haunches, with its forelegs straight, it was nearly as tall as Bloodbyrn. 

 "Um," said Freetrick, "hello there, boy." He glanced at Ashwing. "What does it…do?" 

 "Well, many things—" Ashwing began to answer, but she stopped as the monster made a muffled sort of growl at her. He stopped as the enormous eyes slid back to regard Freetrick, and the Kaimeera opened its mouth. 

 The dolphin's smile split, opened, gaped, yawned. There was a foul whiff of rotting flesh that grew to an overpowering stench. Teeth glistened, wider that Freetrick's thumbs, triangular and serrated. A fleshy tongue writhed. And at the center of that maw, there was a face. 

 "Hello there, yourself, Fiend," it said, "and don't call me 'boy,' okay?" Muscles longer than most of Freetrick's body slid across each other as the Kaimeera shifted its weight. Freetrick took an involuntary step backward. 

 "Oh, I'm…sorry—" 

 There was another dangerous sliding of muscles as the great feline body shrugged. "hey, don't worry about it. It's nice to see a King of Evil who's willing to apologize." The monster's body stiffened and the face between its jaws smiled. It was as if the monster had swallowed a man feet first, and hadn't quite gotten the whole meal down its throat. Disgusted, Freetrick could see the rubbery flesh of the esophagus pulse and squeeze around the face's forehead, ears, and chin. "I told Lady Ashwing that you wouldn't mind the informality," the face was saying, apparently completely at ease with being mostly swallowed, " 'No bows,' I said, 'no great slimy Despot of the ninth Chasm of the Underworld, no blood sacrifices. Just good ol' Rationalist charm when you talk to the Ultimate Fiend.' And she was all 'I'll believe that when I see it.' And I was all 'you're striking right you will.'" 

 Freetrick quirked an eyebrow as, for the first time, he started to consider the Kaimeera's speech, rather than the half-swallowed face that did the speaking. 

 "Oh yes," Ashwing clapped her hands, jingling the chain and causing the Monster Killer to grimace. "I forgot that of course the Kaimeera would be able to speak Rationalist!"

 The eyes of the Kaimeera's swallowed face twinkled at Freetrick. "The very most rational," it agreed. "You like?" 

 Despite himself, Freetrick smiled. "Yeah. It's good to hear someone normal again." 

 The man inside the monster chuckled over Bloodbyrn's snort. "I knew it. I knew it!" The monster swung its head around to face Ashwing. "you owe me a raw liver." 

 Ashwing smiled and patted the monster on the head. "I am so glad my lord finds some cruel satisfaction…hm, what would a Rationalist say in this situation?" 

 "Glad you like it," said the Kaimeera. 

 "Glad you like it. Oh, how concise!" Ashwing clapped and made a little jump. Freetrick nearly groaned aloud. "Oh, it makes one feel as if one is helping the entire kingdom when one helps the Ultimate Fiend." 

 One of the ogres made gagging sounds. 

 "Yes…" Freetrick said as he tried to look from the Kaimeera to Ashwing's face without encountering her cleavage along the way. "Thanks. But Bloodbyrn and I are sort of in a hurry. Let's talk later?" 

 Ashwing's eyes brightened. 

 "Oh of course!" she bounced, "I would love to speak later with my lord," her voice dropped, "and at much…greater length." 

 "I can guarantee, Lady Ashwing, your conversation will seem to last for a torment-filled eternity," said Bloodbyrn. 

 Freetrick was trying to figure out whether that comment had been a threat to torture Ashwing or a dig at his conversation skills when Ashwing answered, "but what I wish to now is not talk, but offer my help. Mine, and my pet Monster Killer's. She's quite fast you know. For a Do-Gooder." 

 Before Freetrick could tell her to release the girl, Ashwing rushed on. "And the Kaimeera's help too, of course" She indicated the tawny animal at her feet. "It's been telling me so much about The Rationalist Union. I am sure it could help my lord with life in the Castle. And with defeating your vile half-brother, my lord." 

 One of Bloodbyrn's ogres—the blue one— leaned down and rumbled something into her ear. "Indeed," she said, then turned to Freetrick and Ashwing, "we are already behind schedule, my lord. If you wish to castigate Dark Prince Feerix, we must be gone at once." She began walking even as she finished the sentence. "We do not have time to discuss this matter." 

 "Then it is fortunate then that I can both speak and walk at once," Ashwing flashed Freetrick a sharp, narrow-eyed smile and turned to lead her slave down the corridor. Freetrick rushed to catch up. 

 Behind him, the Kaimeera rolled its enormous yellow eyes and padded after them. 


 "So, we shall kill Feerix, shall we?" Ashwing slowed to walk beside Freetrick. 


 "Well," said Freetrick, "not---"


 "Might I say that, I for one, shall be glad to be rid of the scoundrel," Ashwing interrupted. "I mean, there is properly maintaining one's evil persona, and then there is just being mean."

 "Oh. Is there?"

 "Oh yes," Ashwing nodded, and Freetrick could not help but notice what the movement did to her breasts. "You know, they say he's not even pure Skrean," she continued in an undertone. "His mother, the Ignoble Lady Batclaw, now murdered, may she writhe forever in torment, came from South Ftaghn, and they say that her father…well, it is well known that old Dark Lord Kthulog practiced erotic masochism as a hobby. Not that there is anything wrong with that, my lord," she said, completely misinterpreting Freetrick's expression, "but I am sure my lord knows that the Bulwarks are positively infested with wendigos."

 "…uh, is that so?" Said Freetrick.

 "Yes!" She jiggled again. "And, well, when one is a masochist and one has so many opportunities to find monsters especially designed to be sadists…you know many wendigos look just like real humans."

 "My dear Dark Princess," Bloodbyrn's voice penetrated Freetrick's confused silence, "as much as I appreciate the entirely proper practice of sewing discord and chaos throughout the world, I propose that my lord has better things to do than listen to salacious gossip."

 "Oh yes," Ashwing jingled her slave's chain playfully, "I forgot we have no need to resort to gossip here, for we have in our presence one who has experienced Feerix's…proclivities at first hand. So tell us, Bloodbyrn, what end of the lash does the Dark Prince prefer?"

 Bloodbyrn's muttering was fortunately indecipherable.

 "Now my lord," Ashwing said, "I only wanted to say how much I…how much I admire you, my lord." The honorific was almost a purr. "The way you killed that assassin? And the way you left the Council…well!" She placed the tips of her fingers at the place where the tops of her breasts merged with the smooth skin of her sternum and sighed. 

 "Oh," said Freetrick, trying not to look at her fingers, sternum, or breasts, "you liked it?" 

 "Yess," she sighed, "Pretending to cast aside evil like that, marvelous." 

 "Oh," said Freetrick, "Right. Yes, I did, didn't I?" He glanced at Bloodbyrn's stiff back. The ogres walking ahead of her were both looking over their shoulders at him. And smiling. "Maybe we should catch up with Bloodbyrn." 

 "Let her slow down if she wishes to be included in this parlay." Ashwing looked up at him from under sleepy lids. "Now your actions, my lord. They have added the delicious spice of chaos to the intrigues here." 

 "It's put the monsters into a real tizzy, I can tell you," volunteered the Kaimeera from behind them. "I heard you've been ordering three different breakfasts every day just to throw off the kitchen staff." 

 "Your rule is so…so insane, my lord," said Ashwing. The tip of her tongue trailed over her full lips. "No one knows what to do." 

 "Huh," said Freetrick. "Well, uh…good?" 

 She walked, looking at him as if she expected him to say something. Then Ashwing shot a look at the Kaimeera, inhaled, cleavage expanding dangerously, and said, "My lord Feerborg. Forgive me, but it is only…the way you swept aside all we know, the very foundations of our culture…it is at once forceful and subtle and," she swayed into him, "incredibly erotic." 

 Freetrick glanced again at Bloodbyrn, who was now looking over her shoulder too. While the ogres were still grinning tuskily, Bloodbyrn's expression somehow managed to be completely blank while at the same time communicating a complex message: "you are the one with the subtle wit, my lord, You may handle this problem. And if you do not, I will make your life miserable before, eventually, I end it. Does my lord understand?" 

 Freetrick sped up a little. "Well, thank you," he said to Ashwing, "I'm glad you liked it." 

 "It was spectacular." Ashwing matched his pace, the little barbed chains of her skirts clattering against his armored thigh. Freetrick looked down and sighed. 

 "Oh yes, if one appreciates spectacle." 


 Freetrick looked away from Ashwing's cleavage and saw Bloodbyrn's. Then he saw an incoming purple blur. Then sparks. 


 "Ow!" 


 Bloodbyrn shook out her hand. There was a sound like two sides of beef smacking into each other as one of the ogres applauded. "I suppose spectacle depends on one's taste," she said, as if she had not just given her fiancé a tooth-cracking slap, "I thought my lord's performance at the Villainous Council to be foolish in the extreme." 

 "I agree entirely, it is all a matter of taste" said Ashwing. They had all stopped walking while Freetrick massaged his jaw, and Ashwing now took the opportunity to press herself against Freetrick's side. The Monster Killer looked at them with obvious disgust. "Some still enjoy the sadomasochistic sexual dynamic, for example, whereas others find it cliché and tiresome." She reached up to stroke Freetrick's swollen cheek. The shining black links of her slave chain dangled from it. "What is the phrase the Rationalists use when they wish express their concern over their love's grievous injuries?" 

 "Are you okay," said the Kaimeera, "honey?" 

 "Are you okay, honey?" Ashwing continued to stroke, although her hand had dropped to the nape of his neck. She smelled like fire, and cooked meat. 

 "Well," Bloodbyrn grabbed his wrist, "what some people call cliché, I am sure others would call tradition." She tugged on the arm, "and they would appreciate it for the high art that it is! Come on, my lord." She jerked again and nearly separated Freetrick's shoulder. 

 Freetrick stumbled and followed, Ashwing and the sardonic-looking Kaimeera trailing behind. 

 "Hm," Ashwing smiled up at Freetrick, "why does my lord allow this little…Sangboise to abuse her so? His is the power, the strength, the dark glory. But a word from his lips will cause a thousand furies to descend upon his…current fiancée and tear her bodily apart." 

 "Thank you, Ashwing," Bloodbyrn snarled, "but my lord has more important things to concern himself with than your pathetic attempts to foster intrigue." 

 "That-t's true," Freetrick stammered. Bloodbyrn was moving very fast. "And I don't want to kill her." 

 Bloodbyrn snorted. 

 "But I would like to be treated like an adult," Freetrick said, trying to stop, "for truth's sake stop yanking on me, Bloodbyrn." 

 She flung down his hand and turned on him. "An adult, an adult? You are the Ultimate Fiend! Must I remind you that we now travel to face your brother who this morning attempted to kill you, after a council session where, let me ensure my lord that he did not do anything spectacular with the exception of the spectacular fool he made of himself?" 

 "No," said Freetrick, "but—" 

 "But?!" The ogres shared an uncomfortable look as Bloodbyrn rose up on her toes and grasped Freetrick about the throat. "You dare say 'but' to me?" She pulled hard downward. Freetrick gasped and fell with a clang to his armored knees. 

 Bloodbyrn cast a razor grin at Ashwing over his shoulder. "My lord's behavior is intolerable. He will be punished most severely. Lady Ashwing," her eyes were wild, her smile so wide her molars showed, "you may watch." 

 "I am sure my lord would prefer that I interfere," Freetrick twisted around to see Ashwing stepping forward. A dark halo shimmered above her head. 

 "Whoa, wait." 

 "What my lord prefers matters less than what is good for him." Bloodbyrn straightened, flicked her wrist, and was suddenly holding her wicked little athame, already dripping with hot blood. "And it is important today that he learn a lesson in forbearance." She pulled the broad, black blade across the air in front of her, leaving an arc of little drops of blood sparking and smoking behind it. Behind her, the ogres shifted, planting their feet farther apart. "Shall you be the object of the lesson, Lady Ashwing?" 

 "Stop!" Freetrick said again, but Bloodbyrn, without looking away from Ashwing's face, reached down and struck him across the forehead. 

 "Do not think your punishment is prevented, my lord," she growled, "only postponed until I can deal with this…little problem." 

 "Little, yes," Ashwing agreed, "tiny compared to my lord's problem." She looked into Freetrick's eyes. "He is preparing to un-marry a foreign bitch who wants to torture and kill him." 

 Bloodbyrn laughed. "And what would you give him, Ashwing? Flowers and poetry? This is Skrea, and he is the King of Evil. My lord requires a woman of strength and cruelty to stand by his side." 

 "With her athame buried in his kidney, no doubt," Ashwing said. 

 "All right," said Freetrick, "enough. He pushed back from Bloodbyrn's hand when it came out to swat his head. "Bloodbyrn, stop this. Ashwing, I don't want—" 

 "What my lord? You don't want to be dragged to your knees by this little foreign viper? Then why do you not step away from her?" The slave chain dangled as she held out her hands. 

 "You know what?" said Freetrick, "that would be good idea. Oof" Dodging another swat from Bloodbyrn, Freetrick rolled back onto his feet and straightened. Shades of gara practice. If someone had told him four weeks ago that he'd be using Love-wielder martial dance steps to fend off the attacks of a Skrean despotess, he would have said…The inane thought flitted through his head: yay globalization!

 "My lord—" Bloodbyrn hissed, but Freetrick cut her off. 

 "My lord what?" said Freetrick. "My lord is being stupid? My lord should listen to Bloodbyrn? Strike it, Bloodbyrn, you just said you were going to torture me. And you haven't said you're not going to kill me. Why in the name of truth should I listen to anything you say?" 

 "Because she is planning to kill you!" Bloodbyrn's eyes had not left Ashwing. The tip of her athame dripped, and the drops of blood moved silently through the air to take their place in the spell floating before her. Freetrick had no idea what she planned to do with the drops of blood she had suspended in the air, and didn't want to find out.

 "And that makes you jealous, huh?" Freetrick took another step away. 

 "Excellent, my lord," cried Ashwing. "Now come to me!" Very slowly, Ashwing was edging forward and sideways, always keeping her outstretched left hand between herself and Bloodbyrn. Ashwing lifted her right hand, the one attached by the chain to her slave. The chain spooled slowly down the arm to puddle on the floor

 "No way!" Freetrick said, "you're planning to kill me too!" 

 "On the contrary, my lord. I plan to save you." She reached out a hand toward him, almost close enough to touch his shoulder. 

 "If my lord takes the hand of that puffed-up harridan," Bloodbyrn said, teeth clenched and blood still dripping sideways from her athame, "he will deserve all the events that follow." The ogres growled behind her. 

 "You know her, my lord. You know what faction she represents," Ashwing's eyes burned over a false, languid smile. "Join me, my lord, and together we will forge a grand new path for Skrea." 

 Ashwing pressed herself against his arm, and her face was suddenly a finger's width from his. 

 All Freetrick would have to do was open his mouth… 

 "Take me here," said Ashwing, "before these witnesses, and that poisonous little toad will have no recourse." 

 Freetrick had just enough time to register, oh my. A choice. And this is probably an important one, before Ashwing had wrapped one of her legs around his, and Freetrick suddenly remembered the parking lot at Eldritch college, the ogre carriage, meeting Bloodbyrn for the first time. With an effort, Freetrick wrenched himself away from her. 

 "Ashwing," he said, "I can't." 

 "You can," she said, "you can my lord!" 


And there was the choice. Freetrick shook his head. "I'm sorry. But maybe—" 

 Ashwing put her hand to his chest and shoved. Freetrick fell backward, caught himself, then toppled to the floor as Ashwing's foot swept his legs out from under him. Oh, he thought, strike me out, I think that was the wrong choice.


 Freetrick shook his head and looked up to see Ashwing standing over him, a statue in onyx and alabaster to the goddess of sex and fury. Her words, though, were calm. "I am so sorry to hear that, my lord." Her hair suddenly billowed upward in a gust of cold air. Black vapor bloomed over the lady's head as her fingers thrust down at him. "Goodbye." 

 "Oh." Freetrick spoke it out loud now, "oh strike me—" 

 There was a hungry zzzziip sound as a tiny red mote tore through the air at Ashwing. The black clouds over her head roiled as she smacked the droplet of blood aside. "Meddling bitch!" she snarled as she gestured with her other hand. Freetrick felt the floor tremble, but another red missile buried itself in the necromancer's mist growing around Ashwing's body. 

 Snarling, the Skrean princess hurled the burning blood to the floor. "You think to defeat me with your Blood-magic?" The air rippled with power and a black flame sprang up in Ashwing's cupped palm. "This is not the blood-god's nation, my dear, and it never will be." Waves of cold emanated from Ashwing was she raised her black-burning arms. "The first thing I shall do as First Concubine is throw you Leeches and your god back into the swamps from which you crawled. And tell your monsters to stand down, dear. The Kaimeera will rip them to shreds and digest their brains." 

 "Not something I look forward to," mumbled the Kaimeera. 


 "Wait a second…" Freetrick began to haul himself to his feet. "Ashwing, Bloodbyrn---"


 "Not now, my lord!" Both women hissed.


 "Hey," Freetrick stepped deliberately between them. "I am not going to let you---"


 "Oh twisting clouds above me," Ashwing swore. "You, pet." She darted a look back at the Monster Killer. She jingled the chain. "Remove the Ultimate Fiend from my way."

 The girl behind her emerged from the shadows, red crystal light glinting on the chains around her, a smile of pure elation on her face.

 "Excuse the audacity for daring to attack you, my lord," Ashwing said as the chain unreeled from her wrist. It slid in loops across the ground as the Monster Killer drew her hands apart. "Of course I expect you will kill my pet in recompense, but I trust in time you will come to see why I had to make this sacrifice."

 "What---?" Freetrick managed, before the Monster Killer was on him.

 She did move fast. 

 Finger-thick chain smacked into Freetrick the Monster Killer backhanded him across the face, and before he could react the black links had looped around his wrist and pulled him out from between the two girls.

 Freetrick had no time to think. Instinct alone commanded him to grab the chain with his left hand and yank it toward him. The Monster Killer began to overbalance, but midway down, her fall became a lunge that brought her hands to his face. 

 Freetrick bellowed as her short, sharp fingernails gouged across his cheeks. Instinct brought up his hands to shield his eyes, and when the chain still looped around his right hand jingled, he realized…

 Freetrick grabbed the chain and jerked his hand sideways. The hands left his face. Freetrick felt a moment of triumph, but then, as he hauled the Monster Girl away from him, Freetrick saw her face.

 Her eyes were silver, twisted in anger and hatred. The muscles around her face and throat tensed as if to scream, but her jaws remained locked together.

 Freetrick had time for two simultaneous realizations:

1. That chain is controlling her somehow




 and


2. She really wants to striking kill me




 And then she had twisted herself out of the loop of chain that held her. 


 The Monster Killer was fast. Faster than any non-magical thing Freetrick had seen. He had no time to complete his thoughts or to even move before she was abruptly behind him. 

 And the finger-thick chain snapped around his windpipe.

 Then there was only time to think: 


The chain is a work of necromancy.

 Freetrick put his hand to the black chain, and hoped he was right.

 There was a spark and a bloom of darkness in his eyes. Then the loop of chain around his wrist snapped taught as the chain around his throat sagged.

 Freetrick bent over, coughing. As his eyes refocused, he saw the whorls of black metal around him tightening, un-looping themselves. They were wrapping around his arm, retracting into a simple leash, which now pulled tight around the wrists and neck of the Monster Killer. Who slumped, and hung her head as if her last hope for life had been taken from her.

 Freetrick raised a hand to the girl, but then blinked as something whizzed over him. 

 He whipped around to see the blood drop rush toward Ashwing, and the tentacular extension of Ashwing's necromancer's mist that flicked up to block it. The sizzling red spot turned in the air, veering like an angry hornet, leaving a smoking trail that wound around the necromancer's body as she twisted about in her attempts to evade it. 

 Hissing with anger and concentration, Ashwing thrust out her hands, and snatched the droplet out of the air. Black vapor exploded from between her fingers, and Bloodbyrn gasped as if in pain. When Ashwing opened her hand, the fingers moved stiffly, and the skin on her palm was livid and necrotic, as if with frostbite. 

 "You'll pay for that," Ashwing snarled, a huge column of mist curling over her head like a scorpion's stinger. "A pound of Sagboise flesh for this ounce of Skrean's." 

 "No!" Shouted Freetrick, "Ashwing, stop!" 

 "Again?" Ashwing's voice rose as she directed it at Bloodbyrn. "It seems you still have my lord's heart. Shall I give him yours?" Freetrick saw the black halo around her flare and extend, and there was a sharp cry from his fiancée. "That one almost got through, didn't it, Bloodbyrn? When the power in your blood runs out," Her voice had turned cold and slow, as content and deadly as a sleepy crocodile. "I shall separate your ribcage." 

 "Bloodbyrn!" called Freetrick, tugging the re bound slave girl toward the duelists, "you have to run! I'll…I'll---" 

 "You will what?" laughed Ashwing. "Dark and degenerate darling man, I happen to know that this day you have killed no more than a single ogre, and a rat with your breakfast. Even with my pet's life-energy, you will be no match for me, for I have feasted upon the deaths of thirteen slaves---Ha!" She snarled as she batted away another volley from Bloodbyrn. "You cannot hope to match me energy for energy. What would a Rationalist say, Kaimeera?" 

 "You're struck-out, lady." 

 "Bloodbyrn! I'll protect you!" Freetrick raised his hands and reached for the power even as his brain processed 'lady'? 


 Ashwing shrieked as the Kaimeera pounced on her. 

 "Fiend! Take the death!" It cried as it bore Ashwing to the ground at Freetrick's feet. 

 "No!" cried Freetrick, but the enormous round paws were already on her, and her head was already in the monster's mouth. Black mist seethed upward, slicing into the monster's flesh. The monster would be as helpless as the slave girl against necromancy. Ashwing would kill it, easily. Instantly.

 Ashwing had more energy than Freetrick did, but his head wasn't being squeezed between the bone-crushing teeth of a monster. He only needed to hold her for a moment.

 Freetrick threw his own necromancer's mist over hers…pressed down…the Kaimeera bit…

 There was not even time for Ashwing to scream before her skull cracked. Her body twitched. 

 And a torrent of power slammed into Freetrick. The death energy nearly knocked him out. It terrified Freetrick, how good the death felt. 

 Freetrick looked up to see the light crystals growing from the wall glow brighter, then dim. In the sharp, red-shot shadows they cast, Freetrick could see the Kaimeera crouched over the would-be seductress, its claws digging into her shoulders, its mouth bloody, its eyes shut tight. His blood still racing from the death energy, Freetrick could feel necromancy working inside the Kaimeera. There was a spell inside the monster, siphoning energy from the death to power something complex, subtle, and dark. 

 The Kaimeera shuddered. Every muscle in its tawny body tensed, and it trembled, as if under terrible internal pressure. Mouth still shut, it made a sound like someone trying to scream past a gag. 

 "Oh!" Freetrick gasped, "Oh Words, oh True Words." Automatically, he reached out toward the Kaimeera's bloodstained muzzle. 

 "Careful, my lord," there was a splash behind him as Bloodbyrn stepped through Ashwing's blood toward him. "Do not reach too---"

 A yellow eye snapped open. The jaws gaped, and blood ran from rows of triangular teeth. For a moment, the monster's body tensed, and Freetrick was sure—absolutely positive—it was about to leap onto him and rip off his head. He flinched back, the beginnings of a scream on his lips, but the monster did not lunge forward. 

 Instead, from the depths of that stinking pit, someone giggled. "It said I owed it a liver." 

 Freetrick's scream died, overwhelmed by disgust. He scrabbled frantically backward as the voice called out from the Kaimeera's throat. "Wait, my lord! Oh my lord Feerborg! Oh Tempest protect me! Lord Feerborg please listen! I have something I must tell you!" 

 Freetrick knew that voice. He had to close his eyes, had to shut out the terrible sight before he could answer. "…Ashwing?" 

 "Ashwing? My name? No, my lord I…oh Tempest, oh no!" For a moment, the voice dissolved into incoherent babble, then, "No wait. Oh. Oh, no my lord. She was mistaken. I was mistaken." The voice firmed, became confident. " I wish for but a moment, my lord, to...collect myself Sometimes…yes I see…sometimes it takes me like this, my lord. I mean…fiend." Freetrick saw that the Kaimeera had closed its mouth. Its yellow eyes gazed at him disconcertingly as sounds sifted from between its lipless jaws. There were no screams this time, but instead what sounded like the intonations of a conversation. Eventually, the yellow eyes blinked, and the jaws opened again. "Ah. Yes. That's what we'll do. Sorry about that, fiend." The voice was still female, but the intonations had changed. The hairs on Freetrick's spine rose as he heard what sounded like Ashwing speaking perfect, slangy Rationalist. "It's part of my magic, you know. This is what I was made for." The Kaimeera rose to its paws, pushing the corpse aside. "Wow. That'll wake you up. Anyway, no need to thank me, fiend. Just doin' my job." 

 Freetrick sank back against the floor. "You—you ate her head." 

 "Well, yeah," said the Kaimeera. It brought a soup-plate-sized paw up to its mouth and began to lick the blood off. "She was trying to kill your fiancée. And believe me when I say she would have had no problem killing you, too. Looks like we both owe each other our lives. I should say that's…" it paused, as if looking for the right word, "pretty cool. Isn't that what they say in the RU?" The wide porpoise mouth grinned at him. 

 Freetrick was saved from responding by Bloodbyrn. "Your voice is different, monster." Bloodbyrn's heels clacked on the stones behind Freetrick as she approached. 

 "Bloodbyrn." The Kaimeera glared at her over Ashwing's body. Then it shivered and inclined its bullet-shaped head, "that is so, dark lady. It is part of my magic. I was made to take the voices and memories of the ones I devour. A battlefield terror strategy that turned out to be..ah…" the yellow eyes rolled as it sought for the phrase, "not cost effective." 

 "So we shall be forced to listen to that harridan's voice from you until you eat someone else?" Bloodbyrn's foot, nearly vertical in its cruel high-heeled shoe, poked the headless corpse. 

 The Kaimeera shivered again. "That is…so. Excuse me." 


 Bloodbyrn huffed, then prodded the corpse again. "Well?" 


 The Kaimeera did not answer. Its mouth was closed, and it seemed to be talking to itself again. 


 "Well?" Bloodbyrn said again. 


 Freetrick realized she was talking to him. But he could think of nothing to say. What response could he make with that corpse lying there beside him on the cold floor? The way the flesh depressed under the Kaimeera's paws... "My lord?" Bloodbyrn was saying, and yet Ashwing had been alive. I was talking to her. She was coming on to me. I was admiring her breasts less than five minutes ago and now—he was suddenly, blindingly, catastrophically, sick. He didn't even have time to turn his head aside. 

 "Oh God of Words," Freetrick hung his head and coughed, "Oh Truth, she's dead." 

 Bloodbyrn made a sharp inhalation, as if she wanted to say something sarcastic. But then she simply reached down and tugged on Freetrick's shoulder spikes. "Get up, my lord." 

 Freetrick blinked up at her. "What?" 

 "Get up," her face was blank, "your pose ill-befits the Ultimate Fiend. You would behave so before a slave?"

 Freetrick's eyes went to the evil, black metal links around his wrist, binding him to the hate-filled eyes of the mute girl. "Don't look at me," he whispered, and her eyes jerked away as if pulled by a chain. As of course they were. 

 "Strike it out!" Freetrick cried. "Strike out this whole struck-out place." And then as his eyes brushed over Ashwing's body again and he had to swallow another wave of bile. "I want to go home."

 "My lord!"

 Freetrick turned to see Bloodbyrn, her expression even more wooden than before. "I shall remind you again. Not in public."

 "So striking what if this poor girl sees me cry?" Freetrick snarled "She's dead!" 

 "She is dead," Bloodbyrn agreed. "And I am not. For that I owe you thanks, I think." 

 "That was the Kaimeera who killed her," said Freetrick, lips numb, "not me." No, he hadn't killed her. Only given the monster the chance. As if that made a gibbering bit of difference.

 "Very well then, do not accept my thanks," she tugged on his armor. "But if my lord remembers, we have errands that cannot be accomplished whilst you lie on the flood in a puddle of blood and vomit. We must clean this mess up before someone—" 

 "To late for that, Lady Bloodbyrn." Freetrick twisted around as cruel voice echoed off the corridor walls. 

 "Oh burn all my books," he panted. It was Feerix. 

 "Although I am not so convinced that this look does not improve the demeanor of my mighty and fearsome half-brother," Feerix sneered, "I find myself agreeing with the beautiful and, at least, deadly looking lady Bloodbyrn." The metal studs in Feerix's boots ground against the stone floor as he clacked to a halt before them. "I assume the slave girl and the vomit are yours, brother. Is the blood?" 

 Freetrick shook his head and shuddered. 

 "Pity," said Feerix. "Now attack me, you worm, before my amusement at your state gives way to fury at seeing the mighty lineage of our ancestors debased so." 

 "This woman striking died just now," growled Freetrick

 "Believe me, half-brother, I share your grief." Said Feerix, "never again to taste the sweet desire of our cousin, Dark Princess Ashwing. In fact, it occurs to me that my grief must be more painful than yours, Feerborg." 

 "Shut up." 


 "Since you morn what you never had, whereas I know full well what pleasures are now denied me." 


 "Shut up," Freetrick somehow pulled his numb legs under him. 


 "Although, if you ask nicely, I suppose I could teach you a technique that would enable you to ride her as I once did. At least until the rigor mortis sets in." Feerix's smirk seemed to draw closer as Freetrick took a step toward him. "What? Is my lord squeamish. A simple bag over the stump where her head once was—" 

 Freetrick hit him. 

 Feerix's arm flashed up to block, and their armor clanged. Freetrick struck with his left hand. Another clang. His foot stomped between Feerix's feet and his knee came up to clash off of Feerix's inner thigh. He completed the first measure of the gara step, and threw himself into the second. 

 The Gara had been invented in The Nation of Love as a way to turn dueling into a non-lethal sport. Various styles of older hand to hand combat had been modified, punches pulled, kicks redirected away from fragile areas. Now, Freetrick stripped off those gentlemanly conventions. He attacked Feerix with hands, feet, knees, elbows, ringing his armor like a gong. 

 And Feerix gave way. Black mist swirled over him as he attempted to counter Freetrick's attack with necromancy, but the countless strikes Freetrick landed on him destroyed his concentration. The only thing that saved the prince, in those first moments of Freetrick's attack, was the armor of the first, and the inexperience of the second with actually killing anyone. 

 But Freetrick was learning. Even in the middle of the storm of emotions that had washed over him, Freetrick could see the faults in his attacks. A little necromancy—he had plenty of death energy now, Truth help him—and Feerix's armor would part like tofu under his fists, elbows, and feet. Or he could simply kick Feerix's feet out from under him—like Ashwing had done, like Bloodbyrn had done—no one would ever do that to him again. Feerix was down. The clatter of his armored ass against the stone began a perfectly simple rhythm, which Freetrick could augment by slapping aside his hands as they reached up, and then finish with a spiked elbow jammed into his half-brother's nasal cavity. 

 As his arm rose to deliver the killing blow, Freetrick saw his wrist. The black chain was still wound around it. That poor slave girl was still watching. 

 Freetrick stopped. 

 Feerix, eyes wide, lungs heaving, looked up at him past the elbow poised above his face. Then his mouth opened wide, and he began to laugh. 

 "What the striking hell is so funny?" Growled Freetrick. 

 "You, you, you will not kill me!" Gasped Feerix. "You attack me without provocation, tear apart my defenses, shrug off…shrug off my counterattacks as if they were nothing, and then when you have your enemy helpless before you, you do not…do not…strike! Ah! Ah! Ahhh~! And. And." He choked, "still there you stand, with your elbow cocked at me. All, all poised! And menacing!" Feerix collapsed against the ground, giggling up at the ceiling. 

 "Oh for the Tempest's sake," said Bloodbyrn, "put your elbow down, my lord. You are embarrassing yourself. Again." 

 Feerix sniggered. 


 Freetrick dropped out of his stance, abruptly tired. Behind him, the Kaimeera cocked its head and looked intrigued. 


 "Well, my lord?" said Bloodbyrn, eventually. 


 "Well what?" 


 "Well," Bloodbyrn rolled her eyes, "did my lord not drag me around all day in order to meet his half brother and punish him for his wrongs? Well here he is, and here are you. Must I draw a diagram?" 

 Feerix rose onto his elbows. "Oh yes? And what is this so-important mission upon which the commander of darkness is bent, eh? Why do you not tell me, half-brother? Then I can do the job for you from here on the ground while you stand there weep in a pool of offal." Feerix looked at Bloodbyrn, then directed a raised an eyebrow past Freetrick's legs at the slave girl. "Honestly, Lady Bloodbyrn, your taste is increasingly questionable." 

 Freetrick could only stare stupidly at his half-brother, but Bloodbyrn had no trouble summoning up the venom necessary for a conversation with Feerix. "I could kill you before you could blink, Feerix, and do mortal insult to your corpse thirteen times over before it hit the floor." 

 "Oh indeed?" said Feerix, "even over such a short fall as the one I would suffer? Or should I stand and allow you the time you need to carry out your empty threat." 

 "My threats are never empty, Feerix," said Bloodbyrn. "They are meant in most literal of senses." 

 "Indeed?" said Feerix again, "Before I blink? Literally? And how many times did Lady Ashwing blink before you killed her? Hm? Oh yes, I recall. You did not kill her at all. You relied on my great and powerful half-brother to protect you, as he protected you from the savage with the mystic dagger. That was entertaining." Feerix's snarl widened into a predatory grin. "And that would be Dark Prince Feerix, by the way." 

 "I will call you 'prince' the day I fear you, Feerix, and that day—" 

 "Wait," Freetrick held up a hand, "Feerix. You tried to kill me." 

 "To have you killed, more accurately," said Feerix. "I told Ashwing I would support her if she tried to remove you. But then I decided not to when the Kaimeera attacked. Foolish of her to trust me. Or the Kaimeera, of course. " Feerix nodded in the direction of the monster, which lowered its ears, "for which offense I would destroy it if I were a law-abiding man." He was smiling again. "And even it did not so much defeat me as provide me with an opportunity to fail to protect the late Dark Princess Ashwing, may she writhe forever in torment. As I said, she should not have trusted me." 

 "Mighty are your words," said Bloodbyrn, "for a boy lying supine on the floor." 

 "Oh that," snorted Feerix. "I admit my surprise at your…ahem…lord's frankly embarrassing display of…whatever that was, Bloodbyrn." His head swung around to aim his sneer at Freetrick. "Half-brother, take this free advice. Do not try to kill me again by dancing at me." 

 "Why did you kill her?" said Freetrick. 


 Feerix shrugged, "I learned something about her that…annoyed me." 


 "So you killed her, and you tried to kill me." 


 "Yes…?" said Feerix, "so?" 


 "So?" said Freetrick, "I'm your brother!" 


 "Half-brother!" snarled Feerix, suddenly furious. He pulled his limbs in and drew himself to his feet "and I am thirteen times the Skrean you will ever be, you spineless pustule! I attempt to kill you, I set an assassin on you, and still you have not dared to end my life!" He was shouting now, his face mere inches from Freetrick's. "Even now you make no move to strike me down! What is wrong with you!" Feerix lunged forward. 

 And stopped. 

 Feerix hung in the air, frozen with his feet inches from the stone. His face was a twisted mix of hatred and triumph as he looked into his half-brother's black, lightning-split eyes. Freetrick's hands were out, projecting the web of black tentacles that held Feerix in the air. His teeth were bared, his eyes slitted, his hair whirling in a sorcerous wind. 

 "Yes," breathed Feerix, "yes. Fight me, Feerborg. Finally. Fight me!" 

 Freetrick's fingers closed into fists. "No." The lightning left his eyes, and the black clouds over his head vanished. "I'm not going to waste Ashwing's life on you. I could kill you with my hands. 

 "Try." Breathed Feerix. His breath stank. "Oh please, my lord. Try." 

 Freetrick looked at his half-brother for a few eternal seconds. Then he turned away. "Burning libraries, Feerix, I don't have time for this stupid game." He looked at the slave girl, who glared back at him. "I have more important things to do. Come on."

 He started walking away down the corridor, back the way he had come. The slave girl, the Kaimeera, the ogres, and Bloodbyrn stood there for a moment, then followed

 "There is nothing but the game, Feerborg." Feerix called after him "Remember that, or die oh mighty and overwhelming dark god!" 

 ***


 "Let me go!"


 Zathara struggled against Maulrag, but the wendigo's powerful arms held her trapped. 


 "Oh yes," the wendigo's breath in her ear was warm and meaty. "Scream more." One hand groped her breast while teeth pressed into the skin of her neck. Zathara screamed again and Maulrag shuddered behind her. He bit down. She could feel his erection against her back.


 She was feeding the wendigo's desires, of course. Breathing hard, Zathara brought herself under control. She stood rock still until the monster panted into her ear and growled in disappointment. But his hands and teeth relaxed their grip. 


 Zathara regained awareness to find that Tinesmurk had been speaking to the trees.


 "You see. Here she is. Unharmed. As yet. Join us, and you will have her safe as well as all I promised. Refuse me…" Tinesmurk reached a hand toward Zathara the fingers were curled into claws. Dark mist streamed from them. 


 "Twist her…" hissed Maulrag. "Oh, Malevolence…twist her."


 "Silence, monster." The Queen said. She turned back to the trees. "Well, Betweener? What do you---"


 And then one of the goblins bellowed. 


 "Humans!"


 They came out of the woods. Their brown and green dyed leather clothing made them into wraiths of light and shadow. They flickered across ground and smashed into Tinesmurk's bodyguard.


 The two goblins Zathara could see wheeled off to face the attackers. But then Zathara's vision blurred as the wendigo holding her wrenched her around.


 "Stop this!" Queen Tinesmurk demanded at the trees. "Surrender to me or she is twisted!"


 The sounds of battle continued. Tinesmurk's eyes focused on Zathara. A grimace crossed the queen's face. "Speak to him, Zathara. Convince us you both useful---"


 There was a bong from behind them like a struck gong. A goblin squalled.


 "They are more skilled than I thought. Enough of this!" Tinesmurk stuck out a hand. Zathara cried out as a wave of blackness engulfed her. 


 "Stop!"


 Power of Love, it was Kendrick's voice. Zathara waited for the blackness to bite into her skin, to…what was the phrase…disturb the tissues in her brain. But for now the necromancer's mist simply wafted around her.


 "Good," came the queen's voice from beyond the mist. "Now command your men to release the wheel-stones and step back."


 Kendrick did so. His voice was different up here on the doorstep to the Kingdoms of Evil. More confident. More mature. And less reasonable. 


 "All right," Kendrick said as his men presumably obeyed his orders, "now what do you want?"


 "Only you, Paladin." Came Tinesmurk's voice.


 "I am no paladin."


 "Oh come now." The queen sounded amused, "you command all these fine men, and so young. If not for your holy power, why do they allow you to lead them at all?"


 "I don't know." 


 Zathara winced inside her cloud. Now these men Kendrick had gathered about himself would start to ask the same question. Whatever it was that has impressed them into Kendrick's service, it wasn't his public speaking, boys and girls.


 "You could be," said Tinesmurk, "a true Paladin. Chosen and anointed by the Council of Guardians at Angel's Keep."


 "Not by your hand, witch."


 "An exchange, then. Yourself for your men's freedom and this woman's safety."


 "Fool I would be to trust the word of a Skrean."


 Zathara groaned. When Kendrick started to talk like a fairy tale there was no reasoning with him. But...she frowned within her cloud. 


 Surely the queen must know that. Of course she did. Kendrick was by his nature completely unreliable for Tinesmurk's purposes. Whatever she had planned before, there was no way she could ever let him go free.


 Zathara stiffened in Maulrag's clutches. Kendrick was right. The witch would betray him. If Zathara managed to convince Kendrick to surrender, Tinesmurk would capture and kill him. And yes, the only way Zathara could escape death herself, would be if she helped Tinesmurk do it.


 If Zathara didn't, the Skreans would turn her into a monster and then kill Kendrick anyway. So perhaps it would be better simply throw in her lot with…no. No, boys and girls, I believe I shall have my cake and eat it too. 



 "Kendrick!" Zathara called out to him through the neromancer's mist around her head. "What is your purpose?"


 "To destroy evil!" 



Thank you, my boy, for that straight line. "But what is evil? You've been betrayed by your greatest hero! Your best friend is king of Skrea. Clearly the classic markers of good and evil cannot be applied here. Rather we must turn…" not to your instincts, Kendrick, oh no. 
"to logic to determine the best possible action."


 "Zathara," she could hear the desperation in his voice, "nothing makes sense anymore."


 "It can, Kendrick," she assured him. "Start from the assumption that death and war are to be avoided. The Rationalist Union wants to use Freetrick to allow them to invade and conquer Skrea. That will necessarily mean war and death for many. Most of them Betweeners, on the front line." Zathara drew out the argument as carefully as she ever had in an Eldritch classroom. "Whereas Queen Tinesmurk and her alliance with the Betweener conservatives seek to prevent the invasion and maintain Freetrick as a friendly ruler of Skrea. Where is the evil here?"


 "I...I don't know. " Answered Kendrick before his voice firmed. "But I can recognize it when I see it."


 "I know." But even as Zathara cleared her throat to suggest it, the mist blew away and the burly arms of Maulrag withdrew. Tinesmurk knew when to negotiate.


 "Kendrick," Zathara took advantage of her new freedom to gesture toward Tinesmurk, "this is Freetrick's mom. She wants to help Freetrick. So do we. I think that puts us all on the same side."


 "The same side as the King of Evil," Kendrick grated like warping metal. Love me, boys and girls, I almost have him.


 "The same side as Freetrick," Zathara pressed.


 "And think," Tinesmurk cut in, "of what the Rationalists will do if we let them go on unchecked." Zathara shot the woman a quelling glance, but of course Tinesmurk was a queen, and couldn't help but have her own say. "The Rationalists are our true enemies, yours and mine. They would kill my son and your friend, destroy the Kingdoms of Evil, and replace them with a tyranny of word-magic and Universal Science. You realize we cannot let this happen? Join us, Kendrick Fairheart, and we can prevent this terrible future."


 Then, as Kendrick only stood there, "Is that what you want to happen?"


 "What I want to happen doesn't matter." Kendrick said. Slowly, as if waking from a dream. "What's right is what matters."


 "Kendrick," Zathara said, "it is right to save Freetrick."


 "Is it not right for a Paladin to restore balance to the world?" Said Tinesmurk, "with Good on one side and Evil on the other? The Covenant will be broken if you do not aid us, Paladin."


 Kendrick's expression began to change. Seeing it, Zathara predicted his thoughts so clearly she nearly heard them in her own head.



What would Madene tell me to do? 


 It was an anguished cry. A desperate plea to be removed from responsibility for his terrible impulses. And Zathara was perfectly positioned to answer that plea.


 "Kendrick!" Zathara barked at him. The boy jerked. "Come here and help me." Zathara said, trying to make her voice as peremptorily Madene-like as possible. "We have to get to the camp and make a plan."


 As Kendrick walked forward, Zathara saw queen Tinesmurk smile. Then as the goblins snatched away his wheel-stone, the queen began to laugh. It was a full, rich sound overlaying a rising howl cackle and yammer as the monsters joined their mistress.


 Zathara saw Kendrick's grim expression and, convincingly she hoped, mimed surprise and outrage.


 "But even as she screamed at Tinesmurk to release Kendrick, even as Maulrag's arms closed about her again, at her core Zathara grinned. What was the Rationalist expression, boys and girls? Ah yes. Now I have my ace in the hole. I have my tool in Tinesmurk's camp. 



 ***


 "You can talk." Freetrick said to the slave girl.


 "Hello, you vile monster," she said. "I shall rip your castle down around you and dance on the rubble."


 Freetrick's heart sank. He hadn't realized what his expectations were until the girl disappointed him. "I hoped you would thank me for saving you." He said.

 "Thank you?" She scoffed, "the Ultimate Fiend?"

 "But I saved you!" He said, "Twice! Once from the monsters in the pit and again just now. Even after you tried to kill me. Doesn't that…" he struggled to keep the pleading out of his voice, "suggest that I might not be the evil dictator everyone thinks I should be?"

 The girl cocked her head at him. As her silver eyes examined him, Freetrick thought of Madene, and a wave of homesickness brought tears to his eyes. Please. He almost said.

 She shook her head. "You expect me to fall for that trick? Fiend, I have been lied to and tortured by experts. And this…" She rattled her chains at him, "is almost embarrassing."

 "I agree," said Bloodbyrn. "My lord. Forgive me, but we must leave these corridors. There could be anything listening through the walls."

 "If you want, I can suggest a place to hang out," said the Kaimeera in Ashwing's voice. 

 Freetrick shuddered. "Tell me your name," He said, ignoring Bloodbyrn and the monster.

 "Do you know how long I have waited to kill you, fiend?" the slave girl said. "Your tricks will not work on me." She tossed her ear length curtain of black hair. "If you want to kill me, kill me. But do you have to bore me to death?"

 "Your name," said Freetrick, "please."


 "Did you not hear that witch you killed?" She answered, "I am the Monster Killer."


 "My lord---"


 "Not now, Bloodbyrn!" Freetrick shouted. "Can't you see I have to help her!"


 "I would appreciate a suicide, then," said the Monster Killer.


 Freetrick shuddered again, reminded of the boy he had killed in the hall. And the boy's father he had killed during his coronation. 

 "Look," he said. "You are the third hero on a quest to slay me that I've met this week. Bloodbyrn…" He turned to the Bloodbyrn, who was looking speculatively at their ogre bodyguards. "Is there something I don't know about the office of Ultimate Fiend?"

 "Yes." She said.

 "I mean," Freetrick sighed. "Do you know any specific reason why so many people I've never met want me dead?"

 "My lord's very existence is offensive to the majority of the world." Bloodbyrn answered. "Now may we go?"

 "Well, I'm not going to do a very good job at this whole 'king' thing if I constantly have to watch out for deposed princes and warrior women and…I don't know…striking midgets with enchanted rings lurking behind every column!"

 Freetrick rubbed a hand over his face as Bloodbyrn and the ogres shared a meaningful look. "What I need is some way to stop the assassins before they get to me."

 "Yes, sooner rather than later," Bloodbyrn was speaking to one of the ogres. "What was that? Oh, yes, my lord. I believe his Malevolence Mwrogborg the Depraved achieved some success with a wall of venomous fungi. Now---"

 "Yeah, well, what I'm looking for is a little less venomous and a little more…" Freetrick thought for a moment. "…good PR." Later, he would wish he had thought for a moment longer. 

 "You. Monster killer," he said, pointing at the girl. "Where are you from."


 She shook her black hair. "Have you heard of Dlean an Sholnechyann?"


 Freetrick shrugged. 


 "It is in northern Dewmnor," The Kaimeera supplied. "In the mountains between us and Virgin Soil. That area's the center of activity for what's left of the Maiden partisans."

 "Freedom fighters," the Monster Killer corrected, "protectors of the innocent."

 The Kaimeera grinned at her.

 The girl turned away from the monster as if completely unafraid of it. "I am the Monster Killer. Chosen by my people and the Warrior Virgin to rid the world of your stain." She spat at Freetrick's feet.

 "Well, my dear, it appears you missed a spot." Bloodbyrn walked up to Freetrick and put a hand on his wrist. "My lord. I have been most patient, but do you not agree that it is time to dispose of this Do-Gooder?" 

 "You're right," said Freetrick. 

 "Listen." He said to the Monster Killer, and Bloodbyrn vented a sigh of frustration. "You're from a hotbed of rebellion, sounds like. I don't need that. And you don't need to be here imprisoned in this castle. Do you see how we could help each other?"

 The Monster Killer stared at him.

 "I'll let you go," said Freetrick, "if you agree to go back to your people and tell them about the new King of Skrea."

 "Release me," said the Monster Killer, "and I will hunt you down and gut you."

 Freetrick rubbed at his temples and tried again. "Tell them that whatever they want, they have a better chance of getting it with me alive and on the throne than dead and replaced by Feerix or someone worse. Get it?"

 She stared at him. "You are actually serious?"

 "Yes!" Freetrick glared at the chain and it parted for him and fell off his arm. "There. Go! You can walk out of the striking castle! Bloodbyrn, how do I make sure she gets safe passage out?"

 "Oh." Bloodbyrn waved a hand. "The goblins in the walls have no doubt already heard and begun to act upon my lord's idiotic order. And you." She raised an eyebrow at the girl, whose unbound hands were slowly moving out from her body. "I would not try it. My lord's compunctions about killing you, insane as they are, will not last if you attack either him or myself."

 "But…" the Monster Killer blinked, lips parted in a snarl. "I do not…"

 "Go away!" Freetrick said.

 The girl stared at him, then seemed to shrug. The shrug became a sideways twist to her body, which in turn became a hawk-like swoop that took the Monster Killer out of their pool of red and light and away down the corridor. There was the brief patter of her bare feet on the stone floor, and then she was gone.

 "My lord? Feerborg?" 

 Freetrick looked up from the chain sliding between his fingers. Bloodbyrn was speaking to him, her voice softer than he had ever heard it. 

 Freetrick did not turn around. "She said she was going to help me." 

 "Ashwing? She was lying," came Bloodbyrn's voice from behind him. 

 "Oh yeah?" said Freetrick, his voice rising. He spun around to shout at his fiancée, "and how do I know that? How do I know I shouldn't have gone with her? How do I know you—ow!" 

 Freetrick stumbled with the force of the slap. 

 "Shut up!" Bloodbyrn's voice was furious. Looking at her past the hand he pressed to his cheek, Freetrick saw her face tremble with emotion. "How dare you, Feerborg! King or not, how dare you…you" she spat with anger, "question me." 

 "Question you?" said Freetrick. His face felt hot and the skin on his hands felt tight. The beat of the gara dance sounded in his ears. He recognized the sensations; the anger was rising again over his shock and horror. "Question you? Of course I'm going to striking question you! Have you given me any reason to trust your judgment?" 

 Freetrick's mouth shut over his bubbling rage. The temptation to lash out at Bloodbyrn was overwhelming, but what had she done? He had to control himself. 

 Bloodbyrn said nothing, only looked at him, eyes full of contempt. It was the expression she had worn since he had woken up in the ogre carriage, and Freetrick realized he was tired of it. 

 "You know, I think I'm going to stop being scared of you, Bloodbyrn." He managed, just barely, to keep his tone of voice level, but Freetrick could feel the sparks flashing across his eyes. "Someone was just—" No. He had to be honest with himself, "I just had someone killed for you, and I'm not exactly certain that she wasn't the one I should have gone with. No! Strike you out!" Black energy crackled around Freetrick's hand as it flashed out to catch Bloodbyrn's wrist. His lip twisted in a feral snarl. "You. Will. Not. Hit. Me." 

 Her eyes were wide, shocked. His metal-plated fingers tightened. 

 "Malevolence…" the Kaimeera's voice hesitant.

 "No. No more help from you right now." Freetrick looked down at his and Bloodbyrn's entwined fingers. I could crush that pretty hand to splinters. The thought came to him as clearly as if someone were speaking into his ear, ice-cold and tempest-furious. Freetrick knew it was true. With an effort, he forced his hand to release hers.

 Bloodbyrn massaged her wrist with a hiss of indrawn breath. "You hurt me, my lord." 

 Freetrick tried to breathe. The bolts across his eyes stuttered and died. "I'm sorry," he said, "I won't do that again." 

 Bloodbyrn looked up at him, a newly calculating look in her expression. "A pity." 

 The hurt and shock rose again, and the anger to cover them. "Tempest above, Bloodbyrn!" Freetrick shouted, "What is wrong with you?" 

 "Oh, what is wrong with me? My lord asks what is wrong with me?" 

 "Malevolence," said the Kaimeera in Ashwing's dead voice, "should I---."

 "Tempest above!" Lightning flashed in Freetrick's eyes as he turned upon the hapless monster, "cease speaking to me in that woman's voice or I will strew your organs across the corridors!"

 "There is a sentiment with which I can agree," Bloodbyrn muttered.

 "And you!" sparks flew as Freetrick leveled a finger at her. "You're striking insane, Bloodbyrn!" And then—books ablaze, why hadn't he thought of this before—"you're insane and I don't want to marry you at all!" 

 Bizarrely, horrifyingly, Bloodbyrn smiled. "Is that so, my lord." 


 "Yes," said Freetrick, realization crystallizing around him. "I'm calling off the un-wedding." 


 Bloodbyrn only smiled at him. 


 "Too late," she said. 


 The ogre grabbed Freetrick from behind. 






Chapter the Twelfth


The Un-wedding

 



 "So, my dear, I trust you are comfortable?" 

 It was generally acknowledged that subjection to stress represented the best way to gauge a person's effectiveness. Bloodbyrn reflected this as she stared up from the red velvet cushions of the bed at the leering face of her lord Feerborg, the Ultimate Fiend. 

 "Fiend!" she cried, "Dastard! You will never get away with this!" 

 "Why my dear," said her lord, "I already have." 

 Take lady Ashwing, for example, may she forever writhe in torment. Just a hint, in the form of King Feerborg's moronic announcement to the Villainous council, that the new Ultimate Fiend might not cooperate with her faction's plans, and the silly bitch had completely lost control. 

 Bloodbyrn squirmed on the bed, arms and legs pulling at the chains that bound her to its basalt frame. Tears flew from her eyes in sparkling arcs as she whipped her head back and forth across the spread black waves of her hair. Her gown, likewise black, sparkling with tiny rubies like drops of blood, pooled under her where her hair did not cover, and as she struggled, the folds of midnight silk parted and joined like black tar over her pale limbs. 

 Her voice, when she found breath to speak, was harsh distressed whisper, but it carried to the walls of the Ceremonial Seraglio and the hooded figures that stood arrayed along them. "Do what you will with me, fiend." She cried, voice cracking. "But I shall never surrender my heart to you, though you abuse me for a thousand nights." In reality, of course, Bloodbyrn had practiced the ancient formulae so many times that she was by now completely inured to their meaning. No matter. This whole ceremony was really for her father, the sentimental old reprobate, and for the other witnesses. As if overcome with emotion, she closed her eyes and writhed. 

 Ashwing's painful and embarrassing seduction attempt had been ill-conceived to put it kindly. (And had anyone ever mentioned to her that such tight whale-boning made her look like a goblet full of pudding? Men only stared, Bloodbyrn was sure, for the sheer fluid-dynamic spectacle. It was too late to say so now, of course, but someone should have when she was alive.) Then to learn that Ashwing had allowed herself to be manipulated into death by Feerix, of all people, Bloodbyrn could only pity the vacuous, misguided strumpet. 

 "Oh, my dear," came the voice of King Feerborg, "your heart will be mine. But only after you have surrendered everything else to me." 

 "'After you have surrendered all else to me.'" Bloodbyrn corrected. Ashwing had panicked, that was all. She had crumbled under pressure. Bloodbyrn, on the other hand, was doing splendidly. "No, no! You tyrant! Do you think I would willingly give you anything? I despise you, I loathe the very air you breathe and the ground you trend upon! If you would have anything of mine, you must take it!" 

 "Before I am done, my pet, you will give me all I ask for, and more." 

 Even though she knew the Ultimate Fiend better than Lady Ashwing and therefore had far more cause for alarm, Bloodbyrn had not lost her poise. She had merely taken advantage of her careful preparations and stepped up her schedule. 

 The Ceremonial Seraglio was filled with the scent of boiling blood, brimstone, and the ghostly whispers of a thousand conquests. Red-glowing crystals and fires under the blood-caldrons cast flickering shadows onto the cone of gauzy curtain that stretched up from the circumference of the bed to the pulley assembly that moved the furniture onto and off of the room's central altar. The silhouettes of the Sangboise, Skrean, and sSt'tdraschni observers, the despots, barons, priests, and their retinues, all male, of course, loomed and lurched over them as she and her lord performed the ancient ritual of un-marriage.

 "No, no!" Cried Bloodbyrn, "I am helpless as your powerful hands seize and spread my quivering legs!"

 There was a pause. 

 Bloodbyrn opened one eye and hissed, voice pitched not to carry beyond the curtains, "Do not simply stand there like an obelisk, my lord, spread my legs with you powerful hands!" 

 A hand, pleasantly warm, though rather limp, closed over one knee. Bloodbyrn waited, but the appendage simply lay there like an exhausted squid. Bloodbyrn sighed. "Just read your lines, my lord." 

 "Ah ha, my dear." He complied. King Feerborg squinted at the cue card, held before his pince-nez by a gremlin. The little monster hung from a wire attached to the Ultimate Fiend's hat, and did nothing to improve the ambiance of the fiendish boudoir. 

 "I feel ridiculous." Lord Feerborg was not entirely devoid of the powers of observation, it would seem. 

 "Oh, oh your frigid fingers! Strong and cold as the high mountain crags!" Bloodbyrn recited, then continued sotto voce. "You would feel less so if you had spent more time studying your lines, my lord."

 "I am far more powerful than any mere mountain, my dear," said King Feerborg. "Yes, that would have been the two hours you kept me locked in a room?"

 "Of course!" she whispered in response. "I needed time to enjoy my bachelorette party. It was very touching. Oh, for the Maelstrom's sake, my lord, at least loom over me threateningly, your outline through the curtain cannot appear very convincing to our observers outside." 

 Her lord drew himself up over her in what he probably imagined was a threatening pose. Bloodbyrn had done her best with his wardrobe, but one can only add so many skull helmets and alligator shoulder-pads. Nevertheless, she released what she thought was a suitably convincing squeal.

 "Ah, your screams are sweet music to my ears," her lord read aloud obediently as the gremlin dropped the next cue card before his eyes. 

 Bloodbyrn threw her head back and cried, with some real emotion this time, "No, please, merciful gods, save me!" 

 "Mercy is for the weak, my dear, and I, as you can plainly see, am anything but."

 The act continued for some time, but as titillating as the lines were, delivery is responsible for the majority of the impact of any spoken phrase, and in that area, as in so many others, her lord failed. 

 Bloodbyrn did her best to compensate for her Soon-to-be-master's failings of melodrama, but she was exhausted by the end of the program. "You tyrant!" she spoke the cue. "Oh…no, oh yes!" 

 There was a shuffling of cards and then her lord read, "At last you soften in my clutches. Like the ripe, uh, plums grown in the soft lands across the mountains, your tender flesh hangs ripe for me to pluck." 

 Bloodbyrn entertained a brief fantasy about a dark lord who would understand and act upon that symbolism. But alas her breasts remained un-seized. "Put your hands on me, Tempest take you!"

 Her Lord Feerborg raised his head to bring her barely-concealed bosom into view, then flinched as if struck.

 Bloodbyrn sighed. Perhaps she had overdone the aversion training. 

 After a moment though, and a glance at the manacles that firmly bound her hands, her lord bent down awkwardly and put on hand on her chest. It lay there, another unappealing aquatic creature. He cleared his throat. "But what is this? Clothing upon the flesh of my woman?" 

 "No! Curse my weakness! I will never give in to you, foul despot. What you want you must…take by force." For ages Bloodbyrn had assiduously practiced this line for before her mirror, and was quite proud of the timbre and verve of her delivery. 

 Unfortunately, her lord chose that moment to read his cue card, and all Bloodbyrn was able to say was "I will never" before Freetrick stepped on her lines. 

 "Onion! Uh.." Freetrick squinted at the card. "…oh. Sorry. Minion! My dagger! That I may ease two fiendish hungers at…once. Ew!" 

 With a practiced flick of the wrist, the Dark Prince Feerix parted the curtains that surrounded the bed. Behind him, she could see the assembled government of the Kingdoms of Evil. 

 "Oh, my lord, oh dark and terrible master!" cried the Despot's half-brother with panache. Bloodbyrn could almost wish him atop her rather than Feerborg, if it were not for the firm lessons of experience. 

 "Take you this dagger from mine hand!" Feerix continued. "Take it, that you may part the livid flesh of the innocent upon whom you stand ready to unleash your ravishment!" 

 Then in a lower tone of voice, "if you have any trouble, feel free to ask for advice, oh powerful and manly half-brother mine. Even a demonstration—" 

 "Shut up Feerix!" Her lord hissed, and Bloodbyrn found herself agreeing. Indeed, there were worse men to seduce than Feerborg. If only she could find a member of the male gender who could be at once powerful and commanding and not a blithering idiot.

 Thinking of which…Bloodbyrn rolled her head over to her lord Feerborg. "Go on, my lord." 

 "Now, uh," King Feerborg stammered as he leaned forward and the little gremlin holding his cue card shifted, "careful my dear, don't struggle. We wouldn't want the blade to slip. Oh, I certainly am menacing." 

 Bloodbyrn, manacled to the enormous round four-poster bed rolled her eyes. "There is no need to be so sarcastic, my lord." 

 Freetrick glanced at the curtains. "They can't hear the sarcasm." 

 "I can," she whispered, "and I would appreciate it, my lord, if you took this ceremony seriously." 

 "Seriously?" The hand over her knee slid upward. Unconsciously? "I don't even know why I'm cooperating with you. Probably just because the ridiculousness is overpowering my anger. You striking kidnapped me!" His voice dropped to a growl. "Again." 

 "Keep your voice down, my lord. Oh how I tremble under your lustful fingers!" Reasonable persons never need to raise their voices when in argument, and Bloodbyrn did not do so even now. "Well, my lord, I must admit I am someone chagrined at that necessity myself. Had you told me about your plans to kidnap me, I would not have been forced to act." 

 It was traditional in Skrean un-weddings for the bride and groom to attempt to kidnap or kill each other. The aim of these practices was to assure all participants and audience members that the power balance in the relationship would be suitably wicked. 

 "I didn't have any plans to kidnap you! And um…soon you shall feel more than that!"

 Sensing some impatience from the other side of the shear curtains, Bloodbyrn let out a moan of despair and ecstasy, then whispered, "So I gathered. Having no confidence whatever in my lord's abilities in the direction of romantic tactics, I was forced to make arrangements for a pre-emptive strike." Persons wishing to accomplish anything worthwhile in this life are those who take matters into their own hands, "If you would not kidnap me, then needs must I kidnap you." 

 But King Feerborg only looked at her with that deplorable expression of helpless imbecility, like a baby lizard that had been struck on the head. "I am sure that I mentioned this at some point." 

 "No, I'm striking sure you didn't." 

 "Is that indeed so? Well then, I suppose the tactical advantage was mine. Now be a dear and read your cue card." 

 "Uh," Her lord's eyes darted up to the gremlin on its string. "My most venomous flower, my dripping ichor of delight, my poisoned…little pie? For the love of all Truth! Tonight is the night you finally fall to me." 

 "The knife! My lord." 

 "Do I really have to…?" 

 Rather than resort to the crudity of verbal communication, Bloodbyrn allowed her emotions to express themselves in the medium of facial expression. The effect was gratifying. 

 "Fine!" said King Feerborg. Bloodbyrn sighed as she felt the cloth part over her chest and belly, then between her legs. Other dark lords might have taken more time about it, but at this extremity, Bloodbyrn was happy enough with simple compliance. 

 Now, with her naked body under him, she might finally determine whether a man's blood flowed through her lord's veins. Bloodbyrn arched her back, keeping her legs pressed together in a way she knew made a very nice tapered line down from the curves of her hips. She parted her lips and looked upward through half-lidded eyes, her voice a satin sheet gliding over edged obsidian. "Oh my lord, what will you do with me now?" 

 Her lord was not looking, however, but reading his cue card. "A black blade on your white skin, my dear. And if the blade were to slip, how a drop of red would complete the picture. How it would…whet my appetite. Yuck?" 

 Bloodbyrn allowed herself no outward expression disappointment. "Well?" 

 "Well what?" Feerborg still did not look at her. But were those little bolts of lightning flickering across his eyes? Was there perhaps the slightest of tremors in his voice? 

 "Well," Bloodbyrn murmured in honeyed tones, "why have you not…cut into me, my lord?" 

 The lightning bolts disappeared. "Oh for the love of—no!" He hissed. 

 "My lord Feerborg!" The emotion in Bloodbyrn's voice was powerful enough to overcome her lord's modesty. He looked away from his cue card. "This is a tradition that goes back nearly a thousand years. If you do not use that knife to draw blood from my skin right this very instant, it will go hard on you. Do I make myself clear?" 

 "Fine," said King Feerborg sulkily. Bloodbyrn felt a pitiful little jab on her upper thigh. "There."

 "The First Blood," Bloodbyrn cried, "is drawn! Now," she whispered, "lick it off."

 "But—" but this time her lord needed no further encouragement. Even as he protested, he was bending over, bringing his mouth to her flesh.

 And then. Was that a tensing of his muscles? Was that a tightening of the fingers, a more fervent pressing against her thigh? Was the Despot's blood heating?

 Bloodbyrn placed her hand under his chin and moved his head up, over her navel and then up the median line of her belly. As she drew his head forward, he was forced to lean over her and, fortunately shifting his weight onto his elbows and off her chest and thigh. Soon, if rather clumsily, King Feerborg had moved over her, eyes crackling in a way Bloodbyrn found not entirely comfortable.

 Bloodbyrn opened her mouth to instruct her lord as to the next action expected of him, but suddenly he was leaning over her, his own mouth opening. His canines glistened in the red light.

 Bloodbyrn closed her eyes and held her breath, but the expected attack on her jugular failed to occur. Instead, her breath rushed from her as she felt her lord's lips descend over hers.

 The Ultimate Fiend was kissing her!

 For a moment, Bloodbyrn tried to fight back against the disgusting, degenerate sign of Do-Gooder affection, but then his hand moved under her. Somehow the clasps of his gauntlets, vambraces, and couters had come undone, and the skin of his hands and forearms slid across her shoulder blades and neck as he reached around her, embracing her, cupping the base of her skull in a powerful, spread fingers. There were a series of clacks, the weight and pinch of more armor falling, and then her lord's naked upper body was pressed against hers.

 And the kiss continued. Lord of Blood help her but it felt good. Good. Like the forbidden touch of softness under the hands, the gentle caress that no Dark Lady must ever receive, or receiving, enjoy. And yet she could not help but enjoy it, could not do anything, in fact, but melt into her lord's arms, and kiss him back.

 "Excellent, excellent!" The voice of Bloodbyrn's father jabbed like a knife into her hindbrain. Bloodbyrn jerked, squeaked, and tried to shove her lord off of her. He did not want to go and Lord of Blood help her, she did not want him to go. 

 Dark aristocracy, however, was much less concerned with self-gratification that the lower classes would assume. Bloodbyrn was well-schooled in self-discipline. Or, more accurately, self-denial. She pushed harder on her lord's broad chest. 

 Feerborg made some sort of noise against her mouth, reproducible perhaps as "mfphguh!" and jerked away. The gremlin on his head, who had of course witnessed the whole thing, raised a tiny eyebrow at her and smirked. She and Feerborg were no longer locked in embarrassing intimacy when her father, the Duke DeMacabre, parted the curtains.

 "All right, everybody. Intermission!" 

 The Ultimate Fiend looked at her, eyes wide and once-again wholly black. No doubt he was frustrated, poor thing, but such is the nature of existence, that what one wants most is the thing that is most often denied one. For her part, Bloodbyrn could admit to just a touch of annoyance at the interruption, mostly inspired by her curiosity as to what her lord would have done next. However, as the thespians say, the dark and un-holy ritual must go on.

 With four crisp clicks of metal, the manacles snapped off Bloodbyrn's ankles and wrists. Smiling at the Ultimate Fiend, who had by this time stopped protesting, she shrugged out of her gown and rose naked from the bed. 

 Round, soft, girt with curtains, and equipped with the best in modern shackles and manacles, the nuptial bed stood upon an altar plinth of onyx in the center of the Ceremonial Seraglio of the Ultimate Fiend. Being mostly reserved for dark rituals, the room was rather smaller than the Seraglio proper, and of course that larger pleasure chamber lacked the audience seating necessary in this one. 

 The audience discomfited Bloodbyrn not at all; what sort of Sangboise lady would she be if she were unused to having her Little Deaths observed, commented upon, and graded for style? Dark aristocrats and un-holy men regarded her with suitable expressions of lust and malice as Bloodbyrn parted the curtains and descended from the bed. She passed between the cauldrons of boiling blood and bowed, formally, to her father.

 "A most admirable performance, my daughter," Duke Milielan DeMacabre said for the benefit of their audience, "I foresee fury, terror, and offspring of surpassing evil arising from your union." 

 "I am entirely in concurrence," answered Bloodbyrn as she looked about the chamber. Shadows skittered across the walls as bats, specially imported from the Murderwood of sSt'tdrakh, fluttered around the glowing crystals. Foul-smelling water, condensing from the steam rising from the seething blood cauldrons, dripped down the chains of the machinery in the ceiling. Everything seemed to be in order. 

 Her father stood ready to play his part, even Prince Feerix looked less mutinous than usual, hair freshly spiked and sneering rather less than was his usual wont. His un-holiness Aman DeSammdie the Bloodless had taken the central place in the triskaidekagram opposite the bed, swinging his knife-tipped censor and chanting in Liturgical Sangboise. Facing him, at the west-ward pointing apex of the sigil, Hafdern Teirgog the Deathless muttered maledictions in Deep Necronomics and clutched a live mouse strung around his neck. Bloodbyrn was unable to appreciate this example of religious syncretism, however, due to the insistent demands of her Soon-to-be-master and lover. 

 "My lord," she said, turning to the location where Ferrborg struggled in the arms of several of DeSammdie's catamites, "I must entreat you to staunch your obstreperous exertions and reconcile yourself to the agenda of the ritual of which we are a part." That was a very good sentence, and Bloodbyrn made mental note to use it again should the circumstances call for it. Knowing her lord Feerborg, they probably would. "The purpose of this intermission is to raise the sexual tension of the partners, which I am happy to see has been accomplished. Additionally, however, time must now be taken to prepare for the next phase of the ceremony, a process in which I trust you will fully cooperate; let yourself be undressed, anointed, drained of blood, and so forth." 

 Bloodbyrn turned to her father and spoke over King Feerborg's rising protestations, "Father, shall we not retire and refresh ourselves, you and I, while the un-holy men continue their preparations?" 

 Father nodded, grinning his usual public mask. "Whatever you wish, my daughter." He turned to King Feerborg, now surrounded by acolytes with forceps, athames, and sangrail chalices. "Do simply attempt to remain patient, my lord! We shan't be a moment." 

 "Wait!" shouted her Soon-to-be-husband, "you can't leave me with these people! What are those knives for?" 

 "My lord," soothed Bloodbyrn, "you are larger than me, so even though you are required to give more blood, it should discomfort you less." This excellent advice produced rather opposite the expected reaction to the one she had expected, but Bloodbyrn did not have the leisure at the moment to pursue the matter further before her father stepped in. 

 "Just visualize my daughter," DeMacabre said. "Imagine the second act, hmm? Plan the thrusts and counter-thrusts—" 

 "Let us go, father," Bloodbyrn motioned for a catamite to follow her with an athame and sangrail. 

 She strode toward the door, where there stood the various monsters that one had to employ in Skrea. ssSkreekirkaakh, her companion on her journey across the Bulwarks and one of the more tolerable monstrosities for her acquaintance, gave her a solemn nod from his place on the ceiling, where he clung in usual style. Her ogres did not seem to register her passage, but the captain of the king's guard, Skystarke, watched her and her father's progress with furious and distrustful yellow eyes. Even as she watched the creature's lip pulled back to the lower edge of the nostrils, and a faint hate-filled hiss could be heard to issue from between its crooked fangs. Bloodbyrn did not generally make it a habit to inquire into the personal dispositions of her minions, but as Queen, she would have to deal with this one, should it prove loyal to the King. 

 Bloodbyrn walked with her father from the Ceremonial Seraglio into the smaller adjoining chamber, of whose purpose Bloodbyrn was not precisely cognizant. However, given the small cot, the manacles, the drainage grate on the floor, and the observation holes in the wall, she felt sure she could hazard a guess. 

 Bloodbyrn sat on the bed, the catamite scuttling past him to present her with the ceremonial athame and sangrail. 

 "Do not hand the chalice to me, imbecile," she snapped at the servant in Sangboise, "Hold it while I bleed into it." 

 She made the incision on her inner thigh, near, but much more professionally made than the cut placed there by her lord. Had he known the symbolism, or had he chosen by chance the most erotic of the 39 Blessures Majores?

 "You do not hesitate, daughter." DeMacabre commented as the life fluid began to drip into the chalice in the catamite's hands, "you do not wonder what vein or artery you should part for this, the final cut of your un-subjugated life?" 

 Bloodbyrn smiled indulgently up at her father. "You have never been a little girl. Oh the hours we used to spend in the dormitory of the academy, discussing from where we would draw the blood for our nuptial rites…" her smile faded as her voice trailed off. 

 "Indeed," said her father, his eyes on the hunched back of the servant. "My child, I know the Ultimate Fiend is…not what you expected, but…" 

 "That is enough," Bloodbyrn spoke to the catamite as she placed her thumb over the incision. "Go now, and anoint my lord with my heart's blood, that the ritual of Engenderation may proceed."

 Once the boy had sidled out, she said, "You wish to speak of my Soon-to-be-un-husband, father?" 

 In response, Duke DeMacabre raised his hands, flicking his athame forth and slicing open his palm in a single practiced movement. Blood streamed sideways from the cut, and as if caught in a high wind, it swirled about them, effervescing into a fine red mist, which settled into a sphere about their heads. Bloodbyrn felt those tiny droplets resonate with in consanguinity she shared with the last living member of her family. 

 The vaporized blood began to vibrate in the air, producing a buzzing red noise that would foil any listening spies. "I know this King Feerborg is not what you expected," her father continued when he was sure their speech could not be overheard."But I think, no, I know, that he will be good for you." 

 "Of course he will be good for me." Bloodbyrn pressed her hand to the wound on her thigh as her blood-magic knitted the flesh back together, "Do you doubt I can make my lord do whatever it is I wish of him?" Self-ministration done, she looked back up at her father, who nodded.

 "Your manipulations so far have left nothing at all to be desired. I do not remonstrate you, daughter, I merely express my filial devotion." 

 Bloodbyrn supposed it was not so unusual for one's father to be patronizing, after all, and she responded politely enough. "One could wish for a man of more predictable temperament."

 Her father chuckled. "Predictability in early marriage leads to complacency in middle marriage and boredom in late. Without a liberal dash of chaos, your mother and I would, ah, well we would not have remained together as long as we did." He stopped for a moment, obsessed, she knew, by a memory no less poignant for its age, and no less bitter. "Ah well. In any case, I believe our lord's erratic nature is one of his few positive traits. Like a cockroach scuttling about the abattoir floor, he has proved most difficult to squash." 

 "In so far as that skill allows him to confuse our enemies, it benefits us," Bloodbyrn admitted. "It only means I must step on him with all the greater force." 

 DeMacabre smiled. "I know you can, my most poisonous flower. I wish only to—" 

 There was a knock at the door and catamite entered again. This was one of the servants tasked to drain the blood of the Ultimate Fiend, and Bloodbyrn could tell all was not going well with that assignment. Someone seemed to have struck this boy with some force on the left temple. In trembling pale fingers, he held out a sangrail. 

 DeMacabre looked into it and shook his head. "This will not do at all. There is not enough blood here to anoint my daughter's front, let alone her back. Go you extract at least this much again." 

 "He complains…most forcefully, dark lord and lady," the servant whined. 

 "Tell him to cease his contumacion," Bloodbyrn said. "Have you reminded him of the volume of his blood relative to my own? I thought that was an excellent argument in favor of compliance." 

 "I-I have done so, dark lady, but he seems…singularly unmoved," said the catamite, trembling, "The Ultimate Fiend said—I paraphrase here to avoid your wrath, dark lady—he said that your glorious and sweetly tender body has much more practice at bloodletting, belonging as it does to a blood-magic-wielding sorceress of much marvelous and terrible power." 

 Bloodbyrn raised an eyebrow, "did he now?" She sighed. "Then make it clear to him that if he forces me to oversee the process, he will lose more than merely blood." 

 The catamite bowed and left them with the half-empty sangrail. Bloodbyrn fancied she heard shouts from the adjoining room. 

 "I admire your confidence, little one," said DeMacabre after the servant had left, "but humor your old father when he reviews some details in these last moments of anticipation before the act itself." 

 "Hardly the last, father." Bloodbyrn dipped her fingers into the sangrail. "We have several ceremonies to overcome before the final act." She frowned with concentration. The rite of Engenderation, by which a man and woman used blood-magic to control the inception of a child, was not a simple spell, but it was subtle and powerful. Skilled practitioners could use the technique to select everything from the gender of their future offspring to its political predilections to its taste in deserts. As any Sangboise would say, therein lay the secret behind the strength, intelligence, and beauty of the people of their nation. Critics pointed out the unusually high instance of roaring insanity among Sangboise, but everyone makes mistakes at the best of times. Of course at the time of the spell's casting, the participants would not be doing anything that aided concentration.

 No process can for long remain opaque to determined mental effort, however, and Bloodbyrn was fully confident in her mastery of the technique.

 "Pah." DeMacabre waved a languid hand, "I foresee no major obstacles there. Teirgog the Hafdern priest of the First God may make his play tonight. He would be a fool not to, but I could not prevent his attendance at the un-wedding of the Ultimate Fiend, after all…hmm. m-But let us focus not on details, but on the grand scheme." 

 "My part in that is small enough." With deft fingers, Bloodbyrn applied her lord's blood to herself, beginning with the power nexus around her belly and loins, then moving outward in concentric patterns of swirled lines. 

 "Small but essential." DeMacabre smiled at her as she traced the blood swirls over her left arm. "Only you can ensure the final act of tonight's little performance results in an heir, after all." 

 "A pregnancy and a male embryo," Bloodbyrn summarized succinctly. "I have prepared myself and I am fully cognizant of the spells and rituals. I have no doubt at all that tonight will give us the outcome we desire." 

 Next she painted the focusing gyre over each breast, not that her lord needed magical assistance to draw his attention to that portion of her anatomy. 

 "I have no doubt of it, either, child. Are you sure the navel vortex is even? It seems lopsided to me. 

 "It is not lopsided." Bloodbyrn completed a loop. "So. I will become pregnant with the heir of the Ultimate Fiend, and as his first conquest, I can ensure that this heir will enjoy a distinct competitive advantage over any other children my lord might have, as well as over their mothers. In the normal course of events, that is." 

 Bloodbyrn closed her mouth at the sound of footsteps outside the room and a knock. The door opened to reveal the same suffering catamite. The sangrail he held contained even less blood than the last one, but from the look on his face, it was clear Bloodbyrn would get not more from her lord unless she carried out her threat and extracted it herself. 

 "This will have to do," she said, "leave us now." 

 She stood as the servant hurried back to his unenviable task in the ceremonial seraglio and turned so her back was to her father. "Do you see where I have left the linkages?" Bloodbyrn indicated the places where the channels of blood curved around shoulders, ribs, hips, and thighs. 

 "I see them." Of course she could not command the blood to move over her, since her lord's blood contained almost no admixture of her own. 

 Her father's damp fingers pressed into the flesh of her back. "The normal course of events, you say, and yet—" 

 "I know, we are not merely trying to marry our line into the Skrean nobility." Bloodbyrn said. "Father, it is not tonight, but rather the subsequent nine months that weigh upon my mind. Once I am quick with the child, then…" 

 "Then what?" DeMacabre answered, "then you must endeavor to keep it, yourself, and your lord and master alive. Alive and without mistresses, if at all possible." 

 Bloodbyrn laughed, "The second task worries me not at all, but as for the first…my lord is so cursed active. He runs about constantly stirring up trouble—foolishly exposing himself to risk, and it pains me to say that thus far, I have been unable to curtail this predilection." She sighed again, "I shall be more vigilant, father." 

 "See that you are," he replied. "It would be inconvenient in the extreme should king Feerborg's rein end before his son is born." 

 Bloodbyrn agreed. She would have to start everything all over again, and as infuriating as king Feerborg was, Prince Feerix stood next in line. 

 "Afterward," he father went on tracing the three central channels down her spine, "well, the necromantic power of the First God would go to the infant if King Feerborg were to die," even by themselves in a thick-walled chamber surrounded by a red-noise generating ensilensure spell, DeMacabre kept his habits of reticence, "that infant will be ours to do with what we please. With the power of the First God in such a conveniently portable package and the sword Clouds-Gatherer in our possession, the Maelstrom will follow our commands, and nothing can stand in our way." 

 Bloodbyrn smiled at that. Her father's penchant for drama never failed to warm her heart. "Nothing will stand in our way." She agreed. "Soon we shall be invincible." 

 ***

 "The thirteenth black candle is lit, my dark lady!" the blood priest Aman DeSammdie declared as Bloodbyrn and her father strode back into the ceremonial seraglio. 

 "Excellent," said Bloodbyrn. The blood painted onto her skin had begun to dry, and she moved carefully to avoid smearing or flaking. "Are the un-holy priests at their appointed places?" 

 "They are, dark lady," those were not DeSammdie's plumy tones, but the harsh rasp of old Teirgog, Hafdern of the First God. Still gripping his live mouse, he stood at the apex of the triskaidekagram, now surrounded by black candles. Their nacreous light cast shadows over his face, so his lips and teeth were mere flickers in an oval of darkness. "All is in readiness to begin the un-marriage." 

 "Then do so." Bloodbyrn left her father and ascended to the dais where her future husband waited. Black candles shimmered below her in the dark like stars on an oil-slick, shining greasily on the painted contours of her lord's naked body. He was still not as heavily muscled as Feerix, but life in Skrea had already improved things visibly. And then…Bloodbyrn of course showed nothing on her face, but she could not help feeling a small thrill as the Ultimate Fiend's head twisted, that silky white hair flowing like water over one shoulder, and those black, black eyes looking down at her. And as for the rest of him…

 "I can't see a striking thing."


 "When my lord requires the powers of vision, I shall restore his pince-nez to him," said Bloodbyrn, looking up.


 "If I was in the RU, I could spell a program to help me see."


 "This is not the Rationalist Union. Now, my lord, please fall silent."


 "You're not going to chain me to anything, are you?" 


 "Not at this juncture," Bloodbyrn murmured over the Hafdern's rising incantation and the creak of the bed as it was lifted. 

 "What's that noise?" Feerborg looked behind himself at the bed as it began to rise off the floor. 


 "The winch, my lord. Your servants are raising the bed." 


 The un-holy priests of death and blood continued their respective chants. 


 "Bloodbyrn," said Feerborg, glancing behind them "why is the bed being raised off this dais?"


 "To make room, my lord." 


 "Oh."


 Bloodbyrn did not let her lord ask the next question. "All right, my lord, now the next part is very simple. We must move to the middle of the dais and face the priests." 

 Even as her lord moved, he whispered, "why?" 

 Bloodbyrn stepped backward onto the center of dais, under the rising bed. No-one could see in this darkness if she were to close her eyes, if her expression was not of smug conquest, but of pained endurance. 

 "Because, my lord, they are about to un-marry us." 

 Naked and painted in blood, Bloodbyrn stood at the center of the altar of the Ceremonial Seraglio beside the strange, incomprehensible boy from the Do-Gooder nations, and tried not to think about the future. 

 "Fiends!" Feerborg's response, whatever it might have been, was drowned out by the shriek from Hafdern Teirgog. "Brothers in darkness! Heed my words of doom and despair, for on this day, Merciless the 7th of Skullmoon, Year One of the Rein of His Malevolence Despot Feerborg, the destiny of the universe shall shake to its roots!" 

 Bloodbyrn glanced at her lord out of the corner of her eyes. Feerborg was hunching, covering his nakedness, looking ready to leap off the altar and dash out the door at the first opportunity. Dark ladies of the royal blood of Sangboire did not experience panic. Yet the emotion that welled up in Bloodbyrn, sudden and unexpected, was at least very profound disquiet. 

 When faced with unbearable circumstances, Bloodbyrn reflected, it was of inestimable benefit to one's mental state to occupy one's mind with pleasant thoughts. A properly constructed mental sanctum could do wonders for one's equanimity, and recently Bloodbyrn had had much cause to make use of her own. 

 "Fiends and brothers in darkness," intoned the Hafdern lifting his arms and letting his dark robes fall back from his claw-like hands, "We are gathered here today to witness the initiation of the mortal battle between His Malevolence Feerborg, Despot of Skrea and Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil, and Lady Bloodbyrn DeMacabre, dominatrix of lower Joublournie and Carnivé, heir to the Clot of Torture." 

 Now, when circumstances, if not unbearable, were at least extremely disagreeable, Bloodbyrn fixed an expression confidence on her face and retreated in her mind. Back to the subject that had brought her much comfort in these recent, trying times. 

 Bloodbyrn thought about kittens. 

 "What is the Skrean un-marriage?" Hafdern Teirgog was saying, his voice a screech of singular unpleasantness, "Technically of course, it is simply the Skrean Despot taking a woman before witnesses and then not killing her afterward, but is that all? In our long and hideous history, have we not seen that a hard and cruel woman may spur her man onward to ever greater depths of depravity? That, dark brethren, is the true meaning of the institution of un-marriage." 

 A new one, she promised herself, after all this was over. As the king's first conquest she would have easy access to Wrothgrinn's laboratory. Damn the man for supplying her with the temptation, but if this fiasco was not enough to deserve a reward, nothing would be. 

 "Many have fought this battle before, and many will do so in the future. It is the greatest battle, the battle between man and woman, from which all other battles perforce originate." 

 Bloodbyrn's mind drifted away into a pleasant world of soft fur and damp pink noses. 

 "What form shall their un-holy union take?" Teirgog intoned, "Will the bellows and screams of their repeated and brutal conquests shake the volcanic foundations of the castle, as those of King Murdmort and the Dark Princess Rathcurl are said to have done?" 

 As long as she remained discrete, all would be well. 

 "Will each forever seek new ways to dismember the other, as in King Madgrog and Clawshriek?" 

 Bloodbyrn had, after all, concealed her shameful addiction at school, and in the castle, she had much more clout, and more opportunities for privacy. 

 "Or, like Skreon the Worst and his consort the Witch Queen Allbane, will they march forth arm in arm to grind the world beneath their boot heels? Only time will tell." 

 First, she would go back to the laboratory of the Life-twister Wrothgrinn, confiscate all the kittens—no, only one kitten, mustn't be greedy—and then spirit it back to her private rooms. 

 "May their battle result in much violence and bloodshed." 

 Good, the ceremony was nearly over. Bloodbyrn could almost feel the kitten's fur, under her fingertips. Sinful as a kiss from the Ultimate Fiend…

 "May it fill their lives with delicious pain and bring suffering to all those around them. May it cost the lives of many. And may it continue long, before one or both of the combatants are destroyed." 

 No. Bloodbyrn blinked. This was no time to be thinking about Feerborg.

 "Now if there is anyone present who knows any reason why this union is not an abomination against nature and decency, let him speak now, or forever hold his peace."

 Bloodbyrn woke from her reverie to glare at Feerix. The prince put his hand down. 

 "Your Malevolence King Feerborg, under the Maelstrom Despot of Skrea, Grasper of the Bolt, Lord of Pain, Terror under all Terrors, High Master of the Blood, and Crowned Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil, do you swear to take this woman in the most horrible way possible, to show her no mercy, to heed not her wails of distress, until one of you is inevitably slaughtered?" 

 "What?---ow! Yes, fine. I do." 

 It was times like these that tested one's equanimity. Bloodbyrn gritted her teeth and pressed her heel warningly into the top of her lord's foot. 

 "And do you, Bloodbyrn DeMacabre, dominatrix of lower Joublournie and Carnivé, heir to the Clot of Torture, swear to fight against your husband in all ways, to grant him not one moment's rest without danger, not one moment of sweetness, not one glimmer of light, not one moment of hope, until one of you is inevitably slaughtered?"

 "I do," she said. Yes. A kitten for all of this bother, as well as for the trials ahead. Killing Feerborg would not be simple or easy.

 "Then, press your bodies to each other," said the Hafdern Teirgog, "that your blood will pump hot and your screams shall mingle pain and pleasure." 

 Bloodbyrn did so, feeling the charged tingle as the channels of blood on their skins crossed. 

 "Let the peoples of the world hear your united cries, and quail with fear." 

 Bloodbyrn pressed herself against her lord, her cheek against his chest. At least his body was nicely shaped, she thought, and clearly he thought the same about her given his physical reaction. 

 "Now, clasp your hands together around the hilt of this black-bladed knife, and together lift them up to the tempest above." 

 The Hafdern now left his place in the triskaidekagram and walked a few steps up the terraced platform of the dais to hold up the ceremonial dagger. 

 "As you plunge your single blade into the beating heart of your enemy, let your souls be joined, now and forever, in un-holy union." 

 Someone, noticing as Bloodbyrn did that something important was missing here, spoke from the darkness. "Shall we…bring forth the sacrifice?" 

 "Huh?" King Feerborg jerked beside her, "What sacrifice?" 

 Of course the servants had not told him. Of course she would have to make the arrangements herself concurrently with the ceremony as it progressed. Typical was the best word for this situation. "Be quiet, my lord." 

 He was not. "Oh of course! Every Skrean ceremony ends with killing someone. Well I'm done with killing people, okay? No."

 "Be quiet!" hissed Bloodbyrn as the Hafdern slowly walked back down to his place on the triskaidekagram. "We must un-sanctify our un-marriage with a death. It is an ancient and venerable Skrean custom." 

 Bloodbyrn cleared her voice and continued in louder tones. "Now, I must ask you a question, my lord. Traditionally whosoever wins the pre-un-wedding kidnapping, which would be me, selects a rival to be slain for the ceremony However, you have already dispatched Lady Ashwing, may she writhe forever in torment, and if any mortal women could be considered my rival, it was she. I confess I do not know whom the next woman down the list might be. The Ignoble Lady Banedark, perhaps? Have you any suggestions?"

 Courtesy is the basis of a strong relationship, which was why Bloodbyrn was annoyed with the tone her lord chose to employ when he answered her entirely reasonable question. 

 "And Even if I wanted to…wanted any of the women in this castle at all," Feerborg continued, "do you think I would tell you their names so you could kill them?" 

 "Some men might make such conciliatory gesture on the night of their un-marriage, yes," Bloodbyrn answered with what she hoped was her usual patience and equanimity. "My lord, the Hafdern is waiting." 

 "Well, I don't know any women aside from you anyway." 

 Bloodbyrn frowned, "of course you do. You are the Ultimate Fiend. Women are helpless before your sinister power. It draws them, as a flame draws a moth, a flickering promise of pleasure, pain, and danger, and they cannot resist its temptation. Furthermore you are not so unattractive." 

 Her soon-to-be master did not thank her for her complimentary words, but said instead, "You mean that's why women here keep throwing themselves at me? Let's just say that I haven't seen that end well. Like I saw it end very not well a few hours ago." 

 "Well, Lady Ashwing, may she writhe forever in torment, was exceptional," said Bloodbyrn, "but surely the lesser nobility have been keeping you company…no? Well then the foreign dignitaries, Sangboise or sSt'tdraschni maidens? Prisoners of war? The more humanoid ogres?" 

 The Hafdern, black dagger out held, coughed uncomfortably at the foot of the dais. 

 "Yuck! No, Bloodbyrn!" 

 "My lord you have been Ultimate Fiend for over a week! Do you expect me to believe you have had no liaisons at all in that time? Next you will tell me you haven't even raped any serving women." 

 Her lord made a sort of whiny growl in his throat. "I get my food from a three-foot goblin with one really big eye and one really small one. That or a swarm of little black bugs. Yes, I have been surrounded by…terrifying women all the time since I got here, it seems like. Frankly, I've tried to avoid them." 

 What sort of invertebrate was this man? Bloodbyrn gave up on courtesy. "Well, whom are we supposed to kill then?" 

 "How about no one?" 

 "Do not be deliberately obstreperous, my lord!" Bloodbyrn took a moment to control herself. "All right. In the interest of matrimonial harmony, I suppose I could offer to kill one of your rivals for my attention. Would that be acceptable? One of my previous lovers resides in this very room with us now." 

 Feerborg's face twitched. He scanned the room, which was unfortunately full of an unappealing array of provincial lords, her father, and the ancient and corrupted priests. 

 "Feerix," said Bloodbyrn. "I was referring to Prince Feerix." 

 "What?!" said booth Feerborg and Feerix in identical tones of horror and surprise. 

 Feerborg recovered his wits first, "Bloodbyrn, Feerix?" 

 "He was supposed to be the Ultimate Fiend before your existence was known, my lord." 

 "That was not the reason you came to me, as I recall it!" Came the inevitable reply from the audience. 

 Bloodbyrn sighed. Men and the bruises to their dignity. If she did not curtail this discussion, they would never accomplish anything this evening. 

 "What shall it be, my lord?" she asked over Feerix's rising protestations. 


 "She said she had never met a man she couldn't tame before me." 


 "Shut up, Feerix!" Bloodbyrn was surprised to hear her lord's voce as well as her own participating in that censure. 


 The Hafdern coughed again. He was slowly climbing the steps toward them, muttering unpleasantly to himself under his breath, his fingers clutching the mouse hung around his neck. 

 "My lord," repeated Bloodbyrn, "whom are we to kill?" 

 "My lord, dark lady?" Hafdern Teirgog stood on the next step down from the top of the dais, dagger still out held, mouse still clutched, his towering head-dress level with the top of Bloodbyrn's head. "As to the sacrifice?" 

 "Yes?" said both Bloodbyrn and Feerborg in tones of exasperation. 

 "The sacrifice, dark lady," the Hafdern said as the bones of the mouse cracked in his hand, "is you." 

 The priest's face twisted suddenly into a snarl of rage and terrible purpose as he flung aside the dagger and the vessel of life energy and reached for her with darkly-glowing hands. An assassination attempt. How tedious. How tiresome. 

 Bloodbyrn returned her mind to the subject of kittens. 

 As any basic tactical manual will state, it is rarely a good idea to attack a higher position from a lower one. Bloodbyrn and her now very-nearly-master stepped forward and shoved the old man backwards down the stairs. 

 Kittens had such soft fur. 

 As he fell, the Hafdern's expression changed from surprise to rage, then to insane, homicidal abandon. "He wields a spell of life-twisting!" cried Bloodbyrn in Sangboise, "do not let him touch you!" 

 The Blood Priest Aman stood frozen, eyes as wide as a baby cat's with surprise. The Hafdern spun in the air, a whirl of black robes, one desiccated, liver-spotted claw outstretched. 

 Kittens had little pink pads on the bottoms of their paws that flexed when you tickled them. 

 "Malevolence!" guards rushed forward to protect Feerborg, but the Hafdern only cackled as his hand slapped hard against the chest of the Sangboise priest. 

 There was an un-bright flash. 

 Her kitten would be very tidy. 

 The Blood Priest's cry of surprise did not even have time to turn to pain before the necromantic spell stopped his heart. Pushed by ever increasing momentum, both un-holy men fell in a tangle of red and black robes. Servants scattered, but not before Teirgog, one hand still buried in the rubies around his colleague's chest, swung about with his other hand and snatched the life from two of the Blood Priest's catamites. 

 She would teach it to use a box of sand, just like the one at the Ladies' Academy. 

 Sangboises slashed their wrists and produced blood veils, but not all could work the charm before the pale servants of the Death Priest sprang forth, censors and jewel-encrusted scull-goblets clattering on the flagstones, hands reaching out to touch and kill. 

 She would feed her kitten scraps from her own meals. 

 By the time the Sangboise had brought up their veils and grouped themselves together, the Death Priest and his minions had slain three Sangboise and four sSt'tdrakhiini. The rest of the worthless fear-mongers had of course gone invisible, but her people would have been fools to trust them in any case. 

 The kitten would play with bits of string, or small intestine, or whatever was handy, and it would bat at them with its little paws. 

 There was a moment of silence, broken only by King Feerborg's demands to know what was going on, as if he could not see treason as well as she, before Bloodbyrn's father spoke. 

 "That was most ill-done, Teirgog." DeMacabre walked forward, blood veil suspended in front of him to block any curses the Hafdern might throw. "Foolish indeed, for now we must kill you, my friend. Then we shall launch an inquisition into the Dark Synod, and root out your sympathizers, and replace them with our own. Now it only remains to determine whether you acted alone in your attempt to assassinate my daughter, or if you take your orders from Tinesmurk. "Although," he chuckled, "if it was Tinesmurk who directed that little fiasco, I must admit I overestimated her skill as a tactician. Ah yes, and now you must tell me what you find so amusing." For the Hafdern Teirgog had begun to laugh, a dry harsh cackle like stones cracking in a fire. 

 And oh, how she would laugh when the kitten licked her toes with its tiny pink tongue. There, in the safety of her inmost sanctum, Bloodbyrn would allow herself to giggle. 

 The old man went on cackling, his dark, glittering eyes fixed on her father, his spotted, trembling hands knotted around the, by now, extremely dead mouse strung around his neck, squeezing, popping the tiny bones. Bloodbyrn realized the danger even as the Deathless one opened his mouth to speak. 

 Her kitten would be white, and very fluffy. She had seen just the one in Wrothgrinn's laboratory. 

 "You think you have won." And the un-priest lifted his ancient, twisted claw of a hand, and snapped his fingers.

 "Father!" Bloodbyrn shouted, but the corpses on the ground had already leapt up. All the time the priest had laughed and drawn her father's attention, he had been working the rest of his necromancy, re-animating the bodies of the slain, arranging their limbs under them, readying them to spring. 

 Her lord trembled beside her, and she saw the black nimbus of necromancer's mist form over his head. "Stop that!" She said, carefully hitting him where her strike would not damage any blood diagrams drawn on his skin, "you cannot use necromancy on zombies."

 A hiss of consternation drew her attention. During Bloodbyrn's moment of distraction, the zombies had rushed her father. Their blood dead in their veins, there was nothing for the blood-magic to work upon. Bloodbyrn saw two of the clumsy revenants tear through her father's veil before she was forced to focus on her own attacker. It was Kgadnar, a sSt'tdrakhiin under-baron in his mantel of wolf-pelt and vulture-feathers, his dead eyes rolled up to whites, his dead hands reaching for her throat as he ascended the dais. No doubt the traitors planned to use the zombie to hold Bloodbyrn immobile while Hafdern Teirgog or one of his minions could touch her and thereby enlist her into their undead army. 

 Every night, the kitten would curl up at her feet and purr while she slept. 

 Calm under pressure is the trait that distinguishes an effective person. Bloodbyrn did not hesitate. She swept her blood veil around, condensing from a thin sheet into a dense wedge, driving it with all the force she could muster into the face of the zombie, now level with her own. 

 The body of the ex-under-baron wheezed a death-rattle as its head rocked backward. The neck cracked with the force of the blow, but the body only halted for a moment in its forward progress. Almost immediately, the rest of the corpse shuddered and the arms snatched at her. 

 This was not a fortunate turn of events, indicating as it did that this zombie was under the direct control of a necromancer, and would not stop until she had physically dismembered it. 

 She stepped back one step, onto the top of the dais. That gave her time to give some serious consideration to names for her new kitten.

 Bloodbyrn felt her heel slide off the highest step.

 Lady Marmalade? No.

 The zombie had only one step left to ascend, and then she would lose the advantage her placement afforded her. There would be time only for one more counter-attack. Bloodbyrn called her blood again, gathered it into a flat disk, and passed that disk between the edge of the uppermost level of the dais, and the foot of the rising meat-puppet.

 Countess Fuzzy von Wuzzy? No, best keep it simple.


 Bloodbyrn lunged, placed her hands against the zombie's center of gravity, planted her feet, and shoved. 


 Princess Fluff? Yes. Perfect.


 With her blood rendering the steps under its feet ice-slick, the force of her muscles overbalanced the corpse. It clattered down the steps of the dais as Bloodbyrn tipped backward. Then a swipe from the vulture-like claws of…whom?---the Hafdern Teirgog!--- caught in her hair and tugged. The old man must have climbed up behind her while his zombie had kept her distracted. Scalp burning, Bloodbyrn stumbled backward into the treacherous un-priest's vile clutches---

 No! Into the curve of a strong, warm arm. Power surged in the air as curving lines of blood met and mingled on skin. Bloodbyrn felt herself caught, lifted, and spun around. Before she could think or react, she faced the black, determined eyes of Feerborg. He smiled opened his mouth to say something and Bloodbyrn saw what her lord was holding in his other hand. The Hafdern's ceremonial black dagger! 

 Congratulating herself on her fast thinking, Bloodbyrn closed her hand around his and spun around.

 And there on the edge of the dais, as if fixed in place by the God of Blood himself, still stood the Hafdern, screaming, black-limned hands extended.

 It was a simple matter to plant her feet, swing her unresisting lord's arm about, and drive the obsidian blade into the old man's chest. It was most satisfactorily symbolic. 

 The sound of the Hafdern's demented cackling had been so invasive, it was only when it cut off that Bloodbyrn noticed the sound at all. Now the so-called deathless priest wheezed as she and her lord pressed the knife into him, and out of the corner of her eyes, Bloodbyrn registered the zombies slumping to the ground as their controller's consciousness flickered. 

 "Say it," she said, voice pitched low, but full of the tones of command that are the birthright of any person of the Sangboise royal line. 

 The eyes of the Hafdern stared at her, their focus fading into the mists of death. 

 "Say it," Bloodbyrn pressed down on the handle, eliciting a gasp from both her lord and the dying old man. "There is no reason you should not."

 Before king Feerborg could interrupt, however, Teirgog's ancient, wicked eyes rolled toward her, and the cracked lips parted in a froth of bloody spit. "I pronounce…" his breath whistled. Fortunately, Bloodbyrn had evidently punctured a lung.

 The Hafdern's hands twitched, rose, "I pronounce you…one in evil. Con…congratulations…You have joined…joined the legions of the un-wed." 

 At last! Bloodbyrn let out a little huff of triumphant air, and released the dagger. A moment's work with her blood-magic smeared the diagrams of Engenderation back into place on her and her lord's skin. Not that her own designs needed much repair, aside from where her lord had grasped her. Years of grueling practice had given Bloodbyrn an exquisite sense of the precise placement of her limbs at any given time, resulting in a preternatural ability to preserve haberdashery, coiffure, and other aspects of personal attire in even the most strenuous of circumstances. 

 Now all that remained was the Engenderation, and damn her if she would allow any more delays. 

 "Minions!" Bloodbyrn shrieked in her most piercing voice. It was another useful skill taught at the Academy; Mistress Boulome had been able to rupture eardrums from a distance of twenty paces. "The Rite is complete, the sacrifice has been made, we are un-wed! Now lower the bed if you value your miserable lives, for the Nuptials commence!" 

 At her side, king Feerborg raised himself unsteadily to his feet. His head was crowned in the necromancer's mantel of black fog, and his eyes flashed with lightning. "Bloodbyrn, what is…?" 

 This was not the time for her lord to be asking questions, or for that matter talking at all. Bloodbyrn seized him by the wrist and pulled him up onto the bed as it came rocking back down from the ceiling. 

 "Get on the bed, my lord," she said, "it is time to consummate the marriage." 

 "What—?" But Bloodbyrn did not give her lord any opportunity to protest. Before the bed's legs had touched the stone top of the dais, she placed her fingers very carefully on the areas of un-diagrammed skin on his chest and pushed him through the curtains and onto the cushions. 

 "Let the audience witness!" she cried, "I claim the right of First Conquest!" 

 Bloodbyrn concentrated, feeling the power flow through the blood spread upon her lord's skin, entering the organs of generation, ensuring the nature of the child they would conceive this night. 

 She began the incantation. "His flesh is mine to enjoy!" 


 "What?" The Ultimate Fiend hissed at her from behind the curtains. 


 Finally, her plans were coming to fruition. 


 "My hands will torment his senses." 


 "Wait…" 


 It was the culmination of years of planning, and weeks of personal sacrifice and suffering on her part. Now she could continue that sacrifice, knowing that when her son was born, all would be hers. She could kill king Feerborg, she could sweep aside her enemies. She could take her place beside her father as the ruler of the Kingdoms of Evil, and with the world's most devastating weapon, perhaps considerably more. 

 "My nails will part his skin!" 

 "What? Bloodbyrn, here?!" 

 Bloodbyrn was ready to seize her future. 


 "My teeth shall extract from him the sweet liquor of pain." 


 "No, Bloodbyrn, wait. Wait just a minute." 


 There was no time now for questions, nor any additional preparation. The situation was not ideal, but then again what situation was? Whatever occurred, Bloodbyrn would have to perform, as she had always performed, as she must always perform, every day of her life. That is, flawlessly. 

 "I will love him until he is black and blue!" Bloodbyrn dove onto the bed after her lord, and gave the assembled heads of state the performance they were looking for. 

 


 






Chapter the Thirteenth



In which the Ultimate Fiend corrects a Mistake

 



 "I'm sorry." 


 It was the next morning, as much as sunless Skrea had mornings. 


 Even if the sun had shone brilliantly down from a blue sky, no natural light would have illuminated the Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil, who walked the stone bowels of Castle Clouds-Gather, awkward and uncomfortable, in the company of his new First Concubine. 


 "You do not need to say so, my lord." Bloodbyrn favored her lord with a narrow amber squint. Bathed and dressed in what was for her a relatively simple cloak and dress, she walked just a little in front of Freetrick, arms stiff at her sides.


 "Look, it's just…" Freetrick cleared this throat uncomfortably, "It was my first time, and I wasn't expecting…uh," his voice trailed off. There had been a lot he hadn't expected during that ceremony. The zombie battle, for example. But at least he could look back on that battle and take some pride in the fact that he had prevented himself, then Bloodbyrn, then himself again, from becoming a zombie. And they had killed the creepy un-priest guy, which might have been a good thing. No, what was disturbing to Freetrick was every other part of the ceremony.




 "I was surprised," Freetrick tried to explain, "and…um. Well, there was the…uh…that ritual, you did. With…all that blood." 


 The cloak swished. "I see." 


 The silence that followed was the silence that comes right before an earthquake. Freetrick felt the pressure of immense forces and expected something heavy to fall on him. He tried to at least brace himself against a metaphorical door frame. 


 "The first time, though. Thanks for…uh…" He leaned forward, looked into Bloodbyrn's eyes and flinched. "Look, you aren't making this easy." 


 "Oh yes?" her voice creaked with strain, "and easy did you make last night for me, Feerborg?" 


 Freetrick sighed. "I'm just saying that there was a lot of weird…dangerous…weird stuff going on last night, and I—" 


 "Failed miserably," snarled Bloodbyrn and sped up, outpacing him. "Failed, failed the simplest tasks!" 


 "Now wait a second—" 


 "—at every task you were given!" Bloodbyrn continued, "my bloody god knows I gave you little enough to do, and still, my lord, you did not accomplish it." 


 "Oh yes, my day was so striking easy." Freetrick put a foot down and stopped, raising his voice at Bloodbyrn's back. "Oh poor you with your problems choosing the color scheme of the wedding decorations while I was striking tortured for half a day. And stripped naked and drained of a lot of blood—do you know what they did to me?"


 Bloodbyrn stopped ahead of him. "I suspect I do," she said coldly, "since it was I who instructed the servants. Do not forget that the entirety of the wedding preparations fell to me." 


 "And the advice the servants gave me," Freetrick went on, deep in the personal hell of memory, "that horrible combination of torture and striking etiquette class." 


 "Those tutors did not come cheaply!" 


 "Those maps of the human body?" Freetrick shuddered at the memory, "What is wrong with you people?" 


 Bloodbyrn spun around to face him. "Perhaps if my lord had paid attention to those lessons, he would not have performed so poorly in their application." 


 "Fhyeah, no kidding," Freetrick snorted. "If I had paid more attention to the lessons I would've striking run away—" 


 But Bloodbyrn was talking over him, "Does my lord have any idea of the effort I expended? Not only in every minutia of preparation---guest lists, catering, seating arrangement for the witnesses, fending off the attentions of the undead, but I was forced to make all of your preparations as well." She threw her hands up, "Who does my lord think wrote his cue cards, hm? Who at the last minute found my lord had studied none of his part in the ceremony and dictated the bloody script even as my dress was being fitted!" 


 "You could have asked me," said Freetrick, "you could have included me in the planning of my striking wedding." 


 "It was not a wedding!" shrieked Bloodbyrn. "It was an un-marriage! An ancient and sacred custom of this nation, of which you, Feerborg, are king! Well then, why did you not involve yourself?"


 "I did involve myself," protested Freetrick. "All that time you were in the other room with your dad, when I was fighting off minions with scalpels you know what I was doing? Talking to the priest, trying to get him to tell me what the striking hell was going to happen." 


 "Oh?" Bloodbyrn raised an eyebrow. "and what did the Hafdern tell you?" 


 "He told me…well," Freetrick realized he was not going to strengthen his side of the argument, but forged ahead anyway, "he told me he was going to split your belly and spill your hot blood on the stones of the mountain." 


 She sighed. "And of course you did not warn me." 


 "I didn't know he really meant to do it!" said Freetrick, "I thought it was some kind of metaphor…anyway," he protested at her angry headshake, "I told him not to! And anyway, I did save your life like three times when we fought all those zombies." 


 She snorted, "My lord, I am secure in my conviction that if my life had truly been in danger, I would have noticed." 


 "Wha—" Freetrick sputtered, as Bloodbyrn went on. 


 "Feerborg, my lord, your protestations are unnecessary. Actually, your actions last night do you credit," her voice cracked over the word, as if it proved harder to say than she had thought, "…credit, as I say, if nothing else. May your blood be drained from you slowly!" The look she fixed on him was so full of venom that Freetrick expected it to dissolve his head and the stone wall behind it. 


 "Uh, Bloodbyrn?" he said, "what are you talking about?" 


 Freetrick flinched back as Bloodbyrn shrieked, leapt forward, and whipped out her little black knife. The flinch then turned into a confused twitch as she turned the blade on herself and sent a red spray flying out from her slashed left palm. The air filled with little particles of blood, which oddly, instead of falling, hung in the air like a red mist. 


 The mist vibrated. Freetrick's teeth buzzed with it, but before he could complain, Bloodbyrn was shouting at him. 


 "Enough posturing! Enough playacting, by my god and all his blood! Enough." She leveled a finger at him, "You made an excellent attempt my lord, but allow me this moment of gloating in privacy. Are you upset your scheme did not proceed as intended? Hm? Answer me." Bloodbyrn was very nearly succeeding at a light bantering tone of voice, but her consonants had taken on an edge that could slice silk. 


 Freetrick eyed the buzzing red cloud them uneasily, "Bloodbyrn, I have no idea what you are talking about."


 "Oh, my lord, I think you do." The edge slid further out, glimmering like a frozen razor. "after all, you forced me to perform for nearly two hours." 


 Bloodbyrn's voice grew colder and sharper with each word. Freetrick recalled the word-magic experiments in refrigeration, temperatures that turned the very air into brittle glass. 


 "Well, perform I did, flawlessly, before my father and all the dark lords of Castle Clouds-Gather. Did it surprise you, my lord, when I could carry on without any help at all from you? How I could fool them into thinking we indeed consummated my concubinage?" 


 "Bloodbyrn—" 


 "Only how is it that you did it, my lord?" Now her voice had reached the temperature that levitated metallic objects. Much further and she would get to the theoretical point of no temperature at all, when things either ceased to exist, teleported to another universe, or exploded. "Tell, me, please. Merely to satisfy my curiosity. How did you remain flaccid?"


 "How did I" Freetrick blinked, "---what?" 


 The slap that followed did not terrify Freetrick because it was bullwhip-strong and overflowing with rage, but because he could sense how much she was holding back. 


 "How did you resist me?" Bloodbyrn's amber eyes nearly glowed with fury, "how could you lie there" a lower eyelid twitched "…limp! While all my skills and energies were directed at you? How was it that you resisted the call of my flesh?" 


 "Bloodbyrn," stammered Freetrick, "I didn't do anything!" 


 "Exactly!" she raged. "You did nothing! You did not complete the consummation! So then are you damaged? Castrated? Diseased?" 


 "No!" 


 "What then? Tell me, or may the god of blood send his serpents to replace your lymph with venom!" 


 "Bloodbyrn I didn't want to!" The echoes thudded between the buzzing inside of the dome of blood vapor.


 "You didn't…want to?" Bloodbyrn repeated incredulously. "Of course you wanted to." 


 "I couldn't!" said Freetrick. "How could I? You were cutting me! And the whips! And all those guys watching! And the striking manacles! And strike it out I'd just killed like three zombies! And the look on your face—" He stopped himself. 


 Bloodbyrn had looked good naked---very good---but Freetrick couldn't even close his eyes and visualize her without cringing in associative fear. In Freetrick's experience, every time Bloodbyrn looked sexy, something bad happened to him, and he had a pretty strong impression that that was the way she liked it. She was clearly trying to drive him insane. And she was succeeding. 


 "My lord…" Freetrick had through Bloodbyrn's voice terrified him when it plunged to absolute zero, then when it boiled. Now it was wavering between the two."My lord," She sublimated, "you babble. You refuse to grant me the answer I request." Her voice firmed, but the blood suspended in the air around them bubbled and stank. "Does my lord play a game of tactics with me? Does he withhold valuable information?" She stepped up to him, seeming to tower, although her nose was just level with his sternum. "How were you not enflamed by me to your very marrow? Tell me! Necromantic magics? Some sort of Do-Gooder counter-erotic? A debilitating illness or birth defect you have so far kept hidden? How could I not arouse you?"


 Freetrick's head whipped back as he instinctively recoiled from the blow, and he nearly toppled off his feet when she didn't actually try to hit him. Instead, Bloodbyrn's chin and shoulders had curled in toward her chest. She drew her hands up over her mouth as blood rained out of the air around them, and the dominatrix of lower Joublournie and Carnivé, heir to the Clot of Torture, and first consort of the Despot of Skrea sniffed wetly. "What have I done wrongly?"


 The hand Freetrick put on her shoulder shocked him almost as much as it seemed to shock her. Bloodbyrn jerked it away with a snarl. "The vulnerability I am displaying is merely a ruse to motivate you to reveal privileged information to aid me in your destruction," she mumbled into her hands, "and not at all a… loss of emotional…" She sniffed again, "control." Her eyes came up to glare at him over her hands. "Idiot." 


 Freetrick opened his mouth, closed it, and kicked his brain into action. What was Bloodbyrn actually upset about? Okay, he hadn't had sex with her. In front of witnesses. After a zombie battle. But how could she be this angry about that? 


 Strike it out, she was glaring at him. Freetrick shuffled frantically through possible responses. "Bloodbyrn," he said. "Look. Uh, some things are sexy. And some things are…horrifying. And you don't—you don't striking mix them!" 


 She blinked. "Do not be ridiculous, of course we do." 


 Aha. Of course they did. "Fine," said Freetrick, "maybe unholy-undead-blood-smeared…striking…weird sado-masochism does it for you guys in Skrea, but not for me, okay?" 


 "Does not 'do it?'" Bloodbyrn shook her head, "merciless one grant me strength, my lord, do not descend into your impenetrable Rationalist patois, but instead endeavor to utilize the clearest and most cogent modes of expression of which you are capable." 


 "True words, Bloodbyrn!" Freetrick hissed, "I didn't like the sex! It wasn't sexy! It was weird! It didn't arouse me. It's wasn't…nice for me, okay?" 


 "Nice? Nice? Oh…oh" At first Freetrick thought Bloodbyrn was sobbing, but then as she lifted her face and he saw the grin, he leaned back. "Tempest above me. My lord and master has a tenderness fetish. That is…" And the ice-razors snapped back into place with a nearly audible clang, "unbelievable." Very delicately, a knife-edged fingernail scooped the tears from the corner of each eye. There was not a smudge to her makeup. 


 "I'm sorry—" 


 "I do not care for my lord's apologies at this time! I wish to say…ugh!" She threw her hands up toward the blood mist over them, "how is it possible that my lord's behavior consistently surpasses my least expectations. Even as I revise them downwards, you find new ways to disappoint me! No, do not interrupt me again, Feerborg." 


 Freetrick closed his mouth. 


 "Well I give not half a lizard's carcass for your perverse tastes," she said. "We shall consume our relationship. Today." 



Today? Freetrick's horror briefly overtopped his manners. "True words no! Uh…" he backed away from Bloodbyrn, "I mean…I have work to do, Bloodbyrn." 


 "What work?" she demanded. 


 "I have interviews with the dark lords." It was even true. 


 "Again this nonsense? Please do me the favor of allowing me to express the many ways in which my lord's choice of actions causes me distress."


 She then looked up at Freetrick, who spread his hands, "Go ahead." 


 Bloodbyrn gestured and the blood rained out of the air around them. It left a hot coppery stink in the air. "My lord," she said, voice once again composed, "were circumstances otherwise I would embrace the desire of the Despot of Skrea to engage in some therapeutic sadism," she said, "but I must insist that now is in no way the time for such frivolities. We—you and I, my lord, have much to discuss. Much to do. Much," she glanced at remains of the blood mist on the floor around them, "to be witnessed doing. So, we shall take the next secret doorway on the left—" she indicated a portrait on the corridor wall. One of the yellow eyes glaring from its cut-out sockets winked saucily. "—and thence make our ways to my private chambers, where I keep a collection of certain tools, unguents, and visual aids with which I can, I am sure, aid my lord in overcoming his difficulties." 


 Freetrick was getting good at talking with Bloodbyrn. Usually, he could guess what she was about to say as she started talking, and by the time her sentence was over, he could put together a pretty good response. Plus he barely shuddered at all with revulsion as the last part of her statement processed. 


 "You know, what, Bloodbyrn?" Freetrick looked down and met his wife's eyes. "I'm the king of Skrea. I have work to do. So we're going to have to put all of this…" he flapped his hands, "relationship stuff on hold while I work on stopping this country from striking exploding and killing us all."


 "My lord, time, is short!" Bloodbyrn grasped his arm. "And we must attempt again to couple at once!" she glanced around, cast a distrustful glance at the yellow-eyed portrait, and shrugged. "Here. If my chambers are inconveniently located, I know of a well-secured room in this corridor. We must only clear out the goblins, and then—" 


 "Bloodbyrn, later!" he yanked his arm away from her, "I have work to do. Work at being the king." 


 "Oh, nonsense, my lord." Bloodbyrn gestured as if swatting away a particularly annoying bee. "My lord's work is here, with me, and nothing is of greater importance." 


 "No," said Freetrick, "it isn't. The interviews—" 


 "Interviews? Foolishness!" 


 Freetrick gritted his teeth, fighting hard to keep his voice level. "It's my job, Bloodbyrn." 


 "Pardon me, but my lord seems to be laboring under a great misapprehension about the nature of his duties as Despot of Skrea. He sits upon the throne. He orders people killed or mutated. My lord's duties and obligations pertain to the Vile Halls, the Dark Synod, the Villainous Council, and…and…" chromed bracelets sparkled as she threw up her hands, "and participating in the community of the aristocracy of your kingdom! And I might add incidentally ensuring the succession with your First Concubine, although" she whispered at him, "my lord's preferences and, more to the point, I think, his capabilities in that direction are already well-established." 


 "No. Bloodbyrn, I am not here to play stupid aristocratic games." He overrode her response, "strike it out, if none of you are going to do your striking jobs, everything has to rest on me. Somebody has to run this striking country!" 


 Bloodbyrn's face drew back, eyes going blank for a moment. "Ah?" Then, to Freetrick's utter bafflement, her red-coated lips twisted in bemusement. "What, does my lord think being a dark lord of Evil involves pushing paper around a desk all day?" 


 Well, his desk was made of human scapulae, but Freetrick got the thrust of Bloodbyrn's argument. "Bloodbyrn, I don't know how the other kings of Skrea did things, but I can't imagine that they spent all their time dueling and intriguing." 


 "They most certainly did so." She stepped back, "we most certainly do so." 


 "So who runs Skrea?" 


 "Why, us of course," Bloodbyrn's brows drew back down, "my lord makes absolutely no sense." 


 Freetrick felt like screaming. Were they speaking different languages? He held his hands out as if to grasp Bloodbyrn and force her to understand what he was trying to say. 


 "Bloodbyrn, if the aristocracy does nothing but waste time, who does the work of the government? Who…like, orders the bread? Who sets the tax rates? Who makes sure the castle doesn't fall down around us?"


 Aubergine highlights slid across her dark curls as Bloodbyrn shook her head, "all that? That is not ruling. Those matters are not those with which a dark aristocrat concerns himself. My lord speaks of tedious minutiae." 


 "Tedious?" said Freetrick, "Bloodbyrn, we'd be dead in a week if those sorts of things weren't constantly being…" his voice slowed as finally, finally, the missing cog snapped into place and the crankshaft in his mind began to turn "taken…care…of!" He smacked himself on the forehead, "True Words how could I have been so stupid? Somebody is running Skrea, it just isn't the people I thought it was…burning libraries, those interviews! I have to cancel them!" 


 "Yes, exactly my…" Bloodbyrn began, "where is my lord going?" 


 He turned around. "Thanks for your help, Bloodbyrn, but I really have to—" 


 The little heel hooked around his ankle, overbalanced him, and then she was somehow on top of chest, pressing down as Freetrick's ass thumped hard against the floor of the corridor. 


 "No. Enough of this. As my lord himself said, he has work to do. I am in accordance, but he is only mistaken about its nature." She leaned down over her knee, still pressing the now supine Freetrick's chest against the floor. "Your duty, Feerborg, is to induce conception of your first child with me. After that, you may do as you will and be damned for it, but I will take you here on this cold floor to ensure I get what is mine." Bloodbyrn's knife flicked out. She squinted at his armor and bared her teeth. "Now hold still." 


 In the few seconds it took for Freetrick's spinning brain to interpret exactly what Bloodbyrn intended, she had smeared a bloody handprint across the armor that covered his chest and body. There was a moment of intense cold, then a vibration like teeth grinding together and Freetrick's armor cracked down the middle like an eggshell. 


 "Yes! Excellent!" Red drops pattered down as Bloodbyrn lifted her bleeding hand over her head. Her teeth still bared, her eyes still gleaming orange, the Ultimate Fiend's not-quite-yet First Concubine flicked the hand and Freetrick's blood-stained undergarments ripped themselves off him. "Remain still." The hand came down again as Bloodbyrn kneeled to straddle Freetrick's now horribly vulnerable torso. Nimble fingers and thumb scribbled lines and whorls of crimson on Freetrick's shivering skin. "This need only take moments." 


 At the time, Freetrick felt as if he understood everything in one flash of clarity. Only later did he have the time and energy to think about it and thank his Rationalist education for the magic of syllogisms. What Freetrick thought was this: 



Major premise: Bloodbyrn really wants to have sex with me, although she obviously doesn't particularly like me. 



Minor premise: Girls who really want to have sex with men they don't like generally have ulterior motives. 


 a. Considering Bloodbyrn's father, her political affiliations and mine, the nature of Sangboise blood-magic, and the fact that she apparently has to draw all over me with blood every time she tries… 



Conclusion: Truth help me, I have to stop her hand!


 Freetrick's fingers, enclosed in un-bloodied and therefore still very much armored gauntlets, closed over her slender wrist and wrenched it across his chest. Heat and cold flashed and the blood lines clotted, then blackened. 


 With all of his strength, Freetrick yanked Bloodbyrn sideways by her arm. Then he got his other hand and his feet planted, and surged upward. 


 Brittle armor clattered against the ground as the Ultimate Fiend rose to tower above his not-quite First Concubine. Black mist crashed in the air around him and his eyes flashed lightning. 


 "Bloodbyrn!" Violent, electrical harmonics surged under Freetrick's voice. His left hand still gripped her right, but now he pushed her arm back, squashed it up against her heaving chest. "I will not be manipulated by you again. Now you listen to me…"


 "Yes?" she said, "and what will my lord order me to do?" She was breathing fast, teeth still bared, lips wet, eyes wide and exulting. 


 Freetrick jerked back from her, his fingers spasming away from hers. Burn and strike out striking Sangboise blood-magic! What the struck-out hell had he been about to do? 


 "Bloodbyrn," said Freetrick again, as her face fell, "no." 


 "Why not?" her cry was half agony, half anger. 


 Freetrick gritted his teeth, "No more games, Bloodbyrn. I know what you're trying to do." 


 "You understand nothing!" She exploded, "That ceremony was imperative, imperative! Agh!" She fumed, "My lord, I confess I am at the end of my wits in my endeavors to solve this problem. I must prod you, I must threaten every time your action was called for. In every instance, when I issue my command, you balk, you answer back, you ask why?" Bloodbyrn glared up at him with eyes like soldering torches. "Is that what our relationship is to be? Will you ever simply obey me?" 


 "Oh, Bloodbyrn…" Her voice was so wracked with emotion that it took Freetrick a moment to actually process what she said. "Wait. No!" he spoiled princess actually looked surprised. "No, I won't simply obey you, Bloodbyrn. That's not how this works. If this were a Rationalist marriage…" I never would have gotten involved, he mentally continued, but strove to make his point, "…we would be partners. We would discuss things, we'd work together." 


 "Then allow me to point out that as we are not currently in the happy nation of The Rationalist Union—" 


 "No kidding, Bloodbyrn." Freetrick let his voice fall as the realization clicked into place, "we're in Skrea." 


 Aha. From the look on her face, Bloodbyrn realized the point too, but Freetrick continued anyway. "I'm king here. And as far as I've been able to find out, the king doesn't have to do what anyone says, least of all his concubine." Bloodbyrn's furious snarl had been replaced with something a little more hesitant, a little more afraid, and Freetrick found he liked the change. "In fact, officially, we aren't married at all. The concept doesn't legally exist in the Kingdoms of Evil. The title of First Concubine traditionally respected, but that's just custom." Custom forged, he was sure, by generations of brutal and power-mad queens, but that was beside the point. "Officially, I'm in charge." 


 For a second, Bloodbyrn's eyes widened in surprise, but then narrowed back into their habitual shape of sardonic contempt. "Are you? So what does my lord require of me? State a need," she stepped closer to him, "and see if I cannot satisfy it." 


 "All right then," said Freetrick, "go away." 


 Her eyelid twitched. Then, with an expression like badly-set concrete, she turned and stalked away down the corridor. 


 Freetrick leaned against the wall, gasping, his naked chest smeared with blood. Another piece of armor dropped off him with a clang. 


 He closed his eyes and rested his forehead against the wall until gasps slowed down and became breathy, desperate laughter. "Hah! Hah!" 


 There was a noise that might have been a tiny sharp heel striking the stone and a stifled scream of frustration. Either that or she had stepped on an imp. 


 "She went away. Hah!" gasped Freetrick. "If I'd known it was that easy…oh strike me out."


 He collapsed against the wall.


 ***


 "Mr. Skree. Do not ask me about the armor." 


 Mr. Skree's gaze, so bland it would have made boiled white rice seem decadent, slid across the Ultimate Fiend as he sank into his chair-of-bone. 


 "Or about the blood," Freetrick continued. "Or about my striking wedding night. And especially not about my striking…wife?" His gauntlets clattered against his desk. "Oh strike me out." 


 Mr. Skree was silent for a few moments, then cleared his throat with a noise like a dead scarab rattling in a pyramid's cistern. Freetrick was obscurely comforted. "Horrendous morrow, Your Vile Maliciousness." 


 Freetrick clamped down on the hysterical giggle that tried to bubble out of this throat, "Hello yourself, Mr. Skree, good to see you." He coughed, pulled his mind back into order. "Did you schedule the interviews with the dark lords?" 


 "This pitiful suppuration has done so, Malevolence." 


 "Excellent." Freetrick looked brightly up at his chamberlain. "Cancel them." 


 "The itinerary shall be cast into the most molten cracks of Mount Death, Malevolence," Mr. Skree responded immediately, "where they shall be expunged from all mortal memory and rest forever as ashes in the igneous spaces of the Earth." 


 "Oh. Uh, good." Freetrick supposed he shouldn't be surprised. Mr. Skree had decades of experience with serving masters who gripped sanity less firmly than, say, the throats of any servants who displeased them. The laconic monster would probably have reacted the same way if Freetrick had told him to eat the itinerary, or for that matter the people on it. Freetrick hoped that Mr. Skree would obey his new orders with equal aplomb. 


 "Mr. Skree, I have a question for you," Freetrick leaned forward and rested his elbows on the calcareous surface of his desk. "Who actually runs Skrea?" 


 Mr. Skree blinked. Freetrick almost missed it. "This ragged and leprous wastrel cannot fathom the black questions that issue from the toothed maw---" 


 "Yes you can," interrupted Freetrick, "you can understand me perfectly. All the time. And you do everything I ask you to do. And everything I should ask you to do, which is way more useful. You work." He steepled his fingers before him on his bone desk, "and I'm guessing that your colleagues do too." All behind the scenes, never exactly disobeying a stupid or counter-productive order, but still making sure that, every day, in a hundred tiny ways, the nation functioned. "So!" He thumped his hands down on his desk. "Change of plans! I want you to tell me how I can talk to the chamberlains." 


 Mr. Skree blinked again. Freetrick could almost hear the eyelids peeling off his corneas. "May the Unmerciful Punisher cleave the ears from the insufficient skull of this despairing cretin, for they have obviously ceased their functioning, and may the head may then be likewise riven asunder, for this basest of creations has no choice but to beg the Mighty Mountain of Magisterial Morbidity to repeat his most recent debased proclamation." 


 Alliteration. True words. He must have really unsettled the old guy. "You heard me," Freetrick sat back in his chair, "Secretaries. Chamberlains. Seconds-in-command. The guys who don't rank high enough to be invited to parties like the Villainous Council. People like you." 


 Another silence. "By which, if this pathetic excrescence may dare to presume to interpret the rumblings of the Mouth of Wickedness, the Ultimate Fiend refers to the monsters of the Castle?" 


 "Well," said Freetrick, "no, actually. I meant… really? You mean those people are all monsters?" 


 "May the light of truth do nothing to alleviate the darkness of the soul of the Ultimate Fiend." 


 "Monsters! No kidding." Freetrick sat back, thinking. Come to think of it, hadn't DeMacabre and Bloodbyrn been careful to steer him from one human to the next? Not to mention the fact that of the four people at Clouds-Gather Freetrick was fairly certain were not actively planning to kill him, three were monsters. "So, do the monsters have any sort of governing body?"


 "Only in whispered and unconfirmed rumor, Fiend, which name the monsters-above-monsters as: the Cabinet of Horrors."


 "The Cabinet of Horrors," Freetrick repeated to himself. "All right then, Mr. Skree. I want to talk to them." 


 Another pause, then "Pleas for the immediate death of this miserable reprobate would of course fall withered before the uncaring ears and sadistic pleasure of the Ultimate Fiend, but nevertheless must be made on the shallow hope that the Vile Master's torture of his disobedient servant might be shortened to something less than infinite." 


 Disobedient? "Because you can't do what I want?" asked Freetrick, "why not?" 


 "Oh, woe falls like volcanic ash from the eruption of sorrow from the rifts of—" 


 "Why?" Freetrick repeated, "not?" 


 Mr. Skree wheezed. "For low as this humble minion might be when compared to the colossus of towering unholy magnificence that is the Ultimate Fiend, there are those even lower---"


 "Do you mean I'm too high-ranking to meet directly with servants?" 


 "The relative societal stations of the Ultimate Fiend and the lowly monstrosities that squirm in the mires of his realm does present social obstacles that are rarely transgressed," hissed Mr. Skree. 


 Freetrick narrowed his eyes. He had studied the histories of The RU, and more to the point The Nation of Love, and even more to the point Virgin Soil. "You're talking about an oppressed people. You mean I'm the ultimate symbol of the Human Overlord, and I shouldn't present the hand of friendship to the downtrodden servant races." Especially when the servant races in question might possess three-inch fangs. 


 "Afraid of a people's rebellion, Mr. Skree?" The thought occurred: or plotting one? Freetrick squinted up at his chamberlain. How much could he trust the old bat? Not much, but his trust of everyone else he had met in Clouds-Gather ranged from 'less than not at all' to 'burning libraries he's rushing at you with a knife right now!' 


 Compared to DeMacabre or the Undying Priest what-was-his-name, Mr. Skree and the hypothetical huddled masses of the monstrous proletariat looked pretty good. Although perhaps 'look good' wasn't exactly the right phrase. "That's exactly why I need to meet these people. Demonstrate respect."


 Another blink, another pause. Freetrick was probably setting some kind of record for shocking the staff. "But I appreciate the need for secrecy." Freetrick leaned back into his chair, folding his hands behind his head. "Let's say that I want to meet all of the most important monsters in the castle. Secretaries to the dark lords and ladies, aids and chamberlains, captains of guard. Why would I need to meet these people?"


 Mr. Skree opened his mouth. "Oh Supreme Master of---"


 "A review of the troops," Freetrick interrupted. "Or an inspection. Monster audit. Make sure all the…tusks are polished and the tentacles are up to code, I guess."


 Mr. Skree paused, mouth still open. "The pulsating egg-sack that is the mind of the Ultimate Fiend has vomited forth a stream dark progeny that it falls to this lowly worm to identify: a Slaughter Viewing."


 "Maybe…" Freetrick said, trying to ignore the images that the words 'vomit' and 'egg sack' had called up, "what's a Slaughter Viewing?" 


 "Oh Terrible Curser of Beauty and Love, Your weeping servant implores You to twist your Ear in the direction of this historical lamentation."


 "You get one more sentence, Skree, and then I'm going to stop listening."


 Mr. Skree took a deep breath. "In the Years of Nadir, when clutching talons of the mighty Skrean Empire had attained their greatest reach, it was the vile and malicious habit of those who gleefully rained torment upon the masses of conquered peoples, to rejoice in this torment, which they administered---"


 "One more clause, Mr. Skree, and I will throw you out of my office."


 Eyelids like parchment flickered. "…to observe the monsters they had made devouring their slaves, to bathe in the blood that rained down, and generally enjoy themselves, Malevolence."


 "Okay…" Freetrick said, thinking. "Let's say we schedule a Slaughter Viewing." He stood up. "As soon as possible. Say this afternoon. Everyone thinks I'm going to watch these monsters rip up prisoners, but I'll actually be talking to them. I like it. Okay." He placed his hands palm down on the desk. "Make it so, Mr. Skree


 The chamberlain bobbed in a dangling bow. "If this lurching horror thought the Ultimate Fiend capable of the emotion, assurances of trust would now be forthcoming."


 That sounded like 'Leave it to me.' Freetrick smiled, feeling better than he had in days. "That would be so great, Mr. Skree." He sighed, winced as he plucked off his pince nez, and massaged the bridge of his nose. "Ugh. You do that. I'm gonna…have something to eat." 


 The cook had managed a very nice soup yesterday, made of what they assured Freetrick was mushrooms. "Then I need to take a nap. So just wake me up an hour before the meeting, okay?" He began to rise.


 Mr. Skree coughed.


 Freetrick stopped, his butt half-way out of the chair. "What, Mr. Skree."


 "This…abject and utterly miserable servant," said Mr. Skree. "Would never dare to presume to advise the Reviler of Softer Emotions."


 Freetrick sat back down. "What, Mr. Skree."


 "Surely the Nameless Darkness that lurks in the Shadows of all Human Souls has simply forgotten, the orders lost in the crowded and necrotic labyrinth of his fiendish brain, to summon the wardrobe goblins to prepare him."


 Freetrick felt cold. "Prepare me for what?"


 "And likewise," Mr. Skree rasped, "the Core of the Volcano, pondering as He does the great and everlasting evils that would rend asunder the mentalities of mortal men, has temporarily mislaid the news from the spies that line the very corridors of His lair and abode, this, the Castle Clouds-Gather."


 Freetrick pinched the bridge of his nose again. "God of words I am too tired for this. You're telling me I should have installed spies in the walls of the castle?"


 "Surely this is a test, and regardless of the answer, this sack of spoiled cartilage shall be ripped in twain," said Mr. Skree. "Of course, the spies are already installed."


 "Uh huh," said Freetrick. "And what is it they told you I should prepare for?"


 "Ah, the fiendish test continues, for of course the Constructor of Malicious Engines of Doom is already fully cognizant of the fact that the Dark Lord his Vileness the Duke DeMacabre, accompanied by his daughter, the Dark Lady her Vileness Bloodbyrn DeMacabre currently approach, black of purpose and wrathful of expression."



Freetrick closed his eyes. He allowed himself a full second of safe darkness, and a single murmured curse: "burning libraries." 




Then he was out of his chair. "What are we waiting for? We need to get the struck-out hell out of here!" 




"Where---" began Mr. Skree.



"Anywhere! The Vile Halls! With you! Got to tell those damn monsters to meet with me. Wardrobe Goblins!" Freetrick shouted at the walls. 




Mr. Skree allowed himself his most pointed blink yet. "Malevolence, this servant's ligaments may be---"



"And they probably will!" Freetrick thrust out his arms as the walls disgorged a horde of goblins. "Yup. Got to go. Can't stay around here."



"Malevolence---"



"Shut up, Mr. Skree." Freetrick tried not to twitch as the little creatures dragged a new outfit over his body. "I'm going with you and that's final."



"It is beyond the purview of this…" Mr. Skree's face twitched as he tried to speak quickly and maintain proper deference at the same time, "…this deliquescing lump of pestilence…to…" 




But Freetrick was already out the door. 




"May the…Malevolence…safety---"



"Mr. Skree, I just left his daughter weeping in a hallway." Freetrick grimaced as the last pieces of armor clicked into position over his chest and shoulders. The wardrobe goblins leaped off him to skitter into the darkness of the portrait hall. "Nothing in the Vile Halls could be less safe than meeting DeMacabre right now." 




***



Mr. Skree hung for a moment, gazing out at the swirling mist where his Malevolence had been. Alone aside from the departing wardrobe goblins, the Chamberlain of the Ultimate Fiend closed his colorless eyes. Then he opened them again. 




"Summon Commander Skystarke to the side of his Malevolence," he hissed at the goblins. "And tell him to bring twice the normal contingent of ogres."



"Has he done something stupid again?" Asked one of the goblins.



Mr. Skree closed his eyes and opened them. "Yes," he said. Then, "Send word to the servants of the Dark Prince Feerix. Make sure they drop the correct hints. Last time he ended up on the other side of the castle."



The goblin bowed and vanished into a hole in the wall.



Mr. Skree permitted himself an expression. Only a small one. Then, fingers and toes scrabbling over the ceiling, he rushed off to, yet again, protect the his master from certain death.


 ***


 The border of the Kingdoms of Evil hit Istain Scander like a lead pipe to the back of the head. 

 "Burning libraries!" He gasped. Then he set his jaw against the pain and asked the question he had been waiting to ask for the last 60 hours. "Madene…are you still there?" 

 His mouth and lips moved, "Stop gritting your teeth, Istain." 

 "Burning libraries." It felt like an orca was chewing on his skull. Istain's little glider wobbled as he fought the urge of vomit, then wobbled more as he lost the fight. 

 "Stink it out, Istain!" Madene said through his mouth. "Gross! It got on my hand!" She let go of the handle-bar in front of him and wiped his hand on his tunic. "What's wrong with you all of a sudden?" 

 "We just passed into Skrea," Istain mumbled. He took the hand back and put it on the handle bar, so they wouldn't go spiraling to their deaths. "I guess this must be some effect of…ow…gibberish." Chomp went the orca. "Some effect of Skrean magic on…you know, you." 

 "Really?" Madene raised his eyebrows, "No. That's not right, because I don't feel anything." 

 Istain gulped down his rising gorge, "And you clearly haven't gone away." There, the pain was finally lessening. Istain's vision cleared and his stomach settled, leaving behind the familiar gray fog of depression. "No offense, but I was hoping you would get the hell out of my brain." 

 Istain almost vomited again as his mouth shut, his diaphragm convulsed, and Madene snorted through his nose. "The High Maiden wouldn't have done this to me if she thought I would disappear at the border." 

 Likely not. People that power mad don't hold onto their positions unless they're also smart. There was a brief flicker of fury, but it dissolved, and Istain only felt tired. "Why haven't you disappeared?" Istain said bitterly to the air in front of him.

 Through the utter misery of the last several days, Istain had only been able to drag himself forward with the vague hope that Madene might disappear from his mind as he crossed out of the Virgin Mother's magical domain. Then, maybe, he would be able to turn around and go back to help Selene. It wasn't much of a hope, but it had been something. Now Istain wondered whether he shouldn't just lean forward, fly into the desert below, and be done with it. 

 "Istain," Madene's invasive personality forced his mouth to say, "I know you're going through a lot, but so am I. Let's not whine about it, okay?" 

 "Ha, Yeah." Istain laughed bitterly, "You're actually going through exactly the same things as me. That's sort of the problem." He stared down at the gray rocks and dust rolling by far below. If he drove himself into those rocks, he would take Madene's copy out with him, and he might at least have some chance of foiling the High Maiden's plans in Skrea. If only he didn't have Selene to worry about. 


Selene…

 Madene took a deep breath with his lungs. "Istain, you're not helping the situation. Just accept it, okay? I don't like it, either, but I've accepted it." 


Said the squatter to the rightful owner of the house, when he came back from vacation to find this hairy vagrant peeing on his couch. The unfairness of it would have taken Istain's breath away if Madene wasn't already using it to speak with. 

 "We have a mission in Skrea," Madene continued, "a mission to stop the war that's coming." 

 Anger flickered through the clouds of despair. "Oh yes," said Istain, "because the High Psychotic Maiden Kadene is all about stopping wars and helping people. Yeah, she's just a big fuzzy softy under that layer of ice-cold, rock-hard crazy." True Words, he wished he had that bitch's neck between his hands. Istain's knuckles whitened on the handlebar of the glider as he imagined vertebrae cracking. 

 "You don't need to be so negative about the High Maiden, Istain." 


 Istain almost laughed at that--- proof, if any more was needed, that Madene couldn't read his thoughts. 


 "Madene," Istain tried, once again. "why?"


 "Why what, Istain?" She sighed as if the question bored her. 


 "Why…" he breathed at the voice between his ears, "the fuck did you help her do this to us?"

 "I told you before, Istain," she answered, "Selene was just using you. She was a---"

 "Traitor, yes," Istain caught the word as it passed through his mouth and held onto control, "you told me that. Because obviously there's no other reason a girl would want anything to do with me---"

 "Calm down Istain! You're making our heart race."

 Our heart? Istain wanted to scream, our heart?! But Madene held onto control of their throat and mouth like a violent psychosis. 

 "True words, Istain," Madene said through his mouth, "I am sick of you." 

 "You're sick of me? You're sick of me?" Somewhere under the thick clouds of his depression, lightning flared. "Strike you out, Madene. You are an invader in my gibbering mind! You say you have the same problems as me? Well can you feel the…striking visceral agony every time I think about Selene. Do you feel that too, Madene, huh? Do you feel my heart squeeze shut when I imagine what your struck-out gibbering bitch of a High Maiden is—"

 Then came one of those horrible moments when Madene interrupted him and his mouth tried to say two words at the same time. Spit went up Istain's nose and he bit his tongue hard. And all he could do about it was shut up and let Madene have her say, because she never backed down. 

 Back on the ground, Istain had actually passed out once when an argument with his own vocal chords had caused him to hyperventilate. If the same thing happened while he was piloting the hang-glider…well wouldn't that just be hilarious. 

 "I could have been inducted as a full Warrior Maiden, Istain. Did you know that?" Madene used his mouth to say. "But you took me away from that." Her voice broke, and Istain was shocked and disgusted to find his eyes prickling with her tears. "If you'd been thinking with your head instead of your gonads, you would known Selene for the traitor she was. Then the High Maiden wouldn't have had to do this to me to control you. See it now?" 

 For a moment Istain was too shocked to speak. She had been preparing to turn traitor! That whole thing in the tent…Madene had helped the High Maiden do what she had done to him and Selene. "You stupid gibbering selfish bitch." Istain breathed. 

 "Don't you dare judge me!" she cried out of his mouth. "You don't know anything!" 

 "I know what you and your gibbering High Maiden did to Selene!" Istain couldn't even tell whose emotions he was feeling any more. But at least it was something aside from the terrible, crushing blankness of the last few days. Now, at last, Istain could get angry over the disaster that Madene had made of his life. 

 "Stink it, Istain, you---"

 He took one hand off the handlebar and slapped himself hard across the cheek. 

 "Shut up, Madene! Do you know what they do to Warrior Maidens who screw up? Because of you, Selene's either been raped by one of Kadene's thugs, doomed to be a slave for the rest of her life…or gibbering dead. And I'm, I'm…gibber." Istain found he could not continue. Well, fine. Now Madene had her chance to defend herself and her commander. Then he would kill her. He would fly into the ground and erase the poisonous little bitch from his gray matter. 

 A shiver ran down his body, and Istain took a moment to realize the sensation was from Madene. She was trembling. 


 "Istain…I'm sorry about Selene." 


 For a moment, Istain experienced rage more intense than any emotion he had ever felt before. It actually literally blinded him. 


 "You don't get to be sorry!" His voice echoed off the ground far below them. "You don't striking get to apologize for what you did to her. What you did, Madene! You destroyed her striking life!" 

 "I didn't, Istain," she said, squeezing shut his eyes. "I didn't." 

 "Don't you dare—" then his tongue went numb. Fine. Let her wrestle with him until they both striking suffocated. Istain squeezed his mouth shut until spots swam in front of his eyes and his hands started to tingle. She was pounding his hand against his chest. He gasped out a breath, and she turned it into words. 

 "Istain…Istain, I'm sorry." Madene said, "I made this decision about my life, but I didn't realize...I didn't know you and Selene really…I'll make it up to you. I don’t know how, but…"

 "Can you get out of my head?" Istain grated.


 "No."


 "Can you destroy the Virgin Soil government?"


 "No, Istain. I'm being serious."


 And Istain blinked because he realized he was being serious too.


 Tear down the High Maiden? Save Selene? But how? What could he do? He was a nobody, a college student. A college student currently tapped by the government to fly into an enemy nation and do high-level negotiations with its dictator. The dictator, his best friend. His best friend, with a horde of gibbering monsters at his fingertips. And a border with Virgin Soil. And the High gibbering Maiden Kadene sitting right on that border.

 Oh. Oh, yes.

 Madene tried to speak through his clenched teeth. Then as his jaw muscles relaxed, "Istain, I'm sorry." She said again. 

 "Me too," Istain whispered. And he steered the onward. Toward Freetrick, and his monstrous armies. 


 ***


 The Vile Halls had changed utterly.


 Oh, the décor was still all the same. There were the lava canals running down the middle of the halls, the ceilings vaulting into murky vastness above, the flamboyantly horrible statuary. But the people… 


 "Mr. Skree," Freetrick murmured, "did we come here at rush-hour?" 


 "What, oh Least Kind of all despots?" Mr. Skree's head hung in place while his little body scrambled under the door lintel and fastened itself to a torch bracket on the wall. 


 "It's just the Vile Halls seem busier than last time," said Freetrick, looking out at bustling thoroughfare, "a lot busier." Busier and somehow more businesslike, more organized. Freetrick permitted himself a small spark of optimism. Were his reforms already working? 


 Mr. Skree's face took on the mildly constipated expression he got when he was trying to think of a way to contradict his master. Before he could formulate it, Skystarke broke in. 
"These Vile Halls are no more lively than use-you-all, fiend. Unceasing indeed is the work of Evil!" 


 "But…" Freetrick response trailed off as he looked around himself. He could see people doing work, clerks and couriers darting around big porters, all moving purposefully. There were only a few of the ridiculously dressed idiots he remembered from previous visits, strutting about like… "Ah-hah." 


 Freetrick understood. It was as if his eyes had refocused. Before the castle's corridors had been filled with a gaudy parade of human officials over a shadowy background of ill-defined monsters. 


 Now, though, what Freetrick saw, not monsters, but dozens, possibly hundreds, of people; strangely shaped men and women going about their business, trying to avoid the lethal attention of the merciless dark aristocracy. There was a functioning government here. It was just that Feerborg the Ultimate Fiend wasn't a part of it. 


 "Malevolence," Mr. Skree said as Freetrick stepped forward into the throng, "alien as the concepts of duty and stewardship should be to any true servant of evil, this shambles of an individual must once again dare to advise the Ultimate Fiend to stay out of these Vile Halls."


 "If you're trying to push me back into DeMacabre's clutches, Mr. Skree, I'm not interested."


 "This servant will commit painful and bloody suicide for this audacious presumption," the chamberlain hissed, but Freetrick was already walking away from the door. 


 "Come on," he said. "I've got you, I've got Skystarke. I've got all those damn ogres you insisted we bring." He strode into the midst of the monsters and the dark aristocrats.


 Who noticed him. 


 There was a murmuring in the Vile Halls, as of trapped ghosts. 


 Freetrick stopped. Movement began again among the people in the huge chamber. Some figures disappeared while others began to drift forward. 


 "Skystarke," Freetrick spoke softly, his lips barely moving as his eyes tracked back and forth, "why is everybody staring at me?" 


 "They-ah many possibilities," said Skystarke, "few of them positive." 


 "Thank the Tempest above that few things in Skrea are ever positive," came the sanctimonious hiss from Mr. Skree. 


 "I agree," said Freetrick, "but I can't just pop my head in and leave. I have to demonstrate I'm not a weak ruler. Plus this might be a good opportunity to…" truth help him, "mingle." 


 There were definitely a lot of people to mingle with. A real crowd was accreting around him. Most looked completely shocked to see him, which was odd. Freetrick addressed the closest, a woman he remembered from the Villainous Council. 


 "Hello, I mean, horrendous morrow, dark lady…uh" 


 "Her Fiendishness the Dark Princess Balkbright, daughter of His Fiendishness Teirchoke the Jaded, Despot Noggor…" Mr. Skree's sepulchral whisper tickled Freetrick's ear. "Malevolence, given the current political situation, this servant suggests that we leave immediately."


 "Balkbright." Freetrick finished, ignoring Mr. Skree. He remembered her now, and was glad to see she was wearing something much less revealing than last time. "Um. Then he saw her expression. "Anything wrong?" 


 "M-malevolence," she stuttered, "are you sure you should be out in…in these circumstances?" 


 "Sorry?" said Freetrick. He glanced at Mr. Skree, hoping for some subtle nonverbal advice. What he got was a glimpse of a face that looked like it had spent the last forty days soaking in a bath of natron. "…uh." He said, quickly turning back to Balkbright. " Should I…not be?" 


 "I must go!" The woman ducked her head and began to edge away. "My father sends his regards!" 


 "Weird…" said Freetrick. 


 "Snarl!"


 Freetrick jumped and turned to see "Her Wickedness the Dark Ignoble Lady Blightbog, daughter of His Wickedness Wrathnath Despot Nghakhor," Mr. Skree supplied. 


 She was standing at his shoulder, much too close, completely ignoring Skystarke's six-inch teeth. Freetrick couldn't help noticing that her outfit had way too much material around the shoulders and hips, and not nearly enough on the front. "My lord!" she said with devilish enthusiasm, "how utterly horrible to see you! Surprising though it is…are you here to see me, I wonder?" 


 "Well, no" Freetrick's surprised sense of chivalry prodded him, "that is, I had no reason to expect…uh, you presence, but I am of course glad to see you, Lady…" 


 "Blightbog," murmured Mr. Skree. 


 "Blightbog," said Freetrick. "Uh. How are you?" 


 "Much better now, my lord," she said, twirling a black tress and smiling. "We were just speaking of my lord's," she grinned wickedly, "new circumstances, and then he appears, as if by black magic! Surely the dark stars are in alignment with my destiny today. Now," she leaned closer, and Freetrick's eyes followed the way her breasts shifted against her chitinous armor, "come with me, my lord, and I shall give you what you are looking for." 


 In his defense, Freetrick would later say that yes, he knew something was wrong about that comment, but the whole situation was too strange, too distracting, happening to striking quickly for him to get a grip on what was going on. His response to Bogblight, if he even made one, was scarcely coherent, but that didn't matter since dozens of nobles, most of them female, were now clustered around him like groupies surrounding a movie star. This was far worse than anything Freetrick had experienced before in Clouds-Gather. Only the presence of Skystarke and the four towering ogres stopped the crowd from picking him up and dragging him away. And if he had had a few moments to think, Freetrick's thoughts might have gotten farther than: why is everyone so surprised to see me?



 "I do not like this," grated Skystarke's voice in his ear. "If his Malevolence would release a fiendish ordah to have this crowd dispah-ssed, it would be my pleashah to carry it out!" 


 Freetrick frowned and shook his head. Without any magic to shield them, these monsters were in no position to force the human nobles to do anything they did not want to. Having his bodyguards clear the crowd would be functionally the same as Freetrick simply waving his arms around and shouting, 'I am the king! Please go away!' And hoping everyone would agree. Come to think of it, despite Skystarke's bravado, what good would a monster bodyguard ever do in Clouds-Gather, unless— 


 Bogblight opened her mouth to complain or—who knew—bite him, but was pushed aside by another woman---"The dark lady Squeezevein, daughter of Strakhblargle Despot Dewmnor,"---who began talking even before Bogblight had finished clawing at her. 


 "…seem much more interesting, my lord." Freetrick recognized her from the Villainous Council, so he was not completely shocked when Squeezevein's tongue extended just a little too much before it licked her lips and retreated. "I was biding my time here for my father and Despot Hlirghor, but you, my lord, are much more interesting." Her hair blew up from her head, as if caught in a never ceasing updraft. Tiny metal rings marched around the perimeters of both her ears, and her lips, fingernails, and eyebrows were blood red. Resting between her upthrust breasts, a finger length human figure in bronze writhed in frozen agony. "How excited I was to hear your news this morning, my lord." 


 Another woman, hair dyed magenta, with the skull of a mutated monster dripping off her head and a black eye patch that Freetrick hoped was only decorative, stepped toward him. A high-collared black cloak spread over her shoulders, then parted predictably over her breasts. 


 "Dark Lady Gobreen, Wrathnag's daughter," announced Mr. Skree. 


 "You, my lord, must leave with at least one of us." 


 "Me, for example," said Bogblight, darting an envenomed glance at Gobreen. 


 "I'm sorry ladies, but I…uh…" Well, here was one good aspect to being married to Bloodbyrn. "My concubine," said Freetrick with relief, "would kill me." 


 There was a chorus of giggles, silvery and edged as a drawn dagger. 


 "Fiend," whispered Skystarke, "everyone knows about you and Bloodbyrn." 


 "Of course we do," said one of the sisters. They were wearing what looked like one large slug and nine pounds of gold jewelry between the two of them. Aside of course, from Freetrick himself, who was now also between the two of them. 


 "What did she do that my lord did not enjoy? Whip you too softly?" Asked Squeezevein, "Would the Fiend care to sample my skills as a dominatrix?" She drew back a hand, crimson nails lined up like bloody fangs. "I always received higher marks in physical abuse than that foreign trollop." 


 "Nonsense!" Firebolt shook her head, and dangly gold things jingled all the way down her body. "Lady Bloodbyrn's mistake was not to bite him hard enough. Is that not right, my lord?" 


 "You may bite him, sister. I will strike him." Freetrick assumed that Deadbolt flexed her muscles in anticipation. He could not see anything under the slug-like membrane that covered her arms and legs, but her abdominal muscles were certainly impressive. 


 "Or I could strike him." growled a fourth person. Freetrick looked up at that; the voice was disturbingly deep and masculine, but a huge and hideous headdress moved to block his view. 


 "Skystarke," he said, "I think we should leave." 


 "Oh fiend," cried Banebright, "take one of us with you!" 


 "Or two!" 


 "Or three!" 


 "Yes, in front of everyone!" 


 Skystarke hissed, "Fiend! Danger!" 


 "No striking kidding," snarled Freetrick. What the hell was going on? It was like someone had grabbed the dial marked "Skrean insanity" and twisted it all the way up. 


 "Do not worry, my lord." Whispered a silken voice in his ear, "I am sure it was all her fault." 


 Spies in the walls. That screaming argument in the corridor. Freetrick's eyes widened as he finally, finally understood. "Oh no…" 


 "RUN!" Skystarke leapt in front of Freetrick, and the women recoiled far enough from him to dash between them. Almost. Something sharp scratched across the armor over his shoulder and a slender hand darted toward his unprotected face, but Freetrick ducked out of the way and pounded across the floor, would-be seductresses and assassins both trailing behind. 


 A tall, fur-shrouded figure loomed out of the crowd behind the women. A pale, furious face glared down at him. The owner of the masculine voice, no doubt. "The Fiend should not attempt to flee," the man said. "That will only cause the blood to heat, the hands to move." His dark eyes seemed to expand. "Stay, rather. Rest." The halls behind him darkened and blurred. "In peace." 


 Freetrick's blood ran cold. The man, the Strakh's hands were moving beneath his furs, drawing a dagger? A poisoned needle? 


 "If you were to die here, Fiend, who would lose and who would benefit?" The man leaned closer, eyes intense. "I urge you—" 


 Freetrick lunged forward— 


 —and was stopped by the knife scraping across his neck. 


 "—urge you not to slay the Ultimate Fiend!" The man shouted. 


 "We shall!" Shrieked the woman holding the knife, Firebolt or Deadbolt. 


 "You shall not!" The fur-clad man seemed to grow, shadows spreading from him like ink dropped into water. "For that task is mine!" He leapt toward them, over the head of an extremely irate Dark Lady. Yes, Freetrick saw, the object under his fur cloak was indeed a sword. Excellent. So. He wasn't paranoid after all. 


 Firebolt (or Deadbolt?) shrieked in fury, and brought up her free hand. Dark mist exploded into being and the tall man's fur clothing writhed into vicious un-death. The re-animated garment squeezed spasmodically over his body, turning the forward lunge into a sideways hop. So the one would-be assassin was forced to bring his sword around to cut at his own clothing as the other raised her hands in victory. And Skystarke tackled the second from behind. 


 As the pressure of the blade on his neck tore away, Freetrick toppled backward, out of range. He bounced on his ass, then tried to hop back to his feet. Before he could get his balance, though, someone else lunged at him from out of the crowd and whirled around in a kick. Freetrick dodged, and a scantily-clad thigh scythed through the air in front of his face before his back slammed into the flagstones. His pince-nez finally tore from his nose. Somewhere overhead, the man in fur was howling. 


 CRACK! 


 Freetrick twisted his head aside as a boot slammed down against his eyeglasses, the space where his face had been a moment before. Above him, someone laughed, fiendish, crazed, cruel, and…familiar? Freetrick's eyes could not focus on the face grinning above him, but they could resolve the boot, spiky, black, ridiculously high-heeled boot… 


 "Threatening the Ultimate Fiend, Baron Oozhass?" The harsh voice of Feerix cut through the rising chaos like a…well, like a sharpened thumb. "I thought you Fearmongers were supposed to be good at scaring people." His voice rose, apparently addressing the crowd, "If you seek to kill my darling half-brother, you shall have to wait until I have re-animated him. You see, his death is mine." Dark clouds formed over Feerix's head and he lifted the other man off his feet and threw him into Freetrick's face. 


 But Freetrick had managed to get his legs back under himself. He dodged as the other man tumbled through the air above him, and had barely enough time to scuttle sideways away from Feerix's swinging fist. 


 So everyone knew that he and Bloodbyrn hadn't had sex. Therefore Freetrick was…up for grabs? Or maybe he had just proved his uselessness to DeMacabre's faction. Which meant no one was protecting him. Except his powerless monsters. And maybe…Feerix?


 Freetrick tried to back away from his brother, but his way was blocked. Skystarke and the ogres could do nothing. Necromancers boxed them in. "Feerix," he gasped, "where's Bloodbyrn?" 


 "With her father, of course." Feerix edged closer, "The fortunes of the Duke DeMacabre have taken a blow today, indeed. Is it any wonder that every dark noble who sees you attempts to twist the situation to their advantage? Now as for myself, you will remember I was trying to kill you before it became fashionable." 


 Freetrick hurled himself backwards as the sharp edge of his half-brother's gauntlet swung toward him. He reached for the necromantic energy to strike back. 


 And the Ultimate Fiend realized he had forgotten to kill anything today. 


 He had no defenses. Freetrick, terrified, looked up into the face of his brother. 


 Who smiled. "But not today." He said. "I shall kill you, Feerborg son of Wrothborg, but not before you are an opponent worthy of me. Until then, he is mine!" 


 He leapt. 


 Freetrick ducked, and his half brother shot through the air over his head, slamming into the scantily-clad crowd behind him, and breaking the circle. 


 Freetrick dashed out from between the surprised women. 


 Fortunately, the door he, Skystarke, and Mr. Skree had come through was not far away. Freetrick's hand scrabbled at the rough stonework of the doorway as he swung himself through. Behind him, a sound like sheets being ripped apart in a blizzard indicated Mr. Skree following. And behind that, the shrieking, hungry and feminine. 


 ***


 "Strike it out, Skrea is dull." 


 "Well, what did you expect, Istain?" 


 For once, with the black and depressing Skrean desert unspooling below him, Istain was glad to hear Madene using his voice. "I don't know," he answered. "I knew that I wouldn't see plants or anything, but I thought I'd see…well, something. Monsters. Armies of ogres. Black castles. You know." 

 "What would the monsters eat, Istain? The darkness under the Maelstrom stops the food chain at its lowest link. If plants can't grow, animals can't survive." 

 "I guess so." Istain's eyes tracked over the rocks and dust below them. No wonder they called it the Bleaklands. 


 "Which was why there were so many monsters around the border," Madene continued. 


 "There were?" 


 "Yeah," one of his eyebrows rose, "didn't you see them?" 


 "No," said Istain, "and how did you? We're using the same eyes." 


 Madene shrugged his shoulders. "I guess I was paying more attention." 


 Istain grunted. The fact that Madene was more observant than he was, even though the same pair of eyes, was not a good sign. It wouldn't be easy to trick her into allowing him to bring down the Warrior Maiden government. With Freetrick's help, though, it might work. 

 "…under the Shadow," Madene was saying, "I wouldn't expect to see any animals except around those glowing crystals or maybe the lava pools." She moved Istain's eyes toward a one of the patches of dim red light that dotted the landscape. It said something about the place that pools and canals of lava were its most interesting feature. "Or carrion. Huh. You know, in a way, this is a lot like the benthic ecosystems in the Rationalist sub-marine canyon. Similar energy sources, darkness, except without the crushing pressure." 

 "Speak for yourself." 

 "Funny." 

 "I thought so." Istain angled toward the nearest lava canal. The glider lurched as hot air rising from the magma struck its fabric, and they began to spiral upward. 

 "Tenured Proctor Toloman was right," said Istain, "it isn't hard to stay up in the air. No rain, no wind to speak of, lots of hot air for lift." 

 As long as you didn't look down. Istain had seen something moving around the lava pit. Swarming. He was very glad he had decided not to crash their glider. He might only break a leg and then survive long enough for one of those swarming things to find him.

 "That's good. We should stay in the air as long as we can. How much longer do we have?" 

 "How should I know?" said Istain, "it's not like any word-magic instrumentation will work here. I'd have to guess." 

 "So guess." She sounded nervous. Maybe Madene knew something about the things down by the lava that he didn't. 

 "Well, Toloman told me that the Skrean capital is about four hundred miles from the border, which, by the way, is just a little less distance than the current record for a one-way trip." 

 "Oh," she said faintly. 

 "And he said our top speed would be something like 40 miles an hour, which means the whole trip should take about half a day."

 "Ten hours."


 "Which is close to twelve hours, which is half a day, Madene."


 She sniffed.


 "On the other hand," Istain had to swallow before he could continue. "I'd never seen a hang-glider before last week, and I've been on a grand total to two practice flights." When, still coping with losing Selene and gaining Madene's voice in his head, Istain had been a less than perfect student. 

 The Bleaklands moved under them, but the black mound on the southern horizon, their destination, seemed to grow no closer. 

 Eventually, Istain's mouth moved, "maybe you can rest, while I take over?" 

 "They're still my arms, Madene," said Istain, "they'll be tired no matter who's controlling them." 

 "I am trying to be helpful." 

 "Fine." Istain let his arms go limp. There was a truly terrifying moment when nobody was controlling them and their grip on the handlebar loosened. Then Madene took over and his fingers tightened again. 

 "Hm." Madene said. Of course, she had found that it didn't matter who was controlling the arms. "I suppose lactic acid is lactic acid. The arms really just need a break. But. Well." Which meant that she was too stubborn to admit her mistake and give him back control. Istain fought for patience. 

 "What about this?" said Istain. "You keep control of the right one, and I'll take the left one and stretch it?" 

 There was a bit of mental shoving—something like two people switching places in a canoe—then Istain had his left arm back. Carefully, he relaxed his grip on the control bar, then stretched the limb's aching muscles. 

 "Better," said Istain. 

 "We're going to be all right until we land," said Madene. "We're not going to be too tired to fly, Istain. Right?" 

 Istain blinked. Or maybe it was Madene who blinked his eyes for him. Was the Silver Princess Madene a'Leagh actually looking to him for reassurance? 

 "If we fall out of the sky," said Istain, "you'll be first to know." 

 Air huffed out of his lungs in a her nervous chuckle. 

 "Well anyway," Istain looked out at the boring, boring desert before them. "at least we won't get lost." The clouds overhead and before him had arranged themselves into neat concentric rings, and the Skrean capital would be at the center, at the place on the horizon where red light flickered like bloody lightning over a conical mountain. 

 The air over the desert was warm and still, with only the occasional puff of hot air coming off lava on the ground. All they had to do was stay patient and fly toward the scariest-looking part of the sky. 





Chapter the Fourteenth


In which the Ultimate Fiend thinks seriously

 



 Freetrick strode through the corridors of Castle Clouds-Gather, his murderous brother behind him. As Freetrick approached, lords and ladies, dark, vicious, and flamboyantly horrible, tried to stop him, to involve him in their stupid games. He swept past them. 


 Freetrick Feend knew what he must do. 


 He had to make himself indispensible.


 He had to arrange things so that at least one group of people needed him alive more than dead. It had to be a group that was strong. Or at least one that was very, very large. 


 Freetrick left Feerix at the door to his chambers, stomped past all the portraits of his disgusting ancestors, into his study. 


 "Argh," muttered Freetrick as walked across his monstrous fur carpet, "why didn't I think of this sooner?"


 Today's meeting with Mr. Skree's buddies, this Slaughter Viewing. He would have to use it to find out how to get a hold on the monsters. What did they need? What could he offer them in return for their support?


 Yes. Freetrick grinned as his fingers snapped the clasps on his black armor. He would make himself indispensible to the monsters, make himself the champion of all the secretaries, and farmers, and soldiers, and…and struck-out latrine boys in the nation. Then let the dark aristocracy hate him, let them plot. Let them order their servants to disembowel him and wait, and wait, and wait, and those orders would never get carried out! 


 Exactly how to get control of those monsters, well, that was something to find out at this Slaughter Viewing.


 But first, yes, a bath. Freetrick had been looking forward to a bath in the big tub every since he had figured out how to get the spigots to release warm water and not ichor. 


 "Get some soap goblins in here," the Ultimate Fiend shouted as he strode toward his bedchamber, "Then something to eat!" Plans whirled in his head as he shed armor. "And plant or mushroom-based, remember. I did not appreciate the beetles yester---gwuh!"




 Freetrick's plans went crashing out of his head when he walked into his bedroom and saw what was waiting for him there.


 "Ahem!" 


 Who was waiting for him. 


 "Bloodbyrn?" 


 "Ahem!" she said again. 


 Who was waiting for him, naked, on his bed.


 "Whuh-why…what are you doing here?" 


 Bloodbyrn was naked, shackled to his bed.


 Freetrick took a backward step. 


 Bloodbyrn hummed at him. Aha, that was because her mouth was gagged. 


 Freetrick took another backward step, then another. 


 Then he turned around. "Mr. Skree!" He bellowed at the walls of his office. "Get DeMacabre in here right striking now!"


 "Mmmh!" Bloodbyrn mumbled at him.


 "You!" He shouted at her, "You just…just hang tight. Mr. Skree!" Freetrick yanked his office door open and strode down the hall of portraits, darkness billowing behind him like a cape. "DeMacabre!" How the hell had Bloodbyrn gotten into his rooms? Who had tied her to the bed? Was nowhere safe? Well, of course not! These were the Kingdoms of Evil! He turned around to go back into his office. "I want---oh."


 "My lord! How positively necrotic to see you!" DeMacabre stood in the middle of Freetrick's office, smiling like a cannibal in an obesity clinic. "I trust, my lord appreciates his gift?" 


 Freetrick could only stare at him. 


 "My daughter!" DeMacabre shrieked loud enough to make the ogre body-guards wince. "Waiting for you! Ready for you." Freetrick leaned back as the Duke leaned closer. "…To do anything my lord might want." 


 "Um, uh, look, look, DeMacabre," said Freetrick, "I understand if you're upset about what happened this morning…" 


 "Upset?" warbled DeMacabre, "why ever would I be upset?" 


 "Well—" 


 "Oh, my lord is clever indeed." The look in the Duke's eyes made Freetrick's toes clench. "To pretend that you had not yet consummated your relationship with my daughter. You pulled out the plotters and beheaded them, like snakes boiled in their own mud hole! Ahh…Delicious!" DeMacabre took a moment to smile into the distance, "delicious." 


 Freetrick nodded, unsure whether that praise was directed at his cunning or Sangboise home-cooking. 


 "But now," said DeMacabre, laying a hand like a shaved tarantula on Freetrick's shoulder, "the time has come to reverse our propaganda, do you not agree, my lord? It is only a suggestion," the fingers squeezed, "but I am sure my lord will agree that the time has come to set the record straight, as it were, with regard to the state of congress between himself and his First Concubine." 


 "Uh—" 


 "Do not worry! Do not trouble yourself with the details, my lord, for I have seen to them all! The whole castle knows that my daughter lies, waiting, on her back, quivering in anticipation for her cruel master to exercise his" he leered, "royal imperative upon her." 


 "Oh…ugh," Freetrick swallowed the bile in his throat. 


 "Well!" DeMacabre clapped his hands. "My lord has nothing scheduled for today, so I propose that you go back into the bed-chamber and—" 


 "Actually," said Freetrick desperately, "I do have something. I'm supposed to meet some people." 


 "People?" DeMacabre head ticked five degrees to the left. "Meeting?" His neck cracked. "I have heard of no meeting. What people are these?" 


 "Ah," Freetrick tried to pound his brain into high gear, "not people, I meant monsters, uh, I mean, monsters eating people. I'm going to watch. A…um, Slaughter Viewing…sort of thing. Uh. Private." Then, as his father-in-law's lips split across his sharpened teeth, Freetrick floundered, "and I was planning to take Bloodbyrn, of course." 


 The rising tide of murderous insanity left DeMacabre's face as a switch had been thrown. "Splendid!" He clapped. "How romantic. To think of you two young people exchanging your affections as the blood…" he raised his hands, "patters," his fingers wiggled "gently across your bodies…ah." His hand slapped Freetrick on the shoulder once again. "Truly, my lord, you have the makings of a premier Dark Lover." 


 Freetrick swallowed. "Thank you?" 


 DeMacabre nodded and grinned again. "And I shall wait here, so that I may greet you both on your emergence from the bower of your cruel delights. In no less than fifteen minutes, I think." An eyebrow rose like a black sun into a blasted sky. 


 Freetrick nodded, backed up, closed the doors before him. 


 "I expect to hear screaming!" Sang DeMacabre from behind the doors. 


 ***


 Istain could see for miles. The air under the Maelstrom was dark, but also weirdly clear. Now if only there was anything at all interesting to see anywhere around them. The ground was red-shot black, and the sky was swirling dark gray, illuminated by occasional flickers of lighting, and that ominous red glow around their destination on the southern horizon. 

 "What's that?" 

 Istain blinked, "what's what?" 

 "That." Dizziness swept through Istain as Madene pointed his eyeballs at a spot in the clouds above them. 

 "Madene, don't do that!" 

 "Just look!" 

 "I am looking," Istain squinted, "but I don't see anything. How could you see something I didn't anyway? We're both using the same eyes to…strike it out what are those things?" 

 "You were just looking," Madene said smugly, "but I was watching." 

 "Learn that at oppressive regime girl's camp, did you?" But Istain's mouth was dry. Either those shapes moving against the clouds were very close, or they were very large. "What are they?" 

 "Flying monsters, I'd assume," said Madene. "I've heard about them, but never seen one. I'll be interested to see how they stay in the air." 

 "And I bet they think the same thing about us." Istain let go of the handlebar with his right hand reached around under his left armpit to grasp the pistol. "That and what we taste like." 

 "Oh, they're not going to eat us," Madene was still controlling Istain's head and eyes, looking at the winged specks flapping against the clouds. "They're like subjects of Freetrick now, aren't they? The plan is to tell them who we are and demand they take us to Freetrick, right? What are you doing?" 

 "Trying to make sure I don't drop this gun the first time I use it," said Istain. Some clever fellow in Rationalist Proctory R&D had fitted a strap around the grip of the pistol, which Istain was trying to get around his wrist. "Ah…got it." He brought the hand to his mouth, tightened it with his teeth like he had practiced. There. 

 "You don't think we'll need to use that, do you?" Madene asked when his mouth was free again. "All we have to do is tell them…you know," she moved his eyes nervously up to the winged shapes. They were getting closer. And they were big. "We have to tell them who we are." 

 "But will they understand us?" Hours earlier, Istain might not have cared. Now, though, with Selene waiting for him to save her, Istain found he wanted very much not to be devoured. "Not all monsters are intelligent, apparently. And if those ones are, they might not be loyal to Freetrick. And that's assuming he's even given any orders concerning what to do if his monsters intercept his college buddies gliding through the air above his kingdom. And even if he has, we have no way of knowing what those orders are." 

 "Well, he might not be expecting us," said Madene, "but I think it's pretty unlikely he would order his subjects to attack us, Istain. It's Freetrick." 

 "Ha." Istain smirked bleakly at the oncoming monsters. "Madene, there's a precedent for bickering young couples causing problems for evil emperors. I would sure as striking hell kill us, if I was him. Ow! Don't do that!" 

 Having someone else roll his eyes for him was not a pleasant experience. 

 Istain nearly killed both of them the first time he fired the pistol. The recoil from the struck-out weapon his arm back against the handlebar, and the glider suddenly tipped. For a bowel-loosening moment, they simultaneously fell, spun, and flipped sideways, all the while surrounded by a hurricane of black feathers and snapping jaws. The man-sized creatures chattered in fear and frustration as the gunshot echoed off the ground and the glider dropped out from under them. Maybe Istain could convince Madene this was all part of his genius plan. If he could avoid flying them into the ground. Now that he no longer wanted to. 

 Istain leaned hard against their spin, forcing the upward wing tip down against the air screaming up at them. The glider lurched, bobbed like a ship at sea, skidded sideways, and then the nose tipped downward, and they rushed forward and down like a mining car on rails. Istain tried to breathe, couldn't, and realized Madene was using his mouth to scream with. 

 He snapped his mouth closed, and before Madene could sequester his voice again, shouted at her, "We're okay! We're okay!" 

 "No we're not!" Her fear contorted his face, "we're going to crash!" 

 "Not if we—" there was a flare of black feathers in Istain's peripheral vision and the monster struck the tip of the glider's wing. "—get eaten first!" Istain leaned against the handlebar. Once again they shot forward and down, and something squealed its frustration behind them. 

 "We're friends of your king!" Madene yelled again as Istain desperately steered them toward the nearest lava canal—getting too near as they lost altitude, actually. Now he could see the creatures that lived around the molten rock with much more clarity than he needed. 

 They were travelling too fast now, angled far too steeply down. Istain leaned back against the frame as the Proctors had taught him, bringing the nose of the hang glider up and trading speed for height. 

 They were close enough that the heat coming from the molten rock was actually uncomfortable, but it buoyed them up with all the more force. Istain leaned into a curve and took them into an upward spiral, as tight and fast as he dared. Below them, he could see one of the monsters doing the same, except, you know, lots better. It presumably had some practice at this sort of thing. Its black, streamlined body made an excellent target against the glowing lava below. 

 "We're friends of your king!' Madene yelled. 


 Istain grabbed at the pistol as it swung from the thong around is wrist.


 "Feerborg! Feerborg your king!" 


 "They can't understand you!" Istain growled at her, "Or they don't care. There!" His fingers closed over the grip of the pistol, though at cost of another uncontrolled wobbled and another lost yard of height. 

 Then his fingers spasmed, tried to drop it. "No Istain! You'll get us killed!" 

 Istain took aim on the monster swelling below them "Not if I don't brace against the frame of the glider…Madene! Stop messing with my hands!" 

 "No Istain—" 


 "Madene, you have to let go or we'll both die!" And wouldn't that be striking ironic? 


 "No!" 


 The monster was rising to meet them. "Strike it out Madene!" Screamed Istain. "Look, you control my mouth and try to reason with them while I…kill them. Okay?" 

 "Uh…" she said, but his fingers stopped twitching. All Istain had to do was point down and fire. 

 This time, Istain took the gun's recoil in his own chest. His body bounced in its straps and the glider shuddered, but did not tip or bank. The monster fell away below them. 

 "Sweet True Words," Madene said, "you actually did it." 

 "I'm as shocked as you are." Istain leaned forward, taking them in another swoop toward the next lava pool in sight. "Whatever inconceivable horror they have for a god in Skrea," he giggled, "I thank it for giving us so many updrafts. If we can take out the other three monsters the same way we did that one…" 

 A black blur swooped past them, close enough that Istain could see the long, narrow feathers at the wingtips bend against the wind. The streamlined body seemed to rush toward them. 

 "Woo!" Was that Istain or Madene shouting as he fired? 

 The glider juddered again, and the second monster flashed by below them, wings sprawled against the air, tumbling. 

 "Boo-yah!" Istain cried, "Fly below me, you struck out—gibber!" 

 Something slammed into the center of the hang glider above them. 

 Istain's head twisted around to see the heavy fabric of the wing dent, then rip around five curved talons. 

 "Gibber!" Istain swore again. He shifted his weight. There was a lurch, a thunderclap of wings against air, and the sound of further ripping canvas, but the glider's direction did not change. 

 "You're just causing more damage!" shouted Madene, "just turn around and shoot it!" 

 Because they were hanging from the bird-monster's talons and it wouldn't matter if Istain let go of the handlebar, would it? "Oh." Istain rolled over in his harness and shot upward into the place where he assumed the monster's chest would be. 

 Only then did it occur to him what would happen when it stopped flapping. With a huge striking hole ripped in the middle of their glider's flight surface. And a huge striking bird-monster convulsing on top of it. 

 The glider tilted, slid backwards, and they began to spin as they plummeted toward the desert below. 


 ***


 The first thing he did was to remove Bloodbyrn's gag. The second thing was to regret the first. 


 "That was a poor opening move." Bloodbyrn worked her mouth, and made a ladylike cough. The cough jiggled her body in a way that simultaneously interested Freetrick immensely and made him want to hide. By this point, every time he saw breasts he expected someone to hit him. 


 Freetrick turned his head away from her splayed, pale form. 


 "Standard practice would of course be to begin the intercourse without word or delay," Bloodbyrn continued, excruciatingly, "while other acceptable procedures would be light knife play, smug gloating, eating small objects off of my belly, or showing me off to your minions. Removal of the gag is only used when the one in control has reason to expect entertaining screams, weeping, or begging for mercy, and my lord should at least have some appreciation of the extreme unlikelihood of any of those reactions from me. In sum, my lord's most recent action only gives me the opportunity to exercise my will upon him, which as even he must see would be counterproductive to the power dynamic I have endeavored to establish in this particular scenario." 


 Freetrick walked to the wall and hit his forehead against it. 


 "Oh of course," came Bloodbyrn's voice from behind him. "Of course you do not take advantage of my restrained condition. I suppose I should direct some of the blame on myself." She sighed, "Clearly I have invested too much effort in your aversion-training. The only solution is to have your way with me as I am now, restrained and submissive to your will." 


 Freetrick tried to control his breathing. Tried not to look at her. 


 "You would like that, my lord. Would you not?" 


 "No." Freetrick squeezed his eyes shut. "Don't be…disgusting." 


 There was a frustrated noise from the bed. "It was my hope that, since my lord obviously dislikes submitting to me, he might prefer dominating over me. Those being the only two alternatives available." 


 "Bloodbyrn," Freetrick turned around, saw her again, and turned his eyes determinedly upward. "There's a lot more to sex than just one person dominating the other. Apparently." 


 "Then what shall we do, my lord, you and I?" 


 "I've been giving it a lot of thought, actually." Freetrick turned and sat on the edge of his bed, still carefully not looking at her. "We all saw this morning that I can't let people think that we're not uh…Anyway." Freetrick tried to restart his train of thought. "Sticking to you seems like a good way of keeping everyone else off me—giving me some time…" he would not tell her for what. "And if what you want is a child…I…uh…guess that would be all right with me, too." At least it would mean that they weren't going to kill him, Freetrick thought, "so yes, I'll throw in my lot with you, Bloodbyrn. But if you and I are going to be together, we need to lay some ground rules. We need to really talk about what we're doing here. Do you think you could do that?" 


 There was a sigh from behind him. "When I asked what we should do," Bloodbyrn said, "I was referring to my lord's preferences regarding sexual position." 


 "Argh!" 


 "Well," Bloodbyrn explained, "when my lord said there was a lot more to sex, I assumed he had something novel in mind." 


 "Bloodbyrn, I'm not going to have sex with you while you're tied up!" 


 A pause.


 "Then I suppose you had better untie me." 


 Freetrick hesitated. He should untie Bloodbyrn, but that would mean he would have to turn around. 


 "My lord," she said, "why are you not looking at me?" 


 "Hmph." 


 "Look at me!" 


 The command in Bloodbyrn's voice whipped his head around before Freetrick could think about it. And Freetrick found himself looking at his naked bride. 


 He flinched. Aversion training indeed. But of course Bloodbyrn couldn't hit him. For the first time, it was actually safe to look. 


 Bloodbyrn was…small. Smaller than he usually thought of her, anyway. Maybe part of the impression was just the large bed framing her, but Bloodbyrn, minus her voluminous layers of stiff clothing, looked tiny. Her nude waist wasn't as unnaturally narrow as it was under her corset, of course, but it looked much softer and more inviting—and it still looked as if Freetrick could stretch his hand over her belly and cover the whole thing. Without all those lacy petticoats and reinforced underwear, he could see how that waist flared out into her hips, then out more at the tops of her thighs. Without underwear. Freetrick swallowed and, shockingly, recalled his wedding night without any reference to zombies. 


 Bloodbyrn pulled against the ropes and her crotch seemed to lunge at him. 


 "Whoah!" Freetrick tumbled backward, "what the hell, Bloodbyrn?" 


 "I was growing impatient." 


 "Well…stop!" 


 Bloodbyrn settled down, and Freetrick got off the floor, thoughts of sex banished. Maybe he could untie her hands without having to look too much at the rest of her, and she could do her own feet. 


 Bloodbyrn's hands were tied by what looked like black leather to a pair of metal rings pounded into the stone wall, apparently for this purpose alone. He sat gingerly on the edge of the bed again and began to tug at the right-hand one. 


 "My lord," said Bloodbyrn after a while, "why are you afraid of sex?" 


 Freetrick looked down at her. "I'm not afrai—gah! Stop doing that!" 


 "You are afraid of sex. Demonstrably. Why is that?" 


 "Maybe it's your aversion-training," Freetrick grumbled. 


 "Hmm…Doubtful." She said, "would that I could take credit for such a masterful example of behavior modification, but no. More likely my lord's…difficulty is not of my doing." 


 "Really?" Strike out whatever maniac had tied this stupid leather thong. Fiendish only began to describe it. 


 "Yes," said Bloodbyrn, "at first I believed it to be the work of another dominatrix, but now it seems clear to me that my lord's sexual irregularities are the results of childhood indoctrination." 


 "Uh huh?" said Freetrick, and then "strike it!" as one of his nails bent backward. 


 "My lord will see a pair of protruding ends on the underside of the wall bracket," said Bloodbyrn. "Pull the lower one." 


 "Oh," he did. The binding slid through the ring as Bloodbyrn pulled her arm down. 


 "The other side now. Excellent." The sheets rustled behind his back and Bloodbyrn leaned forward to untie the thongs around her feet. It was surprisingly hard not to watch her do that. 


 "So, to continue," said Bloodbyrn, "what is sex like in The Rationalist Union, my lord?" 


 "I don't know," said Freetrick, "I never had any." 


 "So my lord has informed me. It explains much, but my question was meant to be more general. Ah." There was the sound of a possibly-leather thong hitting the ground. "I am glad I am out of that confinement. In the future, I believe it is you who shall be tied up. I in the Rationalist Union, which gender is most often on top? What sort of peripheral equipment is most commonly used? This is the sort of information to which I was referring." 


 "Uh…" said Freetrick. "I don't know." 


 "My lord, I am only endeavoring to make our rendezvous more familiar for you. Obfuscation will be detrimental to your interests." 


 "I don't know!" Freetrick glared at her through the corner of his eye, "I've never done any of that stuff."


 The bed moved under him as Bloodbyrn settled onto it behind him. "My lord's experience is even more limited than I had supposed. All right, then. What of erotic play?" 


 "I…uh…haven't done that either." 


 "Oh come now, my lord! I am not speaking only of oral sex, but any of the kind of experimentation to which the young are so prone. Such as the one where the boy tries to see if his teeth can draw blood from the neck of the girl." 


 "Yuck!" 


 "Very well then. What of verbal flirtation? Exchanges of suggestive gifts? Kissing? Arranging the assassinations of rivals? Has my lord done anything romantic ever in his life?" 


 "Well, uh." Freetrick considered the lofty peaks of his pre-Skrean sexual awakening. "There was this girl at school." 


 "Yes?" 


 "One time I went to a play with her and put my arm around her." 


 "And?" He felt her little hands sliding up his back. 


 "And she wouldn't talk to me after that." 


 "Most likely she was struck dumb with frustration." Bloodbyrn's arms slid down to either side of his neck, and there was a pleasant squish as she pressed herself against him. Her breath warmed his ear. "My lord, you must take what you want!" Her cheek brushed across his as Freetrick turned his face toward hers. "If the woman is willing, then you will have her, and if unwilling, then the resulting battle will at least be amusing." 


 Freetrick blinked. "Yeah," he said sourly "call me crazy, but I would rather be nice to the girl." 


 "Ah yes, my lord's tenderness fetish." Bloodbyrn was sliding her body over his shoulder, pressing against him as she did so in a way that moved his upper body inexorably downward. "let us see what we can do to re-educate him." She reached out and plucked his new pince-nez from his nose. 


 "Gluh—," said Freetrick. Then her lips were on his. 


 Freetrick's eyes squeezed shut. 


 Her lips parted over his, her tongue flickering against his mouth. His hand was behind her head. He pressed her closer to him, his own mouth open. There was the hardness of her teeth, the outline of her nose and cheek pressed against his, and then individual sensations vanished in the heat that seemed to rise from his chest. His heart ached with it. And his lips burned with it. His lips…"OW!" 


 Freetrick jerked backward, nearly kneeing Bloodbyrn in the belly. His hand disentangled itself from her hair and clapped against his face. Freetrick probed, eyes crossing, trying to determine whether Bloodbyrn had actually bitten half of his lower lip off. "Ow," he said again, prodding the gash, "you striking bit me!" 


 "Of course I bit you!" Bloodbyrn shook her head, blinking rapidly. "That was…I mean…I was endeavoring to…uh!" She ran a hand through her tangled dark hair, "Most men of my acquaintance enjoyed that stimulation immensely." 


 "Well, I didn't!" Freetrick pressed his hand against his jaw. "Burning libraries that hurt!" 


 Bloodbyrn made another frustrated noise. "Really, my lord. You are so squeamish." She flopped down on the bed. "Just how am I to predict your multifarious sexual stumbling blocks?" 


 "Well, how am I supposed to predict your striking weird fetishes?" 


 Bloodbyrn sighed. "Well. There is nothing for it but to wait until my lord's small discomfiture has passed, I suppose, then resume." Bloodbyrn sat back on the bed, her legs folded under her bottom. Even through the burning in his lower lip, Freetrick couldn't help but notice the perfectly balanced hourglass outline of her body. When she was upright, Bloodbyrn's breasts stood out from her ribs like drops of water sliding down the curved surface of a wine glass. Or beads of sweat— 


 He blinked. "No, Bloodbyrn, I can't stay here all day trying to have sex with you." 


 "Oh yes?" said Bloodbyrn, rolling her shoulders, "and why is that, my lord?" 


 "Well," blustered Freetrick, trying and failing to keep his eyes from tracking the tiny, perfect arcs made by her nipples, "I have—uh—stuff to do." He swallowed. "And anyway, I think we need to talk about this before we—" 


 Bloodbyrn leaned forward, shifting her weight from her folded legs to her arms. Her spine curved down, and her breasts swung forward. "I do not think you need to talk at all, my lord." She looked up into his face, eyes half-lidded, a hint of white tooth glistening from between her lips. 


 Freetrick's own lip throbbed. "No, Bloodbyrn. Not—not now." He slid sideways and scooted past Bloodbyrn off the bed. 


 Bloodbyrn settled onto her back. "This is most frustrating." 


 "No kidding," growled Freetrick. His body, apparently no longer worried about being chewed to pieces, had turned its attention back to the fact that it wasn't having sex. "But we really need to talk about things." 


 "What things?" Bloodbyrn murmured. 


 "About the plans we need to make," said Freetrick. "About what exactly you and your father and want from me. And about what I can expect to get in return from—" 


 She rolled over onto her side, and Freetrick stopped talking. All of a sudden, her waist went way down, then flared back up into a vaulting hip and thigh in a beautiful curved line. Once again civil unrest wracked Freetrick's body. 


 "These are details we can discus at our leisure, my lord," she said, smiling. "Or rather, after our leisure." Freetrick stared. Her upper breast was resting on the lower one. "Come to me, my lord." 


 "No." Freetrick put his foot down, and winced, as the vibration through his leg jostled the dissident elements. It felt like they were lighting fires down there. "Call it a bargaining chip. I'm only going to…ensure the succession with you after I'm confident I can, uh, expect to live through the ordeal." 


 "Perhaps you will not." She rolled onto her stomach, her upper body supported by her elbows. Long muscles moved down a back that tapered, sank, then widened and rose again. A shipment of arms and ammunition arrived at the headquarters of the revolutionaries in Freetrick's pants. "Perhaps my lord would like to find out whether he can live through me or not." A knee bent and a leg rose, tapering along its length to a perfect, tiny foot. 


 Freetrick stared at the foot, the ruling council in his head considering an offer of cease-fire. He swallowed, and stared. 


 "Yes, my puppet," Bloodbyrn purred. "Dance for me." 


 "Guh?" Civil administration and dissident elements alike stopped paused in their battle, united again by blaring danger sirens. "Woah," Freetrick shook his head, "not sexy, Bloodbyrn." 


 "Tempest above!" she snarled. "Will you not simply allow me to ravish you? Give up, my lord!" 


 "Ah yes," said Freetrick, grinning as his head cleared, "once again, it comes down to you jerking me around. Why do you keep doing this, Bloodbyrn?" 


 "My lord?" She frowned. "This topic of conversation is not at all erotically conducive. I suggest you drop it, and following that, your pants." 


 "Our goals are the same, aren't they?" said Freetrick, ignoring the terrible come-on, "So why are you constantly trying to manipulate me?" 


 "But…I…my lord…" Bloodbyrn frowned at him, "what else am I to do?" 


 "Talk to me!" 


 "I do talk to you," said Bloodbyrn, "I might point out that I am doing so at this moment." 


 "I mean," said Freetrick, "Talk to me without trying to change my mind." 


 "Oh yes?" Bloodbyrn rose back onto her knees, managing to look just as righteous and superior nude as she usually did with six pounds of corsetry wrapped around her torso. "So only you get to tell me how I should change my mind?" 


 "I don't do that," Freetrick protested. 


 "Odd, this must be the infamous ever-lying tongue of the Ultimate Fiend at work," said Bloodbyrn, "because it seems to me that you are currently engaging in just such an activity." 


 "Argh!" Was it possible that Bloodbyrn saw no difference between considered debate, scheming manipulation, and violent coercion? Stupid, stupid kingdoms of Evil! Once again a gulf yawned between them, wider than words could cross. "I mean," said "Freetrick, when you want me to do something, you don't have to trick me or threaten me or seduce me into doing it. Just tell me, Bloodbyrn, what you want me to do." 


 Bloodbyrn seemed to considered this, then shook her head. "My lord, you might then reply in the negative." 


 "I'll only say no if it's a bad idea." 


 "It will not be." 


 Freetrick smiled, "Then I won't say no, will I?" 


 "Yes," she said, "But what if you are in error about the worth of my proposal?" 


 "Well, then you can tell me you think so." 


 "I have," said Bloodbyrn. "I have endeavored to make evident the benefits inherent in my demands as clear as possible to you, my lord, even when, in my opinion, the arguments were entirely self-evident. Yet still you did other than what I demanded." 


 "Well, strike it out, Bloodbyrn, that's because you were giving me bad advice!" 


 "Nonsense. Name one piece of bad advice I have given you." 


 "Gibberish," muttered Freetrick. His mind was, of course, blank of examples. 


 "Have I not kept you safe?" Bloodbyrn demanded, eyes burning, lips curling, breasts …distracting. "Have I not kept you secure, my lord? The one truly dangerous situation you have been in was the direct result of ignoring my instructions and failing to copulate with me in a timely manner." 


 "Bloodbyrn," he said, "I'm sorry. I…will have sex with you. I promise." 


 The First Concubine sighed. "And how is that, my lord? Clearly you are unwilling to submit to me, and you cannot make me submit to you. So where does that leave us?" 


 "Well," said Freetrick, "maybe we shouldn't try to make each other submit. Maybe we can just…have fun with each other." 


 "Of course," said Bloodbyrn, "domination of one spirit by another is always entertaining." 


 "Not on the receiving end," said Freetrick, "not for me. Uh…" as the gonad partisans made one last bid for glory, "What if we…couldn't we just have…nice sex?" 


 "There is a saying in Skrea," replied Bloodbyrn. "that if 'one foregoes the mastication, lover's teeth to sharpness hone, then relegate yourself, my son, to masturbation, all alone."


 "Wonderful," said Freetrick. 


 "Now come here," Bloodbyrn said, straightening her spine, "and allow me to chew on you." 


 "Uh, No, not now," said Freetrick. Had it been fifteen minutes? "Now we should go." 


 "Absolutely not," said Bloodbyrn, "I thought it was made clear to you, my lord, that you and I must wait in this chamber, and not emerge until our lusts are sated." 


 "My lust is at a pretty low ebb right now." That was not entirely true, but Freetrick kept his internal conflicts to himself. "So let's come back here later, after my…our…" he stopped, thinking of, thinking of the monsters, the Cabinet of Horrors, their meeting, his problems, and the solution they might give him. Thinking of the frantic lie he had told DeMacabre.


 "Our what?" asked Bloodbyrn suspiciously. 


 "Our date," said Freetrick.






Chapter the Fifteenth



In Which the Ultimate Fiend addresses the Monsters

 



 With his bodyguards, retinue, and First Concubine in tow, the Ultimate Fiend walked the black halls of power with the slight bowlegged-ness of a man with a sensitive crotch. He gritted his teeth and cursed Bloodbyrn, Skrean sexual mores, and his costume's wedge-shaped, enameled-steel cup. 

 "How fairs the Ultimate Fiend?"Asked the Kaimeera, "in…uh, in general?" The feline monster had thankfully lost its feminine soprano, and now spoke with the gravelly voice of what must have been the rather elderly man it had eaten last. "Not that I want to pry, of course." 

 "Nothing," mumbled Freetrick. "I'm fine. Just getting ready for the meeting with the monsters. Girding my loins, you know." 

 Bloodbyrn snorted in contempt. Mr. Skree, Skystarke, and the ogres looked carefully blank. Only the Kaimeera was polite enough to laugh. 

 "So Mr. Skree," said Freetrick, thinking of unseen ears in the walls, "everybody knows that this, um, private death show is happening, right?" 

 "With terrified submission, Fiend, the monsters ordered to attend know, as well as all those spying upon them, those spying upon the spies, accomplices whom the monsters may have told, and anyone the Ultimate Fiend, in his twisted wisdom, has seen fit to inform. This minuscule boil will no doubt be lanced from the buttock of decadence for failing to advertize the fact with greater efficacy or for doing so with too much." 

 "No, that's probably fine," said Freetrick. "As long as everyone on the list I gave you is coming?" 

 "These humble supplicants before the might of his Supreme Wickedness could no more disobey an order from the Maw of Lies than they could express kindness toward a small animal, Malevolence." 

 "Excellent." Freetrick rubbed his hands together. It looked like the cover story was holding. He would get a chance to at the same time speak to the real movers and shakers of Castle Clouds-Gather and enhance his reputation as a bloodthirsty maniac. "It looks like things are developing nicely." 

 "Indeed, my lord," said Bloodbyrn, "I confess to being somewhat surprised that my lord would be so…thoughtful." 

 "Thank you, Bloodbyrn." 

 The First Concubine inclined her head. The wardrobe goblins in Freetrick's study had hastily wrapped her torso in a black leather sheath with an floor-length skirt of shear black silk. The effect was of a marble statue being drawn slowly up out of a tar pit. "A private Slaughter-Viewing is perhaps a bit conventional, but I must confess to some pleasure at its prospect. It has been some time since a man has taken me on a romantic interlude of such old-fashioned simplicity." 

 "Rrright," said Freetrick. "I hope you won't mind casting one of those blood anti-noise shields around us?" 

 "Oh, I see, my lord." Bloodbyrn raised a pierced eyebrow and curled a ruby lip, "quite conventional indeed, but not unwanted, for all that. It would be my pleasure to do so." 

 Freetrick glared at the ogres, who grinned with six-inch fangs. 

 "I confess to some cautious optimism," Bloodbyrn continued. "when I state that I believe we have…what was the expression, 'turned a corner.'" 

 "And found something truly unspeakable behind that corner, I have no doubt," said the Kaimeera, winking at Freetrick was one huge, yellow eye. 

 "Well," said Bloodbyrn casting a narrow glance at her consort, "I hope at least that my lord will exercise greater propriety than he did at the Villainous Council meeting, or this morning's debacle in the Vile Halls," she paused, as if thinking, "or indeed any time he has been out in public." 

 "Actually," said Freetrick, "I've been giving some thought to your father's advice about adopting a persona." 

 "Oh?" 

 "Well I've been thinking that people are going to respect you more when you act like someone worthy of respect. I knew that back in The RU—it's just that the symbols of respect are different here." 

 "Really?" said Bloodbyrn, "do tell." 

 "Yes," said Freetrick, "and" he looked around for looming shadows, "as psychotic as the majority of your dad's advice is, it looks like he's right about the people appreciating melodrama." 

 "I do notice that my lord has not balked at wearing fashionable clothes today," said Bloodbyrn. 

 Freetrick looked down at his black-and-red enameled armor with its decorative motif of skulls and spikes. Its cape had apparently been cut from the wing of a giant bat. "Exactly," said Freetrick. "I need to look the part of a King of Evil. I am meeting with a bunch of monsters after all."

 ***

 It was the last monster that saved them. Istain never though he would be glad to see talons punch through the flight surface above them. They jerked and wobbled, and then the ground slowed its terrifying upward rush. 

 The conglomeration of Istain+Madene+wrecked glider+dead monster+other monster slowed, banked, circled around, and settled toward the ground. 

 Istain watched the sand and dust moving under them. "So I'm thinking I'll jump out of this thing, then shoot the monster once it lands us. Sound good to you?" 

 His head nodded. Istain let his gun dangle and started working on the straps around his torso. The ground was much closer now. Close enough to jump? The giant wings above them flapped and the monster squalled. 

 Lightning flashed somewhere above them. 

 "Oh…stink it out," his mouth said. 

 The ground was coming up faster now. Overhead, the monster screamed deafeningly. "What is it?" Istain demanded.


 "There's something else," Madene gasped, "something up there---" 


 He was suddenly sideways. Below him, the ground reached up. Above him, the bird monster shrieked louder, and in front of him— 


 "Gibbering burning libraries!" 


 The…this thing dangling from the glider's nose lashed out at his face with a flabby tentacle. Istain dropped from his harness.

 But the glider was tipped backward, and its caught his body against the ground like a locomotive's snow-plow. What would have been a painful landing turned into an even more painful rolling. 

 The world turned into a whirling cloud of rocks and sand, a miniature Maelstrom that seemed to batter Istain on all sides at once. Then the hang-glider collapsed on top of them. 

 There was a sound like raccoons dying horribly in a metal pipe, and a heavy weight smashed down on the tumbling Istain. 

 Both his and Madene's survival instinct's kicked in, but unfortunately the instincts told them to do different things, and his limbs could do nothing but twitch spastically. Finally, Istain managed to get control of his mouth long enough to yell, "Gibbering calm down, Madene!" 

 Something moved above them. 

 Istain felt his muscles stop jerking as Madene released her hold on them. He opened his eyes, and could see nothing but folds of canvas. "We're under the glider," he said quietly, "and I think…the thing that killed the last bird monster is still alive." 

 There was no verbal answer, but his head jerked up and down in agreement. 

 "We will not die!" said Istain. Then, to Madene, "So what I'm going to do," He fumbled at the strap around his wrist, "is wait until it tries to get at us down here. Then I'll kill it, and then we'll figure out what to do next, okay?" 

 She nodded his head again. 

 The fabric of the glider shuddered over them, and something crunched. 

 "What was that thing?" Istain asked. 

 "Another monster," Madene whispered back, "something more…more perverted than the bird monsters. They were just scaled-up condors with a few oddities, but the thing that just attacked us…Istain I can't understand how something like that can exist, let alone fly." 

 A section of canvas suddenly bulged downward as if a large, amorphous mass had settled onto it. As they stared, the bulge became shallower and wider, and then slid downward. Istain thought of slugs, octopuses, sentient amoebas, and shuddered. 

 "Oh!" Madene gasped through his mouth, "I saw shadows on the ground as we were coming down. Istain, there's more than one of them." 

 The monster moved in on them as if it had been waiting for its cue. The broken mass of the glider above them rocked, and then tipped up, and one whole side of their hiding place rose like a curtain to expose the…things that waited for them. 

 One of the things scuttled forward like a monstrous crab, far too fast for Istain to shoot. Limbs like leather-wrapped industrial equipment jackknifed up, then seized him the creature bore him to the ground. Its head, now less than a handbreadth from Istain's own, hinged open along too many joints, and it rattled at him. 

 "Whoa, there!" The barbed mandibles quivered and a piping little voice cried out at them. "Whoa, I said!" The head jerked in annoyance. "Whoa, by all that's wicked, or so help me, I shall slice your brainless head right off!" 

 Istain blinked, trying to decide whether he was more terrified or confused. Was the giant bug talking to him? 

 "And drip none of your digestive enzymes on him, either," the voice continued, high pitched, piping, and not at all appropriate for a monster as threatening as this one. 

 "Thank you for stopping it," said Madene through his mouth. Oh, obviously, there was someone controlling the monster, a person of some kind. Of course, not everything in Skrea was a monster. Istain relaxed slightly. 

 "'Thank you?'" said the voice. And Istain saw something pale hump up behind the head of the monster on top of him. "I believe that is the first time I have ever been thanked," said the huge-eyed, grub-like creature riding on the back of the giant bug, "Life is full of new experiences." 

 There were three flying monsters, four if you counted the grubby bug-rider, who seemed to be their spokesman. 

 "A maggot-man," Madene identified it.

 "You are correct, Do-Gooder," it said. "Get up slowly, now. Make no sudden movements, or I cannot be held responsible for the actions of my steed." 

 Istain swallowed and moved slowly to his hands and knees, then his feet. As he stood, the other two monsters came into view. Istain might have fallen again, except Madene seized control of his legs. 

 "Quite impressed," repeated the maggot-man. "To think that something dead could fly and carry people with it. And now," serrated forelimbs snicked up into ready position. "You will tell us, scum, why you were shouting the name of our Ultimate Fiend as the torns attacked you." 

 "You're welcome," Madene muttered, presumably for Istain's benefit. 

 The killing limbs twitched. "What was that?" 

 "Ahum," Istain cleared his throat, and then swallowed again, his eyes focused on the points of those poised appendages. There was no way he could grasp his gun and shoot this thing before it trepanned him. "We were…I was calling out his name, because I know him. Freetrick. I mean, Feerborg. I mean, your king." 

 "How do you know the name of the Ultimate Fiend?" Rasped one of the other monsters—the one that looked like a skinned monkey with bat wings. "Except by foul treachery?" 

 "Or by striking growing up with him," Istain said. His presence of mind could return, he noticed, as long as he didn't focus on the giant, hideous bug bearing down on him. "What did you think he'd been doing for the past twenty years? Hanging upside-down in a cave?" 

 "Was that supposed to be a joke?" The monster flapped its enormous ears at him and bared its six-inch fangs. 

 "What I meant to say," Madene said with Istain's voice, "is that he's my friend. We go to college together." 

 "And we grew up together," Istain added. "So if you kill me, he'll be royally pissed." 

 The monkey-bat snarled at them and took a step forward. Powerful talons on its splayed toes gouged the Bleaklands' dust. 

 "Be still, Jabber" said the Maggot-man, "Now, the important question is, does the Ultimate Fiend expect your visit?" 

 "Yes?" 

 Both the monkey-thing and the grub-thing grinned. The third monster did not, because it didn't have a face. 

 "I thought not," the Maggot-man went on. "In that case, it is most lucky for you we found you before you perished in these Bleaklands." He removed one sucker from the reins of his insectile mount and gestured at the miles of flat and barren waste around them. 

 "Lucky?" Growled Jabber, the monkey-thing, "you are not thinking of letting them live, Chrittle?" 

 Istain's fists clenched. 

 "Indeed," the spokes-thing blinked large, liquid, black eyes, "his Fiendishness is certain to entertain an interest in this intruder." 

 "His dark lordship knows nothing about this outsider scum. What he does not know, he cannot punish us for. Plus, I have heard that the flesh of men is a dish to be savored." Jabber looked at him with an expression that set Istain's skin crawling. 

 "Then perhaps his dark lordship will allow you to eat him after he is done," said Chrittle. 

 "He will not!" Istain blurted. 

 "Do stay out of this," Chrittle twitched his reins and his mount's gigantic chelae flexed at him threateningly. Istain's mouth shut. 

 "Oh yes," Jabber sneered, "because that is what is most important, is it not? To make his dark lordship happy?" 

 "I find that strategy more conducive to survival than making him angry, yes." 


 "Istain." 


 "Lickspittle." 


 "Idiot." 


 "Istain!" Istain jerked as Madene moved his lips. "Can you understand me?" Her words made no noise—she was barely even moving his mouth—but Istain could feel his tongue and throat working as she subvocalized at him. Cool. 

 "Yes," he replied the same way. 

 "I provide service in return for favors, not being executed chief among them." Chrittle had turned around in his little saddle and was facing Jabber as they argued. Only the giant bug was still paying attention to them. 

 "I think you should shoot Jabber," Madene subvocalized. 

 "I can't," said Istain, "if the bug sees me grab my gun, it'll kill me—us." 

 "Reciprocity is a simple game, Jabber," Chrittle was saying, "though obviously too complex for you to play." 

 "I don't think so," said Madene, "The giant insect doesn't appear to be intelligent, and even if it was, the Skreans shouldn't know what guns are." 

 "Yeah, but will the other guy, Chrittle, be happy that we killed his partner?" 

 "Do they seem all that close, Istain?" 

 Istain focused on Jabber, who had spread 15-foot membranous wings and now flapped up a cloud of gray dust at his partner. "Nonsense!" He screeched. "You pretend to be motivated by Evil, Chrittle, but I know you secretly enjoy being the dark lord's toady… and a good and loyal servant." 

 The insectile mount under Chrittle twitched as his suckers jerked on the reins. Istain wasn't good at reading expressions on the monster, but he was sure he could interpret the distinctly un-grub-like fangs exposed by its snarl. "You take that back, Jabber." 

 "Why do you not make me, maggot!" spat Jabber. "You think you are so mighty, but without your steed, what are you but a snack?" 

 "And yet, here my steed is." 

 The enormous wings stopped flapping. They hung cocked, like sardonic eyebrows. "Not if I remove it from the playing field." 

 Istain didn't say anything. He simply reached out, slowly, and grabbed his pistol. Then, again, slowly he aimed it at Jabber. The giant bug did not react. 

 "Oh, you have some secret way to disable my mount?" Chrittle squeaked, "Some clever, strategy? Only consider what would happen if you used it, and forced me to enact the contingency plans I have formed against you, Jabber." 

 "You might be bluffing." 


 "So might you be." 


 "So what shall we do, then?" 


 "Well," said Istain, "I propose that you—yeeargh!" Istain jerked backward as something like a rope made of acidic snot wrapped itself around his neck. His arm spasmed and his bullet whizzed over Jabber's head. 

 The third monster burbled something incomprehensible as it tightened a nest of squirming tentacles around Istain's throat. 

 Chrittle sighed, "You are right as always, Clump. Once again our Skrean impulses toward chaos and discord have put us at a tactical disadvantage. Jabber, as much as I treasure our mutual animosity, you surely concede that we must work together to defeat a greater foe." 

 "You are a chattering fool, Chrittle," said Jabber, relaxing from his fighting stance and glaring over Istain's shoulder. "Well, Clump?" 

 "Yes. Well, Clump?" said Chrittle, swinging around in its saddle, "You have the prisoner. What shall we do with him?" 

 Clump burbled, and the rope of snot around Istain's throat tightened. 

 ***

 Istain closed his eyes as the ground dropped away under him. His shoulders burned with pain, either because of some secretion from the gelatinous Clump or the iron-strong grip of Jabber's feet, or both. The monkey-bat creature's enormous wings pumped above him like industrial bellows as he strained to carry their combined weight. 

 "Istain, you are a terrible warrior," Madene subvocalized at him. 

 "Well, I'm sorry," he mouthed back at her, "So I forgot one of the monsters was there. I've never done this before. And I didn't hear you warning me I was about to be enveloped by the flying striking spaghetti monster." 

 "Your eyes were pointed the wrong way." 

 "Well," Istain winced as a particularly hard down-stroke yanked up on his shoulders. "Next time you control my body while I lie back and heckle you." 

 "If only," his mouth muttered back at him. 

 "Look, I'm just glad we're riding under this monster, and not inside the other one." 

 "We couldn't be. Clump and that giant insect aren't efficient enough fliers to carry us. I don't think it's a coincidence that Jabber is the best flier and most…uh…" 

 Istain glanced up "…not weird looking?" 

 "Yes. But even this one is not as good at flight as the giant birds." She moved his eyes up, past the flexing chest muscles of Jabber, to the other two monsters silhouetted against the clouds above them. "The bird monsters were like…real animals. Products of natural selection, at least partly. But these things are more like…art projects." 

 "Technology, not biology." Istain whispered. "I suppose it makes sense." 

 Istain squinted at the two monsters above them. They seemed to be flying more or less straight up, Chrittle crouched low between the blurred wings of his mount, and Clump inflated into a buoyant tear-drop shape. Something was bothering him. Something about the monsters? No, animals were Madene's thing. Istain's thing was…what? 

 "Madene," he subvocalized. 


 "Yes?" 


 "Who did these monsters say they were taking us to?" 


 "Freetrick, thank goodness." 


 "No they didn't." Istain flipped through his memory, "they said, 'his Fiendishness.' Freetrick they call 'the Ultimate Fiend.'" 

 "So? Maybe the Ultimate Fiend is also a Fiendishness. That would make sense." 

 "Or," said Istain, "They're taking us to someone else. Hey!" He called up at Jabber, flapping over their head, "Jabber? Where are we going?" 

 "Shut up!" Jabber's claws twisted agonizingly into Istain's shoulders. 

 "Good job." Madene let Istain experience the jagged pain while she peered up at the roiling clouds above them. "Why did you even bother? We're clearly headed for that thing." 

 "What thing?" 


 "Look. Look where I'm pointing your eyes. See that thing like a black cigar?" 


 Istain blinked away the tears of pain, "it's not a cloud?" 


 "No, it's something floating, like Clump. In the air. What could do that?" 


 "I don't striking know, Madene," Istain closed his eyes, "my shoulders hurt like gibberish." 


 "They're my shoulders too." 


 He gritted his teeth. "Strike you gibbering out. 


 "What on earth is that thing?" This last Madene didn't subvocalize, but asked the question out loud. 


 "It is our conveyance," wheezed Jabber. 


 "Amazing," Madene squinted Istain's eyes at the reddish lozenge-shaped thing above them. "Istain, do you know what that must be?" 

 "A giant floating dildo," said Istain, "please stop making me stare at it." 

 "It must be some sort of highly modified squid," Madene murmured, ignoring him. "Held aloft by…what? Magic? Hot air? Or a lighter-than air gas?" 

 "It is the chogorrenyth, the monster that travels quickly through the air." Jabber said, and Istain's shoulders screamed again as bat-creature's wings pounded down. The chogorrenyth seemed to swell, then turn as they swooped around it. There was brief and localized hurricane as Jabber braked, pain flared across Istain's shoulders and back, and then he thudded against a rough, yielding surface. 

 Istain felt himself tipping sideways, reached out, and snatched a handful of thick rope. He blinked. The curving, whale-sized back of the chogorrenyth was covered in a net of rope, like ship's rigging. The huge monster rumbled under him, like an upset stomach. 

 "Hold the rope, blast you!" snarled Jabber from behind them. "Tempest above, my sinews ache from hauling your bulk! Hold the rope with all your limbs; else all my effort will be wasted." 

 Istain saw Chrittle and Clump twining themselves into the rope. He tried to ignore the pain in his shoulders and do the same. 

 "Why would we have to strap ourselves in so tightly?" Madene asked him. 

 "I don't striking know," Istain twisted his arms around the scratchy, fibrous ropes. "So we don't fall and die?" 

 "Because of speed or instability? Hot air balloons only go up and down, and not very fast." 


 "Madene, if you think you're speaking to yourself, you aren't, actually." 


 The chogorrenyth rumbled under them again. 


 "I didn't see sails, so what propels it forward?" 


 "Hold on tight, First God Devour you!" Screamed Jabber. 


 Istain's eyes widened with Madene's shock. "Istain! I just figured out how this thing must work—" 


 Something exploded behind them, and the sky and ground of Skrea vanished in a blur of speed. 


 ***


 From around Castle Clouds-Gather they came, scuttling, slithering, oozing, and striding. They ranged from the huge and ponderous to the tiny and gnarled—furred, scaled, clawed, taloned, and tentacled. Bat wings fluttering, suckers pulsing, and less identifiable limbs twitching and coiling, the monsters of the Cabinet of Horrors took their places. 

 "General Blaarg," whispered the dangling head of Mr. Skree from behind Freetrick's left ear, "of the Homicidiary. Unctual, collector of Spoils. Grimp, Senior Undersecretary of the Deep Synod. Razanel, Chair-Thing of the Guild of Torturers. Squill, amanuensis to His Dark Lordship Wrothred Despot Necropolor…" 

 Freetrick smiled and nodded, weirdly reminded of the parade of evil princesses he had seen his last time in this arena. At least these monsters weren't actually trying to attack him. On the other hand the nubile Dark Ladies, even at the height of their disgusting fashion, could not compete with these creatures in the field of looking horrible. 

 "I salute the Despot of Skrea and Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil!" Bellowed one of the beasty retinue—General Blaarg? In a voice like a boulder falling into a pool of phlegm. 

 "Uh, right back at you," said Freetrick, staring. 

 General Blaarg's head—enormous, wet, clay-colored, and roughly cube-shaped— sat between his shoulders as if left there by a sculptor with better things to do. Yellow eyes glared manically from within deep pits in his face, rendered only a little ridiculous by the big pointed ears that flapped to either side. "Pleased I am to finally make the acquaintance of the Ultimate Fiend!" The four fat tentacles sprouting from the General's chin wiggled as he shouted. "I sincerely hope I am not killed for expressing myself in this way!" 

 "Don't…uh, worry about it?" 

 "I shall not!" The monster waved aside a pair of warty ogre bodyguards and seated himself with a grunt.

 General Blaarg nodded at a spindly, insectile creature lurking behind the ogres and motioned it into the seat next to him. "This is my batman," General Blaarg indicated the creature…person, as he sat. "He is Chitinous." 

 Freetrick wasn't sure if the word was a name or a description. "Hello there, Chitinous." 

 Plates of red-edged ebony pulled back. Slippery mandibles chittered. 

 "Chitinous does not talk," General Blaarg laughed, then leaned closer to Freetrick and winked a yellow eye at him, "But then, sometimes they do not need to…eh?" 

 Freetrick's imagination shut down in self-defense. He looked desperately elsewhere. "Razanel, isn't it?" 

 "That is correct, Fiend." The person seating himself between two twitchy goblin bodyguards at the other side of the table looked human enough. Then the leathery mantel over his shoulders twitched, and Freetrick realized he was looking at a pair of membranous wings. Freetrick thought suddenly of his own cape, and hoped it wasn't made from anyone Razanel knew.

 "It does me great honor," said the bat-winged person, "to sit in the presence of the Ultimate Fiend and retain the use of all my limbs and sensory organs. We hope we may serve the Malevolence soon as we served his justly feared father, may the blood never dry from his hands."

 "Uh…thank you?" Freetrick wondered if Razanel filed his teeth, or if they were naturally pointy. 

 "Well, it looks like everyone's here," he said, as something that looked like a pile of jellied octopus flopped into a bucket-shaped seat on the table's far side. "Shall we get going?" 

 "May I take my lord's leave to begin the sessions?" Rumbled General Blaarg. 

 "Uh—." 

 "Fear us!" Bellowed the monster, "for we are the Monsters that Lurk Together!" 

 "Fear us!" Repeated everyone at the table except Freetrick and Bloodbyrn. 

 "Loathe us! For we are slime beneath the boot-heels of evil!" 


 "Loathe us!" 

 The invocation went on. Freetrick shifted uncomfortably. Fortunately, he was not placed on the Skull Throne, but at a slightly less ostentatious seat at the head of the table placed on a wide leather mat in the center of the sandy bottom of the Audience Pit. Around them, Bloodbyrn's red-noise dome shimmered, partially obscuring the concentric ranks of empty seating rising from the Pit. 

 And beside him sat Bloodbyrn, looking absolutely furious. 

 "I was given to understand that this interlude would be of the romantic and diverting kind that have been so woefully lacking in my life of late," she spoke over the voices of the monsters as if they did not exist. "When we are out of the public scrutiny, rest assured, my lord, that my punishment will be both lingering and memorable." 

 Fangs, jaws, and mandibles snicked shut. Eyes of various colors and shapes rolled toward her, then the Ultimate Fiend. Those faces capable of expressing emotion looked confused. 

 "Uh," said Freetrick, "don't mind her. Um. Carry on." 

 "I shall imbed the tip of my whip in your hide." The furious hiss from his concubine bounced off the inside of her buzzing blood shield. 

 Freetrick swallowed, aware that the monsters were all staring at him. Might as well begin. "Gentlemen…uh…things." He pulled his sheaf of notes from the chest-plate of his armor and adjusted his pince-nez."I suppose you're wondering why I called you all here today." 

 "To murder someone, Fiend?" Asked a small, furry monster. Freetrick noticed he had three eyes. 


 "Uh, no." Freetrick shuffled his notes, "actually the opposite." 


 There was a shocked gasp. Freetrick looked back at his notes. 


 "Uh," he said, "I have something for you…no, wait." He closed his eyes. Remember your persona, Freetrick. "Heed me, minions, for
I have a task for you." He looked up, carefully focusing on the wall at the opposite corner of the room, over the heads of his terrifying audience. "Yes, a task I say, a task to preserve the Kingdoms of Evil against those who would destroy us!" 

 There was a gnashing of teeth and a quivering of tentacles in his lower peripheral vision. 

 "I speak not of those without our borders, nor of those who scheme within," he continued, "but of the actions of all of us. The actions that, if not halted, will kill us as surely as an assassin's dagger or a paladin's sword. Yes, my minions, it is we who are our own greatest enemy."


 Freetrick risked a look down. They were listening. The jello raised a timid tentacle. 

 "The Skull Throne recognizes Scwelsch, amanuensis to Teirvulg Despot Shoggor," said Mr. Skree. 

 "Oh murderous instigator of terror," the monster burbled from somewhere under his gelatinous mantel, "might this not be a subtle order for the suicide of your slow-minded lackeys?" 

 "If so," grumbled the furry, three-eyed fellow, "he could have at least sent the death squads after us." 

 "No!" said Freetrick, "I was being metaphorical, strike it. I'm talking about converting the Kingdoms of Evil to a sustainable lifestyle." 

 Variously-shaped eyes glanced at each other. Strike it, he'd slipped back into Rationalist slang. "I mean, uh, the wasteful lifestyle of my minions, which, uh, robs our nation of resources and must be stopped lest doom befall us all." Strike it out this was hard. Like public speaking and live action role play combined.

 "Ah…" General Blaarg sighed, "genocide then." He elbowed Chitinous, "Told you it would be genocide." 

 "No!" said Freetrick. 

 Bloodbyrn sighed. 

 The monsters shared another glance. One of them, the furry one, leaned forward. "Oh great disreputable Master of Misery, oh Monarch of Woe..." 

 "Oh no," said Freetrick. 

 "The Skull Throne Recognizes Unctual, Collector of Spoils," hissed Mr. Skree. 

 "No, that's okay," Freetrick looked at Mr. Skree, "We're not going through all this officious rigmarole, are we?" 

 Apparently they were. The Collector of Spoils perched atop a high seat, his little hands steepled on the table in front of him, fur spilling from the cuffs of his exquisitely-fitted, black-leather suit. Black and white lines—Freetrick couldn't tell if they were paint, tattoo, or the natural pigmentation of the monster's skin—creased into an oily smile "Of course this most minor of all grovelers knows his life will be forfeit for daring to question the meaning of the orders issuing from the Black Oracle that is the Ultimate Fiend, but circumstances necessitate he do so." 

 Freetrick rubbed at his forehead. "This isn't working, is it?" 

 The Collector ran a neat hand across one of his curling black horns in a nervous gesture, like a man readjusting his hair. His three large, copper-colored eyes blinked. "May this slithering entrail inquire as to what his master refers?" 

 "Oh, 'slithering entrail,'" murmured a person with ram's horns curling out of his blue hair. "Good one." 

 "Thank you," said Unctual. 

 Freetrick glared at the dapper little monster. "You guys seriously plan to talk like that that the whole time, don't you?" 

 Unctual smiled again, "the plans of such as we, mere humble blemishes upon the world, could never presume of even think of planning to do anything other than—" 

 "Enough!" Freetrick stood. "Gentlemen...things. We're not going to be able to get anything done if it takes you striking half an hour to say anything. 

 Unctual cleared his throat. "May the veins of the entire unholy congregation be cleaved in twain, oh Prime Cause of all lamentation..." 

 "For crying out loud! Here." Freetrick grabbed Bloodbyrn around the shoulders, yanked her in front of himself, and pushed her down into his chair. She squeaked in protest. "Okay, talk to her. Someone say hello to her." 

 At the far end of the table, a monster like a shaggy buffalo cleared his throat with a sound, indeed, like a buffalo clearing its throat. His head hung between enormous humped shoulders, his face a mass of vertical wrinkles, dangling jowls, and braided wool. Two finger-sized horns framed his temples, and sunken, rheumy eyes focused on Freetrick. His massive, black-nailed hands twisted in the air before him. 

 "He says!" chirped a voice from somewhere amidst the matted dreadlocks over the monster's shoulders, " 'A horrendous morrow to you, dark lady.'" 

 Bloodbyrn gave Freetrick a surly glance, then inclined her head to the buffalo. "Horrendous morrow, Grimp." 

 "Wonderful!" Freetrick clapped. "Now, can we get down to business?" 

 "Excellent," translated Bloodbyrn, "the sinews of the Ultimate Fiend sing with dark energy. Let us, if I understand his idiom correctly, sink our teeth into the throat of the matter." 

 "Yes," said Freetrick "now, does each of you have an agenda?" 

 Bloodbyrn shot him a venomous glare. Then she sighed and settled into her role as translator. "Are the agendas within your grasps?" 

 There was a chorus of affirmative grunts, murmurs, squishes, and chitters. 

 "Okay. You'll see here an outline of the new policies we need to implement if we want to ensure the stability of the Kingdoms of Evil." 

 Freetrick let the notes he had prepared carry him forward, with Bloodbyrn translating his words into a form fiendish enough for the Cabinet to understand. "Our first task is to get a better picture of the people of Skrea and their needs. So we need to draft, then distribute questionnaires, conduct audits, and interview Castle staff preparatory to what will probably be a massive overhaul of all major government systems." 

 "You cannot hide your sins from the all-seeing eye of the Ultimate Fiend. Prepare yourselves," Bloodbyrn said, "for the coming purge." 

 Freetrick smiled nervously. Then remembered his persona and smiled maliciously. "The idea is to re-assign those unfit for their postings and promote competent" and not insane, "people to replace them. You all have nothing to fear," he went on, "since, according to the reports I've seen, you are all extremely capable…people." 

 "The capricious plan of the Ultimate Fiend is to callously weed the weak from the strong in a sequence of trials, each more brutal than the last." 

 That caused some blinking and tentacle-twitching. Unctual and Impan, the blue one, leaned forward. Grimp rumbled while the…something on his right hissed. Freetrick took that as a good sign. 

 His optimism was quelled by their reaction to his promise of promotions for valuable monsters. Grimp, the hand-talking, bison-like ogre, informed him that promoting a monster over a human aristocrat was basically the same as slow execution. The plans that had seemed so simple in his government classes now loomed huge and impossible. 

 "Next," Freetrick tried to keep his voice calm as he thumbed to the next page of his notes. "We will need to create courts of law, and a body to administrate them…uh," he glanced at his notes.

 "Laws?" growled General Blaarg, as Bloodbyrn's translation caught up to with them, "Laws as in order? The opposite of chaos?" 

 "Wouldn't you like legal recourse if some random necromancer tries to kill you?" Freetrick asked.

 Dangling chin-tentacles wiggled. "For what do we need all this law business? Simply slaughtering everyone involved in a crime was good enough for the Fiend's feared father."

 "General Blaarg," Freetrick tried to explain, "You're a military…man. Tell me, how I can ensure the loyalty of my troops?" 

 "They must to be oppressed constantly, Fiend, less they rebel." 

 "But, don't you get it?" Freetrick said, "by oppressing the people, we only make their grievances worse! What happens when they rebel again?" 

 Blaarg looked honestly baffled. "Oppress them more, Fiend, of course."There was a chorus of grunts and growls and sloshing sounds of assent. 

 Freetrick closed his eyes over a sudden stab of headache. He reminded himself that none of these monsters could defend themselves magically; he could kill one of them get the energy he needed and make sure all the other monsters damn well obeyed him. That would make things easier. Too easy. Freetrick restrained himself.

 "Look, you can't work like this."


 "Like what, Malevolence?"


 "Like all this chaos and evil and oppression," Freetrick flailed. "You can't…you can't…"


 "If I may be allowed to do the duties that have been thrust on me?" Bloodbyrn said. 

 "Oh Right. Sorry." Freetrick motioned Bloodbyrn to translate for him.

 "Silence!" Bloodbyrn screeched at the grumbling monsters. "How dare you question your Ultimate Fiend? With but a thought in his twisted mind he can rip the very ligaments from your bones. So cease your protestations and bend to his orders or be destroyed utterly!

 "However insane those orders might be." Bloodbyrn growled as she sank back into her seat.

 Freetrick sighed. There went any hope of a considered dialogue. Oh the monsters would obey. When he was watching them, anyway. At all other times, they would go about business exactly as they had been. Well, this was a start, anyway. And maybe by throwing the Skrean government off-balance, he might gain some time to establish a real power base. 

 Well then, chaos-ho. "So, yes. Next up is the creation of a tax office." And on and on. Civil reforms, legal reforms, tax reforms, land and farming…

 "My lord!" 

 Freetrick looked up from his notes at Bloodbyrn's hiss. 

 "What in the name of everything bloody are you doing? You can't expect these monsters to…to farm." 

 "I think," said Freetrick, gesturing grandly, "that these monsters are capable of anything." 

 "…in perpetual darkness?" 

 Freetrick smiled dizzily. "Please turn to page two of your agendas." 

 " 'Get rid of the Maelstrom?!'" The red-noise dome screeched with her consternation as Bloodbyrn read aloud. "That is…completely impossible." 

 "I thought I was the Ultimate Fiend," said Freetrick, grinning, "maybe your puny mind simply cannot encompass my fiendish machinations." 

 "But…the basis of all necromancy…" Bloodbyrn spluttered as the monsters stared. 

 "Bloodbyrn, don't worry about it," said Freetrick, as if he had any idea what he was talking about, "I'll be in charge of the necromantic reforms, and I will leave it up to you all," he indicated the monsters, "to take advantage of them." 

 The monsters looked at each other. Then they looked back at him. 

 The truth was that Freetrick barely understood how to use the magic of Skrea, let alone manipulate it at its very foundations. But what did it matter now if he promised something he could never deliver? It was enough to shake things up, and that he had definitely accomplished. 

 "All right. I propose a break," he said. "Then we can talk details." 

 "A…a break?" General Blaarg's eyes seemed to refocus. "Oh, that would be most splendid idea, Fiend. If I may?" 

 Freetrick frowned. "May what?" 

 "Call for our refreshments," said the monster as he stood. He nodded his massive head at Bloodbyrn and the bloody haze around them sank out of the air. Then his voice rose in a bellow that shook dust from the rocky ceiling: "BRING IN THE VIRGINS!" 

 Freetrick's good feelings vanished. "What virgins?" 

 They came in on a sort of tiered platform, a wooden pyramid carried by four ogre bearers. Young women lay upon the steps of the pyramid, wearing a very small amount of wispy cloth, and a very large amount of heavy, metal chain. Even from across the pit, Freetrick could see their oiled skins shining in the light from glowing crystals. Their hair, too, was heavily greased and shaped into artistic swirls, towers, and spikes. The whole confection resembled nothing so much as a display of canapés. 

 "Sumptuous," said Razanel, his bat wings fluttering out over his shoulders, "what generous refreshments!" 


 General Blaarg seemed to have regained some of his composure. "Compliments of the Homicidiary, Malevolence." 


 "The Homicidiary is too kind," burbled Scwelsch, oozing out of his bucket. 


 The ogres stopped and bent, lowering their cargo. Chains jingled as the virgin snack-tray settled into the sand. 


 "You know," said General Blaarg, "I found that some sniveling idiot in the fiend's staff had cancelled the entertainment for this meeting? Even after his malevolence very clearly told everyone that he had invited us here to watch us devour tender maidens for his entertainment! Heads will roll, I am sure!" 

 "Strike it out, you can bet they striking well will!" Freetrick shoved himself out of his chair. The women were all looking at him. 

 "Indeed!" General Blaarg said proudly, "And the fiend will notice that the maidens I have chosen are of the plumpest stock available." 

 "They look delectable!" Chortled Unctual. "The Master of the Volcano is excessively generous as well as wicked." He gave a malicious little giggle as he slid off his high chair. "I confess I was afraid all of that was just a cover story, and I wouldn't get to devour any maidens at all." He rubbed his furred hands together, purple tongue sliding over sharp white teeth. 

 "It was a cover story!" Shouted Freetrick. "This was all to get some time alone with you guys. I didn't order any actual virgins...Chitinous, you fold that thing back into your carapace right now!" 

 "Now is not the time for one of my lord's displays of histrionics," hissed Bloodbyrn 

 "I don't believe this!" Said Freetrick, "if you think I'm going to---"

 "My lord," Bloodbyrn hissed at him from her seat, "you are the Ultimate Fiend! Show some dignity for Blood's sake." 

 "I am the Ultimate Fiend." Resonate off the forehead, Freetrick. "Minions!" His voice rumbled like an avalanche. "One more twitch and I shall tear your limbs from their sockets!" Blackness boiled into existence at the edges of his vision as Freetrick shoved through the crowd of suddenly still monsters and stood in front of the women. "You are not to eat these women. You are not to harm them. You are not to touch them." 

 The monsters looked at him. They looked at the quivering girls. They looked back at him, and they sank to the ground in genuflection. 

 "Good," rumbled Freetrick, "I will not allow these girls to be harmed—" 

 The only warning he had was a soprano cry from behind him, then something hard cracked against the armor over his spine and a violent force shoved him forward. 

 Freetrick nearly managed to do a somersault; his hands hit the sandy floor and he ducked his head to take the fall on his shoulders, but the bulky armor on his back, the armor that had saved him from the knife-thrust, struck the ground off-center and twisted him sideways. Sand blew upward. The Ultimate Fiend uncoiled mid-tumble and flopped onto his back. 

 "Ah, tyrant, but what if they harm you?" said the Monster Killer.

 ***

 Istain coughed, swallowed, groaned, wiped the vomit from his chin, and slid off the side of the chogorrenyth like a sack of rocks. 

 "Gibber," he said weakly, staring at the black sky above him, "gibber me into nonsense." 

 "Horrible, wasn't it?" A silhouetted figure interposed itself between Istain and the Maelstrom. "Ah, my chogorrenyth." The man's voice was aged, but strong, and currently warm with pride. He was not Freetrick. "I own one of the two left in existence, you know. They do not reproduce, and there are no Life-twisters left with the skill to make new ones. You there!" the man's head turned, "stay away from the head! I've used too many resources training your worthless, monstrous hide to feed you to my conveyance!" 

 "Who are you?" Istain asked, weakly. 

 The figure above him settled, as if seating itself in a tall chair. "Mr. Banethorne, the prisoner wants to know who I am." 

 "The prisonah!" 

 Istain found the strength to raise his torso off the ground and saw a second person, tall and thin, silhouetted against the storm. 

 "Will trem-ble in fee-ah at knowledge of his tyrannical captor!" This person screeched. "The Chairman of the Order of Dark Machinations, Dread General of the Homicidiary, Senior Undersecretary of Death for the Deep Synod, his Fiendishness the Jaded Tyrant the Despot Noggor, Teirchoke." 

 The first person, presumably Teirchoke, loomed over Istain. The black stones of the floor seemed to sway and rush forward. Istain almost vomited again. 

 "Well, what manner of thing is he?" Istain heard Teirchoke call over his head. 

 "We, your humble servants, found him whilst patrolling the skies of Dewmna Despotate, Fiendishness." Insect limbs clattered over the rock floor and Istain heard the voice of the maggot-man, Chrittle. "He was flying, villainousness, in an artificial conveyance, a flat tent that hung in the air like a gliding bat. He also possessed a weapon, which we have removed, and which you may later inspect, villain. He was beset by torns, and the weapon struck down three of them with thunder." 

 Istain raised his head to see Teirchoke, seated in a sort of nightmare modern sculpture, a twisted nest of wood and gleaming metal. "And this was over Dewmna, you say? Are you sure it was not over the border in Allmen country?" The Despot eyed Istain, "not Virgin Soil, surely." 

 "With all due terror, villainousness, this man was nearly in Ngiff Despotate." 

 "Ah. A Rationalist, then. Universal Science. Keep his thunder-weapon. I will make study of its workings in due time. Kill everyone who saw it. Then yourself. Banethorne, you will task some lurkers with ensuring the maggot-man Chrittle carries out my orders." The Despot's smile turned his face into a network of sagging and wicked wrinkles as, shockingly, the little monster bowed and wheeled his mount around. Chrittle didn't even protest the summary execution. Summary self-execution. 

 "We are truly under the Shadow," Madene said. 

 "Indeed you are," said Teirchoke. The tangle of ironmongery and lumber under him shivered, then flexed, and the old man swung closer. "But I must ask why? For what purpose do you invade our country, Rationalist?" 

 Istain tried to stand up straight. And rid his mind of the image of Chrittle killing himself. Would he at least get his duel with jabber? 

 "I am a friend of your Ultimate Fiend." He felt his mouth say. "I demand to…see him?" 

 Confidence drained from Madene's voice as Teirchoke's smile broadened. 

 "Oh…truly? Could you perhaps tell me his name?" 

 Istain found he could not take his eyes off that horrible smile. "Freetrick?" 

 "Wrong!" Istain almost fell back onto the flagstones as he saw the fangs. "That is not the name of the Ultimate Fiend! You day-ah to lie to the Despot Noggor?! For your lies, scum, you shall die. Die for days!" 

 But Teirchoke's smile only widened. "No, no, Banethorne. The Rationalist is quite right. My spies tell me that the name by which our new and greatly feared Ultimate Fiend calls himself, and presumably the name by which his friends would know him, is not Feerborg, but Freetrick. You, young man, are either a spy who has done his homework, or you are what you say you are. But how shall I find out?" The sorcerous chair under the old man shifted on four iron spikes, raising a screech that made Madene clench Istain's teeth. "Banethorne, ready torture chamber thirty-seven." 

 "I am Freetrick's friend!" Istain shouted, "just…just freaking tell him about me! Tell him I'm—" 

 The servant Banethorne whipped out a sword Istain hadn't even seen, and slammed the flat of its blade against his shoulder. Istain screamed in pain and tumbled to the flagstones. 

 The sword flipped 45 degrees and the edge pressed into his throat. "Do you pre-sume to give ordahs, slave?" The servant's upper lip was drawn back like a hood, turning its face into a thing of gnashing teeth and huge, glaring eyes. 

 "I'm, um…" Istain started to say, then his tongue went numb. His eyebrows drew down in fury, and his fists clenched. No, Madene, you'll get us striking killed, he tried to say, but she had seized control of his mouth and larynx. 

 All Istain could do was pray as Madene slowly reached up, grasped the sword close to the base, and forced it away from his neck, all the while staring at the mad yellow eyes of Banethorne. Strike her out as gibberish, she was trying to intimidate the lord of evil and his flay-faced monster! Istain would have screamed, but Madene had clamped down on his muscles, and all he could was twitch. 

 "Do not strike me," said Madene through his mouth. Istain weighed the pros and cons of causing a seizure. He might break their head open on the stones, or get skewered by Banethorne, but at least it would shut her up. "Or I will tell…Feerborg all about you and your operation out here." 

 "Will you?" said Teirchoke. His face had become flat and hard as the stones of his castle. "Banethorne. Hit him again. Harder this time." 

 The blow brought Madene to Istain's knees, gasping through Istain's mouth with pain that Istain, himself, did not feel. Until he took control of his body back, anyway, at which point his cheek and shoulder flared up like a bonfire. True Words! 

 "Gibber!" Istain swore at Madene. "You striking idiot!" 

 "An idiot am I?" came the voice of the dark lord from above him. "Young man, you should send prayers to your weakling word-god every night for the rest of your miserable life, giving thanks that I am not an idiot. If you had fallen captive to any one of my peers, you would be in a million tiny pieces now." He chuckled, "Or wishing you were. But instead, you have come to me. Mr. Banethorne, help our young prisoner to his feet." 

 Rough, long-fingered hands closed around Istain's elbow and hauled him up. Istain gritted his teeth and clamped down on Madene. Her furious impulse to strike out at the monster became a non-provoking twitch. 

 "I assume you thought that attempt at rebellion would impress me?" said Teirchoke, "I cannot imagine you thought the logic of your argument would sway me." 

 "Because if I threaten to tell Freetrick about you mistreating me, you can simply kill me or throw me in a dungeon, and Freetrick will never know I was even here," said Istain, furiously, to his captor and his meddlesome psychosis, both. "And without my weapons or any magic in this nation, I can't striking intimidate you." 

 This actually brought a smile to the old man's face. "Ah, it seems you have a better grasp on the situation than I had supposed. Clearly the stories about The Rationalist Union are true, and you are a nation of thinkers, not fighters. I wonder if your logical prowess can lead you to your one hope for survival at my hands." 

 "Can I be useful—?" Istain's mouth snapped closed as Madene realized what he was saying. "Madene," he subvocalized, mouth still closed "you will get us killed if you don't shut up now." 

 Banethorne hissed at him, but fortunately his master did not seem to notice Istain's internal dialogue. "Well, perhaps you can tell me whether or not you can be useful." The elderly dark lord stroked the armrest of his chair, and the whole mess rose up and swung about with another screech of stone and metal. "Banethorne, escort our prisoner behind me. I wish to show him something of my castle." 

  "Istain, what are you doing? You can't offer this guy help! He's a dark lord of the Shadow!" 

 "Right," Istain subvocalized as he kneeled on the floor of a room somewhere in Teirchoke Despot Noggor's cavernous, badly-lit fortress, "so he'll have no compunctions about killing us." 

 "Better to die than serve the Shadow, Istain." 

 "Yeah well, I don't agree," not any more, anyway, "and this is my body, so I have a say over whether it stays alive." 

 "Well, I—" A sword prodded him in the back. 

 "Cease your mumbling!" Hissed Banethorne, "or you will serve my mastah with one limb few-ah!" 

 "I'm sorry," said Istain. He forced down panic and tried to think. If he was going to save Selene, he needed the power of Skrea behind him. That meant he needed Freetrick's help. Or someone's help, anyway. Imagine this as a program tree. If A then B or C, if not A, then…"Um…my dark lord?" 

 "The correct term of address is Fiendishness," said Teirchoke. He had settled his mobile easy-chair between Istain and the room's huge fireplace. He stood out as an angular black shadow against the flames, the room's only source of illumination.

 "Villainousness," Istain corrected, "how can we…I mean, I help you?" 

 "What makes you think you could help me?" 


 "Well…" Istain temporized, "it seems to me that we all need help sometimes." 


 The old man chuckled. "A very Rationalist sentiment. Here we would say we all have our dark desires." 


 "Istain…" his throat buzzed. 


 Istain coughed. "Well, maybe I can help…fulfill them?" 


 Teirchoke's smile gleamed in the firelight. "Mr. Banethorne," he said, "tell the Rationalist about the child who is no longer my son." 

 "Truly, Fiendishness?" 

 "Do not make me ask twice, Mr. Banethorne." Teirchoke lifted his right hand and grasped at the air in a gesture that was, for some reason, extremely threatening. 

 "Of course, Fiendishness. Ahem. His Fiendishness Teirchoke Despot Noggor," the servant said, his harsh voice oddly soft and sympathetic, "has been unlucky in his progeny. His son, whom we now must call…Thorchoke the…kind, was banished for his scandalous behavior from the nation of Skrea and all the Kingdoms of Evil." 

 "It took all of my acumen and ruthlessness not to join him in banishment," growled the dark lord. "I retain my name and some honors and privileges," his listless eyes flicked around the ostentatious castle, and his mouth quirked in self-conscious irony, "but with me will die my line's aristocratic perquisites. So unless the Choke line be relegated to Outer Dark Lordship, someone must restore our evil name. As my grandson is an idiot and my daughter is a woman, that task falls on my shoulders. Be glad you will never live to be so disappointed by your progeny, lad." 

 Istain nodded. He had only a vague notion of how aristocracy worked—if only he had Zathara in his head instead of Madene—but he understood the basic idea. Disgrace, banishment, loss of face. Which meant… 

 "Uh…" he said, "Villainousness, Freetrick and I have been best friends since we were children. If you gave me to him, you could name your reward." 

 "Who? Ah, the new king? Pfah!" Teirchoke waved his hand dismissively. "No. Predicting the death of Feerborg would be redundant, since all Ultimate Fiends are assassinated sooner or later, but let us say that I belong to the school of thought that believes in the sooner half of the equation. DeMacabre might think he can keep the idealistic fool alive until his bloody little bitch spawns a whelp of her own. I disagree." 

 "DeMacabre?" subvocalized Madene in confusion, "Bloody little bitch?" 

 "Bloodbyrn." Istain remembered the femme fatal who had come to collect Freetrick. If she was one of the good guys… 

 "Well," blustered Istain, "Freetrick is pretty resourceful. He was always good at getting his way." In dance practices, anyway. "I would reconsider my, uh, estimation of him if I was you." 

 "Oh yes." Teirchoke smiled thinly. "I know all about his grand schemes. I was at his first council meeting, after all, and I have had reports of his subsequent behavior from my daughter. Why do you think I came all the way back here, with so much going on in Clouds-Gather? Because there is a chance, however small, that that your friend's meddling will tear down the Skrean government before he is killed. No." Teirchoke leaned forward. "DeMacabre and his faction are fools for believing they can use that nincompoop to their advantage. I choose another champion." He leaned back again, a smile on his wicked, wrinkled face. "Yes…Prince Feerix will pay handsomely for you." 





Chapter the Sixteenth


In which the Ultimate Fiend redecorates his Room

 



 "Wild snacks!" General Blaarg bellowed. "Ogres! Seal the doors!" 

 Freetrick scrambled to get his limbs back under him as the sand juddered with the concussions of running ogre footsteps. Freetrick stood to see one of the ogres on the ground, another clawing at a chain around his neck. Two more were trying to fend off a leaping maelstrom of scantily-clad female assassins. Then his eyes focused on the person directly in front of him, and Freetrick felt cold sweat prickle under his armor. 

 She was rising from her crouch, joints slowly straitening, long limbs stretching, light scattering off her large silver eyes. 

 Freetrick swallowed. "You." 

 The Monster Killer smiled. She took a slow step forward, and then the step became an arc that swung almost lazily through the horizontal before her foot swept into Freetrick's side. Then she hit him in the face. 

 Or tried to. As the kick to his midriff propelled Freetrick back, Chitinous, was suddenly in the space between them. The Monster Killer's hand slid across the black surface of the plates across the Chitinous's chest. Then General Blaarg's lackey rushed forward, saw-edged limbs snapping out and down. 

 "Why are you doing this?" Freetrick shouted at the Monster Killer as she dodged backward. "I told you I'd let you walk out of the striking Castle. I told you I'd give you a striking ambassadorship! Why are you still here?" 

 "Can I talk to you after I kill your henchman?" Sand sprayed up as she planted a foot and leapt forward. Chitinous's serrated forearms came up, opened, then hesitated. The monster looked over his shoulder, his eyes sliding around to look back at Freetrick as if asking a question. 

 "What—" Freetrick began, and then black ichor spewed from Chitinous's mouthparts and he twitched and slumped.

 "To answer your question, Feerborg," the monster-killer said as she jerked her knife free of the stump of Chitinous's neck and straitened, "I am the Monster Killer. All the monsters are here." 

 She stepped toward Freetrick, over the twitching body. 

 "Minions!" Freetrick raised his voice, "defend yourselv—" 

 The monster-killer blurred forward, smashing into Freetrick's belly with a force that rang his armor like a bell and sent him pin-wheeling backward. Freetrick hit the ground. 

 He felt the floor strike him hard in the back, pressing the air from his lungs. The Monster Killer's outline blurred and refocused as she passed above him. Black sparks swam before his eyes. 

 Black sparks. 

 Freetrick's fingers clenched against the sand. 

 The Monster Killer blew backward in a black cloud of necromancy. The magic coiled around Freetrick, lifted him from the ground, and spun him to face his attacker, who leapt up to meet him. 

 Freetrick's arm came up to protect his unarmored face as the other sliced out at the place where she should have been, strike it! The Monster Killer seemed to flicker, faking a dash to one side, then suddenly appearing on the other. 

 Freetrick gasped a breath into his bruised lungs, aware of his dwindling magical resources. He had only killed two guinea-pigs this morning, and now, burning necromantic potential fast as he could, Freetrick could barely keep up with her. 

 A foot appeared in the air in front of him. Freetrick accelerated sideways, losing more death energy. He needed to do something creative, but she wasn't giving him time! 

 A tendril of black energy slashed along the ground, seeking to trip her, but her feet never touched the striking ground for more than a moment before she leapt up again. Black clouds swirled through the air, but the Monster Killer didn't seem to care if he blinded her. He couldn't evacuate the air from the area without suffocating himself. But maybe— 

 The foot that had been swinging toward his head suddenly flipped upward as a hurricane wind exploded underneath them. For an instant, Freetrick and the Monster Killer floated, unsupported. She had nothing to push against. No way to attack. 

 "Help!" Shouted Freetrick into the sudden stillness. " It's okay to striking hit the women!"

 There was a gurgling, chittering, screeching cheer. 

 Freetrick hit the ground and suddenly the Monster Killer wasn't in front of him. She was behind him, pushing, toppling him forward. 

 "Still?" Freetrick cried, catching himself with ropes of darkness and halting his fall. He spun in the air to face her. "Give up, strike you! There's no way you can win now." 

 She spared not a glance at the monsters rushing up on all sides. "Only if by 'win' you mean 'survive,'" she said, and launched herself at him. 

 Freetrick pulled himself into the air, higher than the arc of her leap could take her. The Monster Killer dropped back to the ground in a crouch, snarling up at him, then spun up to slice her knife through the belly of the first monster to run into reach. He was a secretary Freetrick hadn't had a chance to talk to yet. 

 "Tempest blast you!" he shouted, and reached out with night-colored tentacles to yank her off the ground. The monster-killer's wide, crazy eyes seemed to expand as she rushed through the air toward him, and her small smile never wavered. 

 "What is wrong with you!" Freetrick shouted at his attacker as he held the struggling Monster Killer 15 feet above the bottom of the Audience Pit. "I thought you were a freedom fighter. Protector of the innocent, you told me! Can't you see I'm trying to make things better?" 

 "If you really believe that," she said, "then you are the most insane dark lord I have ever met." She was still smiling. "And I have met many." 

 Below them, Freetrick was peripherally aware, virgins and monsters were still fighting. There was a hot tingle as a dying woman stumbled through the shadow his body cast against the ground. The fight had become more even, but the monster's weren't winning as easily as he had hoped. 

 Bloodbyrn, for her part, seemed to be doing fine. She was standing, arms and legs spread in a martial stance, blood from her wrists flowing into a cloud of droplets orbiting around her. Bloodbyrn crooked her fingers, made a pass in the air, and Freetrick saw a warrior woman's screaming attack turn into a headlong tumble as her legs spasmed out from under her. Even as the dead attacker slid to the sand at Bloodbyrn's feet, she was turning, flicking out another drop of her blood. 

 A deep, cold part of Freetrick's Frantic mind cursed the waste of a death. He needed the energy.

 But it wasn't as if he was in much real danger. The women, foreigners all, were as helpless as monsters against the magic of the Kingdoms of Evil. As long as he could keep this advantage… 

 "Call off your people," he said, "and we can talk." 

 "I have no desire to talk with you," answered the Monster Killer, "and they are not my people any more than they are yours. I merely gave them a chance to fight." 

 "You aren't making this easy." 

 "I should not have to," she said, raising an eyebrow in a very Bloodbyrnesque expression. "Kill me, if you think it will help." 

 "Don't tempt me—" Freetrick said, and then his necromancy ran out. 

 Freetrick and the Monster Killer dropped out the air. She rolled. Freetrick didn't, but a pair of huge, horny hands closed around his ribcage and turned a bone-shattering impact into a mere armpit-bruising. 

 Grimp set him down. 

 "Thanks," gasped Freetrick. 

 "Duty could demand no less!" Squeaked the little white creature from amidst Grimp's tangled fur. Close up, it looked a bit like a monkey-armed rabbit. Then the huge, shaggy troll turned under his translator, and a massive arm swung like a gun-turret to catch a leaping woman across the belly. "Excellent! Now, if the fiend will cast his shadow across this snack Grimp has immobilized…" 

 He was angry. Yes, he wanted to.

 Grimp was too slow to stop the Monster Killer as she leapt feet-first into Freetrick's back. As Freetrick shot forward and she bounced up, the ogre let go of the other woman and fumbled toward the person who had attacked his master. 

 "Still want to talk?" came the snarling voice of the Monster Killer, "Tell you what, I'll carve out your skull after I kill you and talk to that." 

 The woman Grimp had released landed with in a plume of sand and spun to fix her insane gaze on Freetrick. In the time it took Freetrick to pull his heavily-armored limbs back under him, she had closed the space between them. Freetrick saw her arm lift, her dainty fist around a long, jagged black dagger. She opened her mouth— 

 The only warning the woman got was a faint zipping sound, like a piece of paper tearing, and then the pinhead-sized drop of blood penetrated her skin. She blinked, then her right eye twitched suddenly upward into her skull. She made a furious, glottal "gak!" sound, and the woman's right arm and leg jerked simultaneously. 

 Freetrick rolled to the side and his would-be assassin flopped, twitching, to the sand. Gritting his teeth, he overcame his fear and disgust and reached his hand out to cast a shadow over her. There was a burst of un-bright non-heat. 

 The monsters all agreed later it was a great party. 

 ***

 In Tinesmurk's camp, in the woods, in the pass between the Light and Dark sides of the Bulwark Mountains, in a little wooden cage, Kendrick sat in the pine-smelling dirt, thinking furiously.

 Not about escape. That was easy enough. All he needed was a wheel-stone, and then he would hit the monsters guarding the other men, then the main body of fighting monsters, then the necromancers. The battle would push him from necessity to necessity like a train on tracks. No, it was the choice of whether to begin the battle that was the difficult one. What should he do? Who could he trust to command him?

 Kendrick had learned at an early age that the things he wanted to do were never Right. The games he liked to play, the things he liked to tell his friends, every human interaction earned hatred from his peers and punishment from adults. 

 If not for his parents... if not for the fact that Kendrick's home town was Downhill and modern, with no monster hunters...well. Kendrick had survived his childhood.

 And then at college, Madene had kept him under control. Traveling up the mountains, Kendrick had hoped the army's hierarchy would do the same. But here in the forest, in this cage, what did Kendrick have to keep him separate from the darkness? He meditated on this as the hours passed.

 The monstrous guards standing at the door to his hastily constructed cage changed and changed again. Then they were replaced by a single man. No, not a man, Kendrick saw as the silhouette imposed itself over the sunset colors in the clouds to the west. A monster approached him in human shape.

 "What troubles you, Do-Gooder?" The sun cast Maulrag's shadow over Kendrick as the wendigo came to stand before the door of his cage, "thinking about what I've been doing to your woman?"

 "Zathara isn't my woman," Kendrick said.

 "Perceptive of you." The wendigo squatted on its haunches and peered past the wooden bars of the cage with its mad dark eyes level with Kendrick's.

 "Well," said Kendrick after a few moments, "what do you want? Does that witch you call queen have more words to throw at me?"

 The monster only stared at him, its eyes searching.

 This time Kendrick had enough presence of mind to wonder what Madene might have to say on the subject of poking out those eyes. Madene…once again, the situation was too different from anything they had experienced together at Eldritch. The Covenant said it was good to kill monsters, of course. On the other hand, this creature would probably bite his fingers off. Better to wound with words. 

 "Your queen fears me." Kendrick tried.

 "She fears your god, Do-Gooder," said the wendigo, placidly, "and how He might seduce monsters away from her service."

 "Into death, yes."

 The wendigo snorted. "Do not be stupid, pup! You could not possibly kill enough of us before we destroyed you. But many of our monsters are fresh. Recently converted." It cocked an eye at him as if expecting him to make a connection.

 "Convert?" Kendrick said, "what are you talking about, monster?"

 Maulrag bent closer to him, hissing. "Idiot Do-Gooder. Don't you know what wheel-stone talismans are for?" 

 Kendrick considered telling the corrupt agent of the shadow to shut up and bother him no more. But the beast might still reveal some information about Zathara, and honor demanded that he save her."To kill monsters," he added. 

 "To bring humans back to life " Maulrag corrected. "Do you think The Rationalist Union is the first nation to learn how to invade a neighbor? Necromancy works no better in The Rationalist Union than word-magic does in Skrea. Listen to me, pup. Each nation uses its magic to create weapons that can cross national boundaries. The difference is that while The Rationalist Union uses metal and plastic, Skrea uses flesh." The monster gestured to its own head. "Life-twisting."

 "If you have something to say," said Kendrick, "say it. Or I'll call for a guard and get you killed for treason."

 "Not before I take your throat in my fist and---no." The wendigo shook its head. "We have no time. Just listen, blast you. Naobel is a protector god. He doesn't make weapons. He un-makes them. He turns monsters human."

 Kendrick stared at the wendigo for a moment, then shook his head. "Liar. The wheel-stones kill monsters."

 "Not all. You've noticed that some, mostly wendigos, survive the Blessing? As for the rest, well, some have been monstrous for generations. The original human can no longer be…cleanly separated from the life-twisting."

 Kendrick narrowed his eyes. "Why are you telling me this, monster?"

 For a moment, anger washed across the wendigo's face like a bath of steaming lye, dissolving the mask of humanity it wore and showing the vile, crippled soul beneath. Then, trembling, it inhaled and closed its eyes. When they opened again, it's voice was calm. "Because you carry the same taint as I." It tapped its head, just a little above and forward of the right ear. "And yet you can lead men."

 "I'm nothing like you," Kendrick snarled.

 "Do not be stupid, Do-Gooder," it said, "I can see the joy on your face when you cause pain in others. There is wendigo blood in you. How can your men obey you if they know how much you will enjoying leading them off a cliff?"

 Or on a week-long wild goose chase through the woods. Kendrick considered. Deceit was not what the monster needed, but truth. "They follow because they know our cause is just," said Kendrick. "We all follow the word of my god," and then, before the wendigo could spit derision at him, "and yours. The Covenant."

 The Wendigo blinked, lips closing over formerly bared teeth. "All your works we shall oppose."

 "There is Good," agreed Kendrick, "and there is Evil. This is the absolute law that any person can depend upon to guide their actions."

 "But the battle between Good and Evil is what the Queen aims to restore." The monster's voice sounded confused.

 "What the queen seeks to restore is her own power." Just like Zathara. Just like every person without a higher morality to guide them. "Her goals are not the goals of the Covenant, although she mouths its words to gain support."

 "True. Most true. But I could lead…in her place…by the Covenant?" Asked Maulrag,


 "Only if you use it to lead yourself first," said Kendrick. "And what does the Covenant say we must do?"


 The Wendigo was looking at him with an expression that, on a human, would have been hope. "Restore the balance."


 Kendrick put his hand through the gaps between the logs of the gate. "Bring me my talisman."


 "That," said Maulrag, "I have already done." 


 Although apparently, Kendrick thought as the monster stood and allowed the pebble-sized stone to drop and roll into the cage, he didn't really need it. Kendrick had performed this conversion perfectly well with no magical assistance at all. 

 ***

 "The dungeons!" Stormed the Ultimate Fiend. His eyes were crackling lightning bolts, his head en-haloed by a midnight nimbus of necromancy. "Do not question me again!" 

 He had no problems with his dark lord voice now, oh no.

 "My lord, I will not again mention the fact that these women killed five valuable monsters, but attempted to kill my lord's First Concubine, that is to say, myself." Bloodbyrn was unnaturally pale, and her voice lacked its usual hard ring. Her amber eyes were smoky with fatigue and blood loss. "Nor the fact that they very nearly succeeded in killing my lord, himself, on three separate occasions that I saw. However, even I, accustomed to my lord's unconventional logical processes, confess to extreme bafflement at his insistence that the lives of these reprobates be spared." 

 "And yet they will be, for that is my command." Fell winds blew around the Ultimate Fiend as he rotated in the air to face his First Consort. Under him, the Monster Killer and her two surviving warrior women shook in their sorcerous chains. 

 The monsters still capable of doing so stepped back. 

 "Why, my lord?" Demanded Bloodbyrn, standing her ground, "Is the morality of the Do-Gooder nations so unnatural that from our own that you would allow your would-be murderers to survive?" 

 "It isn't a matter of morality," said Freetrick. His white hair billowed in a sorcerous updraft. "It's a matter of intelligence. These women possess information. Information that I would…extract. Razanel!" It was amazing. If Freetrick had thought before speaking, he would never have remembered the name of the master of the Guild of Torturers. Now, though, the words just came to him. "Get some ogres in here, chain these women, and escort them without injury, to the dungeons." 

 "Malevolence!" Razanel's left wing dangled as if dislocated, and his scaly skin was smudged and smeared with blood, but the monster bowed readily enough to his master. 

 "Without injury, remember," Freetrick said. "Tell your ogres and goblins that every harm they inflict on these prisoners shall be delivered unto them a hundred-fold." 

 "Malevolence!" 


 "My lord!" Said Bloodbyrn again, "this is madness of the most unappealing kind." 


 Freetrick did not answer, but stared at Bloodbyrn with his lightning-shot eyes. 


 She stepped forward. "Remember our earlier conversation, my lord." 


 "I do, Bloodbyrn. I believe we discussed who will submit to whom." 


 Bloodbyrn's eyes widened. She took another step, her voice a furious whisper. "So then, my lord, shall I submit to you?" 

 Freetrick stared. There she stood in front of him. She was his wife, or first concubine, or whatever, but the important word here was…his. "Yes," Freetrick reached out, placed his gauntleted hand on her cheek, "you shall." 

 Her amber eyes blazed. "Then, my lord, I demand that we take ourselves back to your chambers." 


 "What?" said Freetrick, "Why?" 


 "Because I want to have sex with you, you babbling cretin!" 


 The Cabinet of Horrors sniggered. 


 ***


 When Phinneas brought their men down on the camp, Kendrick was ready. 


 It was late now, the sky starless and black overhead, fires all banked. But Kendrick, who had been watching, saw the movement against the hastily-erected wooden rampart around the camp. He whispered to his returned talisman, and let its momentary glow wink from between his fingers at the figures skulking in the shadows at the edge of the camp.

 One


 He closed his fingers, opened them again.


 Two


 He waited now for the return sign. It took some minutes in coming, and Kendrick reviewed the plan of attack. Guards, monsters, necromancers. Focus on the wendigos.

 The return sign came, and Kendrick whispered to his talisman again, then brought it forth, dazzling, from his fist.

 "Na-o-bell!"

 The goblin set to guard his cage could not even turn around before the Blessing caught it.

 "Bless the wendigos!" Kendrick bellowed as Phinneas hacked the door to his cage off its hinges. "Naobel will convert them back to humans and they will fight for us!"

 A simian goblin hurled itself out of the night and slashed six inch claws at Phinneas, then died on his saber. The Rationalist's pistol had long been out of bullets.

 "Why don't you thank me politely for freeing you and then you wield the blessing." He said, finishing the task of freeing Kendrick. "I have a pair of gates to open. Erinor, Naoblof," He called as he sprinted off, "you're with Kendrick!"

 The two Rangers, defectors from the dead Paladin's corrupted cohort, joined Kendrick as he ran toward the monsters boiling out of their tents on the other side of the camp.

 "Naobel!" He yelled, and his faith turned the wheel-stone in his upraised hand into a searing torch. It spun between his thumb and forefinger, burning his fingertips, but the onrushing tide of monsters balked at it, shielding their eyes from the glare, writing under its purifying influence.

 But there were other, fiercer monsters in the back of the horde. Kendrick heard the crack of whips, the bellows of the commanders, and a piercing shriek that must have been the voice of Tinesmurk herself. "Attack!"

 The horde surged forward again, but now Kendrick had had time to pick his targets. There were several faces in the horde, twisted now in rage and insanity, that Kendrick nonetheless recognized from his trip up the mountains.

 "Aim for the wendigos!" He shouted to Erinor and Naoblof. They were concentrated in the forward center of the monsters' formation. Because the newly-made wendigos were cheap cannon-fodder? Or because Maulrag had been at work?

 They came. He blessed them. 

 The light of Naobel caught a trio of wendigos full in the face. Two stumbled, and were trampled by the monsters behind them. But the third whirled around midstride to slice its sword across the throat of its…his former comrade. Kendrick saw the tears flowing down the face of the new man as he flung himself onto the next monster.

 "Extra wheel-stones!" That was Erinor. Monsters running at him glowed with the Blessing, became men again, grabbed the extra talismans he tossed them, turned around, and attacked in their turn.

 Even one scaled and horned monstrosity passed through into full humanity, only to die as the new man's disorientation opened him up to the slashing claws of a goblin. 


 But there weren't enough on their side. The forces of light were still out-numbered, even with the men that Phinneas had brought through the gate.

 Kendrick aimed his Blessing at an ax-swinging lizard-man. He wrenched the weapon from its softening fingers as it stumbled and wept into man-hood. Still screaming the name of his god, he whirled, and buried the head of the ax in the chest of an ogre. It fell, giving Kendrick a view of another man, black-clad, bellowing orders at the monsters scrambling around him. 

 The other necromancer. Bleeryarr.

 As if he felt Kendrick's gaze upon him, the man's head whipped around. "Do-Gooder!" He shouted over the sounds of battle. "Fight me and feed me the energy of your death!"

 This last, Kendrick realized, was not aimed at him, but at a goblin standing beside the necromancer. The monster threw itself onto its master's blade, Kendrick had time to bring his axe up, and then the evil wizard was rushing toward him through the air on the crest of a black hurricane. 

 The fell winds slapped Kendrick backward, blew the name of his god from his lips. The black blade of his enemy struck like lightning from the sorcerous cloud, and it was all Kendrick could do to hold it back. For he knew that if that cold metal touched his skin, the skin would be his no more.

 With a mighty effort, Kendrick heaved upward, forcing the blade back, then swung around in a sideways slash that should have shattered the man's knees. But the necromancer wasn't there anymore. Pushed by his cloud of magic, he slid to the left, rocked out of range of the axe-blade, then darted forward again like a huge dark wasp. Kendrick's axe was in the wrong place, with too much momentum in the wrong direction, to block the impossible attack. 

 But he had his voice. "Naobel!"

 The name of his god blew the black cloud apart, and, unsupported, the necromancer's forward rush became a headlong fall. 

 Kendrick let the momentum of his axe swing him around, out of the way of his stumbling enemy. Then he planted his feet and let the arc continue, continue, until the heavy blade came crashing into the necromancer's chest.

 Kendrick expected some kind of spectacular result. A blast of black lightning, or the rush of released souls, freed from their imprisonment as his vile heart burst. Instead there was only the familiar crunch of breaking ribs, and look on the man's face of great and wide-eyed surprise.

 Grinning, Kendrick hefted his axe, and readied it for the next opponent.


 ***


 Freetrick's exhilaration lasted all the way back to Freetrick's apartment, when Bloodbyrn put her arms around him. 


 "Oh, my lord, that was glorious," she said, "you were so villainous, so…masterful." 

 "Really?" His hands were on her waist. When had that happened? 

 "Indeed," she said. "I confess the events of this evening have…excited me far more than I would have anticipated." 

 Freetrick's grip tightened. "Me too," he said. 

 She raised her face towards him. "We should do this more often." 

 "Almost get killed?" Chuckled Freetrick. He lowered his face toward hers. "Somehow I don't think that…will be…a problem." 

 Armor clanked against armor. Bloodbyrn made a small noise in her throat. 


 They kissed. 


 "Oh my lord," she said eventually. "That was…extremely pleasurable." 


 Freetrick tightened his arms again. Metal clanked again.


 When Freetrick lowered Bloodbyrn back onto the floor, she was grinning wickedly. "And now, my lord?" 


 "Now," he said, grinning back, "I think it's time for you and me to…ah…make the political situation a little simpler?" 

 "And infinitely more enjoyable!" Bloodbyrn turned around. "Undo my clasps, if you would, my lord." 

 Freetrick's hands hardly trembled as he laid them on the silver clasps. They were, of course, Fiendishly complicated, but he had survived worse things than ladies' underwear! He was the Ultimate Fiend, strike it out, and what the Ultimate Fiend wanted… 

 The leather of Bloodbyrn's corset tore apart like spider-webs in a burst of black mist. 

 "Careful, my lord!" She giggled as he spun her around to face him, then effortlessly lifted her by the waist until their eyes were level. Then he lifted her higher. "You are—oh my!" He settled her chest onto his face and started kissing. "To use your power this way—!" 

 "I have plenty." Freetrick mumbled.

 "True," her voice vibrated the soft skin under his lips. "And if you run out, we can always call one of those virgins up here from the dungeons." 

 "Uhh…" Freetrick stopped and looked up at her, "Why would we do that?" 

 "Oh, my lord, I do not think you will need the help, of course," Bloodbyrn writhed in his arms. "But, my lord clearly enjoyed it so much the first time…" 

 "Enjoyed…?" Freetrick blinked. 

 "Killing those virgins. Hmmm." She rested her chin on top of his head. "Or was it seeing them killed? You must tell me, my lord, for then I will be able to…" 

 "It wasn't!" Freetrick's head jerked up in horror. 

 "Ow! Careful, my lord." 

 "Strike me out, is that why you think I'm so…Bloodbyrn I'm happy because I'm alive!" Freetrick lowered her back to eye level. "Not because I…oh strike me out…" his hands around her waist trembled. "I killed all those girls." 

 The black cloud around them winked out and Freetrick was abruptly sagging under Bloodbyrn's weight. She slid out from between his slack arms, frowning. 

 "Yes," she said, "and might I say my lord made excellent sport of it." 


 "It wasn't sport, Bloodbyrn, they were trying to kill me." 


 "Yes, and you, my lord, killed them." 


 "Yeah, but it didn't…Burning Libraries! I didn't get off on it, Bloodbyrn! Gibberish! I had to!" Hadn't he? "Oh Truth, what if I could have stopped them? I could have prevented that entire fiasco if I hadn't been so striking stupid!" 

 "My lord," she stepped back, squinting at Freetrick, "what has come over you?" 

 Freetrick stumbled backward, put his hand on a wall. "Bloodbyrn, I did something terrible today. And I was happy about it!" 

 "As you should have been, my lord. As you should be now!" She smiled at him, and clasped her arms under her breasts. "Will my lord not be…happy…with me now?" 

 "Don't be disgusting!" Freetrick shouted, "I'm a good person! I don't…striking go have sex with my mistress after I've slaughtered a bunch of virgins." 

 "Why not?" said Bloodbyrn, pierced brows drawing down, "why do you not? You are the Ultimate Fiend, Feerborg!" 

 "I'm not" Freetrick shouted again. "I am not the Ultimate Fiend! I am not the king of evil! I am not a monster!" He slammed his fist into the wall, hard enough to hurt, and Bloodbyrn took an involuntary step back. "And you can't turn me into one." 

 Her expression hardened. "You are the Ultimate Fiend," she said. "The Ultimate Fiend kills. If he cannot, then what good is he? If you cannot learn to enjoy killing, then I hope, my lord, that you learn to enjoy dying." 

 "No," said Freetrick, "I'll…I'll change things. It'll make the Kingdoms of Evil safe for me." 


 "Feerborg, you are one man, and this is the Kingdoms of Evil. When pushed, which is more likely to shatter first?" 


 The black nimbus sprang back into being. "But I'm not just a man, Bloodbyrn, remember?" 


 Freetrick remembered the animated letter, the pillar of black power, the way his touch had poisoned the artifacts of The Rationalist Union. "I'm the embodiment of the First God," he said. "The people of Skrea worship the First God through me, but I worship the God of True Words." 

 "My lord—" 

 "I am a Rationalist!" Freetrick shouted, "I am a Scholar of the True Words of my God. I order of the forces of the world." 

 Bloodbyrn was staring at him, mouth open in shock, or perhaps it was just the blood loss catching up with her. 

 "My identity will be written in the Book of Names," Freetrick continued, " and my soul will browse forever between the infinite stacks of the library of the God of Words! I am Rationalist, and this…" Freetrick looked past Bloodbyrn at his dank office. The scuttling movement across the walls, the moldering parchments, the dully-glowing red crystals. The stuffed monsters. The striking struck out gibbering skeleton desk! 

 "No," said the Ultimate Fiend. "this will not do at all." 

 The black nimbus over his head writhed and boiled, twisting in unfelt winds blowing from impossible dimensions. Freetrick's lips moved with a True Word. His hand traced runes across the wall. "There is nothing that cannot be known," he prayed," nothing that cannot be explained." He traced the last rune, pressed his hand onto the hard surface. His voice rose. "I name these walls..." his breath smoked with a word of the True Speech, and Freetrick completed the word-magic spell. 

 There was no moment of doubt, no hesitation. Rivulets of white light spread outward from Freetrick's hand in a pale filigree. Grime and blood-stains cracked and dissolved into pale scrollwork climbing up the walls like vines. 

 And a horrible grin stretched across the face of the Ultimate Fiend. 

 "Yes…" he hissed, lightning flashing in his eyes. "And now light. Light!" he bellowed. "LIGHT!" 


 A brilliance burst from the glowing crystals like a clutch miniature novas, blowing apart the shadows and gloom. 

 Under full illumination, the room looked dreadful. Was that a problem for the Ultimate Fiend? Never! Freetrick's mouth babbled True Words as his chambers twisted and writhed under his fiendish manipulation. 

 His skeletal desk and chair receded into impossible distances as their basic existence was rewritten. The stuffed monsters unspooled themselves. Spies squealed in the walls. High above, and far below, eldritch power juddered and roiled. 

 As the delicate scent of jasmine filled his clean, tasteful, and softly-lit study, the Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil raised his hands over his head and shrieked his maniacal laughter. 





Chapter the Seventeenth


In which the Ultimate Fiend has several Important Encounters

 



 The Ultimate Fiend rolled over in his huge, four-poster bed, blinked at the towering blackness over him, and extended his mind to will into being the dim and bloody illumination of the wall crystals. Clear, cool light flared up around him. 

 Freetrick shoved aside his silk blankets, rolled over, and peered blearily at the light crystals, so bright they were almost hard to look at. 

 "The hell?" mumbled the Ultimate Fiend, as he pressed his pince-nez over his nose, slid off his bed, and stumbled toward his bathroom. But memories were surfacing from last night, and the Despot of Skrea's half-conscious shuffle soon transformed into a stumble, then a fevered dash into his study. 

 It looked as if a word-magic grimoire had exploded in there. The walls were a-spiderweb with symbols, runes, hieroglyphs, and sigils. They crisscrossed the floor and dripped from the walls. Literally, because a lot of them were drawn in blood. 

 Freetrick struggled to recall exactly what had happened the previous night. He remembered that boiling feeling in his chest as everything he hated about Skrea had come at him all at once. And he had been full of death energy, and then he had drawn a word-magic signal on the wall… 

 Freetrick ran his hand over the wall closest to him. Under the blood and ink that smeared under his fingers, Freetrick saw its surface was smooth and light gray, as if the basalt had been polished, or coated in mother-of-pearl. Looking up, he saw that the outgrowths of light crystals, formerly scattered randomly across the high walls, seemed to have multiplied and rearranged themselves into rather tasteful lighting fixtures. The hexagonal filing niches along one wall now looked more like cabinetry than the work of giant, evil bees. Even his chair and desk had changed. And, he was glad to note, nothing remained of that disgusting statuary. 

 "Strike me out." Freetrick's knees felt weak. "What did I striking do in here?" 

 He looked at the wall, and the answer seemed clear. "I did word-magic. In… Skrea. Oh God of Words!" Freetrick's fingers tingled. "Oh God of Words!" He repeated, "Hear the prayers of Freetrick your servant!" Legs trembling, Freetrick stumbled to his newly organized book wall and stuck his hands into the niches. Shockingly, nothing tried to bite him. 

 "I am a Scholar of the True Words," Freetrick's voice fell to a fervent whisper. He pulled forth scrolls from the wall, scribbled with eldritch symbols, unholy diagrams, and Fiendish flowcharts. These he tossed onto the floor. "I know the true names that command of the forces of the world. My identity…my identity will be written in…" he pulled out another parchment…"Aha!" Finally, a blank one! "My soul shall be Written in the Book of Names." Clutching the parchment, Freetrick lurched over to his desk, "and my soul…a pen, strike it!" he lurched back to the wall, fumbled with trembling fingers for a pen, "My soul will browse forever between the infinite stacks of your holy library. Yes!" He jabbed the pen into the meat at the base of his thumb, and slammed his hands onto the parchment. Blood oozed out from under his slashed hand. Freetrick pressed the nib of the pen against the parchment and closed his eyes. 

 "There is nothing that cannot be known," he prayed, "nothing that cannot be explained." The pen circled and darted, tracing meridian lines in spiky crimson. "I am…I am Freetrick. I am a namer." He fought for the still calm of the state of holy knowingness, and wrote the runes before his blood clotted in his pen. "I name you…Light." 

 He completed the spell, waited, then opened his black eyes. 

 Nothing. 

 Freetrick looked down through his pince-nez at the spell he had drawn. He had made no mistake with it, but it wasn't doing anything. It simply sat there. Clotting at him. 

 "Strike it!" Freetrick snarled. "What the hell did I do last night?" 

 Word-magic. That's what he had done, but why had it worked then when it didn't work now? What had changed? Freetrick drew another word-magic spell, this time in black ink, repeated the standard prayer to The God of Words, then stared at it until his eyes watered, but nothing happened. 

 "Work, strike you out." The Ultimate Fiend growled between gritted teeth. "Work! Give me what I need to—" He stopped. To do what? To survive? To escape? "To fix this place!" 

 The door rattled as someone on the other side knocked. 

 ***

 "You've done something to your room." The Kaimeera padded into Freetrick's transformed office on cougar's paws, its bullet-shaped split in a jagged smile. "Can't quite put my finger on it…" A huge, red tongue hung down over a row of triangular teeth. 

 "Uh…yeah. I've had a crazy night." Freetrick stuck his fingers under the lenses of his pince-nez and massaged his eyeballs, "what's up, Kaimeera?" 

 "The Ultimate Fiend wishes to gain cognizance of the sinister motivations of his squirming underlings?" Freetrick gritted his teeth, took his fingers off his eyes, and looked up to see Mr. Skree crawl in under the door lintel. Against the new pale ceiling, his secretary stood out like a toad on a china plate. 

 "We were going to ask whether you wanted us to call the cleaning staff, Fiend." The Kaimeera sat on its haunches, mouth open wide enough for Freetrick to see the human mouth moving behind the shark-like teeth. "Although I admit it was mostly curiosity that brought me here." The monster's huge, yellow eyes scanned the room. "This is certainly an example of potent necromancy." 

 "Necromancy?" Freetrick squinted at him, then indicated the walls with their scrawl of magical symbols. "What makes you think this was necromancy?" 

 "By what other name would the magic committed by the Ultimate Fiend be known and feared?" said Mr. Skree. 

 The Kaimeera cleared its gruesome throat. "I suppose it might have been blood-magic, or a fear magic illusion." The furry neck stretched out as it sniffed at the floor. "But my guess would be necromancy. I mean, you did it." 

 "And thus the Ultimate Fiend is to be even more greatly admired and feared for his mastery of these new dark arts," Mr. Skree interjected. 

 Freetrick glared at him, then slid off his desk, walked to the wall, and tapped an alabaster fingernail against a rune. "Does that look like necromancy to you?" 

 The monsters obediently examined the symbols webbing the walls of Freetrick's study. "These characters do recall memories of the hated magics of the Do-Gooder Nations to the memories within this rotted brain," Mr. Skree said. "Surely they will strike fear and confusion into the Dark Nobility of Clouds-Gather." 

 "Yeah," agreed the Kaimeera, "reminding them you've been raised by the enemy, Fiend. It's sure to sew chaos." 

 "Adept is the Ultimate Fiend at the creation of disorder," Mr. Skree said, though with censure or satisfaction Freetrick couldn't say. 

 "I wasn't making a political statement. I was doing striking Rationalist magic!" 

 Mr. Skree and the Kaimeera exchanged another glance. "Surely…the mind of the Magnate of Gore is more twisted than the blighted imaginations of his servants can encompass." 

 "I'm not crazy," said Freetrick, once he had parsed this sentence. "I was really doing word-magic. Look at the struck-out walls!" 

 "The heathen symbols are most disturbing—" 

 "Under the symbols! The wall's like marble! And the floor, and my desk," Freetrick rapped a knuckle against the smooth, not-at-all-like-bone surface. "Or the struck-out lights. What do you think caused all that?" 

 Mr. Skree and the Kaimeera exchanged a glance. "Does…the Taloned Autarch wish his servants to say it was not the power of death channeled by the heir of the First God?" 

 "The wall is covered with striking word-magic runes," Freetrick grated. "How is that necromancy?" 

 "The effect does not define necromancy, Fiend," said the Kaimeera, "but the source of the energy." 

 "Place that contradictory servant in the clutches of this, your most humble automaton, and be assured that its agony shall be long for daring to speak contrary to the edicts of the Ultimate Fiend," said Mr. Skree.

 "No," Freetrick said. "It couldn't have been necromancy! It didn't feel like…like," what had it felt like? Freetrick found he couldn't remember clearly. Everything after that first word-magic spell was vague and shadowy. And where the hell had Bloodbyrn gotten to? Scared off by the explosion of magic? Freetrick looked at his white hands. "Then how do you explain this?" 

 "Violent indeed is the schedule of the Ultimate Fiend." Mr. Skree's voice had taken on what Freetrick assumed was supposed to be a soothing hiss. "So steeped in blood it is, that the Chief Among Demons has forgotten the women he killed immediately before transforming his room." 

 "As if I could forget them." 

 "You could probably have done anything at that point, Fiend," said the Kaimeera. 

 Freetrick shook his head. "So I was doing word-magic through necromancy?" 

 "Well," said the Kaimeera, "I remember I once was, I mean, I ate a Rationalist soldier who knew some high-level spelling. He would might call what you did here last night…an emulation?"

 "So I really am functionally omnipotent." Freetrick looked at his feet. "As long as I kill enough people." 

 "Indeed," Mr. Skree agreed, "and then so mighty is the evil power of the Most Despicable, that he could twist the very symbols of our hated enemy, and use them in his black spells." 

 "That's one way of looking at it," Freetrick sat on a corner of his remodeled desk as the implications sank in. He traced a finger of the pale surface of the desk under him. It was just possible to make out the lines that had once been spaces between scapulae. "If you don't pray to the God of Words. He won't read your runes. But here, I have people praying for me constantly, and it doesn't seem to take much skill to wield necromancy. All I lack is death energy, and, ha," he chuckled bleakly, "it's not even as if there are any limits placed on me about who I kill."

 "I think the work you have produced is quite restive," the Kaimeera said, nodding its huge head at the transformed walls. "Nostalgic, even, at least for the parts of me that come from The RU." 

 "Aha." Freetrick snorted, "Which makes the whole thing even more disturbing, huh?" 

 "Of course, by both unholy law and ancient custom, the deeds of the despot must disturb the minds of those who dare gaze upon them." Mr. Skree said. "May this chittering excrescence be so audacious as to inquire as to what particular aspect of the current situation the Master of Storms refers?" 

 "I was referring," Freetrick rubbed a hand through his greasy white hair, "to the how-many-was-it girls I killed to get the energy to do this." 

 "Surely, the meat of the brain will be extracted from the skull of this servant for the dissenting reply," said Mr. Skree, "and for daring to suggest even the possibility that events could unfold in ways other than those willed into being by the twisted consciousness of the Lord of Shadows, but the assassins who so foolishly attacked the Ultimate Fiend, had they not been stopped, might have caused discomfort or inconvenience to the plans or, Maelstrom blast to flinders all those who dare to suggest such a thing, the body of the Ultimate Fiend." 

 "It was self-defense," said the Kaimeera, "No Rationalist court would convict you." 

 "And in Skrea, they applauded," Freetrick said, bitterly. "The Ultimate Fiend finally met their expectations." 

 "So?" The Kaimeera's mouth yawned wider as it stretched, and white claws unsheathed themselves from the fur of its paws. "Duty and necessity came together. It happens." 

 Freetrick shook his head and pushed himself off the desk. "But I didn't have to enjoy it so striking much." 


 The Kaimeera shrugged its feline shoulders. Mr. Skree looked faintly scandalized. 


 "Shall…this decomposing wreckage call for the cleaning staff to scrub these symbols off the wall, Fiend?" he asked. 


 "I suppose," said Freetrick, sliding off his desk. He walked to the nearest wall and studied the symbols he had scrawled on it. He almost wanted to keep them. He really wanted to keep them. "Strike me out I miss word-magic." 

 "This shivering wretch would never dream of uttering anything at all in odds with the stated or even surmised opinions of the Ultimate Fiend," Mr. Skree whispered from behind him, "but duty demands the pointing out of the fact that the majority opinion among the Dark Nobility of these Kingdoms of Evil would most likely, forgive this servant, disagree with the sentiment so recently expressed by the Prince of Punishment." 

 "Oh the Dark lords and ladies would hate word-magic," Freetrick agreed, still looking at the writing on the wall, "it would cause all sorts of problems for them." 

 "Fortunate for them, then, that such foreign magic is impossible in this nation," said Mr. Skree. 

 "Right," came the drawling voice of the Kaimeera, "a god's magic cannot work in a Nation that does not pray to Him." 

 It was as if the Kaimeera had shone a light through Freetrick's brain. He whirled to face his servants. "So why don't you?" 

 "What?" The Kaimeera reared back from his black-eyed glare. 

 Freetrick was grinning. "Why don't you pray to the God of Words?" There, finally, was the missing piece in his plans. Prayer was the answer. 

 "Theology isn't my specialty, Fiend." Protested the Kaimeera, " I mean, I've eaten a hermit or two, but I don't know anything about higher-level magic." 

 "Well, who does know about this sort of thing?" Freetrick rapped his knuckles against his newly non-bone desk. 

 The Kaimeera looked up at Mr. Skree, who fidgeted on the ceiling. 

 "Though the grinding gears of the terrible mind of the Ultimate Fiend would no doubt arrive at the same conclusion, should they trouble with such details, it would be the bleak pleasure of this unworthy servant to anticipate the conclusions that must arrive in the mind of the Master of Evil, even as antediluvian monstrosities rise from the tar pits—" 

 "Yes, Mr. Skree! The…that buffalo guy." 


 "Grimp," said Mr. Skree, "guard of the Hafderns and Blood Priests of Deep Synod, Malevolence." 


 "Well, tell him to get down here."


 "And what should we tell his bosses, fiend?" the Kaimeera asked. 


 "Tell them…" He needed to avoid arousing the suspicions of the Deep Synod, or anyone else, but he didn't have time to construct another elaborate ruse like the mock-gladiatorial show of the night before. "…tell them…" how about the truth? Grinning, Freetrick commanded his servants, "the Ultimate Fiend wants to discuss... the possibility of a rebellion among the monsters." 

 ***

 "Great Master of Misery!" the little translator piped as Grimp squinted at Freetrick's transformed study, "Grimp says he has heard no rumors of a rebellion among the monsters." The huge, humped shoulders of the ogre shifted. Grimp's eyes, wide-set, but disturbingly human under their wooly brows, looked into Freetrick's. Behind Grimp, Commander Skystarke swept into the office, followed by the Kaimeera. The room felt distinctly crowded. 

 "Well, glad to hear it," said Freetrick. 

 "Not in the Necropolis," continued the translator, "well, only the outskirts. No rebellion around Clouds-Gather, or rather, only in the out-of-the-way places in Clouds-Gather, except for the uprisings planned by the kitchen staff, of course." 

 Freetrick eyed the breakfast tray on his desk. "Uh…" 

 "The kitchen staff!" proclaimed Skystarke, "are, in my opinion, faah too involved with their program of mutually assured destruction with the night porters and the lizard-man breeders to have found the time to poison anyone, Fiend."

 Grimp's huge, shaggy head nodded, and his hoof-like hands moved. 


 "He says," said the translator, "that in short, things are remarkably calm." 


 "Good to hear," said Freetrick. 


 "And therefore, he wonders why, if he might ask such a thing, his use is to be cut short by the Ultimate Fiend." 


 Freetrick blinked. "Grimp, I'm not going to kill you. The rebellion thing was a trick to get you out of Dark Synod so I could talk to you." He looked sharply at the Kaimeera, "didn't you tell him that?" 

 The Kaimeera's mouth yawned to expose a wry twist on its speaking lips. "Far be it for me to try to interpret your orders, Fiend," said the Kaimeera. 

 Freetrick ran a hand over his hair. He had had enough time to pull it back while he got into some clean armor, but he still felt distinctly grimy. "Right. Well…" he looked at the Kaimeera, Grimp, and Mr. Skree. "I didn't call you here because I thought you were planning a rebellion." Although he should probably get Skystarke to look into the kitchen staff thing. "I'm more concerned with, well," he spread his hands, "with planning my own." 

 The Grimp snorted steam and his translator squeaked. The Kaimeera's killing jaws closed to muffle a scream while Skystarke's upper lip snapped up over his face with a sound like wet cloth tearing. Even Mr. Skree lifted his desiccated eyelids a slight fraction of an inch higher than usual. 

 "Far be it for you to question my motivations," grinned Freetrick, "right? Well, you all know my opinion of how things work here, or fail to work." He clasped his hands behind his back as he paced between his desk and the far wall of his office. "The current system of government is unsustainable on every level." He looked at them. "So I want to overturn it." 

 Mr. Skree was the first to recover. "Fiend," he said, voice so dry it could have been used to embalm corpses, "Gladly will the servants of the Ultimate Fiend march in his dreadful wake," Mr. Skree hurried to add, "as many have done before, casting aside all thoughts of self-preservation and historical precedent, forgetting with an act of will, for example, the Rebellion of Othswug, in which the Despot of Skrea's attempt to reform his kingdom resulted in the annihilation of his million-strong force of monsters and Terror Lords." 

 "And the loss of Itlix to the !Quatl," added the Kaimeera. 

 Mr. Skree fixed the other monster with an ice-colored stare "Insolent cur. To speak so disparagingly of the rebellion the current Monarch of Mayhem seeks to duplicate. Such words may discourage the black heart of the Ultimate Fiend." 

 "I was thinking…" Freetrick said, "more along the lines of successful rebellions. Any of those?" 

 The five faces before him were so different they stretched the definition of the word, but each bore the expression of an underling trying to formulate the answer to their boss's impossible question. 

 "None, Fiend." 

 "Two words, Mr. Skree? I see I've disturbed you." Freetrick raked his assembled minions with his most menacing glare, then snapped on a smile. "The Revolution of the Independent Press. The secret of movable type escaped the control of the Librarian Priests. And then the renegade publishers allied themselves with the Collegiums to form the modern Academic Government?"

 Freetrick strode to his desk and picked up a sheet of parchment. He handed it to Grimp, who took the sheet in a hand like an mechanical excavator and rolled an eye down at the lines and boxes of his monarch's Fiendish flowchart. The little translator scrambled up onto Grimp's shoulders for a better view. 

 "So the peasants taught themselves to read," Freetrick explained, "formed these crazy subversive underground libraries, and, uh…well they tore the old Librarian Priests apart." The Ultimate Fiend looked at his advisors. "You see how this could be applied to Skrea."

 The monsters looked at each other.

 "Fiend," said the kaimeera with obvious care, "literacy will not help the monsters. Word magic doesn't work in Skrea."

 "It will if we pray to the God of Words," said Freetrick. "So what do you say, gentlemen?" He twirled a pen between his fingers, eyes sparking, "how about a spelling lesson?"

 ***

 "That idiot Bleeryarr!" 

 "What is it? What happened?" Zathara stared up at Tinesmurk as the queen let herself down from the top of the barricade. The hairy paw of the second goblin seized one of the stakes and began to pull itself up.

 "Take care in how you address your queen," Tinesmurk let herself drop to the ground. "Oh," she said, "but I am not the age for this ridiculousness. You," she straightened, glaring at Zathara, "have caused more damage tonight than you can know."


I have caused more damage? It was not my idea to declare myself Kendrick's enemy by imprisoning him. The only way to ensure Kendrick will not attack would have been to make ourselves entirely helpless before him---which I suppose I neglected to mention to you. Zathara schooled her expression. This attack could mean an advantage for her, but only if she survived the night. "I apologize, Malevolence."

 "Bleeryarr was my best supporter here. The son of the Despot of this province," Tinesmurk muttered. "And worse, under this blasted naked sky," she jabbed a hand at the blackness above them, "I have no way of absorbing his death." The queen closed her eyes and let out her breath. "When the sword is once again is once again in my hands…well."

 With a chill, Zathara realized that the queen did not know what to do next. You were never very good at this, were you girl? They nearly ate you alive at Clouds-Gather, then they took advantage of you in The Rationalist Union, and now a Betweener is slaughtering what support you've managed to scrape together. You just aren't a very good tactician. Your only real talent is retreat.

 "Malevolence," Zathara said, "we can flee."

 "Do not think to advise me, girl," the queen's lips drew back over her teeth. Zathara wasn't afraid. If she had intended to kill me, boys and girls, she would have done so already. My suggestion that she use me as a hostage against Kendrick continues to drive her. 


 From behind the wall came a shout: "Maulrag! Come to me! I can save you!"


 Tinesmurk narrowed her eyes at the barricade. She shook her head and turned to their two goblins.


 "Monsters. Carry us. We flee Eastward through the pass to where the Naobelite's powers will dim."


 "We follow a Truth that is higher than masters," Kendrick's voice called as if in response, "higher than queens! Join us in obedience to Covenant!"

 Tinesmurk's head twitched back as if from tentacles of a jellyfish. "And thence to Skrea. And Clouds-Gather. Let us be gone!"

 From beyond the barricade came a voice Zathara recognized as Maulrag's. It screamed as bright white light flared. So the seeds I planted in that monster's head bore fruit, after all, boys and girls. Too bad Kendrick's ironclad sense of honor extended only to humans.

 Zathara forced herself to relax as the huge hairy hands of the second goblin closed around her waist. The beast hoisted her over its too-small head, and Zathara clasped her arms and legs around its back.

 Enormous muscles shifted under her and the monster began a long, loping run. Into Skrea. Zathara wasn't certain whether she feared her destination more, or her company, or the person she knew would soon come after them.

 ***

 "Will they do what I told them?" The Ultimate Fiend leaned back in his newly comfortable chair. "Will they teach the other monsters to read the True Words?" 

 After two hours of spelling practice, Skystarke and Grimp had gone back to their duties and Mr. Skree had gone to lie down. Only the Kaimeera had stayed. It shook its head. "I…don't know, Fiend. I think so." 

 "Will you?" 

 "Of course, Fiend. I will teach everyone I can how to write prayers to the God of Words." 

 "Good," said Freetrick, tapping his fingers on his desk, "and I've got Skystarke on blindsiding the…what do I call it? The law enforcement in Clouds-Gather? The monsters who would kill you if they saw you reading or writing the True Words. And I'll do what I can to make sure none of the humans know what's going on until you monsters have enough magic to defend yourselves." 

 "It is truly a great plan, Fiend. Momentous." 


 "Oh yes." Freetrick looked down at his hands. 


 "Fiend?" 


 "Yes, Kaimeera?" 


 "Fiend, the other monsters want to know, but they could never ask this question." 


 "What question?" 


 The Kaimeera shifted on its paws. "The question of why, Fiend." 


 Freetrick looked up. "I thought it was death to question the intentions of the Ultimate Fiend." 


 The catlike body of the Kaimeera was crouched, ears flattened, but the voice from its mouth was confident. "Monsters learn quickly to never to question our masters, but…well, I have memories of not being a monster. And," it chuckled, "based on what I know about you, Fiend, I think you need someone to talk to." 

 Freetrick raised an eyebrow. "How many Rationalists did you have to eat to get that bit of insight?" 

 "One was enough." The Kaimeera grinned. "You're a dialogue-loving people." 

 The Despot of Skrea nodded, closed his eyes, massaged his temples. "Well, because I want to survive. I'm not willing to play games until someone assassinates me."

 The Kaimeera slunk forward, "But why not just hide in your rooms and let your servants arrange things for you?" 

 Freetrick snorted. "That might work for a whole afternoon before someone bribes one of my guards to kill me." He looked down at his empty desk, then back up to the monster, suddenly unsure what to do next. 

 "Fiend?" The Kaimeera straightened from its bow. "I wonder if might make a suggestion?" 

 Freetrick smiled. "It's very refreshing to talk to someone who isn't afraid of giving me advice. Go ahead." 

 "Malevolence..." the Kaimeera paused, "I am very glad you told me I shouldn't be afraid, to give you advice you don't want to hear, Fiend." 

 "Why?" 


 "Because, Fiend, I think you need to talk to Bloodbyrn about this." 






Chapter the Eighteenth



In which the Ultimate Fiend discusses Cats and Sexual Fetishes



 

 Deep in an unused corner of Castle Clouds-Gather, a single black candle flickered and dribbled on a table in a dark room. It cast a trembling circle of light onto a slickly-shining diagram drawn on the table's surface in what was probably blood, and illuminated heaps what seemed to be a lot of old junk—suits of armor, broken bits of statuary, furniture under sheets, a few disarticulated skeletons and moth-eaten stuffed monsters. Freetrick could not see Bloodbyrn at all. 

 Fear began to rise again in Freetrick's chest. His eyes drifted to the blood diagram. What could Bloodbyrn have been doing in here? 

 "Bloodbyrn?" He murmured, "Bloodbyrn, are you—" Freetrick's foot connected with something metallic and lacy. He looked down, and saw a cage like the ones his morning rats came in. 

 In the darkness on the far side of the table, lace rustled.

 Freetrick squinted through his pince-nez into the darkness. Was that the glint of candlelight on barbed silver jewelry? 

 "I was looking for you," Freetrick said into the darkness. "The Kaimeera---I mean I thought I should talk with you about…" about what? Freetrick wondered if telling the daughter of the most powerful man in Skrea about the rebellion he was fomenting. "…Last night," he finished. Thank the God of Words for a life full of insanity; he would always have an alternate topic of conversation. "I wanted to make sure you were all right." 

 For a moment, Freetrick wondered if he was talking to an empty room, but then her voice spoke from the darkness. "I am." 

 "Oh," said Freetrick. "Good." He stared in what he thought was her general direction. "What are you, uh—" 

 "I must fulfill certain hungers," Bloodbyrn interrupted him. "Rituals. Female rites of the Sangboise. You would find them distasteful in the extreme." She took a breath, "So my lord might recognize the benefits of his withdrawal to another place at this time. I shall complete my rites forthwith, and then join my lord in his chambers, where I should, with pleasure, submit to any plans my lord has in store for me." 

 "Uh," Freetrick shook his head, "okay. Maybe I should…"


 "Go? Yes!" Bloodbyrn half leaned out of the shadow, then retreated again, "Yes, I am glad our minds are of one accord on this…that is to say…" 

 "Meow!" 


 Bloodbyrn swore in Sangboise. 


 Freetrick squinted. "What was that?" 


 "What was what, my lord?" 


 Freetrick took a step forward, around the side of the table so the glare from the candle was no longer in his eyes. "Bloodbyrn, are you holding a cat?" 

 "No!" There was a rustle of lace and thump as Bloodbyrn's retreat into the shadows was blocked by a huge glass jar with a skeleton in it. "Yes. That is to say, I have a cat in my hands, but…of course, it is a subject of my ritual." 

 The small, furry lump in her hands said "meow" again. Bloodbyrn's throat constricted. 


 Freetrick took another step toward her. "What are you going to do to that cat, Bloodbyrn?" 


 "Oh," her eyes widened, "such terrible things, my lord." 


 Freetrick felt sick, "I thought so." 


 "Oh yes!" She grinned at him crazily. "So…you must go now—ooh!" the cat batted at her throat. "No! You naughty…" her eyes darted up to his, "…repulsive symbol of virtue! With your soft, tiny paws, each a padded pink mockery of all that is villainous." She lifted the cat away from her chest, "yes, I will destroy it, my lord!" Her eyes focused on the cat again. "I must destroy it! The insidious temptation of it! Yes!" She let go of the cat with one hand and fumbled in the folds of cloth around her waist. "I am getting my athame. My lord, look, I am beginning the Dark Ritual!" 

 At one time, Freetrick might have turned around and fled. But too much had happened since his arrival at Clouds-Gather. Freetrick knew something more about the people of the Kingdoms of Evil now, and he had a supposition he thought he ought to test. 

 "Okay, Bloodbyrn," he said, "go ahead." 

 "What?" Bloodbyrn's eyes widened. 

 "You heard me." Freetrick settled himself against a stuffed ogre and raised his chin. "I want to see whatever horrible thing you have planned for that cat." 

 "My…my lord," her voice was an agonized whisper, "you do not want to see this." 

 "I disagree," he said. 

 Bloodbyrn looked down at the cat. Her pierced brows drew together, and her maroon-painted upper lip curled. Her fingers clenched around the cat's body. 

 Several seconds of chaos followed.

 An orange streak shot away between Freetrick's legs and Bloodbyrn' hand slapped against her face. A high-pitched yowl dopplered away down the corridor. 

 Bloodbyrn rubbed her slashed lip, then pressed her face into her hands and spun away from Freetrick. Her shoulders shook.

 True words, was she crying? Freetrick hauled himself off the ogre, "Bloodbyrn, what the hell just happened?" 

 "Nothing!" Came Bloodbyrn's voice as her shoulder's tightened. "You have scared my…sacrifice away is all! You distracted me and…the filthy beast…it scratched me. And now she is fled and I shall have to find her before she gets lost and someone…someone…" her voice broke, "hurts her." She sniffed hard and her voice grew harder. "Go, my lord! Away from here! Your presence sickens me!" 

 Instead, Freetrick closed the storeroom's door on them. "You weren't going to kill that cat, were you?" 

 "I was!" She spun back around, black hair a whirling storm. "You could not be more mistaken!"

 "Hey…" Freetrick thought of Bloodbyrn's odd reaction to Wrothgrinn's reverse-engineered kittens. She had been trying to hide this from him. Whatever this was. "You weren't going to kill it," he said, "you were playing with it. Like a pet." 

 "No!" Bloodbyrn said, wiping her nose, "My lord, I was about to disembowel it, I swear! The foul, cuddly thing!" she beat her clenched fists against the billows of material around her hips. "It has no place in the capital of the Kingdoms of Evil, with the first concubine of the Ultimate Fiend." 

 Freetrick recognized the tone of internal dialogue spoken out loud. Bloodbyrn was yelling at herself. 

 "Bloodbyrn." Without thinking, Freetrick rounded the corner of the table and placed a hand on her shoulder. "It's all right. I like cats. As pets, I mean. They're nice." 

 "You like…" her face twisted up at him in disgust, and she jerked away from him. "No! Keeping pets is wrong!" she shouted at him, "A foul habit! Unseemly for a Dark Lady." 

 "I like cats," Freetrick repeated, "and," as he realized it was true, "I like that you like cats, Bloodbyrn." 

 Bloodbyrn looked at him. "Oh." She sniffed again, turned her face down. "Do not," she whispered to the cluttered floor "that is to say, I would be obliged if my lord were not to tell anyone of my indiscretion." 

 "I won't, Bloodbyrn." Freetrick leaned on the table beside her, careful not to touch the blood design. 

 "You must swear." 

 "Fine," Freetrick smiled, "I swear that I won't tell anyone you have a secret addiction to petting kitties." 

 "Ohhh," Bloodbyrn moaned "to hear it put to words so…" 

 Freetrick looked down at her, still half-convinced this was some elaborate act. More Skrea weirdness. "You're really worried about this, aren't you?" 

 "Of course," lace poofed out in all direction as she pulled her knees to her chest. "I must hide my addiction. At all costs I must hide it." 

 "Why?" 

 "Why!?" Bloodbyrn glared up at him. "Because cats are not…not," she sighed, and rested her forehead on her knees, "I am the very archetype of foolishness for thinking I could explain these things to you of all people." 

 "You mean because keeping pets isn't evil," Freetrick guessed. 


 "Astute, my lord," Bloodbyrn said to her knees. 


 Well, it made a sort of backwards sense. 


 Freetrick chewed his lip. Almost as surprising at this revelation about her was Freetrick's own desire to comfort his…concubine? Un-wife? Whatever. But Freetrick knew he wanted to make her laugh again. He wanted to straighten that inwardly-curled, miserable form. "Sure cats are evil, " he said. 

 "What?" Bloodbyrn sniffed. 

 "Sure they are," Freetrick repeated, thinking furiously, "what about the cruel overlord sitting on his throne, stroking a cat as he orders the hero to be torn apart by crocodiles? Huh?" 

 Bloodbyrn sniffed again, but raised her head from her knees, "I have never seen such a thing." 

 "Then you can start a new fashion." Freetrick settled down on the floor next to her. "You're basically the queen, right? You could make cats the new…uh…" he ran an eye over her ensemble, "bat wings. Accessories for the modern Dark Lady." 

 Bloodbyrn shook her head by violently, and Freetrick struggled to soothe her. "No, no, it would work. Listen. The cat… um… shows your contempt for humanity. I mean," Freetrick spread his hands out before them, framing a picture against the candle-lit evil bric-a-brac. "Here you are, ordering the hero to be boiled in acid, and all the time you're being nice to this animal." He tried to recall his film analysis courses. "It would throw your villainy into higher contrast, see?" 

 Bloodbyrn was silent a moment, thinking. Then she looked back at her lace-covered knees. "I hadn't thought my persona needed another prop. I mean…" she stretched back and her hands described circles up her black corset. She was indicating her entire wardrobe, Freetrick, was sure, although now he mostly noticed the two skulls of this particular part of it. 

 Bloodbyrn was looking at him again. Freetrick flinched. Strike it, had he been staring? "Well," said Freetrick, "maybe the cat can replace your…um…that is, your current…" 

 "Sexual violence? No, my lord," Bloodbyrn's eyes narrowed over her familiar edged smile, "I would be a poor student of tactics indeed to discard such a tool. But perhaps…" her expression became speculative, "perhaps a cat, a familiar, if you will, could be a useful prop for establishing my persona after all." She was silent a moment, then shook her head. "No! I cannot trust myself to think clearly about this matter." She glared at him. "Indeed, here I sit taking advice from you." 

 "Thanks, Bloodbyrn." 

 Candle-light glinted off her piercings as his un-wife cocked an eyebrow. "You must admit, my lord, that you lack completely the malevolent instincts of a Skrean." 

 "Yeah," said Freetrick, "and I'm actually kind of proud of that." 

 "No, my lord!" She slapped a many-ringed hand on her knee and glared at him."Perverse instincts must be quashed! Must be hidden.
We are the Kingdoms of Evil!" Her eyes suddenly blazed, "and such things as kindness and softness have no place here!" 

 "Clearly they do," said Freetrick putting a hand over hers. "Bloodbyrn, we're in charge here. We can do…" Bloodbyrn's eyes had gone suddenly glassy. "What?" 

 "Your…your hand, Feerborg." 

 Freetrick jerked his hand back. His body clenched, ready for another skull-vibrating slap, but it didn't come. Instead, Bloodbyrn reached over, and took his hand back. 

 She looked at him, darted a glance at the candle in its diagram on the table, then looked back at him a new strength in her eyes.

 "I like it," she whispered, "Blood help me, but I enjoy the…the tenderness of it. Feerborg, my lord, please do not take it away." 

 Freetrick nodded, and swallowed. He could think of nothing to say. 


 Eventually, Bloodbyrn leaned against him. 


 ***


 "So everyone in Skrea is acting out a persona?" 


 They had been sitting on the floor of the store-room for what must have been half an hour, but Freetrick found he had no desire to get up. The warm, soft girl cuddled into his shoulder, he found, more than made up for a cold, hard floor pressing up against his ass. 

 "Indeed, my lord," Bloodbyrn said, "we must all strive to live according to the precepts of the First God. 'All your virtues we shall oppose.' Some, a few, truly possess the instincts for evil, and enjoy causing pain and chaos." She looked up at him. "My lord remembers Dark Princess Ashwing's rumors about your Half Brother Dark Prince Feerix. However, as for the rest of us…" She sighed, pressing her head back into the angle between his arm and chest, "We must perform." Bloodbyrn's eyes stared into the gloom of the storeroom. "We perform from the day we enter dark society, every moment of every day, until either villainy and wickedness become second-nature, or we are lucky enough to be driven mad and the persona becomes reality."

 That certainly explained a lot about DeMacabre, but Freetrick didn't think their relationship was advanced enough for him to say so. 

 "My mother provides an edifying illustration," said Bloodbyrn. 

 Or maybe not. Out loud, Freetrick encouraged, "Your mother?" Part of him still expected all of this to be some elaborate mind-game. Another part wanted the sad girl in his arms to smile at him. The rest of him…well it would be useful to know more about a potential enemy, wouldn't it? Two out of three votes carried the motion. "Tell me about her."

 "She was an average Sangboise noble, I suppose," Bloodbyrn stared into the cluttered darkness past Freetrick's shoulder, "from a good family, well-educated, adept at accounting, seduction, the womanly martial arts…only she loved my father." 

 "Oh, I see," said Freetrick. "That was a bad thing?" 


 "Of course." 


 Of course. Affection between spouses would disrupt the whole evil atmosphere. 


 "No," said Bloodbyrn, as if Freetrick had disagreed, "I truly believe she loved him, and he loved her in his turn." She sighed. "Oh, they hid it well enough. I remember we would make a game of battling before company. This was all before I was old enough to leave the Sarcophagus, our chateau in Macabre." 

 Freetrick tried to imagine that childhood. To have a family, but not be able to publicly enjoy the fact? It sounded diabolical, a mockery of everything he had wished for. And yet Bloodbyrn's expression showed that her childhood had not been a bad one. "And then?" 

 "Then I went to school," Bloodbyrn said, "and while I was away…well…the details would only confuse you, my lord. Suffice to say, my father had his political enemies. They called down the dark priests down upon my household to enforce the Covenant. To make seeming into being, you understand." 

 "Sweet true words." Freetrick imagined the knock on the door, the husband and wife holding each other as the agents of the Covenant descended on them. Had they drawn their blood and tried to fight? Or had they simply submitted to the law, and stepped away from each other? 

 "They went on under the eye of judgment, you would say, on probation, for nearly a year," Bloodbyrn's voice intruded into Freetrick's dark fantasy, "but then, clearly they could not any longer maintain the enforced charade." The candlelight washed the color from Bloodbyrn's eyes, so they appeared nearly gray. "I know what happened next only from gossip and hints from my father. It is said…the public story puts it that my mother went mad—took on the role of dominatrix so completely that she ignored my father's cries of safe word. He was forced to battle for his life, and he won." 

 Freetrick nodded. That story would certainly resonate with the Dark Nobility. Hell, Freetrick still half-believed Bloodbyrn would do exactly the same thing to him. 

 "My father once told me that public story was untrue, however." She looked back down. "For a while I believed she might have escaped. Perhaps to !Quatl, or across the River Moat to Chyshia. Now I think it more likely she simply committed suicide in despair. Whatever the case, whether the death was carried out by her own hand, or my father when she attacked him before witnesses, her intent was no doubt the same." Bloodbyrn stopped speaking. 

 Freetrick had no idea what to say. How could he respond to a story like that? All of the standard phrases—it'll be all right, I'm sorry, I know how you feel—were so weak they would be insulting. And the first response that had occurred to him, I will tear the Covenant down for you, seemed a skosh melodramatic. The only thing Freetrick could think of to do was put his arms around Bloodbyrn and hold her against him. What with his armor and her corsetry, the motion was less tender than Freetrick would have liked, but she sighed and laid her head back against his chest. For a moment, anyway. 

 Then her body stiffened and she looked up at him in consternation and fear, "No! This is impossible, Feerborg!" 

 "What is?" 

 "This!" Bloodbyrn pushed away from him. "Even in secret. We cannot live a double life, my lord. Not forever. And especially not as Ultimate Fiend and his First Concubine." 

 "But we are the Ultimate Fiend and his First Concubine," said Freetrick. "What if we change things, Bloodbyrn?" 

 "Tempest take the bloody Rationalists and their bloody democracy! My lord, you know nothing," she snarled. "Feerborg, they will not allow us to 'change things' as you so idiomatically put it. The Dark Nobility are trained from infancy to scheme and intrigue, to rule by terror. What they do not want to occur will not." 

 "'The ruler does not rule without the permission of the ruled,'" quoted Freetrick. "I know this stuff, Bloodbyrn." 

 "Then put your knowledge to use, my lord," said Bloodbyrn. "You cannot even continue your current reforms. My father and his faction will manipulate you until you…" she paused, then went on, more slowly, "do exactly as he would have it. And the other factions will simply assassinate you." 

 "Not if I have help," said Freetrick, thinking of the monsters. 


 But as Bloodbyrn's narrow eyes locked on his, he realized that she had not interpreted him that way at all. 


 Her chin lifted. "You will, my lord." 



Oh strike me out with a three foot eraser. 


 Freetrick could only stare at her as his plans fractured and reformed. Should he tell Bloodbyrn about the monsters? Trusting the Dark Nobility with his reforms would be idiotic. On the other hand, trying to force through his half-planned reforms single-handed would be suicidal. 

 What would Bloodbyrn say when he told her about his plans? What would she think of him? 

 Bloodbyrn's eyes flickered back and forth as she searched his face. "I shall help you. Feerborg."

 Freetrick felt something go clunk inside his head. Toppling priorities? "Thank you, Bloodbyrn." 

 Her eyes were still on his. Her lip curled. "Oh, I would be a fool indeed to let this opportunity slip past unexploited." 

 "What do you mean—" Freetrick began, before there was suddenly a great deal of pressure around his hips. The two silver skulls dug into his chest, then slid upward as Bloodbyrn climbed atop Freetrick. Her face, now above his, was all soft curves and sharp metal points. 

 "It is my observation that our moment of mutual tenderness has lowered your defenses, it is my impression that we have just made alliance, and my objective to seal that alliance physically. You would do well not to interfere, my lord." 

 "I won't." He reached up and pulled her lips down onto his. 


 It was great. 


 It was great, except for his armor, which was becoming more constricting by the moment. 


 "Ow," said Freetrick, pulling away. 


 "Poor baby, perhaps we should adjourn to…" Bloodbyrn looked around them, then raised an eyebrow at him, "the floor? Or the top of this table in my blood sigils? There's even a candle up there for us to use." 

 "Candle?" Freetrick said, uncrossing his eyes. 

 "For the hot wax." She sighed at his expression. "Very well. Perhaps we are not ready for the more advanced lessons. The floor then." 

 Freetrick grinned, although he still wasn't sure he knew what she meant about the candle. "What…you mean…here?" 

 "Of course." Bloodbyrn maneuvered him until his back was on the floor and she was on her knees over him. She leaned down, and an aching amount of white cleavage appeared between the skulls. 

 Bloodbyrn looked down, and grinned, her voice lowered to a purr. "You would stare so at a lady?" She slid back, a hand coming to rest on, by now, the extremely uncomfortable protective plating between his legs. "My lord?" 

 She struck his cheek. Gently. "That is unbefitting," Bloodbyrn was smiling, her lips partly open as she stroked his face. "A great fault in a Despot of Evil." Her metal-coated nails scratched down a cheekbone. "But perhaps I have use for you despite your faults." She lowered herself until their faces were almost touching. "Does my lord feel…useful?" 

 Buckles clattered under Bloodbyrn's hands.

 "Buh..Bloodbyrn, you're not going to…here?" Freetrick whimpered as her hand pressed down. "but, uh…" he thought, suddenly, of eyes behind the walls. Wasn't every room in Clouds-Gather watched by spies? Freetrick pushed himself up, suddenly wondering about everything they had just said to each other. "Wait, Bloodbyrn! Where's the blood mist thing?" 

 "The red noise, you mean?" Bloodbyrn's nimble little fingers were moving down the armor over his ribs, unbuckling. "Fear not, my lord. I have drawn blood sigils around this room." 

 "Blood sigils?" Freetrick squinted up at the ceiling. "What are blood sigils?" 

 "Must my lord know?" asked Bloodbyrn, "at this precise time?" 

 "Maybe I do." Freetrick pulled himself up and looked at Bloodbyrn with sudden suspicion. "We have been speaking pretty openly about things in here, Bloodbyrn." 

 "Does my lord distrust me?" Bloodbyrn raised an eyebrow, then bent back down to resume here work on his armor. "Good. He is learning."

 He snorted. "I suppose you wouldn't have brought the cat here if you thought you could be seen." 

 "Indeed. And besides." Bloodbyrn's haughty lip-curl turned into something very much like a smirk. "Would you mind an audience, my lord, at this juncture?" 

 "Strike me out," Freetrick settled back onto the floor, "I'm the Ultimate Fiend, aren't I? I should invite the press in here and take comments mid-coitus." 

 "I am unsure as to my lord's exact meaning," came Bloodbyrn's voice from above him, "But in any case, worry not. As you have so astutely noted, it would not be in my interest to permit people to know where I am or what I am doing." 

 "Right," said Freetrick, "except the monsters, of course." 


 Her fingers stopped. "No. No monsters know I am here, either." 


 "Um…" 


 Her face was suddenly above his again. "Do they, Feerborg?" 


 "Well," said Freetrick, "yes. The Kaimeera knew to lead me here, after all." 


 Bloodbyrn jumped back, and Freetrick yelped as his knees collapsed under her. "You were led here?" 

 "Of course," grumbled Freetrick as he sat up tugged his legs out from under his concubine. "How else would I get here?" 

 "Blood and ichor!" Bloodbyrn leaped to her feet. "Why did I not think of this? My lord, immediately we must apprehend the Kaimeera and destroy it. Who knows whom else that miserable monster has told!" 

 Freetrick blinked hard. "Well, I don't think— 

 "We must leave!" Bloodbyrn shouted. "Now!" 

 "Well…strike it" Freetrick winced as he rose. Once again, horrible things were happening in his pants. "What about your cat?" 

 "Oh…no!" Bloodbyrn shook her head, "this matter is of more importance than the safety of Princess Fluff. I have no choice but to let her fend for herself in these corridors." 

 "Princess Fluff?" 

 "There is no time for foolish questions. One moment." Bloodbyrn closed her eyes and spread her hands in front of her. There were was a crackling like burning paper and a smoke puffed up from the diagram on the table. "We shall search for her later." Bloodbyrn strode toward the door and grasped its handle. She pulled it open, saying "For now we must—" 

 "Helloooo?" 


 As if on cue, a shadow rose against a wall, and the Duke DeMacabre materialized out of the indoor mist. 


 ***


 For the second time in as many days, the Duke DeMacabre was waiting for Freetrick on the other side of a door. The Duke, who grinned, constantly, and certainly didn't have Freetrick's best interests at heart. The Duke, who dressed like the re-animated corpse of a particularly flamboyant gigolo. The Duke, Freetrick now knew, who had once loved a wife and lost her. 

 "Ah, my sweet children!" DeMacabre cried. Bloody lace tangled as he clasped his hands over his breast, "what joy it does me to see you young persons availing each other so splendidly of your respective fluids. And!" he said as Bloodbyrn rolled her eyes and Freetrick looked sick, "My joy is so boundless it nearly completely masks my, well, I would not say unease, my lord," the Duke's orange eyes snapped onto Freetrick's. 

 Freetrick looked at his more-or-less father-in-law, trying to reconcile what his eyes saw and what Bloodbyrn had told him. Was the corrupted, cunning, crazy old degenerate nothing but a mask? And underneath, what would Freetrick find but a father, desperately clutching for the power he needed to protect his tiny family? With an effort, Freetrick shook off the mental double-vision. 

 "Unease?" He repeated. 

 "Indeed," DeMacabre's voice deepened ominously. "I confess to the most microscopic iota of confusion," his fingers, pale as deep-sea eels, formed calipers to indicate the confusion's exact size, "as I wonder why my lord has taken my daughter to this forgotten corner of Clouds-Gather to, I hope, consummate their relationship. And why not the Royal Bed Chamber, or the Dark Temple, or the Audience Pit, or indeed anywhere where the act could be witnessed and verified," his teeth flashed razors of red light at Bloodbyrn, "and properly conducted." 

 Bloodbyrn responded without hesitation. "Why, father, the act to which you refer, while it may be anticipated with absolute certainty, is still yet to occur." 

 "We were sightseeing." Freetrick thought he would be helpful. 

 Bloodbyrn shot him a look, then turned calmly back to her father, "And whilst you may wonder as to the disheveled appearance of myself and my dread lord, be assured, my father, that our state of dishabille is but a result of our reciprocal erotic passions, which manifest in this way even when we are not engaged in the torrid act itself." 

 DeMacabre's grin did not change, but his eyes blazed brighter. "And of the time you spent in this room before the arrival of my lord the Ultimate Fiend? Hm? What were you doing then, my daughter, if not preparing for the ritual of Engenderation?" 

 "Changing my plans father," said Bloodbyrn, but Freetrick barely heard her. 

 As Bloodbyrn and her father continued their verbal gavotte, it suddenly occurred to Freetrick to wonder how DeMacabre had know to find them here. The answer to that question came like a cold metal spike to the base of the skull. 

 "DeMacabre," he said, "where is the Kaimeera?" 

 "Why…astute indeed is the brain of the Ultimate Fiend," DeMacabre's mad eyes flicked from his daughter to Freetrick, and the Duke drew himself up. "Of course, it was that monster who informed me…" He looked narrowly at Freetrick, though his mouth retained its rictus grin. "Well, it informed me of a great deal, my lord." 

 Freetrick felt as if someone had stabbed him in the kidneys with an icicle. 

 "What…" Freetrick fought to control the abject panic rising through his brain, "what can I expect your response will be?" Had the Kaimeera revealed the plan to teach word-magic to the monsters? How would the Duke react if he knew? Why would the monster tell him in the first place? 

 "Why, what can any of us expect, in this cruel, dark world?" DeMacabre's grin ratcheted back another set of molars. 

 Well, if the Kaimeera had told DeMacabre that Freetrick was preparing a private army of magic-wielding monsters, would he be standing here talking? 

 "You can expect…" Freetrick fought for the control necessary to turn melodrama into reality, "You can expect, DeMacabre, to obey the orders given you." 

 DeMacabre cocked an eyebrow, "of course I shall, my lord." 

 "Do not second-guess me, DeMacabre." Freetrick said in what he hoped was a suitably menacing growl, "I shouldn't have to tell you about every piece of misinformation I spread. All you need to do is wait for me to tell you what to do." 

 Whatever changes might have rushed across the Duke face, he hid them in a deep and elaborate bow. "Of course, oh Greatest Evil. How could it be otherwise?" 

 "Indeed." Freetrick was beginning to see the use of the Skrean persona. He drew the role of supreme evil dictator around himself as his tried to recover his balance. "Now. Tell me where the Kaimeera is." 

 "That I can do with alacrity, my lord," said DeMacabre. "The monster is no doubt still with Prince Feerix in the dungeons, awaiting your presence." 

 "Feerix?" Freetrick clutched his persona tighter. "And what were you doing with Feerix, DeMacabre?" 

 "Why, discussing you, my lord," DeMacabre was still smiling, of course. 

 "Discussing what?" 

 DeMacabre's teeth gleamed redly in the crystal light, "I would inform you, my lord, but your dear half-brother expressed his wish to do so instead—to say his piece to, as it were, virgin ears." 

 "Okay?" Freetrick gritted his teeth, "Then tell me…I mean inform me as to where he is, that I can converse with him." 

 "My lord, it was with that very intent in mind that I came to this place." DeMacabre made a flourish with his hands, then pressed one against the bloody lace over his breast. "Forgive an old man his sentimental heart, my lord, for inquiring as to his daughter and his lord's state of mind before discharging this duty. Punish me as you would; it will not happen again." Now the old villain's smile actually looked real. 

 So did Freetrick's scowl. "Just tell me where Feerix and the Kaimeera are." 

 "Prince Feerix said, my lord, that he would await your displeasure in the dungeon which currently holds the female prisoner my lord collected yesterday. The one known as the Monster Killer." 

 That information was surprising enough to cut through the panic and playacting both, "The Monster Killer? What the hell is Feerix doing with her?" 

 "Why, whatever he likes, I assume, my lord." 





Chapter the Nineteenth


Patience

 



 One does not graduate from the Saint Ichor Young Ladies' Academy of Exquisite Punishment without a finely developed emotional sense, and it was with ease that Bloodbyrn could discern her father's desire to speak further with her. 

 "My lord," she said, turning to address the Ultimate Fiend, "as you have business to conduct with your consanguinate, I find I have as well, a matter to discuss with mine." 

 The Despot Feerborg, who had not attended the Ladies' Academy or, indeed, any reputable institution of higher evil, stared at her blankly. 

 "I am endeavoring to inform you of my plans to remain here and speak with my father," Bloodbyrn explained with great patience, "you may play with your brother without me. However, I swear I shall join you as shortly as may be arranged. Go now. Shoo." 

 Feerborg turned and left, muttering something in his barbaric dialect. Bloodbyrn watched his retreating back for a moment, then turned, a smile on her face. 

 That smile faded, however, as Bloodbyrn's senses focused more fully on her father's expression. 

 Milielan DeMacabre was firmly in persona, his grin as mad as ever, but to a woman of Bloodbyrn's sensitivity and intelligence, not to mention filial attachment to her last remaining kin, the signs of strain were clear. "My father," she said in Sangboise, "for what is this despondence I see upon your familiar face?" 

 The Duke DeMacabre rubbed a hand over his mouth, erasing the false expression that he habitually placed there. "I have something I would tell you, daughter." His athame flicked out, and with easy elegance of long practice, her father opened the skin along his inner arm. Only once the crimson noise had been established around them did her father speak again. "Bloodbyrn, my daughter, the Ultimate Fiend must be dealt with." 

 Bloodbyrn was rather proud of the way she controlled the emotions that welled up within her. "My daughter, I trust I have amply demonstrated that the opinion I hold of your skills and abilities is great. That is why I continue to turn to you to enact my schemes. Despite the fact that you have thus far let your charge run so far out of your control, I might add. Now you must tell me," his face, when he turned back to her, was cold and controlled, "whether I am wrong to do so." 

 The Duke thrust a single finger ceiling-ward. "Why is the Ultimate Fiend still freely making decisions?" His leather gloves crinkled as a second finger joined the first. "Why are you not by now gestating the heir? And," the third finger extended as her father's voice dropped to a dire whisper. "What in our god's gory imagination happened last night in the Despot's chambers, and before?" 

 "That, my father, was a fit of royal rage" Bloodbyrn answered, increasingly mystified by her father's uncharacteristic directness, "followed in its course by a wild manifestation of necromancy. It was all very much in the way we expect an Ultimate Fiend to behave, and I recall that the report I gave you last night was my most positive so far." Indeed, when considered in conjunction with her most recent dealings with Feerborg, last night gave Bloodbyrn a very pleasant sensation of optimism. Was that hope rising in her breast? Hope that for so long had lain desiccated and ignored? 

 "Why, it is that very report that chills my blood, child," the Duke went on, "and impels me to instruct you to take firmer grip on your duty." 

 "I shall, father," Bloodbyrn promised, "for, based on my recent experiences, I believe the man may be of even more use to our plans than we previously supposed. Reining until the child is born…" and would she indeed have to slay the man, in the end? "Reining, as I said, the Ultimate Fiend will provide a source of stability and protection for our germinating schemes." 

 "Stability?" Repeated her father, shock and anger clear on his usually controlled physiognomy "Protection? My daughter, have the mental skills bequeathed by education and inheritance deserted you entirely? Surely you see the current Ultimate Fiend is the most likely of all to bring all our plans to ruin." 

 "I confess I do not," Bloodbyrn was temporarily unable to suppress the outward expression of her shock. "Nor do I see the reason for this sudden and, pardon me, father, baffling reversal of policy. What has happened to change your opinion of my lord and his usefulness to us so completely?" 

 "Could it be you do not remember?" he said, "Could it be that the prospect of which you yourself informed me not 13 hours ago does not, yet beat in your brain, a warning more dire than any we have encountered thus far?" 

 "Father, please," said Bloodbyrn, "I submit that now is an inappropriate time for melodrama." 

 "Then allow me to speak plainly." Her father rubbed at his mouth, and Bloodbyrn noticed how tight the skin on his face was becoming, how fragile his long hand seemed. "Daughter, it was you yourself who informed me of the fool's schemes to dissolve the Maelstrom. You confirmed he voiced this plan at that bizarre secret meeting with the castle's serving staff. Surely you see how such a policy, should it ever be enacted, would ruin our plans?" 

 "Ah," said Bloodbyrn. "I do recall that item of the Despot's agenda on my report, Father," she really should instruct Feerborg to burn his meeting notes, "but it did not fill me with the same apprehensions as it clearly has you. Surely you do not believe The Ultimate Fiend could actually do such a thing as…what is the proper verb…bring down the Maelstrom?" 

 "He is, as you say, the Ultimate Fiend," said the Duke, "And, I know that he, and only he, has the power to command that phenomenon." 

 "Well, clearly the Maelstrom has not fallen out of the sky." 

 "Watch your tone, daughter." 

 Bloodbyrn forced a smile, "I apologize, father. And I put it forth that bringing the Maelstrom down is not foremost in his plans. It is even possible he was joking when he mentioned it." 

 "Was he?" Her father's eyes flashed at her, the color of cut citrine. "Can you be sure?" 

 Bloodbyrn suppressed a sigh. "Father, I confess I cannot, but—." 

 "My point exactly." He smote one hand with another, "Feerborg is too unpredictable. He is, in fact, entirely insane." Those citrine eyes glimmered in the tangled shadows under his brows. "And not in a good way." 

 ***

 The corridor outside the dungeon was a charnel house. The floor was awash with blood and littered with the corpses of goblins, arrayed in a rough circle around the figure of Prince Feerix. Freetrick skidded to a halt on the blood-slick stone floor and stared with horror into his half-brother's smiling face. 

 "Ah, the mighty and terrible Ultimate Fiend arrives!" The prince called from the middle of his circle of carnage, "finally the festivities can begin." 

 Freetrick decided to take his anger and run with it. "Tempest blast you to flinders, brother, what do you think you are doing before the door to my dungeon killing my servants!" Freetrick glanced down at the upturned face of one of the corpses—bat-winged Razafel. Freetrick's plan had come too late for that monster. When he looked back up at his brother, Freetrick felt the lightning back in his eyes "Explain yourself." 

 "I grew bored of waiting," said Feerix. "If my lord had wished to retain the lives of these his servants, he would have done better to arrive earlier." 

 "But…" Freetrick's balance tilted. "I didn't know…" If any of the people in his charge could be killed at any time, what did his responsibilities as king even mean? "Enough." Freetrick shook the doubt from his mind. "Feerix. What do you want?" 

 "Why, what does any subject of His Malevolence wish? Only a moment of conversation, my lord. And a glimpse at my lord's prisoner, for reasons of…curiosity." 

 Freetrick thought of the girl chained up in there. "Yeah, I don't think we need to involve the prisoner," said Freetrick, "we can talk in my office, or here in the hallway if it'll get you out of my hair faster." 

 "But my lord," Feerix's grin widened and his hand flattened against the low, heavy door to the dungeon chamber, "the door is already open." 

 "It's unlocked?" Freetrick squeaked. 

 "Oh yes," said Feerix, ducking through the door, "I had the guards see to that chore before I killed them." 

 Freetrick looked again at the little corpses. Not defenders, but… "Strike you out, you were just bored." 

 "My lord demonstrates the lightning speed of his nefarious mind," said Feerix. "And now I find myself in a new chamber with a new potential victim. I do hope my attention does not again begin to wander." 

 ***

 "Father, allow me to assuage your fears." Bloodbyrn looked up at her father, mustering all of her considerable resources to bring some reassurance to her father's troubled mind. "While it is true that Lord Feerborg—that is—the Ultimate Fiend's actions often seem devoid of thought, upon knowing the man, I have come to see that he does not act randomly. He simply…how can I express it?" 

 She searched her feelings, remembering the tranquility she had felt with her lord, during that brief time they had spent in the storage chamber. "It is as if he responds with the innocent impulses of a child. As if he never …" she looked up at her father, "never learned the lessons that we of the Kingdoms of Evil teach each other." 

 The brows of the Duke DeMacabre drew together. "And yet these are lessons each of us must learn, my daughter." 

 "Oh of course," Bloodbyrn hasted to add, "my point is simply that Lord Feerborg lacks acculturation. He does not behave as a Skrean or a Sangboise would, but that does not mean he cannot be predicted." Bloodbyrn could see her father's skepticism remained and searched for a way to dispel it. "Feerborg will always push forward toward his goals in a straight line, even when avenues of perfectly twisted manipulation present themselves. This tendency makes him… ironically difficult to control…" she felt a smile slip across her face, "and surprising." 

 Bloodbyrn was still shocked at herself for the things she had revealed to her Despot in that storage chamber. She had not spoken so earnestly since childhood. "Dealing with Feerborg," she attempted to explain, "is like dancing a bolero when one's partner insists on leading her in a waltz. It is so much easier to simply move into step with him." And more enjoyable. Exsanguinations! Why could she still feel his skin? It was as if the shape of his body had imprinted itself into her flesh. 

 "All the more reason he must be brought into step with us and our plans." DeMacabre's voice intruded onto Bloodbyrn's reflections. He took a breath. "I have been speaking with Feerix." 

 "I am aware of that, father." 

 "But you are unaware, I trust," said DeMacabre, "of what he and I discussed." 

 "And what is that, father?" Bloodbyrn supplied the answer to her own question. "Replacing Feerborg with Feerix as the center of our plans? I believe we have discussed the many faults inherent in that contingency." But had the notion of Feerix as Despot always seemed to hateful and oppressive to her? Bloodbyrn wondered if she should be glad of her changing impulses, or terrified by them. "For one, how to dispatch the current Ultimate Fiend?" 

 Her father looked surprised. "Why, use Feerix, of course." 


 ***


 "Foul fiend! Devil!" The Monster Killer said.


 Freetrick picked his way through the pool of goblin blood and ducked through the door into his dungeon 


 "Shut up!" Freetrick straight and faced his half-brother. "Alright Feerix. What the hell do you want to say to me that prompted you to slaughter four of my servants just to get my attention?" 

 Freetrick's half-brother stood in the center of the cell, hands on hips, sneering his best sneer. "Aside from the fact that my lord has been ignoring his lessons?" 

 Freetrick looked around the cell. "I've been busy." 

 "Have you come to finally kill me?" This was, again, from the Monster Killer, glaring, chained to the wall. 

 Feerix ignored her, narrowing his eyes at Freetrick. "My spies have told me…many unsettling things about your recent activities, my lord." 

 "Have they." Another reason to end this conversation quickly. Freetrick needed to find the Kaimeera and find out what the struck-out sneaking double-agent was telling people. Then to put together some kind of plan to stop the nobility from killing his monster rebellion before it got off the ground. "So talk, and then I can get back to doing what I was doing." 

 Feerix's smile smirk soured into a scowl. "So be it, then. It happens that DeMacabre is as unhappy with your progress with his daughter as I am with your martial training. Both of us are considering giving up." 

 "Giving up?" Freetrick repeated. "What the hell does that mean?" 

 "Ha!" taunted the Monster Killer, "so does the spawn of the Evil One destroy itself! Rip out each other's throats and die, demons!" 

 Feerix did not bother looking at the woman as he took a step toward Freetrick. "We might have been willing to let you continue with your games at the beginning of your reign, but the time for autonomy has passed." 

 "What—" Freetrick began, and his brother simply spoke over him. 

 "If you would not be killed outright, my lord, heed these, our demands." Feerix took another step forward, eyes hard, sneer sharp. "You will not make judgments during sessions of the Council of Villainy. You will not meet with nobles, ministers, or castle bureaucrats without myself, DeMacabre, or our cousin Teirchoke also present. You will…" his sneer became a snarl, as Feerix leaned in to put his face a bare centimeter from Freetrick's. "…fuck your tempest-blasted concubine." 

 A plume of rage, hot and sudden as burning gasoline, flew up Freetrick's body. His hair stirred and his eyes crackled, and Freetrick stopped caring about what Feerix had to say. 

 That Tempest-blasted smirk was still on his brother's face. Freetrick wanted, no, ached, to reach out and squeeze that face between the claws of his gauntlet. How dare you! He wanted to scream. You worm, writhing under my boot heel, you dare to dictate to
me? But with an effort, the Ultimate Fiend clamped down on his rage. 

 "Otherwise?" His voice was nearly normal, while the boiling rage began to turn the engines of his mind. "If I do not chain myself to you?" 

 "Otherwise," Feerix rocked on his heels, still smirking, "we shall withdraw our protection." 

 "Protection?" Freetrick's fingers clenched in his gauntlets as, instinctively, he reached for his reserves of death energy. They were, of course, empty. Fear added another layer of insulation around the glowing furnace of his anger. "Feerix," he said, "I fight off assassination attempts daily. Forgive me if I don't feel very protected." 

 The Monster Killer sniggered. 

 "Of course we allow some assassins to continue my lord's training." Feerix's smile thinned to a savage crooked line across his face. "But with our coalition working against you, my lord, you will not last out the hour." 

 "Yeah, so why don't you, Feerix?" Said Freetrick, "wouldn't you love to just kill me and get yourself placed on the throne…by DeMacabre?" No, Feerix wouldn’t like that at all, would he? More steam to the analytical engines, men! 

 "Ha, now there is a blessing mixed with arsenic," laughed Feerix, "as my lord well knows. No, I am not as much a fool as you, my lord, to allow that leech of a man to get his hooks in me." 

 "No, you have to kill me yourself, to get enough respect from the other nobles to balance out DeMacabre," said Freetrick, realization crystallizing. "Otherwise, you'll be just as much a puppet as you want me to be." 

 There was a rattling of chains in the red-laced dark as the Monster Killer stirred at the thought. 

 "Yes." Feerix frowned. "But better a puppet on a throne than a free man on a pile of rubble, which is exactly what will become of Clouds-Gather if your meddling is allowed to continue." 

 Oh, right. Freetrick still had to find out what the maniac knew. "What meddling?" 

 "When I said I was spying on you, my lord, I was not lying." Feerix's smirk had returned. He spun on one ridiculous heel and walked toward the chained monster-killer. "Uncharacteristic of me, I know, but there you are. Your so-called private observation of the feeding of the monsters? What nonsense. I know what plans were discussed there." 

 "Oh yes?" The boiler pressure was dropping, but anger still kept dread from clotting the pipes. "What plans are those?" 

 "I fail to see why I should tell you." Feerix looked down and kicked with pretend casualness at the manacle around the prisoner's leg. 

 Freetrick allowed his lips to pull back from his teeth. "You've got nothing, Feerix. And I will not let you…" what? Do to Freetrick what DeMacabre was doing to Bloodbyrn? What whatever faceless informer had done to DeMacabre? "…think you can use me." He finished. 

 "Should I not? My lord?" 

 Freetrick stared into his half-brother's narrow, brown eyes—eyes like his own had been, before he had become the Despot of Skrea. 

 Feerix broke the stare. The prince turned from the prisoner and made a show of surveying the dungeon chamber. "You know, half-brother, at first I could not imagine what possible use you could have for keeping your assassin here." He kicked again at the chains connected to the manacles of the Monster Killer. 

 "No!" she gasped. 

 Freetrick looked at the dirty, dark-haired woman now staring up at Feerix with something very much like fear in her silver eyes. "What are you talking about?" 

 "Actually," Feerix grinned, "I am telegraphing my intentions quite loudly. It's not my fault your wit is too feeble to guess them." 

 "No! No!" Said the Monster Killer as if to herself. Her eyes darter to Freetrick's. "Kill me instead. Kill me," the eyes widened. "Please."

 Feerix grinned down at the shaking girl. "Perhaps the Ultimate Fiend should be commended for his craft. Though only so far, of course. Because, half brother." He reached down, "it was very unwise to allow me into your larder." 

 "No!" Gasped the prisoner as understanding came, too late, to Freetrick. "Kill me instead!" 

 "No…" Feerix crooned as his gauntlet flashed black vapor, "kill him instead, minion." 

 ***

 Bloodbyrn controlled her reaction to her father's pronouncement of doom even as she traced its ramifications. "I trust the death you refer to will take place some time in the future," she surmised, "For, having arranged Feerix and Feerborg's meeting in the dungeons, you have made it impossible for Feerix to gather the witnesses he needs if he wishes to murder his rival in an official capacity." 

 "I am glad to see your powers of deduction remain undamaged," said her father, "indeed, daughter, I intend to give the Despot Feerborg one final chance to fall in line, and I am using Feerix to deliver the threat of what will happen if he does not." 

 "And if Feerix becomes sufficiently angry or careless to murder my lord despite his incentives to the contrary?" said Bloodbyrn, "as you know he is at times wont to do?" 

 DeMacabre raised an eyebrow, "then Feerborg dies sooner than we had expected, and we start over with you and Feerix." His head quirked as a thought occurred to him, "But it is no bad thing, I think, that you have not yet engendered the heir. It makes the situation…simpler." 

 Her father must have seen something of the shock she was attempting to hide. His fine brows drew together in concern."Really, daughter, I assumed you would be happy to hear of these new plans. After all, whether Feerborg is slayer or slain, you and I cannot lose." 


No father, Bloodbyrn thought, it is you who cannot lose in the scheme you propose. I, on the other hand, stand to lose much. More, in fact, than even she had been aware of until that moment.



 "I see, father." With exquisite control, Bloodbyrn kept her voice free of the emotions cascading through her. "In that case, I feel I should make my way to the dungeons, myself," she performed, "I should like to examine my two potential masters at once." 

 "Of course you would, my daughter. Marvelous." Her father smiled down at her. "And perhaps you might care to place a bet?" 

 "Of course, father." It required every ounce of energy in her body, and every minute of her training at the Ladies academy to do so, but Bloodbyrn smiled back. "Despot Feerborg to win." 

 ***


 Freetrick was actually in the air when Feerix's cloud of necromancy enveloped the head of the Monster Killer. 


 Then another wave of mist from Feerix washed over Freetrick, smashing into the opposite wall.


 Freetrick blinked the stars from his eyes to see Feerix was still standing over the Monster Killer, his fingers twitching as the black cloud of his Life-twisting spell writhed over her body. She moaned."Feerix, stop this."

 Freetrick pushed himself upright. He had nothing in his magical reserves. "So what happened to waiting until I was good enough to put up a fight before you killed me?" 

 "My lord!" It was Bloodbyrn's voice echoing down the corridor outside, "my lord, do not let him into the...exsanguinations! My lord, now that you have allowed your half-brother to both build reserves of power and enter the dungeon, you must---"

 Feerix gestured and the door to the dungeon cell slammed closed on Bloodbyrn's cursing. 

 "Feerix," said Freetrick, "we both know you can't just kill me here. Now just release the girl and let's go to my office and talk there." 

 "You still do not understand? What farce!" Feerix threw back his head and laughed. Bizarrely, the Monster Killer, still cocooned in black mist, also giggled. "No, I won't kill you today, my lord." His sneer twisted and his head cocked toward the Monster Killer, hanging chained to the other wall as the mist blew away from her transformed body. "She might, though." 

 Feerix's necromancy coiled around the Monster Killer. There was a sound like tearing gristle. The very light and air of the room bent in impossible directions. 

 Freetrick realized he had a chance, now, while Feerix's mind was occupied with life-twisting. He ran forward. A chance. A chance to do what? Freetrick's arm rose to come between him and the head of his half brother. To kill his only family? Freetrick's razor-edged gauntlet paused. 

 There was a quadruple crack of parting metal and something smashed into Freetrick's stomach. 

 He had a confused, red-lit impression of tiny, overlapping scales, huge, mad eyes, and teeth blurred with motion before a line of pain slapped across his face. 

 The Monster Killer no longer needed a dagger. 

 Frantically, Freetrick attempted a roll-disengage. Onyx claws flashed past his eyes and newly scaled skin clattered across his armor as he twisted out from under her and sprang to his feet. 

 The door rattled again. Freetrick brought his arms up to block another slash to his face. 

 "You don't have to fight me!" He yelled at the woman. Ex-woman. 

 "Ah ha!" said Feerix. "And once again my lord talks during a fight. Bad form, my lord. It can cause nothing but distraction—but I see you've just discovered that for yourself. Watch out, my lord, I made those claws sharp!" 

 Freetrick tried to keep his voice level as another attack forced him back another step. "Stop this. You don't have to do this." 

 "What choice do I have now?" The ex-Monster Killer snarled. 


 "I did not know I left enough lips to form that 'W.'" 


 "Stand down and I will help you!" Freetrick said, dodging backward again. "I'll turn you back!" 


 The Monster Killer hissed and redoubled her attack. "Just to have another necromancer make me into something even more horrible?" 

 "Such despair!" crowed Feerix, as Freetrick made a grab for the monster-killer's wrist and nearly had an eye gouged out for the trouble. "I rescind my statement about talking while fighting. Now, as an exercise, see if you can crush her spirit before she kills you. That would be a victory of a sort, I suppose." 

 Freetrick tried to ignore the heckling. "I can protect you," he panted, "trust me." 

 "Trust?!" The word became an inhuman howl as the monster-killer spun on one foot to sweep the serrated edge of a long shin into Freetrick's side. Unfortunately for her, the movement was nearly identical to a gara step, and Freetrick's instincts brought him up off the ground in a spin that placed the main force of the kick more or less on his ass. Freetrick sent a blessing to the First God's fashion sense for his armored rear and rode the kick through the air like a man on a merry-go-round. 

 It took a full second before the laws of physics and the surprised monster's reflexes caught up with him, and Freetrick flew out from the spin at a tangent. 

 Freetrick thanked the First God for his armor again when he crashed into the wall. 

 Behind the sudden sparkling points of light that had bloomed in Freetrick's vision, Feerix whooped with laughter. "Was that intentional? My lord, be confident that even if you fail miserably as a despot, you are the best blasted jester I have yet laid eyes on. But oh please," doubled over with mirth, he still managed to wave a hand in the direction of the monstrous Monster Killer. "Deliver your final cut now, before in my laughter I rupture something." 

 Freetrick turned to face the oncoming lizard-woman, and realized his back was now against the wall. "Please!" He shouted, "I can help you!" He prayed fervently that he could remember how to pull off the step he was about to do. 

 "The novelty of this pleading is wearing thin," Feerix said, "in my opinion, you would do best to drop that joke and find a new one." 

 As the Monster Killer lunged at Freetrick, he bent backward to drop his unprotected face below the sweep of her claws, then braced his feet against the ground, stuck out his arms, and heaved. 

 It didn't exactly work. In the correct step, Freetrick's hands would have closed around the Monster Killer's hips, and the force of his legs would have been transmitted to her center of gravity. Instead, his armor locked and Freetrick couldn't bend backward far enough to get his hands that low. The Monster Killer took the force on the lower edge of her ribs, and so rather than tossing her backward through the air, Freetrick could only give her a violent shove, throwing her off balance. 

 For a moment, the monster-killer was off her guard. Freetrick kicked at her legs as she teetered. If he could knock her off her feet, he would be able to pin her to the ground, and get a chance to talk to her. Assuming he could make sure Feerix wouldn't hear what he had to say— 

 The door to the cell blew open. 


 ***


 


 A mist of fine, red particles sprayed into the air and the cell door swung open to smash into the adjoining wall. Freetrick stumbled backward as the blood mist buffeted him, then cleared to reveal Bloodbyrn, striding through the doorway with a terrible expression on her face and a ring of keys in her hand. 

 Freetrick saw his chance. "Bloodbyrn! Distract Feerix—strike it!" 

 The Monster Killer had seen her chance, too. Freetrick whipped his head sideways and the claws raked across his ear and not his eyes. He felt flesh tearing. "Feerix!" He shouted again. 

 "Wha—" Through the ringing in his ear, Freetrick heard his half-brother's shocked cry drown in a liquid hiss. Would that provide enough distraction for Feerix? Would it be enough distraction for Bloodbyrn? 

 Freetrick barely managed to avoid another attempted blinding. No time, strike it! "I can help you." Freetrick tried to pitch his voice so that only she could hear him. If only he had been able to pin her. "Listen to me. Find Grimp. He works for the Dark Synod. He'll tell you everything. You never have to be vulnerable again!" 

 "Vulnerable?" She faked a strike at his face, then kneed him in the belly hard enough to bruise, even through his armor. "Lord Feerix has promised to send me back to Dewmnor, where I shall know strength greater than any of my sisters," she said as Freetrick gasped and fell back. "Naïve fools!" She spat, bearing down on him, new madness burning in her eyes, "I will go back to the black forests of Dewmnor and grind the bones of their skulls between my teeth!" 

 "Listen to me," Freetrick hissed desperately as he blocked another attack, "Grimp's working for me. He's going to teach Rationalist magic to the monsters. You get it? You'll be safe from Necromancy! You'll have power of your own!" 

 The next blow did not come. Later, Freetrick would curse that opening, which he wasted as he looked up at the Monster Killer with hope. 

 She smiled with a mouthful of shark's teeth. "Lord Feerix! The Despot has revealed his plan to me." 


 Freetrick felt cold terror coil around his spine. "What are you doing?" he whispered at her. 


 "Destroying you."


 There was a bellow and crash from the red cloud across the room, then Feerix's voice. "Mutate your flesh, bitch! End this farce! I cannot kill you!" 

 "But I can kill you," sang Bloodbyrn, "I would be doing castle Clouds-Gather a service on both political and aesthetic levels." 

 The Monster Killer's still silver eyes snapped down as Freetrick leapt at her. She must not tell him. Feerix must not know. Freetrick seemed to float above his own body as it turned and twisted, lashed out with gauntlets at the scaled woman. 

 "Lord Feerix!" The Monster Killer's new claws clattered off his armor, then swooped up to strike his gauntlet away. Freetrick knew his choices now, complete lack of choices, but how the hell was he going to kill the struck-out traitor with no necromancy? 

 "Lord Feerix!" The lizard-woman called again, grinning with savagery as she blocked Freetrick's attacks. 

 "Ah ah!" came Bloodbyrn's voice as Feerix bellowed with frustration. "Best to concentrate on me, old lover! Else I will penetrate your defenses." 

 "Tempest blast you, wench!" 

 The plan flashed through Freetrick's mind like lightning. "Bloodbyrn, let Feerix go! And kill this woman…monster!" He shouted. 

 "What?" Squealed Bloodbyrn. 

 "Yes!" Feerix bounded from the red haze. 

 "What?" The Monster Killer looked confusedly over Freetrick's shoulder. Freetrick's gauntleted hands shot up, closed about her throat. There was pain in his abdomen—Feerix's power pressing against his meager defenses. 

 "Bloodbyrn!" Freetrick gasped. 

 There was a flash of red, shocking against the black and gray stone, a solid bar of liquid that Bloodbyrn directed through the air and gathering black mist, through the defenseless skin of the Monster Killer. The lizard-woman had no magic to call upon to block the attack, and when the enchanted blood touched hers, the Monster Killer jerked once, and died. 

 Glowing blackness washed over Freetrick's vision. 

 ***

 There was a crack like thunder, and bits of stone flew from the dungeon walls as Freetrick's twist of energy slammed Feerix against them. Now the rage and fear had an outlet, now reason and emotion both pointed in the same direction. 

 "Feerix!" Harmonics in Freetrick's voice shivered the solid stone of the corridor. "We will end this now!" 

 Thunder crashed, high above them and behind several layers of stone wall, but still loud enough to drown out all other sound. It was therefore only after a few seconds of practical deafness that Freetrick was able to understand the weird, open-mouthed expression on Feerix's face as the prince picked himself up. 

 Feerix was laughing. 

 The black mist around Freetrick suddenly sharpened into a cutting edge and slashed across his forehead. As Freetrick brought his hand up to wipe the blood from his eyes, another solid patch of necromancy sliced at the back of his neck. An invisible hand clutched his small intestines, and strange winds howled at him from all sides. 

 The bottom fell out of Freetrick's rage as he realized that Feerix was a much better necromancer than himself. He dug into his new reserves of energy, flailing wildly at the attacks that swarmed over him. Somewhere in the dizzy confusion, with blood running over his eyes and phantom fingers palpating his chest cavity, Freetrick recognized that Feerix had neatly forced him into a defensive battle. He couldn't spare the concentration to focus on attacking, and so his half-brother could imagine new torments at will. It would only take one of them to break through. 

 Desperately, Freetrick attempted to enclose Feerix in another fist of power, but in the half-second it took for him to focus on the attack, his defenses lapsed, and a wave of hot agony splashed over his face. For a terrifying instant, Freetrick felt the probing edge of Feerix's life-twisting penetrate his innate necromancer's defenses and brush against the tissues of his brain. Would Feerix bother to transform him into a monster, or would he just give his half-brother and rival a quickie remote lobotomy? 

 Freetrick felt his opponent slip out of the magic encasement. He couldn't see, because of the blood in his eyes, and now the black mist that had coalesced around his head. The floor began to shiver and buck beneath his feet, and tiny, vicious bolts of lightning flew at his eyes. A sensation like millipede legs crawled up his back. Freetrick couldn't summon the concentration necessary to cast a counter-attack, let alone think of one creative enough to take Feerix by surprise. 

 Try strength then. Without warning, Freetrick expanded the protective forces on his skin into a bubble, then a flat screen, then a rushing battering ram that shot out at Feerix. Where Freetrick thought Feerix was. Freetrick's peripheral vision caught a movement in the mist and he lurched sideways just in time to avoid being punched in the face by Feerix's gauntlet. He lurched into a wall of force that closed around him, that squeezed him, that took all of his power to stop from crushing him, that left him hanging in the air, completely defenseless. 

 Freetrick felt the attack rushing toward him, a strike to cut through his defenses and twist his internal organs, but could summon no more necromancy of his own to block it. Feerix was laughing up at him like a madman, black mist boiled around them, and the attack didn't come. 

 "Ahh-ha!" Feerix screeched, his eyes wild, his grin enormous. "Congratulations, dear half-brother. You have finally become enough trouble to merit my full attention!" 

 The prince cast out his left hand and the black mist swept away and vanished. Freetrick squinted against the relative brightness of the crystal light. Against a wall, Bloodbyrn slumped, pale and, literally, Freetrick was sure, drained. 

 "Look at me, you worm!" 

 Freetrick's eyes darted back to Feerix. Right hand outstretched to hold Freetrick's invisible cage, panting with exertion, eyes glittering with malice, Feerix grinned at him. 

 "Look at me, for I shall be your death!" The invisible cage shook. 

 "Feerix, you fool," gasped Bloodbyrn from her place against the wall. "You would kill him now, without witnesses, and place yourself in my father's hands? That would be a useless, thoughtless gesture even for you." 

 "Shut your blood-sucking bitch up!" Snarled Feerix, his eyes still boring into Feerborg. But he seemed to think for a moment, before his face curled again into its habitual expression of rage and contempt. "Yes. You will meet me in the Arena of Mutual Slaughter." 

 Freetrick blinked. Bloodbyrn had just very adroitly stopped Feerix from killing him. 

 "Well?" The prince hissed. 

 "Well what?" Freetrick remembered the last time he'd been in this position. Had Feerix run out of reasons to keep Freetrick alive?

 "Do you accept my Challenge of Monomachy?" 

 "Monomachy? What the hell is monomachy?" 

 "Black and dripping god I am weary of your ignorance!" Feerix looked angrier now than he had at any time during their actual battle. "Answer me!" 

 Somewhere in Freetrick's exhausted brain, something clicked in the area responsible for remembering his classical education. "Single combat?" Then came the more recent memories of reading through court histories. "You're going to try to succeed me." 

 "I am going to disembowel you, Feerborg, before the entirety of the Dark Nobility." 

 "And I am sure they will all be terribly impressed by the skills you demonstrate in doing so," said Bloodbyrn. 


 Feerix seemed to consider. 


 "Yeah," said Freetrick, "whatever happened to waiting until I was a worthy opponent?" 


 Bloodbyrn hissed in a breath as Feerix's face snapped back into rigidity. "You have graduated from pleasant diversion to cause for alarm, my lord." He sneered. "Congratulations." 

 Freetrick tried not to let his terror show. Frantically, he dug through everything he remembered about Skrean duels. He had certainly studied them while he was trying to ban them. "Well…what if I say I won't duel with you. What if I reject your call?" 

 "What if I simply extend my power and rip your bleeding heart from your chest right now, half-brother?" Gripping fingers of solidified mist pressed against Freetrick's ribs. 

 "Feerix," said Bloodbyrn, "what delusion convinces you that Feerborg is so dangerous to you?" 

 "You flatter your man, Bloodbyrn," said Feerix. But he snorted, and the fatal spell relaxed. "His immediate death, while gratifying, is not important enough to give up the game I play. Tomorrow," he glared back up at Freetrick, "we shall meet at the Arena of Mutual Dismemberment, and there, under the eyes of the assembled dark nobility of the Kingdoms of Evil, we shall have our duel." 

 "Well what if I won't participate in your game?" Only after Freetrick said it did he see Bloodbyrn's gestures. Gibberish, he had just struck-out another of her attempts to save his life. 

 But Feerix only laughed. "I suppose it would be too much to expect a decent lack of cowardice on your part." The disgust smoothed out, became…craft. "A contingency which I have, of course, planned for. You will fight me, my lord."Feerix looked up at his helpless half-brother with a vile, leering smirk. "You will fight me, or forfeit the life of your friend Istain." 

 ***

 "Istain?" 

 Bloodbyrn searched her memory for such a person, but, exhausted as she was, its provenance eluded her. 

 He was someone important, apparently, for the voice of her lord had taken on an edge that other, less well-disposed persons might have called hysterical. "No. Strike you out, Feerix. You don't have Istain. Istain's in the RU!" 

 Aha. It was only a small, clue, but it was all Bloodbyrn needed to ascertain that Feerix had somehow acquired one of her lord's old acquaintances from his time living across the mountains among the Do-Gooders. 

 Moist blood, why had she not thought of that? Bloodbyrn found herself wondering, first at Feerix's cleverness, and then, when the ridiculousness of the application of that adjective to that person became clear, at the identity of the dark noble who had put Feerix up to this. Who was backing Feerix's bid for power against her and her father? 

 "Let's say I don't believe you," Feerborg was saying. "What then, huh?" 

 "Well then," the prince retorted in, to Bloodbyrn's mind, an excessively obnoxious tone, "let us say that if I do not see you tomorrow at the Arena of Mutual Dismemberment, he will have great and mortal cause to say…now what was the phrase he taught me?" Feerix gave what he probably thought was a sly grin to his prisoner. "I shouldn't have given the letter back to you." 

 Feerborg responded to this gibberish as if his half-brother had reached out with a gauntleted hand to seize him by the throat. "What?" He choked. 

 "That was a phrase you would recognize, from what the Do-Gooder told me." Feerix shrugged. "But if you need further convincing that I truly hold your friend in my clutches, I can give it. Provide me with but a little time, and I can supply you with a finger or toe…" 

 "No!" 

 Bloodbyrn closed her eyes. Feerix had her lord Feerborg now, body and life-force both. Was it possible that her father was behind this? But if so, why had he not told her of his new hostage? And if not her father, then who? 

 "Then you believe me?" said the prince, "Good. And Feerborg, half-brother, what I do to him will…" he jerked his head at the body of the female prisoner Bloodbyrn had dispatched for her lord, "make a few purple scales look like a positive improvement." 

 Thunder shook the corridor and Bloodbyrn hissed with pain as her ears popped. Black necromancers' mist filled the air and Lord Feerix staggered back under what must have been a great and unexpected blow. The prince put his hands up as Feerborg descended on his half-brother like a furious god. 

 The idiot. 

 ***

 Of course it took lord Feerix a bare moment, once he had recovered his equilibrium, to strike back at his sibling's vainglorious offensive. Blackness flared, and the Ultimate Fiend was sent spinning through the air to smash into a wall, then the ceiling, where he stuck like a wet wad of paper. 

 Bloodbyrn considered her options carefully. Another reminder of the exigencies preventing Feerix from simply killing his half brother might cut this cruelty short, or might enrage the prince enough to do the very lasting damage she sought to avoid. An attack with the blood-magic might purchase the time to escape, but only if Feerborg cooperated, which he would most likely not. 

 It was with great satisfaction that Bloodbyrn saw her lord begin to struggle and rage in the grip of Feerix's necromancy. In his situation, she would have done exactly the same—amusing Feerix with futile struggles until the prince's mood was sufficiently lightened. If only Bloodbyrn could be sure that her lord's actions were so calculated. Despite what she had told her father, the man was damnedably difficult to predict. 

 "Let me go!" the Despot of Skrea said, and Feerix dropped him. 

 Bloodbyrn allowed herself to slide a little more down the wall. Feerix was simply enjoying the game, and Feerborg would be in no real danger unless he could once again legitimately threaten the prince, the chances of which were rapidly diminishing. 

 Feerborg rose from the floor, slipping on the drying goblin blood that still coated its surface. His face was twisted, eyes still crackling with lightning, but he was gasping with exertion, and the hand he held before himself trembled as he forced his magic through that extremity. He groaned, and the black nebula around him twitched at another invisible attack from his half-brother. "Feerix!" Her lord panted, "please. Wait a sec. I want—Strike it, Feerix, let me talk. Is—is Istain okay?" 

 Bloodbyrn winced, her depleted blood pounding in her temples. Was her lord actually attempting a ruse? Though Feerix was unlikely in the extreme to be taken in by the gambit of false compassion, Bloodbyrn could do nothing but muster her blood for an attack, should her lord by some chance manage to distract the prince. And if not, then it was becoming increasingly clear that the job of extracting them from this situation would fall to her. 

 Feerix did not lower his defenses. "Your man is intact in all of his details." 


 "Let me see him." 


 Feerix of course refused, profanely. 


 Feerborg turned his hands palm up in an oddly foreign posture of submission. "So what can I do to ensure his safety?" 


 Bloodbyrn drew more blood into readiness, squinting with the pain of it. Was her lord actually attempting to negotiate? His plan of attack must be twisted indeed, and Bloodbyrn hoped fervently that it would prove successful. For her part, Bloodbyrn would have blood for perhaps one more attack only, before the risk of unconsciousness became too great to ignore. 

 "You can die, oh terrible one," sneered Feerix. "When I am Despot, I shall release him." 

 Feerborg tensed, but so did his half-brother. Feerix, of course, expected the attack. 

 Yet the attack did not come. Instead, the Ultimate Fiend spoke again: "Then what if I abdicate in your favor?" 

 "Abdicate?" Feerix repeated, sounding as shocked as Bloodbyrn, although she, of course, even in her exsanguination, hid it better. 

 "Right. I pack up and leave. Give you the crown and the whole striking nation!" Feerborg ranted. "Only I get to leave and so does Istain…and anyone else I choose." 

 Exsanguinations, the man was talking about her, Bloodbyrn was sure. She thanked her god's blessing that the onyx-black eyes of the Ultimate Fiend could not reveal where he was looking. And she cursed him as an idiot again. 

 His gambit did have one positive result, at least: Feerborg's proposition had clearly obliterated Feerix's mental stability. Twisted indeed were the ways of mind of the Ultimate Fiend. This was a contingency, she was sure, Feerix had not planned for. If only she could be sure that Feerborg had. 

 "But…" the prince stammered, in his confusion eerily like his half-brother in face and voice, "what would you do?" 

 "Leave Skrea," said Feerborg. "True words, Feerix, I don't like it here. If you want the Skull Throne so much, why don't you just take it?"

 It was clear, however, that Feerix's mind had at last caught up to the situation. There was of course no way he could allow a potential rival claimant to the Skull Throne to exist anywhere in the world, whether in Skrea or out of it. "Kindly cease your poor attempts at manipulation!" He hissed. "I refuse to be insulted by their simplicity any longer." Thankfully, Feerix made the sweep of his cloak that indicated his intent to leave. 

 Before he could complete the gesture, however, her lord Feerborg responded. "Feerix, I command you to release Istain!" 

 "You command me?" 

 Bloodbyrn could not help the release of a sigh of exasperation, which she trusted she kept hidden from the two men, engrossed as they were in their idiot game. "You cannot command me! I will kill you and take from you the throne and your power you now so egregiously waste!" Feerix was now stalking toward her lord, his thoughts of dramatic exit now obviously superseded. "You will meet me in monomachy at the appointed time and place or your friend will die! That is the reality here." 

 "Don't be stupid," said her lord, ironically, in Bloodbyrn's opinion, "you're not giving me any kind of assurance you won't harm Istain once you're done with me. How can know you won't just kill him anyway?" 

 "By killing me before I can, fool." Feerix grinned. 

 "All right then." Her lord bared his teeth in return. The air between and around them darkened once again. 

 Thus the two boys continued their squabble while Bloodbyrn bled out on the floor. Eventually, she decided that she was the only person in the vicinity with the intelligence to bring this farcical encounter to a close. And, such are the workings of a mind as painstakingly trained and polished as hers, no sooner had that resolution formed, than the means by which to bring it about had manifested. 

 "Lord Feerix," Bloodbyrn called, interrupting another dire and uncreative curse, "my father no doubt awaits your convenience." 

 Feerix's eyes flicked from his opponent's to hers. "Indeed?" 

 "Indeed," Bloodbyrn confirmed, "I cannot help but imagine he will be most interested to hear your account of yourself." Thus it is those of superior mental faculties can turn an otherwise inauspicious situation to their advantage. Feerix would now realize how far he had gone, how much damage he had done to the plans her father had dictated to him. This bid for power on Feerix's part was clumsy, indeed, no doubt a decision made in anger, much sooner than the prince's mysterious backer had planned. But now the decision was made, and the fool prince must explain it to his master, the Duke DeMacabre. Furthermore, as Feerix scuttled off to make obeisance to her father, Bloodbyrn would have leisure to find his puppeteer in this other, contrary venture. "You seek to grasp the Skull Throne," she clarified for the benefit of the prince, "but how is it you plan to keep it?" 

 "I am not your father's messenger bat, to come and go as he commands," said Feerix, yet the prince's brown eyes had lost their smoldering rage. "But I grow weary indeed of the presence of this soft-hearted degenerate who dares call himself Ultimate Fiend." Feerix spun on a heel and once again swirled his midnight-blood robe. "I trust the next time I see you, I will be at liberty to kill you," he said to his half-brother. 

 The Ultimate Fiend stumbled after him, eyes blazing, slipping ridiculously in the gore. "Strike you out Feerix!" He bellowed, "Come back here and fight me, coward!" 

 Feerix halted. 

 There was a moment of frozen silence, during which even Bloodbyrn dared not breathe. 

 "You are a fool, Feerborg. A fool and an annoyance." Feerix did not turn around. "However, although I long to chastise you sufficiently, I do have other business to attend." 

 Bloodbyrn let out her breath. Feerix was merely having his exit. "Feerborg, say not a word." 

 Feerborg obeyed her command, in letter if not in spirit. He flung himself across the blood-slick floor at his half-brother, shrieking. 

 "Tempest blast you!" Thankfully, some of the blood on the floor was still liquid, and there was enough of Bloodbyrn's own blood mixed in with the mess for her to be able to seize its control. She did so, then clamped it down on the feet and legs of her lord, hard enough to make the armor in those regions creak. Feerborg ceased his forward progress. 

 "Strike you out, Bloodbyrn!" Yelled the idiot, "let me go! I need to—I need to—" then his voice took on an even shriller pitch, "Bloodbyrn can't you see what he's doing?" 

 Bloodbyrn wrenched her attention away from her imprisoned lord to fix on Feerix, still standing with his back to them. One of his arms was raised. He had removed the gauntlet on that member, and black mist streamed from his white digits as they moved, middle and thumb together, the remaining digits curled against the palm— 

 Prince Feerix snapped his fingers. 

 Bloodbyrn did not feel the necromantic spell, of course, but she saw the mist spread across the floor, and heard the goblin corpses on the floor as they all suddenly inhaled.

 "Strike it out!" Feerborg said, "what the hell did you just---."

 Her lord had no need to finish the interrogative. He could see quite plainly what Feerix had done. The dark prince had arranged a diversion. 

 The nearest goblin corpse was already swaying on its feet, glazed eyes staring blindly ahead, mouth dumbly open, senseless claws reaching out toward Feerborg where he hung, imprisoned in her blood. 

 "Goodbye my enemy, my dear." Bloodbyrn heard Feerix's voice and footsteps recede, at a leisurely pace, down the hall. 

 "True Words, Bloodbyrn, let me go!" Feerborg cried. 

 "My lord, the goblin zombies pose very little threat to us," she loosed the bonds around him, "we need only—exsanguinations!" 

 Anyone would have cursed when, rather than turning to face their advancing attackers, Feerborg sprinted forward to, again, attack Feerix. The man was like a zombie himself. 

 Bloodbyrn raised her hands, and the blood on the floor rose in columns around her lord's scrambling legs. Frantically, she reached and grabbed with the liquid tentacles, and though it cost more of her blood to do it, she managed to hold Feerborg once again motionless. 

 "Bloodbyrn, what the hell are you doing?" He shouted as he struggled against her bonds. 

 "Firstly, I am preventing you from further attempts at suicide at Feerix's hands," she explained. "Secondly, I yet retain the hope of what of your services as I fight the zombie goblins. I believe I have already mentioned these creatures, but I do so again now, thinking that did not properly hear or comprehend me the first time I introduced the subject." 

 "They're a distraction!" growled Feerborg, "We can just outrun the striking things! Bloodbyrn we need to go after Feerix now, before he has a chance to kill Istain!" 

 "The zombie goblins are surprisingly quick," Bloodbyrn observed for the benefit of her lord, who was, after all, facing the wrong direction. "They seem to be uninterested in me, but the closest one is nearly within striking distance of you." 

 This information brought forth another bout of curses. 


 "If I release you, what will you do?" Bloodbyrn pressed. 


 "Gibbering run after Feerix!" 


 "And if I did not care as much as I do about your safety as I do, my lord, I would let you." Bloodbyrn caused Feerborg to slide further along the floor away from the zombie. She needed time to explain herself. "But the forces arrayed against us are growing stronger, and I believe now is the time for you to learn an important lesson on the subject of—" 

 "God of Word's gibbering testicles, Bloodbyrn," Feerborg bellowed, "let go of me!" 

 "I shall not, my lord." Interesting how her lord slipped further into his Rationalist Patois when agitated. Or maybe it was the mention this Istain person. "Not whilst we have these zombies to contend with." She allowed the first zombie goblin, a winged fellow in a rather nice coat, to brush Feerborg with its claw. She was gratified to feel him shiver through his bonds. 

 "Fine!" he said. 


 "Good, now I—" 


 "I'll take care of the goblins myself." The necromancer's mist over Feerborg's head swirled. 


 "No my lord!" Bloodbyrn attempted to wrench Feerborg up and away from the monster, but she could do nothing to prevent his expenditure of necromancy. 

 The four shambling forms of the zombies quivered in that unseen power, their spines popping as they pulled themselves straighter, their eyes kindling with renewed intelligence. The two nearest swiveled their heads around, and grinned at her. 

 "Exsanguinations!" Bloodbyrn lifted Feerborg's body above the range of the first zombie's suddenly vigorous attacks, and skipped backward herself away from the other two. 

 "What the hell did you do to them!" Feerborg's voice came from somewhere in the vicinity of the ceiling. 

 "What did you do to them, you mean," Bloodbyrn panted. Her athame slashed out and the two attacking zombies cringed back. "You fed death energy into beings animated by death energy. What did you suppose would happen?" 

 Feerborg cursed again. 

 "Well, now we are in rather more serious danger," Bloodbyrn dodged another claw's swipe, "Since my athame is meant only for inflicting flesh wounds and can do these creatures no harm." 

 "Can't you use your blood on them?"

 "I cannot! Not with the support of your not inconsiderable weight taking up all of my concentration," Bloodbyrn was indeed trembling with the effort of holding Feerborg aloft and moving her own body at the same time. 

 "Maybe I can…" black mist flared again and the winged monster below Feerborg began to twitch and jerk like a victim of the falling sickness. Suddenly clumsy again, it took two hesitant steps backward, then slipped and fell on the slick stones. "Strike it!" cursed Feerborg, "Feerix left something in there to fight me. I can't take control of them. Ow. Gibber. My head." 

 That zombie, released from Feerborg's contrary impulses, was already pulling itself back to its feet, rising to join its fellow, clawing at the base of the pillar of blood Bloodbyrn was maintaining. 

 A cold, slick hand closed over Bloodbyrn's wrist. Her athame flashed blackly at it sliced through the tendons in its wrist and she managed to wrench herself from the zombie's grip. 

 "Bloodbyrn, I promise I won't run away," came Feerborg's voice from overhead, "now use this blood to do something." 

 "Excellently specific command, my lord," hissed Bloodbyrn, but in point of fact, she did know how to dispatch these zombies. 

 The column under Feerborg slumped and shrank as she drew from its body to pump more of the liquid into the undead bodies, bloating them, rendering them immobile. 

 Fortunately, the bodies of the four goblins still contained some liquid. When Bloodbyrn infiltrated these reservoirs with the supply fresh from her body, she gained control of enough volume to do the requisite amount of damage. 

 The muscles and tendons of the zombies, still under Feerix's necromantic control, strained against veins and arteries suddenly turgid and stiff with blood. Gritting her teeth against the strain of it, Bloodbyrn then commanded the blood under her control to move. To move in every direction at once. 

 The sensation was like fine, warm rain. 

 Bloodbyrn had had the foresight to close her eyes and mouth, but from the noises he made, she assumed her lord had not. 

 "There," she said. "It is done. And now," gathering up the blood that remained liquid and under her control, she fixed Feerborg's feet to the floor. "Now you will go nowhere." 

 "The hell I will!" he squawked, shivering and slick with blood. "Let me go!" 

 "Why should I do that, my lord?" Bloodbyrn allowed herself to slump back against the nearest wall. Every movement her lord made against the restraints she had placed on him felt like another dull needle being driven through her temples. 

 "We have to kill Feerix!" Feerborg shouted, pulling again. 

 "We most certainly will not." 

 Thoughts of a future with Feerix, mixed with memories of her experiences and hopes in the store room, lent her the strength of will she needed to hold her lord fast. 

 "Then I will! Now!" He wrenched again. 

 "How my lord, personally?" snapped Bloodbyrn, her vision swimming. "Has the indisputable beating Feerix has just delivered to you damaged your memory? You lost to him, my lord. Terribly. Twice. And that was when you were full to the positive brim with death energy." 

 "Oh yeah? So I'll find someone! I'll kill them! And then who will have death energy?" There was another spurt of black mist, and one of Feerborg's legs drove through the tentacle of blood that held it. Still fixed to the floor by his other foot, Feerborg fell onto one knee, and his speech degenerated from irrational roars to inarticulate mumbles. 

 Feerborg, not fortunate enough to have been the recipient of a Sangboise education, was failing utterly to control his emotions. Indeed, he was more maddened than Bloodbyrn had ever seen him. Other women might have balked at this new burden, added to what most would consider to be problems enough for one to bear, but Bloodbyrn, by breeding and education, was capable of resolving whatever her king might further demand of her. 

 "You cannot hope to defeat your half-brother," Bloodbyrn's head swam with the effort of keeping Feerborg's leg bound. "Even you must be cognizant of the fact that to face him now would amount to nothing more than suicide." 

 He tugged again, her magic stretched, and this time sparks flashed before Bloodbyrn's eyes. "You think I care about that? What the gibber do you know about Istain, you striking…I don't even know! Bloodbyrn!" She winced at her lord's cry. "You don't understand! He has my friend." 

 Ah, yes, there was her opening, the string by which she could manipulate the situation. Bloodbyrn breathed with the silent relief. "Indeed, Feerborg. He has Istain. And if you attack Feerix, what will he do with your friend?" 

 "Oh Words." 

 Yes, Feerborg's mind twisted around Bloodbyrn's words. 

 He did not, as Bloodbyrn had hoped, sink into a manageable despair, or indeed any mental state in which he might be compelled to, for example, pick up his exsanguinated paramour and carry her to her bed. He did, however, temporarily cease his struggles. 

 "Well then," Feerborg said calmly, "we just have to rescue Istain." 


 His blast of necromancy shattered the bindings around his leg and threw Bloodbyrn to the ground. 


 ***


 "Bloodbyrn." 


 Bloodbyrn looked up. Despot Feerborg was currently engaged in the enterprise of lifting her bodily off the floor. Given that both of them were slick with blood, and also that her legs did not appear to function at all, their movements were awkward in the extreme. Bloodbyrn was glad no one was watching. 

 "Bloodbyrn!" Her lord said again, "Get up. What the hell is wrong with you?" 

 "I plead with my lord not to misinterpret the following comment as in any way disparaging of his powers of observation," Bloodbyrn murmured, "but it should be obvious to even the most distracted onlooker, which I trust my lord is not, that I have drained a great deal of my blood into the recent fracas we enjoyed with your half-brother." Bloodbyrn closed her eyes against the wave of dizziness that passed over her. She had actually had to struggle for the vocabulary to express her feelings, a sign of dangerous exsanguination. 

 "Oh," said Feerborg. "Well, can you walk? We don't have much time." 

 "For the moment, it seems as if I can." Bloodbyrn stepped away from her lord's arms, did not succumb more than was normal to the pull of gravity, and continued forward. "We must find a Transfuseur." That sentence had been rather poorly constructed, but Bloodbyrn's peripheral vision was darkening, and she must depend on her lord's ability to understand her instructions. "One of these useful persons may be found most easily…that is to say, efficaciously, in the Sanguinated Halls." 

 "Strike it." Her lord frowned, and the tiny lightning bolts bisecting his onyx eyes bowed outward as he squinted at her. "I guess I'll have to come with you to find this transfuser guy?" 

 "That would be most grateful-making…that is, I would be most grateful." In truth, Bloodbyrn was compelled to concentrate to avoid simply collapsing into his arms again. 

 "Fine," her lord strode off down the hall, looked over his shoulder, then stopped and waited with poor grace as she caught up. "And in the mean time I need to find something out from you."

 "I beg your pardon?" Bloodbyrn said. She was sick with blood loss; what excuse did the Ultimate Fiend have for his incoherence of speech? 

 "Bloodbyrn," Feerborg said, "I need you to tell me where Feerix's rooms are." 

 "Surely," Bloodbyrn said as she plodded forward, "my lord does not attempt…that is, intend to pursue and again confront your half-brother." There was only a slight hint in her voice of the many strains that compounded upon her. 

 "No, I'm going to go rescue Istain!" 

 Bloodbyrn was forced to close her eyes. She did not, however, allow herself to collapse, or fail to answer. "My lord, you cannot." 

 "Why not!" 

 "Because, my lord," Bloodbyrn tried, without much hope. "We must prepare for the duel." 

 "That's what he'll be doing…yeah," Feerborg babbled as Bloodbyrn fought to stay upright. "He'll be with your dad, preparing for this duel. An excellent distraction." 

 "Then what," she said wearily, "prevents us from retiring for the nonce, my lord? To make our plans and gather our strength, which, I assure you, we sorely need." 

 Feerborg only snorted. He was pacing around her now. "So I can, what, win the duel tomorrow? Don't be stupid. If Feerix has Istain, he's holding him somewhere. Probably his rooms. Maybe his rooms. Anyway, we have to find him." 

 Bloodbyrn spun around to confront her lord, "Feerborg, you are being—oh." She continued to spin, though not out of any intention on her part. The ground rose up before her eyes, and then a black blur moved across her field of vision, hopefully signifying her lord rushing to catch her. This appeared to be the case, since her fall did not continue to its logical conclusion.

 Perhaps a display of vulnerability, though now committed by necessity, might prove to her advantage. Bloodbyrn commanded enough blood to flow into her brain that she might remain conscious and speak. "My lord, I am afraid I must ask you to carry me." 

 Bloodbyrn's limited resources no longer permitted sight, but her trained ears could discern a gratifying amount of fear and concern in her lord's voice as he responded to her request for help. 

 "You just striking fell. What the hell happened?" 

 "I must trust to my lord's powers of cognition to supply that answer." Bloodbyrn said in the direction she discerned was his face. 

 "You told me you'd lost blood. Why the hell didn't you say you were going to striking pass out?" Then, more quietly, "why the hell didn't I see you were going to pass out?" 

 "Because you are a great lummox." Bloodbyrn's expression was probably sour, although she could no longer feel the muscles in her face. "But now I am afraid I must…tempest, what is the word…impose upon your time, and the effort required to—" 

 "True words, Bloodbyrn, shut up! I'll carry you to your striking blood transfuser person. Just don't kill yourself in the mean time." 

 "To find the abode of the Sangboise in the castle," Bloodbyrn moved her feeling-less lips, "my lord is humbly advised to descend one level, move inward one corridor, then proceed widdershins until…exsanguinations…I cannot remember precisely where we are." 

 It was possible that Feerborg said something, but over the rushing, as of the sea, Bloodbyrn could hear nothing. 

 "How marvelous." Bloodbyrn may have said. 

 To display so much vulnerability as losing consciousness was dangerous in the extreme in the environment of Castle Clouds-Gather, and so of course Bloodbyrn did not do so. She was, however, of necessity forced to suspend higher mentation while she sent her remaining blood to out to prevent decay in her extremities, and was therefore less that optimally responsive when Feerborg attempted to gain her attention. 

 "Bloodbyrn!" 

 Bloodbyrn blinked heavy eyes and, with great difficulty, focused on her lord. "There is…no need to shout. My…auditory faculties are…um…" 

 The disagreeable sensation of being shaken repeated itself. 


 "Bloodbyrn! Help me! Where can I find one of these infuser guys?" 


 "…mispronouncing the word vulgarly…" 


 "Gibber! What the hell am I going to do?" 


 Finally, her lord was asking for her advice. If only he could have done so at a time when Bloodbyrn was in a fit state to give any. 

 There was a period of silence and darkness, broken by a sharp and inexpertly-applied pain in the vicinity of her wrist. "Ow!" she tried to say, but her mouth and throat did not respond to her brain's demands. 

 Her lord was speaking to her, his voice distorted, and fiendishly difficult to parse. "…no idea what blood type you are." 

 Bloodbyrn groaned in frustration. Why couldn't the fool simply speak in Sangboise? There was the ghost of sensation across her skin and then… 

 Then there was blood. 

 The fluid entered her like an injection of boiling oil, shocking and outrageous, and unbelievably painful in the sensations it awoke in her dormant flesh. Taking more of that liquid agony into herself demanded more will than Bloodbyrn had ever been obliged to call forth, but she pulled Feerborg's blood through her veins, spread it through every capillary, until her very skin burned with it. 

 "Gibbering hell!" 

 Bloodbyrn's eyes snapped open at the cry. For a moment, color and sound blared at her nonsensically, but then the jumble of sensation resolved itself into the face of her lord. 

 "Feerborg," she said. 

 "Ow!" Said her lord, "ow!" 

 He was holding his right wrist. A current of blood flowed from a rent the skin of that appendage, bridging the distance to a similar opening on her own left wrist. As he pulled back, the bridge stretched and thinned, then broke. 

 Bloodbyrn sat up as Feerborg sank further onto the flagstones, thin and, it was clear, quite drained. 

 There were those in Sangboire who romanticized blood, and assigned to it more miracles than even this admittedly miraculous substance could perform. There were those, for example, who believed that blood was the vessel of the soul, and the exchange of the fluid transmitted memories, emotions, and even affection. Bloodbyrn, however, knew these superstitions for the wishful thinking they were. Not even in the most central parts of the nation did the God of Blood reward prayers in that way. And they were far from the center of the Blood God's domain. 

 Waking, therefore, with lord Feerborg's vital liquid burning through her veins, Bloodbyrn did not, as certain credulous people might have supposed, feel a love for the man flooding her soul. True, her heart rate had quickened, but the tingling pain in her skin, as well as the aching in her joints, informed Bloodbyrn that the sensations she felt were simply her body's responses to the large transfusion she had received. Only that, and, perhaps the appropriate amount of gratitude. 

 "Thank you." Bloodbyrn pressed her right hand over her left wrist, where Feerborg had cut her skin. Much of the blood in her body was still not under her control, so it was more difficult than usual to clot the breached vessels. There was even less of her blood on the Ultimate Fiend, but there was enough to smeared across his skin to provide at least a temporary plug for the wound he had inflicted on himself. 

 "There," she said, "Some people find it entertaining to keep scars, but I have never seen the point of it." 

 The effort exhausted Bloodbyrn anew, and yet she could feel her body working, pumping, pulsing, as it converted her lord's blood into her own. "Do not scratch at your wrist, my lord," she added, "for I will be unable, not to say unwilling, to perform another such binding on you." She looked up into his face again, with its look of very sweet concern, and back to her own left arm. She indicated the laceration there. "How did you know how to do that, my lord?" 

 The Ultimate Fiend performed a vulgar shrug. "I just figured, you know, you can control anything your blood mixes with," he said. "So I cut you, got a little blood out of you, then cut myself, rubbed your blood in the wound…I was going to press the cuts together, but then this…stream of the stuff started flowing between us. I backed off when you woke up and I started getting dizzy." 

 "I am…amazed." Bloodbyrn looked back up into his onyx eyes. The lightning had ceased to run across them, she was gratified to see. 

 "I'm just glad the transfusion worked," said Feerborg, flexing the fingers on his injured hand. "I realized halfway through I had no idea whether we had compatible blood types." 

 "Blood types?" she repeated, "I am unfamiliar with the term, but perhaps you refer to the groups of sanguine conamicability? Of which there are four major and two minor? Then do not worry on my account, my lord, for like most Sangboise nobles I can accept from all and donate to none. That is, I believe, the most enviable arrangement." 

 "I'm glad to see you're feeling better." Feerborg smiled, and Bloodbyrn's heart raced again. Cursed transfusion sickness. "You've saved my life a couple of times, so, hah." His teeth were very even and strong. "I guess I'm glad I could return the favor." 

 Bloodbyrn smiled back at him in her turn. "That sentiment is a worthy one, my lord, and one I wish to cultivate. However, honesty compels me to point out that, even had you left me here abandoned, my father's influence is such that anyone who found me would have given me aid." Although here in the dungeons, how long would it have been before aid found her? Bloodbyrn brushed that thought aside. "You have my thanks to the extent you saved me a long and painful recovery. Also," She risked another glance into his eyes, "the gesture itself was quite meaningful. On an emotional level." 

 Those pools of sensate midnight narrowed, and the smile turned from charming to rather irritating. "Are you blushing, Bloodbyrn?" 

 "An engorgement of the capillaries," Bloodbyrn and pulled herself into a more dignified position. "Now, my lord, what exactly were you attempting? Aside from the obvious, of course, which was to have yourself murdered." 

 The aggravating grin disappeared. "I wasn't trying to get Feerix to kill me," said Feerborg, "I was trying to wear him down. The guy had killed four goblins, Bloodbyrn, on top of whoever he had for breakfast, Even after he life-twisted the girl and I got her death, he still had more power than me." 

 "Than I, I believe." 

 "Anyway," he sighed, pulling himself to his feet. "I was trying to drain off some of his death energy fighting me. Which is why we have to go after him now before he has a chance to kill someone else." 

 "No, my lord," Bloodbyrn craned her neck to look up at him. "What me must do now is rest, and plan for tomorrow." 

 Feerborg shook his head. "I can't. There's still a chance Feerix hasn't replenished his energy." He looked back down at Bloodbyrn, who was disappointed, but not surprised, to see the lightning in his eyes again, "Which is why I have to strike now." 

 "You 'have to' do no such thing, my lord," said Bloodbyrn. "Now, pick me up before I develop an aneurism in my spine." 

 He reached down to take her hand, and Bloodbyrn allowed herself to be lifted, saying, "This is not a problem to be solved with brute force, but with political manipulation. As you can see, I have already sent Feerix to converse with my father, who will, I am sure, convince lord Feerix not to continue with his challenge." 

 Bloodbyrn briefly assured herself her legs would support her weight and, from her newly elevated position, confronted her lord. "This newest gambit of Feerix's bears all the signs of a contingency plan pushed too soon into action. I have no doubt that the Dark Prince will back down from his threats. Now, however, there exists a greater danger." 

 "You mean the fact that Feerix revealed that he's not doing what your dad tells him?" 

 "Well, yes. Indeed," said Bloodbyrn, somewhat surprised by her lord's perspicacity. "With whom has he allied himself? We must consider, my lord," she held up a finger, "a third party, a mysterious puppeteer, who—" 

 "Who kidnapped Istain? Duh." Feerborg smiled, and Bloodbyrn had some difficulty deciding if she liked or disliked the expression. It certainly made his eyes crinkle in a most agreeable way. "Holding my old college buddy ransom? I don't think Feerix has had a friend in his life. Unless, he's a hell of a lot smarter than I think he is, Feerix would never come up with a plan like that." 

 "I concur!" Bloodbyrn stated, "Political acumen is high among the skills the prince has not troubled himself to acquire. And this plan shows much acumen indeed." Bloodbyrn tapped a nail against a tooth, meditatively. "In truth, I regret I did not think of kidnapping your friend myself." 

 "Tempest above, Bloodbyrn." 

 Bloodbyrn glanced back upon at her lord's face. His physiognomy, so familiar now…what mixture of emotions did it express? Bloodbyrn had always been taught that tenderness was the death of strength, so how was it that the two could intermingle so well in that face, one above the other? 

 Bloodbyrn brought a hand up to his brows, to rub that impossible expression away, then found herself simply resting her hand on his face.

 "Anyway, Feerix's been in Clouds-Gather with us since I got here," Feerborg said, accepting the touch as if it was natural. "At very least, he has an ally out in the provinces, but I think it's more likely that one of the provincial lords is behind this whole duel thing." 

 "Indeed," Bloodbyrn said again, "those are…" she squinted up at him and reluctantly removed her fingertips from his skin. "My lord, those are precisely the conclusions I have reached, myself. I wonder if, perhaps, greater progress might be made if, from this point onward, we were to combine our mental processes. So as to avoid redundancy." 

 He nodded, "Okay. So who do you think is behind Feerix? I mean, aside from you and your dad. Who benefits if I'm pushed off the throne?" 

 "At risk of puncturing my lord's sense of self-importance, that question is less relevant than who benefits if my father is pushed from his position behind the throne." 

 "Ah." Feerborg's face darkened, "So who would that be?" 

 "We must consider anyone with the intelligence to formulate this plan of kidnap, the power and opportunity to do so, and a political alliance against my father's." Bloodbyrn had of course thought of all this long before, but she reiterated the logic for edification of her lord. 

 "What about my uncle? Wrothred? He's next in line for the throne after Feerix, isn't he? Maybe he wants us to finish each other off before he steps in?" 

 Bloodbyrn suppressed a sigh. Clearly more edification was needed. "Lord Wrothred, while both powerful and clever enough to arrange for the kidnapping of your friend, has a heart, which lies firmly in our clutches. It would be against his interests to topple you." 

 "To topple your dad, you mean." 

 Bloodbyrn waved that away. "I think it is more likely to be one of my family's old rivals, such as the Duke Sloverre DeSangaise." 

 For a moment, Feerborg's night-black eyes squinted at her, as he her lord had detected the tiny shudder that still arose in Bloodbyrn's breath at the mention of that name. Whatever suppositions the Despot might have made, however, he chose not to voice them. "But he's all the way in Sangboise. You think he got together with someone further west? Like North or South…whatever those places are called?" 

 "Sausyarr Despot North Ftaghor and Bleergoth Despot South Ftaghor, one, the other, or both, could have aided the plot by capturing your man, yes." Said Bloodbyrn, nodding. "I suppose they might even be the minds behind it all." 

 "Them or the old guy," said Feerborg, "the one with the idiot grandson." 

 "Teirchoke the Jaded, Despot Noggor?" said Bloodbyrn, "I had not considered him. He is certainly both clever and desperate enough to make such a bid for power, but his despotate is nearly as far from the Bulwarks as is the Duchy of Sangaise." 

 Feerborg looked briefly pensive, but then shook his head, onyx eyes focusing on Bloodbyrn. "All of this is beside the point with Istain still being held by Feerix." 

 "Forgive me, my lord, but your safety is of greater importance." Bloodbyrn corrected, "Fortunately, all we must do is force Feerix to retract his challenge, as I said—" 

 "And then what?" Feerborg interrupted, "go on as if nothing had happened? So, okay, you're not going to kill me tomorrow, Feerix, when do you want to get together for martial arts lessons?" 

 "Most likely," said Bloodbyrn. "Remember that we are in the dungeons, and there are no slaves here, where they might hear sensitive information screamed out by prisoners. Only you, I, and Feerix himself are cognizant of his challenge to monomachy. If we can give Feerix a suitable reason to remain loyal to my father, we can all simply pretend the challenge did not occur." 

 "Okay, but what about Istain?" Feerborg demanded. "At very least, Feerix'll keep him as a hostage. " 

 And a useful hostage he would be indeed, Bloodbyrn considered, if only the Do-Gooder could be wrested from the clutches of their rivals. "Indeed," Bloodbyrn agreed, "it was most unwise to demonstrate your feelings for him before witnesses." 

 "We have to rescue Istain," Feerborg said. "That has to be our first priority." 

 Bloodbyrn considered the depth of feeling she saw in her lord's face as he made that command. "Yes," she said, "it might be, at that. But how can we find him?"

 Feerborg had several ideas of how to do this, but they were notable more for their enthusiasm than their utility. "So what am I supposed to do?" He demanded when she told him this, "Sit back and wait for your daddy to fix everything? Bloodbyrn, I know he doesn't have my best interests in mind. I doubt he even has your best interests in mind. Hell, if I was him I would just let Feerix kill me and then marry you to him." 

 Though Bloodbyrn's skin had prickled with nervous goose-flesh, she made great effort to keep her voice calm. "That is a ridiculous idea, my lord." 

 "Is it?" Feerborg glared at her. "The message Feerix gave to me, before I provoked him into revealing his own agenda, that message was from your dad. I assume it was basically the same thing your dad said to you, himself: 'Stop gibbering with me, shut up and obey orders, or I'll kill you. Am I right?" 

 Sweet bodily fluids. Bloodbyrn, mind whirling, tried to seize the question he offered her, to answer it with something that would re-direct her lord's terrible, dangerous, analysis. But, for the first time she could remember, the words would not come. 

 Feerborg's beautiful black eyes bored into hers. "I thought so. Hell, I wouldn't put it past the old reprobate to snatch Istain up himself. Use him as a lever on me." He leaned closer to her. "That won't happen, Bloodbyrn." His voice grew lower, "Will you help me make sure it doesn't?" 

 Bloodbyrn could not control the impulse to glance at the scar on her wrist, and the corresponding one on his. "My lord," she said, "you cannot plan to act contrary to the wishes of my father." 

 "Can not?" He said, "Or may not?" 

 "I meant the word in its most literal interpretation, my lord," Bloodbyrn said. "You are not able, at this time, to act in any way that would lose you the support of my father and his party. Lose them, and from what power base would you protect yourself?" 

 The Ultimate Fiend thought, and Bloodbyrn found herself actually wondering how he might answer. 

 "Well…" he looked at her, lightning still flickering over his eyes. He looked like a predator contemplating its meal, a life-twister examining his deformed experiments, like, in fact a Despot of Skrea. 

 "My lord," she said, "are my interests not also yours. Did I not say I would aid you?" 

 He sighed, looked at the spy-less walls, then back to her. "I'm teaching the monsters word-magic, and when they revolt—" 

 "Pardon?" 

 "They'll revolt." 

 "word-magic?" That was not the secret she had expected. "You refer to Rationalist magic, and my lord that is also impossible. The monsters would be killed immediately if they were found praying to any god but the First."

 "You see why it's important then," he said, and his voice was as cold as the abyss those onyx eyes reflected, "that no-one finds out about this, Bloodbyrn. I guess what I need to know...." His white skin seemed to glitter with frost as the Ultimate Fiend gazed upon her, and calculated her worth. "Is if you still need to be convinced to join me." 

 He stood, the Despot, white face stark and terrible in its frame of black armor below, and billowing black mist above. Twin sparks of actinic light dancing in the black, bottomless sea of his eyes. He did not even voice his threat aloud. 

 "Oh my lord," breathed Bloodbyrn, "You are finally learning!" 

 The Ultimate Fiend reached down, and drew the smiling Bloodbyrn up to his, still unfortunately armored, chest. "I'm glad you approve," he said, which spoiled the effect, but somehow warmed Bloodbyrn's heart even more than the previous display of villainy. 





Chapter the Twentieth


In which the Ultimate Fiend binds his Concubine to his Will

 



 In his shadow-swathed bed chamber, the Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil lifted his face from the neck of his concubine and said, "Uh…oh. Sorry." 

 There was a rustle of black silk sheets in the darkness. "Do not worry yourself, my lord." 


 "Well, I didn't—" 


 "You did." There was a sound in the darkness that might have been a sigh. 


 The sheets rustled again as the Despot rolled off his concubine. "Well…um….do you want me to…uh…I don't know, but…" 


 "My lord, no further action on your part is necessary." 


 "It striking well is!" 


 Freetrick sat up in his bed, glaring. Suddenly illuminated by the light from his eyes, Bloodbyrn's upturned face was a pale oval against the black sheets. 

 "Look," he said, "I want to…you know." 

 "I do not know." She was looking at him with that striking blank expression. The one that meant she was pissed at him. 

 "I didn't…well, you didn't…strike it." Bloodbyrn's face disappeared into the darkness. Embarrassment apparently wasn't the proper emotion to make his eye lightning work. 

 "I did not reach climax, perhaps my lord means?" Freetrick could no longer see it, but he knew her I'm-pissed-at-you-and-now-you-have-to-make-it-better voice. "But why should I?" 

 "Why should you!?" Freetrick nearly left the bed right then and there, but it was possible that Bloodbyrn wasn't actually being sarcastic. "Because I'm the guy! It's…supposed to be my job to help you…be happy?" 

 There was a moment of silence, then, "Is that how things are in The Rationalist Union?" 

 "I thought it was the way things are everywhere. Don't people everywhere have sex the same way?" Then he remembered his experience in the Ceremonial Seraglio. "Well still, you deserve…something too." 

 "What did my lord have in mind?" Was that warmth coming back into her voice? She was certainly snuggling against him in an affectionate way. 

 "Well…" Freetrick allowed his hands to run over her curving waist and hips. He had just had sex! And it wasn't over! The Ultimate Fiend quashed an un-manly giggle. "I have formulated a fiendish plan, my dear." 

 ***


 Kendrick swung his axe through the belly of a hissing lizard-man. 


 "Naobel!"


 His cry rang off the gray Bleaklands dust, echoing out into the empty spaces under the twisting Maelstrom. Three other creatures twitched back from the light as his talisman flared, but the light faded… 

 And as the light faded, the lizard-men closed. Hideously elongated fingers twitched and clutched. Eyes huge and vicious stared. Scaled limbs reached, slick with blood, black in the light of the lava pits around them. 

 "Naobel!" Kendrick called again, but under the Storm, his god's power had faded to a mere glimmer. They had used up valuable reserves of prayer attacking this nest, but there was no helping it. His army needed food.

 Kendrick brought up his axe to block the first lizard-man as it attacked. His heave at its chest became a sideways swing that slammed the blade into the ribs of the second. The third, though, attacked from the opposite side, and before Kendrick could overcome his weapon's momentum and bring it to bear, the beast was on him. 

 Clawed fingers and toes dug into his tough leather jerkin. Fortunately it was small, and Kendrick could grab it by the bony ankle with his left hand and rip it from his body. A snap of his wrist dislocated its knee, and a round-house swing brought the little creature, still squealing, into the face of the returning first attacker. That distracted the monster long enough for Kendrick to hoist the axe, then bring it down.

 The battle was delicious, but it eventually ended. And when it had, there was work to be done.

 "It says it can guide us past the settlements." The new convert they called Eagle Eye knelt in the gray dust, his hands twitching and undulating in the signs that the lizard people used in place of true speech.

 The object of his interrogation, a thin and shuddering lizard, looked up at Kendrick and hissed.

 Kendrick's lip curled. Could he kick it to death? On the one hand, killing the cur might lose them valuable information. On the other hand, the Covenant made it clear that it was wrong to commit even a small Evil for a greater Good, and surely allowing this thing to continue to live was Evil. Yes, but later, he decided. And not in front of the men.

 "We need no guidance," said Kendrick. "The Storm has surely seen us and knows we are coming, even if the witch doesn't tell them." 

 Eagle Eye looked up at him, the scars sloughed-off scales turned to a nest of shadows by the lava light. "Paladin, if the Ultimate Fiend knows we are here, how can we hope to enter the Necropolis safely?" The convert's hands writhed in lizard-man sign language as he spoke, though he stilled his fingers when he saw Kendrick scowl at them.

 Kendrick smoothed his expression. "We aren't attacking the Citadel of Evil because we want to stay safe," he said. "We are attacking it because that is the right thing to do. Are you Good, Eagle Eye?"

 "Yes!" The ex-monster nodded eagerly.

 "Good." Kendrick pointed at the injured lizard-man, sprawled in the dust by its former ally. "Now find out if that creature knows anything useful about the defenses of the Necropolis, and report to me what you learn."

 The small lizard-man looked up at them and hissed. Kendrick wondered when he would have the opportunity to practice torture on it. 

 Shaking his head, Kendrick turned away from Eagle Eye and his vile prisoner and walked further into their camp the former nest of monsters. The nest was---had been---a disorganized collection of pits dug into the gray dust of the Bleaklands, lined with bones and the chalky tubes of lava-worm casings. 

 Coming down the Bulwarks, Kendrick and his party had raided monster nests that looked more like human villages, with domed huts of wood and bone. Here, though, at the center of the Maelstrom, rain never fell. The only thing to fear in the sky was attack by a flying monster, and against that threat, the lizard-men of this nest had built walls and watchtowers, again of bone and lava-worm casing. Neither fortification had protected the corrupted creatures from Kendrick.

 Now his men were systematically sifting through the white-powder wreckage of the nest, setting aside food, chopping down and harvesting the lava-worms, and dragging the dead lizard-men into a central stack. Others were seeing to the wounded or keeping guard against further attack. The men who had nothing more pressing to do were praying, building up the company's reserves of Naobel's Blessing.

 They had long since passed out of the god's traditional lands, of course, but a sufficiently large group of worshippers could generate an area in which Naobel's Blessing was more than superstition, even here under the very Maelstrom, itself. Indeed, some of the lizard-men had already been washed clean of their corruption by their talismans. Walking past the pile of corpses, Kendrick could see several burst skulls, malformed limbs, still-bloody wounds where scaled skin had rotted away. 

 "Paladin!"

 Kendrick looked up from his pleasant reverie and scowled. Gerhanis was approaching, waving. "Yes?"

 "Paladin. Kendrick. Do you need anything?" Gerhanis, though converted back to humanity after the rout of the Witch Tinesmurk, was nonetheless a different man from the one Kendrick had met. Kendrick had changed too, of course. He was now worthy of Gerhanis's fear.

 "Yes." Kendrick jerked his chin toward the pile of bodies. "What's the status of the re-supply? How are their have stores of food?"

 Gerhanis made a face. "Pretty bad, sir, I mean, Paladin. Worm jerky, of course, and some fungus powder. A few more exotic things."

 The men had taken to calling him Paladin. Kendrick allowed this. "How much, Gerhanis?"

 The ex-Rationalist-ex-Monster shook his head. "Not enough to feed all of us, Paladin. Not even for a day."

 "Package what there is for our onward march." Kendrick ordered. "We leave after one sleep-cycle." One advantage of never seeing the sun was that it had been easy to train the men to sleep in shifts.

 Gerhanis looked uncomfortably at the jumbled corpses on the ground beside them. "And the...remains of the monsters, Paladin?" 

 Kendrick weighed his options, as he always did. And as always, the balance came out clearly on one side. The men needed food. An army marched on its belly. And the Covenant had no word to say against what his instincts told him.

 "Cook them thoroughly," he said, turning away.


 ***


 Many hours later, a happy, tired Freetrick welcomed his new councilors into his redecorated office. 


 The formerly bone surface of his desk was littered with diagrams, columns of arcane calculations, and countless lines of written prayer. With a twist of one white-fingered hand, the Ultimate Fiend spun one of these last across his desk, where it was caught by Skystarke. 

 "Your new marching orders, gentlemen," Freetrick said, grinning. "Make everyone start copying these out." 

 Grimp's hoof-like fingers moved and Mr. Skree made a sort of bony rattle. Skystarke nervously ran his hand-length tongue over his fangs. Grimp's translator squeaked to itself and stared at Freetrick with enormous eyes. They had a question they wanted to ask, Freetrick knew, but didn't have time to guess their problem. 

 He continued with his explanation. "So, look," Freetrick reached across the table to point out a particular line on the parchment in Skystarke's hand. "this is important. Things are going to get serious today, and I need as much word-magic juice as you guys can manage to squeeze out." He looked up at the monsters for their reaction, and saw that all four were glancing nervously between him and the bedroom door to his right. "Uh…really." He tried to focus their attention. "You give me enough energy today, and the New Skrea starts tomorrow. So…" the translator let forth an agonized squeal. 

 Freetrick sat back in his chair and adjusted his pince-nez at the monsters. "Okay, clearly something is going on that's way more important than the revolution I'm planning, so does anyone want to tell me what that might be?" 

 "Horrendous morrow, monsters."

 Freetrick twisted around in his chair to see Bloodbyrn sway through the door to his bedroom. She had tied one of the sheets around herself in lieu of a robe and she looked wonderful.

 "Your chamberlain wants to know how much you told me, my lord," she said. "The answer to that, gentlemen, is everything." 

 "We stand before you, my lady," Skystarke said, after only a moment's shocked silence, "ready to be dismembered for our crimes against you and your caste." 

 Freetrick's train of thought, which had momentarily stopped to examine the scenery of his concubine, jolted back into motion. "She doesn't just know about our plans, guys, she's in on them." He couldn't stop the grin that came to his face as he said that. Strike it, just looking at her made him feel dizzy with happiness. 

 Skystarke only stared waxily, and Mr. Skree looked as if his brain was cooking with the effort of suppressing his thoughts. Only Grimp had enough wherewithal to move his hands in question. "He wants to know, fiend, what new plans the Most Horrible the Duke DeMacabre has in store for us. Of course he will want many of the new writing monsters killed—" 

 "If I turn you all over to my father, you mean?" Bloodbyrn snapped, "Well, what is to stop me, if you displease me, minions? For these are the Kingdoms of Evil, and the lives of the small will be ground beneath the boot heels of the mighty!" The monsters winced as she pointed a sharp-nailed finger at them. "So you miserable cretins will go back to your assigned tasks, even though it mean your death, for your lives and mine are clutched in the talons of the Ultimate Fiend." 

 Skystarke and Grimp looked at the floor. The translator was hiding, and even Mr. Skree's face looked grimmer than usual. 


 "Wait," said Freetrick, "no." 


 "My lord?" 


 Bloodbyrn turned an expression on Freetrick that made him want to run away, but he faced her and said, "No, Bloodbyrn. That's not the Skrea I want to make. No more melodrama, no more threats." He stood from his chair, and swept his gaze across the people assembled in his office. "We have to be able to trust each other, here." 

 "Oh indeed my lord?" Bloodbyrn hissed furiously, "and how shall we do that? Pledge vows to each other like the contemptible Do-Gooders? Or perhaps you simply wish to continue to undermine my authority before the servants?" 

 "No," said Freetrick, "I just—" But even as he said the words, Freetrick realized that he was, in fact, arguing with her. Their first lover's quarrel in the middle of the revolution? The first crack in the terrifyingly delicate shell that held them all suspended above the not-very-metaphorical-at-all pool of lava? 

 No. The revolution would work. More importantly, his relationship would work. The Ultimate Fiend intended to both survive and continue to have sex with Bloodbyrn, and so he said, "I'm just glad, Bloodbyrn, that you agreed to play the part of old Skrea while I demonstrated the new Skrea. If all goes according to plan, the threats…well that I told you to say, those will be the last ones the monsters will have to take seriously." Freetrick glanced at Bloodbyrn, who wasn't taking it well. Strike it, if only he could take her aside and tell her—"because all of us know that an empowered monster population cannot be controlled by force, only cooperated with, for our mutual benefit." 

 Bloodbyrn let out a tiny huff of air. Her controlled expression did not change, but her body relaxed until she no longer looked poised to rip out Freetrick's throat. "Indeed," she said, "for I stand behind my lord Feerborg and his New Skrea. I trust," her eyes flashed amber warning, "that all those gathered here understood the point my lord and I were making." The monsters and Ultimate Fiend flinched back as her gaze swept them. "In fact," she said as Freetrick opened his mouth to continue, "to convince all you…people of my commitment to our joint machinations, I should tell you my secret, deadly until we achieve our reformation." 

 She drew breath, very nicely filling out her bed sheet, Freetrick couldn't help but notice, "I am the owner of a kitten, and I admit to loving it. Loving her." 

 Mr. Skree, who had not batted an eyelid at seeing thirteen virgins murdered, nearly fell off the ceiling. 

 "Her name is Princess Fluff," Bloodbyrn addressed the revolutionary council, "and if you should find her, do bring her back." It wasn't until Bloodbyrn's expression hardened again that Freetrick could see how soft it had been before," I shall confirm my affection for this creature before any who ask me, and, unless we succeed in this scheme, thereby ruin my reputation." 

 Freetrick watched for the monsters' reaction. They, after all, stood to lose more than their standing in the community if their plans were exposed. Still, Bloodbyrn had given these four power over herself, and that fact alone might be enough to buy their trust. 

 The monsters glanced at each other. Presently, Grimp snorted, and his hands began to sign. 

 Most of the next hour was spent with Bloodbyrn and the monsters dancing threatening circles around each other. Eventually though, enlightened self-interest overcame Skrean acculturated insanity, and each party agreed that its best hopes for the future lay with the other. 

 "Good," Freetrick eventually said, "so I'll depend on you four to get the word out about word-magic." He indicated Mr. Skree, Grimp, and Grimp's translator. "Skystarke," he turned to his chief of guard as the other monsters filed out, "I want you to accompany Bloodbyrn and me to rescue my friend." The monster cocked an eyebrow, and Freetrick continued. "Now, we'll have to move fast because the moment anyone finds out who Istain is, they'll try to grab him themselves," he smiled, "except the person who already has him, of course. So Bloodbyrn and I have narrowed the list of possible kidnappers down to three. The problem is how do we find out which one has Istain without alerting the other two." Freetrick paused for effect, and was surprised when Skystarke opened his horrible mouth.

 "Malevolence, Dark Lady," the monster said, "I won-dah if I may?" 

 "Go ahead, if you have any real suggestions," said Freetrick. 

 "Dark Lady, Malevolence," Skystarke cleared his throat again, "I am nevah averse to damage or injury, but if we simply attack Da-hk Lord Teirchoke first, we might avoid ow-ah oth-ah enemies." 

 "Thank you Skystarke, but Teirchoke isn't even on our list," said Freetrick as Bloodbyrn, quicker on the uptake, demanded, "What do you know, Monster?" 

 Skystarke's too-flexible lips writhed in confusion. "I know only what you told the Kaimeera to tell me, Dark Lady, Malevo—" 

 "What?!" Freetrick found himself out of his chair and half-way across the table, as if his body was trying to seize his captain of guard by the throat. 

 Skystarke looked as if he had the same impression. "Malevolence, mercy!" 

 Freetrick sat back into his chair, "Sorry. Skystarke, the Kaimeera hasn't told me anything." 

 "It will, however," promised Bloodbyrn. "Bring the monster to us."

 Ever efficient Skystarke had the Kaimeera, in chains, on Freetrick's transformed office floor, in less than five minutes.

 "I'm going on a dangerous outing today, Kaimeera, and I need death energy." Freetrick planted his hands on his desk and leaned forward. "Convince me why it shouldn't be yours." 

 The Kaimeera crouched low against the white floor, ears flattened and eyes nearly shut. "My only wish is to serve the Ultimate Fiend." It's voice was female again, young and Maidenspeak-accented. Apparently there were still some of those rebel women running around the castle. Or there had been. 

 "What exactly did you tell DeMacabre and Feerix?" Freetrick demanded. 


 "My lord's spies have not told him?" 


 "Don't get cute, Kaimeera. If I think you're putting my life in danger, I'll striking kill you." 


 "Shall I pull the choke chain, Fiend?" Skystarke snarled, hands grasping the ends of the chains that bound the larger monster. 

 The Kaimeera bowed its head "Fiend, I can explain." 

 "You'd striking well better." Freetrick waved a hand to stop Skystarke from cutting off the Kaimeera's air, but did not resume his seat, "What the hell did you think you were doing?" 

 The beast looked cautiously up at him through one enormous eye. "Keeping you safe, Fiend." 

 "The audacity of it!" Bloodbyrn exploded, "My lord, when you are done with this reprobate I shall take pleasure in carrying out its execution myself." 

 Freetrick cocked and eyebrow at Bloodbyrn. Well, if she was going to be the bad cop, "Just tell me what you mean, Kaimeera," he said, much more gently than he wanted. 

 The monster's cocked eye went from Bloodbyrn to Freetrick. "As long as the Duke DeMacabre thinks you can give him a son, you have his protection, Fiend. But he was getting impatient, wondering if you were worth keeping around. I sent you to see Bloodbyrn and told him about it so he would know you two are…making progress, as it were." At a nod from Freetrick, it lifted itself off the floor and opened its mouth in a dolphin's smile. The face within the mouth was also smiling. "I see you have done so." 

 Bloodbyrn stepped forward, but did not, as Freetrick expected, threaten the monster. Instead her eyes were wide as she asked, "And Princess… my cat, monster, did you see where she…it…ran as you were skulking outside my secret hideaway?" 

 The Kaimeera bowed its furry head amid the loops of its bindings, "This servant has kept her safe for you, Dark Lady." 

 "Where? I mean, how did you know about her?" Bloodbyrn's tone went from relief to suspicion mid-sentence. 

 "Your father told me, of course," the Kaimeera answered. 

 "He knows?" The question was equal parts desperation, rage, and hope. How long had DeMacabre known his daughter's tenderness fetish? How long had he avoided mentioning it? Deceptions within deceptions. Freetrick could see how Skrea could drive a person insane. 

 "Yes—" Skystarke's grip tightened, and the Kaimeera's answer choked off. The monster was forced to stretch upward until it could open its killing mouth again. "Yes. My instructions were to see your father remained the only one who knew." 

 "Then by telling the Ultimate Fiend," Bloodbyrn raked Freetrick with a glance that was not entirely trusting, "you betrayed my father. How do we know you will not do the same again?" 

 "I was DeMacabre's spy, it was true, from the moment he arranged for me to accompany then betray the Dark Princess Ashwing." The bullet-shaped head came up and swung around on its leash to face Freetrick, "but then you taught us magic, Fiend. Now I know who must sit the Skull Throne, and I will do everything in my power to keep you there." 

 "A nice speech, Kaimeera," said Freetrick, "but what about Feerix? What did you tell him about us?"


 "Feerix?" The Kaimeera's voice sounded confused, "I didn't say anything to Feerix." 


 "He said you told him I was up to something." 


 "I didn't, Fiend." 


 "Lies!" Bloodbyrn hissed. 


 "Well, how did he find out about the prisoners?" Freetrick pressed. 


 "Maybe DeMacabre told him?" The Kaimeera reared up and opened its mouth wider. Within that jagged maw, sitting atop the wide, pink, tongue, the face of the woman the monster had most recently devoured looked at Freetrick with a speculative expression. "I wonder, Fiend, if the Sangboise isn't playing the two of you against each other." 

 Freetrick looked at Bloodbyrn. The decision behind her amber eyes was so clear it made an almost audible click. 


 "It is true." She looked back up at him. "My father holds Feerix as a shaved knuckle bone, a backup in case you are found wanting." 


An ace in the hole, Freetrick mentally translated. "At which point," he said, "you kill me. I'm guessing that's what he was talking to you about while I was with Feerix." 

 "I supported you, my lord," said Bloodbyrn, "even before Feerix had proven himself a traitor to my father's cause, I supported you." 

 "Yeah, I guessed that when you didn't let him kill me." 


 Her clear eyes were unreadable. "You do not appear surprised." 


 "I'm not," Freetrick left his chair and went to her, "I'm…happy, Bloodbyrn." 


 Then she was nestling in his arms, and she felt very good.


 "I mean, should I have been surprised you picked me over Feerix?" 

 Bloodbyrn giggled. 

 The Kaimeera coughed politely. 

 "What do you plan, monster?" Bloodbyrn demanded, twisting her head around. "You claim to support my lord, yet you keep from him vital information." 

 "At the risk of incurring the Dark Lady's wrath, to what information does she refer?" 


 "What about Istain?" Freetrick said. "Why did you tell Skystarke that Teirchoke had him?" 


 The voice coming from that horrible maw was all innocence, "I assumed, Fiend, you already knew." 


 "How did you know?" Freetrick demanded. 

 The Kaimeera sighed, and settled onto its haunches, "I don't know for certain that Dark Lord Teirchoke holds your friend captive, Fiend, but I do know that he arrived by choggorenyth two nights ago. Then he tripled his guard and ordered a full complement of sacrificial victims from the main larder." The mouth behind the Kaimeera's shark teeth smiled. "He has also been bribing his staff heavily not to tell me anything." There was crusted blood between those teeth. 

 Freetrick held Bloodbyrn tighter. "I thought Teirchoke's despotate was all the other way on the other side of Skrea. What did Istain do, go into Allmen country and ride a striking horse across the border?" 

 "That we must ask him," said Bloodbyrn. "I assume, Kaimeera, that the Dark Lords North Ftagn, South Ftagn, and DeSangaise have done nothing so suspicious?" 

 Skystarke cleared his fanged maw."My repah-ts indicate that the Duke DeSangaise did bite his mistress on the left elbow, which I understand is outside his use-you-al habits, but none of those Dark Lords have traveled or received any prison-ahs from outside the Necropolis for the past three sleeps. Of this I am sa-tain!" 

 "Teirchoke," Freetrick mused. "Teirchoke, the one with the son? No, the grandson. O…kay."

 "Do not think this service compels the Ultimate Fiend's renewed trust, Kaimeera." Bloodbyrn said. "My lord, what shall the punishment do you plan to enact on this audacious—my lord, why are you grinning so?" 

 "Because I know exactly what I want to do," said Freetrick, "and I know exactly how to get past Teirchoke." 

 ***

 A hot wind rose from a pool of lava, stirring the hair that fell across Kendrick's brow. The new Paladin stood on the Bleaklands, looking eastward toward the looming bulk of Castle Clouds-Gather.

 Kendrick's fingers tightened on the grip of his axe as he thought about the Evil that lurked there, then tightened more as his thoughts turned to the witch who might even now be rejoining that Evil.

 There was simply no way his larger party of men could catch up to her smaller one. And even if he had had runners to spare to chase the necromancer, her goblins ran faster, even loaded, than could any man. Saving Zathara would mean storming Castle Clouds-Gather. That, Kendrick had known for some time.

 The still men followed gladly enough. Although Kendrick had never considered himself a good leader, the week's march across the dark desert had taught him otherwise. It was simply that Kendrick could not master the lying and manipulation that most leaders used to bend others to their will. But when Kendrick marched after truth, after Good, men followed.

 Besides, over half of his force were now converted monsters. They very literally owed their lives to Kendrick and his mission.

 No, the dissention, the chaos, the Evil, in his ranks came not from those who had once been monsters, but from those who had always been men.

 "I'm sorry," Kendrick turned to stare at Phinneas. "What were you saying?"

 He was gratified to see the Rationalist's normally composed face wrinkle in a an aggravated snarl. "A frontal assault." Phinneas repeated, "is impossible, Kendrick. We'll all be killed." 

 Kendrick turned and looked coldly up at his one-time superior. "Well? What do you suggest?"

 Phinneas's face smoothed over again, but his eyes still burned with intensity as he spoke his blasphemy: "I suggest we go home."

 "I will kill you, Phinneas," said Kendrick, "before I allow that."

 Phinneas looked at him. His beard had grown in around his mustache in the past weeks, and the Colonel-Professor looked tired and very old. "Attacking that city," his eyes flicked at the terraced cone of Castle Clouds-Gather, and the Necropolis that squatted at its base, "will be like walking into a meat grinder, Kendrick."

 Kendrick would have liked nothing better than to kill this man, to kill him slowly and relish every second of the stuck-up Bookworm's agony. Unfortunately, the Covenant was clear on this point: we cause no anguish. Not to humans. But a human who turned from Good and worked to further Evil? On the rights and protections due to such a traitor, the holy document was silent. 

 Still, it would be reasonable to give the man a chance to redeem himself. "The Necropolis will have more monsters," Kendrick explained. "We can convert them to our cause and make our army large enough to stand a chance."

 The old fool shook his head. "We would have to convert the whole striking city. And we both know that even if every monster converted cleanly into a healthy human soldier who agreed to fight for us, we would never have the time to say the prayers to get the magic to make the conversions before the necromancers swoop down on us." 

 "We'll hide in the city," said Kendrick. "Convert it little by little. Build temples to Naobel."

 Phinneas snorted. "You can't be serious," then, at Kendrick's stony expression, "Do you honestly think the men will stand for it?"

 "The men will have no choice," said Kendrick. "We don't have the supplies to make it back to the border."

 "Maybe not, but possible starvation in the desert is still better than guaranteed destruction at your hands." Phinneas stared sourly out at the laboring camp around them. "Your men will desert. I, Kendrick, will desert."

 "You will not!" 

 Kendrick noticed a group of soldiers staring at him. He lowered his hands, forced his voice lower. Since he had started killing monsters, his temper had begun to grow short. It was a problem he would have to correct. "I am as serious as the True Words of the Covenant. The Covenant that binds us, Phinneas, to this mission!"

 "And what is this mission, exactly?" Phinneas said, "I supported the pursuit and capture of Tinesmurk, but then you kept stopping to rout monsters on the way. Obviously holding the queen hostage wasn't your intent. Obviously rescuing your friend Zathara wasn't your intent. So why are we here?"

 "What do you mean, why are we here? To kill Evil! We're heroes, Phinneas!"


 "Don't insult my intelligence."


 Kendrick controlled the impulse to reach up and wring that wrinkled neck.


 "Look." Phinneas sighed, then leaned closer, obviously unaware of how close he was coming to death. "Kendrick, I think I have been very patient up to now. But now you need to tell me."

 Kendrick backed away, unnerved by the man's closeness. "Tell you what?"

 Phinneas glanced around them, as if to check for eavesdroppers. "Tell me why I should trust your plans any more, Paladin."

 What a weird question. "Of course you can trust my plans, Phinneas. They are supported by the Covenant."

 "That's as may be," said Phinneas, "but what other authority are they supported by?"

 "What higher authority is there?"

 Phinneas blew air through his mustache. "Common sense, perhaps?"

 Kendrick reflected that his common sense would have him insert his thumbs into the Rationalist's eyes and push, just to hear the screaming.

 "Phinneas," he attempted to explain, again, "the world is huge and cruel." Kendrick spoke as if to a raw convert, but if the Professor-Colonel felt patronized, he made no sign of it. "We can't hope to understand it well enough to trust our own judgment. All we can trust," he held up his talisman, "is this. Naobel."

 The men had prayed enough that the name of the god sparked a reaction. The wheel-stone spun up, then burst into light and flew upward and eastward, humming at the end of its chain. It pointed like the needle of compass at the menacing bulk of Castle Clouds-Gather. "It commands us to fight against Evil. To destroy Evil is our sacred duty, Phinneas." The talisman dimmed and sank back to the vertical. Kendrick let it fall back against his chest. "The quotation is: 'We shall fight your evil wherever we may find it.'"

 The Colonel-Professor looked sour. 'Wherever we find it in our nation.' Is I believe the complete text."

 "Is this not our nation?" Kendrick swept a hand out to indicate the camp around them. "We are the nation of Between, no matter where we may find ourselves. Does our god not hear us when we pray to Him? Does He not reward us in our quest against Evil?"

 "Kendrick." Phinneas pressed his fingers over the bridge of his nose as if afflicted with headache. "We are five hundred miles from Byblos. I don't care what secret orders you might have, but I would be grateful if you stopped trying to lead me on with your idiot cover story. I know why you came here."

 Kendrick frowned. "What are you talking about?"

 Phinneas wiped a hand over his face. "Alright. Just stop me if I get something wrong. The academic government sent you into Skrea to act as a spy and agent provocateur. Communicate the Rationalist government's orders to Freetrick, coach him in organizing the surrender from the Skrean side. They sent one spy up through Virgin Soil. And you're the second."

 "I am?" Kendrick said, momentarily at a loss, hand still halfway to the handle of his axe. "I was never told any of that."

 "Stop playing dumb, boy," Phinneas growled. "That's why you got yourself up the mountain so fast. That's why you didn't go back down the mountain when the enemy captured you, but instead organized this insane raid down the…slopes…" His voice trailed off as Phinneas took in Kendrick's uncomprehending expression, "…sweet Truth," the Rationalist whispered, "that's why I've been following you all this time. I thought you had…secret orders."

 "You thought I was going to…" Kendrick searched for the word, "ally myself with the Despot of Skrea? The Ultimate Fiend?"

 "Freetrick," said Phinneas. "Your friend. Oh, sweet Words," the Rationalist's face was suddenly pale in the lava-light. "You really have gone insane."

 But Kendrick did not hoist his axe and cut the man in half. He was squinting. Trying to remember the person he had been before Skrea, before the Bulwarks, before the letter Freetrick had received. Oh, what would Madene say?

 He shook his head. Who knew what Madene would say. The Covenant was the only guide he could trust. And the Covenant said…the talisman straining on its chord toward the volcano…yes. The Covenant was clear on the matter.

 Kendrick made himself smile. "I'm sorry Phinneas…old friend."

 The treacherous Rationalist did not look put at ease. Now his own hand was sliding toward his hip. But his pistol, Kendrick knew, had no bullets, and with a sword Phinneas was only average. Whereas Kendrick had found himself the master of every weapon he had put a hand to. Natural talent or the aid of his god? He didn't know.

 "Phinneas," said Kendrick, "I am glad you came with us. That is a very good idea."

 "Is it?" The hand stopped, but did not move away from the sword-hilt.

 "Yes, it is." Kendrick said. "Feerborg was…Freetrick is…my friend. I think I can convince him to meet with us. I think he will be willing to help us."

 "You think he will? Kendrick…I don't," Phinneas sighed, and slumped, looking suddenly older and more tired. "I don't want to die here in this barren desert."

 Coward. "I don't think you'll have to," Kendrick lied. "I think I can get the Ultimate Fiend…Freetrick…to come out and talk with us."

 "Alright," Phinneas drew himself up a little. "Then either negotiate with him, or in the worst case, kidnap him and hold him ransom."

 "Oh yes. Yes of course," said Kendrick. Anything to keep the old fool happy. "Alright. Do you think the other agent will already be in place?"

 "He left Byblos the same time you did," said Phinneas, "so I would assume so."

 Kendrick nodded. Phinneas must mean Istain. And although personally Kendrick would like to wrap his hand around the smarmy know-it-all's throat and squeeze until he squawked, the Covenant and Madene's injunctions both dictated he must give aid to those on the side of Good. Which Istain was. Probably.

 "All right," he said. "So we need to draft a letter." Another letter. "Send it to the Despot…to Freetrick. Phinneas, can you find someone who can deliver the letter? Someone who won't just be killed out of hand?"

 Phinneas nodded. "Some of the older ex-wendigos are known in the Necropolis. They can get a letter into the castle."

 "Good," said Kendrick, and then because he wanted Phinneas to trust him and obey him, "thank you, Phinneas. I don't know what I would do without you."

 The Rationalist made a precise bow and strode off into the camp.

 Kendrick watched Phinneas go, knowing he would find reason to kill him. But not now. 

 Kendrick turned around and walked toward his tent. Occasionally, people shouted out or waved or saluted to him, and he responded. But Kendrick did not let anyone engage him in conversation. He had plans to make.

 Thank the gods for the Covenant. It was so much easier to act when you knew what was right. Like now, for instance, when the Covenant demanded, very clearly, that Kendrick kill the Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of evil. 

 Kendrick smiled in the darkness.





Chapter the Twenty-First


In which the Ultimate Fiend stages a Daring Rescue

 



 "All hail the Ultimate Fiend." 


 "Hail the Ultimate Fiend." 


 "Malevolenssss." 


 At every six-foot interval along the hall, a monster stood, chained in a wardrobe-sized niche. As Freetrick passed, each monster spoke, or hissed, or only bowed. 

 "All hail the Ultimate Fiend." 

 "Hail…Fiend." 

 "I shall assume they know?" Bloodbyrn asked Skystarke, who nodded. Not that the monsters could do much word-magic while chained to a wall, Freetrick reflected. 

 "Why are they held captive like that?" Freetrick's head turned as they passed a particularly woebegone lizard man. 

 "Because this is the lah-da for Teirborg's suites," Skystarke answered. "Although those to be sacri-ficed to the Ultimate Fiend go gladly to they-ah honorable deaths, the lower Da-ak Lords must chain their meals," his skin mask drew up to his nose, and the bitter words hissed between his outsized teeth, "lest they escape." 

 "Who goes willingly to be sacrificed?" Freetrick asked indignantly, "I've never killed my monsters like that. Or at all," he stopped for a moment, thinking. "Unless, you don't mean those disgusting sea urchin things I have to eat every morning. They're not sentient, are they?" 

 "No, my lord, they are breakfast," said Bloodbyrn. 

 "You-ah sah-vant refers to the monsters who await the Dahk Lord's pleas-ah in the hall outside his suites." Skystarke's voice was scarcely louder than the sibilant murmur of the monsters they passed. 

 "You mean the ogres guarding my door?" 


 "With respect, guardianship is their secondary duty, Fiend." 


 "So all this time those guys have been expecting me to walk out one day and just kill one of them?" 


 "They did not expect you to walk out to them, my lord," snorted Bloodbyrn. "What temerity that would be." 

 Skystarke looked affronted as well. "His Malevolence has but to ask me, his sah-vant, to bring one of these monsters to him, where it can be slaughtered at his convenience." 

 "Okay," said Freetrick. "But the point is, I never will." 

 Skystarke looked briefly startled, then his eyes darted from his king to the chained monsters, to the presumably spy-filled walls. The captain of guard dropped his head in a silent bow. "I shall rememb-ah that." 

 The—inmates? Prisoners?---of the larder looked as if they would remember, too. 

 A large, circular door in the middle of the larder hall opened into a smaller corridor lined with portraits and statures of ancient and vile something-Chokes. Freetrick, who recognized the layout from his own suite, knew where to look. Sure enough, a patch of wall at the head of the corridor marked the place where Teirchoke's son's portrait had once hung. Thorchoke the Kind. Freetrick wondered what the poor guy had done. 

 No guard challenged them, but as they approached the door to Teirchoke's office, a voice called out from a patch of apparently bare stone wall. 

 "Who calls upon His Fiendishness the Dark Prince Teirchoke, the Jaded, Despot Noggor?" 

 "Flee to your master, minion," Skystarke called out in what was evidently the expected response, "and inform him of the terror he should feel, for at his portal stands none other, the Despot of Skrea, Grasper of the Bolt, Lord of Pain, Terror under all Terrors, High Master of the Blood, and under the Maelstrom Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil." 

 There was no audible answer, but the door opened, as if pushed by unseen hands. Its hinges creaked with artistic rust. 

 "Teirchoke?" Freetrick strode into the room before the door had finished squealing. "Are you here?"

 "Ah, Malevolence." The voice came from the darkness within, as frail and evil as a hundred-year old curse written upon a parchment of human skin. "You have come, at last, to me." 

 The tastes of Teirchoke the Jaded ran, Freetrick could see, heavily to the Baroque. Huge leather chairs loomed over a thick, many armed fur rug. Red crystal light gleamed on bronze and iron hooks. Every available inch of wall space was hung with monstrous trophies, gloomy paintings, and cryptic diagrams that both drew and repulsed the eye. 

 And in the center of it all sat Teirchoke, himself, a tiny, hunched figure in a mountain of black fur atop chair of wood and twisted iron. 

 The old man smiled in the red-shot darkness, and his eyes twinkled malice from between the folds of his velvety skin. 


 "My lord," the amount of venom in that supposed honorific would have put Feerix to shame. 


 Freetrick stepped into the room to face the old man. "Where is Istain? 


 "Your…friend…is here, my lord, directly behind that door." A hand like a vulture's talon, crooked in the direction of the wall behind the chair. "But first, and I am terribly sorry to use the tired old cliché," with the creak of tortured wood and the screech of metal against stone, Teirchoke's chair pushed off the floor and scuttled to bring the old Despot face to face with Freetrick. "You will have to go through me." 

 "And what if I do go through you?" said Freetrick. "You can't kill me. You won't be able to hang out behind the scenes pulling Feerix's strings if everyone knows you were the one who used my friend to lure me here and then got rid of me." 

 The old man nodded. "Yes, I would have preferred to let Feerix do the deed, but that is, as the Sangboise say, spilled blood. I cannot change the past, only the future." 

 "So it's true." Freetrick tried hard not to take a step backward. "You're the one behind Feerix's stupid assassination attempt." 

 "I am almost embarrassed to admit that I am. Stupid is the word, my lord." 

 "Why?" 

 "Why? My lord, why not?" The old man's large yellow teeth showed in a snarl. "What assurance have you given me that you could ever serve my interests while living? If you are not a tool of that bloodsucking louche DeMacabre, you are a dangerous idiot. Oh my dear, do not embarrass yourself with a display of force." He turned his goblin's grin at Bloodbyrn, who had pulled out her athame. "I have absorbed the lives of three strong ogres today. I could crush you to a pulp faster than you could draw your blood. It was an insult to bring the Leech woman, my boy." 

 Freetrick did not respond, and Teirchoke chuckled, and continued. "You know I have found actually myself hoping DeMacabre's plan for you would succeed? Once he got his wretched royal grandson from your gonads, he would, after all, be free to kill you, and I would no longer have to concern myself with countering your lunatic reformation." His chair rose, bringing his eyes on level with Freetrick's. "You are a menace, Feerborg, a menace to everything this nation was built upon." 

 "Oh yes," Freetrick ignored the jabs at his ego and concentrated instead on the script he had planned. "And how well exactly has that nation treated you? How well did it treat your son? What prospects does it offer for your grandson? Skrea, is built upon a sterile desert, and it has nothing to offer you, Teirborg." 

 "With Feerix on the throne, and me behind Feerix, Skrea shall rise again, like a lich from its grave!" Teirchoke's voice sank to a serpentine rasp. 

 "Who are you preaching to, Teirchoke?" Freetrick spread his arms, as if to take the hands of the monsters spying through the walls. Monsters who, no doubt, were already practicing word-magic. "Anyone listening knows as well as you or me that Skrea will starve to death in a generation. That's if it isn't invaded first." 

 "That will be my concern, then," growled Teirchoke. "After I have reduced you to dust." 

 Well that was unequivocal. Time to deploy the big guns, then. "I could threaten to destroy you and use the energy I gain from your death to blow that door open." 

 The old despot began to chuckle. 

 "But then, what would that mean for Feerchoke's political career?" 

 The chuckling stopped, "Surely, your mean Argchoke? Even you must know the right to the royal generation name was taken…" 

 Freetrick simply smiled as color left Teirchoke's face. 

 "The royal line. To be Teirchoke, father of Wrothchoke, father of Feerchoke…" the old man mumbled, then his cold, suspicious eyes flicked back to Freetrick. "It will take more than empty promises to sway me, Fiend." 

 "Who said I was making promises? I'm the Ultimate Fiend of the Kingdoms of Evil. I make pronouncements." Freetrick slapped the nearest wall. A pair of eyes staring from a nearby portrait winced at the noise. 

 "His name is Feerchoke!" Freetrick shouted at the listeners in the walls, "I, the Ultimate Fiend have said it, and let any who act contrary to my words….uh…" 

 "Be killed for days" supplied Bloodbyrn. 

 "Be killed for days," Freetrick finished. "There." He turned back to the shaken Teirchoke. "That's what you get from the current regime. The beginning of what you get. What can Feerix offer that's any better?" 

 Teirchoke settled back into his mobile chair, drawing his black furs over himself, "He can offer something more than another chance for the name Teir to be made mock of." 

 Freetrick resisted the urge to say "huh?" 

 Instead, he glanced at Bloodbyrn, who said, "Come man! The Ultimate Fiend has just overturned a Exdiabolation for you. At what subsequent favors does your avarice grasp?" 

 "Your grandson can get an appointment…wherever you think is best. And," said Freetrick, "for your daughter, a useful marriage." 

 "He means concubinage," Bloodbyrn corrected smoothly. 

 Yes, that was greed gleaming in those wicked eyes. "Why should I be eager to rejoin the Skrean royal family," Teirchoke's hideous shar pei snarl turned back to Bloodbyrn. "As you now stand to debase that institution so monstrously." 

 Bloodbyrn drew breath, but Freetrick responded faster than she could. The Ultimate Fiend placed a hand on the armrests on each side of the old man. He spoke in a completely non-threatening voice. "Teirchoke. You said I would tear down everything this nation stands on. You were right." He could see the lightning in his eyes reflecting off the old man's pupils. "So in addition to your grandson's reinstatement, I can promise you something else." His voice dropped, forcing Teirchoke to lean in even closer to hear the word. "Chaos." And Freetrick released a burst of power. 

 The chair's legs collapsed out from under it, and Teirchoke's face was a handbreadth under Freetrick's. 

 "I'm going to do something today that will turn Skrea on its head," Freetrick said. "By the time I'm through with them, the nobles won't know up from down, let alone who's family might or might not have broken some ridiculous societal taboo a generation ago." 

 "Chaos?" repeated the old man, suddenly small and frail in the clutches of his broken chair. 

 "A time when competence can rise," Bloodbyrn observed. 

 "Give me Istain," said Freetrick, straightening, "and you'll have a place in the new Skrea. Plus, if I die tomorrow he won't be worth much as a hostage, anyway." 

 Teirchoke appeared to consider for a moment, then cocked an eye up at Freetrick. "You will have to go around me, Fiend. For I fear you have killed my chair." Then, still pinning Freetrick with his cruel stare, "Malevolence, I beg to be released back to my Despotate, where my life-twisters can furnish me with a new one." 

 As if he had needed permission to go there before, thought Freetrick, looking down at the ancient reprobate, toadlike in his now non-mobile chair. As if he wasn't going up there to plan a nice little back-stabbing rebellion of his own. Maybe a bid for sovereignty? 

 Freetrick shared a knowing half-second glance with Teirchoke's monster chamberlain, then a smug smile with Bloodbyrn. If word-magic wasn't already being practiced in Teirchoke's castle, it would be the day after his return there. 

 "Deal." Freetrick stepped around the old man and reached out to open the door.


 ***


 When the door opened, Madene was ready. 


 Madene bounded forward on Istain's long legs. He was stiff around the hips and lower back, so instead of kicking, she used his powerful upper body, punching the man who stood just outside the door to her cell. 

 That arm, with more leverage than her old ones, struck the man's face like a hammer, tossing him back…because he wasn't sitting in Teirchoke's moving chair. 

 That was Madene's first surprise. 


 The second was the fact that Istain was speaking—had been speaking—shouting—for some time. 


 "Oh you gibbering idiot, Madene! Oh, burning libraries, please don't—" 


 There was terrible pain then, like a burning net over her body, agonizing and immobilizing at once. The sharp blow that drove her to Istain's knees was almost a relief in comparison. 

 Now Madene and Istain screamed together, so loudly it hurt the throat they shared, and Madene got the worst shock yet. The man she had attacked, had hit with all of Istain's surprising strength, the man whose nose she had probably broken, was Freetrick. 

 Freetrick's face, transformed but still recognizable, registered shock in a mirror of hers. "Istain! You gibbering broke by dose!" 

 "Shall I kill him?" The voice was smooth, oddly accented, feminine, and familiar.

 Freetrick shook his head once, sending a spray of blood from his purpling nose. "Doh. Back dowd, Bloodbyrd."

 A sensation through the pain, a crawling as of steaming ants on her skin, then the terrible, excruciating net lifted away. There was a weird, sinuous movement in the air, which resolved, as Madene forced Istain's eye to look around, into a long, many-branched, crimson tentacle. The appendage, hung in the air like the arm of an enormous red basket-star, unreeling from… the slashed wrist of a woman. A small woman with a round, narrow-eyed face and a frigid expression, wearing clothing that was too brief to be armor and too uncomfortable to be lingerie. With a sick jolt, Madene recognized her. Bloodbyrn DeMacabre.

 "Has he injured you, my lord?" Asked the domintrix, weird orange eyes as emotionless and murderous as a heron's, "what reciprocal damage should I now inflict." 

 "Duthing, strike it," came Freetrick's voice, muffled as if by fingers pinched hard over his nose. "And you can stand down too, Skystarke. Bloodbyrd…ow…let hib get up." 

 "And allow him the opportunity to inflict further insult upon my lord's body?"

 Freetrick's nose bubbled. "Istaid, do you plad to attack be again?" 

 "Nope!" Istain said immediately. "I see now what a stupid idea it was to rush out at you like that." 

 Madene felt the need to defend herself. "I thought you were Teirchoke." 

 For her trouble, she received a pinch and a subvocalized shut up! From Istain, and a raised eyebrow from Freetrick. The black eyes made the expression look more threatening than sarcastic. "If it had been," he said, "you'd be dead dow. Bloodbyrd," he turned to address the dominatrix beside him, "let hib stad up, I said." 

 "Freetrick, I am so sorry," Istain babbled as Madene stood them up. 

 "It's okay.. I suppose I should have beed expectig it. Strike it out, Istaid, I had no idea you could pudch like that." Freetrick's nose made a liquid gurgle as he inhaled. "Strike it, I think you really did break by dose." 

 Madene shifted Istain's eyes over to look at Freetrick. He had been transformed nearly as completely as she had been in the past weeks, and it wasn't just the white skin, or the black eyes behind their archaic spectacles, or even the fearsome armor he wore as casually as if it were a student's tunic and hose. His face seemed harder, fiercer, more ruthlessly controlled. And if there was fear in his bearing, there was also power. The Ultimate Fiend might be attacked at any moment, but looked as if he also expected to be able to rip his attacker in two. 

 "If my lo-ad would allow me!" 

 The screech from behind made both Madene and Istain twitch—a strange sensation. She turned to see a monster, generally humanoid, but with a face-like mask of skin everted over the large eyes and grasping fangs of a nocturnal predator. The same design as Teirchoke's servant, Banethorne. 

 "I believe I can reset it, my lord," said Bloodbyrn as the monster stepped forward. Its mask slurped down over its fangs, its large, humanoid hands extended as if to rip Freetrick's face off, and still Madene would have preferred its ministrations to the woman's. 

 For a moment, a wince turned him back into the boy she had known in college. "Thags, Skystarke, but I guess I'd better let Bloodbyrd do it. You doh…" 

 The monster nodded, and its ghastly countenance split in a…smile? 

 "Be gentle?" Freetrick asked Bloodbyrn. 

 "I shall not." The evil little smirk Bloodbyrn gave as she swayed toward Freetrick scared Madene more than anything she had seen so far in Skrea. 

 "Whoah!" Istain must have figured out the situation, as well. 

 Freetrick shot them an expression that was equal parts pride and embarrassment. "A lot's been happening." 

 A lot must have been happening, to make Freetrick want to crawl into bed with that. Was it just a combination of low-cut necklines and Stockholm Syndrome, or had Freetrick…turned? Madene supposed it would make her job simpler, if he had. 

 Madene watched with sick shock as the scantily-clad woman withdrew a wicked little dagger from one filmy sleeve and calmly slit her own wrist. 

 "Disgusting," she muttered. 

 "What was that?" Freetrick said, standing completely unfazed as the tentacle of blood flowed through the air toward his face. 

 "Freetrick," Istain said, "I don't know what this lady's told you, but we've seen her in action. She's striking dangerous." 

 "Only to our enemies," said Freetrick chillingly, then more familiar ironic smile crossed his features. "There's a lot you don't know, Istain, but I'll fill you in after I—ow!" 

 The tip of the tentacle touched his nose, then burst into a nest of writhing branches and engulfed his face. 

 "Ow," said Freetrick again, "ow ow—striking gibber—ow!" Cartilage popped and Freetrick stumbled back from Bloodbyrn's disgusting medical appendage. Then the blood on Freetrick's face retreated back into his nostrils as she watched, as if falling in reverse. In a moment, his face was clean, and his voice was clear and unclogged when he spoke. 

 "Thanks, Bloodbyrn." 


 Then Freetrick turned his menacing monochrome face back toward them. "All right, Istain. We need to go now." 


 Freetrick made a military about-face and strode out of their prison with Istain hurrying after him. 


 "Great," Istain's feelings echoed her own, "you have some kind of safe-house here? Or a panic room?" 


 "I would have you stay in my suites, but there's no one I trust that could get you there safely. You'll have to stay with me." Freetrick spoke without turning, as if he had better things to do than look after their safety. 

 Istain apparently didn't seem to get the insult. Instead he gave Madene a headache by flicking glances at Bloodbyrn and the monster, Skystarke, as they kept pace. "What've you gotten yourself into, Free?" 

 This time Freetrick did glance back over one spiny shoulder, smiling. "If we're very, very lucky, a tense conversation followed by a purge." Had his teeth always been so pointy? "If we're unlucky, a duel to the death followed by a violent coup." 

 "And where are we going now?" 

 "Istain, we can't really talk in the halls, okay? Just…stay out of the way and try not to get yourself kidnapped again." 

 Madene couldn't tell if that quip pissed Istain off as much as it did her. Maybe so, because he didn't try to stop her when she spoke. "Freetrick, in case you couldn't tell, we were almost killed just trying to come and help you!" 

 "Good." Freetrick stopped, turned, and Madene was shocked to see two lines of white light in his eyes, like tiny lightning bolts. "Because I have a job for you. Skystarke? Where are our targets?"

 The monster put its ear from the wall. Its knuckles, entirely human, from what Madene had been able to tell, wrapped twice on the stone. She fancied she could hear something, dry and slithering, from behind that apparently solid surface, but when she listened more closely, the sound was gone. 

 "Prince Feerix approaches," said Freetrick's servant, "accompanied by The Duke DeMacabre." 


 "My father?" Bloodbyrn looked anxiously at Freetrick. 


 "Feerix?" said Istain, "that would be your brother? The guy who wants to kill you?" 


 "Yes," said Freetrick, "and if I can't convince him to revoke his challenge, well…" 


 "Well…well what?" Istain said when Freetrick's voice trailed off. "You'll speak to his lawyer, or he'll whip out his giant spiky necromancy knob and bludgeon you to death with it?" 

 Freetrick raised an eyebrow. "Which do you think is more likely, given your experience with Skrea so far?" 


 "Well, so, I hope you have a big spiky knob of your own." 


 "That was something we thought you might be able to help us with." 


 They looked at each other for a moment, then both boys burst out laughing. 


 Thankfully, Bloodbyrn put a stop to their stupid joke before Madene strangled Istain from the inside out. 


 "If I might redirect your virile energies to more immediate matters?" She withdrew a rolled sheet of parchment from her sleeve. "If you are the mage my lord claims you are, it would be wise to solicit your advice in our scheme." 

 "Uh…" Istain looked down at Bloodbyrn's outstretched hand, then up to her cleavage, then further up to her face, then down her cleavage again. Madene bit down on their tongue and he jumped. 

 "What?" Bloodbyrn snapped. "Are all Rationalist boys so timid? You react to me as to a viper tied about your manhood, and that was not my intention. It is aggravating." 

 "The last time we met, you tried to kill me," said Istain. 

 "Oh, that." Bloodbyrn pressed the parchment into Istain's hand and swayed back to Freetrick. "Circumstances have changed since then." She looked up at Freetrick with an expression Madene recognized. From his intake of breath, Istain recognized it too. He should, since that was the way Selene had looked at him. 

 Bloodbyrn murmured something to Freetrick, standing much too close to him, and he confirmed Madene's suspicions by reaching out to hold her shoulders. Truth, Istain. These two have been sleeping together.



You think? He subvocalized back. Does that mean she's one of the good guys, or that he's one of the bad guys?


 "Excuse me," Bloodbyrn was saying, "I meant that there is something we must do before you go into battle, if battle it is to be." 

 Freetrick grinned over at Istain and Madene, "With Istain watching?" 

 "Oh, Freetrick, gross!" She said, automatically. 

 "You sound like Madene, Istain," Freetrick said, still looking at Bloodbyrn. "I thought you were more worldly." 

 "I am," Istain bit their tongue and then replied. Stop striking talking to them, Madene! "I'm just not a big fan of sado-masochist snuff porn." 

 "Your friend is even more degenerate in his speech than are you," said Bloodbyrn. 

 "Right," muttered Istain, "degenerate." Madene couldn't stop Istain from moving her gaze down to the parchment in her hands. Even she could tell the instructions on the page made no sense. 

 "I don't get it," Istain said, "You're going to kill him with…" he ran a finger around a particularly odd series of commands "…fractal topology?" 

 "That's the plan." 

 "Free, you've written this all wrong." Stink Istain out. He had gotten so wound up in his stupid programming problem, he wasn't letting her see anything of whatever Freetrick and Bloodbyrn were doing. "You can't get a…I assume this is supposed to be a fluid? You can't get a fluid to flow up with no input of energy. And even if you had energy, where are the definitions for that flow? You just sort of assume this stuff will move around by itself." 

 "Assume it will." 

 "Well okay," said Istain, finally looking up, "but still, wait a second," he looked up, "how are you planning to get word-magic to work in Skrea anyw—" 

 There was suddenly a large, strong hand over their mouth, and foul, ketone-laced breath wafting from behind them. "You will be silent," Skystarke said. 


Madene?


 She ignored him, and nodded their head for the benefit of the monster. 

 "Yeah, Istain," said Freetrick, seeming not at all upset that his bodyguard was about to chew off his best friend's face. " The walls have ears." 

 "Okay," said Istain as Skystarke released them. "I'll just stand here and try to look pretty then." 

 "A worthwhile Endeavour." Bloodbyrn gave them a bitchy little smile, then turned back to Freetrick. "I would ask as to the status of my lord's death energy." 


What is it with all this 'my lord' stuff? Istain's whisper buzzed in their throat. Madene shook her head to silence him. 

 Bloodbyrn seemed to be interrogating Freetrick about his own magic, her tone a bizarre mixture of concerned girlfriend and drill sergeant. The conversation became even more disturbing when Madene made the connection between the questions and what she knew of necromancy. 

 "My lord, I beg you to take a life." 

 Madene waited for Bloodbyrn to look over at them when she said that, but her creepy orange eyes stayed fixed on Freetrick. Crafty. 

 "Yeah?" retorted Freetrick, "And whose life should that be? Skystarke's? Istain's?" Madene noticed that he didn't mention taking Bloodbyrn's life, even rhetorically. 

 "A suitable slave can be brought from anywhere in the castle—" 

 "A slave with their own life and their own problems? And a monster to boot, contravening everything I'm trying to do here? No." 

 "My lord—" 

 "I said no!" Freetrick sighed, then held out his hands. "Look, when we do…what we're going to do, we might not even need death energy to do it."

 "My lord, I do not advise---"

 But Freetrick had already turned and begun to walk down the hall. The rest of them could do nothing but pursue. 





Chapter the Twenty-Second


In which the Ultimate Fiend engages in Climactic Battle

 



 Milielan DeMacabre felt himself teetering on the lip of hell. 

 Not any hell a Do-Gooder would recognize, of course. For Milielan, a man who had trouble sleeping too far from burning sulfur and enjoyed a good scourge at the weekend, hell was not a place. Hell was a king who would not take orders. Hell was a prince who worked for an enemy. Hell was the inability to simply slit the throats of both young idiots and take the bloody skull throne for himself. 

 And most of all, hell was the prudence that demanded he wait, and scheme, and manipulate. 

 "Ah my lord, the Ultimate Fiend!" Milielan clasped his hands together and grinned his most dental grin. "It is positively phantasmagorical to see you." And if the expression might display a little of that hidden desire to bury his canines in the fool's jugular, what of it? "Doubly so, since our chance meeting can also bring together so many people who, I do not think I overstep myself in saying so, have much to discuss. Is it not so?" 

 So, Feerborg had somehow gained possession of Teirborg's hostage. Surprising. "Why, here, for example, if I am not very much mistaken and I do not," he winked at Feerborg, happy to see the king's grimace deepen, "believe that I am…here is the much sought-after hostage from beyond the mountains." 

 Certainly the man, tall boy rather, wore that peculiarly Rationalist expression of shocked dullness, as if he had just been woken from pleasant dreams by a brick to the forehead. 

 "Here we have your hostage, Feerix, I believe?" If he could capture the boy for himself…well, a little aneurism and some help from a cooperative necromancer would make the boy, and the situation, far more controllable. It was a pity the same could be done to Feerborg, himself.

 "Stop staring at me," the future meat-puppet said.

 "Oh, I beg your pardon." Milielan leaned toward the boy, this so-called Istain. "It was not my intention to alarm you. Not at all." He allowed a delicately calculated amount of spittle to collect at the corners of his mouth.

 "Well?" snarled Feerix from behind Milielan, "what are we waiting for? Tempest above, I grow tired of all this talk!"

 "Come now, surely you see it would be better to drop this silly duel business." Milielan swung around to focus on Feerix.

 "Exactly," said Feerborg. "That was just what I wanted to talk about." 

 What an astonishingly obvious statement. "Well then, my lord, some dark destiny must indeed be guiding all out actions on this day." The Duke packed into that statement every ounce of enthusiasm he could manufacture. "For what have we now but the opportunity to discuss that very issue with your half-brother here? Yes, I know!" He clapped his hands, enjoying the winces of the two Rationalists. "If you discuss terms with prince Feerix, I shall be at liberty, and all too rare that liberty has been of late, to share," he brought his teeth together with a click, "a few bites of conversation with my daughter." 

 Milielan did not wait for any of the gathered cretins to respond. They could discuss the deadly political situation or pick each other's noses for all the difference it made to him, as long as they did not, yet, kill each other. 

 "An excellent move on your part, daughter," he spoke in Sangboise to Bloodbyrn, nodding at the Istain boy, "disemboweling Feerix's counter-plot and gaining an invaluable hostage, at one stroke. And you kept the boy close, where he can be used to coerce the Ultimate Fiend and prevent him from fouling these delicate negotiations. Clever." 

 She nodded at the praise, but her hand came up in negation of it. "In truth, father, all this has been the work of my lord, himself." 

 Now that was truly surprising information. "Feerborg is attempting to make it appear as if he is concerned for the life of this…acquaintance?" Milielan stroked his trim beard in thought. "The Compassionate Feint. A most eccentric gambit. Almost praiseworthy. If it works, of course." 

 "My father," Bloodbyrn said, "I feel compelled to tell you that, to the best of what my reason and instincts are able to ascertain, Despot Feerborg is not pursuing this line of action as corollary to a more subtle manipulation of events, but out of genuine feelings of responsibility for the safety of this man, Istain." 

 "Inconceivable!" the Duke ejaculated. 

 The despot and the prince, locked together in what appeared to be a schoolyard shoving match, looked up. Were they fighting? Again? Well, and what if Feerix did finally kill Feerborg? The prince could hardly be more difficult to manage than his older half-brother. 

 "Excuse me, my lords, please go back to your game," Milielan said, casting a curious glance at the Ultimate Fiend and his…friend? How outré. The Duke shuddered and turned back to Bloodbyrn. "No, no, I cannot believe it. Even the Ultimate Fiend could not hope to survive here if he let it be known that he harbors sentiment for any creature." 

 "He does," his daughter said. "Only consider what you know of Despot Feerborg, father, and you will find yourself forced to agree that this maneuver, far from unbelievable as you say is, in fact," she smiled, "just like the man." 

 "Just like the man." The admiration in that phrase, that small smile, those upturned eyes.

 Milielan felt the hairs rise on his neck. No. No, it could not be. A memory of Bloodbyrn's mother cut through Milielan's intended speech like a sabre's slice to his larynx. 

 "Father? What ails you?" She asked. 

 "Yes," Milielan growled to keep his voice from trembling. "Indeed this plan is just like the man, as you say, my daughter. It is rampant and suicidal lunacy!" He smote the wall beside them with his fist. 

 His daughter actually allowed herself to gasp, a reaction far greater than words justified. That, too, was too much like her mother. As her mother had been, there at the end. 

 Milielan struggled to separate past from present. Bloodbyrn was not the lady Basorrie DeMacabre, and Despot Feerborg, by all that was bloody, could never be mistaken for Milielan DeMacabre, himself. No. The tragic history of the old generation need not be repeated by the new. 

 It would not be, by his blood and dripping teeth, that DeMacabre swore. 

 "My daughter," said Milielan, in a more modulated voice, "this situation cannot continue. The hostage is an advantage only with his neck between our fangs. Therefore I direct you: peel that boy off of the Ultimate Fiend, and by all that is bloody inform me if you have reason to believe we cannot continue with our previous plan. It is true I grow weary of lord Feerix straining at his leash. I would be glad to know if the time has come for me to release," he spread his hands before her, "my grip." 

 That came close to revealing too much, even at a time when most hidden ears would be listening to the discussion between the Ultimate Fiend and the Prince. But Milielan was growing desperate. He feared he recognized the emerging pattern in Bloodbyrn's responses. 

 Exsanguinations! What mad seer could have predicted, after the nightmare of Bloodbyrn's childhood, that Milielan would repeat this conversation? The one that had last passed, nearly word for word, between himself and Milielan's own father, before he had murdered the man. Before he had married the dear lady Basorrie. 

 ***

 Freetrick kept his hands ready to defend himself.

 "I see you have captured my hostage," Feerix was smiling as he strode toward Freetrick. "An adroit move." The smile widened, "which you have followed by a stupid one. Why did you bring him here?" He laughed, "where I can so easily kill him?" 

 With shocking speed the prince lunged forward 

 Behind him, Istain gave out a squawk of surprise, but Freetrick had been on guard since the suspicious word 'adroit' and was ready to shove a shoulder into Feerix's chest. 

 Black mist crackled in the air. 

 "Inconceivable!" 

 Both their heads turned at the outburst from DeMacabre. The man was staring at them. Staring at him. And at Istain? Truth, what was Bloodbyrn telling the untrustworthy old viper? Freetrick wondered whether he might be able to shout something, ambiguous enough not to tip anyone else off, but strong enough to stop Bloodbyrn from blabbing everything to her striking crazy-ass dad. 

 Feerix's next shove nearly pushed him over. As it was, Freetrick blundered backwards into Istain, and Istain said "oof" as his back pressed against the wall. 

 "Another stupid move, my lord," Feerix, panted. 


 "Shut up, Feerix." Freetrick straightened, fists up.


 "No, please don't hit him in the face. He'll striking murder us." Said Istain from behind them. 


 "Thank you," said Freetrick, "but I wasn't planning to." 


 "I wasn't talking to you," muttered Istain. 


 "Huh?---"


 A black tentacle flashed through the air directly at Istain. Freetrick concentrated and flicked the attack aside. In some strange corner of his mind, he registered the drop in his already miniscule reserves of necromantic power. The negotiations were not going well. 

 ***

 "The plans of the Ultimate Fiend will not result in our goals, my daughter, whatever it may be!" With difficulty, Milielan controlled his tone, swallowed the words he could not say in this unsecured corridor. Why could the girl not see for herself? This boy could not protect her as she needed to be protected. How could he? Feerborg had never lain eyes on the source of the girl's beauty, having never met the Dark Lady Basorrie DeMacabre. 

 "But you must wait until I tell you of the plan, father, before you dismiss it." 

 And never would he, for in the days of madness after her loss, Milielan had burned his lady's portraits, smashed his lady's busts, killed all of the mansion's servants, until nothing remained of her in the world. Nothing excepting his memories and the face of his daughter. 

 "My daughter," spoke Milielan, "we shall at a later time continue this discussion, once the hostage is firmly in our grip. Then we may have some room for flexibility. But not now, for our enemies listen." 

 Most of those enemies who had colluded in that night, so many years ago, were already slain. But so more threats remained. Many more throats remained to be slit. 

 "This is a game of which I grow tired, father," said Bloodbyrn, "and I know it wearies you as well." 

 "Indeed." He answered, and could not keep his habitual smile on his face as he did. "The task of self-defense is enormous. It is nearly infinite, but this I swore to myself, that day as I rinsed your dead mother's blood from my lips: that one day, Bloodbyrn, you would be safe." Then, and only then, could the knife be turned inward. 

 "Father," she bent her head, "I know and appreciate your mission. But I believe if you but trust that my lord's plan—" 

 "No, daughter. I trust only my own." He would kill first Feerborg, then Feerix, then DeSangaise, Milielan repeated the list to himself, as he always repeated it when the urge to die became too great. Then Guerron DeDïabaisse, then Teirchoke, then Wrothred. 

 And then the invading Do-Gooders would sweep over the rest. He would pile the skulls of his enemies into walls until Bloodbyrn was safe. Until, finally, Milielan could stop

 ***

 

 "What do you want from me, Feerix?" Freetrick made an effort not to back up. It helped that he no longer had any space to back up into. "Just give up and let you kill me?" 

 "Not that," spat Feerix. "Not this, this, show. You and I, battling again. This pantomime." He gestured with his barbed gauntlet. 

 "What pantomime?" Freetrick ducked to avoid having his ear removed. Metal clanged as he lunged forward and blocked a second jab with his own gauntlet. "You mean you've actually just been playing the part of a homicidal maniac all the time I've known you?" 

 A fist broke past his defense and hit Freetrick hard in the chest. It took a frantic expenditure of necromancy to stop that blow from shocking the air out of his lungs. But he could duck under the next fist, grab the arm behind it at the shoulder, and heave up and away. 

 Feerix stumbled backward, and black mist flared as he cancelled his momentum. His arms were up, ready to block Freetrick's next attack, but the prince had lost ground. Plus he had used up however much death energy. 

 Was it possible that Dark Prince Feerix of the Sharpened Thumb got sloppy when he was angry? 

 Freetrick tried out a sneer of his own. "A better king?" His arm clanged against Feerix's. "Feerix, you poor idiot." Clang. "With you in the driver's seat," clang, "this country would be smoking hole in the ground within the week." Clang "Or you'd be some better man's pet" clang "catamite. How about DeMacabre as master" clang. "Huh? Kill me, and expect to see a lot more of him." 

 "As if I would let myself" clang "be ridden like you," clang. 

 Freetrick continued the pattern of blocks and attacks. "And what would you call what" clang "you were doing with Teirchoke, friendly cooperation?" clang. "Feerix, you're too stupid to even know you're being manipulated." Clang. 

 "Stupid am I? At least" clang "I know enough of good governance to kill those who disobey me." 

 The pattern of attacks and blocks was becoming more regular now, more musical, more catchy. Feerix was falling into the rhythm. 

 "You think that's all there is" clang "to good government?" Freetrick let his hands continue the beat. "'Do what we say or we'll kill you'? You don't" clang "govern a country like that, you---" 

 Feerix opened his mouth to interrupt, moved his hands up to block the next attack in the pattern.


 Freetrick body checked Feerix and slammed his foot into the prince's knees. 


 ***


 Milielan squinted against the pain raging around his brain. That incessant noise from the boys pressed upon his anger and fear like an implement of torture. Feerborg was talking, again. He was always talking. Wheedling and whining and babbling, undoing all the careful manipulation Milielan had worked on Feerix. It was maddening. 

 "The boy," he grated, "must be stopped." 

 "Father, I disagree," said Bloodbyrn, far too directly. 

 "You disagree? And you tell me so?" Milielan let himself plead, "My daughter, do you not see what he is doing to you? Where is your customary hauteur? Where is your subtly and cruelty?" He would kill the boy before Feerborg could corrupt Bloodbyrn further.

 "Father?" 

 First Feerborg, then Feerix, then DeSangaise, then Guerron DeDïabaisse, then Teirchoke, then Wrothred, and then everything that walked or flew or crawled in Skrea. If it would bring safety to Basorrie's memory, Milielan would sterilize the world. 

 "Yes, my daughter?" 

 "Perhaps it is the time for more directness, father," Bloodbyrn pressed. "The Ultimate Fiend is mistaken about much, it is true, but father, he has made me see things," God of Blood help them, her eyes were wide and joyous "…things I had never imagined." 

 Milielan wept inwardly as his daughter looked into a rosy, love-filled future. A future that would surely destroy her. As it had destroyed her mother. As it had destroyed him. "No." 

 She looked up at him, "father?" 

 "No," he repeated. "I will not let them trick you, as I was tricked. I will not let you ruin yourself as I ruined myself. Bloodbyrn, daughter, vessel of half my blood." He reached out, took her by the shoulders, squeezed as if he could drive his convictions through her skin on the tips of his fingernails. "You will not fall in love, daughter." 

 There was another flash of DeMacabre temper in those amber eyes. His eyes, in dearest Basorrie's face. "And what if I should fall in love, father? What business of yours would that be?" 

 She made no move to escape his grip, and yet it seemed she receded from him, as if down a tunnel. "Bloodbyrn," the Duke pleaded, "think of what they did to your mother." 

 "Indeed." Oh she was proud. "What they did to her mother, because by that time, the poor woman was unable to do anything for herself. Except perhaps to die, and even then, only at her husband's hand."

 "Bloodbyrn," he said, as if identifying her would bring some sanity to both of them. 


 "You have done nothing but build walls around me," she said. 


 "Walls to protect you, daughter." 


 "Walls to constrain me." Her voice was dark with anger. "Our chateau, the academy, Castle Clouds-Gather…I will no longer be content simply to move from one prison to another." 

 His deepest fear, cast at him now, of all times. Oh, this was hell, indeed. "But what of our plan? A prison this Castle may be, but so is all the world. Only follow me, my daughter, and we shall rule this prison." 

 "But father," and by all that was bloody, she smiled that terrible, lethal, joyful smile again. "With Feerborg, I can break out entirely." 

 And Milielan DeMacabre knew he had only one choice remaining. 

 ***

 Freetrick rushed Feerix, kicked his knees, knocked him down. Then he kicked him again. The prince's armor rang. If he could just make the idiot accept defeat. Panic and anger fueled another blow to Feerix's chest. Another like that to the head and he might be done with this problem forever. 

 Black mist burst up from the ground

 Freetrick's boot met empty air. He was suddenly hanging above the ground, suspended in a necromantic cloud. Below him, arm extended, face already swelling, Feerix had abandoned all pretense of playacting. 

 "Fool!" He screamed, "hypocrite!" He clenched a fist, and invisible bands of force tightened around Freetrick. "You say we should all act as we choose, and yet what do you do but enforce your choices on us." 

 "No!" Freetrick gasped. "You want to enforce Evil! The choices you make will make it so nobody else can choose anything! You'll kill this nation, Feerix." 

 "So how am I different from you?" Feerix shook his head. "Brother Feerborg. There is Evil, and Evil must rule the Despot as the Despot rules the people. Otherwise," he looked at Freetrick, eyes burning, "otherwise by what right does the Despot rule?" 

 "God of Words save me from struck-out medieval Mandate of Heaven bullshit!" Sparks flashed in Freetrick's vision. Feerix's spells burned his energy as he fought them. "I will not just let you kill this nation. I am going to save Skrea." 

 ***

 Although Milielan schooled his face, some quirk of physiognomy must have given his daughter a clue to his deadly intent. 

 Before he could take a step past her, Bloodbyrn's athame was in her hand. Behind her, Prince Feerix screamed. So the fool could not even be counted on to kill the Ultimate Fiend. "Do not draw your athame, my father." 

 Milielan did not need to. 

 The ways of the Red God of Blood are many and strange; he is a madder god than the grim First, and more flexible. 

 Capillaries burst under Milielan's skin, sweating drops of the life fluid out into the air, where his will caught them up, sent them out as a cloud of deadly particles across the corridor, into the face of the Ultimate Fiend. The vile boy's own magic blocked the attack, of course, but in the rush of pain and color in the air, Milielan could spring forward, the sharpened nails on his blood-drenched fingers dripping with death. 

 He needed only one small break in the Fiend's protection. One drop of Milielan's blood inside that body. A single drop of blood and a single pulse of the boy's heart, and this threat to dear Basorrie's memory would be so much cooling meat. 

 Feerborg's face seemed to fly toward Milielan's clutching fingers. His nails were sharp. One cut. One moment of contact, blood to blood…but, no! Pain! Agony! 

 Red washed across his vision and Milielan stumbled, fell, the joints of his knees suddenly swollen and burning. For a screaming, red-soaked moment, Milielan could not comprehend the sensation. Then he word came to him: Anticonsanguinarre.


 Yes, even a man as such as he, who had drunk so deeply of the bitter blood of man's existence, even Milielan DeMacabre could be surprised, could be shocked by the cruelties of which life was capable. For the blood-magic of Anticonsanguinarre could only be performed by a blood relative of the one afflicted. 

 "Daughter!" he gasped, for it was she, standing over him, pain writ starkly upon her lovely face. So much like darling Basorrie's. But where he had towered over his wife, his daughter's hands were now outstretched over him. Her body shook as his daughter directed against her father the blood they both shared. 

 "Betrayal!" The fact of the attack itself was ten thousand times more painful than the grinding in his joints. "Betrayal," he hissed between his dripping teeth. "Ingratitude." And when the Duke flung his swollen arm up, his daughter staggered backward. "And stupidity," spat Milielan, rising, "for you forgot the first action one must accomplish with the Anticonsanguinarre is to kill one's opponent." 

 She screamed as Milielan dealt another blow to his daughter, so like her precious mother. For indeed, the same blood flowed in both their veins: blood he could wield as well as she. 

 ***


We can't just stand here and do nothing! 



Oh yes we can, Istain subvocalized. We've got two snarling leather-and-blood fetishists on one side, and on the other a guy who's haircut looks murderous, break-dance-fighting with Freetrick, our friendly neighborhood necromancer. Plus there's the monster behind us, with a face made from was appears to be raw nightmare. And, as we've established, any one of these people can kill as soon as look at us, which, thank gibbering Truth, none of them are right now. 



So you're going to just make us stand here until the prince kills Freetrick? Istain felt his brows go down as Madene tried to glare at him. 


What then? What are we going to do when we lose the only person in this palace who has the power to keep everyone else from killing us offhand?



Out of hand, you mean. That's not a bad point, Istain admitted, but what—Bloodbyrn said something, not loud, but sharp enough to make Istain forget their mortal danger. Her language, shrill and guttural as a tomcat being castrated, dragged a frantic nail across Istain's auditory lobe. 

 "Burning libraries!" He said aloud. 

 Later, Madene would disagree, but Istain maintained that both Feerix and the old guy, Bloodbyrn's father, exploded at the same time. In different colors. 

 There was a black cloud from the one, and a red cloud from the other, and before Istain could curse again, the red cloud was rushing toward them, then the old guy inside screaming his head off, his hands twisted into claws, his expression as terrifying as the cover art on a Death Metal album. 

 Then Feerix hollered too, like he recognized the reference and wanted to add his own sound effects. 

 "Istain, one of them is going to kill Freetrick," Madene said, "we have to stop them." 

 "Burning gibberish, how, Madene?" 

 And she told him.


 ***


 Milielan wielded his magic like a lash against his daughter. She screamed, and the sound was not sweet to him.


 "How dare---" He began, and then Milielan was on the ground again. The weight that had born him down shifted, and his attacker wrapped gauntleted fingers about Milielan's throat. 

 By all his blood and bile, it was the boy. Feerborg, called by some the Ultimate Fiend, had had the temerity to lay prostrate a DeMacabre. 

 "Stop hurting her," the boy's voice grated in his ear. 

 It was enough to make Milielan smile. "And you think you can stop me?" His face pressed against the floor as it was, his words came out a blurred growl. "Save her from her father? What made you believe you had that right?" 

 "Shut up! You think I won't kill you?" 

 "Fool," mumbled Milielan into the floor. "I have drunk from the steaming aortae of men a thousand times better than you." Even as the boy's fingers tightened around his windpipe—stupid not to simply beat his brains out on the floor— streams of Milielan's blood were flowing up, between the plates of his armor, worming through the metal joints, piercing the skin. In the space between one labored heartbeat and the next, the DeMacabre blood infiltrated the body of the Ultimate Fiend. 

 In his rage, Milielan opened his copper-tasting mouth and howled his laughter. 

 ***

 Bloodbyrn stared in horror as her father and her love grappled on the floor. One was her teacher and protector, last vestige of a happy childhood, object of filial devotion, while the other was her legal lord and master, target of her highest political aspirations, for whom Bloodbyrn felt the stirrings of perverse and forbidden affection. And of the two, one would certainly die. 

 No, she could not deceive herself. Feerborg would certainly die. Bloodbyrn knew it was only a matter of moments before her father's blood infiltrated her lord's body. Then it would take no time at all to command that fluid to burst a vessel in her lord's brain. 

 The decision was already made, it seemed. Indeed, it was as her father had said. Life was a prison. 

 "Now, Istain!" 

 Bloodbyrn whirled to see Istain shout, although at whom she could not say, then fling himself awkwardly across the hall at the struggling men. What a stupid thing for a hostage to do, thought Bloodbyrn, numbly, and then her mind burst into glorious resolution. 

 She knew how she would save her lover. She knew she would sacrifice her father to that end. Bloodbyrn understood these things and accepted them, even as her legs took her across the hall, rushing into Feerix's arms. 

 Her father had begun to laugh. 


 ***


 Freetrick felt his heart go arrhythmical. 


 He had a momentary glimpse of the side of DeMacabre's howling mouth and time to think strike me out, I'm going to die, before Istain hit him with a flying tackle. 

 DeMacabre's laughter choked off, then redoubled as Istain cried out "Oh this was a stupid idea!" 

 Freetrick rolled to his feet and spun to see DeMacabre, chortling with glee, a pencil-thin chord of blood stretching from his wrist to the chest of the shuddering Istain. And there, truth! There was another one going to Freetrick's own chest, wriggling like a swallowing worm. Without thinking, Freetrick leapt forward, chopped his hand down across Istain's blood connection. It worked. Istain blinked and dodged backward, apparently safe.

 Freetrick whirled to strike at DeMacabre. A head blow might distract the man, stop him from doing magic—then Freetrick's heart spasmed again and his vision dimmed. He suddenly couldn't move, couldn't breathe, could barely think. But Freetrick could hear a voice. 

 Feerix's voice. 


 "All right, that will be quite enough." 


 ***


 "DeMacabre, as your extremely Soon-to-be Ultimate Fiend, I order you to release my prey, the current Ultimate Fiend." 

 Bloodbyrn resisted rolling her eyes. The idiot. She had been forced to explain her own status as his hostage twice before Feerix grasped the concept. 

 "Release him, or I shall kill your daughter." The prince turned his self-satisfied grin back on her. 

 He therefore did not see Milielan's expression when her father did as he was ordered. By the time the prince looked back, triumph no longer shone from the Duke's face. And here again was the choice before her. 

 "Yes," she attempted, "it is not your place to commit the act of regicide. Feerix will do the deed, and when he is finished, I shall take my place beside the new Ultimate Fiend."

 That won a flash of surprise from Feerix, then anger. Her father, more difficult to read, seemed to calculate before he shot her a look of narrow-eyed warning. Feerborg gave her a look, blood help her, of trust. And Feerix, the dark prince said…

 "I think not," Feerix said. "I shall kill Feerborg, then DeMacabre, then you my dear." 

 Exsanguinations. It took much of Bloodbyrn's training to keep her body from trembling, and then more to press herself sensuously against him. "But my lord, would you not rather enjoy your prize?" 

 "Tie myself to you? What utter foolishness that would be."

 Bloodbyrn nearly choked on her own spit. Now of all times for Feerix to develop of a political sense. Most likely Teirchoke had coached him. "But…my lord. My father and I am in a position to aid you." That was the argument that had swayed Feerborg. Oh, how frustrating it was to have the trust of the man she did not have to betray. 

 "In a position to control me, you mean," said Feerix. "No. Better I kill the three of you now." 

 Bloodbyrn's plans rushed in a circulating torrent. Her lover, her father, not to mention herself, in mortal danger. 

 "You, Monster, and you, Do-Gooder fool." Feerix pointed to Skystarke, then to Istain, who stood again at the edge of the circle of their combat. "Witness the work of a true Prince of Evil!" Blackness flared above his head. 

 Whose salvation, which path should she choose? Assuming, of course, that Bloodbyrn could take sufficient control of the situation to realize that choice. 

 For the first time in her life, Bloodbyrn was not certain she could do so. 


 ***


 "I beg of you not to kill him!" 


 Freetrick saw Feerix's brows twitch together. "Shut up, wench. I shall attend to you soon enough." 


 "But, Feerix, I love him!" 


 "What? Really?" Freetrick felt his knees go weak. 


 "What? Indeed?" said Feerix. "For the sake of all that is unholy, why?" 

 "He is twice the man you are, that is why!" Bloodbyrn spat. 

 Feerix squinted down at her, "And why is it you think I would care?" 

 Freetrick had to admit it was a good question. "Bloodbyrn, I—I'm really happy to hear it, but, um, what do you think you—urk!" Every joint in his body suddenly locked at once, and a pair of arms constricted around him like boney and tastelessly-dressed anacondas. 

 "I have him, my lord!" DeMacabre's voice rang in his ears. "Give me the word, my lord, and I shall gladly kill him, then Bloodbyrn will be the concubine to the new Ultimate Fiend!" 

 "No," said Feerix, the air around his head still swarming with black motes. "I shall kill you, then him, then your daughter, and I shall be the new Ultimate Fiend!" 

 "How about nobody kills anybody," Freetrick said, "and I give you both nice things, while I'm the Ultimate Fiend?" 

 Freetrick felt DeMacabre's body shudder, and his peripheral vision suddenly sprouted a half-dozen arm-thick tentacles of blood. 

 "Release my daughter," he said, "or I shall kill the Ultimate Fiend, robbing you of your coup." 

 "Release my coup," retorted Feerix, "or I shall kill your daughter, robbing you of your…daughter." 

 In the standoff that followed, Freetrick could hear Bloodbyrn's disgusted sigh quite clearly.

 "My lord Feerix," she said, "please be aware that at this moment, my left ring finger, whose nail I keep sharpened and coated with anesthetic gum for just this manner of situation, has pierced the skin of your lower abdomen. At my will, my blood will enter your body. You may take comfort in the fact that your death will be less painful than immediate." 

 "Immediate enough that I cannot destroy you first, Leech?" Feerix snarled. "And you, DeMacabre," his voice whip-cracked across the corridor. "You will stand down." 

 Freetrick was aware that, yes, he had risen several inches above the ground. Was the Duke walking on those blood tentacles? 

 "I said, be still!" Feerix's fingers twitched and black mist congealed around Bloodbyrn. Then the prince's eyes swung to Freetrick, and an invisible hand sent him and DeMacabre spinning backwards. 

 Blood limbs flailed around them like the legs of a swatted spider. Freetrick felt the Duke's arms tighten around him, and their spin slowed, stopped. They rose, Freetrick dangling a full six feet off the ground. 

 "Do not let your success over my half-brother give birth to false hopes, Leeches," Feerix said. "Your pitiful blood-magic is no match for my necromancy. Now only one question remains:" Feerix chuckled to himself and extended his arm, pointing first to the immobilized Bloodbyrn, then Freetrick, then DeMacabre. "Who will be first to die?" 

 "DeMacabre!" Freetrick hissed, "your daughter is in danger. Help me get her out of it." 

 The old man's voice spoke in his ear. "If Feerix does not slaughter you, I shall do the job myself." 

 "An excellent point," giggled Feerix, finger swinging to point over Freetrick's shoulder. "You first then, Lord Leech." 

 "Lord Feerix," said Bloodbyrn, encased in black mist, "do not do this thing, I urge you. Remember what my father has told you. Think of what he can give you if you let him live." 

 "Think of what I can take from him when he is dead," said Feerix. 

 "DeMacabre," Freetrick tried again. "Is Bloodbyrn's death really preferable to her being in love with me?" 

 "Now there is a difficult question," Feerix grinned. 

 Black tentacles swarmed out of Feerix's halo, slithering toward DeMacabre. Freetrick felt himself hoisted further into the air on the blood tentacles. They were at least ten feet above the floor now, the indoor mist of Castle Clouds-Gather eddying soggily around them. 

 "I cannot let him simply drop you, I suppose," said Feerix, looking up at them. "All right then, I suppose I should kill you first, half-brother." 

 Freetrick gasped as frigid fingers slithered over his necromantic defenses. 

 "Yesss," Feerix hissed, "very good." He turned to smile at the immobilized Bloodbyrn. "You see, this way I can enjoy all the deaths, and do not have to rush." 

 The invisible pressure increased. If Freetrick let Feerix continue, he would break through Freetrick's defenses and kill him. If he fought back, it would only deplete his defenses faster. His only hope was escape. 

 "Let me go," he said. 


 There was no response from behind, and Feerix only smiled more as he increased the pressure. 


 "Please, DeMacabre. He'll kill Bloodbyrn." 


 Nothing. Only the mounting strain on Freetrick's defenses. It felt as if millions of tiny fingers were forcing their way through his skin.

 Then, almost too low to hear: "do you love her?" DeMacabre's grip tightened, as if he was the one who would fall if he let go. 

 "Yes," gasped Freetrick, looking down at Bloodbyrn's agonized face. "I think I do." 


 "You will guard her, keep her safe!" 


 Freetrick saw the realization in Bloodbyrn's expression before he understood. 


 "Yes, I do. I will, DeMacabre." 


 Feerix sighed. "If you hope to entertain me and thus prolong your miserable life, I suggest you try harder, DeMacabre." 

 DeMacabre's voice from behind: "It must be well, then." 

 Red chords wrapped around Freetrick, held him away from the Duke, twisted him around, forced the DeMacabre's athame into Freetrick's suddenly free hands. He stood in the air, supported by the Duke's blood, his throat bared before Freetrick.

 "What are you doing? Stop!" Feerix's attack smashed into Freetrick's defenses, which crumpled. Raw necromancy rushed toward him, and Freetrick sliced the knife across DeMacabre's throat. 

 They were falling. The man's lips were moving. 


 "Take care of her, damn you." Un-brightness flared.


 Milielan DeMacabre's body hit the floor in a shower of blood. 


 "You killed him," said Freetrick, because he was used to saying things like that to Feerix. But he realized he was, in this case, wrong. 

 "No I did not," said Feerix. "For it was you, obviously, who killed your woman's father. Now you have his death energy, so what shall we do?"

 Freetrick, drenched with the blood of his girlfriend's dad, could only stare. From the inside of her cloud of magic, Bloodbyrn stared, too. 

 Bloodbyrn. "Bloodbyrn." He croaked, "We have to—we have to do this." 

 "Oh must you? Finally?" Feerix took a step forward, the sharpened claws on his gauntleted fingers flexing. "Have you finally learned enough to face me, Feerborg?" 

 "Bloodbyrn," Freetrick said again. They had meant to use Bloodbyrn's blood for this, but now that was unnecessary. Half her father's blood was hers, after all. "Bloodbyrn, I don't care what you do after this, but help me now, and we can make sure this never happens again."

 She did not look at him, only closed her eyes. The blood on the flood slid back, like the lids of an opening eye, leaving clean, black stone behind. 

 "What are you doing?" Feerix whipped around to glare at Bloodbyrn. "Must I kill you next?" Then, apparently to himself, "Hmm…a poignant dash to add to the mixture? I have never killed a man avenging his paramour before. I have read the experience is quite enlivening…" He turned back to Freetrick, grinning. 

 That grin rotated into position just in time to catch the knuckle of Freetrick's fist. 

 "Ha!" So protection against magic did not translate into protection against high-velocity lobstered steel. 

 Freetrick used his power to spin himself around in the air, and delivered a kick that knocked Feerix off his feet. New blood splattered the floor as the old twirled around the periphery. Bloodbyrn was laying down the patterns she had memorized, but maybe she didn't need to. Maybe Freetrick could just beat the prince to death. 

 But no. Even as Bloodbyrn wrote the word-magic spell on the floor, Feerix pulled a cloud of black mist around himself. Feelers darted toward Freetrick. Not at Bloodbyrn, though. 

 Freetrick attacked again, before Feerix could rise or get his bearings, pinching at his skin, hammering his internal defenses. 

 "What was it you said, my lord?" Feerix shouted from within his cloud, "'Do what we say or we'll kill you?'" A tendril of power smashed into Freetrick hard enough to knock him out of the air. "Then we shall have to see who is better at killing." 

 Darkness flashed over Freetrick's vision and pain burst across his left temple. Freetrick struggled to remain airborne, wheeling away from his half-brother's next blow. Freetrick could not fight back, could not run, could only feel his energy, bought at such great cost, begin to drain away. 

 A downward-directed push, and Freetrick shot upwards, out of a cloud of personal torment. He jigged to avoid another questing tentacle, and ran into a second. Feerix was playing with him, howling with laughter as Freetrick frantically dodged. Necromancy closed around him like the fingers of a glove. He stuck in the air, trapped. 

 Feerix smiled, a terrible sight of blood and broken teeth. He did not move in for the kill. "What was that, brother? It was almost impressive." 

 Freetrick sent a silent prayer of thanks to the First God. Or in any case whoever had first conceived the villainous monologue. 

 "All that running," Feerix mimed ducking, his gauntleted hands spread, "and dodging?" He laughed again, "If that is what they teach warriors in The Rationalist Union, the upcoming war will go well for us indeed." He took a single step forward, then stopped again. 


War? Freetrick looked down, past his half-brother's grinning face past the length of his black-armored body to the floor under his feet. The word-magic spell written there in blood.

 Bloodbyrn's memory was excellent. She had written the spell exactly right. Now all he had to do was activate it. And hope the monsters had prayed enough for this to work.

 At his sides, Freetrick's fingers twitched. Deep in his throat, he murmured the words of power. 

 "Fool." Feerix's smile vanished. "Weak and whimpering fool! With your choices and your Rationality! You would have doomed us all." Another step forward. 

 Feerix was almost within range, but Freetrick's fingers continued to twirl, his mind danced with lines of force. 

 This would never have worked in the RU, or even in Skrea earlier than the previous couple of days. Even now, with how many dozen monsters praying to the God of Words, and Bloodbyrn's influence moving the fluid on the floor, no one but the heir of the First God could have worked this spell. Sangboise blood-magic wrote the programming of Rationalist word-magic powered by Skrean necromancy. 

 "You disgust me," Feerix snarled as blood ran across the onyx tiles under his feet. "How can you be king?" Feerix was screaming now, trembling with emotion. "How could the First God have chosen you to carry His power? Answer me, with your reason and logic!" Spittle flew from Feerix' mouth as he brought up his claws to rip through Feerix's throat. "Why should the black magic not run through my veins?" 

 "Good question," said Freetrick, and he spoke the final word of power. The spell beneath Feerix snapped closed. 

 Feerix's swinging gauntlet slammed to a halt as if he had struck a wall. The prince grunted in surprise, then cried out as he saw the network of thick, red chords moving across his arm. They quested as if alive, weaving over and through his flesh, binding it, transfixing it. 

 Feerix tried to back away, but the same red bonds had infiltrated his legs. They crawled across his skin like a living net, extending branches up and out around Feerix' torso. He could not cry as his throat was sewn shut, but tremors shook his body as the net punched through him, budding shoots through his shoulders and back. Feerix shook until his feet left the ground and he hung, suspended in a tree of blood. 

 Black mist flared and writhed as Feerix focused the strength of his magic against the spell that bound him. Freetrick braced himself for one of those bolts of power to strike out the runes on the floor, but Feerix ignored them. Instead, he poured death energy into the streams of solidified blood that held him. Those attacks were easy enough to fend off, between Bloodbyrn's blood-magic and Freetrick's necromancy. The branches of the fractal cage quivered, then, as Feerix's magical reserves finally failed, went still. 

 Freetrick let his breath out. His vision swam and blood still oozed from his cuts. He stumbled toward Bloodbyrn. Shuddering, he held her. 

 





Chapter the Twenty-Third


In which new Problems emerge

 




"Facinating! Ingenious!" The harsh caw of Wrothgrinn's voice echoed off the basalt walls of the hallway. "And my lord is sure the prince yet lives?" 



The blood tree stood in the middle of the corridor, red roots dug into the black floor, red branches reaching up into the swirling indoor mist. Feerix reached out from the heart of the tree, face still frozen somewhere between rage and surprise. 



"Most ingenious!" said Wrothgrinn again.


Freetrick turned to observe his uncle. The life-twister was standing in his habitual hunched, steepled-hands posture, the only smiling person in a circle of grim and exhausted onlookers. The monsters in what Freetrick thought of as his revolutionary council looked like they were ready to bolt. Istain was pale an exhausted-looking, his face twitching. And Bloodbyrn wouldn't even look at him. 



"He ought to still be alive," Freetrick said. "Blood is still moving through those veins. It just happens to be moving around outside his body now." 



"Yet he does not breathe, my lord." 



"That doesn't matter," said Istain, standing abruptly straighter, "He should get plenty of oxygen diffusing through all that surface area. See how red all the blood is?" He gestured at the imprisoned prince with an uncharacteristically brisk movement of one hand. "If anything it's superoxygenated."


Freetrick frowned. He needed a chance to talk to Istain about what had happened in Virgin Soil. "And here I thought you hated biology." 



"I did," Istain slouched back down again. He muttered something else, but Freetrick couldn't hear whatever it was under Wrothginn's crow of delight.


 "Facinating!" the life-twister said again. "A state, not of un-death, but un-life! But how long can it last? I imagine there is some..." He giggled, nibbling on the tips of his fingers, "possibility of infection?" 



Freetrick grimaced. "There's a worse problem. I can't keep people out of this corridor forever, and all it will take is one person to strike out a rune in the programming on the floor," he gestured at the blood letters, clotted now, but still in the right shape to command the attention of the God of Words. "Truth, and even though I've got a round-the-clock rotation of monsters writing prayers to the god, I'm still worried the magic will fail and...well..." 



"The prince will be released from his prison to seek his terrible revenge?" Wrothgrinn inquired eagerly. 



"Not so much," Istain said. "Any random deletion from the program will probably make that guy explode. Or at least bleed out from a hundred places at once. I don't understand what's holding the whole mess together as it is." 



That, at least, sounded like the old Istain. Freetrick opened his mouth to tell his friend about his plans for the prince, but Wrothgrinn raised a finger like the questing head of a blind snake. 



"A moment," said the life-twister, his expression pensive. "About these...monsters praying."


 Ah, here it was. The first of what Freetrick was sure would be many similar conversations. Diatribes. It would be best to make a strong impression from the beginning.


Wrothgrinn continued. "Is my lord sure that...uh…"


 "That what?" Freetrick demanded. "That it's legal? Yes. Because I said so. That it's safe? Yes, because if any necromancer tries to stop a monster from praying to the God of Words or learning to read, I will hunt them down and…" he jerked a thumb at Feerix inside his tree. "Right. And if I'm feeling particularly un-merciful, I'll let the monsters practice spelling on them first. Got it?"


"The point, my lord, has been most thoroughly gotten, my lord," said Wrothgrinn, clenching his long fingers under his wagging chin. "And pleased I am to…to clasp it." 



"Really," said Freetrick. "You're not surprised in any way that I've overturned the entire Skrean social and political system?"

 "Why would I stand in the way of such chaos my lord?" Wrothgrinn made little gestures with his long fingers, perhaps indicating chaos. "And besides, what would it be to give magic to the monsters, but the greatest test of the work of myself and my predecessors?" Wrothgrinn curled his own right hand in front of his lens-adorned face. "To think that we, the life-twisters who made these monsters," he looked up from his own palm to raise a crazed eyebrow at Freetrick, "can see them grow to rival us, to usurp our power," fingers twitching, he raised his face toward the ceiling, "to murder us all in blood-drenched and cathartic uprising! Yes! Yes, my lord!" His hands flew into the air like skeletal doves. "Why," he said, "it will be like raising children." 


Freetrick opened his mouth. Closed it.


"However!" Wrothgrinn's hands snapped closed, leaving a single finger, which the life-twister thrust forward didactically. "What I had planned to ask was whether it was truly, that is to say, possible for all the monsters to be taught, my lord, to read. Yes!" The finger wriggled. "For many lack eyesight or the hands to hold writing tools or turn pages." Wrothgrinn's own hands mimed these actions like dancing crabs. "Not to mention the stupider goblins and lizard people, which, in my opinion, my lord, lack the mental capabilities necessary for literacy. Hm!" He nodded to himself.


Freetrick looked at the ogre Grimp, standing mutely at the edge of circle. He thought of the mind trapped in that bovine body. "Well, Wrothgrinn," he said, "you're a life-twister, aren't you? Why can't you fix the monsters?"


"You mean," the man gasped, "make them less…monstrous?"


"Let's say more functional." 



Wrothgrinn chewed a yellow fingernail as he appeared to consider the proposal. "Hmm…ah HAH!" His left hand came up to hook a huge lens into place over an eye. "Indeed, my lord's artistic genius bounds to ever higher levels." He swung his hugely magnified eye toward Grimp, Skystarke, the Kaimeera, and Mr. Skree, who all cringed back slightly. 



"Of course, what better conclusion could there be to my exploration of Perversity? What greater iconoclasm…" his fingers pressed together over his lips, then slowly spread, like a blooming lily, "than to make of a monster…a man?"


"Well, wonderful," sighed Freetrick. "I'll have a schedule drawn up for you and…" 


 "Yes, yes, fine." Wrothgrinn had somehow crossed the corridor between one moment and the next and was now subjecting a quivering Skystarke to magnified scrutiny, "I am an artist. My secretary bugs handle such things as schedules." 

 "Okay, but...do you need anything? Before you begin?" Freetrick wanted to know. 

 "Like what? Heavy gauge stitches? A bolt of lightning? A fresh brain perhaps? Bah!" Wrothgrinn scoffed as he palpated the loose skin over Skystarke's face. Freetrick's chamberlain gazed forward, his eyes half-lidded, his lips tight. "My lord underestimates my artistic integrity if he thinks I have any use for such for petty gimmickry," said Wrothgrinn. "I require only time and silence to compose my next masterpiece." 


"Well, good," said Freetrick. That was one more problem taken care of. At least for the moment. Which left…Freetrick glanced at Bloodbyrn, who was looking at him.


"My lord," she said, her voice colorless, "I fail to see the utility in my continued presence here. May I be given leave to depart?"


Freetrick opened his mouth to answer her, and could not. Instead he said, "…I'd appreciate your advice on what to do with Feerix." He nodded toward the frozen prince.


Tiny silver hooks glinted as Bloodbyrn's lip twitched. "Kill him."


Freetrick shook his head. "I can't do that, Bloodbyrn."


"Yes you can," Istain raised his hand. "I vote with Gothic Lolita. Let's just---ow!" Freetrick's friend winced, then shook his head hard, and said, bizarrely, "Freetrick, you have to let him live." 



"Istain," said Freetrick, "are you---"


"Never mind!" Istain said, "just listen to me, Freetrick. You can't kill the prince."


"Can he not?" Bloodbyrn's voice was as frozen and unforgiving as a glacier. "What are you to give orders to the Ultimate Fiend?"


"Who are you to tell me not to?" Istain retorted, still in that weird, un-Istain-like voice. 



Bloodbyrn took a step forward, but then the light went out of her eyes. "The choice of what to do and what not to do now rests with the Ultimate Fiend." She shook out her black curls and gave Freetrick a look that made him feel as if a hand had just closed over this throat. "I have done with choices, I think." 



He tried to answer, "It's not---"


"Oh, do whatever you wish, Fiend." she said, eyes twitching away from his, "I might only inquire why I was ordered to be present here, since my advice and interests are clearly to be ignored."


There was an uncomfortable silence, which the Grimp's translator broke with a shrill squeak."Fiend...dark lady...Grimp agrees that the obvious thing would be to kill him." 



"I agree!" said Wrothrginn, running fingers through the Translator's fuzzy coat. "The would-be claimant, should he still live after the duel, is generally ritually sacrificed before the masses. Indeed and the energy you might gain from such a deed would last you days. Ooh!" The life-twister clapped his hands. "I have some knives of knapped obsidian I have been waiting for an opportunity to try on a live subject. If my lord likes..." 



Freetrick said, "That's the problem."


"Right!" Istain slashed the air with a hand. "You can't afford to give in to your darker desires right now." 



Freetrick looked at his friend suspiciously. Darker desires? "Why exactly do you care?" 



"I don't know!" Istain scowled, then winced again, as if he had just bitten his tongue.


Freetrick sighed. "Anything I do with Feerix is going to send a message. I need to show we can't go around thinking that people are just...what...useful places to get energy from. Too many people have died already."


Bloodbyrn would not look at him.


"No, that's wrong." Freetrick took a step toward her. "I mean I've killed too many people already." He turned to look at the other assembled humans and monsters. "In my new Skrea, that won't happen any more. We won't have to kill just to stay competitive. Feerix must live."


"Yes," said Istain, "that's the right choice." Then, as if he hadn't just spoken, "Okay. Fine. But what are we gonna do with him?" He glanced at the blood tree. "Assuming we can even strike out the spell without killing him."


"I guess I can have him thrown in the dungeons," said Freetrick. 



"Yes," said Bloodbyrn, "because imprisoning your enemy worked so well the last time my lord tried it."


"I can't let him go free." Freetrick paced back and forth across the floor, careful not to step on any of the blood runes around the tree. "He'll try to kill me again."


"You beat him this time," Istain pointed out.


At what cost? Freetrick looked at Bloodbyrn, who was staring straight ahead. Her father's body had been removed, where to, Freetrick had been afraid to ask. He shook his head and answered the question. "I surprised him this time. But in a fair fight…no. He's just too good…at..." Freetrick stopped pacing, as the thought bloomed, "…at… at necromancy. Wrothgrinn." He spun toward the life-twister, who was again poking at the wings of a disgruntled-looking Mr. Skree.


Wrothgrinn withdrew his finger. "Yes, my lord?"


"Monsters can't do necromancy, can they?" 



"Oh…" Bloodbyrn breathed. "Oh my lord, that is…evil."


Freetrick looked at her, and a smile spread across his face. "Wrothgrinn, I have another project for you. Think of it as a…return to your traditional roots."


The life-twister bowed deeply. "It will be my pleasure, my lord to make the prince into something as horrendous outside as in."


"Just make him…still functional. All right?" Freetrick looked from Wrothgrinn to Bloodbyrn. She was still staring at him. And staring, if not a good thing, was at least better than that awful blank non-look.


 If there was one thing he had learned about dealing with the Sangboise princess, it was that he had to seize opportunities when they presented themselves. "All right!" Freetrick clapped his gauntlets together. "I think that's everything I wanted to talk about. Wrothgrinn, you have your plans to make. Istain, Grimp, I want you to figure out how to get Feerix out of that tree. Skystarke, Kaimeera, make sure Istain and Grimp have all the materials they need. And keep the prayer cycle going. Now Bloodbyrn," he said to his un-wife, "come with me to my rooms."


Bloodbyrn looked away. The emotion had left her face again. "Must I, my lord?"


"Yes," said Freetrick, "I have a kitty to give you."


***

 Bloodbyrn expressed no emotion. Not as her lord took her to his apartments. Not when he presented Princess Fluff to her. Not when he looked at her, and she could not force herself to smile, and he looked away. 

 "It's a good thing the Kaimeera found her, huh?" He said.

 Bloodbyrn did not respond. She would have remained composed in any case, of course, but now it was easier. Now Bloodbyrn truly felt nothing. 

 "It did a good job," said Feerborg. "It's owned cats before. Or parts of it have."

 Interesting. So this was what her father had endured all these years. His persona had masked not agony as she had supposed, but rather the lack of any emotion. How interesting. 

 "Anyway, you really can have her, you know. I'll protect your right to keep her. Post a guard on her if you want."


 Bloodbyrn considered her kitten, which she could now she felt easily strangle. Her father would be proud of her.


 "Bloodbyrn!"


 Her lord had been talking to her.


 "Yes, my lord? I apologize that my attention was elsewhere."


 "I said I'm sorry," he said. Bloodbyrn suppressed a wave of irritation. 


 "Yes. That is likely why I did not hear you. You apologize to me with such regularity that the phrase has lost all meaning for me."

 "Well, I'm---" his mouth pinched. "Alright."

 "My lord has nothing for which to apologize," Bloodbyrn placed the cat on the floor. "The choice was mine." Yes, she had chosen. Father or lover. She had lost the first, and now found she could not stand the sight of the other.

 "Well, what do you want me to do?" said Feerborg, "Take revenge on Feerix? Because I said before---"

 "No, my lord," sighed Bloodbyrn, "the punishment my lord has devised for his half-brother is most suitably fiendish. Indeed, there is nothing more he has left to do on my account. So may I go now?"

 "Tempest above, Bloodbyrn just let me…" her lord stared miniature lightning bolts at the wall behind her, then, it seemed, made a rare effort to compose himself. "I wanted to thank you. For saving my life."

 "Accepted," she responded. "Now may I go?"


 "Bloodbyrn...no." 


 She turned. "My lord?"


 "Don't go Bloodbyrn," he took a step toward her. "Stay here with me. Talk to me."


 "Very well." Bloodbyrn faced her lord with composure. "What does my lord wish to discuss?"


 He struck his desk with a fist. It rocked. She blinked. 


 "I killed your father, Bloodbyrn! I killed him and used his death energy to save both our lives."


 "My memory is not faulty my lord."


 Feerborg hissed anguish between his teeth. Bloodbyrn could not bring herself to care. 
"Do you know what he said to me?"

 "No." Nor had she any wish to know. "My lord," Bloodbyrn said, "I would again ask you---"

 "He said," her lord interrupted, "that I have to protect you. Maybe this is what he was talking about."

 Bloodbyrn thought back on the things she had said in her last conversation with her father. Was this how it felt to be out of prison? Maybe it was the lack of confining walls that made her feel so small, so helpless and empty.

 "My lord, you have many matters to attend to. As do I."

 "What are you going to do Bloodbyrn?"

 "I shall accompany my father's body back to our home," she said. "There I shall conduct certain rites." And then? And then. 

 "Bloodbyrn." Feerborg held out his hands to her, "I don't want to---"

 "Malevolence!" A servant banged through the doors of the Fiend's office. "You gave orders that any new arrivals of food from beyond our borders should be brought to your attention."

 Feerborg looked past Bloodbyrn at the messenger, tiny sparks flashing his annoyance across his black eyes. By her blood, she hoped this was something important. Something that would divert his attention so she could leave. Not that Bloodbyrn knew where she would go.

 "I thought I said you had to tell me when you brought in new prisoners."

 "Just so, Malevolence," said the servant. "A Do-Gooder has entered the Castle. We shall relegate her to the larder---"

 "Don't." Freetrick held up a hand. "Do that."

 "My lord, I shall go." Bloodbyrn said.

 "Just a minute." Freetrick turned back to the goblin. "Just tell me who the prisoner is and where she comes from." 

 Bloodbyrn sighed. It was most likely another assassin. No doubt her lord would not deal with her correctly. He never killed people who attacked him. Which would make it difficult to convince him to kill her, when the time came. If she wanted to emulate her mother, she would have to nearly kill the man before he would strike back.

 "Oh, she has a nearly Skrean name, Fiend," said the goblin, "Rath-harlot or something similar. No. Zath-ra"

 "Wait. Zathara?" Demanded Freetrick. "Tall girl, long hair…uh very curvy?"

 The goblin nodded. "Most succulent, Fiend."


 "Once again I ask it of you, my lord," said Bloodbyrn, standing by the door. "Release me from this place." 


 Freetrick made quelling gestures at her. He needed to talk to her, but this was more important.


 "Zathara?" said Freetrick, "Zathara? Bring her to me immediately! Wait!"

 "Yes?" said the goblin. 

 "Is she okay?" Demanded Freetrick. "Is she hurt? How did she get here?"

 "Malevolence." The door opened and Mr. Skree's head snaked into the room like a breath of bad news. "If pleasure were counted among the emotions that could be sustained in the murk under the spreading influence of the Keeper of Doom, great it would rise in the withered ventricles of the organ that acts in place of this servant's heart, for it falls to this undeserving wreckage the great and mortal honor of announcing…" the chamberlain cleared his desiccated throat.

 "Yes?" said Freetrick.


 "My lord," Bloodbyrn said, "I should leave now, had I permission!" 


 Mr. Skree coughed. "Queen Tinesmurk, the mother of the Ultimate Fiend, has returned."


 Freetrick closed his eyes. "My mother?"

 "And my lord's old paramour, yes." Whispered Bloodbyrn. "I wish my lord good luck with his new conquest."


 "Damn it, Bloodbyrn, this is, this is not the time!" 


 "I do not deny it. My lord has many tasks he must accomplish."


 "Just a minute Bloodbyrn." He turned back to the servant. "My mother is here?"

 The monster's mouth opened, but Bloodbyrn's cold voice cut over the response. "My lord, I should be released from your bondage at this time. Immediately!"

 "H-What?" A surge of anger rose and then died as Freetrick looked at her, and remembered. He gained a mother, she lost a father. 

 Freetrick swallowed what he had been about to say, but before he could begin again, Bloodbyrn interrupted him. "I should be freed, my lord, to accompany my father's remains back to my ancestral home."

 "Bloodbyrn…" I don't want you to go, he did not say. How could he say no to a request like that?

 "And there to be at peace, my lord." 

 Freetrick imagined her there, in a chateau in a swamp in Sangboire. Moss-covered stone walls closing around her again. The red flash of her lacy dress like a spot of blood against the mildewed gray of ancient furniture and rotting books. The red flash of her blood on those stones? Or would Bloodbyrn commit suicide the way her mother had, by attacking her father? Except DeMacabre had been a mere duke, and Freetrick was Ultimate Fiend. If Bloodbyrn wanted to make him kill her, she would have to come at the head of an army. Yes, of course she would. 

 "Tempest above!" Freetrick ran a hand through his hair. "What the hell am I supposed to do with---"

 "Fiend!" Skystarke burst into the office, followed closely by Istain and the Kaimeera. "Fiend! News from beyond the walls of Castle Clouds-Ga-thah!"

 "I know!" said Freetrick, "I know about my…" he glanced at Bloodbyrn and his heart clenched, "friend. I know about my striking mother coming back---"

 "Yes yes, Zathara and the scary lady. Who do you think we were just talking to?" said Istain. "Free, this is bigger news." 

 "What?" said Freetrick. Bloodbyrn would attack him, forcing him to kill her... but only if she had the opportunity.


 The Kaimeera slid through the door behind Istain. "There's an army closing on the city, Fiend."


 "And Free," said Istain, "they're being led by Kendrick."


 Freetrick sat back in his chair, staring at his advisors. His mind was entirely blank.


 "My lord." Bloodbyrn said into the silence. "Let me go."


 "Free," said Istain. "The army?"

 "And when the dark stars have aligned themselves properly for the rising of the black bile of instruction as to the intentions of the most Maleficent Monarch of Mourning, it shall rain, cacophonous, into the ears of this humble excrescence…" 

 "No."

 "What?" Bloodbyrn turned back to face Freetrick, one hand pushing open the door away from his study. "My lord---"

 "Bloodbyrn," said Freetrick. "We have defeated our enemies. We've survived how many assassination attempts. We have…finally begun to fix the Kingdoms of Evil. Bloodbyrn, we've won. Stay with me."

 She lowered her eyes. "I cannot." And she turned to walk out of the room.

 Lightning flashed in Freetrick's eyes. "That wasn't a request." Freetrick stood, and reached out with his necromancy.

 Bloodbyrn spun, mouth opened in rage, which turned to surprise as she kept spinning, rising off the ground, trailing streamers of black mist.

 "Take her apartments. Write the runes of binding on her door." Freetrick's voice rumbled into the whirling cloud of necromancy. "The Duchess DeMacabre will not escape." He lowered his hand, and Bloodbyrn, cocooned in his spell, thudded into Skystarke's waiting arms. "Not even into death."

 Istain opened his mouth. Then Freetrick looked at him, and he closed it.

 Mr. Skree's wrinkled mouth pinched, and then he, and everyone else in the room, turned to look at Freetrick. What would the Ultimate Fiend do next?

 Wonderful. Freetrick's fists clenched. Another day in Skrea. He took a deep breath.

 "Mr. Skree," he said, "Istain, you will arrange a full debriefing from Zathara and my mom. Then see to your duties. Skystarke," he turned to the monster, who was still holding up the immobilized Bloodbyrn. "Did you not hear my orders?"

 Skystarke looked at Mr. Skree, who wheezed. "Oh great…" he said, then closed his eyes, "Feerborg. You should accompany your woman to her rooms."

 Freetrick stared for a moment, utterly shocked. But then shook his head. "Later," he said, "later. After I purge the government, fight off an invasion, and meet my long-lost mother…after that, I'll try to convince a woman to sleep with her father's murderer. One thing at a time, Mr. Skree?" 

 The lightning in his eyes flickered, then blazed back again. The Despot of Skrea stalked across his office, dark energy billowing off him like a wind-tossed cloak. "All right, people, let's go ward off death for another day."




 



 Dear Reader,

 Like all books, and especially first ones, Kingdoms of Evil was an experiment. It answered two questions. First, can I put one word in front of another until I have told a story? Yes. Second, can I get that story published? Uh...no. 

 I still think Kingdoms of Evil is a good story (and if you've read this far, presumably you do too), but even I have to admit that when I started, I had no idea what I was doing. I've learned a lot about the skills and conventions of writing, and if I had the whole thing to do over again, it might stand a better chance of getting the attention of agents and publishers. 

 But I don't want to spend my life writing the same story over and over again. I wrote this one, I learned from it, and now I'm moving on to write other stories (and hopefully do a better job of it). On the other hand, I like Kingdoms of Evil. I like Freetrick, and I didn't want to just mummify him and his world in my hard drive. So I put them on the web, where they can flourish or perish on their own merits. 

 And so here comes the third experiment. Do I have to publish an old-fashioned book at all? Would an e-book or a website work better? That's the question you, dear reader, are helping to answer.

 But one thing I promise. You will hear more from Freetrick.

 The next book in the series will be called The Ultimate Fiend.

 Thank you for reading,


 Daniel Bensen


 -Sofia, Bulgaria, April 2011
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