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      The good thing about pirates, Voss mused, was that they were competitive, raiding each other nearly as often as they raided the small port towns along the Pirate Coast. If it had occurred to them to band together, Bishop Arlane Voss might not have been able to subdue them one by one, but in just under five months she’d managed to conquer the entire coast with her mercenary army, her general Kellag proving to be a cunningok strategist in addition to being a ferocious fighter.

      For the most part, the pirates also proved to be unfailingly practical, electing to join Voss’s growing navy instead of being destroyed utterly. Of course, there were some who elected to go down bloody, fighting to the last sailor, ships razed to the waterline. Those souls  became examples to the next pirate crew who ran afoul of Voss’s forces. News spread surprisingly fast on the high seas.

      As Voss stood at the rail of the Winter Witch something else occurred to her about pirates –      loyalty and reliability were rarely associated with such ilk. The longer she watched the narrow mouth of the bay from the ship’s anchorage around the rocky outcropping, the more acutely she sensed something was wrong.  The spotters along the coast had signaled the three pirate ships were on their way, followed closely by the Union flotilla.

      They should have been here by now, Voss thought. The plan was solid.

      Except that it hinged on trusting a pirate captain to follow orders.

      The plan had been simple. A trio of pirate ships would raid a Union town along the coast, eliciting a response from the Union Navy. A response of six to eight ships was expected. The pirate captain had been told to handle his sleek frigates slovenly, so the bigger Union Man-O Wars could keep up. Once the Union ships had been lured into the bay, the high rock cliffs would steal most of their wind. Then the awaiting galleys with fresh oarsmen would spring the trap.  Ramming the first man-o-war would show the other ships that surrender was their best option.

      Unless the pirate captain has cut his own deal with the Union, Voss thought. Betrayal had seemed unlikely when they’d hatched the scheme. The pirate captain had been promised plunder and told he could flee west to freer waters if that’s what he wanted when the job was done.

      Now Voss wasn’t so sure. The pirate captain was a slick customer to be sure. He’d seemed sincere … like most good liars.

      Bishop Voss took a deep breath, let it out slowly, and considered the situation. She’d been gradually building her army – to what end she still wasn’t sure – and Sarasin Martz had been very slow to respond, but respond he had at last, sending the fleet after her and redoubling garrisons in coastal towns where Voss was likely to strike.

      That’s when Voss had decided to take her fleet west along the Pirate Coast. Once out of Union waters, Martz had rapidly lost interest in her, as Voss had expected     . Martz was spread thin, troops deployed hither and yon to quash uprisings popping up like warts on the face of a nation – food riots mostly. Too many farmers had gone for the military. The doings along the Pirate Coast interested Martz not at all, and so five months later, Union seas in the south were again quiet and peaceful.

      Until now.

      The Union Navy wouldn’t take kindly to pirates sacking a town so close to Greenwater. The pirates had struck. The Navy had given chase. It was all happening as predicted.

      Voss hoped.

      So where in the blazes are they?

      She wished Kellag was here, but she didn’t trust anyone else to be in charge of the second part of the plan. Likely, he was already in position, only waiting to hear that Voss had accomplished her part of the scheme.

      Voss maintained her vigil at the ship’s rail, outwardly calm but the nerves kicking up a storm in her gut. Timing was vital. If the remainder of Voss’s fleet hiding just over the horizon showed themselves too soon, then the Union flotilla would guess they were being lured into a trap. If the pirate had betrayed her, the hunters would rapidly become the hunted, and then Voss would be forced to –

      There!

      The prow of the first pirate ship nosed into view, followed soon by the other two.

      The drumbeats of the galleys behind her echoed across the bay. The oarsmen would need to row even before the enemy ships came into the bay to get up enough speed. Voss’s heartbeat sped up to match it.  She suddenly wished the pirates had fled and the plan had failed.

      Nope. Dumo help us, there’s going to be a battle.

      From her vantage aboard Winter Witch, she was relatively safe. The flagship, she’d been told, from where the admiral can safely direct the battle.

      But I’m no admiral, and I’m not directing a thing. Her part in the battle, all the planning, all the strategy, the talk of tactics she only partly understood, had been finished for days. It was in the hands of the ship captains now.

      The trio of pirate ships turned sharply and entered the bay to then split, two ships veering port, the other starboard. They were making room for the speeding galleys, the drumbeats increasing every second.

      The pirate frigates passed the galleys heading in the opposite direction, full speed toward the mouth of the bay.

      The Union ships appeared a few moments later, turning into the bay at best speed. They saw what was happening and panicked, sails going slack as they tried to turn, but the high rock cliffs took their wind.

      The rest of the fleet was coming fast behind the Union ships. They must have topped the horizon, and Voss was only just noticing. The Union ships had apparently seen it too. Three of the enemy vessels struck their colors immediately. Two of the man-o-wars attempted a clumsy about-face to leave the fray at once, but they were too close to each other for proper maneuvering.

      The final three enemy ships plunged headlong into the bay, clearly trying to find room to make a turn.

      But the galleys closed too quickly, and the space between the two forces shrank rapidly.

      Five galleys plowed into the leading pair of Union ships, the iron-tipped rams striking the man-o-wars amidships with an ear-splitting crack of timbers that made Voss flinch. Screaming men were flung from the rigging as both Union ships lurched badly, only being hung up on the rams keeping them afloat. Mercenary sailors surged forward, swarming each galley’s prow with long poles to push off from the wounded vessels.

      The vessels separated. The racket of metal scraping on wood. Water poured into the two Union ships.

      The dithering vessels at the mouth of the bay joined their brethren in striking their colors.

      The final Union ship made a deft maneuver, the iron fist of a battering ram missing its stern by a dozen feet.

      “It’s turning too wide.”

      The voice at her shoulder made Voss jump. She hadn’t noticed that the dark-skinned Verondak Islander had come up to stand next to her. Denny, Winter Witch’s skipper, was a short, tight-muscled woman with an explosion of brown braids erupting from her head.

      “She’ll never make the mouth of the bay,” Denny said. “Not if she expects to –”

      Denny’s eyes widened, and she took off like a bolt loosed from a crossbow, bare feet slapping against the quarterdeck as she shouted orders. Sailors in the rigging sprang into action, pulling ropes and letting out sail. Denny barked another order, and the helmsman spun the ship’s wheel. The Winter Witch began a sluggish, lumbering turn, the prow inching to one side.

      It wasn’t going to be enough. The Union ship was trying to make a sweeping turn back toward the mouth of the bay, passing in front of the Winter Witch, but it obviously wasn’t going to make the turn. A collision was imminent. The captain of the enemy ship must have sensed the same thing. He abandoned the turn and straightened his vessel, heading right for Winter Witch to increase the impact.

      Voss’s heartrate tick up another notch. I’m too old for this.

      Denny screamed orders for all she was worth. It didn’t matter. The Winter Witch had been caught off guard and had begun its maneuver too late.

      At top speed, a galley flew in from the side like a shark spearing through the water. The oarsmen must have been straining every muscle. The ship  collided with the Union man-o-war with an ear-slitting crack-crunch, the galley’s battering ram piercing the wooden hull as if it were thin parchment. The galley knocked the Union ship off course, but the momentum still carried both vessels toward the Winter Witch. They struck as one mass, and the Winter Witch shuddered violently, the world tilting as Voss was flung to the deck.

      She tried to push herself up and failed. Bells rung in her ears.

      I. Am. Too. Fucking. Old. For. This.

      Strong hands under her arms. The sensation of being lifted. She blinked, saw Denny standing in front of her.

      “We’re okay,” Denny told her.

      Voss blinked again. “What?”

      “We took a hard bump, but we’re okay,” Denny said. “Are you?”

      Voss looked down at herself. “I think so.”

      “Stay here,” Denny said.  “The battle is ours. We’re mopping up now. ”

      “Uniforms and weapons,” Voss said absently.

      “I know,” Denny assured her. “Just stay here out of harm’s way.”

      Out of harm’s way? Voss thought she had been until the Union ship had made its suicide run. She looked up to ask Denny a question, but the captain had gone. The bay was a tumult of activity, many sailors in the water, mostly from the destroyed Union ships. The mercenary ships returning to the bay were coming alongside the Union vessels which had struck their colors. Boarding parties to secure prisoners, Voss imagined.

      She found a cask lashed to the nearby railing and used it as a seat. The cask was filled with lamp oil for the ballista. Voss had seen ships afire and was glad such tactics hadn’t been needed for this battle.

      The bishop closed her eyes for a moment. Just a quick moment of peace …

      A hand squeezed her shoulder, looked up quickly to see Denny standing over her. How long had Voss been sitting there?

      Voss cleared her throat. “Is there any water?”

      Denny snapped her fingers, and a sailor appeared as if by magic and handed the bishop a waterskin.

      Voss drank deeply, then wiped her mouth on her sleeve. “Tell me.”

      “The five Union ships have been secured,” Denny said. “Officers and crews taken.”

      “What about us?”

      “We got off pretty easy,” Denny reported. “Lost a few sailors. Less than expected. Didn’t lose any ships. A couple of galleys damaged. Ramming will do that.”

      “Good. Not too bad then.”

      Denny fidgeted.

      “Say what you want to say,” Voss told the woman.

      “None of this matters if word gets out,” Denny said. “The dead keep their secrets.”

      Denny was right. The plan wouldn’t work if the Union got word of the engagement and its results. There was a small island about ten miles offshore where they planned to dump the crews from the captured ships. A passing fisherman or some such would spot them eventually, but until then, the secret would be safe.

      But not as safe as putting those men to the sword.

      “If word spreads we’re killing prisoners, the next lot won’t surrender so easily,” Voss said.

      Denny shrugged.

      “Have them ferried to the island under heavy guard,” Voss said. “And send patrols up and down the coast in case any strays washed ashore.”

      Denny nodded. “It shall be done.”

      “And send word to General Kellag,” Voss said. “We’ve done our bit. Time for him to do his.”
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      A long-necked, blue-gray bird with a twelve-inch beak and a ten-foot wingspan, swooped in low over the marsh of Munsk, the beak dipping shallow into murky water and coming out with a squiggly, many-legged thing somewhere between a frog and a gigantic insect.

      Merrik Niles squinted at the wriggling thing in the bird’s talons, failed to discern what he was looking at, and reminded himself for the hundredth time that the waters of Munsk marsh were no place for playful wading.

      The bright summer sun drove him into the shade of the tree, and Merrik found himself once again standing over Padraig’s grave. He’d grown numb to it in the past months, the grief banished – or perhaps simply masked – with a constant supply of wine and starshine. Merrik’s body ached and his head pounded, but that was simply his new state of normalcy. He’d drink himself to sleep again tonight, then start the cycle again in the morning, stumbling through the day, taking a meal if he remembered to eat, staring into the murky waters of the marsh as if there were important secrets there.

      There weren’t.

      Merrik sighed. He felt slick and greasy all over. Munsk had proven to be even hotter and more humid in the summer than he’d been told. His light, cottony shirt stuck to him. His tan breeches stopped just below the knees. Sandals on his feet. In spite of his light apparel, the heat of the day still crushed him. He lowered himself to the ground, next to the grave, his back leaning against the tree trunk, and held the wineskin in his lap, not quite ready to start yet, but soon. Merrik tried to remember when he’d last bathed and couldn’t.

      Someone approached from the manor house. He squinted and saw it was Jin. She wore a light, linen dress, hem just at the knees as was the current warm weather fashion in the south, laced together at the front. Face fresh and washed, blond hair woven into a neat braid down her back. Her sandal straps crisscrossed her calves up to the knee.

      Merrik glanced around. Nina stood shouting distance away, leaning on her spear, ostensibly keeping watch on him. He’d once told her to go home. They didn’t need guarding anymore, or more accurately, Merrik didn’t think himself worth guarding.

      “You’re in no state to make such a decision,” she’d said.

      He hadn’t bothered trying to convince her after that.

      Jin stopped a few feet from him under the shade of the tree. She had a wad of parchments in her hands. “I thought you might want to hear the latest reports.”

      “I do not.”

      “Lee’s forces still have High Harbor under siege,” she reported.

      “I don’t care.”

      “I sent the latest starshine numbers to Lee’s bursar,” Jin said.

      “Shove the numbers.”

      She ignored him, detailing the various costs involved with keeping the starshine operation up and running, numbers she’d been keeping separately from the manor house budget. Barrels went out, usually via the canal barge to the dock at the seashore  where it was loaded aboard a cargo ship. Silver flowed in from various outlets up and down the coast. Merrik’s percentage was deducted, and the greater share was sent by heavily guarded ship to Lee’s bursar. From Merrik’s share, Jin had paid the servants, kept the larder stocked, and attended to general household maintenance.

      Halfway through the litany, he pulled the stopper on the wineskin and drank deeply. Why was she bothering him? Did she really think he was interested in this financial minutia? Her voice had become a drone, a constant dull assault on his senses.

      He abruptly leapt to his feet and snatched the pages from her. “Enough!”

      She gasped, eyes going wide at his sudden hostility.

      “Do you think I care about this shit?” He crumpled the pages and tossed them aside. “It doesn’t matter. None of it matters. Starshine, the war, all of it. Who gives a damn?”

      Jin’s face hardened, and she swallowed a lump.

      “Why don’t you just go home?” Merrik shouted. “Take your freak sisters and go home. None of this needs to worry you. I may be exiled to this fetid, steaming swamp, but don’t you have anything better to do than bore me with endless numbers?”

      Jin cleared her throat and wiped one eye with a finger. She bent, picked up the crumpled pages, holding them against her belly and smoothing them flat again with her other hand.

      She sniffed then calmly said, “You should try to eat more today.”

      Then she turned and walked back toward the manor house.

      Merrik felt eyes on him and turned to see Nina there. She’d moved closer, maybe to hear his tantrum better or perhaps to deal with him if he got out of hand.

      “I suppose you have something to say,” Merrik muttered.

      “That girl is the last person here who gives a damn about you, Merrik Niles,” said the islander. “It would behoove you to muster some gratitude.”

      “Why?”

      One of her eyebrows arched. “Why should you be grateful?”

      “Why should she give a damn about me?”

      “Do you truly not know?”

      Now that Merrik gave it some thought, it had been some time since Colton had come around to visit with him, the old distiller taking care of his work and keeping to himself. The twins had avoided him also. Only Jin bothered with him.

      And Nina standing guard. He laughed without mirth. “At least I’ve still got you, eh?”

      Nina shook her head. “I am not your friend, Merrik Niles. I am tasked with keeping you alive, not happy. My advice was not meant to benefit you but the girl. She deserves better.”

      “I told her to go, didn’t I? Why would she stay?”

      Nina blew out a tired sigh. “You truly are a fool.”

      Merrik couldn’t dispute that.

      “A week after the Black Cloak attack, she wrote to her sister, the duchess,” Nina said. “It took a month to get a reply. She asked her sister to arrange the bird to answer to her, you know, that threadbare dead thing that was always bringing messages to Master Hinkle. Once she gained control of it, messages went back and forth more quickly. This is how she has managed your affairs with such efficiency. Not once did you thank her, not a single word to indicate you even noticed when being noticed is all she wants. You have told her to go, implied you are not worth such efforts. I agree completely, but it is not my place to say such to her. But I will say it to you, Merrik Niles. You are not worth her efforts. You are not worth mine to keep you safe from whatever intruders might come. Yet here we are.”

      Merrik spread his hands and smiled bitterly. “One big happy family.”

      “You don’t know the meaning of family.”

      Merrik opened his mouth to protest but snapped it closed again. Why bother?

      “If you find my words insulting or insubordinate, it is, of course, your right to send me away,” Nina said.

      “If my existence so offends you, why don’t you just quit?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “When my people enter a contract, we stay with it to the end. There is nothing in my oath that requires I like you.”

      So tell her to fuck off.

      But Merrik didn’t, and he wasn’t even sure why. He didn’t want to think about it. He didn’t want to talk anymore.

      “I’m going for a walk,” he told her. “I can survive on my own for one bloody hour without a bodyguard.”

      He kept going, not looking back to see if she obeyed.
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      Merrik crossed the recently repaired bridge and followed the poorly kept road around the bend until the manor house was no longer visible behind him. He felt stupid and small and knew he should turn back to apologize, to throw himself at the mercy of all the people he’d treated so shabbily the last five months for the crime of trying to help him.

      It was a lot easier being an asshole when I didn’t realize it.

      The ghosts, at least, had left him alone. At first, he thought the wizard might have been fatigued from his exertions against the leviathan, but now Merrik wondered if the ghosts simply didn’t want to bother with him or found his starshine-addled mind an unpleasant place to haunt.

      Not that it mattered. He was happy to have a break from them. He simply didn’t have the energy to face the living let alone the dead. Or maybe he didn’t have the guts. It was easier to be quietly ashamed and avoid everyone he’d wronged, to slink off by himself and drink away …

      He stopped walking abruptly. He hadn’t brought the wineskin. Damn.

      Wine and starshine had provided easy escapes from thoughts Merrik hadn’t wanted to think. The notion he might have to look inside himself and face hard truths almost made him turn around and go back for the wine.

      Stop it, he scolded himself. Just walk. Stretch your legs. Get away for an hour.

      Merrik bent his thoughts toward simple things – the swamp birds with their huge wingspans soaring and screeching overhead, the spiderwebs glinting in the sun between high branches, green spiders the size of his fist repairing what wind and rain had damaged. White flowers the size of dinner plates floated atop the still water. There was an eerie beauty to Munsk Merrik had come to appreciate.

      Too bad it’s so damn hot. Munsk offered a balmy relief from the ice and cold in the winter, but at the height of summer, the oppressive heat and humidity could crush a man like a greasy cabbage leaf.

      He came to a stretch of the road which had been eaten by the swamp, murky water encroaching from both sides. Stone pillars marked where a bridge had once been. It didn’t look very deep, and he began to wade across. When the water reached his knees, he paused. He didn’t like the idea of what might be in the water. Leeches at the very least.

      He stood in the water with hands on his hips. He glanced back. He looked ahead, wondering if it was worth it. Probably not if the water went any deeper.

      They’d have to repair the bridge eventually.

      Although I don’t see why anyone would bother. Who in the blazes is ever going to come to Munsk, the ass end of nowhere?

      And that’s when he heard the singing. The snort and the slow clomp of a horse. The tune was familiar, an old traveling song with too many verses to count, but the man wasn’t actually singing, just da dee da dee da-ing his way through the melody.

      The old man came around the corner in no particular hurry astride a flea-bitten gray nag, a long bow slung across his back. The hood of his tattered cloak was thrown back, revealing gray hair and a wild beard.

      The old man reigned in the horse when he saw Merrik. “Milord, what’re you doing standing there in the water like that?”

      Merrik blinked. “Dobber?”

      “Aye, sir,” Dobber said. “Came looking for Munsk. Didn’t expect to find you like this. Are you stuck?”

      “Dobber, what are you doing here?”

      Dobber had run a family fishing camp along the Little Muddy in Baron Mykle’s holding on the edge of the great forest. Dobber had been there to help take Whiteout Pass, and he’d brought help when Merrik and his compatriots had been trapped by snow inside the small fortress guarding the pass. Merrik liked Dobber but had never expected to see the old man again, certainly not hundreds of miles from his home in the north.

      “Sort of arrived here accidentally on purpose if you take my meaning,” Dobber said. “I sort of wandered one way then another but always south. For months just drifting around, but always more or less south, and I guess that’s when I realized I was coming to Munsk.” A shrug. “Sorry it took me so long.”

      “But why come to see me, Dobber?”

      “Well, you know how it is with me, milord,” Dobber said. “My family’s all gone. Killed. You know that. I want to help. I want to be part of what’s happening in Greymond, and I want to be on the right side of it. I’m fair with a bow and thought I’d join King Lee’s army, but I doubt they’d want an old man. That’s when I thought of you, milord. No disrespect to your swordsmanship, but fighting doesn’t seem to be your main way of contributing to the war effort, milord. You often seem to be in between the battles or at the edge of them as often as in the thick. Take all that starshine business. I doubt bards’ll write songs about that, but it’s raising money. Money makes a war go as well as swords and spears. So I figured a man like you could use a man like me, to help with the unsung efforts that make a war go. Maybe there’s a way I can take part. And if not, you can always use a fisherman. Where there’s water, there’s fish, and I can catch ‘em. So if there’s a use for me, milord, here I am.”

      It was a pretty good speech. Merrik wondered if he’d rehearsed it during his long journey to get here. He’d travelled hundreds of miles because he thought Merrik Niles could show him a way to be useful. Maybe somebody should have told him not to bother, that so-called Marquis Niles wasn’t worth it.

      Dobber dismounted and stretched. “I take it Old Colt is still with you, brewing his starshine. It’ll be good to see another familiar face. And the lad Padraig. Getting into mischief, is he?”

      Merrik felt the raw pain again. Would it be like this the rest of his life every time he thought of the boy or someone mentioned his name? He felt suddenly so heavy, like he wanted to sit down right there in the mud and put his head in his hands. And what would Dobber think of that, the man who’d buried his own wife and children after a raid by plainsmen? If anyone might feel sorry for himself, surely it was Dobber, yet here the man was, traveled all this way because he didn’t want to be left out. Because he wanted to help.

      Merrik’s disgust with himself threatened to well up and choke him.

      Someone was saying his name.

      He blinked at Dobber. “What?”

      “I asked if you was okay, milord. Seemed like you went away there for a moment.”

      Merrik realized he’d been staring off into the swamp, paralyzed by his own shame.

      “I am okay,” Merrik said. “I will be.”

      “That’s good. Thought maybe I’d said something wrong.”

      Merrik clapped the man on the shoulder. “You said something right. And you’ve arrived at just the right time. Come on. We can get you something to eat at least.”

      Dobber brightened and led his horse as Merrik took him back across the bridge. Dobber’s eyes widened at the sight of the manor house.

      “A proper place for a marquis indeed, milord!”

      “Not a bad place to hang your hat,” Merrik agreed. “We’ll find you a room.”

      “Someplace in the barn maybe,” Dobber said. “A manor house is no place for a grubby fisherman.”

      “Anyone who was with me at Whiteout Pass can be as grubby as they like,” Merrik told him. “Now come along. We don’t get many visitors. Probably a good excuse for a party.”

      As they approached the manor, Merrik called for the stable boy. A lad in his late teens scurried out to take charge of Dobber’s horse.

      Merrik led Dobber into the house through the kitchen and spotted one of the few servants who’d survived the slaughter the night the Black Cloaks had      come. Merrik should have remembered her name but didn’t.

      “Gather everyone together in the inner courtyard,” he told her. “No wait. Not yet. In an hour. I have an announcement, but I need to make myself presentable first. Send someone up with bathwater.”

      “It’ll take time to heat the water, milord,” she said.

      “Never mind that,” Merrik said. “The day’s hot enough. Cold water will feel good. As long as it’s clean. And bring soap.”

      “Yes, milord.”

      “Feed this man.” Merrik indicated Dobber. “And give him something to drink fit for a hero.”

      Merrik left the kitchen and headed up to his suite of rooms. He entered, reached for the carafe of brandy.

      No. Not now.

      He set the carafe back down on the sideboard and let out a long, ragged breath he hadn’t known he’d been holding.

      The servants arrived and filled the tub.

      He lowered himself into the water and immediately regretted not letting the servants heat it. The water was drawn from a deep well, from the coldest depths of the world, water pure and clear, probably water from the original spring formed at the beginning of time.

      Get over yourself, idiot.

      He lathered himself and shivered and scrubbed his skin pink.

      Merrik climbed out of the tub and dried himself. He felt … better. When was the last time he’d bathed? It embarrassed him he didn’t know. He      stood shivering. The cold had gone to the bone. He dressed in his finest set of clothes – black doublet and breeches trimmed in silver. High, hard boots, gleaming black.

      His hands still shook.

      He reached for the carafe. A slug of brandy would warm him.

      Merrik paused. No, you’re not cold anymore, are you? You’re nervous. Because you’re about to go down there and face them all.

      He pulled the stopper on the carafe and took the smallest sip, enough to get the taste on his tongue. A familiar warmth spread to his limbs, a promise of something more that would have to wait.

      He straightened his doublet and walked out of his room.

      Merrik paused at the rail, looked down into the inner courtyard. A murmur filled the space, the people below jabbering in wait. Merrik had told the kitchen servant to gather everyone, and everyone was exactly who was gathered in the courtyard. In addition to his friends, all the servants had gathered along with the seasonal laborers from the citrus groves, the stable workers and Colton’s distillery assistants. Jin stood with the twins off to one side. Nina, ever alert, looked up right at him, the only one to notice the master of the house surveying his subjects. She watched him curiously, probably wondering what her disappointing master was about to do next.

      At least Colton had found Dobber. The distiller clapped the old fisherman on the shoulder as both men exchanged pleasantries. Good, thought Merrik. He didn’t want Dobber to make such a long trip only to find himself among strangers. Both men hailed from the same village.

      Okay, no more stalling.

      Merrik cleared his throat and raised his voice. “Ladies and gentlemen.”

      The talk died away immediately as all eyes rose to the man above them.

      A pause. Merrik’s mouth felt dry.

      “I thought I’d stand up here where everyone could see me,” Merrik began. “In case any of you’d forgotten what an absolute bastard looks like.”

      A ripple of polite laughter.

      Merrik sighed and said, “Padraig is dead.”

      The courtyard went still and somber all at once.

      A sudden tightness behind his eyes, a weakness in his voice. He cleared his throat and pushed forward. This had to be done. This had to be said.

      “He lost his parents at Harkun’s Keep,” Merrik continued. “He escaped by pure luck or by the will of Dumo. I don’t know. And when we found each other again, he attached himself to me. I guess he thought I was all he had in the world, but what I realized when he was suddenly taken away—” Merrik’s voice caught and it surprised him.

      He composed himself. “I realized that he was all I had. And I guess something broke inside me.”

      A pause. Utter silence. All eyes locked on him.

      “Except there are two things wrong with what I just said,” Merrik told them. “First … that I would use it as an excuse. An excuse to shut everyone out, to be selfish. It is good and right to grieve. It’s wrong to wallow in grief.”

      Merrik cleared his throat awkwardly. This was harder than he thought it would be, opening up, exposing himself. “The second thing is that it’s wrong to say Padraig was all I had. I have all of you too, or I hope I still do. Maybe I don’t anymore. Maybe I spent you all like coin that wasn’t mine, squandering you on self-indulgence. Maybe it’s too late. I hope not.”

      Their faces were a mix – curious, blank, encouraging, hard, sympathetic.

      But they were still listening.

      “I’m sorry,” Merrik said. “I know that doesn’t cover it, but it’s true. I’m sorry to all of you for the way I’ve behaved. So … now what? I thought maybe a gesture. Whatever you’re doing, whatever work you have the rest of the day, set it aside. Eat and drink and enjoy the company of those around you.”

      Recognizing their cue, servants filed into the courtyard with trays of steaming food. Savory aromas filled the area. Someone tapped a cask of starshine. Murmurs of tentative appreciation filtered through the onlookers.

      “I don’t expect to buy you off with food and drink,” Merrik said. “You’re better than that. I don’t know how to make it up to you, but my guess is that it will take time. Tonight is a start. A gesture.” A big shrug. “And at the end of the night, if you don’t feel we’re off to a good start, if you still feel sore, well … well, then you should feel free to punch me square in the face.”

      Everyone laughed.

      Merrik laughed too. “I mean, I hope you don’t. Look, I’ve talked enough. Eat, drink, and have a good time.”

      They applauded, and it seemed genuine.

      Merrik went down among them. A servant put a mug of brandy in his hand. He drank it half in one go, relishing the burn.

      Dobber found him first. “Sorry to hear about the lad, milord. I didn’t know.”

      “We’ve all lost people,” Merrik said. “You showed me how to go on afterward.”

      The afternoon stretched into the evening and then into night. Everyone ate and drank their fill. The fellowship was warm and plentiful, conversation drifting to all they’d gone through to get where they were.

      Snow? Never seen so much as Whiteout Pass?

      I didn’t know bears grew to that size. Thank Dumo for the Forest Wardens.

      Part man and part wolf, I reckon. Frightened the pants right off me.

      I thought the plainsmen had us for sure until I saw his majesty’s scepter begin to glow!

      I can’t tell you how surprised and pleased I was to see there was more to Munsk than swamp.

      The festivities moved into the wee hours, and servants who’d earlier been part of the revel, now cleared away dirty dishes and empty bottles. Merrik looked around to see only the core group of his friends remained. He was lightheaded from brandy, but it was time to summon some appropriate words, something to send his friends off to dreamland on the right note.

      They all fell silent, when Merrik raised his voice and said, “Tomorrow is a new day, and I’ll need your help figuring out what’s next. It’s perfectly clear Archbishop Fenwigg is satisfied for me to sit here in Munsk, out of everyone’s way as our starshine operation produces revenue. Friends, hear me loud and clear. Merrik Niles the Marquis of Munsk’s bystanding days are over. I don’t know how, but I’m going to be part of things again. Somewhere out there a war is going on without us. I’m going to go find it. Nobody should feel obligated to join me. In fact, there are some I’d strongly urge to stay here. Colton, you’re one example. You need to stay here and produce starshine.”

      Colton nodded. “I understand, milord, and wish you luck. Staying here suits me right down to the ground. If I were ten years younger … well, I’ve no business mucking around in a war.”

      “I’m not ten years younger,” Dobber said. “I’m at least ten years older, but you already know how I feel. I’ll tag along if you’ll have me.”

      “I’ll have anyone who’s willing,” Merrik said. “And no shame to anyone who’d rather find something else to do. I wouldn’t blame you, and I’m sure I’ll be regretting my decision in a week.”

      Nina stood stoically, face unreadable. Jin and the twins looked at each other. A long stony silence.

      Merrik cleared his throat. “And, of course, the offer to punch me in the face is still open.”

      Laughter. The tension broken.

      Colton gave Merrik a wink. “I invented starshine, milord. That’s a punch in the face with every sip. Let’s call it square. Well, I’m off to bed.” Colton grinned and left.

      “I wasn’t here for your bad behavior,” Dobber said. “Wouldn’t be fair to take a poke at you.”

      “I appreciate that, Dobber.”

      The twins looked at each other and shrugged. Dair said, “Can we save punching you for later in case you annoy us?”

      Merrik sighed. “Sure.”

      Jin came forward and hugged him. He hugged her back.

      “Nobody’s going to punch you, silly.” Jin stepped back from the hug, but her slender hand slipped into his and squeezed.

      There was something happening with her that was going to turn into a problem, Merrik realized.

      Later. One thing at a time.

      Merrik released Jin’s hand and turned to Nina. “I’ve apologized to everyone, Nina, but to you, I feel I owe some additional words of –”

      The smack of flesh on flesh. Pain flared under Merrik’s left eye. He blinked and realized he was on the floor. Nina’s fist had come around so fast, he almost hadn’t seen it.

      Jin looked down at him, an eyebrow raised. “I stand corrected.”

      “I can accept your apology for myself,” Nina said. “Not for my dead kin.” She held out her hand.

      Merrik took her hand, and she helped him up.

      “No one is perfect, Marquis Niles, but you have realized the error of your ways even if you took your time about it,” Nina said. “I will come find the war with you.”

      Merrik shook his head. “No.”

      Nina’s eyes flared wide. “Because I struck you?”

      “Not at all,” Merrik assured her. “I made the offer, and you took me up on it fair and square. I don’t hold it against you.”

      “Then why?”

      “Your job is to defend the household,” Merrik said. “I need you here. Trust me, I’d love to have you along to watch my back.”

      “My duties are open to interpretation,” Nina said. “You are marquis of the mark. To defend you is to defend the household.”

      “And I appreciate the sentiment,” Merrik told her. “But I’ll be leaving people behind in Munsk. The servants. Colton and his people. I won’t leave them defenceless.”

      She opened her mouth to shoot back a retort but closed it again, her face going hard. “Very well.” She spun on her heel and stalked out.

      Merrik rubbed the tender spot under his eye. “She can definitely throw a punch.”

      “Are you okay?” Jin asked.

      “Better than I deserve,” Merrik said. “Let’s call it a night everyone. Tomorrow, we start planning, and I’ll need everyone’s help, especially yours, Jin.”

      “Mine?”

      “Of course,” Merrik said. “You’ve basically been running things for months, haven’t you? You probably need a title. Grand Warlord of Munsk or something.”

      Jin frowned.

      Dobber chuckled. “Warlord, eh? I’m not sure the five of us make much of an army.”

      “I’ve accomplished much more with far less,” Merrik said. “It was just me and a bedraggled priest at first. I rather think we’ve come up in the world.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      All told, it took eleven days to arrange their departure.

      To Merrik, it all seemed a bit anticlimactic. He’d made a grand apology and a big speech about re-joining the war effort. He’s pictured himself riding at dawn toward glory. Instead, he’d done a lot of sitting around and waiting.

      Jin, as predicted, had been instrumental in making the arrangements. She’d used the undead bird of prey to gather intelligence and to implement plans, not the least of which was hiring a vessel to sail to Munsk to pick them up. They’d save time traveling by sea although they could only get as far as Grindylow Point at which time they’d disembark and travel by horse along the coast.

      And they didn’t sit around the entire time. Weapons and gear were checked and double checked. The servants gathered and packed supplies for a long journey, including a half-dozen barrels of starshine bound for Grindylow Point. Merrik and Jin pored over various maps, second and triple guessing the best route to High Harbor.

      They sat around the dinner table the night before departure, finalizing details.

      “And why can’t we take the ship all the way?” Merrik asked.

      Jin dipped a chunk of brown bread into a dipping dish of herbal oil and frowned. “Shall I explain it again?”

      Merrik refilled his wine goblet. “Please do.”

      “King Lee’s army surrounds High Harbor,” Jin said. “Except on the seaward side, putting the place more or less under siege.”

      “More or less?”

      “Rodwik has control of the duke’s navy, not an insignificant force, so they effectively control the area of sea directly around High Harbor,” Jin explained. “Which is why we can’t get close. We’d be boarded and probably taken prisoner, especially if they knew they had one of the heroes of Whiteout Pass in their dirty, evil clutches.”

      Dobber sawed off another slice of pork roast and dumped it on his plate. “If they control the sea and can sail away, then are they really under siege at all?”

      “A good question,” Jin said. “I suppose it boils down to the fact there’s really nowhere for them to sail to. There’s quite a lot of loose talk that Rodwik might strike a bargain with the Union of Territories, but until that happens – if it happens – he can’t go west. And all the great houses along the east coast are still sitting on the fence, so he can’t go east. A shame really as the Emerald Palaces’ navy is the largest and most well-equipped on the continent.” Jin frowned. “I rather thought he would have weighed in by now.”

      “Hey, hey, hey, let’s not stray from the point,” Merrik said. “I’m still looking to shorten our travel time. I’m not saying we can sail right into High Harbor, but Grindylow Point is only halfway there. Surely, we can get closer than that and save ourselves some saddle time.”

      “Grindylow Point is the last place we can dock and offload horses and barrels of starshine,” Jin said. “After that it’s small towns and fishing villages all the way to High Harbor. I’ve explained this.”

      “I was hoping if you explained again, I’d like it better.”

      Jin made an exasperated noise and stuck her tongue out at Merrik.

      “Dair and I don’t ride,” Niralyn said.

      “Well, you should,” Merrik said.

      “Well, we don’t.”

      “Fine. I’ll buy you a wagon. The one thing we’ve got going for us is that we’re not short of money.”

      “As long as we’re explaining things, maybe you can explain something to me for a change,” Jin said. “What exactly are we planning to do     ? Yes, I understand we’re joining the war effort, but what does that mean? I doubt King Lee is waiting for us to arrive so he can storm the city.”

      “We’ll find Lee and see if he has some task for us.” Merrik emptied his goblet and refilled it again. “If that fails, we’ll track down Effingham. The priest always has some scheme going. Maybe we can lend him a hand. All I know for sure is we’re not going to wait here. Waiting is no good. If I waited until I knew what I was doing, I’d never do anything.”

      “That’s so you.” Jin had tried to sound critical, but an amused smile flitted across her face.

      Merrik turned back to Dobber. “And you’re ready? Do you have everything you need?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be, milord,” Dobber said. “I had your blacksmith work me up a variety of arrowheads.”

      “A variety?” Merrik raised an eyebrow. “How many kinds could there be? I know little of archery, I’m afraid.”

      “Oh, all kinds, milord,” Dobber said. “Simple ones for target practice. Others for game – big and small. Some that can pierce plate armor. Even a barbed one for fishing.”

      “I got some too,” Jin said. “I’m glad Dobber thought of it.”

      Merrik supposed that made sense. Jin was handy with that recurve bow of hers and had even saved Merrik the night the Black Cloaks came.

      Merrik liked having his life saved.

      “Take anything you need,” he told them. “If there’s something you want and we don’t have it here, we’ll buy it along the way.”

      “Summer clothes,” Dair said.

      “I sort of meant defensive items, but sure.”

      “The arrowheads will do me fine, milord,” Dobber assured him.

      “Armor,” Jin said.

      Merrik blinked. “Really?”

      “I only packed traveling clothes when we left Duchy Denning,” Jin said. “Didn’t think I’d need armor. The Black Cloaks made me realize there could be bloodshed when least expected.”

      “Have you even been in a battle before?”

      “No,” she said. “And I don’t want my first time to be my last because I didn’t have armor.”

      Merrik couldn’t dispute that sort of thinking. “Our blacksmith can’t make armor?”

      “He’s a good blacksmith for horseshoes and arrowheads,” Jin told him. “Proper armor is something else. I’d like to try to find some in Grindylow Point.”

      Merrik looked at the twins. “I suppose you want armor too.”

      Niralyn laughed.

      “Don’t be ridiculous,” Dair said.

      “Nor me, milord.” Dobber said. “Too old to carry the weight of it.”

      No, Merrik couldn’t quite picture the old man in a set of plate. “Maybe some leathers.”

      They talked another hour, and when it became clear they’d planned everything possible to plan, Merrik stood. “I suggest we all get a good night’s sleep. We board the barge at dawn and meet our ship on the coast.”

      Merrik recalled something Padraig used to say and couldn’t help but smile. “Adventure calls!”
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      The servants knew their business. They didn’t wake Merrik until the horses, supplies, and barrels of starshine were loaded.

      Merrik was eventually roused and told breakfast would be served on the barge en route. Evidently the ship waiting for them was concerned about missing the tide. Merrik and his people hustled aboard the barge, and it set off downriver just as the pink orange of sunrise humped up from the horizon. The swamp came alive with the racket of birds and other creatures getting an early start on the day.

      Nina stood at the forwardmost part of the barge, face hard, back stiff, eyes peeled for Black Cloaks or river monsters or especially ferocious mosquitos, anything that might pose a threat to the barge and its passengers.

      Merrik second-guessed his decision to leave her behind. It was somewhat distasteful having a person around who clearly despised him, but he didn’t doubt her devotion to duty. If it was Nina’s job to protect him, she’d do it no matter what the cost, even if it meant her own life.

      No. Leaving her behind is the right thing to do. Colton and the others are probably safe in Munsk, especially if I’m gone. I’m the one who attracts the danger. Still, there could be random bandits and other perils. There needs to be at least one person here with a mind for fighting.

      The day warmed quickly and was intolerably hot – at least, according to Merrik – by the time they reached the small delta at the end of the channel where a ship docked at the end of the pier. It was the vessel Jin had arranged, a fat, four-masted carrack called the Banshee of Norrica, captained by a man named Ramee Delmar.

      Nina was first to leap ashore even before the barge had been tied up. She headed down the pier at a jog to meet the Banshee of Norrica.

      “I suppose she wants to check the ship for assassins,” Jin said, suddenly standing next to him.

      Merrik laughed. “Then I feel sorry for any she finds.”

      It would take time to load horses and cargo. When they arrived at the carrack, they found Nina talking to six dark-skinned warriors, dressed and armed in the same fashion as Nina, clearly Verondak Islanders. Three women, compact and thick, and three men, tall and lean, all six with a palpable physical presence. Nina conversed with them in her own language.

      A moment later, Nina broke off the conversation and turned to Merrik, a satisfied look on her face. “They had to paddle their canoe hard to meet the Banshee three islands over where she anchored, but they made it just in time.”

      “I see,” Merrik said. “And who in the blazes are they?”

      “Cousins,” Nina said. “And their husbands. They will watch over your lands and people. No one will be left unguarded, and now I am free to accompany and protect you.”

      The six islanders bowed to Merrik in unison then headed for the barge at a trot.

      Nina turned and boarded the Banshee of Norrica.

      Jin grinned at Merrik. “She works for you, right?”

      Merrik narrowed his eyes at the girl. “It occurs to me that Nina couldn’t have arranged this unless she got a message out on that raggedy, undead buzzard of yours.”

      Jin’s grin fell. “Hey, I did not know what was in that note. It was written in islander speak.”

      “It’s probably for the best,” Merrik said. “Let’s just get on the damn ship and meet this captain.”

      Ramee Delmar was a fat, florid-faced man      with thinning red hair and no time for idle conversation. First on his list of priorities was making the tide. At the very bottom of the list was seeing to Merrik’s comfort or answering his landlubber questions.

      “Calm seas this time of year,” was the only comment the captain had time for. “Should be smooth sailing.”

      Four of the ship’s crew carried a long- heavy looking wooden box aboard, the twins following behind it.

      “What’s that?” Merrik asked.

      “Luggage,” Niralyn said.

      Merrik rolled his eyes. Fine.

      The bosun’s mate took him to a cramped cabin he was to share with Dobber, a narrow bunk on each side. By the time Merrik had unpacked and settled in, he could feel the ship moving in such a fashion that he knew they were underway.

      He looked back at Dobber. The old man sat on the edge of his bunk, looking slightly green.

      “Never been on no ship before,” Dobber said. “Never sailed the sea.”

      “Let’s go topside,” Merrik suggested. “A bit of fresh air will do you good.”

      They leaned against the aft rail, watching the land grow smaller behind them. Merrik had ordered the captain to sail south until they were out of sight to fool any prying eyes that might be watching which way they went.

      A sideways glance at Dobber. “Better?”

      Dobber nodded. “Aye, milord. The air helps.”

      Merrik nodded sagely. “I knew it would.”

      But the fact was, Merrik was no more used to sea travel than Dobber. He’d been on various riverboats and barges, but he’d never travelled the open sea. It was daunting, the idea of looking in every direction only to see more water. Until now, the ocean had been an abstract concept. Now it was an intimidating reality, a vast and indifferent way for a man to lose himself forever. Merrik was a fair swimmer, but he doubted he’d find his way back to land if he fell overboard and nobody noticed.

      And so when the Banshee of Norrica finally made its lazy turn west, Merrik still stood at the rail, squinting into the distance to see if he could catch a last glimpse of land.

      He couldn’t.

      Merrik turned his attention to the ship. Men scrambled up and down the rigging, going about their sailor business.      Nina stood at the opposite rail, looking south. Merrik crossed the deck to stand next to her and followed her gaze. A dark smudge hovered above the distant horizon.

      “What’s that?” Merrik asked.

      “A storm.”

      Merrik squinted harder at the smudge. “Will it cause us any trouble?”

      “I don’t know,” Nina said. “But it’s wrong.”

      “Wrong?”

      “These seas are normally calm this time of year,” Nina said. “The air and the water temperature. None of it is right for a big storm.”

      “I agree,” said a voice behind them.

      They turned to see Captain Delmar watching the distant storm with a grim expression. “No storms in these parts, not this deep into summer. Still, freak occurrences happen, I suppose. We’ll keep an eye on it.”

      Two hours later, the captain found Merrik and said, “It’s heading right for us. The only thing to do is turn north and reduce speed and let the storm pass.”

      Merrik didn’t like the delay, but the safety of the ship was the captain’s prerogative. He took a paltry meal of hard biscuits and bacon and then retired to his bunk for a late afternoon nap, his eyelids drooping, the gentle rocking motion of the ship lulling him …

      … lulling …

      … sleep.

      Hitting the deck of his cabin face first startled Merrik awake. He sat up, cursed and blinked. He’d rolled right out of his bunk.

      “What the --?”

      Dobber sat on the edge of his bunk, holding a bucket in his lap. The old man had gone from green to ashen, lips nearly white. “Looks like we’ve hit a bit of rough seas, m-milor –” He hunched over the bucked and heaved violently.

      The acrid smell made Merrik wince. He stood and almost fell over again. Indeed, the ship’s gentle rocking motion had become a wild tossing, up and down, threatening to send Merrik to the deck again. He threw open the cabin door and lurched into the corridor, heading for the ladder up – Merrik had learned that’s what sailors called the steep stairways between decks. If they had another term for actual ladders, Merrik didn’t know it.

      He bounced between bulkheads, finally reaching the ladder, and climbed.

      Merrik pushed open the hatch and it tore from his hand, the howling wind taking it away from him. A spray of salt water lashed his face and stung his eyes.

      Lightning scattered itself across the sky, and in that brief moment of stark illumination, Merrik saw the following: The world seemed sideways, the sea rising up in front of him, the Banshee plowing ahead of it.  The black silhouettes of sailors clung to the rigging like macabre baubles.

      “Shut that bloody hatch!” someone bellowed over the roar of the storm.

      Merrik scrambled out onto the deck and shut the hatch against the driving wind. The deck tilted dramatically, and Merrik began to slide out of control. Somebody caught him by the collar, jerking him to a halt.

      “Get below, milord,” Captain Delmar shouted at him. “We don’t have time to look after you!”

      “Are we in trouble?” Merrik shouted.

      “Yes,” the captain shouted back. “Ship’s foundering.”

      “Are we going to make it?”

      “No.” The captain hauled Merrik to his feet and shoved him back toward the hatch.

      Merrik’s gut twisted with terror. He honestly hadn’t expected the captain to be so blunt. He pried open the hatch just as a prolonged lightning strike trailed across the sky. Merrik looked up, blinking salt water from his eyes, trying to understand what he was seeing. It looked as if the slate-gray sky itself was tumbling down on him, and he realized at the last moment it was a towering wave, filling his vision, collapsing down onto the Banshee like the fist of a titan.

      Merrik turned away just as the water slammed into him. He was sluiced through the hatch and down the ladder, hitting hard, the cold seawater foaming around him, finding its way into his eyes and nose and mouth. He stood up, water to his knees, coughing and spitting. The oil lamp illuminating the corridor swung wildly on its thin chain, casting bizarre shadows on the bulkheads. A creaking moaning sound and then wood splintering. The ship was coming apart! More water poured in on top of him. The hatch above was still open. He needed to close it.

      No time! I’ve got to rouse the others. They won’t stand a chance trapped down here when we start to go down.

      Merrik tried to remember what he’d seen of the Banshee when boarding. There were longboats, weren’t there? Surely, Jin and the twins would stand a better chance up top. Merrik’s own cabin was closer. He’d stick his head in and tell Dobber to get to a long boat as fast as possible. The captain hadn’t exactly said they were abandoning ship, but what else could they do?

      It occurred to Merrik he was panicking.

      Panicking wasn’t exactly a plan, but it was better than nothing.

      Better than drowning.

      Merrik threw open his cabin door, “Dobber, you’ve got to –”

      An inward explosion as the wooden bulkhead was smashed to kindling, the sea flooding the cabin in an instant, swallowing the little oil lamp and plunging Merrik into total darkness. Merrik barely had time to suck in a lungful of air before he was completely engulfed by water.

      The ship listed, and he went tumbling, flowing out. He hit his head on the jagged remains of the bulkhead. Merrik suddenly didn’t know bottom from up but felt he was being pulled down, nothing but cold, implacable darkness in every direction.
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      The young page ran all the way, sweat dripping in the summer heat, King Rodwik’s ill-fitting livery flapping behind him. He was skinny and short for thirteen but proud to wear the livery nonetheless. A gap in his teeth gave him the look of a simpleton.

      Gellen was the king’s page!

      Or one of them anyway. The king had plenty. An important man always sending messages. Deliver this or fetch that. Plenty of work for a page in a city like High Harbor. He ran as fast as he could, clutching the hand mirror to his chest, not daring to let up in spite of the stitch in his side.

      And of course High Harbor’s northern wall was the furthest from the palace. But that was the vantage from where the king could best watch the upstart and his armies. Run and fetch the mirror, boy! the king had said. It should never have been left behind in the first place.

      So Gellen had run his little legs off. He’d found the mirror right where the king had said it would be – yes, obviously the king’s page had access to the king’s quarters. Gellen was important!

      He ran back just as fast. Curiosity got the better of him, and he stole a quick look at the mirror, wondering what the king wanted with such a mundane object. The face looking back at him was not his own, but rather a dour looking man with a lined face and a beard. Gellen was so startled, he almost fumbled the mirror to the paving stones … which would certainly have spelled his      end     .

      “Who in the bloody, blue blazes are you?” the face in the mirror demanded.

      “Gellen!” Immediately realizing the answer insufficient, he blurted, “The king’s page! Fetching his mirror for him.”

      “Then be about your business, boy,” the face in the mirror said. “And don’t dawdle!”

      Gellen had begun running again, heart threatening to thump right out of his chest. The stairs up the city’s northern wall nearly killed him. He ran along the top of the wall, the crenelations a blur.  Those who recognized the king’s livery, stepped aside to let him pass.

      And then suddenly there he was. The king. He dwarfed the officers standing around him.

      The way Rodwik leaned over the parapet, knuckles on stone, exaggerated his hunchback. His eyes scanned the forces arrayed below. He looked like some powerful beast ready to leap into the fray, but when he turned his grin on Gellen, the human inside the beast came through.

      Gellen stood straight, summoning his pride even though      he      looked a disheveled, sweaty mess. “Your mirror, majesty.” He held out the object with both hands, offering a bow. “There’s … uh … a face in it, sire.”

      “That’s how mirrors work, lad.”

      “No, sire. I mean … uh … yes, sire,” the boy stammered. “It’s just that it’s not my own face when I look.”

      The king smiled. “I think I know what’s happening.” He took the mirror. “You did well to bring me this so quickly. Go on now, lad, and get a drink of water. Gellen is it? You must be parched. I’ll have other work for you later.”

      Gellen bowed again, grinning, he turned and headed back to the stairs down the wall. There was a well in the courtyard bellow where the camp cook had set up his kitchens. He was parched, no doubt. It was a hot day, maybe the hottest of the summer so far.

      But it had been worth the long run to fetch the mirror. The king knew Gellen’s name! He was a good man. Rodwik the hunchback, a king for the people, and he’d protect them all from that pretty-boy upstart brat!
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        * * *

      

      Rodwik watched the boy scurry away and smiled. He’d recognized the adoration in his young eyes, so innocent and hopeful.

      That’s how I’m going to win. Because I’ve made them believe in me.

      Of course, there were those who knew Rodwik was merely       mimicking the benevolent everyman. Luizen was too sharp-witted for such nonsense, and anyway, she’d been one of the inner circles to work the fiction, to set the stage for his playacting.  Also, there was Neddy Bones his old compatriot from the Salt Sewers. Couldn’t pull the wool over his eyes, and there was no need to.  Neddy didn’t need to be lulled with heroic talk. He knew an opportunity when he smelled one.

      But the rest could adore him, fight for him, die for him. They all had their uses.

      Rodwik considered the small mirror in his hand. He needed to have a conversation, but it wouldn’t do to have it out here in the open.

      He glanced past the crenelations at the enemy forces below. Lee might be a boy but he know how to array his army. Or else he had experienced advisors. They’d camped just out of bow range except for forward spotters who were well under cover. Trenches and spike lines had been placed perfectly in front of sally ports to foil sorties – not that Rodwik would bother. The siege was solid, but so were High Harbor’s defenses. They’re out there, and I’m in here and that’s how it’s going to stay for the foreseeable future.

      Unless his scheme with the Union people bore fruit. The envoy he’d sent west had finally returned with the news that Councilman Martz was sending an emissary with the authority to treat with him. They’d agreed to a time and a place.

      Soon.

      He glanced down at the mirror in his hand.

      For now there was another conversation that demanded his attention. “Gentlemen,” he said to his gathered officers. “It would seem for now that nothing is amiss.” He nodded to the enemy army. “If you’ll excuse me, I must attend to something.”

      He left amid a flurry of bows and salutes. He was led to believe they were competent military men, provided by the duke mostly. But Rodwik didn’t know them which meant he didn’t trust them. He needed complete privacy for his conversation.

      He followed the gentle curve of the northern wall until it met the eastern wall at the corner where a narrow watchtower rose another forty feet over his head. He took the wide spiral stairs two at a time, not even breathing heavily. Two lookouts spared him a lazy glance before seeing who it was and snapping to attention.

      “Take a break,” Rodwik told them. “Get some food or something.”

      They bowed and headed back down the stairs.

      Rodwik took a deep breath, let it out, then looked into the mirror.

      “My time is valuable,” said the bearded face. His unnaturally blue eyes sparkled with sinister mischief. “I don’t enjoy being kept waiting.”

      Rodwik had been prepared for the attitude. “There is something of a war on, Kastor,” he said lightly. And then he let a measure of iron creep back into his voice, subtle but unmistakable. “Furthermore, you serve me, not the other way around.”

      “I haven’t decided yet if serving you suits me,” Kastor said. “You’ve gone through two mages already. Makes me wary of you as an employer.”

      “Red William wasn’t mine,” Rodwik reminded the wizard in the mirror. “Raysal Dahl was a disappointment but the best spellcaster available at the time. I went to great trouble to find you, Kastor, and I’ve promised to pay you well, in gold as well as other … considerations. But if you take my payment then you will serve me with respect and without question.”

      Kastor’s stern expression softened. “Don’t take me too seriously, your majesty.”

      “I realize you’re no common lacky,” Rodwik said. “But these are serious times, and I’m very serious about a certain number of things. For example, I presume you’re contacting me to report on that little errand I left in your capable hands.”

      “Merrik Niles and all who traveled with him are dead,” Kastor reported. “As well as can be ascertained.”

      Rodwik frowned. “What does that mean?”

      A shrug from Kastor. “It means that the Banshee of Norrica has been smashed to bits by the storm I created. It’s a safe assumption that all souls aboard perished, including Niles. That far out to sea, not even a champion swimmer could have made it back to land.”

      “But you don’t know,” Rodwik said. “You didn’t see a corpse.”

      It was Kastor’s turn to frown, a note of frustration creeping into his voice. “You wanted something done immediately. There are limits to even my powers. I chose a spell that would let me reach across the distance in a timely manner. If you’d allowed me time to seek him out or to let him get closer –”

      “Yes, yes, you’ve explained this,” Rodwik said irritably.

      Rodwik’s spy network had grown in recent months. He had eyes and ears in every shadowy back alley, in the highest ranks of the aristocracy, and everywhere in between. So when news had reached him in a roundabout way that Merrik Niles had hired a ship to bring him to High Harbor, Rodwik wanted to know why. He’d never met the man, but like everyone else, he’d heard the names of the heroes of Whiteout Pass. He’d dispatched his spies to gather information.

      What he’d found out was … odd.

      Merrik Niles was a coward.

      Merrik Niles was a hero.

      Merrik Niles was a master swordsman.

      Merrik Niles was a bumbling fool.

      Merrik Niles was a secret mage with powers beyond sorcery who’d brought down an entire mountain to crush an army and a master bard thrown into the bargain.

      But Merrik Niles was also a drunkard, a womanizer, a gadabout, and an opportunist.

      The reports were conflicting and confusing, and Rodwik had never enjoyed being confused. There were men who found mysteries intriguing. Rodwik was not one of them, and the best way to solve the mystery of Merrik Niles was to make the man dead. Mystery solved.

      He didn’t want the hero of Whiteout Pass to arrive and rally Lee’s troops or pull whatever tricks he’d pulled to triumph at the pass in the first place. No, Rodwik didn’t want to take any chances with this mystery. Merrik Niles needed to die, and in his haste and eagerness, Rodwik had demanded the wizard act immediately.

      A catastrophic storm. A ship lost at sea,

      It would do.

      Still …

      He would tell his spies to keep their eyes peeled for the Banshee of Norrica on the chance it had escaped the trap. Every day that passed, Rodwik had more to lose.

      But he didn’t intend to lose.

      He intended to be careful. And to win.

      “You’ve done your best,” Rodwik told the face in the mirror. “I’m sure they’ve perished at sea as you say.”

      “I take it you want me to turn my attention to that other matter,” Kastor said.

      “Please do.”

      “We’ll talk again when there’s something to report.”

      Kastor’s face blurred, and in the next moment, it was Rodwik’s own face looking back at him. It seemed strange to him for some reason. He was tired. Maybe that was all.

      He returned to his place on the wall and sent for Neddy Bones who showed himself an hour later in a lanky laidback manner as if he never hurried anywhere. Rodwik knew better. When the king called, Neddy Bones came running.

      “What was that ship we sent to Munsk?” Rodwik asked.

      “Jenni’s Mistake,” Neddy told him. “Captain by the name of Erahm Jassup.”

      “He still nursemaiding his patient?”

      “Yeah. He complained about it at first,” Neddy said. “I told him I could give him something to complain about if he liked. He kept shut after that.”

      “Tell him we don’t need her anymore,” Rodwik said. “Get rid of her. Drop her in deep water. We don’t want remains washing up anywhere. Make it like she never existed.”

      “I’ll tell him.”

      Rodwik gave Neddy a stern look. “And this Captain Jassup can be relied upon?”

      “Never fear,” Neddy said. “His own skin’s more important to him than hers.”

      “Then I’ll leave it in your hands, Neddy,” Rodwik said lightly. “I’ve got a war to see to.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Captain Erahm Jassup leaned on the aft deck railing of Jenni’s Mistake, a cog which had served him well for nearly thirty years. Mostly he hauled cargo along the coast, but when the wizard and her party wanted to be transported to a spot off the coast of Munsk and were willing to pay triple for it, well, it seemed like easy money.

      That was more than five months ago. Now he wished he’d never seen the woman.

      The sorceress known as Raysal Dahl had lain in a coma in the narrow bunk of her cabin all this time. Not moving, but alive, heart still pumping, lungs still drawing air.

      Erahm still remembered that night all too well.

      Jennie’s Mistake had been anchored off the coast, those Black Cloak killers heading up the channel to do harm to some fellow named Merrik Niles and his people. But professional murderers hadn’t been enough. The sorceress had summoned the monster from the very depths of the sea, a creature as old as time itself. It had surfaced just off the Jenni’s port rail, the creature dwarfing the ship. It could have easily smashed the ship to kindling, and the entire crew shook with fear, waiting to die.

      But the creature had turned north, following the Black Cloaks to partake in their murders. Somehow, the sorceress had controlled the ancient beast. Erahm had been in awe. To achieve such a thing, the woman must have indeed been powerful.

      They’d waited, the black night growing deceptively quiet.

      When it happened, it happened suddenly. Miles to the north, a blast of fire had risen into the air, the sound of it rolling across the water. The captain and his crew had stood along the rail, watching the fire fill the sky. Erahm wondered if he’d ever see anything like that again. Probably not. At last, the ball of fire had dwindled, but the glow had remained, painting the sky orange, unnatural and eerie.

      The captain remembered glancing at the forecastle, the spot the sorceress had chosen to work her magics. They’d found her there eventually after working up the nerve to look.

      Raysal Dahl lay sprawled on the deck of the forecastle. Erahm had hurried to her. Even in the poor lantern light, he could see her skin had gone ashen. Blood leaked from the corners of her eyes and from both nostrils. She hadn’t moved.

      She’d been taken to her cabin and put to bed and hadn’t moved since. Very important people demanded she’d be kept alive until her fate had been determined. Broth and water and been forced between her lips. She’d been cleaned when she’d soiled herself. Once, when she’d been flush with an inexplicable fever, the captain had hurriedly sent the first mate to fetch a healer.

      Erahm didn’t consider himself an evil man, but he wasn’t one to court trouble either, so of course, it had occurred to him to simply dump the woman overboard.

      What? Raysal Dahl? Haven’t seen her. She got off the ship and went her own way.

      Alas, such simple solutions were not for Erahm. He didn’t warm easily to murder, and anyway, if anything happened to his ward, then that would be the last anyone ever heard of Captain Erahm Jassup.

      From the forecastle, he watched his crew lazily unload a cargo hold of fresh produce at the far end of a wharf in High Harbor – mostly potatoes and cabbage and turnips. Not exactly cash crops, but with the city under siege, anything edible was being sold at a premium. High Harbor was still open by sea, but there was no telling how long that would last, especially if the east coast nobility came in on the upstart boy’s side. The Emerald Palace could bottle up High Harbor in an eyeblink if the whim took them.

      With that in mind, High Harbor’s city fathers had elected to fill every nook and cranny with as much food as possible. If it became a true siege – with the city cut off by land and sea both – then      the hunchback and his people were determined to be ready.

      But while Erahm was making a bewildering amount of money on potatoes and cabbages, the problem was that it was very difficult to secure a cargo for the return trip. An empty cargo hold was a lost opportunity, but in their fear of potential shortages, the citizens of High Harbor were hoarding everything.

      The upshot: there was no need to hurry unloading the Jenni’s hold because it would be a while before they found another cargo to fill it again – if they found one at all.

      He considered what his next move would be if High Harbor closed permanently. He’d been a young man the last time he’d crossed the Northern Sea to one of the far continents. Erahm didn’t relish the thought of such a long voyage.

      The sound of hooves clomping along the wharf shook Erahm from his musings. He watched the rider come, rein in his horse at the foot of Jenni’s gangplank and dismount.

      Erahm raised an eyebrow. The rider wore the livery of the duke’s household guard, and the duke was King Rodwik’s right-hand man.

      Huh.

      The bosun met the rider halfway up the gangplank then brought him to Erahm.

      “Message, Captain,” the bosun said. “He insisted on seeing you.”

      “Apologies if I’m disturbing you, Captain.” The rider’s tone made it clear he didn’t really think or care that he was disturbing Erahm at all. “But I was told to put this directly into your hands.”

      He handed Erahm a folded piece of parchment, sealed with wax, nodded curtly, and left. Erahm turned the letter over in his hands with curiosity. The parchment was of good quality. The wax seal bore no insignia or identifying mark of any kind. Erahm knew instinctively the message wouldn’t be signed. Whomever had sent it wouldn’t make it easy for the wrong people to trace the message back to its author.

      He dismissed the bosun before tearing it open. He read the message three times to make sure there were no mistakes. As predicted, the message wasn’t signed, but a symbol at the bottom – a rough sketch of a two-headed eagle – signaled the note was from people he was obligated to obey. Erahm often suspected the two-headed eagle was a stand-in for the two-headed dragon, the symbol for Greymond’s royalty. He had no way of proving that … which, of course, was the point.

      Erahm read the note one more time and signaled to the bosun to rejoin him.

      “Sir?”

      “How long to finish unloading if you hurry,” Erahm asked.

      “Hurry?” The sailor had been told just that morning to take his time.

      “Bosun.”

      “Begging your pardon, Captain. An hour of snap the whip and get ‘em sweating.”

      “Then get on it.”

      “Some of the crew’s still in the city,” the boson said.

      “We won’t be gone long,” Erahm told him. “Just over the horizon and back.”

      The boson was curious but knew better than to ask. He saluted and went about his business.

      Two hours later, Jenni’s Mistake was heading out to sea, due south. There was good wind and clear sky. Another hour, and they’d be well out of sight of High Harbor. Erahm went belowdecks, a leaden feeling in his gut. This wasn’t the sort of thing he was cut out for.

      He found Raysal Dahl right where he’d left her, unconscious in her narrow bunk. Erahm’s hand rested on the hilt of the dagger in his belt. No, that would be too messy. The sorceress had made him nervous when he’d transported her to Munsk. A powerful person capable of … well, who could say. But lying there unconscious, it would just be stabbing a helpless woman, and such an ugly deed didn’t sit well with Erahm Jassup.

      He picked up a small, velvet pillow at the foot of the bed. Yes, this was more palatable. Not ideal by any means, but at least there wouldn’t be blood all over the place. He’d cover her face and deprive her of air. When it was done, he’d have the crew wrap her in heavy chains and dump her over the side. The note had been quite clear. No trace of Raysal Dahl was to be found, and if her body washed up on a random shore and was identified then that would spell trouble for Erahm.

      He approached her, pillow held to his chest, took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. If the woman had been comatose this long, then she was likely going to waste away and die anyway. Might as well get it over with. Erahm placed the pillow on her face and held it down.

      At first there was no reaction, all of it suddenly anticlimactic. He was simply a man holding a pillow against a woman’s face. A moment later, her chest began to rise and fall faster. Raysal struggled, muffled moans coming from beneath the pillow. She bucked once violently, some reflex of resistance, and then she went utterly still. He held the pillow over her face another few moments and then sighed, pulling it away.

      Well then. It was finished. Now to dump the body and take the Jenni back to –

      One of Raysal’s hands shot up and there was suddenly a flash of blinding white light. It filled the cabin, scorching Erahm’s eyes.

      He stumbled backwards, blinking his eyes, trying to clear his vision. He hit the cabin door and drew his dagger, holding it before him, panic threating to take over. He rubbed his eyes with his other hand, the blur of the ship’s interior, coming back into focus.

      A roaring sound filled the cabin as a column of flame appeared before him. A wave of heat washed over him. Erahm blinked a final time, his vision clearing. The sorceress had become a thing of fire. She lifted one arm, flames writhing around the limb like something alive.

      “Captain Jassup,” said the flaming mage. “Drop your dagger.”

      Her voice sounded strange, a hiss at the edge of each word, like wet wood thrown on a campfire, it seemed to fill his ears and his mind simultaneously. He was so stunned by the sight of her, he hadn’t quite realized she’d given him an order.

      “I can burn the skin from your bones with the flick of my finger, a simple lash of fire,” Raysal said. “I can raze this ship to the waterline. I am ruin in the form of flame. If you seek death, you can have it. Or you can do as I tell you and get rid of that weapon.”

      Icy fear filled Erahm’s veins. He tossed the dagger aside, and it clattered across the cabin.

      “Now listen and obey,” Raysal said. “And you may yet live to see another sunrise.”
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        * * *

      

      Any mage of sufficient power took precautions. Raysal Dahl was no different.

      So when the leviathan she’d summoned had been defeated, sending shock waves back to scorch her mind, to flay her very consciousness, automatic spells had gone into effect. The great sea beast of the ancient depths could not be controlled so easily, and Raysal had been obliged to put something of herself – a portion of the very fabric of her being – into the creature. The shock to her system when the beast had been killed had been overwhelming. She’d slipped into a deep coma, a healing state that allowed her body and mind to mend slowly but surely.

      She’d floated in dreamy silence, time and space amounting to nothing at all. A peaceful slumber with no beginning and no end …

      … until …

      A tightness in her lungs. Her infinite world began to close in on her, light and air becoming suffocating darkness. The magic which had put her into the healing coma in the first place, had recognized something was wrong, had sent a jolt through her body and …

      … eyes fluttering open …

      A ragged breath, hand shooting out on sheer reflex, the simple but effective cantrip filling the cabin with blinding light. The minor spell had produced the desired result, momentarily stunning her attacker.

      She was weak from dormant months in bed, muscles stiff, head still in a fog. Instinct had taken over, and she’d cast her next spell without thinking. Kell’s Walking Flame had been the perfect choice. Yes, it was an intimidating bit of magic, and, yes, she could have destroyed Captain Jassup and Jenni’s Mistake with little effort, but more to the point, it was self-sustaining. In the grip of the spell, Raysal felt no fatigue, no after-effects of her long slumber. Obviously, it wouldn’t last forever.

      But it would do for now.

      “Listen to me, Jassup.” Raysal’s own voice sounded stranger to her, otherworldly. “Answer my questions and do what I say, and there is the slightest chance you may yet live through this unscathed.”

      “It wasn’t me,” Erahm Jassup said, his voice a strained squeak. “I was only doing what I was told.”

      “By whom?”

      “The same people who gave you your orders, I presume,” Jassup said. ‘You know how it is. Don’t ask. Look, I got this note from a rider in the duke’s livery. It said what I was to do. I couldn’t very well disobey.” He held out the parchment.

      Raysal reached for it then stopped herself. If she touched the parchment, it would be ash in an instant. “Set it on the sideboard. I’ll look at it later.”

      The captain did as instructed.

      “How long?” Raysal asked.

      Jassup blinked. “Eh?”

      “How long was I out?”

      “Oh, yes. Of course. Five months,” the captain told her. “A little over five months.”

      Raysal’s stomach twisted into a knot. Five months? Wars could be won and lost in that time. The political landscape of Greymond might be entirely different, and Raysal had slept through it.

      “Is the hunchback king?”

      Erahm shrugged. “He says he is, but so does the boy.”

      “What have I missed? Just the basics. I don’t have the time or temperament for a long story.”

      Erahm explained. Rodwik had walled himself up in High Harbor. Lee had put the city under siege. The east coast nobility had yet to pick a side. The Union of Territories had so far not invaded.

      It was a lot to take in, yet if Raysal read the situation correctly, nothing final had been decided.

      Except her fate. Rodwik had obviously decided her services were no longer needed.

      “You serve me now,” the sorceress told the ship’s captain. “Make ready to sail.”

      “But –”

      “There is no but,” Raysal said tightly, the flames around her body flaring. “Your choices are obedience or death. I hope you understand me because I can’t put it any simpler than that.”

      “But –”

      Raysal flared brighter, searing heat filling the cabin.

      “No, not but. I didn’t mean that!” Erahm put up his hands to fend her off. “I only mean – it’s just that – well, we only have half a crew.”

      “Can you sail or not?”

      “Yes. Not as efficiently, but yes.”

      “Then that will do for now.”

      “Where … uh … I mean if it’s not prying … is there a particular place you’d like to go?”

      That, obviously, was the key question.

      “I will tell you soon enough,” Raysal said. “Now leave me and make ready. Have the cook prepare me a hot meal. And send wine. Except for the food and wine, I am not to be disturbed until I come out and tell you where we’re going.”

      “Of course. Anything you say.”

      “And pass the word among the crew,” she said, voice low and menacing. “Anything but absolute obedience from each and every one of them will immediately result in a grisly death for all aboard. Tell them that exactly, word for word.”

      “I will. I promise.”

      “Now go.”

      Erahm Jassap backed out of the room, bowing, obsequious mutterings tumbling from quivering lips.

      When he’d shut the door, Raysal listened a moment to his footfalls hasting down the corridor. She let go of her hold on the spell, Kell’s Walking Flame vanishing like a candle blown out.

      She immediately collapsed to the floor.

      There was a nervous moment when she thought she might pass out.

      Don’t do it. Go to sleep and you’ll never wake up again, not if they come back and find you on the floor.

      She sat up, took deep breaths, and waited. When she thought she could stand, she tried, and was surprised to succeed.  She stood a moment on wobbly legs, glancing about the cabin.

      Five months. Dumo help me.

      Raysal looked down at her naked body. Her clothes had vanished instantly in a storm of flame. She’d lost an alarming amount of weight, ribs showing on both sides. She dared not let the crew know her true condition. If they suspected her weakness, they’d likely concoct a scheme to put a crossbow bolt through her head. She needed a plan, and she needed it fast.

      Her first order of business was to regain strength. She went to a wash basin and drank deeply, clean fresh water working its everyday miracle. She splashed some in her face. Better.

      She searched the cabin. Jassup hadn’t thrown out her belongings. Thank Dumo for small miracles. She pulled on a pair of leather breeches, woolen socks, ankle-high boots. Cotton shift, a black pullover shirt, a lightweight, suede jerkin with silver buckles. A thin belt with a simple dagger.

      She drank more water.

      A knock at the door.

      Raysal stiffened her spine. Chin up. Eyes alert. Look ferocious, girl. Don’t let them see you sag.

      She opened the door and stabbed the man standing there with her eyes. A terrified sailor stood there with a tray of food and a jug of wine under one arm. She took the food and wine and dismissed him. He fled, probably relieved not to be blasted to ash.

      She ate the bowl of stew and the chunk of black bread on a table that folded down from the bulkhead. A glass of wine. Then a second. She stopped herself from pouring a third glass. She was trying to revive herself, not nap the rest of the day away.

      The food and drink gave Raysal some small amount of strength. It would probably be days or even weeks until she was fully herself again.

      Time Raysal didn’t have.

      She had to assume that everyone who’d once been her ally was now her enemy. Rodwik had been her employer, but all indications were now that he wanted her dead. She frowned. A simple your services will no longer be required would have sufficed.

      The fact remained. She’d gone to sleep on one side of the war and woken up …

      What?

      If her allies were now enemies…, was it possible the opposite was also true?

      No, of course not. That’s not how it worked. But the beginnings of an idea began to nag at her. She threw open her footlocker and fetched her spell book from the false bottom. She paged through it, mulling her options, considering possibilities.

      Masterless sorceress Raysal Dahl had risen from the dead. She had a spell book, no small measure of cunning, a ship, half a crew who might or might not obey her commands, and no allies.

      Yet.

      She began to form her plan and realized she would need one more glass of wine after all.
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      Merrik drifted.

      Dark water stretched in all directions, below, above, to the sides. It chilled him to the bone. Had it only been moments ago he’d been inside the ship. Something had smashed through the hull, washing in, washing over him, washing him out again.

      Air. He’d need some. Soon.

      The problem is that he didn’t know which way to swim. Above, the ship had been tossed by a savage storm. This deep, everything had suddenly gone calm and eerie and as quiet as the grave.

      A pressure pushed on his lungs. There was no time to dither. If he didn’t make up his mind soon –

      There! Just above him. A shimmering blur of light. It seemed a million miles away, but he kicked and stroked with desperate fury. The pressure in his lungs became a burning, and he swam harder.

      Kick. Stroke. Kick. Stroke.

      The burning became pain. I’m not going to make it I’m not going to make it I’m not going to –

      He broke the surface, gasping for breath, coughing and sputtering. He swam to the edge of the pond, put his elbows on the flat, gray flagstones which edged the water and heaved himself out where he lay on the edge panting.

      Wait … pond?

      Merrik lifted his head and looked around. He was not surrounded by an angry, churning sea. He seemed to be in the courtyard of a strange house. Stars glittered in the nighttime sky above him. A narrow footbridge stretched over the pond to a wide lanai. The door beyond slid from side to side and seemed to be fashion from some light wood. The small cottage’s roof was odd, severely slanted with large tiles, perhaps of glazed clay. Merrik couldn’t be sure. Everything in the courtyard looked neat and orderly, hedges perfectly trimmed. Grass along the walkway an even height. The space was lit by low hanging, paper lanterns.

      Merrik stood dripping, glad not to have drowned, but wondering how’d he’d come to be here.

      The door of the small cottage slid open a moment later, and Merrik had his answer. The wizard waved as he walked out, like an old man greeting a casual visitor.

      “You’re dreaming,” Arzumel said. “To answer the question you didn’t ask. In deep sleep, you’re halfway to the other side already. Easier to access you.”

      “Where’s the jester?” Merrik asked. Since the three ghosts had taken up residence inside his head, Merrik had only come face to face with the wizard one other time. It was usually Ponder who disturbed Merrik unexpectedly.

      “Off pouting, I imagine,” Arzumel said. “You’ll be dealing with me for the time being. I believe you and I had a bargain, yes?”

      Merrik knew immediately what the wizard meant. “I left Red William’s spell book with another wizard named Penville. As soon as I get it back –”

      Merrik was about to say As soon as I get it back, I’ll give it to you, but that wasn’t the bargain, not quite. When a giant sea beast had attacked Merrik’s manor house, he’d called upon the wizard’s power. And the wizard had risen to the occasion, enabling Merrik to defeat the leviathan, but it was understood the wizard’s help came with a price. Red William’s spell book.

      But the problem was that Merrik existed in the real world – as Merrik liked to think of it – whereas the wizard existed in that other world where the ghosts came and went. In order for Arzumel to read the book, Merrik would need to allow the wizard to take over his body, turning the pages with Merrik’s fingers, reading the arcane words and symbols through Merrik’s eyes. It would be a risk. Ponder has warned Merrik about the wizard. If Arzumel took control of his body, he might not get it back.

      “I’m working on it,” Merrik said.

      “Yes, of course,” Arzumel said agreeably.

      The wizard approached Merrik, crossing the narrow bridge. He wore a red robe, unfamiliar flowers stitched up the side of it. Cherry blossoms?

      “Where are we?” Merrik asked.

      “A place you wouldn’t know. A land on the far side of the world,” Arzumel explained. “Or at least a representation, a convenient place constructed by my mind for this meeting. I spent a number of years here in my youth, learning exotic spells.”

      “So it’s not someplace particular,” Merrik ventured. “You’ve not brought me here to show me anything specific.”

      “Not especially. Should I have?”

      “I guess not,” Merrik said. “It’s just that Ponder is always hinting at something or trying to show me something meaningful.”

      “Ah, yes.” The wizard nodded knowingly. “Fools hint and whisper in an attempt to make others think they know more than they actually do. Perhaps in his own way, he really is trying to enlighten you, encouraging you to see something for yourself. Lead a horse to water as they say.”

      “Do they?” Merrik didn’t know anyone who said that.

      “On the other hand, you’ll find me more straight forward,” Arzumel assured him. “Straight answers to straight questions. Come back to the edge of the pond, and I’ll address the questions which have recently puzzled you.”

      Merrik hesitated. The last time he’d met Arzumel, he’d fled from the wizard with the help of some ghostly friends. Looking back, it wasn’t clear why that was necessary. For the moment, Arzumel seemed genial enough.

      Merrik went to the edge of the pond and looked down into the dark water.

      “There is a golden fish that the people in this part of the world keep in such ponds.” Arzumel explained. “Not quite pets. More than just decorative. Part of their connection with nature.”

      Merrik looked again into the water. “I don’t see any.”

      “But you believe they’re down there.”

      “I’ll take your word for it.” Merrik didn’t see why the wizard would lie about fish. If he said they were down there, fine.

      “So the fish might be down there or not,” Arzumel went on. “Sort of like ghosts. Most people haven’t seen them. Some don’t even believe in them. But everyone knows more or less what we mean when we say ghost.”

      Ah, I see. Merrik nodded to himself. Arzumel had suspected the questions that had been troubling him. How in Dumo’s name did things work in the ghost world, in the place between worlds?      There seemed no discernable rhyme or reason. When Merrik had questioned Ponder about it, the jester’s answers had been coy and elusive as if he were hiding a secret.

      Merrik suspected the hunched little jester was simply concealing the fact he had no idea. The two worlds and the place in between were a mystery, a puzzle with pieces that refused to fit together.

      But here was the wizard, offering straight answers … if he were to be believed.

      “Think about the space where the water meets the air,” the wizard said. “The two different worlds. Right now, the fish are too deep into their own world for us to sense them. They are only creatures of myth and hearsay. But if we were to disturb their world …”

      Merrik noticed a smooth, gray stone the size of a walnut in the palm of Arzumel’s hand. He tossed the stone into the pond with a splash. In the depths, something glinted gold in the lantern light as it swam past, vanishing into the darkness again.

      “A glimpse only, but proof of existence,” Arzumel said. “The fish came just a little closer to our world even if only for an instant, just enough for us to see, to know it lives. What if we brought it even closer to our world?”

      The wizard reached into the pocket of his garish robe and brough out a slice of white bread with thick brown crust. He pinched off a piece at a time and sprinkled the crumbs onto the surface of the water. The fish reappeared, nipping at the crumbs. Merrik could see the fish clearly now, large scales the color of bright gold. The water roiled and a dozen – no, scores of the golden fish appeared, all vying for the crumbs. They were of varied sizes, but each the same golden species. The pond must have been deep. Merrik hadn’t suspected so many were in there.

      When the crumbs were gone, the fish faded back into the pond’s depths.

      “So close to our world, the fish are easy to see,” the wizard said. “Something disturbs them in the depths or lures them to the surface, and there they are. Right at the very edge between worlds, some even entering our world when leaping to catch a fly.” A slight shrug. “This is an illustration, of course.”

      “Of course,” Merrik agreed.

      “But a useful illustration nonetheless,” the wizard continued. “We experience ghosts in a very similar way. Mostly they are entities unseen, too far into their own world for the living to perceive them.”

      “Unless disturbed or lured,” Merrik said.

      Arzumel grinned. “Precisely. Well … an oversimplification, but apt enough for our purposes. Most think of ghosts as lingering spirits who’ve been wronged in some way, so they are tethered to the place where they were killed or wronged, trying to enter our world or communicate with it. Your friend the First Baron is an example of this, murdered as he was in a cruel and untimely fashion by his own son. Other ghosts are summoned or lured to our world, and at in these times often become visible to the living.”

      Merrik nodded. The wizard made sense. That the ghosts were sometimes visible to others but often not had been puzzling Merrik who could see all of them all the time.

      “You and the other ghosts inside me,” Merrik said. “That’s why I can see ghosts. Why I can travel between worlds.”

      “Yes, obviously,” Arzumel confirmed. “You have been one foot in each world since you touched that scepter and activated the dormant spell I cast upon it.”

      “But why? To come back as ghosts?”

      “Yes. But I didn’t count on being so scattered,” Arzumel said. “I’ve been gathering myself ever since, and I’m finally almost complete.”

      “And then what?” Merrik asked. “To complete your mission, I suppose? To put the true king back on the throne of Greymond.”

      The wizard’s lips curled into a coy smile, expression bordering on sinister. “Quite the opposite, I assure you.”

      Merrik blinked. “Uh … what?”

      “Time runs short,” Arzumel said. “I’m sorry, but we must conclude this conversation another time.”

      “Wait! You’ve got to explain,” Merrik insisted. “You’re not trying to restore the throne? Why can’t you tell me? Why is time running out?”

      “Because you’re waking up,” Arzumel told him.

      Merrik’s eyes …

      … opened.

      Salt spray lashed his face, stung his eyes. He clung to a large, jagged rock, the sea lapping around him. The dark sky lightened to morning gray. Merrik remembered now, bobbing in the angry sea, the waves tossing him into a rock. He’d held on for dear life, keeping hold even as he’d succumbed to exhaustion.

      As the morning grew brighter, he saw the waves crash against a rocky beach several yards in front of him. He released his grip on the rock and paddled toward shore. A few seconds later, his feet touched bottom. He trudged, weaving between large rocks, until he hit land, letting himself collapse on the pebbly beach.

      He gave himself a few minutes and then a few minutes more. He made himself stand and have a look. Inland – palm trees and thick undergrowth. Merrik was powerfully thirsty. He would have liked to find a stream or pool of clear water, but he didn’t have the strength to push through the thick foliage.

      Merrik followed the coast north. Was he on an island? He couldn’t quite bring himself to believe he’d been swept all the way back to the mainland. He wasn’t that lucky.

      He rounded a narrow spit of land, and there it was.

      Merrik wasn’t sure what he was seeing at first, squinting his eyes and trudging closer. No, there could be no mistake. It was a ship.

      The Banshee of Norrica nested in a group of jagged rocks, like a child’s toy caught in the teeth of some enormous beast, big, jagged holes rent in her hull.
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      “Never in my life have I seen such a sorry lot of limp-dick, saggy-titted, slack-jawed, thick heads as this.”

      Rugger stood in front of the twenty-one men and three women, pinning them with his best look of disgust. The new recruits stood at attention in two lines, all wearing what had come to be known as the Peasant Brigade uniform – brown breeches and a deep green tunic with a burgundy armband, the same burgundy on the flags and banners and tabards of King Lee’s two-headed dragon.

      He was making this speech for the tenth time and had added the “saggy-titted” part after the third group through training had included a handful of women. Women of the sword was starting to be a more common thing. Rugger supposed it had all started several decades ago when nobles without sons got tired of being told their female heirs were somehow lesser than the male heirs in the next barony over. Some had complained. Others had shrugged.

      What’s it matter? Rugger thought. You’re just as dead if a woman runs you through with a sword as if a man done it.

      Not that every woman was suited to combat just as not every man was. They had to run fast enough, lift a certain number of pounds, etc. This wasn’t the old peasant militia where peasants were just shoved into battle with pitchforks and hand scythes for weapons – basically arrow fodder. No, these people were trained and properly armed as much as was possible. Captured enemy weapons and armor had been allocated to the Peasant Brigade.

      Women not quite right for combat were still put to use. Support units, Commander Derelith called them, and an army couldn’t function without support units – people to cook and clean and tend animals and administer to the wounded and run messages and repair armor and fletch arrows and organize schedules and … well, a hundred different things that needed doing to keep an army operational.

      Men also fell into this category, performing such tasks, but generally speaking, the men who showed up were of fighting age and hale enough. Peasant or not, nobody expected a mother of toddlers or infants to leave them and take up the sword.

      There had been an elderly tinsmith who’d shown up, demanding a sword. He’d wanted to fight. He was seventy, stooped, and nearsighted. One of the important things about the new Peasant Brigade was that nobody was sent into battle without at least a fighting chance to survive the experience. These people are not fodder, Derelith had said over and over again.

      Rugger approved.

      But the tinsmith hadn’t been turned away. He’d been put to work, and now rugger wore a tin badge pinned to a burgundy sash across his tunic, indicating his rank – more or less top sergeant. The badge depicted the silhouette of Greymond’s primary symbol, the two-headed dragon. As commander, Jeen Derelith’s badge was similar except the dragon sat on a pair of crossed swords.

      The under sergeants had to settle for a simple tin star pinned their burgundy sashes. In the days before the Peasant Brigade formed, Rugger and Jeen had met multiple times over tankards of ale to discuss how it would go and had agreed there would need to be more leadership at a low level. So they’d hand-picked a dozen men from the peasant militia who seemed the right sort and had trained them in the ways Jeen had learned from the Union military.

      Mostly, Jeen’s method had involved a lot of shouting, or, at least, that’s how it had seemed to Rugger at first. The idea was to break them down as individual people and put them back together again as a cohesive unit. Rugger balked at first. He rather liked being an individual.

      But he understood soon enough. An individual might break and run to save his or her life when a mounted company of spearmen came thundering toward him. A unit thought about the unit – the unit’s safety, the unit’s goals, the unit’s success.

      Soldiers, not fodder, Rugger reminded himself. They’d need to work together.

      The best way to get them to bond and work together as a team was to give them a common enemy.

      And at this point in their training, that common enemy was Rugger.

      He shouted at them to march left. Then he shouted at them to march right. Turn as one, step ad one, march as one. Rugger caught sight of their expressions. Oh yes, they’d definitely be bonding over tonight’s campfire about what an utter bastard Rugger was.

      An hour later, Rugger sent them on to a different kind of training, an old campaigner too long in the tooth for combat but still sharp enough to teach a raw recruit how to hold a sword. That’s how it worked. Rugger worked with two groups of recruits a day, one in the morning and one in the afternoon. Whichever group Rugger wasn’t shouting at attended weapons training.

      Sixty days. That’s what Commander Derelith said it took to turn a recruit into a proper soldier.

      They’d cut it in half.

      There was a war on after all. A city under siege and battles coming.

      Thirty days training, and some of them will get killed the first thirty seconds of battle. It can’t be helped, I guess. That’s war.

      Rugger’s expression shifted from expressions to feet. Boots had been a problem, and most of the peasant militia trained in whatever footwear they’d arrived in. Rugger didn’t like the thought of his people going into action wearing flimsy canvas shoes.

      Commander Derelith’s problem. Not mine. She’s in charge of equipping the troops.

      Except it was Rugger’s problem. He was a partner in this. Jeen Derelith had presented Rugger with a clear mission statement: turn the peasant militia into a fighting force that actually stood a chance of surviving a battle.

      And that meant somebody else’s problem wasn’t a mindset Rugger could tolerate.

      He drilled the troops another hour, then sent them away for sword training.

      He glanced at the hillock just south of the drilling field. Derelith sat astride a large black gelding. Rugger had noticed her earlier watching him put the recruits through their paces. He began walking toward her, and she spurred her horse to meet him.

      Jeen Derelith’s blonde hair fluttered in the wind. She wore the same uniform as Rugger and the recruits but with some additions – a gleaming breast plate and matching bracers and shin guards. A broadsword hung from her waist. Derelith was pretty but with a hardness to her, a weapon honed during the bloody revolution which had taken place on the other side of the Arrowhead Mountains. The burgundy sash fit tightly across the breast place, her tin two-headed dragon over crossed swords glinting in the sun.

      Rugger squinted up at her. “Changed your mind about the horse, did you?”

      “Not at all,” Derelith said. “The Peasant Brigade isn’t a mounted force. When they go into battle, I’ll go in with them on foot. But right now, I’m rushing from one training group to another. It’s important the troops see their commander. Then every time there’s a supply problem, I have to chase down the right person to yell at. On top of that, I have to drop everything whenever his majesty calls a war council. I’ve never had anything to contribute, but as one of Lee’s commanders I’m obligated to attend and listen to everyone else blow hot air. So, yeah, I’m running around a lot. Thus, the horse. At least at the war councils, I get the most up-to-date war news.”

      “And what exactly is the up-to-date war news?” Rugger asked.

      “You’ve heard it.”

      “The hunchback is walled up with his army in High Harbor,” Rugger said. “And Lee’s army is sitting outside the walls, waiting to get in.”

      “Just like yesterday,” Derelith said.

      Rugger grinned. “And the day before that.”

      “Right.”

      Lee’s army had spent most of the summer putting High Harbor under siege. Lee controlled the coast roads leading to the city, but High Harbor was still being well supplied by sea. It was generally agreed that Lee’s forces were insufficient to launch an assault on the city but more than adequate to keep Rodwik and his army bottled up. The result was two bored armies glaring at each other just out of bow range.

      “So no job for the Peasant Brigade,” Rugger said.

      Derelith shrugged. “Not yet.”

      It had been the same old story all summer. The Bigs like Count Bettin and Baron Harkun knew Derelith’s Peasant Brigade was no longer the peasant militia of old. In the past, the tradition had been to use the militia as disposable troops, untrained infantry to be tossed into the fray without thought. Derelith had objected and had won her argument to let Lee train these troops and make a proper fighting force out of them. The problem was that no one in authority trusted these troops to handle any task of significance. They were peasants after all. Milk cows or tend the fields? Sure. But hold their own against trained fighting men in combat?

      “I guess there’s not much for us to do now anyway,” Rugger admitted. “Mostly sitting and waiting.”

      “Sitting and waiting was fine before,” Derelith said. “We weren’t ready anyway. Now we are, or, well, at least some of us are.”

      Rugger nodded, considering. Each group of recruits was at a different stage in their training. The under sergeants had been trained first and twice as hard as they’d intended to train the other recruits. Once Rugger and Derelith had been satisfied, they’d gone on to train the first wave. That wave was ready now, the first company of the Peasant Brigade, nighty-eight men and women and two under sergeants, fully trained and equipped except for …

      “Boots,” Rugger said. “We still need boots.”

      Derelith sighed. “I once suggested we get them the same way we get weapons and armor. By stripping the fallen enemy. My request was met with … resistance.”

      Rugger frowned. “In Dumo’s name why?”

      “It’s one thing to take a soldier’s sword or breastplate,” Derelith said. “Apparently, it’s another thing all together to put a man into his grave in bare feet. A matter of honor.”

      Rugger hated to admit it, but he didn’t like the idea of being laid to rest barefoot. It somehow seemed … uncivilized? He supposed it wasn’t rational. Bash a man’s skull in with a mace? Sure. Fortunes of war. Send him to the afterlife without shoes?

      Nope.

      Derelith must have seen the look on Rugger’s face. “For fuck’s sake, you agree.”

      “You know what a practical fellow I am,” Rugger said. “Still. Barefoot?”

      Derelith muttered a curse. “Fine. But you have to figure out some other way to get the boots then. I’m open to suggestions.”

      “I’ll think on it,” Rugger said. “In the meantime, we’ve got a company ready to go.”

      “And they need something to do besides drill,” Derelith said.

      Rugger’s face scrunched into a question. “Do they?”

      Yes, it was true there was a war on, but at the moment, it was a pretty quiet war. In recent months, there’d been a skirmish here and there, but for the most part, it had been a waiting game. Why look for a fight if there wasn’t one?

      “I get it,” Derelith said. “There’s wisdom in the don’t go looking for a smack in the teeth philosophy, but I have to think long term. If the Peasant Brigade can’t prove it’s worth a damn, there’s always the chance someone like Bettin will suggest they’d be more useful as a militia again, bodies to clog a hole in a line. I don’t intend to let that happen.”

      “Me neither,” Rugger told her. “But it’s war, remember. No matter how we train them, some will die. Maybe too many.”

      “A soldier dying in battle is one thing,” Derelith said. “Peasants being slaughtered without a chance is something completely different. We need to give them a job fit for soldiers.”

      “Something reasonable, I hope,” Rugger said. “If you’re looking to assault High Harbor, I can’t guarantee the results.”

      “I’m ambitious, not suicidal.”

      “Glad to hear it.”

      “I might have found us something,” Derelith said. “As you know, Rodwik controls the sea, but we control the roads. There’s a road north of High Harbor, one that branches off from the main coast road. A company of Lee’s regular troops guard it but are due to rotate back. I’ve put in for the Peasant Brigade to take it over. I think Bettin might agree to it. The road’s just barely important enough to need guarding, but not so important they won’t take a chance on the Peasant Brigade.”

      “Barely important enough,” Rugger repeated. “Sounds like us. Where’s this road go anyway?”
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      The reports were getting worse.

      Sarasin Martz sipped herbal tea and frowned. It had gone tepid. He set the cup on his desk and pushed it away, returning to the stack of reports.

      The food shortages in the far western territories were getting out of hand. A black market had sprung up, and many had been getting their food that way, but of course Martz had taken steps to squash the black market which just meant fewer ways people could get food. He supposed the problem stemmed from the fact that much of the food being produced was being taken for the growing army. Strong backs previously used to work the fields had gone for soldiers, and when word spread that soldiers were the only ones getting fed regularly, more farmers left their plows to take up the sword, exacerbating the problem further.

      Fortunately, the Truth Brigades were doing an excellent job of keeping the story contained to the west. Anyone caught spreading “lies” about the food shortages was severely punished. As far as most of the citizenry knew, the Union of Territories was strong and its people well cared for.

      Still, if there was a shortage of people to work the fields, perhaps the dungeons could be emptied, labor gangs formed. The term slave labor would of course need to be discouraged. Maybe something positive like Rehabilitation Crews.

      Well … they’d figure something catchy.

      Martz shoved the papers away and sat back in his chair. Tomorrow. It would all still be there tomorrow, and right now he needed rest.

      A knock at his study door.

      Of course. “Come in.”

      Martz’s spy master Evris Koy entered, and Councilwoman Harla Glenning followed.

      “Be warned,” Martz said. “I’m only in the mood for good news.”

      “Then our timing is perfect,” Glenning said. “Our scheme with Renn Tazar has born fruit … after a fashion.”

      Martz’s eye narrowed. “After a fashion?”

      “Tazar is dead,” Glenning reported. “Rodwik Greymond has sent word. In short, he’s interested in a continuation of Tazar’s plan… with some minor adjustments.”

      “Which one is he again?” Martz asked. “The hunchback or the boy?”

      “The hunchback.”

      “Ah.” Internal problems had plagued Martz relentlessly, so he’d been satisfied the past several weeks to let subordinates keep track of the situation on the other side of the Arrowheads. “What adjustments and how minor?”

      “That’s what he wants to discuss,” Glenning said. “I’m sure it’s something to do with how much power he’ll retain and how much the Union will interfere with his rule. He’s suggested a face-to-face summit.”

      “Face-to-face with me?” Martz said incredulously. “I have no time for a long journey right now.”

      “No, of course not,” Glenning said. “We’ll send an envoy with the appropriate negotiating authority. I nominate myself. It’s worth speaking to the man if it means we don’t have to assault High Harbor.”

      “And he’s willing to come here?”

      “We’re not so lucky,” Glenning said. “He’s proposed something clandestine, away from prying eyes.”

      “Where?”

      “There’s an out of the way road that comes near the Arrowhead foothills. As you know, we control the passes. The road goes from a town on the Silver River to the coast road.” Glenning unrolled a map and spread it across Martz’s desk. “The hunchback suggests a clearing just off the road, the ruins of an abandoned temple.”

      Martz leaned over the map and frowned. “It was my understanding that Lee’s people held the roads.” He still retained some information from the weekly briefings. Tidbits of intelligence came back to him the more they discussed it.

      “They do,” Glenning said. “The road is a point of reference only. But this point here” – Glenning tapped the map with a forefinger – “where the river comes closest to the road, that’s near the site of the ruined temple. Rodwik plans to come by sea, turning up the river at night aboard a small cog. It’s a calculated risk, but I’m given to believe he’s not short on daring. In any case, he won’t step foot on the road.”

      “And what about us?” Martz asked.

      “The ruins are on our side of the river,” Glenning said. “And the road continues up into the hills where we control the passes. Our spies tell us they guard the road but only to the river. If I go with a small contingent, traveling incognito, the risk is minimal. I have people who know the region. We’ll pose as traveling merchants or something.”

      “There hasn’t been trade between the two kingdoms in a year,” Martz reminded her.

      She shrugged. “We’ll figure some story.”

      Martz considered. Rodwik Greymond – or so he called himself – wanted to strike a bargain, and it wasn’t something he wanted done through low-level messengers. He insisted on treating with someone in authority, looking this person in the eye, taking his – or in this case her – measure. Councilwoman Glenning fit the bill. Anyway, it was right she should go. The hunchback was the result of what remained of her scheme. Her contact Renn Tazar was dead now, so she was obliged to deal with Rodwik directly.

      It was a risk sending her into enemy territory, but there was no war without risk. In any case, the way she described it, the risk was minimal.

      “Make the arrangements,” Martz said. “Meet this hunchback and strike your bargain.”

      Glenning lowered her head, a sign of respect if not quite a bow. “I shall keep you updated. In the meantime, I’ll take my leave. An old woman needs her sleep.”

      “Let me catch up to you later, Harla,” Evris Koy said. “I have other business with Councilman Martz.”

      A wry smile from Glenning. “Keep your secrets then. I’ll see both of you tomorrow.”

      After Glenning had gone, Koy turned to Martz and said, “Tonight.”

      “Tonight what?”

      Koy cleared his throat. “She’s finished the series of paintings for the duke.”

      “Oh!” Martz thought about it. Koy’s news struck him oddly. He hadn’t exactly expected       to be happy to hear it, but he thought he might at least feel some measure of satisfaction.

      His mixed emotions must have shown on his face because Koy asked, “Have you reconsidered? There’s still time to call it off.”

      Martz shook his head. “There’s nothing to reconsider. Lessons must be learned. And it must be known there is no hiding from Union justice. Not even if you run to the other side of the world.”

      “It shall be done.”

      Martz sighed. “I do wish I could have seen the paintings at least.”
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        * * *

      

      Hook Casper stood in a shadowy doorway and waited for her to come down from the garret.

      He’d made a habit of watching the place, and he had her comings and goings memorized. Most people are creatures of habit, and the artist was no different. Oh, yeah, she had her whims and spontaneous moments, but like most folk, she went to work and came home by the same route, favored certain places to eat or drink, and so on.

      Also, there was the fact she was up there with the other one – the gorgeous woman who always dressed posh.

      So when she eventually came down from the garret, Hook Casper knew one of two things would happen. If they walked back to the Emerald Palace, then Casper would need to be patient. The area around the palace was a bad place to try anything rough. Too many city guards. The artist would drop off the posh one, and then Casper could take the artist on the return trip.

      But if the ladies turned the other way, then it meant they were likely going for a late drink at the pub she liked with all the snooty art types. That meant they’d take the shortcut through the alley, and it would be easy to do them there.

      Obviously, he’d have to do them both. Can’t have no witnesses. That wouldn’t do at all.

      A few minutes later, they came down, heads together, laughing.

      Casper held his breath and waited.

      They turned toward the alley.

      Right. That’s settled then.

      He slowly walked after them, good hand going down to the folding blade in his pocket, reassuring himself it was still there. Taking two would be more complicated, but if he struck fast and without mercy, it should all go fine.

      A shame about the posh one. He could figure some good uses for a juicy bit like that, but figuring good uses for juicy bits wasn’t his job.

      Hook Casper’s job was to avoid stupid mistakes, keep his damn mouth shut, and do just exactly what the fuck he was told.
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        * * *

      

      Zarabelle Fenwigg, niece of the archbishop at the abbey in Five Rivers, walked arm in arm with the talk of Eastport’s flourishing art community, the deliciously boyish Sereen Bowmont. They turned down an alley, heading for their favorite drinking spot where a gaggle of other artists intended to toast Sereen deep into the night.

      She’d finished her series of oil paintings for the Emerald Palace’s grand foyer, and more requests had poured in from noble houses all up and down the east coast, trendy barons and countesses who wanted an authentic Sereen Bowmont hanging in their manor houses.

      “It won’t last. Fame never does.” But the wide, irrepressible grin across her face told another story.

      “Ride the pony until it bucks you, darling,” Zarabelle said. “Or at least a very handsome cavalry officer told me that once upon a time. I rather liked the sound of it.”

      The women laughed.

      Sereen drew the other woman closer to her. “Once we reach the pub, they will be talking about me for hours. It will likely get sickening. Let’s talk about you while we have the chance. Did you make any headway with the duke last night?”

      Zarabelle’s smile fell, and she made a little disgusted noise deep in her throat. “I may have underestimated him. He’s quite good at hiding that he’s not quite as stupid as he seems.”

      The Duke of Eastport ruled the east coast from his seat in the Emerald Palace. He technically did not have the authority to tell the other nobles what to do, but the weight of his influence spoke for itself. If the duke decided to support Lee for the throne or the hunchback instead, then the vast majority of the nobility would follow along like timid sheep.

      Zarabelle had recognized just in time that the duke’s oafishness was an act. The man might be more cunning than expected, but Zarabelle was no fool, not some dimwitted trollop to lure the duke into her bed and then turn right around and say, How about supporting King Lee, old sport? Doesn’t that sound like a good laugh? No, that would be a dead giveaway.

      So she’d been forced to play her hand slowly. But cat and mouse could only go on so long. There was a war to win, and the archbishop had sent Zarabelle east to accomplish specific tasks, not to indulge herself with intriguing, young artists.

      Not that Zarabelle planned to stop indulging herself.

      “The duke will come around,” Zarabelle stated with confidence. “In the end, he’ll do exactly as I want, and he’ll think it was his idea the whole time.”

      “You need an evil laugh.” Sereen grinned. “All such villainy is better when accompanied by an evil laugh.”

      “I am on the side of righteousness and good.” Zarabelle sniffed haughtily. “It’s only my methods that are sinister.”

      Sereen laughed. “Don’t take it wrong. I like a woman with a little edge. You wouldn’t be interesting if you were all sugar and batting eyelashes.”

      And yet there was something about Sereen that melted that hard edge inside of Zarabelle, turning it to something gooey and warm. Zarabelle was simultaneously appalled and delighted. It was a weakness, yes, a vulnerability.

      But she wouldn’t have given it up for all the gold in the treasure vaults of the Emerald Palace.

      “Walk faster,” Zarabelle urged. “I could use a brandy.”

      Sereen’s laughter was music in the night. “Don’t worry. If you’re with me, you’ll drink free all night.” Sereen glanced over her shoulder, back down the alley. “Oh, somebody’s behind –”

      Zarabelle was knocked out of the way just as she tried to turn to look. As flash of metal. A strangled cry. Sereen collapsed to the cobblestones.

      The attacker turned, knife it one hand, a hook for the other.

      Zarabelle’s eyes shot wide with recognition. The man with the hook!

      But she was already reacting, one hand reflexively dipping into the sash around her waist, coming out again with the stiletto. It was a finely made weapon, expensive. She thumbed the button, and the spring shot the short blade forward into a locking position.

      The man with the hook lunged just as Zarabelle stepped back out of range. His knife swipe missed her face by two inches, and his backhand swing cut that distance in half.

      Zarabelle struck.

      She slashed his arm and must have surprised him, for he yelped and dropped the knife.

      Zarabelle rushed him.

      He brought his hook around and buried it in her shoulder.

      She screamed, pain yes, but also anger and indignation. She would not die at the hands – hand? – of this squalid little peasant.

      She slashed the other arm, and he yelped again, jerking the hook free of her shoulder. That pain was worse than when he’d stuck her in the first place. Warm blood poured down her arm inside the sleeve of her dress. She ignored it.

      The man           backed      away. He       hadn’t expected his prey to bite back. He tripped over Sereen’s prone form and went down.

      Zarabelle leapt on him, growling like a mad animal.

      She jabbed him in the shoulder hard, a wound to match her own. He squealed, tried to push her off.

      Zarabelle trailed the stiletto down the man’s leg to the spot she wanted then stabbed and slashed. Blood fountained.

      He grunted, tried to scramble away, but she put her full weight on him. She’d only need to hold him a few moments before he began to feel it. That large vein in the leg. Zarabelle knew the exact spot, knew if she cut in that particular spot a man’s blood would gush and gush until he was drained in minutes.

      In the next moment the man went still. “I’m … cold.”

      “You’re bleeding to death,” she told him.

      “Help me.” He’d gone so pale.

      “I’ll help you, but you have to answer questions first.” She didn’t feel bad about the lie, not one bit. The man was dead already.

      “Help me.”

      “Who are you?” Zarabelle asked.

      He blinked, eyes trying to focus. “Hook … Hook Casper.”

      The blood puddle widened rapidly now. It was warm on Zarabelle’s knees where she knelt over Casper. “Why are you trying to kill me?”

      “Not … you. The other… other woman.” He was fading fast.

      Sereen? “Who sent you?”

      “The … Union … Union people.” Casper’s eyes rolled up, a long, last sigh leaking out of him. The man suddenly looked squashed and deflated.

      Zarabelle pushed him away, turning to Sereen, gathering the other woman in her arms. “Sereen! It’s okay. He’s dead.”

      She turned Sereen over and gasped. “Oh no.”

      A neat, red line spanned the width of Sereen’s throat, blood dripping down to her chest.

      Panic shot through Zarabelle. “No no no no no …”

      Sereen worked her mouth, trying to form words. She coughed, flecks of blood spraying over her lips.

      “Don’t talk. It’s okay. Don’t talk. I’ll get somebody.” Zarabelle turned her head      frantically, looking back up and down the alley. “Help! Somebody help!”

      She looked back down at Sereen. “Just hang on.”

      Sereen was pleading something with her eyes, so much fear.

      Then, in the very next moment, the eyes were empty. It as was if Zarabelle watched the life rise from the other woman and float away, leaving her holding an empty husk. Sereen’s face was blank, body motionless.

      Zarabelle tried to object, opened her mouth to say something, but her voice caught.

      She threw her head back and screamed into the night sky, the enormity of her sorrow and anger ripping from her throat. And then she was crying, great wracking sobs, fat teardrops rolling down her cheeks.

      How much time had passed? How long had Zarabelle been sitting in the alley, clutching Sereen to her breast? The front of Zarabelle’s dress was soaked with the other woman’s blood. How had this happened? The murderer – Hook Casper – said it was the Union of Territories that wanted Sereen dead.

      But why?

      Something hardened inside Zarabelle, and in that moment, she didn’t care why. The Union would be destroyed. Every last one of them. If history judged it an overreaction to the death of an artist who would surely be forgotten by time, then so be it. They would all die – that, or Zarabelle would die in the process.

      And that was fine too.

      Her thoughts turned back to the duke. The man would be made to come into the war on King Lee’s side. Surely, that was step one in her personal war against the Union of Territories.

      If the duke failed to cooperate, she’d see him dead.

      And then the duke’s heir would face the same choice.
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      “Merrik!”

      Merrik looked up as he approached the Banshee of Norrica and saw Jin running for him, her boots crunching the beach pebbles. She flung herself into his arms, nearly knocking him over. Jin looked up at him, eyes glistening, but an enormous grin brightening her expression.

      “I knew you were too lucky to die,” she said. “I told them.”

      “I was less optimistic.” Nina followed Jin more slowly, the twins behind her. “I assumed you’d drowned.”

      “Sorry to disappoint you,” Merrik said. “Is there any fresh water?”

      They fetched him a water skin. He filled his mouth and spit, rising out the salt, then drank deeply. “Did we lose anyone? Where’s Dobber?”

      “Tending the horses,” Jin said.

      Jin brought Merrik up to speed. The Banshee of Norrica had smashed onto the rocks, no longer seaworthy, but at least they’d been prevented from washing out to sea and sinking. Miraculously, they’d only lost two people, sailors who’d been swept overboard at the height of the storm. They were on a small uncharted island. A small spring provided water, but there wasn’t much in the way of food. A few of the sailors had rigged lines and were trying to catch fish.

      “The captain and his ten best sailors took the longboat,” Jin explained. “When they reach the mainland, they’ll send help for the rest of us.”

      “All the way back to the coast in a small, open boat?” It didn’t sound like a good bet to Merrik.

      “They have a sail, and the sailors are competent,” Nina said. “And the seas are calm. Last night’s storm was uncharacteristic for the season. To me, it seemed … unnatural.”

      Merrik thought about that. A sorceress had tried to murder him by summoning a gigantic sea creature. Why not try to drown him with a storm? Still, why wait five months to try killing him again? Probably the storm was just a storm. A freak occurrence but nothing sorcerous.

      Right?

      “I don’t like the idea of waiting around for rescue,” Merrik said. “Calm seas or not, there’s no guarantee Captain Delmar will make it back, and if this is an uncharted island, it might be years before anyone just happens along.”

      “We can build a raft and fashion a sail from the Jenni’s torn canvas,” Nina said. “All Verondak Islanders are expert sailors.”

      “Well, I’m not,” Merrik said. “And I don’t fancy braving the sea on some craft I helped build. Anyway, it all sounds a bit time consuming.”

      “If this island is indeed uncharted, then time might be one commodity we have in abundance,” Nina pointed out.

      “I didn’t set out to join the war just to be stuck here for the rest of my days,” Merrik said. “And if this place really is short on food, then that’s another reason not to overstay our welcome. Hunger pangs have been known to turn even the nicest people into cold killers. I’m sure the crew of the Banshee of Norrica are all fine people, but there will come a time when they don’t feel like sharing their fish – if they catch any. I don’t plan to wait around long enough for them to start wondering what roast marquis tastes like.”

      Jin wrinkled her nose. “Gross.”

      “There might be another option.” Dair shot her twin sister a sideways glance. “Another way to send for help.”

      “Can you do that from here?” Merrik knew exactly what Dair was suggesting. He was given to understand that twins often shared a special bond, but with Dair and Niralyn it was something more. Twins. Two girls. One dead, a ghost, the other still alive. The living twin kept the ghost tethered to the here-and-now, but when needed, the ghost could drift away into that other place.

      And she could take Merrik with her.

      “Time and space don’t quite matter,” Dair said. “You know that. I just need to find a ghost who’s receptive.”

      “A place with ships,” Jin reminded them. “Merrik could hire one to come get us.”

      “That’s a good thought,” Merrik said. “I’ve the gold for it at least.”

      “Harbor ghost,” Dair said. “Got it.”

      “Somewhere out of sight.” Niralyn pointed to a line of palm trees. “Over there. Back in the foliage a ways.”

      “Right.” Dair nodded. “Let’s go.”

      “I’ll make sure they’re not disturbed.” Nina followed the two sisters.

      Merrik watched Nina and the twins vanish into the undergrowth then sighed and turned to Jin. “Okay then. I want to talk to whatever sailor was left in charge.”

      Merrik found the third mate, a haggard, weary twig of a man name Tibb who’d organized the remaining crew into three groups – fishing, foraging, and salvaging anything useful from the Banshee of Norrica.

      “I’m sure the captain will hurry back to fetch us,” Tibb replied to Merrik’s request to hear something hopeful.

      But some of the sailors were using scavenged wood from the Banshee to build lean-tos along the treeline. Sturdy structures hinting at a long stay. Merrik didn’t like it. The sailors were too accepting of being stranded for a prolonged period. Perhaps they were simply being practical.

      Yeah, well, they don’t have mysterious traveling ghost powers like some of us.

      Merrik had no intention of sitting around and waiting, not when he could be proactive about his own rescue.

      Merrik found his spare clothing spread out over several rocks in the sun, drying out. Apparently one of the swabs – thinking Merrik dead – had salvaged the fine clothing and the rest of Merrik’s possessions for himself. The sailor reluctantly admitted that Merrik seemed to be alive after all and returned Merrik’s garments and spare boots. Merrik spent the next hour retrieving other possessions “salvaged” by other sailors.

      He was relieved to find that Dobber had thought to take his sacks of silver when abandoning ship.

      “Thought I’d best not leave it just lying around,” Dobber said.

      “And much obliged, I am,” Merrik told him. “I suspect some of these sailors have light fingers.”

      “I had a passing thought of keeping it myself.” Dobber chuckled. “Don’t get me wrong, milord. I’m glad you didn’t drown.”

      Merrik had several gold coins sewn to the inside of his belt. They were worth a fortune, but for ready spending, there was no beating silver. He’d likely need both if he was expected to hire a ship and crew.

      “I’d buy you a drink, Dobber,” Merrik said. “Sadly, there doesn’t seem to be a pub around here.”

      “Merrik.” Jin pointed. “They’re coming.”

      The twins emerged from the treeline, Nina following. Merrik waited and watched them come.

      Dair looked fatigued. Merrik didn’t know ghosts could get tired.

      “It took a while,” Dair said. “A lot longer than I thought. I’m so tired.”

      An impish grin from the other twin. “Dead tired?”

      Dair rolled her eyes.

      “But you found a ghost?” Merrik asked. “A place with ships?”

      Dair nodded. “In the Salt Sewers of High Harbor.”

      “Hight Harbor?” Merrik repeated incredulously. “You mean the city currently being held by a man who claims to be king and is currently under siege by another man who claims to be king? That High Harbor?”

      “It’s a harbor, isn’t it? There will be ships.” Dair flopped into the sand and curled into a ball, head resting on a forearm. “I can take you tomorrow. I need to sleep now. I feel drained.”

      “How long were you in there?” From first-hand experience, Merrik knew that an hour in the outside world could mean anything in that other place. Ten minutes. A month. It didn’t matter.

      “Several days, I think.” Her eyes were closed, voice weak. “There’s something going on with the ghosts in there. I’m not sure what. They seemed … skittish. Not as willing to talk as usual. I don’t know. Leave me alone. I need sleep.”

      “Why was the ghost in High Harbor willing to talk when the others weren’t?” Merrik asked.

      A shrug. “He was … different.”

      “Different how?”

      A pause. “I think he was mad.”

      Merrik groaned. Great. Do I really want to put my life in the hands of a mad ghost?

      “Let her rest,” Jin said. “I’ll see if the sailors caught any fish. I’m starving.”

      “And I’ll build a fire,” Nina said. “It will be night soon.”

      Two hours later, they sat around a crackling fire, the surf slapping the shore beyond the circle of light, hypnotic and pleasantly repetitive. Dobber cooked two mackerel the sailors had deigned to share. Dair snored lightly, Niralyn sitting close enough to her to touch. Nina patrolled somewhere out in the darkness, and Merrik wondered if she’d sleep at all.

      Jin watched him from across the fire. “Are you worried?”

      “About what?”

      “Pick something.”

      Merrik laughed. “Let’s list all of the contenders, shall we? First, every time I crossover, there’s a chance I’m snatched away by some other force.”

      Jin held up a finger. “That’s one.”

      “We are currently stranded on an island with a limited amount of food.”

      Jin held up another finger. “Two.”

      “We’re on this island with sailors who are probably one meal away from becoming pirates.”

      “Perilously similar to your last point, but I’ll give it to you.” She held up a third finger.

      Merrik said, “Our hope of finding a ship currently rests on your sister transporting me to a city currently held by the enemy.”

      Another finger. “Four.”

      “There’s no wine to go with the fish Dobber’s cooking.”

      Jin shook her head. “I’m not giving you that one.”

      “I’d forgotten that people were trying to actively murder me,” Merrik said. “Recent events have been a stark reminder.”

      Jin stuck out her thumb. “Five. But I don’t know what you mean. It’s been months since the leviathan attacked Munsk. Maybe they’ve forgotten about you.”

      “The storm,” Merrik said.

      Jin frowned.

      “Nina said it didn’t seem natural.”

      Dobber looked up from the fish. “I thought she just meant it was the wrong time of year.”

      “Maybe it’s as simple as that,” Merrik said. “But I don’t know for sure, so it goes on the worry list.”

      “Here’s another worry you can add to the list,” came a voice from the darkness.

      They all turned their heads, startled.

      Nina emerged from the darkness into the ring of firelight. “I just spent some time lurking at the edges of the sailor camp. I can move silently when I wish. I listened for a while and heard their plans. They mean to murder us in the morning.”
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      They ate the mackerel before fleeing.

      Dobber pointed out they couldn’t be sure where their next meal would be coming from, and everyone agreed. Dair was difficult to rouse. She was still exhausted from her ghostly journeying. They let the fire burn down to glowing coals, then fled away from the direction of the sailor’s camp, crouching low to lessen their silhouettes, straightening again once beyond the treeline, Nina leading them, then Merrik, Jin, the twins, and Dobber bringing up the rear. Palm fronds leapt from the darkness to slap Merrik in the face, vines going for his ankles, rocks of all sizes making the going treacherous, especially at their hurried pace.

      “Where are we going?” Merrik asked in a stage whisper.

      “I scouted the island when we first arrived,” Nina said. “I know a place. First, we need water.”

      Twenty minutes later, they arrived at a small pool, water bubbling up from it and running away among the rocks in three small streams.

      Nina tossed an empty skin at each of them. “I grabbed this before leaving the sailor camp. Fill them quickly. If there’s clean drinking water anywhere else on the island, I don’t know where it is.”

      They filled the skins and were on their way in a hurry but at a slower pace. This far inland, they no longer benefited from the constant breeze coming off the water. The jungle was humid and cloying, and in no time, Merrik’s shirt was sticking to him.

      They hiked in the darkness, stumbling often.

      “Are they after us, you think?” Merrik didn’t bother to whisper.

      “I can’t say for sure, but I doubt it,” Nina replied. “They’d broken into the starshine you’d brought aboard. They’ll sleep late, I think. The      more they drank, the more dire their plans for us. Death for you and Dobber obviously. Worse for me and the other women.”

      Merrik muttered a curse. “My own bloody starshine.”

      “That’s your concern?”

      “No, of course not,” Merrik said. “Still … insult to injury.”

      The sun rose, rays of sunlight filtering through the jungle canopy. Merrik noticed the ground began to slope upward, gently at first, but then more steeply.

      “We’re all tired,” Merrik said. “Any chance we can escape downhill?”

      “The place we’re going is there.” Nina pointed to an opening in the foliage overhead.

      A rocky hill rose up above them, vines and other sparse greenery creeping up the sides.

      Merrik blew out a sigh. “You want us to climb that?”

      “Think of it this way,” Nina said. “Anyone pursuing us will be equally reluctant.”

      They climbed.

      The hill flattened at the top, and they all collapsed on the stone shelf, panting heavily, even Nina going to one knee and sucking for air.

      Dobber lay flat on his back. “I’m too old for this.”

      “Everyone take water,” Nina said. “But not too much. We must make it last.”

      The sun rose, and the day grew hot. They huddled in the shade of a rocky overhang.

      Merrik walked to the edge and looked. The top of the hill offered a good view. He spun a full, slow circle. The place was definitely an island, the sea stretching to every horizon. From this vantage, he could see the Banshee of Norrica nestled in the rocks, but he couldn’t see the sailor camp. Merrik wondered if they noticed he and the others had gone, and what they’d do about it if they did.

      “We can’t stay up here forever,” Merrik said.

      Nina shook her head. “What then?”

      Merrik shrugged. “That’s what we need to decide. This place is good for now. The sailors are not likely to happen upon us by chance. If they guess this is where we’re hiding, then they have to climb up after us which will put them at a severe disadvantage. We can knock them off easily as they come up. This place is defendable even with just the few of us. That’s for now. But we’ll need food. Our water will run out.”

      Dair propped herself up on one elbow and rubbed her eyes. “Our plan is still the best one. I’ll take Merrik to get a ship.”

      Niralyn touched her sister’s arm. “You’re still not rested.”

      Dair stood. “No. And the trek through the jungle didn’t help. But there isn’t time.”

      “Even if you get a boat quickly, it will take time to get back here from High Harbor,” Jin pointed out. “We’ll still need to figure out food, and how to stay hidden. Merrik might come back and find nothing but corpses.”

      “Very cheerful, Jin. It doesn’t matter. There’s no other plan.” Dair held out her hand to Merrik. “Come on then. Let’s make a start.”

      “There’s … no privacy.” Merrik cast a sideways glance at Nina.

      “She knows,” Jin said. “There wasn’t a lot to do while you were sulking for five months except talk. We all told each other everything about ourselves.”

      “Well, nobody told me!” Dobber said, looking confused.

      “Oh, yes.” Jin turned to the old man. “I’d forgotten.”

      “Explain after we’ve gone.” Dair went to Merrik and took his hand. “Ready?”

      Merrik winced. “No.”

      “Too bad.”

      And they vanished.
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        * * *

      

      Merrik was proud of himself for not screaming this time.

      They fell toward the sea, but it was a different sea. A different world. The setting sun played on the rippling water, glinted off a clean, white sail. The open boat was small and empty, and Merrik recognized it from his previous travels with Dair.

      As they came in low, a warm gust from below halted their plummet, bringing them down gently, depositing Dair at the stern and Merrik into the bench along the gunwale. Dair took the tiller and steered the small craft.

      “Why a boat?” Merrik asked. “I mean, it’s a bit too apt considering our predicament, don’t you think? Boats and islands.”

      “It’s just how I interpret things in here,” Dair explained. “It’s the way it makes the most sense to me. I just hope we aren’t grabbed by your wizard friend again. His will was too powerful to resist.”

      “I don’t think that will be a problem.”

      “Oh?”

      Merrik explained his recent encounter with Arzumel.

      Dair digested the story. “We may have acted hastily when we rescued you from him. At least, we thought we were rescuing you.”

      “Trust me,” Merrik said. “I was grateful at the time. How long will it take to get where we’re going?”

      “High Harbor?” She scrunched up her face, thinking. “If we were literally sailing there, too long. In here?” A shrug. “I’ll have a better sense of it after we travel awhile.”

      They sailed, the breeze pleasant. The sun sank below the horizon, but it didn’t get dark, not completely. The stars overhead blazed more brilliantly than they ever had in the world of the living. The moon rose, full and bright and impossibly close.

      The wind shifted.

      Dair looked up at the sail. “Huh.”

      “What is it?” Merrik asked.

      “Someone is doing … something.”

      Merrik turned his head, searching the sea. Damn it, Arzumel, not again. Show yourself. “Is he taking over?”

      Dair considered. “Nobody’s taking over. It’s more like … a request.”

      “For what?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Where?”

      Dair pointed at the moon. “That direction.”

      Merrik thought about it. “Is it dangerous?”

      Another long pause, and then Dair said. “I don’t think so. I mean, I don’t know what it is, but I don’t get a sense of danger.”

      Merrik looked at the moon, feeling himself go light. He went to the boat’s prow and stood watching. “Go ahead. In the direction of the moon.”

      Dair tugged on the tiller, and the boat altered course slightly.

      The moon grew, filling Merrik’s vision until it wasn’t the moon anymore but only light, formless, even and without shadow. A noise grew from a distance a low muttering that took shape as –

      “– Niles, are you there? I am reaching out to you with my mind across a      great distance which cannot be measured in miles.”

      The voice echoed as if in a room of iron walls instead of the wide spaces of the open sea. Merrik had the sudden sense of being in a small area, not a cage, but as if something very specific was happening.

      “Marquis Niles, I repeat. I am reaching out to you.” A woman’s voice. “A spellcaster of your power surely recognizes Calista’s Distant Parley. I cannot harm you through this spell. It is for communication only.”

      Merrik recognized the voice. “Raysal Dahl.”

      “Niles! Good. I was about to give up. We need to talk.”

      She faded into view, her face filling his vision, replacing the white nothingness which had just been there. She looked like the best possible version of herself, eyes glowing brightly, skin clear, beautiful by any measurement. Merrik had fallen for her charms in Bumwich, almost costing him his life by way of magical green fire. Later, she’d summoned creatures to murder him. That he’d survived such sorcerous attacks was nothing short of a miracle.

      Strangely, he wasn’t afraid. Was it because she was telling the truth that she couldn’t harm him through the communication spell? He believed her and wondered if that was Arzumel’s doing, the wizard confirming Raysal’s claim. No, Merrik didn’t think so. It was his own instinct telling him he was safe.

      He wasn’t sure if he felt good about that or not.

      “I’d appreciate it if you’d stop trying to murder me.” Merrik tried to sound nonchalant and was surprised how well he pulled it off.

      “Actually, that’s just what I was hoping to talk to you about. I propose a truce,” Raysal said. “Then, should we find it to our mutual convenience, perhaps an alliance.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      There was no real need to go about camp in full armor – breast plate, shin guards, bracers, chain mail sleeves and skirt – but Duchess Kitimar Denning had come to feel naked without it. It wasn’t as if a battle would suddenly erupt without warning. Maybe it was that the armor and her weapons gave her a bit of authority, a visual reminder she was nobody to be trifled with. She strapped on her longsword.

      The helm? No, that, at least, she’d leave behind. It was so damn hot. Wearing the helm for even twenty minutes would make her hair a sweaty, matted mess, and while she didn’t generally consider herself a vain person, she did rather like her long blonde hair.

      On her way out of the tent, she almost ran straight into Jeen Derelith coming inside.

      “Oh!” Kitimar instantly despised the frightened noise coming out of her. She wasn’t some schoolgirl or a delicate bird easily      startled to flight. Still, her surprise was understandable. Even though she shared a tent with Derelith, the two women almost never saw each other with their hectic schedules, mostly Jeen training her new Peasant Brigade.

      “Sorry,” Jeen said. “But I was hoping to catch you.”

      “Not a chance meeting then,” Kitimar said. “Your      timing is lousy. The king’s called me to the big war tent.”

      “Lucky you.” Jeen had recently become master of sardonicism. “But just let me put an idea in your head, and we can chew it over more later.”

      “I’ve got a minute. Talk.”

      “I need another officer,” Derelith said.

      “I’m flattered,” Kitimar said. “But I might be busy. If the king has sent for me, he might have some errand.”

      “No, not you,” Derelith said.

      Kitimar frowned. “Feeling a lot less flattered now.”

      Derelith laughed. “Like you said. You’re probably busy. On top of that, you’re a duchess. You outrank me by a mile. And you’re famous. I don’t need people looking to you for confirmation every time I give an order.”

      “You underestimate the respect your troops have for you,” Kitimar said. “But I get it. So what do you need?”

      “Recommendations. You know these nobles better than I do. I need leadership. Not snotty entitlement.”

      “They can’t help it,” Kitimar said. “They were raised on snotty entitlement. Let me see if I can think of anyone.”

      “Thanks. Kit?”

      “Yes?”

      “How’s it going?” Derelith asked.

      Kitimar understood what she was asking. “Do I still think I’m doing the right thing?”

      A pause and then Derelith nodded.

      Kitimar was one of the few who knew. King Lee was a fraud. But Kitimar Denning wasn’t sure that mattered. A benevolent fraud was better than an honest tyrant … right? The high priestess of the Star Goddess seemed to think so.

      But I haven’t talked to the High Priestess in months. Something might have changed. Or she could be wrong. She’s high priestess but still human. She’s not infallible, is she?

      “I guess we can never know for sure.” A weak smile from Kitimar. “That’s why it’s call faith. And you? You seem comfortable in your new role.”

      Derelith shrugged. “It’s keeping me busy. That’s better than watching everything happen and not be able to do anything about it. Kit, we’re friends, but you know we’re different, right? I’m not here to serve a higher power, and Lee’s not my king. I think he’s a good person, or I’d have been long gone, but if he tells me to do something that hurts people needlessly … well, I came from a place where blind obedience didn’t quite work out. Never again.”

      Kitimar took Derelith’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “We are friends. I’ve got to go.”

      “I know.”

      Kitimar turned abruptly and left the tent. She crossed the camp at a brisk walk, heading for the War Pavilion. The eyes of the troops followed her.

      The Golden Duchess. The hero of Whiteout Pass.

      Golden Duchess because of her hair. A bit much, but maybe not wearing her helm invited the attention. Maybe she was just a little bit vain after all.

      As she approached the War Pavilion, the site of a warrior in plate armor caught her eye. Shorter than most of the fighting men, but back straight, a formidable air.

      “Emma!”

      The woman’s head turned, her face brightening upon seeing Kitimar. “Duchess Denning!”

      The two women met and clasped arms.

      Emma Aronvale was a short, slight woman, made to seem bulkier by her armor, breast plate and heavy shoulder plates, chainmail down her arms to thick leather bracers with iron studs. A chainmail skirt to the knees and then heavy greaves. She wasn’t wearing her helm at the moment either. She was in her early twenties, fine features with black, wavy hair but shaved close to her skull on the sides. A white smile against dusky skin and dark mysterious eyes. Her      lips were a red so dark as to almost be purple. An ugly scar ran from the bottom of her right earlobe, down the side of her neck past the collar of her armor.

      “I’ve told you to call me Kit,” Kitimar reminded the woman.

      A smile full of straight white teeth. “Sorry. Kit.”

      “Have you been called to the War Pavilion too?” Kitimar asked.

      Emma glanced back at the large tent. “No. I was hoping the king had … I mean, that somebody had something for me to do. This siege is … well, it’s a lot of waiting, and that makes me anxious. I don’t know why. Maybe I’m superstitious. Like the longer we wait, the worse the fighting will be when it actually begins.”

      “Do you know my friend Jeen?”

      “Commander Derelith? Of course.”

      “Go find her,” Kitimar said. “No guarantees, but she might have something for you to do. Tell her I sent you.”

      Interest glinted in Emma’s eyes.  “Yes! Thank you. Anything’s better than just standing around.” A quick bow, and the woman was off.

      That’s a good match, I think. Kitimar hadn’t expected a solution to Jeen’s problem to present itself so quickly, but      the choice was a good one. She turned back toward the War Pavilion feeling just a bit proud of herself.

      “Duchess Denning!”

      Kitimar halted abruptly, looking around to see who’d called her name. I’m going to be late if I keep stopping for conversation.

      “Over here!”

      It took a moment for Kitimar to spot the women under the low branches of a dogwood tree. Shade was scarce in the space around High Harbor’s wall, and a chaise lounge had been placed under the dogwood branches. The woman sprawled on the lounge wore the lightest, skimpiest sundress modesty would allow, and her shoes had been kicked off. A servant brought her a mug of water on a tray, and the reclined woman grabbed in and gulped it down.

      Kitimar approached the lounge and bowed. “Your highness.”

      “Oh, knock off the highness crap,” Mira said. “And no more bowing. This close to the War Pavilion all I see is people bowing to each other all day long.”

      A wry smile quirked to Kitimar’s lips. “You are the queen.”

      “I’m a sweaty, bloated whale.” Mira wiped a layer of perspiration from her forehead. Her hands went to her tight belly and rested there. “Why does it have to be so fuuuucking hot? None of my shoes fit anymore. And I’m only going to get bigger. Dumo help me.”

      Kitimar shrugged in a noncommittal way she hoped seemed sympathetic. She knew nothing of being pregnant and had no plans to find out anytime soon … if ever.

      “At least I’m not sick every morning anymore,” Mira said. “A solid month of vomiting.”

      Oh, yeah. Definitely not in a hurry for that. “Boy or girl, do you think?”

      Mira rubbed her belly. “I don’t know. Somehow, I thought I would, but I don’t. Lee says either a boy or a girl would be equally fine, but I think he’s secretly hoping for a boy. I know Father Effingham is hoping for a boy.”

      “Future kings are preferable to future queens?”

      “Some people seem to think so,” Mira said. “A man is less likely to be challenged for the throne. That’s the thinking anyway.”

      “If she turns out anything like you then she won’t be anyone to trifle with,” Kitimar assured the pregnant woman.

      “Maybe you’ll do me a favor and teach her the sword,” Mira said. “One of my regrets growing up is that Father never let me play with sharp things.”

      “I’d be happy to.”

      “Kit, has anyone heard from Merrik at all. I’m just curious.”

      “Not directly, no,” Kitimar said. “The money is still coming in from his starshine enterprise, but if there’s been any communication from him personally, I haven’t heard. He’s probably got his feet up somewhere, sipping expensive wine and congratulating himself on avoiding the rest of the war.”

      “Oh.” Something crossed Mira’s face. Disappointment? It was replaced with a quick smile. “Yes, that sounds like our lazy Merrik. I’m sure you’re right. Loafing on the beach. I thought you might have heard more since your sister is with him.”

      “Her letters were full of him at first,” Kitimar said. “Frankly, it concerned me. But it’s been all business the last few months. I think Jin has a good head for managing things.”

      “Good. We need people like that.” Mira sighed and wiped more sweat from her brow. “Well, don’t let me keep you. I’m sure my husband’s thought up something to keep you busy.”
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        * * *

      

      Father Effingham stood at a respectful distance, watching King Lee and his chief advisors bend over the table to squint at the maps. To Effingham, Lee’s plate armor seemed to weigh more heavily on him. The beginnings of worry lines in his youthful face. Occasionally, the priest would see a dark expression cloud Lee’s features as if troublesome thoughts worked behind his worried eyes.

      Or perhaps it was only Effingham’s imagination. They were all tired and overworked.

      The large tent – the War Pavilion as it had come to be known around Lee’s camp – had been erected well out of bow and catapult range but still commanded a good view of the northern wall and main gates. Sometimes Lee and his advisors looked at a map of the region. After a few minutes they’d set it aside and look at the map of High Harbor and environs, discussing various fortifications, or the trenches they’d dug, or the line of sharpened stakes meant to deter a sortie, or where sappers might make some headway or …

      Well, Effingham wasn’t a military man. To him, it all seemed repetitive and a bit pointless. The hunchback was on one side of the wall       and Lee and his army were on the other. It was as simple as that.

      Although that didn’t stop Lee’s officers from nibbling around the edges, trying to find some minor advantage or toehold. They were constantly moving around groups of soldiers here and there, marching them back and forth, setting up camp one place only to strike it the next day and set it up elsewhere. None of these maneuvers had even the slightest effect on the outcome of the war as far as the priest could tell.

      Count Tazio Bettin entered the pavilion, and those around the table lifted their heads from      the maps.

      “What news, Tazio?” Baron Harkun asked.

      The count paused at a sideboard to grab a pitcher and fill a goblet with light, fruity wine. “I’ve just received      the report from the officer who investigated an alleged blind spot at      the east wall     .”

      “And was it a blind spot?” Lee’s interest seemed perfunctory.

      “It was not.” Bettin sipped wine and smacked his lips. “A fast runner was sent to test it. Those on the wall unleashed with a volley of crossbow bolts.”

      Lee frowned. “To      what end?”

      “They missed.”

      “Well, that’s my excitement for the day,” Baron Lonnie Mykle said dryly.

      “Sooner or later the blood will flow, Lonnie,” Lee said. “And then we’ll long for the boredom again. But I share everyone’s impatience. Every day the army sits here, needing to be fed, the money draining from our coffers faster than we can fill them. If only …”

      Effingham knew the rest of that sentence without it having to be said aloud. They all did. If only the east would come into the war. The Emerald Palace’s navy could blockade High Harbor, starve them out. Then it would be a proper siege.

      That damned duke in Eastport. When would the fat bastard fish or cut bait? Effingham often wondered if he should go east himself to work his mischief. He was no slouch when it came to manipulations and maneuverings. Yes, there was something of a rift in Dumo’s church between the east and the west, but Effingham still had good contacts along the eastern coast. If he could whisper the right words into the right ears …

      No. That job was for others. Effingham’s place was near Lee. The boy had come so very far so very fast, but he still needed guidance. A kingdom depended on it.

      Duchess Kitimar Denning entered the pavilion and offered Lee a short bow. “You sent for me, your majesty?”

      “Kitimar, good, you’re here.” Lee waved her over to the table. “We have a job for you. You come and look at this too, Tazio. I’m sure your input would be valuable.”

      Effingham inched forward with curiosity. This was different. A break in the tedious military routine.

      Lee shuffled through the maps until he found one that emphasized the southern coast, specifically an area stretching from High Harbor to the westernmost border of Greymond where the runoff from the Arrowheads ran through the foothills into the Great Western Delta.

      The king tapped a point on the map nearly all the way to the delta. “There’s a watch tower here on the coast. Rodwik’s people hold it. I want you to take it, Duchess Denning.”

      Kitimar raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “Mykle, your scouts brought back some helpful information, yes?” Lee said.

      “Some specifics, your majesty,” Mykle confirmed. “The locals call the tower Roc’s Roost, a bit of trivia which probably won’t come in handy. It’s situated on some rocks near the shore, giving it a bit more elevation, so they can see anyone coming from any direction.”

      “So much for a sneak attack,” Kitimar said.

      Mykle cleared his throat and looked apologetic. “Well, yes, that’s true, I’m afraid. There’s a seawall built into the natural rock. The other three walls consist of inconsistently sized stone, not especially well constructed or maintained according to the scouts. The tower is built into the wall itself where the northern wall and the western wall meet at the corner. It’s thirty feet tall and older than the wall but more expertly constructed. There is a gate in the eastern side of rough timber. There’s a sallyport on the outside of the tower, but it’s recessed, the door is iron, and angled up against the western wall.  You couldn’t go at it with any force. We think twenty to twenty-five troops inside.”

      “How old is the scouting report?” Kitimar asked.

      “Nine days.”

      “They might have been reinforced in that time,” Kitimar pointed out.

      Mykle glanced at Bettin. “Tazio?”

      Bettin hastily swallowed a mouthful of wine. “Uh, yes, well, I rather doubt it. We control most of the coast road after all.”

      “By sea,” Kitimar said.

      “Our spotters keep a careful watch on which ships come and go. We’d know,” Bettin assured her. “We have eyes all along the southern coast.”

      “By night?”

      Tazio made a noise in his throat which may or may not have been impatience. “I suppose, a vessel running silent, all its lanterns doused – yes, it’s possible. But I really don’t think so.”

      “Our intelligence is likely not perfect,” Mykle said. “But I think it’s as good as it’s going to get.”

      

      A noncommittal shrug from Kitimar. “Then I shall remain optimistic.”

      “I can give you a full company,” Lee said. “If I pull more troops than that from their positions, it might be noticed. Does anyone have any questions?” Lee looked around the table.

      Effingham cleared his throat.

      Lee looked back at the priest. “Father?”

      “My pardon. I hope this is not a silly question. I’m no strategist,” Effingham said. “But what do we want it for? The tower, I mean.”

      “It does seem far removed from our current situation, doesn’t it?” admitted Lee. “The fact is that once we’ve dealt with Rodwik and united – hopefully – Greymond, we’ll eventually have to turn our attention to the Union of Territories, but the Union might not be courteous enough to wait until we’re ready to deal with them. We’ve heard things. Just as we’re waiting and hoping for the east to come in on our side, so too is Rodwik hoping for the Union’s help. If there’s a fleet of ships coming from the west, I want as much warning as possible. I want our people and our eyes in Roc’s Roost.”

      Effingham nodded. “Prudent.”

      “Glad you approve.” Lee turned back to Kitimar. “Take what you need. Extra weapons, provisions, whatever. Use my name.”

      Kitimar bowed. “It shall be done, majesty.”

      She left the pavilion.

      A brief moment of silence, and then Bettin asked, “You think she’s up for it?”

      Lee sighed. “You don’t?”

      “She’s a formidable young lady,” Bettin said.

      “But?”

      Effingham watched Bettin’s face carefully. By and large a good man, in the priest’s estimation. He probably felt it necessary to speak his mind but didn’t want to give offense.

      “But I wonder if she has the safety of her troops too much in mind.” Bettin said. “A laudable sentiment in general, but often much must be sacrificed in war. How many lives is she willing to spend to take the tower? She’s best friends with Commander Derelith, yes? Don’t misunderstand. I’m glad they’re on our side. But in certain respects, they strike me as … softhearted.”

      “I’m more worried about the duchess’s concern that the tower might be reinforced by sea,” Lee told the count. “I know you say it’s unlikely, but it’s possible a ship could slip in at night. You said so yourself.”

      “Well, yes, possible, your majesty,” Bettin admitted reluctantly. “But our spotters have been very vigilant about –”

      “Then tell your spotters to double their watch,” Lee ordered. “Especially anything going west. If so much as a rowboat approaches Roc’s Roost, I want to know about it.”
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        * * *

      

      If the solitary, bored watchman atop Roc’s Roost had turned toward the sea, and if he’d really been paying attention, he might have seen a strange blur about a hundred yards offshore, like heat rising from a stone road on a blistering summer day.

      But since he was dozing, he didn’t see it, nor did he see the smaller blur which broke loose from the larger and headed toward the tower. The blur pulled up next to the seawall, now out of the watchman’s line of sight. A third, even smaller blur detached itself, shimmied, and resolved itself into a man in flowing blue robes, cinched with a wide, leather belt from which hung a short dagger. A leather satchel containing his spell book and various components was slung across his chest. The wizard stood and watched the smaller blur return to the larger, muttering the arcane words that maintained the spell. He’d be well and truly exhausted by the time the longboat returned to the ship and the ship had sailed far enough away. Invisibility for something as large as a sailing ship – as well as for the longboat and himself – for such a period of time was beyond the power of most wizards.

      Not that it’s easy, he thought. Even a wizard of his caliber could overreach.

      But not today.

      He strode the narrow ledge at the foot of the seawall and rounded the corner until he came to the tower and the protected sallyport. There was no absolute guarantee he wouldn’t be spotted, but so what if he was? Some old man visiting the watchtower. The sailing vessel which had delivered him had definitely gone unseen. Good enough.

      He knocked on the recessed, iron door with a knuckle. When nobody answered, he pounded with a fist.

      “What’s all that bloody racket?” came a voice from above.

      The wizard stepped back from the door and looked up. A soldier in a bowl helm and chainmail leaned out of a narrow second floor window.

      “I’m expected,” the wizard said.

      “You?” The soldier waved him away. “Push off, old man. We’re not buying whatever you’re selling.”

      The wizard tapped his own throat and muttered three quick words. The cantrip was minor but useful when theatrically applied.

      “I am the supreme and powerful Kastor, wizard extraordinaire.” His voice echoed as if rolling across the sky like thunder, or, at least, that’s how it would seem to the watchman. Even for a cantrip, the spell was weak and wouldn’t reach beyond the man’s ears, but it would have the desired effect. “I serve Rodwik the Hunchback, the one and true king of Greymond. You will immediately admit me to this sorry pile of bricks, or I’ll blast it into the sea with a wave of my hand.”

      Fifteen seconds later, the sallyport door opened, and the wizard was ushered inside.
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      “What in the bloody blue blazes did I just see?” Dobber blinked at the empty space where Merrik and one of the twins – Dair? He still had trouble telling them apart – had just been.

      Now there was nothing.

      “Do not be alarmed     .” Nina said.

      “Oh? Why would I be alarmed?” Dobber asked dryly. “Shipwrecked. Sailors probably turned cannibal pirates looking for us. No food. Limited water. And by the way, people who disappear into thin air willy-nilly.”

      “It’s a lot to take in,” Jin admitted.

      It took a minute as Jin explained, but Dobber’s heartrate returned to normal.

      “Should’ve known,” the old fisherman said. “It’s never business as usual when traveling with Merrik Niles. Magic and danger and lunacy around every corner. My own fault, isn’t it? I had to come looking for the man.”

      “I’m going to keep watch for those sailors,” Nina said. “If there’s no sign they’re going to bother with us, then we need to turn our attention to food.”

      The lithe warrior woman moved to one of the large boulders at the edge of the summit, climbed on top and looked down at the area around the wrecked ship. She made a slow turn, scanning the entire island.

      Dobber counted the arrows in his quiver. Twenty-two. He was good with the bow and had vowed to make each arrow count if the sailors came after them, but now he wondered if he couldn’t put the arrows to better use hunting game. Nina said there wasn’t much in the way of food, but surely there must be something to hunt, a little furry this or that scampering in the underbrush. Dobber and his family had eaten rat one bitter winter back at the fishing camp. When a man gets hungry enough, he’ll eat just about anything.

      He slung the bow across his back and went to the boulder, looking up at the Verondak Islander. “Any sign of them?”

      Nina shook her head. “I don’t think they’re coming, but it might be they’re just getting a late start.”

      “I can hunt,” Dobber said. “Let me try. We’re all going to get hungry. And I’ve some experience moving about in the wilderness. I won’t advertise myself.”

      Nina thought about it. “Go down the opposite side of the hill.” She glanced at Jin and the other twin – what was her name again? – then back at Dobber. “If you’re seen, do not lead them back here.”

      Dobber nodded. Nina had a job to do, keeping people safe. If he was silly enough to get seen by the sailors, he’d lead them on a merry chase in some other direction. “My old eyes are still sharp. If I can’t hunt us up some grub, maybe at least I can get a scouting report.”

      He headed down the other side of the hill where thankfully the going wasn’t as steep. He reminded himself to come back the same way when he was finished hunting. He reached the floor of the jungle and paused to listen. Bird screeches. The ocean breeze in the leaves overhead. He picked a direction and started walking, careful with his steps, not rushing, head down, eyes scanning the ground.

      He found what he was looking for sooner than expected. The game trail was narrow and nearly hidden by encroaching foliage. Not big enough for deer or warthogs. A shame but not a surprise. Rabbits? Whatever it was would cook up well enough. The trail went off into the jungle toward the freshwater spring. That made sense. Under normal circumstances, Dobber would stake out the watering hole and simply wait for his prey, but the spring was the only fresh water on the island. The sailors would be along sooner or later.

      The next best choice was to hunker down out of sight along the trail. He’d get one – whatever it was – as it was going for water or on its way back. He squatted between two shaggy shrubs, took an arrow from the quiver and waited.

      Dobber had done this many times. He was a patient man. That’s what hunting was, mostly patience.

      But he’d never been hunting in this part of the world before and not in summer. Sweat dripped down his neck and the back of his jerkin. It was difficult to sit still when everything was so sweaty and itchy. Dobber closed his eyes, took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. Easy, old boy. Just be calm. A fidgety hunter don’t put dinner on the table. He took another breath and let it out slowly again, forcing his heartrate down. Another deep breath …

      Dobber’s eyes popped wide.

      A      hand clapped over his mouth     , someone at his back. Had he dozed off? He began to struggle.

      “Dobber, it’s me.” The faintest whisper into his right ear. Nina’s voice.

      The old man relaxed but felt embarrassed. What a drowsy old fool he’d been.

      With her other hand, Nina took Dobber by the head and slowly turned him. He gathered she was trying to show him something but couldn’t see what –

      There! Maybe fifty yards away, a glint of something metal where the sunlight filtered through the trees. Dobber watched a moment. More movement. A flash of color among the greenery, a red shirt. Three men. Cutlasses in hand. They came toward him through the undergrowth much less stealthily than they probably believed.

      Nina removed her hand from his mouth. “I’m going to circle around and then let them see me. How fast are you with the bow?”

      “Fast enough,” he whispered back.

      “For all three.”

      He thought about it. “Yes.”

      “Wait here.”

      He sensed her withdrawal, and when Dobber turned his head, she was gone, vanished into the jungle like a puff of smoke. He took      half dozen arrows and stuck them into the ground in front of him then nocked one, his eyes searching the jungle. No sign of Nina.

      The sailors continued their snail’s pace advance.

      Dobber drew an arrow back and waited.

      Twenty yards ahead of him, Nina leapt from the bushes, noisy and obvious.

      “Oi!” yelled one of the sailors. “After her!”

      Nina fled, and they followed.

      Dobber had to hand it to her. Nina had picked the perfect angle to lead them right across his line of sight. She sped past him, and Dobber loosed at her nearest pursuer.

      The arrow pierced the sailor’s throat and came out the back of his neck in a spray of blood. The sailor twitched, his scream muted to a gasping gurgle, more blood flowing over his bottom lip.

      Dobber had the next arrow nocked before the man hit the ground.

      The other two sailors came to an abrupt halt when they saw their comrade drop dead.

      Which only made it easier for Dobber to put an arrow into the next man’s chest. He staggered back, his scream much louder than his friend’s, and Dobber brought his bow up, ready to loose a third arrow. The remaining sailor looked around frantically, desperate to see where the attack was coming from. Dobber took aim, held his breath, and –

      Something flashed by him through the bushes, six inches from his head. Dobber flinched, the arrow meant for the third sailor going wide.

      “Damn it all!”

      Dobber looked. A fourth man at least twenty yards behind the third attempted to reload a crossbow in a hurry. Neither Nina nor Dobber had noticed him until now.

      The sailor with the cutlass finally saw Dobber and decided to turn and run when he saw the old fisherman readying another arrow. The other sailor still fumbled with the crossbow.

      Dobber stood, took dead aim at the fleeing man and loosed.

      The arrow sped across the distance in a heartbeat and planted itself between the man’s shoulder blades. He was knocked forward and fell at the feet of the crossbowman. That was all the final sailor needed to see. He forgot about reloading the crossbow, turned and ran.

      Dobber loosed another arrow, but the sailor dodged right at the last second, and the shot went wide.

      “Damn!”

      Dobber grabbed another arrow and took aim, but the man      had vanished into the underbrush.

      Nina swept past him at a full sprint. “We have to kill him before he tells the others.”

      Blast it all!

      Dobber ran after her. He kept up for a minute but then felt his age, slowed to a jog, and then finally stopped all together, leaning forward, hands on knees as he panted heavily.

      He chuckled. No spring chicken anymore, you. Let Nina take care of the last one. She’s built for it.

      He stood, still catching his breath, scanning the jungle for the woman’s return.

      And a few moments later, Nina did return, the woman running full speed directly toward Dobber.

      “More sailors!” she called.

      Damn. That was bad news. “How many?”

      “All of them.” Nina raced past him. “You might want to run.”

      Shit.
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      “You’d be surprised how many there are,” Dair had explained. “And in the most unlikely places.”

      She’d been talking about ghosts, of course, and one of the unlikely places turned out to be the bilge of Jenni’s Mistake, a ship sailing close to the island where Merrik and his friends were marooned.

      Dumo owes me a bit of luck for a change.

      Merrik’s luck came into question when he actually laid eyes on the ghost. A scraggly, wild-eyed thing, stray strands of greasy hair matted to an otherwise bald head. Barefoot, shirtless, filthy, and emaciated, threadbare breeches. A half-dozen brown teeth in his head. Shackles around each wrist, chains dragging from each. His name was Kobb and he reeked of bilgewater.

      Dair had handed Merrik to this creature across the void between worlds. Kobb had taken Merrik’s hand, pulled him across and out of Dair’s control. And that’s how Merrik found himself in the belly of Jenni’s Mistake.

      The fetid smell hit him at once along with the cold, clammy feel of Kobb’s hand. A shiver of revulsion ran through Merrik, and he jerked back from the ghost, wiping his hand on his breeches.

      Kobb cackled, eying Merrik with wonder. “Tis true, then. You can see old Kobb, you can. Nobody’s seen old Kobb for years and years. I’ve lost track.”

      “It’s a wonder you want to be seen at all,” Merrik said. “Maybe tidy yourself up a bit.”

      “To be heard, to be seen,” Kobb lamented. “You don’t know what it’s like. A slow kind of desperate madness.”

      Merrik glanced around. The deep hold of a ship, crates and barrels. A single lantern swinging overhead with the gentle rocking of the vessel. “You live here? I mean, I guess not live. Sorry.”

      “The bilge.” Kobb pointed a bony finger at a trapdoor in the deck. “They chained up old Kobb down there. I come out once in a while to look.”

      “The current captain did that?”

      “No, no,” Kobb said. “Many years ago. The Jenni’s first captain. Killed in a mutiny and thrown to the fishes. Old Kobb had a good laugh at that. Nobody ever liked the captain. Such arbitrary cruelty. Such bitterness. The crew threw a sack over his head one night. But they never came for old Kobb down in the bilge.”

      “I could listen to your quaint stories all night, Kobb,” Merrik said. “But I don’t want to. Now if you’ll excuse me, I need to see the current master of this tub.”

      “Go on then but come visit old Kobb if you’ve a mind to,” the ghost said. “It’s good to be seen.”

      Merrik headed up the ladder to the next deck.

      Where he was met by a half-dozen sailors pointing crossbows at him.

      “Told you I heard someone talking,” said one.

      “Yeah, you’re a genius. Now keep shut,” replied another.

      Merrik swallowed hard. Could Raysal Dahl’s invitation have been a trap? Of course it could. But the idea of a nearby ship to rescue them had been too good to resist. Anyway, there had been something in Raysal’s voice. A look in her eye. Merrik was certain her offer of a truce had been sincere.

      Now he wasn’t so sure.

      The sorceress pushed through the sailors and stood in front of them, eyeing Merrik warily.

      “I didn’t detect your teleport spell,” Raysal said. “How is that possible? A high-level spell like that takes a lot of magic.”

      “Oh?” Merrik looked from Raysal to the crossbows pointed at his face then back again. “I suppose it depends on how one defines a lot of magic.” And now the bravado, or his scheme would quickly backfire. “Honestly, Raysal, I expected a more hospitable welcome.”

      Raysal gestured at the sailors. “Lower your weapons, fools.”

      They obeyed, taking a step back.

      Raysal folded her hands in front of her, lifted her chin, expression aloof. “Merrik Niles, the Marquis of Munsk. In the spirit of starting over, allow me to introduce myself. I am Raysal Dahl, Sorceress of the Twelfth Order.”

      Merrik had no idea what that meant. “Charmed.”

      An awkward moment, nobody quite knowing what should happen next.

      She could just kill me know. It’s what’s she’s already tried to do three times. She wouldn’t even need to zap me with a spell. She could order her crew to fill me with crossbow bolts.

      Merrik effected his most nonchalant demeaner. “Perhaps a strong beverage would lighten the mood.”

      “That can be arranged,” Raysal said. “If you’ll follow me.”

      Merrik followed the sorceress aft to a large cabin. Probably the captain’s cabin, but apparently sorceress outranked captain.

      Raysal filled two goblets from a pitcher and handed one to Merrik. She gestured to a table and two chairs. Nautical charts covered the table. The aft portholes were open, letting in a welcome breeze. “Let’s sit.”

      They sat. They sipped wine. The silence stretched just enough to be awkward.

      Merrik elected to wait her out.

      Raysal cleared her throat. “You realize my trying to kill you was strictly business, yes?”

      A casual two-fingered gesture, waving the notion away. “Think nothing of it.”

      She laughed, a tight unnatural sound, and a bit forced. Merrik examined the sorceress again. She sat a little too rigidly. Something twitchy in the eyes.

      She’s frightened of me, Merrik realized. The notion was laughable.

      But was it?

      She’d tried to kill him on three separate occasions, and Merrik had bested her each time … or rather Arzumel had. No wonder the woman was being so cautious.

      “Thank you for accepting the truce,” Raysal said finally. “But I propose something more. I think we should join forces.”

      “I see.” In fact, Merrik didn’t see. What could a powerful sorceress possible gain from an alliance with Merrik Niles? He remembered the other wizard he’d met, Penville, had been keenly interested in getting hold of the spell book Merrik had in his possession. Perhaps that was what Raysal was after. If Merrik was a wizard, then he’d have a spell book. Was that what Raysal was waiting for, to lure him into trusting her and then snatch his spell book away?

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Raysal said.

      Merrik held his breath.

      “You’re thinking why would a wizard as powerful as yourself find an alliance with me useful,” Raysal told him.

      Merrik had not been thinking that.

      “I’ve already told you I’m a twelfth order spellcaster,” she reminded him. “I won’t ask what order you’ve achieved since I doubt your willing to part with that information, but I’m willing to bet you’re three or four orders more powerful than I am. At least. You fooled me at first, bumbling about the way you did in Bumwich. That’s quite an act.”

      Act?

      “But defeating my leviathan wasn’t the act of a novice,” she continued. “And I’ve been thinking about your heroics at Whiteout Pass. I wasn’t there, of course, but I’ve heard. Defeating Red William, summoning a blizzard, bringing down a bloody mountain on top of an enemy army … again, not small potatoes.”

      Merrik sipped wine. “I stayed the extra day at wizard school.”

      Raysal laughed, more genuine this time. “Droll.”

      “You were explaining how I might be useful to you.”

      “Yes.” Raysal nodded, taking a sip from her own wine. “As I was saying, I might not be on your level, but twelfth order is nothing to sneeze at. I’m much too far along to be anyone’s apprentice again, but I’d make a quality sidekick. More to the point, Greymond is at war, and I need a side to be on. Rodwik paid well and made me some big promises which he said he’d make good on after his inevitable victory – his words, not mine. Well, things change. A couple days ago he let me know my services were no longer required by trying to have me killed and dumped into the ocean.”

      “You seem to have avoided both of those things.”

      “It was a close call, let me tell you,” Raysal said. “Eventually, he’ll find out I’m still alive. From what I know of the hunchback, if he wants somebody dead, he gets upset when they aren’t.”

      Merrik sipped wine, considering Raysal’s predicament. “So when Rodwik comes looking for you, you’d like to stand behind me.”

      “Something like that,” she said. “I’ll join up with Lee and fight for him. Like I told you, I’m no slouch when it comes to spellcasting. I’d be an asset. And if Rodwik has a problem with my still being alive, I’d rather have you and Lee’s army backing me up then go it alone.”

      Merrik drained his goblet then held it out for a refill.

      She rose from her seat – a little too quickly in Merrik’s opinion – to grab the pitcher and pour him more wine.

      She’s eager. She wants this to work.

      Merrik thought about it. Was the sorceress trading her services for protection? Was it that simple? Probably not. Rodwik had paid her in gold, and Merrik assumed she’d want the same from Lee. And Raysal was right about being an asset. When the two armies finally came to blows, another powerful mage would obviously come in handy. So why not strike a bargain with the woman?

      Because I can’t trust her.

      The woman had tried to murder him after all, and while Merrik did think her offer of a truce was sincere, what was to stop her from betraying him and Lee if a better offer came along? Rodwik might change his mind. If the hunchback wanted a spy in the enemy camp, a powerful sorceress would be a good choice.

      Something buzzed inside Merrik’s head, distantly at the base of his skull. A suggestion growing into a compulsion. Merrik resisted only a split-second, recognizing Arzumel’s presence then relaxed, letting the wizard have his way. Some instinct told Merrik that Arzumel knew what he was doing. If this worked, it would solve the matter of trusting Raysal.

      Merrik reached across the table, palm up. “Take my hand.” He heard Arzumel inside his head, but the voice coming out of his mouth was his own.

      Raysal looked at Merrik’s hand, her eyes widening. “You don’t … you can’t really mean …”

      Merrik nodded. “Then we can trust one another.”

      Raysal swallowed hard, reached for his hand, then hesitated. “I never thought I’d submit to the Mage’s Geas. It’s a spell wizards like to pretend doesn’t exist. My old master told me he’d never even seen a copy.”

      “I’ve seen it, read it, memorized it.” Merrik’s face hardened. “Now take my hand.”

      The sorceress took Merrik’s hand. It was hot, the palm slick with sweat.

      He gripped it tightly. “You enter this of your own free will, yes?” Arzumel again using Merrik’s mouth.

      She nodded.

      “Say it.”

      She licked her lips. “I enter this of my own free will.”

      The words to the spell shot out of Merrik’s mouth, echoed unnaturally in the confined space of the cabin. Both Merrik and Raysal went instantly rigid, glowing from a fiery light inside their own bodies. At first, there was the thrill of power, a raw energy flowing from her into him. He overflowed with it.

      Then … something else. A bitter taste, a greasy slick on the surface of the pulsing energy.

      Images flashed in his mind, thousands of them racing past in a blur. Raysal as a child. Then older, her head thrown back in the ecstasy of her first sexual coupling. Then violence and blood. Sorcerous rituals strange to him – her whole life filling him to bursting.

      The experience became oppressive, the unwanted revelation of everything she was threatening to crowd Merrik from his own mind.

      And then it was over. They both sat, panting, the cabin now strangely cold and dark, as if the spell had sucked energy from the world around him. He looked down and saw his hand was bloody, as was Raysal’s. He understood – some instinct from Arzumel – that the blood had been a necessary component to the spell.

      Raysal sat back in her chair, looking away. “That was unpleasant. I didn’t think it would feel so much like … a violation.”

      “I’m sorry.” And he meant it. Yes, the woman had tried to kill him, but at the moment, it seemed a faded memory, something that had happened to other people in the distant past. The immediacy of the Mage’s Geas had been unpleasant for him too, and it was difficult to focus on anything else.

      He took the pitcher, refilled his goblet with wine, and drank half in one gulp, his hands shaking. He titled his head back, finishing the wine, then refilled the goblet again. Merrik had been too eager to let Arzumel take control, to handle a situation so Merrik wouldn’t have to.

      What have I gotten myself into?

      “What now?” She still couldn’t look at him.

      Merrik glanced at the nautical charts on the table. “This ship has a captain?”

      Raysal nodded.

      “Get him,” Merrik said. “We need to pick up a few friends.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Nina squatted in the thick shrubbery where she’d been all night, immobile, listening to her pursuers come closer, pass her by, and then eventually drift asway. She assumed they’d camped somewhere out of earshot.

      When it became clear the old man – Dobber, he was called – wouldn’t be able to run very fast nor for very long, Nina had told the man to hide. She’d led the sailors away by noisily retreating through the jungle. When they’d safely left Dobber behind, she’d gone stealthy again, easily losing the sailors. The jungle was not their element. When it seemed they were about to give up the pursuit, she’d pop up again, leading them still farther away.

      If Dobber had followed instructions, he’d circled back around to the hilltop with the sisters. Stay put, she’d told him. I’ll keep leading them away from you.

      And how long can I do that? Like all Verondak Islanders, she was an expert sailor, but she was also comfortable in jungle environments. The terrain here was identical to that of the island where she’d grown up. Nina was in top shape, a skilled warrior, stealthy, and there was ice water in her veins.

      But how long would it take Merrik Niles to travel to High Harbor and return with a ship? Days or even weeks maybe. Nina couldn’t let the sailors chase her around the island forever. She’d need food, water, rest.

      But these were worries for later. Protecting Marquis Niles – and by extension all those in his household – was her sworn duty. Pride and honor would drive her to keep fulfilling that duty until she dropped, and if that meant –

      Her head came around at the sound of a snapping twig. They were coming toward her and not being very quiet about it. She listened a moment, trying to get a count. A half-dozen maybe.

      Nina considered her options. She’d observed the sailors and guess their skill with weapons was minimal, certainly inferior to her own. She could take six. Probably. But if her count was off, if there were seven or eight of them …

      But she didn’t have to fight, not yet. It was safer to simply keep the chase going. She moved quietly through the underbrush, making a slow circle that would allow her to double back and –

      She stopped abruptly, cocked her head, and listened. There was another group of them, at least ten, coming much more quietly at an angle to intercept her. Damn it! The obvious group was driving her toward the stealthier one. She’d been foolish to underestimated them.

      Nina revised her options.

      She could turn back on the first group and try to kill six of them as quickly as possible, but that would risk the second group coming up behind her before she’d finished.

      She turned south toward the beach. If she moved quickly, she could break cover and move fast along the beach, getting around both groups. Nina moved as quickly as she dared while still keeping silent.

      She burst from the jungle, the sea breeze on her face a momentary relief, after the jungle’s heavy humidity. The relief was fleeting.

      A dozen sailors spilled from the jungle ahead of her. They must have guessed what she was doing and moved to cut her off. She turned and ran the other way down the beach, confident she could move faster than the sailors. She heard them whooping and jeering and giving chase. Nina redoubled her speed to a full sprint, rapid footfalls kicking up the sand. As soon as she followed the beach around a wide turn out of sight, she could duck back into the treeline and lose them in the jungle again.

      But that plan didn’t last long.

      Another six sailors exploded from the jungle ahead of her. Nina ran for all she was worth, but it became clear in the next second she wouldn’t make it past them.

      The first two were running well ahead of the other four. Nina ran at them. Right as they lifted their swords, she dropped to the sand, and swung her spear along the ground, holding it just below the gleaming, eight-inch spearhead. The butt-end cracked against’ the first sailor’s ankle.

      He yelped pain and stumbled into the sailor next to him, both going down in a tangle of arms and legs.

      Nina leapt to her feet, jabbed down hard with the spear, putting it through the first sailor’s chest just as the second sailor got to one knee, lifting his sword again for another try.

      She kicked hard, her boot heal connecting with his chin, knocking his head around, his eyes crossing as he went down face first into the sand and stayed there.

      Nina yanked the spear free from the first man’s chest, just as the other four came into range. She shifted      her grip to the butt-end      and swung the spear in a wide arc at the nearest sailor. The tip cut a gash across the man’s throat. He stumbled back, blood spraying from the wound, dropped his sword, hands coming up in a panic to staunch the blood.

      She jerked the spear back, hands sliding along the shaft to a throwing position, planted her feet and threw. The speared spanned the short distance in a heartbeat and lodged itself into the man’s chest.

      Nina had drawn her short sword and dagger before the man’s corpse had even hit the sand.

      Two left. In the corner of her eye, she saw the other group of sailors coming fast.

      The two sailors in front of her slowed their approach, weapons up and cautious. They’d seen what had just happened to their four comrades and had obviously thought twice about charging in. Nina didn’t blame them.

      But she couldn’t wait. The other group was closing fast. Time to force the issue.

      She ran straight at the two sailors, picking her first target. One was armed with a cutlass, the other a dagger.

      She veered toward the man with the cutlass first, knowing the other with the dagger would be less game to engage, but she didn’t go for the kill. Instead, she batted aside the sword blade with all her strength, then immediately brought it under the other man’s dagger thrust and stabbed him in the armpit. Blood gushed as she jerked her blade free, ducking under the first sailor’s return swing with his sword and dragging her own blade across his belly. He dropped his weapon, backing away, hands going to the wound in his gut.

      In her peripheral vision, Nina saw the other group of sailors finally arriving. They formed a semicircle at a safe distance around her. Nina’s back was to the sea.

      She cursed herself. Slow. She’d been too slow dispatching the first group. Now there was nowhere to run. She thought about the sea behind her. Nina was a strong swimmer, but where would she go?

      A big sailor stepped forward, shirtless and tanned, muscles, long bleached hair in braids, a wild beard. A sailor’s hoop earring in his left ear. The leader of the rabble, she presumed. He grinned, one gold tooth at the edge of his smile.

      “The dark-skinned beauty,” he said in a clear baritone. “I’d hoped we’d snare you. Drop them blades, and maybe we’ll let you live after we’ve each had a turn with you.”

      He threw back his head and laughed. Some of the others laughed along with him but nervously.

      Nina didn’t bother with a reply. His tedious bravado didn’t trouble her, but she’d need to save her breath and save her energy. Her gaze darted from man to man, sizing them up, measuring the doggedness in each of their expressions, the hardness – or lack thereof – in each man’s eyes. Who would run? Who’d fight? If she picked the order correctly, killed the toughest ones first, and the others fled …

      She shook her head and sighed. A fool’s hope. A dozen was too many if they decided to find their courage and charge all together. The      only hope was to fight with everything she had. Maybe they’d realize she had no choice to but to fight to the death, but they had the option to run.

      Fight hard and the gods would do as they willed. There was nothing else for it.

      She braced herself, face hard.

      The men behind the leader turned and ran toward the jungle.

      Nina blinked. She wasn’t that terrifying. Was she?

      The leader stopped laughing and gawked at his fleeing comrades. “Oi, you spineless jellyfish, where the fuck are you going?” He turned back to Nina. His eyes popped, and his mouth fell open in shock. “Oh, bloody –”

      Something sped past Nina straight for the big sailor. The crossbow bolt hit square on the crown of the man’s kneecap. He screamed so loudly and so high-pitched, it made Nina flinch. He writhed in the sand, screaming and screaming and wouldn’t stop.

      It was off-putting frankly.

      She turned slowly to look behind her, weapons lowered.

      The longboat was twenty yards away, rowers bringing it fast. A half-mile beyond, a ship lay anchored. Merrik Niles stood in the prow of the longboat, one foot up on the gunwale as he reloaded the crossbow.

      The big man on the ground had redoubled his screams, clutching his blood knee, his cries rising above the crash of the surf.

      The longboat beached next to Nina, and a score of sailors climbed out, heading up the beach to spread out and form a perimeter. Merrik Niles followed, resting the crossbow on his shoulder.

      The man rolling in the sand would not stop screaming.

      “Quite a shot if I do say so myself,” Merrik said. “I mean, at that range from a bobbing longboat? Not bad at all, eh? I was aiming for his chest, but still ….”

      “Marquis Niles,” Nina said. “How did you get here so quickly?” It seemed impossible he could have found a ship in High Harbor and returned so soon.

      “You’ve no objection, I take it?” Merrik said airily. “Just thought I’d pop around, and, oh … I don’t know. Rescue everybody?”

      Something almost but not quite like a smile attempted to budge the tight line of Nina’s mouth. “Merrik Niles, in the time we’ve been acquainted, you have annoyed me, disgusted me, angered me, and fatigued me. This is the first time you’ve ever surprised me.”

      “I grow on people.”

      The man with the crossbow bolt in his knee redoubled his caterwauling, blood on the sand all around him.

      “For Dumo’s sake, will somebody shut him up,” Merrik shouted.

      One of the sailors Merrik had brough with him went to the screaming man, lifted his sword, and brought the blade down hard across the man’s throat.

      The screaming stopped immediately.

      “That’s not exactly what I meant.” Merrik waved. “Never mind. We’re getting things done. That’s the theme of the day. Just get the job done.”
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        * * *

      

      “Her name is Raysal?” Jin asked. “The sorceress who sent an      elder bear to kill us and then a giant sea monster? That sorceress?”

      “It’s complicated,” Merrik said.

      “She murdered Padraig,” Jin reminded him.

      “And my kinfolk,” Nina said.

      A      twist in his gut. Padraig. The pain of losing the boy was still acute. When he’d cut the deal with Raysal, it had, of course, crossed Merrik’s mind that she was a killer, that she’d brought misery to people he cared about, but at the time it hadn’t seemed there were any other options, not if he wanted to get back in time to rescue Jin and the others.

      “I understand,” Merrik said. “Truly. Look, we’re at war, right? The people we killed have family and friends too, one would presume.”

      “I don’t know them,” Jin said. “I knew Padraig.”

      “Look, it’s not … I mean –”

      But Merrik couldn’t think of anything to say that would be meaningful in any way. Silence hung, and he looked at each of them in turn. They captain’s cabin was the largest aboard Jenni’s Mistake, but with Jin, Nina, the twins, Dobber, and Merrik himself all crowded inside, it was a tight space, and the hostility radiating off everyone was palpable . They’d all had affection for the boy, and Nina obviously felt the loss of her kinfolk bitterly.

      They’d all been fed – which Merrik had thought would put them in a better mood – and a bottle of brandy was being passed around. And they were off the island where the Banshee of Norrica’s rogue crew had tried to kill them. Merrik rather thought they’d all be a little more grateful.

      I’m kidding myself. I’ve been a fool.

      “This isn’t a perfect situation,” Merrik said. “I admit that. But how long would you have lasted on that island waiting for me to come all the way back from High Harbor with a recue ship?”

      “Not long.” Dobber glanced at Nina. “Or am I wrong?”

      She hesitated for a long moment. “You are not wrong.”

      “Okay, then,” Dobber said. “Even a drowning man will reach for a sword blade to keep from going under. It’s not a perfect solution, milord, but I can’t fault you. If it turns out to be a frying pan to fire sort of situation, then I suppose I might have a bone to pick. I suppose time will tell.”

      Dobber took a big swig from the brandy bottle then handed it to Jin who drank just as deeply.

      “So … what?” Dair asked. “We just wait and see if Raysal is trustworthy, and if she murders us in our sleep, we have our answer?”

      “We kill her,” Nina said.

      “No!” Merrik said it with such heat, he surprised even himself.

      “Why not?” Jin drank again, her face going flush. “What do we owe her? She picked us up in her boat. That doesn’t make up for Padraig and Nina’s family.” Another swig of brandy. She seemed in no hurry to pass the bottle.

      Merrik was already vehemently shaking his head before Jin had even finished speaking. “Why do you think she agreed to bring me back to get you? We struck a bargain.”

      “What? You gave your word?” Jin drank again, wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. Her face had gone hard, mood darkening with the brandy. “I didn’t. I don’t care.”

      “More than my word,” Merrik said. “A spell called The Mage’s Geas.”

      Jin raised an eyebrow. “Arzumel.”

      Merrik had shared with everyone in the room – mostly with Jin – the knowledge and nature of the ghosts in his head. He couldn’t keep vanishing into nothingness with Dair without an explanation. If he couldn’t trust the people in this cabin, then who could he trust?

      “The geas is sort of a magical truce,” Merrik explained. “But more than that. She won’t – can’t – hurt me. And vice versa.”

      “Nice for you.” Jin drank again.

      “But she also obeys me … sort of. To a certain point anyway,” Merrik said. “I’m not an expert on how this spell works, okay? But she won’t go against me. If I tell her you’re all off limits, she’ll listen.”

      Merrik reached for the bottle.

      Jin didn’t give it to him. “Listen to me, Marquis Niles. Are you listening?”

      “I’m listening.”

      “If she so much as looks at me sideways – or anyone here – I’ll kill her,” Jin said. “I don’t care if she’s a witch or a sorceress or the Blind Goddess herself. I’ll kill her. I’ll find a way, and I’ll kill her.”

      “And I’ll help,” Nina said.

      Merrik swallowed hard. Well, then. Fair enough.
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      Rugger couldn’t decide if he was envious or relieved.

      He and the rest of the Peasant Brigade had traveled with Duchess Denning’s larger force west along the Coast Road until it was time for them to veer north to guard Old Temple Road. Denning and her troops had been tasked with seizing a watchtower at the westernmost point of Greymond. Compared to guarding a road which nobody on either side expected to use, capturing a tower seemed exciting. An opportunity for some bit of glory at least.

      The word glory brought Rugger to his senses. A fine, stupid way to get killed. I’ll take guarding the boring road and live a long life, thank you very much.

      Rugger stalked up and down the column, checking on the brigade as they marched.

      Brigade. That’s a laugh.

      Although Commander Jeen Derelith’s outfit was called the Peasant Brigade, they were nowhere close to brigade strength. They’d been able to field a full company that Jeen and Rugger felt adequately trained – ninety-eight men and women. Add to those four under-sergeants and eight corporals.

      Rugger hadn’t heard the word corporal before Jeen had used it. Something from her military days in the Union of Territories. Not quite a sergeant, but a notch up from the common soldier. The company could be broken into two halves – the Right Hand and the Left Hand – with forty-nine troops each. These units could be broken down further into platoons of twenty-four or twenty-five soldiers and further still into squads of eight. Another twenty-people as support units – cooks and fletchers and a couple of medics and an armorer and so on.

      It all came down to organization, Derelith had explained.

      Rugger had gone into the enterprise with an open mind. Within a few weeks, Rugger began to appreciate how Jeen had set things up. He’d never say so where any of the high-n-mighty barons or counts might hear, but Rugger thought the Peasant Brigade the most organized in Lee’s army.

      He sighed. Organized is one thing. Fighting’s another.

      Rugger finished his inspection of the company and found Jeen Derelith talking to Duchess Denning at the fork in the road where the Duchess’s troops continued west, and the Peasant Brigade turned up Old Temple Road. The Duchess held Northstar by the reins, a huge white horse she’d had with her at Whiteout Pass.

      “Everything in order?” Jeen asked.

      “Well, they march good,” Rugger said. “One test at a time.”

      “I wish you were coming with me,” Denning said to Rugger. “The man who smashed so many enemies with a blacksmith’s hammer at Whiteout Pass would probably come in handy at Roc’s Roost.”

      “Hands off. I need him,” Jeen said. “Rugger, keep going to the head of the column, will you? Emma Aronvale is out front leading the way and doing a good job of looking heroic in that gleaming armor of hers, but make sure … you know …”

      “That the details of actually getting things done doesn’t get in the way of her … leadership,” Rugger said.

      Derelith grinned. “Well put.”

      “When I suggested her, I thought she’d be a good fit,” Denning said. “Was I wrong?”

      Jeen laughed. “You weren’t wrong. But she’s still a noble – no offense – and getting used to how things work in the Peasant Brigade. At least she listens … unlike some lordling you might have sent me with more balls than brains.”

      “On that note, I’ll be off.” Rugger gave each of the ladies a respectful nod before heading up the column.

      In twenty minutes, he found himself crossing an old stone bridge, a narrow creek flowing beneath, probably a branch from the Silver that flowed from Five Rivers into Long Lake and out again to empty finally into the sea.

      He glanced around but didn’t see a squad.

      Rugger sighed. Of course.

      Rugger began jogging double-time toward the head of the column, passing the marching troops. He was a big man and could move when he wanted to but wasn’t exactly built for speed. In no time flat, his face glowed with sweat as he huffed and puffed for air.

      “Slow down, Sarge,” called a wag from the column. “You’ll give yourself a heart attack.”

      A ripple of laughter through the troops.

      “Quiet in the ranks!” Rugger barked.

      The laughter dried up immediately.

      He found Emma Aronvale at the head of the column, astride a large horse, armor indeed gleaming. Derelith had insisted over and over again that the Peasant Brigade was an infantry force but reluctantly agreed a few horses were needed to deliver fast messages between units.

      Rugger jogged alongside the horse, looking up at Aronvale. “Call the column to halt, milady,” he whispered.

      She glared down at him. “What? Why?”

      “Please, milady,” he whispered again. “Call the halt, and I’ll explain.”

      She raised a fist, looking back at the troops. “Column … HALT!”

      The column stopped immediately, soldiers three abreast stopping as one.

      Rugger bowed and raised his voice for the first few rows in the column to hear. “Begging your pardon, Deputy Commander but the column has progressed so rapidly that I neglected to leave men at the bridge as you ordered. Entirely my fault, and I apologize.”

      She was new, and the troops needed to believe in her. To have faith in her when it came time for real battle. It would be simple enough for Rugger to take this minor mistake on himself. Better than the Deputy Commander making a bad start in front of the company.

      Aronvale’s eyes narrowed with confusion then slowly widened with understanding.

      “Well, you’ve thought of it now, sergeant, so no harm done,” she said. “So … uh … pick your men.”

      “Yes, milady.” Rugger saluted then turned on his heels to face back toward the column. “Under-sergeant Cynthy. Show yourself, you horse-faced slacker!”

      A woman with shoulders nearly as wide as Rugger’s stepped out of line and stood at attention, reddish-brown hair in a long braid down her back, florid cheeks. “Sergeant!”

      “Get that corporal of yours and takes your squads back to secure the bridge.”

      Cynthy turned back to the column. “Durnby, you chicken-necked slugabout.”

      A gangly man with a nose like a beak fell out and stood in front of her. Ears so big, a gust of wind might take him away, but keen blue eyes alert to everything. He snapped a salute. “Under-sergeant.”

      “Take your squad back to the bridge, corporal,” Cynthy ordered.

      “Dragon Squad, fall out!” Durnby shouted.

      Six men and two women stepped to the side of the column.

      “About face!” Durnby shouted.

      As one, the eight soldiers turned.

      “Double time!”

      They started back toward the bridge at a jog, armor and weapons jangling, boots crunching on the grit of the road. Corporal Durnby jogged after them.

      Cynthy approached Rugger, stood at attention. “Any special orders, sergeant?”

      “Under-sergeant Cynthy,” Rugger said evenly. “Address your question to the deputy commander.”

      The big woman shifted her attention to Emma Aronvale “Begging your pardon, milady. Additional orders?”

      Deputy Commander Aronvale cleared her throat. “You know how to array your squad at the bridge?”

      “Yes, milady.”

      “Then be about your business, under-sergeant,” she said.

      Cynthy bowed, turned sharply, and jogged after her troops.

      Emma looked at Rugger, expression stoic. “Is there anything else you may have … forgotten?”

      Rugger kept the grin off his face. “I may have forgotten to send a scouting part up the road with the remaining horses.”

      A relieved smile flicked across her lips. “No, that’s been done. A rider should be coming back with a report in due course.”

      “Then we should probably get marching again,” Rugger said. “If the deputy commander approves.”

      Deputy Commander Emma Aronvale raised her arm with a shout and motioned the column forward.
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        * * *

      

      Neddy Bones sat in the corner of the ornate drawing room in one of the upper floors of High Harbor’s ducal palace, feet up, a mug of starshine in his hand. The nearby open window let in a cool breeze from off the sea. There was a good view down into the harbor, but Neddy had little motivation to stand up and go to the window.

      But he watched and listened to the interaction between Roddy and the bald man with keen interest.

      “We’ve prepared your ship, majesty,” Lord Baltman said. “A small, unassuming vessel called Red Horizon.”

      Neddy Bones had taken an instant disliking to Baltman, probably because Roddy seemed to rely so much on the man. If Neddy was the king’s right-hand man, then Baltman was the left.

      More like the reverse, Neddy thought. Baltman assisted the king in all things legitimate, knew the aristocracy and the politics of the Scattered Kingdom like the back of his hand. That makes me the left hand. The left hand is the underhand, and I handle everything underhanded for Roddy, so he can pretend his own hands are clean.

      Neddy knew better, of course.

      Rodwik sat at a table in the center of the room, pulling apart a roasted chicken with huge, thick hands. “And the captain knows how to keep his mouth shut?” He ripped chicken flesh from a drumstick with his teeth, chewed it with smacking sounds, then sucked grease from his fingertips.

      “Yes,” Baltman said. “A strict man who runs a tight ship. He’s sworn to keelhaul any member of the crew with loose lips.”

      Rodwik chuckled and tore loose another hunk of meat.

      “Majesty?”

      Rodwik looked up from his rapidly vanishing chicken. “Out with it, Baltman.”

      “As mentioned, the Red Horizon is not a large vessel,” Baltman said. “We’ll only be able to send a limited escort to accompany you.”

      Neddy’s ears perked up. He’d been wondering about this exact thing. It seemed a stupid risk. In the ducal palace, the king was surrounded by high walls and thousands of troops. This expedition would expose him to all sorts of potential danger, especially if word got out the king was prancing about the countryside with a minimal escort.

      “I appreciate your concern,” Rodwik said. “But this is war and none of our endeavours will be without risk. I want to look this Union representative in the eye when we strike our bargain. And when they send their ships full of troops to help me drive this golden boy from the continent, I want to preserve the element of surprise as much as possible.” He turned to Neddy Bones. “Neddy, what are the odds I can smuggle a contingent of Union dignitaries into High Harbor without enemy spies getting wind of it?”

      Neddy had to admit the odds were long. “They’d know.”

      Rodwik grinned at Baltman. “See? No, we’ll do this my way. Lee has no navy, so he can’t pursue if I go by ship. I’ll meet these Union people in the middle of nowhere a long way from prying eyes. If it will make you feel better, Baltman, you can pick the commander and troops to accompany me. See that all the preparations are in order.”

      Baltman bowed and left.

      Rodwik ate chicken, washed it down with a big gulp of expensive wine.

      “Might be your ship could be seen,” Neddy said.

      Rodwik paused his eating and turned to look at Neddy. “Eh?”

      “The Red Horizon,” Neddy said. “It goes right past that watch tower. Roc’s Roost. Right before you’d turn upriver for your rendezvous.”

      “I own that watchtower.”

      “For now,” Neddy said. “My spies have been hard at work too. Kitimar Denning’s leading a company along the coast road to take it.”

      “Why am I just now hearing about this?”

      “I only just got word myself,” Neddy told him. “I wanted to wait for Baltman to finish.”

      Rodwik thought a moment then threw his head back and brayed laughter. “If Duchess Denning is on her way to Roc’s Roost, she’ll find a very rude surprise waiting for her.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Kastor had taken over ownership of the top floor of the watchtower for his workroom. The captain in charge of the garrison at Roc’s Roost had been reluctant to give up his quarters, but he knew better than to argue with a wizard, especially one on the king’s errand.

      The wizard sat at a small wooden table upon which he’d spread out various arcane accoutrements. His spell book was opened to a specific page. He uttered the simple fire cantrip to light the alchemical candle which would keep insects at bay. It wouldn’t do to begin chanting the words to a complicated spell only to have a fly buzz in his ear and break his concentration.

      Kastor reached into his satchel and withdrew a small, heavy object wrapped in soft cloth. He set it on the table in front of him, carefully unwrapping it, revealing a smooth stone, flat, just a little larger than a coin, and so black it seemed to repel light.

      Onyx. Even the ordinary variety of the stone was useful for various magical applications, but this was no ordinary onyx, not soft and brittle. It was from the deepest parts of the world, blacker and harder than the usual variety.

      The bones of the world the ancients had called it. The core essence of the world itself. Just the small piece Kastor intended to use was worth enough gold to buy a good horse.

      Not that he’d paid gold for it. Kastor had his ways.

      He took the dragon fang in one hand, considering the surface of the onyx and the runes he’d carve there. The fang was another hard-to-come by item he’d inherited from his old mentor. Dragons had been extinct for centuries, of course, so it’s not like the species would be producing anymore fangs. This one had been sharpened at the end for carving purposes. Normal instruments wouldn’t even scratch the special onyx.

      The magical item Rodwik wanted would be quite useful. Kastor was forced to reconsider his opinion of the hunchback. That Rodwik even knew such an item was possible indicated he wasn’t the mouth-breathing brute the wizard had originally thought.

      Well, he’s certainly a brute … but a brute with a brain.

      Kastor checked the spell book for the tenth time even though it wasn’t necessary. He’d memorized it, knew all of the components needed. It was time to get on with it.

      He could feel the words of the spell bouncing around in his head, almost as if the spell were a living thing and knew it was close to being turned loose, eager and impatient.

      Kastor opened his mouth, the words ready to erupt.

      An urgent knock at the chamber door.

      Kastor hurriedly shut his mouth only just in time to prevent the start of the spell. The words were knocking around in his mouth, kicking the back of his teeth, angry at being thwarted. The wizard swallowed them and composed himself.

      “What in the blue blazes do you want?” he shouted irritably.

      The door opened and a soldier entered. “Begging your pardon, but –”

      “Fool!” Kastor interrupted. “If you’d knocked a second later, you would have interrupted my spellcasting. It would have taken me seven days to rememorize it. Do you want to be the one to tell the king you delayed his project an entire week?”

      The soldier paled and swallowed hard. A furious wizard was a serious thing. “Apologies, milord, but there’s been a development, and the captain thought you should know.”

      “What bloody development?”

      “There’s an army,” he said. “And they’re currently surrounding us.”

      Kastor sighed. “For fuck’s sake.”
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      Merrik stood with Raysal on the forecastle of Jenni’s Mistake, watching High Harbor get closer.

      Raysal’s flowing, sky blue dress was made of some gossamer material so thin, that the stiff breeze blew it tight against her body leaving nothing – nothing – to the imagination. Merrik started by stealing glances then eventually gave that up in favor of staring openly. Murderess sorceress though she was, she was still quite beautiful with a body that sent tingling sensations to Merrik’s –

      He glanced back, sensing something.

      Jin was there, halfway up the ladder to the forecastle and glaring daggers at him.

      Merrik took a step away from Raysal, shuffling awkwardly.

      Jin came to stand between them, looked at Raysal. Her smile for the sorceress was tight and without warmth. “What a fetching frock.”

      Raysal ignored the comment. To Merrik she said, “The city is under siege, but ships still come and go. Lee doesn’t have a navy, so a blockade isn’t possible. Arriving ships keep the city fed although it’s my understanding prices have been going up. It’s going to get a bit tense eventually when only the rich are eating.”

      “They’re letting just anyone sail into the harbor?” Merrik asked.

      “There will be an inspection,” Raysal said. “And they’ll expect us to identify ourselves.”

      Merrik wasn’t about to announce himself. As one of the so-called heroes of Whiteout Pass, his name had gotten around. That might get him free drinks and slaps on the back anywhere else, but in enemy territory, it was more likely to land him in a dungeon cell.

      He waved his hand casually to indicate a lack of concern. “I’ll let you handle it.”

      Raysal raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “I’m sure you have the appropriate spell.”

      “But … yes, I suppose I do,” Raysal said. “Very well, but I sort of feel I’m being tested.”

      “Well, I need to know you can handle yourself in these sorts of situations,” Merrik said airily. “I mean it’s one thing to bring down a gigantic sea beast on someone. This calls for something more subtle, I think.”

      “Agreed.”

      Merrik gave her a tight smile. He wondered how long he could keep the sham going he was some kind of master wizard. Maybe it didn’t matter. He inferred the Mage’s Geas was some kind of binding magical contract. Even if Merrik admitted to her he had no magical abilities of his own, he doubted she could do anything about it.

      “I still don’t see why we’re sailing straight into enemy territory,” Jin said. “I thought we were going to join Lee’s army. My sister is there.”

      Merrik looked at Raysal. “Do you mind if we have the forecastle to ourselves a moment?”

      Raysal shot the young girl a quick glance then nodded to Merrik, excusing herself.

      “I can drop you off if you prefer,” Merrik told her. “Somewhere along the coast. Take your sisters. Nina too and Dobber if they want to go. If you think I’m on some fool’s errand, I guess I don’t blame you. Nobody has to go with me.”

      “But why?” There was something pleading in Jin’s eyes. She obviously didn’t want to be dropped off. She wanted Merrik to see reason, to come with them to join Lee and her sister.

      “Listen, Jin, if you think you’re the only one upset about Padraig –” He swallowed hard. The memory was still too raw to talk about. “Raysal was a weapon wielded by another, simply the sword held by a much more wicked hand. Does Raysal deserve to die? Sure, probably for a lot of reasons. But she’s only following orders given by a man claiming to be king who’s at the heart of Greymond’s current misery.”

      “So you’ll march into the dragon’s den to die?” Jin asked. “For what?”

      “I would have thought the reason obvious,” Merrik said. “I’m going to kill the nasty hunchback son of a bitch.”
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        * * *

      

      Merrik, Raysal, and Captain Jassup stood at the top of the Jenni’s gangplank and watch the inspector and a dozen men-at-arms’ approach.

      Merrik was vaguely aware of Raysal muttering something under her breath.

      The soldiers followed the inspector up the gangplank. He was a wiry little man buried in velvet, a gold chain around his neck indicating some sort of rank, probably the third son of a minor noble, gifted with a cushy government job.

      “I am Deputy Inspector Corlaine,” he said. “I’ve been sent       by his majesty’s court to inspect your cargo, charge any appropriate tariffs, and to ascertain the identities of all those aboard.”

      “As you like, and welcome aboard Jenni’s Mistake,” Jassup said. “There’s no cargo, but you’re welcome to look.”

      Corlaine frowned. “No cargo?”

      “We were at sea testing some repairs to the ship,” Jassup said. “I’m here to pick up the rest of my crew.”

      Corlaine’s eyes narrowed. “We’ll just see about that.” He directed his men to search the ship then turned to Raysal and Merrik. “And who might you be? Not deckhands by the look of you.”

      “Nobody important,” Raysal said.

      The sorceress’s voice had a strange echoing quality, and      a tingle crawled into Merrik’s      ears, unquestioningly some spell at work. Corlaine’s eyes glazed over.

      “Everything is in order,” Raysal said. “Nothing is amiss. You’re doing a very good job.”

      Merrik had to agree. The inspector was doing a fine job of –

      He shook his head, realized he was being mesmerized by Raysal’s voice.

      “Everything seems to be in order here,” Corlaine said. “Sorry to trouble you fine people. Have a good day.”

      The deputy inspector recalled his men and left the ship.

      Raysal looked at Merrik, a sly smile crossing her lips. “Subtle enough for you?”

      “Don’t gloat,” Merrik said. “It was a simple spell and an obvious choice.”

      Her eyes shot wide. “Lusher’s Hypnotic Voice is hardly a simple –” The sorceress composed herself. “You’re messing with me, aren’t you?”

      “Pack your things,” Merrik said. “Let’s explore High Harbor.”

      They instructed Captain Jassup to wait. When he complained about docking fees, Merrik assured the man the costs would be covered. He could find a cargo and retrieve the rest of his crew which were likely sleeping off a drunken binge at one of the harborside taverns, but under no circumstance was he to leave port. As far as Merrik was concerned, Jenni’s Mistake was now the flagship in Lee’s navy, even if her mission was one of stealth.

      Four of Jassup’s crew carried a long wooden crate up from the cargo hold and set it on the deck. The twins followed behind. Merrik recognized it as the big box that had been loaded aboard the Banshee of Norrica in Munsk. They must have had it transferred to the Jenni’s Mistake before leaving the island.

      “We can’t take that,” Merrik said.

      Dair frowned. “Why not?”

      “Because it’s enormous.”

      “It’s ours,” Niralyn said.

      Merrik frowned. “What’s in there that’s so important?”

      Dair shrugged, looking innocent. “Maybe it’s a dead body.”

      “Fine don’t tell me,” Merrik said. “But we’ll have to send for it later when we have a wagon or something.”

      The twins looked at each other, silently communicating in their odd way.

      “I guess that’s okay,” Dair said.

      “So glad you approve.”

      Minutes later, Merrik led a short parade down the dock and into the city, Raysal, Jin and the twins right behind him, followed by Nina and Dobber. The old fisherman had never been in a town bigger than Bumwich and craned his neck to take in the enormity of the place.

      The harbor area was especially crowded, the usual business of a busy port exacerbated by people trying – and mostly failing – to book passage away from a city under siege. Prices were through the roof, and those with the means to flee had done so months ago.

      As often seemed to happen, Merrik had set off without an exact plan in mind.

      If I waited until I knew what I was doing, I’d never get anything done.

      In short order, he decided a base of operations was needed – an idea easier in conception than in execution. The first half-dozen inns were completely full, and no matter how much Merrik jingled his coin purse, there was simply no way to buy something that wasn’t available. Nobility had been known to put out commoners and take their accommodations in such circumstances, but that notion didn’t sit well with Merrik and would only call attention.

      They moved into the more expensive parts of the city where the inns were bigger and fancier. The first two they visited were packed, even at the inn’s exorbitant rates.

      Merrik paused when he reached the posh neighborhood’s third inn, a four-story building made of gray stone called The Sleepy Huntsman. A man in fine robes stood in the street in front of the inn, watching as others emerged, three women, also finely dressed, and a boy in his teens, a younger, thinner version of the man. A half-dozen servants spilled out of the inn after them, lugging various trunks and other articles of luggage.

      “Tell everyone to wait here,” Merrik hurriedly told Jin then ran for the inn.

      “Hey!” she called after him.

      Merrik pushed his way past the family and servants to enter the inn. He heard the man grumble, “How rude!”

      The inn’s common room was spacious, a large stone fireplace currently cold, tables and chairs enough to accommodate numerous patrons, although they were all currently empty. He wove his way among the tables to the bar. Behind it was an enormous oil painting of a ship riding the waves of a stormy sea, the tentacles of some gargantuan sea creature wrapped around the hull.

      Been there. Done that.

      He was about to shout for the innkeeper, when a man emerged from a side door and walked toward him, a neat blue tunic of good fabric, unstained, black beard and mustache neatly trimmed. “Can I be of some service, milord?”

      “Those people are leaving, yes?” Merrik pointed out the door behind him. “I’ll take whatever accommodations they’ve just vacated. Tell me how much.”

      A tolerant smile from the innkeeper. “Baron Hrooth occupied the entire fourth floor, milord. I’m afraid you’d find it prohibitively expensive.”

      Merrik dropped a sack of coins on the bar. It made a satisfying, clinking sort of thud, the sound of a rich man in no mood to be condescended to.

      The innkeeper was a professional. His expression shifted seamlessly to one of welcoming warmth as if Merrik had been a valued patron for many decades. “Welcome to the Sleepy Huntsman, and may I say it’s my pleasure to have you and your retinue in our humble establishment. May I have the servants attend to any luggage or horses you might have?”

      “You may.”

      “Will you be dining with us tonight, milord?”

      “Most likely,” Merrik said. “We want whatever the Sleepy Huntsman has to offer. Wine, food, soft beds, … I said wine, right?”

      “Indeed, you did, milord.”

      “Then make it so.”

      Not for the first time, Merrik found himself acutely aware that having great wealth was just exactly as convenient as he always suspected it would be. His father had always been fond of saying Money can’t buy happiness, but it can remove a great many obstacles between you and that happiness.

      “Let’s go ahead and start with the wine,” Merrik said.
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        * * *

      

      Merrik left the others to get situated on the fourth floor of the Sleepy Huntsman and took a leisurely stroll toward the ducal palace. He presumed breaking into the place was the worst sort of combination of a difficult thing to do and something only a fool would want to do anyway.

      But if that’s where the hunchback was keeping himself, then that’s where Merrik needed to go.

      He passed various troops along the way, sometimes patrols of two or three tasked with keeping the streets safe, and other times entire companies on the march to or from manning the city wall, or, at least, that was Merrik’s guess. Defending a city under siege wasn’t his specialty.

      He finally came to an inner wall, twenty feet high with a double gate fashioned of thick timber and banded in iron. Soldiers with spears stood on either side of the gate. Merrik leaned in a shadowed doorway and observed for a while.

      Soldiers came and went from a small barracks to the left of the gate. Others marched sentry along the top of the wall. Merrik spent the next two hours winding and weaving his way through the neighborhoods surrounding the palace. The story was the same everywhere he went. Guards, walls, and more guards.

      A tunnel underneath the wall? Steal a guard’s uniform and sneak inside?

      Merrik shook his head and sighed. Half-baked ideas, shortcuts to a dungeon cell or the headman’s block. He went back to the Sleepy Huntsman and found Raysal at the first table, sitting with her legs crossed, the slit in her dress revealing an alarming amount of leg. She sipped wine from a large pewter goblet.

      Jin sat at a different table on the complete opposite side of the room with a pot of tea.

      “Wouldn’t it be funny if you two became best friends?” Merrik said to the sorceress.

      “We’re bound by magic, Marquis Niles,” Raysal said. “If you’re asking me to put up with some petulant child, we might test the limits of that bond.”

      “If we’re as bound as you say, you should really call me Merrik.”

      A playful smile. Maybe sincere. Probably not. “Very well … Merrik.”

      “We were getting along quite well in Bumwich,” Merrik reminded her. “Before you tried to kill me.”

      “I’m not sure what kind of special, intimate privileges you think the Mage’s Geas affords you, Merrik,” Raysal said. “But I suggest you don’t push it.”

      Merrik laughed and held up a placating hand. “I’ll settle for you      not trying to murder me.”

      “Did you find out anything useful?”

      “Just what I already suspected,” Merrik said. “It’s a hard place to get into, and I don’t know how I’m going to do it. It’s difficult to case a joint when you can’t see over the wall.”

      “I might be able to help with that,” Raysal told him.

      “Hold that thought. We’ll talk later.”

      Merrik went to Jin’s table, stood there a moment and cleared his throat.

      Jin looked up from a piece of parchment she’d been writing on, quill in one hand, inkwell off to one side, eyes innocent as if just noticing he’d arrived. “Oh, hello. When did you get back?”

      “Just now,” he said. “Are they still at it?”

      “The twins? I suppose. They haven’t come down.”

      “Thanks.”

      Merrik headed upstairs to the fourth floor and turned down the hall. The one thing he and his friends had in plenty was space. Merrik had a large suite to himself, a sizable bed, a sitting area and an alcove with a large bathtub. Jin had a smaller room to herself as did Nina and Dobber. The twins shared a room at the far end of the wall. Just as Merrik arrived and lifted his fist to knock, Niralyn emerged from the room, closing the door behind her.

      “Dair needs to sleep,” she said.

      “Did she have any luck?” Merrik asked.

      Niralyn frowned and shook her head then motioned for Merrik to follow as she went back the way Merrik and just come.

      When they were at the other end of the hall, she said. “The palace is large. She was only able to search part of it before needing rest.”

      “And no ghosts?” Merrik asked.

      “No. Not yet.”

      Merrik sighed. If Dair had been able to find a ghost inside the palace, it would have been an easy way to gain access. He’d learned recently that ghosts were more prevalent than anyone had thought. If there was one in the hold of Jenni’s Mistake, then surely there must be one in a place as large as the ducal palace, perhaps some denizen of the deep dungeon who’d perished tragically.

      “She’ll try again after dinner maybe,” Niralyn said. “If there’s a ghost, she’ll find it, but there are so many halls and rooms and levels. It’ll take time.”

      “Okay. What are you doing now?”

      “Going down to the common room. Jin wanted me to tell her when Dair was back.”

      “I’m going to the roof,” Merrik said. “Send up one of the inn’s servants with a pitcher of wine.”

      A bonus feature of renting out the entire top floor was access to the roof where there were two rough, wooden tables and a half-dozen weather-beaten chairs, a pleasant place to sit quietly, especially when the breeze off the ocean mitigated the season’s brutal heat. The eastern and western views were blocked by slightly taller buildings, but the southern view of the harbor was quite nice, and turning northward afforded a view of the ducal palace humping up from the neighborhoods below, spires stretching toward the sky, pennants flapping in the wind.

      Merrik settled into one of the chairs and waited, letting his thoughts drift. Normally, he’d be second guessing himself. Why did he think marching into enemy territory was a good idea?

      A very comfortable inn in enemy territory, but enemy territory nonetheless.

      The problem was that Merrik was attempting to do something he wasn’t very good at, namely advancing the war effort, quite likely at the cost of his own life. Weasel a free meal? Sure. Talk a young barmaid out of her dress? It had been known to happen.

      Pick a fight with a murderous, hunchback king.

      Yeah, that was new ground.

      What did I think I was going to do? Challenge him to a duel? Merrik considered the idea. Well … if Cullen helped …

      Merrik shook his head. No, that wouldn’t work. With the skills of Cullen the master swordsman, he might actually stand a good chance, but Cullen wasn’t cooperating anymore.

      And he’d never get close enough to Rodwik to challenge him to a duel anyway. There were high walls and probably a thousand guards between him and the hunchback, and his plan to have Dair sneak him inside via the ghost world had so far not proven possible. Merrik had to face facts. He’d come to High Harbor for nothing. If he were smart – and this was always the sticky bit – he and his friends would march right back to the Jenni’s Mistake and sail the blue blazes out of there.

      The wine arrived, a tray with a pitcher and two goblets on it, not carried by a servant but by Raysal. She set the tray on the table, filled the goblets and sat across from Merrik.

      “Picking up some barmaid work on the side?” he asked.

      “So very, very droll,” she said. “I thought I’d help you with your reconnaissance problem.”

      “Eh?”

      “A view of the ducal palace.” She sipped wine, mischief glinting in her eye. “I can get a view from above, check out the walls, see how many soldiers are arrayed in the baily. It might not do any good, but there’s no harm in looking.”

      “You can get a view from above?” Merrik raised an eyebrow. “How will you go about that?”

      “I’ll show you.” Raysal stood and stepped back from the table.

      She hooked a thumb into the neckline of her dress near the shoulder and slid the dress down over her arm and then repeated the move on the other side. She shimmied her hips, and the thin dress floated down to pool around her ankles. She stood naked, curving everywhere curves were expected, legs long, so much unblemished white flesh with the merest hint of pink.

      “You’ll catch flies like that,” she said.

      Merrik realized his mouth was hanging open. He composed himself and said, “I don’t know what spell this is, but I think it’s terrific.”

      “Again, so very amusing.”

      She began to mutter words, odd syllables, slow at first but then coming at a blur. Merrik could tell they were the words to a spell because they seemed tantalizingly familiar yet touched the ear and vanished before they could fully be heard or understood.

      Raysal’s arm deformed and shorted, her skin twisting, body bending in and seeming to collapse on itself, and in the next instant, Merrik flinched away from the flapping, cawing assault that came right at him.

      A large raven perched on the chair next to him, feathers deeply black and glossy.

      Merrik eyed the bird warily. “Raysal?”

      A tilt of the head and another sharp caw, and the raven shot into the air. It circled once overhead, then flapped off in the direction of the ducal palace.

      Merrik drained his goblet in a single gulp. Now he’d seen everything.

      Except that’s not true, is it? I’m going to keep seeing crazy shit from here on out.

      He finished the pitcher of wine.
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      Effingham followed King Lee around High Harbor’s walls at a slow trot, making sure to stay out of bowshot range. He’d never been much of a rider, but he was learning. If the king took off at a full gallop, the priest would have to wave him goodbye, but if they kept it slow, there should be no problem.

      Lee was clearly getting restless. Only so much could be accomplished standing around a table in the war council tent glaring at maps, so the king had taken to riding from post to post, camp to camp, delivering a wave or an encouraging word to the troops. Often he’d hold the scepter high, precious gems glinting in the sunlight to the enthusiastic cheers of all who could see. The priest and a score of the king’s personal guard accompanied him on this morale tour.

      Effingham shrugged. It can’t hurt.

      He glanced up at the wall, saw the enemy troops looking down at them, seemingly unconcerned. Why should they be? We don’t have enough soldiers to storm the place.

      The priest sighed. The siege was wearing on him too although not because it was especially difficult.

      Tedious was the word.

      Effingham had been pulling strings from the beginning, molding Lee into the king Greymond needed. The priest had labored constantly to bring the right people together, to make sure Lee had been seen wielding the scepter at just the right moment for the greatest heroism. He’d made sure the story spread. A hundred little things along the way, all to bring Lee to this point.

      And now … well, Effingham found himself sitting around and waiting like everyone else.

      Frankly, the war had gotten very, very boring.

      He chastised himself. If the war suddenly became interesting, then that would mean bloodshed.

      Still, it would be nice if he had something constructive to do.

      A cloud of dust in the distance caught his attention. Riders? They came down the main road which led to High Harbor’s front gates. The priest watched for another few seconds. Not just a few riders but an entire column.

      “Who do you suppose they are?” Effingham asked.

      Lee twisted in the saddle and squinted up the road. “Ah. That would be the archbishop. Right on time.”

      “Oh?” Effingham hadn’t heard anything about the archbishop coming to join the siege.

      “Our scouts came in last night to tell us of his approach,” Lee said.

      Lee ordered one of his men to ride back to the main camp and let them know the archbishop and his men were coming.

      “Come with me, father,” Lee said. “Let’s ride out to greet your old friend Archbishop Fenwigg.”

      Old friend. Effingham rolled his eyes.

      They trotted up the road and reigned in the horses off to the side to let the column pass. Effingham estimated at least five hundred men with spears and light armor, all mounted.

      “Good.” Lee nodded at the riders as they passed. “We need more cavalry.”

      A half-dozen riders broke away from the column and reigned in their horses in front of the king and Effingham.

      “Your majesty.” Archbishop Axen Fenwigg dipped his head, more of a nod than a bow.

      Effingham almost didn’t recognize the man. The archbishop wore full plate armor with an outlandish amount of gold inlay. The armor had probably been in the deepest of church vaults for a century and brought out especially so the archbishop could look his splendid best while being safely miles away from any battle that might accidently break out     . A broadsword hung from his belt with a ruby in the pommel the size of a walnut. The officers accompanying the archbishop were similarly outfitted, and one carried the archbishop’s colors – an image of a golden sword with white wings spreading from the hilt against a blue background.

      The Church of Dumo’s battle flag. That flag hadn’t flown since … well, Effingham had no memory of ever seeing that flag actually flown. It was an image he’d only seen in books.

      “Welcome to the siege of High Harbor, your grace,” Lee said.

      “Many thanks, your majesty,” the archbishop said. “I would have brought greater numbers, but I needed to leave someone home to mind the store. The Union of Territories controls Madman’s Pass. I couldn’t leave Five Rivers undefended.”

      “Understandable. If you and your officers would like to come with me, I can see some appropriate refreshment is arranged.”

      “If you’d indulge me, your majesty, I’d prefer a tour of High Harbor’s defenses,” Fenwigg said. “I’m not military minded myself, but there are those with me with some experience. I can task one of the junior officers with leading the column to the place you’ve designated for our camp. The men should get on with the business of pitching tents and building fires while there’s still some daylight left.”

      “Of course,” Lee said. “Happy to oblige.”

      “Are you sure you’re not military minded?” Effingham asked, a mischievous twinkle in his eye. “The armor suits you. I thought one of the great generals of old had come straight out of legend to meet us.”

      A strained smile from the archbishop, as if it caused him physical pain to acknowledge Effingham’s existence. “Clever as always, Effingham. If you don’t mind, I need to take council with the king. I’m sure you can be of use elsewhere.”

      Effingham frowned. He should have known better. Even in the best of times, Fenwigg was a humorless individual, and these weren’t the best of times. The archbishop was a serious man with serious issues to consider. Effingham watched Lee and Fenwigg and his gaggle fighting bishops ride off together to survey the city walls.

      Well, anyway, it would be good to get out of the saddle. He turned his horse and rode alongside the column of church soldiers back to the main camp. He glanced at the war council tent and wondered if anything was happening. Likely not with Lee away. The priest looked beyond the War Pavilion to Lee’s personal tent. A brace of guards stood on either side of the entrance. Even with Lee away, Effingham knew there was still someone there to guard.

      He dismounted, handed the horse off to an attentive groom, went to the king’s tent, and knocked on one of the posts.

      “Come in.” A woman’s voice.

      Effingham entered.

      Mira reclined on a chaise which had been hauled from Five Rivers specifically for her comfort. Effingham had seen the woman only yesterday, but she looked even bigger now, belly round and tight, ankles swollen. She remembered Mira complaining her shoes no longer fit and went barefoot most of the time.

      Still, there was a pleasant glow about her. Isn’t that what they always said about pregnant women? They gave off a specific sort of radiance.

      “Why is it so fucking hot?” Mira asked.

      Effingham grinned. The pleasant glow apparently had little effect on her demeanor.

      “I’m afraid it’s always this oppressively hot this time of year and this far south,” the priest told her. “And I’m sure your condition only exacerbates the situation.”

      “I’m a bloated cow is what you mean.”

      Effingham laughed. “I would not put it in quite those words, highness.”

      “Cows are more agreeable.” Tabba stood next to the chaise and dipped a rag into a bowl of cool water. She wrung it out and dabbed Mira’s forehead.

      Mira gestured at the other woman. “You see the sympathy I get?”

      Tabba set the rag aside. “Keep her company a few minutes, will you, father? I’ll see if I can scrounge up some food.”

      “Cheese,” Mira said. “Any kind of cheese.”

      “So you’ve said. Many times.” Tabba shook her head and laughed. “Last week in was boiled eggs. All she could get.”

      “I quite like a boiled egg,” Effingham said.

      “You don’t have to smell what comes out of her.” Tabba pinched her nose between thumb and forefinger and made a sour face.

      Mira scowled. “Tabba!”

      Tabba laughed and rapidly exited the tent.

      Effingham smiled down at the pregnant woman. “Is there anything I can get to make you more comfortable?”

      “No thank you, father,” she said. “In spite of my complaining, I don’t really have anything to complain about. Servants bring whatever I need, and Tabba keeps me company.”

      “And how’s his majesty, if I might ask? You spend more private time with him than anyone.”

      Mira’s face went neutral. “He’s fine.”

      I see.

      “Please remember I’m a priest,” Effingham said. “Any concerns you share with me are, of course, confidential.”

      Mira thought about it.

      Effingham waited.

      “I think people forget that he’s very young,” Mira said. “He has so much on his shoulders. He drags in so late at night after visiting the troops or going to war meetings, and it’s as if there’s nothing left of him. He needs a rest; except I don’t suppose a king can run off on holiday when there’s a war on.”

      “No, I suppose not,” Effingham agreed.

      The priest considered. He’d rather hoped Lee would confide in him if he were troubled. But of course, a priest wasn’t the same as a wife. Doubtlessly, Mira was good for the man – boy really – listening to him confess his doubts, being there when he expressed anxiety, lifting him up when he was down.

      And who lifts you up, Mira? She’d bear watching. Everyone had their limits, be they physical or mental. And pregnant on top of everything else.

      “You’re doing Greymond a great service,” he said seriously. “     They say behind every great man is a woman. Not original, but true and important. He can’t be weak or exhausted in front of anyone else.”

      Mira sighed. “I take in as much as I can. I … I know I shouldn’t complain, but all the weight that comes off his shoulders falls onto me. I don’t know. Does that even make sense?”

      “Absolutely,” Effingham assured her. “You need to take care of yourself. You need to remember you have friends like Tabba. And that I’m here to listen to anything you can’t say to anyone else.”

      A weak smile. “Thank you, father.”

      Effingham returned the smile. “Anytime.”

      “Father?”

      “Yes?”

      “Have you heard anything of Merrik at all?”

      Effingham knew why she was asking. Probably he should scold her, but he couldn’t quite bring himself to do it.

      “Well, you know our Merrik,” Effingham said lightly. “He probably has his feet up somewhere, congratulating himself on being very far away from the war.”
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      “I’m really regretting that I’ve put myself smack dab in the middle of this fucking war,” Merrik said.

      He’d had another pitcher of wine delivered to the roof and was just making a start on it as he watched Raysal shrug back into her dress. She didn’t seem troubled by her own nudity, so Merrik saw no reason not to gawk.

      “It’s not too late to leave,” the sorceress said, now dressed again. “Jenni’s Mistake can take us all out of here.”

      Merrik made a frustrated noise from the bottom of his throat. “Just let me think a moment.”

      He took his goblet to the wooden railing surrounding the roof and leaned there, sipping wine and gazing northward at the spires of the ducal palace. Raysal’s aerial scouting mission had been both a success and a failure. Soaring high above the palace as a sleek-winged raven had given her a perfect view down into the courtyards and bailies. What she’d seen had, unfortunately, confirmed Merrik’s suspicions – guard houses, walls, gates, portcullises, and patrols.

      In other words, Merrik wouldn’t be scaling any walls and sneaking around.

      Maybe this is a sign. Maybe Raysal’s right. Time to hop a ship and get the blue blazes out of here.

      He felt something inside him harden.

      No.

      “Dair will find us a ghost,” Merrik said, trying to sound optimistic and not quite pulling it off. “She’ll find us a ghost, and I’ll get inside that way.”

      “And once you’re inside?” Raysal asked. “Then what?”

      That was an excellent question.

      Instead of answering it, he said, “They’ll be serving dinner soon. Go on downstairs with the others.”

      “You’re not coming?”

      “Later.”

      She hesitated, and Merrik could feel her eyes on him, but he didn’t turn around. A few moments later, he sensed her leave.

      He took the wine pitcher and his goblet to the floor below and entered his suite. He threw open every window. It was so insufferably hot. He stripped off his doublet and tossed it aside, unlaced the V-neck of his shirt. He plopped into an overstuffed chair by the window facing down into the harbor.

      Merrik sipped wine and tried to make his mind think something useful.

      It occurred to him he’d spent a lot of time thinking how he might gain access to the ducal palace and very little thought on how he might get out again. Sneaking in and murdering the hunchback king would obviously raise alarms. He wanted to murder the bastard, yes, but he wasn’t totally opposed to surviving the experience.

      “So you do want to live,” said a voice behind him. “All those weeks drinking your life away in Munsk had me wondering.”

      Merrik turned his head to see Ponder sitting at the chessboard in the little space by the window, dusty light streaming in. He looked around. He was in his father’s shabby apartment.

      “I fell asleep in the chair,” Merrik said.

      That gap-toothed grin that made the jester look like a simpleton. “Yes.”

      Sleeping got him halfway into the ghost realm, or, at least, that’s what Merrik inferred from his previous experiences. The fish coming closer to the surface of the water as Arzumel had said… or maybe it was more like Merrik diving in. Either way.

      This time Merrik wasn’t the ten-year-old version of himself.  He was full grown, wearing the same clothing he’d been wearing a few moments ago when he’d fallen asleep in the chair. He crossed the small space and took a stool at the chessboard across from Ponder.

      Merrik looked down at the board. All the pieces had been removed accept the two kings, but only one king was an actual chess piece. The other was a king carved from a carrot. It seemed forever ago when Merrick had first encountered the jester like this, and he’d carved the king from the bright orange vegetable. It appeared garish against the dull black and white squares of the board.

      “Been a while, Ponder,” Merrik said. “I thought you’d fucked off somewhere.”

      Ponder shrugged. “I had to come back, didn’t I? To save you from making a terrible mistake.”

      “I see. And what mistake might that be?”

      Ponder’s idiot grin widened. “You don’t want to go down in history as the man who killed the one, true king, do you?”

      Merrik looked down at the chessboard again at the carrot king – the cheat, the imposter.

      Then he looked at the real chess piece, black, the figure huge and brutish and bent, and enormous hump giving him a monstrous appearance. But of course. It was Lee who was the cheat, Effingham’s ploy, a lie that had set all of Greymond on its ear.

      The hunchback was a real chess piece. A real king.

      “Since when are you suddenly devoted to the one, true king?” Merrik asked.

      “There’s more at stake than who wears      some foolish crown,” Ponder said. “Or didn’t Arzumel tell you that. I warned you about the wizard, didn’t I? He has his secrets.”

      “Tell me.”

      “Tell you?” Ponder tsked. “But who tells poor old Ponder? Nobody that’s who. Didn’t you ever wonder why all of us were together in that tunnel, guarding the scepter?”

      Merrik had wondered. Fleetingly. He was more concerned with getting the ghosts out of his head. And then a whole bunch of stuff had happened in which fate seemingly wanted Merrik dead above all else. So, no … he hadn’t really wondered a lot about the scepter. Not recently.

      “It’s a symbol, right?” Merrik asked. “Lee waves it around. Look at me, I’m the king. All that rubbish.”

      The jester shrugged. “Works for that certainly. But a lot of trouble for a prop, eh? I died for that thing, you know.”

      It was true. When Merrik had discovered the scepter, he’d found the little jester’s skeletal remains curled around it as if Ponder had been protecting a child. Later, at the battle of Mykle’s village, Merrik – or rather Arzumel – had aided Effingham in his ruse by casting a minor spell to make the scepter glow, giving the impression it blazed with holy glory, but as far as Merrik knew, there was nothing magical about it.

      “You tell me,” Merrik said. “What’s special about it?”

      “Would you like to know?” Ponder giggled. “I would too. Oh, but Arzumel, our darling wizard loves his little secrets. He made the scepter, you know, forged it with all of his magical knowhow.”

      Merrik’s eyes narrowed. He had not known that.

      “Do you remember the first time you saw the scepter?” Ponder asked.

      Of course, Merrik did. In the secret tunnel to Harkun Keep.

      Ponder grinned his moronic grin. “No. You’ve seen it before. Think. Remember.”

      Merrik closed his eyes, trying to picture it. A memory stirred. Yes, he thought maybe he had seen the scepter before. Or was it just the jester’s suggestion playing tricks on him?

      Something shifted. A sense of movement.

      Merrik’s eyes popped open. He was somewhere else. He looked around. Familiar.

      Then it came to him. Merrik stood in Archbishop Fenwigg’s private office atop the tower in the abbey at Five Rivers. He wasn’t really here, of course. He was walking around inside a memory. He’d come here ostensibly to woo the archbishop’s niece, Zarabelle, but really it had been a cover story to steal a map, the very same map which had led him to the scepter’s discovery.

      And he knew why Ponder had sent him here. Merrik turned to the huge tapestry hanging on the wall across the room. The depiction of the shining man in armor. Holding aloft what Merrik had originally mistaken for a glittering jeweled mace. The scepter.

      Ghosts swirled around the king. Were they trying to get into the black mountain? Was the king of old fending them off? The tapestry was exquisitely rendered and richly detailed, as much as any old painting by one of the long-dead masters. He moved closer, squinting at the figures, trying to fathom what clue Ponder had intended he pick up by revisiting the tapestry.

      The ghosts, he noticed, were not all equally … solid.

      Some looked whole, simply translucent versions of their living selves. Merrik could discern moustaches and beards, ornate buttons on tunics, women with braids piled atop heads, flowing gowns trailing behind them, soldiers in chain armor, priests in long robes. Other ghosts appeared blurred, having the shape of a human being – arms and legs and hollow haunted eyes – and others still had dissolved completely. Nothing remained of them except a swirling mist of light carpeting the ground before the black steps of the castle, weaving around the king’s legs, some macabre fog covering everything.

      This was something important, Merrik realized, that these ghosts would be in different stages. Maybe it was something to      … what was it? Merrik strained to remember what had been so important back in Harkun’s Keep. It seemed like a lifetime ago.

      The Covenant whispered a voice from nowhere and everywhere at once.

      Merrik snapped his fingers. “That’s it! Ponder, what do you know?”

      Laughter trailed away into a distant nothingness.

      Stupid jester!

      But Merrik was on the very edge of some realization. What had his father said about the Covenant? It had been when they’d been discussing the pantheon of gods and some sort of cosmic wager and … and …

      Damn it, this is important!

      And the bones of the world. The black mountain was made of it. The black castle. It must be something to do with –

      A cold wind blew through the room, gusting from nowhere on its way to no place.

      Merrik felt a familiar tug right behind his navel, and the tug became a yank. He was lifted off his feet, jerked back through the knothole in the fence between worlds, light and sound blending and blurring into –

      Merrik started awake, spilled his wine. It splashed cold down the front of his tunic, staining it purple.

      “Just … shit.”

      He lurched out of the chair, looking down at himself and muttered another string of curses. The shirt would stain and, blast it all, he really liked this one. Maybe one of the servant girls could …

      He was missing something. The dream … except it was more than a dream. Ponder had tried to show him something … something to do with … and it was fading, becoming small as it bolted for the distant horizon in his mind. No. He couldn’t let the thought escape. Merrik ran after it. He reached for it … too late.

      It dissolved like an ancient ghost … smoke on the wind.
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      The sprawling estate was two hours southwest of Eastport by carriage.

      Zarabelle Fenwigg looked out the window as the carriage rocked and clattered over the rough road, the city giving way to suburbs and finally farmland, cobblestones finally becoming a rutted, dirt track. Three-foot high stone walls lined both sides of the narrow road, gray stones dug from the soil to clear the fields for planting … apple groves at first and then row upon row of grapevines. Zarabelle had been given to understand the region produced a tolerable white wine, subtle and not overly fruity.

      She took in a deep breath and let it out slowly, the scenery becoming monotonous. Zarabelle had hardened herself to grief. Sereen’s death had cut to her core, sharper than she’d thought at first, and for a long two days, Zarabelle had been a sobbing mess. Along with the pain came the acute realization she’d never been in love before. Intrigued, fascinated, infatuated, yes, but she hadn’t realized until Sereen was taken from her that what she’d felt was love.

      So she’d hardened her heart and her mind, put away feelings of love, shoving them deep into the dark cellar of herself and slamming the door. Those feelings would only get in the way of her revenge which burned brightest of all emotions within her.

      A side road turned off from the main way, taking the carriage between two ten-foot-high pillars guarding the entrance to the estate. A gargoyle perched atop each pillar, glowering down at visitors.

      Trimmed hedges lined the track all the way to the manor house, a large three-storied stone structure, wide stone steps leading up to a wide porch lined by pillars, shutters white-washed, roof covered with dull red, clay tiles. The carriage stopped in front of the manor house, and liveried servants were instantly there to take Zarabelle’s luggage and offer a hand to help her down.

      One of the servants wore a gold sash, indicating, Zarabelle presumed, some sort of rank.

      “I’m Fain. You journey was pleasant, milady?” he asked.

      “Uneventful,” Zarabelle said. “I take it the message arrived I was coming?”

      “Yes, milady. His lordship awaits.”

      “A moment with my driver, if you please.”

      “Of course,” Fain said. “When he’s finished, he can take the carriage around back. The horses will be taken care of, and the driver will be fed and given lodging among the servants.” He retreated to the top of the steps and waited by the front door as the other servants took Zarabelle’s luggage inside.

      Zarabelle looked up at the driver. “I’ll try to send you some message tonight.”

      The driver shifted nervously on the bench. “For Dumo’s sake, don’t put anything in writing,” Cornet Jon Trevon said. “I’m an officer of the palace guard.”

      “Not at the moment,” Zarabelle said. “Right now, you’re a co-conspirator and a traitor, and the duke hangs traitors, so keep your eyes open and your head on straight.”

      Trevon groaned. “That’s supposed to make me feel better?”

      Zarabelle had complete control over Trevon, but it was something of a balancing act. He was utterly cowed, and often she had to be stern with him, tough words, only occasionally having to brandish the stiletto. More often than not, a warm smile or a reassuring caress did the trick.

      She reached up and touched his leg, just with the tips of her fingers. He calmed immediately, seemingly reassured.

      Men are so easy.

      “I’m not going to let anything happen to you,” Zarabelle said. “And I’m not a fool. I won’t give us away.”

      He nodded and blew out a nervous sigh. “Right. Sorry. I’ll take the carriage around.”

      Zarabelle climbed the steps up to the manor house as she heard the carriage roll away behind her and summoned her most innocent expression. What she’d said to Trevon had been true. Traitors would be hung, and her neck would stretch at the end of a rope as much as his, never mind she was the archbishop’s niece. She’d hatched the scheme all on her own. Uncle Axen would be appalled if he knew and order her return to Five Rivers immediately.

      She was instigating a revolt. It was really nothing short of that. It wasn’t much of a revolution, not yet, exactly two people, herself and Cornet Jon Trevon.

      Maybe today, she’d add a third.

      Fain led her into the manor, foyer arching two floors above her, a chandelier of elkhorn hanging down, trimmed in copper, thick candles unlit. A long hallway stretched ahead of her, sitting rooms through arched doorways to either side. The décor seemed to emulate an upper scale hunting lodge, furniture of rich, polished wood, large animal skins on the floor for rugs.

      “Your bags have been taken to a comfortable suite of rooms upstairs.” Fain gestured through one of the doorways. “His lordship wonders if you’d like some light refreshment after your journey from the city. He awaits you in his private study.”

      “That would be nice. Thank you.”

      Fain led her through one of the sitting rooms, and down a short hall with a wooden door at the end and knocked. When told to enter, he turned a brass handle, pushed the door open, and gestured for Zarabelle to enter ahead of him.  “Her ladyship Zarabelle Fenwigg.”

      She entered the study, chin up, smile cordial but not too inviting, not just yet. The study was similar to those of other men she’d known, men with means but also with a desire to ensconce themselves in comfort and familiarity while keeping the outside world at a safe distance if only temporarily. Shelves with leather-bound books, a sideboard with decanters of various – and likely expensive – liquors. A messy writing desk with a stuffed owl on it. The skin of some huge forest cat on the floor for a rug. The big bay window allowed light into the room and also offered a good view of the manicured gardens beyond.

      Zarabelle eyed the man himself. Lord Pemberton Stoke, the duke’s third son.

      The first son was being groomed to take over someday as duke. As per tradition, he currently served as minister of trade to get at least some notion of how to run things. Not the worst idea Zarabelle had ever heard. The second son had been given a cushy admiralty and took a leisurely cruise up and down the east coast once a month, fending off non-existent pirates. The pirates along the coast far to the south and west had learned decades ago not to mess with the duke’s fleet.

      That left son number three. The family had made him viscount of some out-of-the-way patch of dirt – a vineyard to be specific – where his antics wouldn’t embarrass the rest of the family.

      One good look at the man, and Zarabelle didn’t blame the family at all. She was surprised they hadn’t sent him to live on the other side of the great forest.

      Pemberton Stoke sat in an overstuffed chair, feet up on the edge of his desk, no shoes, shirt unlaced at the neck, soft, leather jerkin unbuttoned. He smoked a pipe, and Zarabelle recognized the spicy-sweet scent of kwali weed. He was not altogether unpleasant looking, had only just turned thirty if her information was correct, a mop of unkempt black hair. There was a soft look to him from living a soft life.

      He held a small, one-handed crossbow in his left hand, raised it and squeezed the lever.

      The bolt shot across the room and imbedded itself in the forehead of a mounted stag, a hunting trophy from bygone days. There was a score of other bolts stuck in the wall all around the hunting trophy.

      “Did you see that?” Pemberton asked brightly. “Not bad, eh? I’ve been trying with my left hand.” He stuck the kwali pipe in his mouth and inhaled deeply.

      Zarabelle tried to maintain her smile but gave it up.

      He held out the crossbow to her. “Want a go? Jolly fun.”

      Zarabelle’s eyes narrowed. “No. Thank you.”

      Pemberton shrugged and set the weapon aside. “Suit yourself.”

      “My lord, you did receive word I was coming, yes?”

      Pemberton looked at her as if not quite understanding. “Yes, of course. Absolutely. Why?”

      “It’s just that you don’t seem quite prepared to receive guests.”

      “Guest,” he corrected. “One. Singular.”

      “Nevertheless.”

      “When you asked to come visit, I suggested I pull together some kind of reception, you might recall,” Pemberton reminded her. “Even out here in the unfashionable sticks, I could gather up a few random barons and countesses for an amusing party. You declined, and I inferred you had something more casual in mind … or at least off the record.”

      She gave him another look, re-evaluating. “Off the record?”

      “You didn’t tell anyone you were coming here.” Not a question.

      “No.”

      “Why don’t you have a drink or something.” He gestured to the sideboard.

      “No, thank you.”

      “Nothing to drink? No fun with the crossbow?” Pemberton tsked. “I thought you’d be more amusing from all that I’d heard.” His face sobered noticeably, and he said, “I was sorry to hear about your friend Sereen. I know little of art, but I understand she was quite gifted.”

      It took effort, but Zarabelle managed to keep her face neutral. “You seem well informed, Lord Stoke.”

      “I used to care little what my family got up to, especially my brothers,” Pemberton said. “Such bores. As long as they didn’t get in the way of my good time, I didn’t really care what they were doing. But then I was banished to this posh wilderness, and I hunger for news of every little thing they do. It makes me upset, you see, upset that they’re respected and doing important things and don’t have to bother with me. I like that it upsets me. It fuels a fire, and I know from the look of me at this moment, I don’t seem like a man with a fire in his belly, but I am.” He paused to puff the pipe. “So my father and his darling sons will be bothered by me again very soon, and I just have this feeling you’ve come all the way out here to recruit me in a delicious bit of bothering. Tell me I’m wrong.”

      It occurred to her to act innocent or shocked, but both notions struck her as wrong. “I can’t tell you that.”

      “No, you can’t.” Puff. “Because I’m not wrong. I’m right.”

      “You’re right.”

      “So all this time I’ve been having a nice little smoke and shooting crossbow bolts at inanimate objects and wondering just exactly what flavor of bothering you had in mind,” Pemberton said. “I mean, why specifically me. What could I possibly do to help you. I devoted the full power of my agile mind to this conundrum. And of course, my eyes and ears back in Eastport mentioned you’ve spent a good bit of time bending father’s ear on the subject of the navy and how perhaps they might meander south and put a bit of a blockade on High Harbor.”

      “The duke is understandably reluctant,” Zarabelle said. “Picking sides might have long-term repercussions with our neighbors on the other side of the Arrowheads. Understandable but wrong. He’s making a mistake.”

      Pemberton sighed. “But he’s the duke. There’s no one powerful enough to overrule him. If you can’t change his mind, then you’re fucked. Unless …” Puff.

      “Go on then,” she goaded. “You’re getting there in your own roundabout way. Unless what?”

      “Unless someone else happened to be the duke,” Pemberton said. “Maybe someone with a proper sense of gratitude.”

      “Gratitude?”

      A big grin. “I always remember those who helped me.” Just as quickly, the grin fell, a hard expression replacing it, hatred clouding his eyes. “Almost as keenly as I remember those who’ve wronged me.”

      “In order for you to be duke, my lord, your father and two older brothers must all die.” Zarabelle said it matter-of-factly, as if saying how many eggs needed to be broken to bake a cake.

      The grin returned to his face. “You don’t have to sell me on it. I already like the idea.”

      “You’re not as dumb as everything thinks,” Zarabelle said.

      “I haven’t learned much from my father,” Pemberton admitted. “But one thing he did teach me – even if it was unintentional – is that there is often value in being underestimated. Did you know there is a high-ranking naval officer who thinks he’d make a much better admiral than my brother. He just so happens to be a good friend of mine although he doesn’t advertise the fact. I think it might surprise most people to learn I’ve quite a number of friends ready to act on my behalf when – and if – the time is right. Not that they’d be helping me purely for purposes of friendship. I’m not a fool. They’d be acting just as much on their own behalf.”

      Zarabelle massaged one temple. Was there a headache coming? Bewilderment washed over her. Everything Pemberton was saying knocked her off balance. It wasn’t a feeling she was accustomed to. “I came here      with a proposal, but it seems you don’t need me at all, do you?”

      “On the contrary,” Pemberton told her. “Here’s something I haven’t told many people. I was nine years old the last time I was alone with my father. Can you imagine? Oh, I’ve stood side-by-side with him at various functions in which it was important to show family unity, but the idea we have any kind of father son relationship is laughable. There’s no warmth or love there, not at all, and mostly I think he forgets I’m alive.”

      “That seems … unfortunate.”

      “You, on the other hand, have contrived to be alone with him on numerous occasions,” Pemberton told her.

      “I thought I was much better at this,” Zarabelle said. “I used to be better at keeping secrets.”

      “Don’t be hard on yourself. My spies are better than my father’s and more discreet. Your secrets are still safe, at least from the people they need to be safe from.”

      “I still don’t see how my being alone with your father helps.”

      “I should have thought that obvious. I need you to kill him.”

      “Ah.” Zarabelle calmly walked to the sideboard, selected a bottle, pulled the stopper, and filled a goblet. “I think I’m ready for that drink now.”
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      Duchess Kitimar Denning sat astride Northstar and watched her troops encircle the tower of Roc’s Roost under the direction of her junior officers. Her plan was simple. Surround the place, show those within it was pointless to defend such a sad pile of rocks, and accept their surrender without bloodshed.

      Simple and reasonable right?

      Which is exactly why she suspected it probably wouldn’t work.

      People can be such idiots.

      A rider approached, reined in his horse near Kitimar, and saluted. “As ordered, we left a squad with fast horses back the way we came, milady. About three miles. There was a good spot. If anything comes along the road out of High Harbor, we’ll have a warning. I sent another squad ahead.” He gestured to the line of trees north of the road. “Patrols in the forest.”

      “Obliged,” she said. “Get back to your unit.”

      He saluted and left at a gallop.

      He seemed a good soldier, Kitimar thought, a mix of excitement and trepidation like the rest of the troops. Understandable, she supposed. After months of staring at the walls of High Harbor, they were finally doing something. On the other hand, any battle – even a simple one where they outnumbered the enemy ten to one – was an opportunity to die. A stray arrow could catch anyone off guard. There were no guarantees.

      An hour later, the troops were in position. There’d been no signal at all from the tower.

      Her officers approached and reined in their horses next to hers. They were both young, serious men with breast plates augmented by chainmail, broadswords hanging from belts, seconds sons of random barons, looking to make their mark in some glorious skirmish.

      Kitimar chastised herself. There was no reason to be so judgmental. So far both men had done their jobs with competence and good cheer. There were men who might chafe at tacking orders from a woman, but not these two.

      “The troops are deployed as ordered, your grace.” Elgin was a delicate-featured man, so good-looking that he bordered on pretty, thick, wavy black hair down to his shoulders. The breast plate and shoulder padding gave him some bulk, but out of his armor he was slender and willowy.

      “Let’s give them a few moments to get worried,” Kitimar said. "Then we’ll go talk and give them an out. Hopefully we can finish this without piling up a lot of bodies?”

      “And if they decide to fight?” Elgin asked.

      “How would you go about it?”

      “Through the courtyard,” Elgin said. “The wall protects them, but it also protects us from the tower’s upper floors. They won’t be able to loose down on us. At least, not until we break through into the baily. Then we head for the tower door with a battering ram. Men with shields over their heads providing cover.”

      “Do we have a battering ram?”

      “I can send a squad into the woods for a nice, fat tree trunk,” Elgin said. “Leather straps for handholds.”

      Kitimar turned to the other man. “What do you think?”

      Terk’s bulk wasn’t an illusion of the armor. He was just as big as he seemed, the same age as Elgin, but Terk had more miles on him, experience that showed in the eyes or maybe it was the rough scar across his forehead and the five days stubble on his jaw. Kitimar had never seen the man with a full beard nor cleaned shaved. Just stubble.

      How does he do that?

      “I wish we had some ships with catapults on deck,” Terk said. “We could sit safely offshore and reduce the tower to rubble.”

      “We don’t have ships,” Kitimar said lightly. “And the ships we don’t have don’t have catapults.”

      Terk shrugged. “Elgin’s way then.”

      “It’s settled. Elgin, see to the ram,” Kitimar ordered. “Terk, come with me to the tower. You can give them a good scowl while I talk.”

      A grunt from Terk with a hint of amusement in it although Kitimar could never be sure with that one.

      They fashioned a white cloth to a spear for a makeshift flag of truce. Terk carried it and they headed for the tower, keeping the horses to an easy walk.

      “Do you want to get so close?” Terk asked.

      “We’re under a flag of truce.”

      Another grunt. “Stand behind the flag of truce, your grace, and see if it stops a crossbow bolt.”

      “You can stay back if you’re nervous,” Kitimar said.

      Another grunt, this time without the amusement.

      They sat their horses below the tower’s high window.

      “Hello, the tower!” Kitimar called.

      A minute passed and then another.

      “They have to know we’re out here,” Kitimar said.

      “Testing us,” Terk suggested.

      “Our patience? Do they think we’ll go away?”

      She was about to shout again when the shutter swung open, and a man stuck his head out. Bowl helm. Chainmail. Bland expression. Bearded.

      “Hello there,” he called down. “Looks like we have company. I’d invite you all in for a drink, but I don’t think there’s enough to go around.”

      Kitimar frowned. Everyone’s a comedian.

      “Then you have noticed you’re surrounded and outnumbered,” Kitimar replied. “My name is Duchess Kitimar Denning, and I represent Lee the one true King of Greymond. In order to avoid needless bloodshed, I call upon you to throw open your gate and send your people out unarmed.”

      A pretty good speech, she thought. Hopefully the man would see reason.

      “I’m Charles,” he said. “The one true captain of the garrison here at Roc’s Roost. Sorry, didn’t catch everything you said. What did you want to discuss?”

      Kitimar’s frown deepened. “Surrender.”

      “Sorry, can’t do it,” Charles said. “We don’t have enough room to take you all prisoner, so I couldn’t possibly accept your surrender.”

      Terk laughed.

      Kitimar’s face went red. “Our surrender?”

      “It will be a shame to kill a man with such a sense of humor,” Terk said.

      “This is serious,” she shouted up at him. “We’ll attack. You’ll die. I will take no joy in it, but it will happen.”

      Charles sighed, his face going serious. “Listen, and I’m not fooling around this time, you don’t want to do that. It won’t go like you think. We have … certain resources.”

      “Like what?” Kitimar asked.

      “Well, I can’t say, can I?” Charles said. “The surprise is half the fun. But I’d let us alone if I were you. If you did take the tower, so what? Not worth the risk in my opinion. I’m giving you good advice, your grace.”

      “He’s bluffing,” Terk said from the side of his mouth. “Secret weapon? Nonsense.”

      What bothered Kitimar most was that Charles was right. There wasn’t that much to be gained taking the tower. On the other hand, she was under orders from the king. She couldn’t very well go back to Lee and tell him she didn’t take Roc’s Roost because Charles warned us not to.

      “I’ll give you an hour to think about it,” Kitimar said. “After that … whatever happens happens.”

      Charles closed the shutters without another word.

      “Let’s go.” Kitimar turned Northstar and headed back, Terk following.

      “A night attack, you think?” she asked.

      Another grunt. “I never liked fighting in the dark. Dawn maybe. The sun will be in their eyes.”

      “It’s decided then. I’ll pass the word. You check on Elgin and the battering ram.”

      “I’ll see to it, your grace.” Terk spurred his horse and trotted ahead.

      Kitimar glanced back at Roc’s Roost one more time. Was Charles as confident as he seemed? There couldn’t be more than a score of men holding the tower. If all went as expected, dawn would bring a very one-sided battle.

      And when’s the last time anything went as expected?
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        * * *

      

      The carriage clattered along the wharf in the dead of night, turned down the last pier, going almost to the end where a sleek brig called Sabertooth waited for its final passenger. Twenty-four soldiers had already been crowded aboard; the absolute minimum the king’s advisors would allow as a bodyguard.

      But Rodwik’s mission was one of stealth. If all went according to plan, there would be no fighting. His goal was to look the Union’s emissary in the eye and strike a bargain.

      Luizen understood enough about her husband not to be surprised. There were things the man simply refused to delegate to others.

      She stuck a kwali stick in the corner of her mouth, but as a matter of courtesy, didn’t light it. The smoke would soon fill the interior of the carriage, and her husband and his servant Baltman didn’t care for the odor.

      Luizen’s eyes narrowed as she considered Baltman, the man who’d once been her cousin Renn Tazar’s right hand. Baltman had cooly aided Rodwik in Tazar’s murder. Baltman had transitioned from serving Tazar to serving Rodwik with equal aplomb. Outwardly, Baltman appeared to be the perfect servant, always anticipating, attending to his master’s every need. But there was a subtle cunning there, a self-serving streak cloaked in seemingly perfect obedience.

      The man would bear watching.

      Luizen nervously shifted the kwali stick from one side of her mouth to the other.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea, majesty?” Baltman asked.

      Rodwik twisted in his seat to glare at the man sitting next to him. “This again, Baltman?”

      An apologetic shrug from Baltman. “I only have your majesty’s safety in mind.”

      “Noted. And the subject is closed.”

      Baltman nodded.

      Rodwik leaned across the carriage and took both Luizen’s hands in his. “Good of you to come see me off, my darling.”

      She smiled. “Of course.”

      “In spite of Baltman’s concerns, you understand I’ll be coming back, yes?”

      “Of course, you are. You are a force not to be denied, my love.” Luizen wouldn’t be able to talk him out of it, so she might as well boost his confidence.

      Although it might be impossible for the man to be any more confident than he was already.

      His smile was so warm and sincere, it startled her.

      “I am constantly reminded that I chose well for my queen,” he said.

      A knock on the carriage door.

      Rodwik shoved the curtain aside. “Well?”

      The man at the window was dressed like a common dock worker. “All clear, majesty. Nobody to see.”

      As far as most people knew, Rodwik was still in the palace, directing the war effort. Only a small handful of men and women knew of the king’s mission to treat with the Union people. If Rodwik could get them to come into the war on his side – under terms he found acceptable – the war could be won in a matter of weeks.

      “It’s time.” Rodwik leaned forward, brushed her lips with his.

      “Be safe,” she said.

      “We should arrive at the tower midmorning if all goes well,” Rodwik said. “Don’t lose any sleep over me, darling. I’m indestructible.”

      He left, the carriage rocking with the shift in weight. She sat quietly with Baltman a moment, listening to her husband’s heavy footfalls fade into the night.

      A few moments of silence passed, and Baltman said, “He’s making a mistake.”

      Luizen sighed and lit her kwali stick with a flamestone, puffing with vigor. Damn the man if he didn’t like the smell. She considered the flamestone before putting it away. An extravagant gift from her husband. He really does love me. Yes, I’m a prop in this show he’s putting on, but he likes to make me happy.

      “You don’t think he’s coming back?” she asked.

      “He most certainly will,” Baltman said. “But if a man makes enough mistakes, one will certainly be fatal sooner or later. He is a natural leader, but a king is something else again. He doesn’t represent a kingdom. He is the kingdom. And when he risks himself, he risks all of Greymond.”

      Luizen sucked on the kwali stick and raised an eyebrow. She couldn’t recall the last time the laconic Baltman had said so many words at one time. “Why tell me this? Do you think I can control him?”

      “Control him? No. He is king and will decide what to do in his own way … as he should,” Baltman said. “But when a man like him does things, those around him can get hurt, even if unintentionally. I just want you to know I would do anything in my power to keep you safe. I serve the king and, by extension, your safety is also important. Forgive me if I say I notice you do not have many close friends, majesty. I would personally be distressed if something happened, and you had no one to turn to. I hope you know I am always at your disposal.”

      Luizen kept the shock from showing on her face and shifted the kwali stick back and forth in her mouth. There were things a man didn’t say to another man’s wife, and even fewer things he should say to a king’s queen. Baltman knew this and seemed to be skirting the edge of what was appropriate.

      “I think it’s time we go back to the palace, Baltman.”

      “As you wish, majesty.”

      He knocked twice on the carriage ceiling, and they lurched away from the harbor, riding the entire way back to the ducal palace in silence.
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        * * *

      

      Rugger sat up with a groan, blinked in the darkness. It took him a moment to remember where he was. Oh yeah. Sleeping in a tent somewhere along the Old Temple Road. His back and neck screamed at him. He wasn’t accustomed to sleeping on the ground. After setting up camp, choking down a meager meal, and checking on the troops, he’d crawled into his tent and had immediately fallen into an exhausted sleep. The hard ground hadn’t kept him awake at all.

      But now …

      He stretched and twisted and heard something pop.

      Did I really volunteer for this?

      He crawled out of the tent and paused at the sight of someone in armor standing near the small campfire. Rugger’s eyes adjusted. It was Emma Aronvale.

      She turned and saw him. “I’ve stoked your fire.”

      “Obliged, milady.”

      “Call me Emma when nobody’s around,” she said.

      Rugger wasn’t sure he could bring himself to do that but nodded with a grunt.

      “You’re making the rounds this morning,” she said. “Checking on the troops.”

      “That’s right, milady – er – Emma.” Rugger winced. No, her first name definitely sounded wrong coming out of his mouth.

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “Not necessary,” he said quickly. “Someone of your rank shouldn’t have to bother with—”

      “But I do need to,” she said. “And it’s not a bother. In fact, it is necessary. I know what you did yesterday, and I want to thank you. But you can’t cover for me forever. The troops don’t know me, and I don’t really know how the Peasant Brigade goes about its business, do I? So I need to learn.”

      She wasn’t wrong, and she didn’t seem too proud to admit it and to put in the work. Rugger liked her more for it although he hadn’t especially disliked her before. The fact was he hardly knew her.

      Which I guess is the point.

      They rode back along the road and checked in with the squad at the first bridge. Both road and bridge were secure. They made it back to the camp by midday, took a meal with Commander Derelith who pointed out some items of interest on a map – patches of forest along the road that might benefit from a patrol, blind turns ripe for an ambush, and a small cluster of buildings across the river just beyond the area they were meant to be guarding.

      “What is that?” Emma asked. “A village?”

      “The ruins of an old temple. I want you to take twenty men and go there,” Jeen told the woman.

      “But I didn’t think –” Emma cut herself off.

      “Go ahead,” Jeen said. “It’s not disrespectful to ask questions.”

      “That’s beyond the area we’re supposed to guard,” Emma said. “Stationing troops there might spread us a bit thin.”

      Jeen nodded. “It would, but we’re not leaving anyone there. I want reconnaissance in force. The fact is we can’t have troops sitting around. We’d invent something for them to do even if there wasn’t actual work to be done, right, Rugger?”

      Rugger grunted affirmation. “Idle hands find trouble, mum always used to say.”

      “Fortunately, there’s plenty of real work, so we don’t have to invent anything,” Jeen said. “My understanding is that the temple ruins consist of a domed chapel surrounded by a large outer wall, mostly crumbling but that’s still good cover for the enemy. Not a bad place to stage an attack on our position.”

      Emma’s eyes widened. “Who do you think’s there? Rodwik’s forces? Union people?”

      Jeen shook her head. “I don’t think anyone’s there. But we look and make sure. We’ll all sleep better. Emma, you’ll take a relief force to the squad at the river. Send the ones already there back for a rest. Then take the additional troops and eyeball the temple. We’re not going to have it said the Peasant Brigade slacked on anything. You’re up for it, Emma?”

      “Yes, commander.”

      Jeen’s eyes slid to Rugger. “Go with her.”

      Rugger nodded. “Right.”

      “Dismissed then. Pack what you need and give whatever troops you’ve picked the heads up they’re moving out,” Jeen said. “Rugger, hang back a minute.”

      Emma saluted and left.

      “What do you think?” Jeen asked.

      “What? Her?” Rugger gestured in the direction Emma had departed.

      “Yeah.”

      “She knows she doesn’t know everything,” Rugger said. “That’s a good sign. I’ll keep an eye on her.”

      “Good. Any questions?”

      “Go for a stroll in the woods. Look at a temple and see nobody’s there. Come home.”

      “Sounds like you’ve got it covered,” Jeen said. “Don’t trip and fall in the river.”

      Rugger laughed. He turned to go and stopped. “Oi, what’s that then?”

      Jeen looked up from the map. “What?”

      He pointed southwest where a column of black smoke rose in the distance.
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        * * *

      

      Earlier. Moments before dawn.

      Terk had talked her out of leading the attack. She was the commander of this expedition. Getting killed before it was barely underway would put a damper on moral to say the least. Kitimar Denning didn’t like it, but Terk was right. Her job was to direct the battle, not to be the first through the gate as they assaulted Roc’s Roost.

      The dull clink of armor and weapons was the only evidence her troops were nearby in the darkness, moving into position. They waited for the diversion.

      And as soon as she’d thought it, Elgin began the diversion exactly on time, torches and the clatter of men on the other side of the tower meant to make the defenders think they were making a play on the sallyport. As diversions went, it was a feeble effort. Any attempt on the sallyport would be a fairly useless effort, and surely those within the tower knew that. But even if it only made them pause, turn their heads and hesitate, wondering which direction the attack was coming, it would be better than nothing.

      Terk led his assault, the battering ram doing a quick number on the gate and letting them into the courtyard.

      They timed it well, the sun humping up from the horizon just as they smashed through and into the baily. As Terk suggested, the morning light would be in the eyes of the defenders, another minor advantage, but maybe a number of minor advantages all added up together meant something.

      Kitimar owed it to the soldiers risking their lives to contrive any advantage possible.

      She stood in Northstar’s stirrups, edging forward to see better. There was no faceplate on her helm. She always preferred being able to see over safety, and anyway, at this distance, she was as safe as she was going to get.

      Her people poured through the gate, filling the baily, eager to get at the tower itself.

      Elgin’s diversion must have been more effective than expected. There was almost no resistance taking the baily, no racket of blades striking armor or screams of the wounded. Now that she thought about it, she hadn’t seen a single crossbow bolt fly in defense of the tower or its outer walls. She’d not glimpsed one of the tower’s defenders.

      Kitimar edged Northstar closer still, and she stretched, standing as tall as possible in the stirrups, craning her neck to look at the tower, trying to see what could possibly be keeping the defenders from –

      There! A man standing atop the tower. Obviously, a lookout but … no. That didn’t seem right. He didn’t wear the armor of an ordinary soldier but rather a flowing robe of dark red. He lifted his hands in the air, mouth working, but what he might be saying, Kitimar couldn’t guess.

      Unless…

      Kitimar dropped into the saddle and spurred NorthStar toward the gate at a full gallop. “Get out!”

      The wham of the battering ram against the tower door rolled out from the courtyard.

      “Get out!” She leaned low, urging the horse faster, shouting even though she knew nobody heard. “Spell caster! Get out!”

      Wham. Wham. Wha –

      A flash as bright as the sun exploded from the top of the tower. Kitimar winced. Fire rained down into the courtyard and then an explosion, half the wall to the left of the gate flying apart. Northstar reared and shrieked. Stones flying past her and –

      -- struck her helm –

      -- thrown from the saddle, bells ringing in her ears, the world seeming to slow to a muffled –

      -- hands under her arms, lifting her. Had she been out? Just for a second.

      “Wha … what?” She looked up at Terk dragging her away from Roc’s Roost. He was scorched all down one side of his face and body. She blinked, looked back toward the gate. Thick black smoke billowed. Soldiers stumbled out of it, bent double, coughing, wiping eyes, some as blackened as Terk. Her people.

      Not enough. Where were they all?

      Another explosion on the other side of the tower. Elgin and his men.

      “Get them … back.” Kitimar wasn’t sure if she’d said the words aloud or just thought them.

      “Too late.” Terk dropped her a safe distance from the wave of heat coming from the tower’s courtyard.

      Wild screams, a banshee war cry coming at them. A score of enemy soldiers from around the other side of the tower. From the sallyport, Kitimar thought absently.

      Terk wheeled to face them, sword up and ready. “On me!” he shouted to the men who’d come out of the smoke. “Stand and fight!”

      A dozen men formed up with Terk.

      Kitimar’s eyes went dark, the ring of steel on steel fading and fading and …

      A voice. Distant as if from the bottom of a deep well.

      “I said can you hear me?”

      Kitimar sat up. Dizzy.

      “You okay?” Terk asked.

      “I don’t know. How long was I out?”

      “I don’t know,” he said. “I’ve been busy. Less than an hour.”

      “I don’t think I’m … very good at this.”

      “Don’t talk rot. We need you.”

      She blinked her eyes clear and took a good look at him. The burns were bad. There was also now a bloody streak down one arm. She shifted her gaze to the black smoke still billowing. Her eyes shifted again to the bodies all around them, some her people, but most wore the livery of the tower garrison.

      “How many of our people –” Kitimar swallowed hard. “Who’s left?”

      Terk’s face went grim. He shook his head.

      “Tell me.”

      “Three other than me. I sent them to find horses. The animals scattered,” he said. “There’s still the rear guard back along the coast road … presumably safe.”

      “Elgin?”

      Terk shook his head again.

      Dumo help us.

      She stood, tried to walk, wobbled and almost collapsed.

      Terk grabbed her arm. “You’ve got a bad bump on your head.”

      Kitimar jerked her arm away. “Let go of me.”

      She took a deep breath, let it out and walked toward the sea, staying clear of the burning courtyard. From the scouting report, she remembered all of the inner buildings – stable, privies, and so on – were wooden. They’d burn for a while.

      She leaned against a boulder and looked out over the water. A man stood in a longboat. The same dark red robes as the man who’d stood atop the tower. It couldn’t be anyone else. The wizard stood motionless, the boat heading out to sea as of its own accord.

      Further out she spotted the ship, sleek and low in the water.

      And where do you think you’re going?

      She tried to remember from the map if there were any towns or villages that far along the coast. She didn’t think so. Maybe they were fleeing Greymond, heading for the Union of Territories.

      Then Kitimar remembered the river. If they turned upstream …

      She sensed Terk behind her. “Did they find the horses?”

      “Not yet.”

      “Tell me when they do,” Kitimar said, “I need two riders.”

      Terk said nothing.

      “Did you hear me?”

      She turned. “Oh!”

      Terk lay on the ground, trying to prop himself up on one elbow, head lolling.

      Kitimar went to one knee next to him. “Just lie still.” She took his head in both hands and eased him down. “Don’t try to move for Dumo’s sake.”

      “I think … I’m hurt … just a little bit.” He tried to get up again.

      “Stay still, idiot!”

      “Well … if that’s an order.” Terk let his head fall back, and he closed his eyes. “Anyway, we took the tower.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “He’s here,” Neddy Bones said.

      Rodwik sat on the window bench inside Sabertooth’s large stern cabin. He looked through the big windows, pretending to watch the smoke rise from Roc’s Roost, but Neddy knew he was really trying to get as much air as he could.

      Neddy kept himself from grinning at the thought of the mighty Rodwik green with seasickness. The huge hunchback had always seemed so invincible. It simultaneously struck Neddy as both disappointing and reassuring that the man was mortal after all.

      Not that he planned to say any of this to Roddy. Neddy Bones wasn’t in the mood to lose teeth.

      Rodwik turned from the sight of the smoking tower. “Bring him down. I want to get started.”

      “Right.”

      Neddy went back up on deck to fetch the wizard. The man seemed haughty and off-putting. If you can blast people with fire or turn them into toads and such, I guess you don’t have to act friendly if you don’t want to.

      He ushered the wizard into the stern cabin. Rodwik hadn’t moved from the window.

      The wizard bowed, not deeply, but enough to show respect. “Majesty.”

      “Kastor.” Rodwik gestured out the window. “I thought Roc’s Roost a convenient place to rendezvous, but I expected you to leave my watchtower in one piece.”

      “You should thank me, majesty,” Kastor said. “The tower was under enemy assault, and I repelled the attack. It is merely the outbuildings which burn. The garrison captain sent his men out to subdue the survivors, and I took the opportunity to make my way here while everyone was distracted.”

      “Then I withdraw my criticism,” Rodwik said lightly. “Neddy, remind me to send reinforcements to Roc’s Roost when we return to High Harbor. If the enemy wants the tower so badly, then we should deny them as a matter of principle.”

      Neddy nodded. “I’ll see to it.”

      “Now to the business at hand,” Rodwik said. “Are you prepared, Kastor?”

      “So eager?” the wizard asked.

      “We’ve little to do before the Sabertooth turns upriver,” Rodwik said. “Is there anything keeping us from getting started?”

      “No.” Kastor looked at Neddy. “What about him?”

      Rodwik chuckled. “Don’t worry about him. Neddy Bones knows how to keep his mouth shut.”

      “Very well.” The wizard waved dismissively. “As long as he stays out of the way and remains quiet.”

      Neddy scooted into the corner, sat on a stool, and crossed his arms. Nothing to do but shut up and watch. Fine by him. He was glad he’d been allowed to stay. He’d sniffed that something was up between Roddy and the wizard but hadn’t figured out what it was and thought he shouldn’t ask.

      Kastor sat at the small table in the center of the cabin, pulled the leather satchel slung over his shoulder around in front of him and began taking out items, a spell book, a small silver knife, and a silver bowl. The carved black stone especially caught his attention. It was so black, his vision seemed to fall into it.

      The wizard gestured at the chair opposite him. “If you please, your majesty.”

      Rodwik moved to the table and sat.

      “In order to save time, I did much of the preliminary work at Roc’s Roost while waiting for your ship,” Kastor said. “Obviously, the beneficiary of the charm must be here for the final steps. I’ll need some blood.”

      Neddy raised an eyebrow.

      Kastor picked up the silver knife. “I can do it if you're      squeamish.”

      “I’m not.” Rodwik took the knife and drew a red line across his palm.

      “Into the bowl please,” Kastor said.

      Rodwik held his hand over the silver bowl, made a fist, and squeezed.  A dribble of blood spattered into it. “How much?”

      “A little more.”

      “I presume you’ll let me keep some.”

      “That should suffice,” Kastor said.

      Rodwik withdrew his hand. “I should get a rag or something and wrap it up.”

      “Don’t bother, majesty. It will be fine soon enough.” Kastor slid the black stone into the center of the table.

      Neddy leaned forward, saw that the stone was carved all over with strange runes.

      “What sort of stone is that?” Rodwik asked.

      “A very rare and special kind of onyx,” the wizard explained. “For many centuries, the learned have referred to such stone as the bones of the world.”

      “And the runes?”

      “Something to bind the magic,” Kastor said. “Now I must beg you stay still and quiet, majesty. I am about to cast the final spell.”

      The wizard began to chant, strange words rhythmically rolling from his tongue. It was frustrating for Neddy trying to listen. The words seemed so tantalizingly familiar, as if Neddy would have been able to understand them if Kastor had simply spoken slowly and clearly.

      That was nonsense of course. There was magic at work here, and the only thing Neddy Bones knew about magic is that he didn’t want to fool with it.

      The blood in the silver bowl began to glow. Kastor’s chanting intensified.

      The air in the cabin became … odd. As if it hummed with some kind of invisible energy. The hair on Neddy’s arms and the back of his neck stood up. A nervous flutter in his gut. He wondered if maybe he should have excused himself after all. Curiosity will get the best of me yet. They say it kills cats, right?

      Kastor lifted the bowl and tilted it, still chanting the whole time. The blood dribbled out, struck the stone and hissed like grease in a hot, iron pan.

      The blood filled in the carved runes and hardened, now looking like fine enamel work. Then a tightening sound. Kastor ended his chant, and abruptly the air in the cabin seemed normal again.

      Kastor sat back in his chair, wiped a thin sheen of perspiration from his brow. “It is done.”

      Rodwik reached out to touch it, hesitated, and looked at the wizard.

      “Go head,” Kastor said. “It won’t bite.”

      Rodwik picked it up, weighed it in the palm of his hand. “Heavy.”

      “It’s not actually necessary for you to keep it on your person,” Kastor told him. “It is enough that it be close by. In the same room. For example, when you go to sleep, it’s sufficient to keep it on a table by the bed. However, I suggest having a good jeweler put it on a chain for you. As I say, it’s not required you keep it on you, but why risk walking away and forgetting it?”

      Rodwik rubbed a thumb over the stone’s smooth surface. “And with this talisman I’ll be completely immune to any and all magic?”

      “Quite so,” Kastor said. “In a purely technical sense of course.”

      “Technical sense?” Rodwik frowned. “Considering what this little item cost me, I rather expected to be immune in every sense.”

      A slight shrug from the wizard. “You must understand, majesty, that the talisman does, as explained, protect you from magic … but not from the normal, physical forces at work in our world.”

      “Explain.”

      “You’re immune to any magic directed at you,” the wizard said. “Magical fire. A mind control spell. A hex to turn you into a toad.”

      “A toad? Are there such spells?”

      “Not that I’ve ever seen,” Kastor said. “But if there were, it wouldn’t matter. The talisman foils any magic that might harm or control you. But the same magical fire that fails to burn you might set the house ablaze around you. If the roof caves in and smashes you, then you’re dead, not magically perhaps, only indirectly, but you’re just as dead.”

      Rodwik nodded, digesting the wizard’s words. “Makes sense when you explain it that way. Still … a mighty protection.”

      “Indeed, majesty.”

      Neddy Bones was impressed. Good old Roddy. He never missed a trick, especially when it came to looking out for himself. With the resources of a kingdom behind him … well … why not hire a wizard to fashion a magical talisman?

      Rodwik’s eyes shifted to Neddy. “You saw nothing. Heard nothing. As far as the rest of the world is concerned, there is no talisman.”

      “Mum’s the word, Roddy … er … your majesty.”

      A slow smile spread across Rodwik’s face. “Wizards always make me nervous – present company excepted, Kastor. I won’t be so worried now.”

      Kastor rose slowly from the table. “If I might be excused, majesty. Such magical efforts fatigue me.”

      “See the boson,” Rodwik said. “It’s a small ship, and most of the accommodations are a bit cramped, but I made sure they saved a space for you.”

      A slight bow from the wizard. “Majesty.”

      He turned and left the cabin.

      Neddy watched Rodwik shift the talisman from one hand to another, a rough thumb testing the smooth black stone. Thoughts danced behind those deep, dark eyes. Neddy could guess some of them but not all.

      “Niles?”

      Rodwik looked up from the talisman. “What’s that, Neddy?”

      “I was wondering if Merrik Niles was the reason for that black stone,” Neddy said. “There’s a lot of talk that maybe he’s some sort of secret wizard. Whispers and stories and no other way to explain how certain things happened.”

      “You listen to all the talk, do you, Neddy?”

      “Sometimes it’s a mistake to listen,” Neddy said. “Sometimes a mistake not to. Something buried Whiteout Pass under a million tons of mountain.”

      Rodwik chuckled. “Yes, our mysterious Marquis Niles does seem to find himself at the center of strange doings. Yes, I admit it. Niles was on my mind when I commissioned Kastor to make the talisman. I have the oddest premonition that he and I will come face to face before all of this is over, or at least, I did. Now I’m not so sure. Nobody’s seen the man in months. Kastor claims to have drowned him in the sea?”

      “That would be nice,” Neddy said.

      “Nice and simple.”

      “Anyway, there’s      other wizards in the world,” Neddy said. “Good to have that trick up your sleeve.”

      “Indeed.” Rodwik’s eyes dropped again to the stone. “The bones of the world. To think I would ever be here, now, holding such a thing in my own hands.”

      “You’ve come a long way, Roddy, and that’s for sure,” Neddy said.

      And a long way yet to go. If you make it to the top, I’m right there with you, but if you go down and flames, don’t look for Neddy Bones to be standing by your side.
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      She’d tried to kill him twice, but the spell wouldn’t let her.

      Raysal Dahl knew for an absolute fact that the Mage’s Geas was unbreakable.

      But she’d had to try.

      The sorceress thought if she’d moved fast enough, or if her will had been strong enough, she might somehow circumvent the spell. But when she’d tried to blast Merrik Niles with an eldritch bolt, her mouth had clamped shut, trapping the words inside. When she’d abruptly tried to draw her dagger and plunge it into his back, her hand had simply frozen on the blade’s hilt, unable to draw the weapon. Maybe she could try pushing him off the roof of their inn. No, pointless to even think about it.

      She’d been forced to face facts. The Mage’s Geas was exactly as binding as she’d been taught. For obvious reasons, it was not an arcane agreement that any spellcaster would enter into lightly. Again, she found herself second-guessing her rash decision. She’d thought herself clever. The geas would kill two hostile birds with one stone. Not only would she insulate herself from Merrik’s retribution, but she’d enlist his aid in defending herself from Rodwik who might not like that Raysal hadn’t been drowned as he’d ordered. This was the part of the geas she still wasn’t sure about. Both she and Merrik had an interest in the other’s survival. The lore surrounding the geas strongly suggested this.

      But would he throw himself in front of a flying crossbow bolt to save her?

      Probably not.

      So. A change in strategy.

      If she couldn’t rid herself of the man by murderous means, then maybe she could win him over.

      The one and only known way to cancel the Mage’s Geas was actually quite simple. Both spellcasters had to agree to call it off. If Raysal aided Merrik, served him well in his efforts against Rodwik, then maybe out of gratitude, he’d simply let her go when all of this was over.

      Gratitude, sadly, was seldom ranked among a wizard’s virtues.

      He’s different. There is definitely something very un-wizardly about the man.

      Raysal looked at herself in the mirror. The dress bordered on scandalous.

      Helping Merrik defeat Rodwik wasn’t the only way to win him over. He might be a wizard, but he had the same weakness as any other man.

      With Merrik, even more so.

      The dress clung to her like a second skin, material of such a gossamer, ethereal quality it might have been fashioned from mist. Her nipples … Dumo save her … her nipples might put his eyes out. The color was a shimmering sea green. Plunging neckline. Slits revealing almost all the leg she owned.

      She grinned     . Raysal enjoyed dressing like this. She liked being looked at.

      There was more than one way to cast a spell over a man, and her stunning looks were not such a different sort of power than magic.

      Don’t get overconfident, my girl. You tried this in Bumwich, and he got the better of you.

      She’d underestimated him. It wouldn’t happen again.

      Raysal took one more spin, looking at herself in the mirror. She really did look amazing.

      She left her quarters and went down to the inn’s common room where she found Merrik sitting at a table, goblet of wine in one hand. He bent over a large, unfolded piece of parchment, squinting at it intently.

      “What are you doing?” she asked.

      Merrik looked up at her just as he was taking a sip. His eyes went wide, and he sputtered, spraying wine over the table. “Dumo save us, put some clothes on.”

      Raysal frowned. “I am wearing clothes. Don’t tell me you’re a prude.”

      “You’ll cause a scene.”

      Raysal looked around. They were the only two people in the common room. “Yes, the uproar is out of control. Clearly.”

      “Still.” Merrik’s eyes flitted between her and the parchment on the table, as if he were trying not to look but failing. “You’ll cause problems.”

      “Because you don’t like what I’m wearing?” A sly grin. “Or because you like it too much.”

      “Never mind.” He blotted the drops of wine on the parchment with his sleeve. “Have a seat. Since you’re curious, I managed to wrangle a map of High Harbor, and I’ve been studying it.”

      “In hopes of accomplishing what exactly?”

      “Dair has been looking for ghosts again, but the results are unsatisfactory to say the least,” Merrik told her. “She’s found them all over the city. The first one in the Salt Sewers. But others too. One in the belltower of the abbey of Dumo on the north side.” He tapped a point on the map. “Another in one of the harbor brothels, a prostitute murdered horribly a century ago. Then there’s a young man      killed by his father in one of the High Street mansions. He frequents the attic. Nearly two dozen ghosts, scattered all over the city.”

      “Let me guess,” Raysal said. “All over the city … except for inside the palace.”

      “I mean, if ever there should be a place for ghosts,” Merrik said with irritation. “But no. Not a one, and Dair has explored the place from top to bottom.”

      “Maybe there’s a different way to get in,” she suggested.

      “I thought about bribing a servant or something, sneak in with the late-night kitchen shift maybe,” Merrik said. “But that would mean trusting someone. I could sneak in only to find a dozen guards waiting for me. No, it’s a damn shame this ghost thing hasn’t worked out.”

      “Then what’s next?”

      “I was hoping you might have an idea,” Merrik said. “Some way to spell us inside the palace maybe?”

      She regarded him, eyes narrow. Was he messing with her? He wasn’t like any other magic user Raysal had ever met. It was almost as if he pretended to be an idiot to catch her off guard.

      “Teleportation spells are well beyond even my considerable ability,” she said. “You know that. Can’t you cast such a spell?”

      Merrik scrunched up his face as if thinking strained him. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know?”

      “I mean, it might be in one of my … uh … spare spell books. Been a while since I’ve checked.”

      Raysal rolled her eyes. Now she knew he was messing with her.

      “There’s something else I thought we might try,” he said.

      “I’d love to hear all about it.” She sat in the chair opposite him, slowly crossing her legs, the slit in her dress revealing several miles of smooth, toned leg.

      “Stop that.”

      “Fine.” She sat back in the chair, crossed her arms, and blew out a sigh. “What’s your big plan?”

      “A variation of that thing I pulled off in Harston by the Dayflow.”

      “I’m not familiar with that particular misadventure.”

      “I’m disappointed,” Merrik said. “I rather thought you’d been keeping abreast of my exploits.”

      “I wasn’t writing your biography,” Raysal said blandly. “I was mostly concerned with your whereabouts. For the purpose of killing you.”

      “Well, listen closely,” he insisted. “You’ll be impressed.”

      He briefly related how he’d gained access to the castle with the help of the First Baron’s ghost and opened the gates letting in Lee and his army.

      “I am impressed,” Raysal told him.

      “You are? I mean, of course you are.”

      “I’m impressed with how incredibly short your memory is,” Raysal said. “Didn’t you just tell me there isn’t a ghost inside the palace?”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Also,” Raysal continued, “I’ve seen the gates of Harston Castle. The gates of High Harbor are a completely different kettle of fish. From what I saw when I flew over, the entire area is thick with enemy troops. You wouldn’t get within a hundred yards. And the gates aren’t like Harston’s. They’re three times as tall and thick as a mountain. It would take half a dozen men to open them.”

      “I’m stronger than I look,” Merrik assured her.

      “Your plan is foolish.”

      “There’s no ghost that can get us inside the palace,” Merrik said. “But the very first ghost Dair found in High Harbor is in the Salt Sewers. There are numerous tunnels and passages beneath this city. What if we could smuggle a small force into the palace or at least get close? Everything in the city drains      through the Salt Sewers into the harbor. Lee’s troops could float in under cover of darkness at low tide. You could turn into a raven and take a message to Lee. That’s how we coordinate. If it works, we’d take them completely by surprise.”

      Raysal considered it. “There must be miles and miles and miles of tunnels beneath the city. You could get lost in there and never be seen again. You could lose a brigade in there.”

      “That’s where the ghost comes in,” Merrik said. “Our guide.”

      “I mean … maybe?” Raysal had to admit there was the possibility – however slight – that it might work. But there were also a thousand questions. “You’d have to check it out first. You couldn’t ask Lee to commit forces on the vague notion this ghost even knows where he’s going.”

      “I suppose you’re right.” Merrik shifted uncomfortably in his seat before refilling his wine goblet. “There’s also … an additional complication.”

      “Of course there is.”

      “I’ve been reliably informed,” Merrik said, “that the ghost is quite mad.”
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        * * *

      

      The stench came more powerfully from behind him.

      If Merrik understood correctly, the shit from thousands and thousands of High Harbor’s citizens flowed through these tunnels.      At high tide, the salt water would flood the lower levels, washing away the bulk of the filth. He felt a slight incline under his boots. So, an easy deduction. The sea was in front of him. High Harbor behind him where the stink grew stronger.

      Theoretically.

      Dair held his hand tightly, not out of fear, but simply so she wouldn’t lose him. Neither of the twins was the timid, mousy creatures Merrik had met back in Duchy Denning. Dair especially had come out of her shell, confident and outspoken. Perhaps her ghostly existence now had purpose, Merrik mused. What had her life been before? Clinging to her secret, clinging to her sister, a shadow of what she’d been in life.

      Now Merrik depended on the girl. Being useful agreed with her.

      He looked around in the dim light, the faint iridescent glow Merrik associated with ghostliness. A rough, stone tunnel, natural, not a manmade dungeon. He realized acutely that if Dair hadn’t been with him, he would be surrounded by darkness. He didn’t like the idea.

      Merrik knew – well, it was more of an intuition really – that he wasn’t fully here. If he released Dair’s hand, reality would abruptly jerk him back to his room at the inn. In order to complete the journey, Dair needed to hand him off to the ghost that dwelt here.

      He wasn’t too crazy about that idea either.

      “Vinton!” Dair called. “Vinton, are you there?”

      Nothing.

      “Maybe this is a bad idea,” Merrik said.

      “Just wait,” Dair insisted. “We wouldn’t have been drawn here if he wasn’t nearby.”

      Merrik had to trust her. She knew far more about stepping between the two worlds than he ever would.

      “So it’s the spy.” The voice seemed to come from all around them, echoing along the tunnel. The voice was low, the words seeming to scape across rough gravel. “Have you returned to find Vinton’s secrets? To mock? To harm?”

      “I’m no spy,” Dair said. “I wasn’t looking for you when I was here before, not specifically. I was just looking for someone who might help.”

      “Help.” Vinton repeated the word as if it were in a language he didn’t understand. “Even in life no one came to me for help. Begged mercy, yes. Cringed in fear. Flinched when my shadow fell across their paths. But help?” A hissing, deranged laughter. “There is no help for you here. Seek it elsewhere.”

      “Maybe we can make a trade,” Merrik said. “Is there anything you want?”

      “What is this thing of flesh and blood that speaks to Vinton now? You don’t belong here.”

      “I’m Merrik Niles, the Marquis of Munsk. And you’re right, I don’t belong here. And it isn’t our intention to intrude, but I’ve known a few ghosts. They exist in lonely darkness, lamenting something left unfinished in life. Surely, visitors would not be completely unwelcome.”

      “Lonely darkness.” The laughter again, this time with an edge of contempt. “This darkness used to be my kingdom. I ruled here, and all who entered this darkness obeyed me. Now the darkness and I are one, eating the light, devouring laughter, king of infinite nothing.”

      He’s definitely a lunatic … or at least an asshole.

      “There’s war in the world of light,” Merrik told him. “You can help us win. You can help us put a good man on the throne of Greymond and defeat an evil that would be king.”

      “The light and the living mean nothing to me,” Vinton said. “Begone.”

      “Show me your kingdom,” Merrik demanded. “If you rule down here as you claim. Then show me as only you can.”

      “I used to. No more,” Vinton said bitterly. “I was betrayed.”

      “I don’t believe you.” Scorn in Merrik’s voice. Not too much. Enough to prod. “There’s no evidence you were anything but a sad, little person in life. Nothing’s changed in death.”

      “You know nothing of me.”

      “You probably killed yourself to escape,” Merrik said. “To escape the wretchedness of your existence, but all you did was make that wretchedness something eternal.”

      An icy wind shot through the cavern, and in an instant the place was as cold as winter. Merrik shivered. Ice crystals hardened on the tunnel walls. Merrik’s clamped his jaw tight to keep his teeth from chattering.

      Dair squeezed his hand tighter. “We should go.”

      Merrik shook his head. “Wait.”

      And there he was, suddenly stepping in front of them as if slipping from the crack between worlds, adding his unearthly glow to Dair’s. Shirtless, skin so pale he might have been carved from pure marble, muscles tight, stomach flat, shoulders wide. Bald dome glistening. Face hard, nose hooked. His eyes were two black holes in his head, seeming to drink in the light. He wore rough, black breeches. Feet barefoot and fish-belly white, toenails jagged an unkept.

      Vinton grinned, a mouth full of huge yellow teeth. He held out a meaty hand that looked like it could swallow Merrik’s whole. “Come with me then, Marquis Niles, and I will give you a tour of the infinite darkness.”

      Merrik shuddered but reached for the ghost’s hand. Something tugged      him back the other way.

      Dair held on, shaking her head. “Merrik, don’t.”

      He met the girl’s eyes and saw the fear there, fear for him, and suddenly a strange calm overcame him. He smiled. “It’s okay.”

      He took Vinton’s hand.

      And let go of Dair’s.

      Vinton’s hand felt like a cold slab of ham. The crunch of grit beneath Merrik’s boots felt real. He was fully here now. He looked back. Dair was gone.

      “Come with me, Niles.”

      Vinton dragged him with impossible strength. Merrik almost stumbled but righted himself, scrambling to keep up with the ghost. They moved rapidly, Vinton turning abruptly one away and then another.

      The raw stink of human filth grew worse. He looked down, saw that he was slopping through it, reeking grime covering his boots to the ankle. A warm gust like some giant beast’s acrid belch rolled through the tunnels, hitting him in the face like a rancid fist. He gagged, fought back a retch, and spit.

      “Is this what you wanted, Niles?” Vinton laughed maliciously. “Are you enjoying the wonders of the under realm?”

      Merrik spit again, trying to remove the sour taste from his mouth. “It’s quite lovely. I might get a summer place here.”

      Vinton laughed again.

      He dragged Merrik down a long tunnel which narrowed and narrowed until the rough stone scraped their shoulders. Abruptly the tunnel spit them out into an enormous chamber.

      Merrik craned his neck to look, not able to see the ceiling in the arching darkness above.

      “The crossroads of the under realm,” Vinton announced.

      Merrik glanced about the enormous chamber. At least a dozen tunnels emptied into the area, some rough, natural caves, others arched with stonework, fashioned by masons centuries ago.

      “From here you can get anywhere in High Harbor,” Vinton said. “If you know the way.”

      Abruptly, Vinton let go of Merrik’s hand, laughing and fading away, taking the light with him.

      Merrik fought down a stab of panic. “Vinton?”  He blinked, waved his hand in front of his face. The darkness was total. He turned his head without moving his feet, afraid to misstep, but not even a faint hint of illumination offered itself from any direction.

      “Vinton?”

      Silence.

      Oh … fuuuuuuuuck.

      Merrik thought about the tunnel directly behind him. If he turned carefully, and walked straight for it …

      No. It didn’t matter. He hadn’t been paying attention to all the twists and turns that had brought him here. He forced his heartbeat to slow, eased his breathing. Being lost was bad. Being lost underground in a maze of tunnels was worse. Being lost underground in a maze of tunnels in utter darkness was somehow an order of magnitude even more terrifying, but panicking wouldn’t help.

      Merrik cleared his throat. “You’ve made your point, Vinton. You win. Show me out of here, and I’ll leave you in peace.”

      Distant laughter echoed from the far end of the chamber.

      “Vinton!”

      “Do you know how I came to know these tunnels?” The voice was now a whisper behind Merrik’s left ear, close enough to make the hairs on his neck rise.

      Merrik turned quickly, but Vinton wasn’t there.

      “How?” Merrik asked.

      “Years.” Now Vinton’s voice seemed to come from every direction at once. “Long years of wandering. There was no hurry. There was nowhere to go and an eternity to get there. You wanted to know the under realm, then explore them as I did, but you don’t have an eternity, do you. You have until thirst dries your throat and hunger shrinks your belly. Or perhaps you’ll even kill yourself to escape this wretched existence.”

      “Fine. Okay, I had that coming,” Merrik said. “I was wrong, Vinton.”

      “Goodbye, Merrik Niles.”

      “Wait!” Merrik took a step forward.

      He slipped on something slick, tripping and going down. He threw his hands out to break his fall, sinking wrist deep into the muck. His hands slipped out from under him, and he went down, face first into the filth. He came up spitting and gagging. Bile rose. His back arched and he vomited, adding to the horrible mix.

      “Dumo, help me.” He spit again. “This was a mistake.”

      Merrik stood slowly, dripping with the foulness of a city’s entire population. “Damn it!”

      He had a fortune in gold and would have traded it all for a skin of clean water and an oil lamp.

      Idiot. You had a manor house on the sea and a life of comfort. Why didn’t you stay put? Now you’ll die down here in the shit never to be seen again.

      “Vinton!”

      Nothing.

      “Fine.” Merrik sighed. “It would have been nice to kill that hunchback son of a bitch. So much for my big ideas.” Sorry, Padraig. I’d hoped to avenge you.

      The air suddenly went still. A muffling as if the sound had fled the world.

      Merrik froze. He sensed … a presence.

      “Vinton? Have you returned?”

      “What hunchback?” The voice was disturbingly close again, hovering just behind his right ear.

      Merrik didn’t turn this time, didn’t move at all. “Rodwik is his name. He’s the man who claims the throne. Well, one of them. The one we don’t like.”

      A pause.

      “Crooked Roddy?”

      Hope bloomed like a sudden fire within Merrik. “You know him?”

      Another pause, much longer. Merrik waited, his hope beginning to dwindle.

      Then the light, a glow, faint at first but growing suddenly brighter.

      Now Merrik did turn. Vinton stood there, not three feet away.

      “You mean to kill him?” Vinton asked.

      Merrik swallowed hard. “Yes.”

      Vinton’s black eyes blazed, the darkness somehow brighter than any light. A grin spread across his face, wide and yellow. His face beamed with insane joy. “Then Vinton will help you.”

      Merrik laughed nervously. Relief edged with an entirely new flavor of worry. “That’s very generous of you.”

      Vinton reached for Merrik. “Take my hand, Marquis Niles.”

      Merrik took the ghost’s hand.
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      “There’s a ship coming up the river.”

      Rugger sighed. Well, it’s a river, isn’t it? There’s bound to be ships.

      But he couldn’t ignore it.  When you’re on watch, you report what you’ve seen. Otherwise, you’re not watching, are you? Emma Aronvale had sent him to relieve the forward watch detail, and he’d spent an hour at a slow trudge through the forest between the road and the river, the five men of the relief detail spread out to either side of him in standard formation.

      They’d arrived without incident and found the watch detail they were meant to relieve and were now in the middle of turnaround.

      Turnaround was what they called the relief process. It was more than simply one group of soldiers arriving and another leaving. Each soldier matched up with his opposite in the other detail, passing along information, showing his position in the camp, pointing out landmarks, basically whatever gave the next group a leg up.

      Which is exactly what Corporal Weelia was doing for Rugger when word of the ship came in. She was a tiny thing, slight and short, barely coming up to rugger’s chest, but she was as hard as a river stone, taking everything they could throw at her in training. And she could run fast and forever. Good with a short sword and a dagger in the offhand, or sometimes using a two dagger fighting style when she wanted to fully exploit her quickness.      Rugger was worried that even the slightest backhand from something as sturdy as a mace would smash her to kindling, but she could duck and dodge like a firefly, so good luck landing a blow.

      Her father was a shepherd and so were her six brothers, so Weelia had figured the sheep were about as well cared for as they were ever going to be so she’d run off to join the war.

      Rugger looked up at the soldier who’d reported sighting the ship. He sat astride a thick, high-up tree limb. Ruger glanced back at Weelia. “He’s your man.”

      “What colors, Bern?” she shouted up at him.

      “She’s not flying any, corporal,” Bern shouted back.

      Weelia frowned.

      Rugger didn’t like it either. It was customary nearly to the point of law that a ship identify itself, a flag or banner declaring friend or foe. Even nonmilitary vessels flew banners to declare themselves commercial or private or whatever. The most obvious answer to a ship without a flag was that somebody was hiding something. Rugger waited for Weelia to come to the same conclusion.

      “We need to have a closer look,” she said.

      Rugger nodded. “Right.” Maybe it was nothing, but it was their job.

      “Shall I send my squad back first?” Weelia asked.

      The answer was yes, but Rugger said. “Let’s wait.”

      “Understood. There’s a good place down at the water’s edge to get a better look as it passes.”

      “Go on then,” Rugger said. “I’ll follow.”

      They headed down a steep slope toward the riverbank. Weelia’s light-footed ability to pick her way among the boulders and manage the severe incline made Rugger feel slow and oafish. She led him to a pile of fallen tree trunks at the water’s edge, a bend in the river that was a natural gathering place for loose debris caught by the current. They squatted behind the crisscrossed pile of tree trunks just as the ship came into view. Weelia had picked a good spot. The ship might not be flying an identifying banner, but Rugger would get a good look at anyone on deck. Perhaps a uniform would tip him off to who these folk might be.

      “She’s veering,” Weelia said.

      It took Rugger a moment to figure out what she meant, but then he saw it too. The ship angled toward the far shore. He looked ahead, guessing a course. “That sandy area almost directly across from us.”

      Weelia nodded. “Good place for a landing. Could be anyone. Fishing party. Hunters.”

      “Spies.”

      She shrugged. “That too. No telling.”

      “Then we’ll keep watching.”

      The ship anchored, prow pointing upriver. For a while nothing happened, or rather, something was probably happening but on the other side of the ship where Rugger couldn’t see it. The thought struck him they were lowering a longboat which made sense if they were going ashore.

      His suspicions were confirmed when the longboat slipped from behind the ship, making for the sandy area. A score of people in the boat, including oarsman, many in light armor.

      They’re not here to hunt or fish.

      The longboat beached itself, and the passengers began to climb out, splashing shin deep to the riverbank. One man caught Rugger’s attention immediately, a flowing scarlet cloak around his shoulders, the sheer mass of him apparent even at this distance. Even with his poor posture he was obviously tall, maybe even more so than Rugger, but it was his overall mass that made an impression. The man shuffled through the water, and when he made land, he still didn’t stand up straight, almost as if something was wrong with him. There was an unevenness about his shoulders, almost as if one side …

      Rugger’s eyes slowly widened. No … it can’t be.

      He nudged Weelia. “What do you make of him?”

      Rugger didn’t need to explain which one he was talking about.

      “Big fella,” she said. “Posh cloak. Someone important maybe.”

      “Notice anything about his shoulders or his … posture?”

      She squinted, watching the man move. “Looks a bit lopsided up top.”

      “Like maybe he’s got a hump?”

      “Could be.” Weelia laughed. “I suppose you’re going to tell me that’s …” The laughter left her. “No. Come on.”

      “No banner on the ship,” Rugger said. “Some sneaky rendezvous maybe.”

      “There’s more than one hunchback in the world,” Weelia reminded him.

      Rugger’s gaze shifted further up the bank from the men and the longboat. He spotted it almost instantly, a narrow trail carved in the rocky ground, stone stairs leading upward and off to the north. He tried to picture the map he’d seen showing the region’s main landmarks. If the hunchback and his men were taking the trail – and why else would they put ashore at this particular spot? – then it might mean they were heading for the deserted temple.

      Which is exactly where Emma Aronvale was headed with a squad to scout.

      He tried to figure it, her march to the bridge. What sort of head start did she have? It was  a good march down to the bridge, and she probably wasn’t double-timing it. Would she get there before or after the newcomers?

      “How many men did Deputy Commander Aronvale leave at the road?” Rugger asked.

      “A half-dozen,” Weelia said.

      “Get back up the riverbank. And stay hidden,” he told her. “Once you're      up top, use      that speed of yours. Get the squad by the road and catch up with Aronvale. Don’t dawdle.”

      “Should I send a rider back to the main camp?” Weelia asked.

      Rugger considered it. Jeen Derelith would definitely want to know about this, but it was too far. “Whatever happens will be over by the time you get there and back. If that’s who we think it is – and it’s probably not to be honest – then we can’t wait. And whoever it might be, we still need to know. That’s our      job.”

      She nodded, face going hard with determination. “Right. What about you?”

      “I’m going to find a likely spot to cross the river,” Rugger said. “I think they’re headed to that abandoned temple, but that’s only a guess. Someone needs to keep track of them.”

      “Do me a favor,” Weelia said. “Don’t drown. Please.”

      Rugger smiled. “Only because you asked so nice     .”
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        * * *

      

      Jeen Derelith saw the rider coming at a full gallop and knew it wasn’t good news.

      She knew the rotation schedule like the back of her hand, the comings and goings of all her people, when they were due to be relieved, and so on. A lone rider could only mean one thing.

      Something’s happened.

      Enemy movement along the road perhaps. Important orders could      have come in from the main force back at High Harbor.

      She cut off that line of thinking at once. There was no point guessing. The rider would be here in a few moments, and then she’d know. The rider reined in his mount abruptly before her, the horse lathered with foam. He dismounted and saluted.

      Jeen stood straight, hands behind her back, chin up, trying her best to project confidence and authority. “Report, soldier.”

      “Duchess Denning has taken Roc’s Roost,” he said.

      Jeen blew out a sigh of relief and was about to congratulate the soldier but stopped herself. Something about his demeanor was at odds with the good news     . “There’s more.”

      The soldier swallowed hard. “Yes, ma’am. Her grace reports the loss of ninety-five percent of her force. She’s sent a rider back to High Harbor to inform his majesty. I was dispatched here to tell you.”

      Jeen’s eyes widened, and she felt herself blanch. Ninety-five percent? How was that possible? The garrison at the tower wasn’t that large, at least not according to scouting reports. The most they could have hoped to achieve was to endure a siege and cause Denning a minor headache. Obviously, something unexpected had happened, but what could possibly have –

      Stop. Address the problem in front of you.

      “I’ll have one of my people bring you a fresh horse,” she told him. “Ride back and tell Duchess Denning help is on the way. I’ll send the healers and medical supplies with the first –”

      “No, ma’am.”

      “No?”

      “Beggin’ your pardon, commander,” he said. “I mean, obliged of course, but I wasn’t sent for help. I was sent to warn you.”

      “Take a deep breath.” Her voice was calm, unlike the roiling in her gut. “Tell me the whole story.”

      “It was pretty terrible, ma’am.”

      He started with the pre-dawn assault on the tower, the diversion, the gate knocked in with the battering ram. At first it seemed their simple plan was effective enough but then it all went south. A spell caster and magical fire. Screaming men burning to death. The sortie from the tower attempting to kill the survivors.

      A wizard. And a ship.

      Jeen turned away, so the soldier      wouldn’t see the shock on her face.

      “Her grace is guessing the ship might be turning upriver,” he said. “Which might bring them in contact with your people.”

      Jeen’s mind raced. A wizard. What could he want in this area. He’d already decimated Kit’s command. Jeen couldn’t risk him encountering her people. They had to have some kind of warning. She shouted for the nearest corporal.

      “I want every horse we have in camp with riders on them      in five minutes,” she told him. “We’re heading north to the river.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Merrik Niles strode into the common room of the Sleepy Huntsman, immediately provoking disgusted looks and gasps of revulsion and at least one overly-enthusiastic gagging sound.

      It was a bit early for dinner, but the place was doing a good business, most tables crowded. Barmaids with trays full of tankards and goblets moved expertly through the mass of people, delivering libation with a natural rhythm that bespoke years of experience. The barman moved up and down the bar, refilling orders with astounding alacrity.

      All of these people froze in place at the sight – and stench – of a bedraggled, sodden, soiled Merrik Niles, Marquis of Munsk.

      “What in Dumo’s name happened to you?” Jin asked. She happened to be sitting at a table near the door, taking an early meal with Dobber. Both looked at him as if he were something that had just fallen out of the backside of a mule.

      “I’ve been exploring the under realm,” Merrik said haughtily. He stood straight, expression nonchalant as if nothing were wrong at all and his hygiene unimpeachable.

      Jin put her hand over her nose and mouth. “What is that?”

      “A myriad of substances, I expect,” Merrik said. “Mostly excrement and urine.”

      Jin turned away, gagging.

      “Now don’t be dramatic. It’s not as if—”

      “One side, milord,” came a voice behind him.

      Merrik stood aside.

      A half dozen men in workman’s clothing muscled in a large wooden crate.

      “It’s that bloody box again,” Merrik said incredulously. “I thought we left that on the ship.”

      Niralyn appeared at the bottom of the stairs. “This way, gentlemen,” she shouted across the common room.

      The workman carried the heavy crate toward the stairs.

      “Are you going to tell me what’s in there?” Merrik demanded.

      Niralyn stuck out her tongue and led the men with the crate up the stairs.

      “I’m a marquis, you know?” he shouted after her. “I’m important!”

      “Will you stop shouting and go wash yourself?” Jin said.

      “Oh, stop. It’s not that bad.”

      Protests from the rest of the patrons in the common room immediately followed, indicating it was, in fact, that bad. The inn’s proprietor appeared as if by magic, urging Merrik to his room, promising a team of servants would follow forthwith to draw the marquis a hot bath. Merrik soon found himself soaking, the bathwater liberally doused with a variety of perfumed lotions and powders.

      His clothing, he’d been given to understand, had been taken out and burned.

      Merrik wasn’t sure if Vinton had indeed been mad or simply maladjusted. Not that it mattered. It had been the ghost’s hatred of Rodwik that got the job done. As Vinton escorted Merrik to an exit under a bridge in the Fishmonger’s Ghetto, he’d told his story of woe. He’d been king of the Salt Sewers until that hunchback upstart bastard had smashed him in the back of the head with a cudgel. Apparently, stealing thrones was an old habit for Rodwik.

      If Vinton could assist Merrik in Rodwik’s demise, he would. Was there a way through the Salt Sewers to the palace? Yes. Would Vinton guide them? Yes. Now all Merrik had to do was coordinate with Lee.

      After his bath. Obviously.

      Merrik lay back and shut his eyes. The warm water eased the aches in his muscles.

      He sensed something, eyes popping open.

      Raysal Dahl stood looking down at him, arms crossed under her breasts, an amused expression on her face.

      “There’s this wonderful new innovation called knocking,” Merrik said. “It keeps people from walking in on you when you’re naked.”

      “You don’t seem the shy type,” Raysal said. “And neither am I. You caused quite a stir in the common room. Everyone’s wondering who the stink man was.”

      “Flattering. Not even Marquis Stink Man?”

      “We all want to know what happened, so I was elected to come in and ask you,” Raysal said. “Dair was especially frantic. She didn’t want to leave you with Vinton. She said the ghost had a bad feel.”

      “I probably should have listened to her.” Merrik briefly related his encounter with the ghost of the Salt Sewers. “But it seems to have worked out. He’s willing to guide us.”

      “Now what?”

      “Now you go to see his majesty, the rightful king of Greymond,” Merrik said. “Do your flappy bird trick and take him a message.”

      “That’s the first time I’ve heard Gilgamane’s Transformation referred to as a flappy bird trick,” Raysal said. “But, yes, I believe I can accommodate you. As soon as you write out the message, I can take it to him.”

      “I don’t think writing him a message will be good enough,” Merrik said. “Imagine a strange bird bringing the king a note. He’d be foolish not to suspect something. No, this needs to be handled with special care.”

      “Like a password or something?” Raysal asked.

      “Something along those lines,” Merrik said. “And there’s this fool of a priest named Effingham. Make sure he’s there when you deliver the message. It might help.”

      “And what message might that be?”

      “That’s what we’re going to work out,” Merrik told her. “Send down for some brandy. This might take a while. And food. And more hot water.”

      “Anything else, your lordship? Would you like the inn moved three feet to the left?”

      “Find out what’s in that bloody crate.”
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        * * *

      

      Effingham shared a late supper with the king and his retinue. Archbishop Fenwigg had displaced him from      his seat close to the king, and Effingham had been relegated to the far end of the table. He bit into a chunk of roast pork and chewed thoughtfully.

      The priest chafed at the demotion, but it was probably for the best. All they did was talk about the same things over and over again, the placement of troops, contingencies if Rodwik did this or attempted that. It all came back to waiting.

      There had been some excitement earlier in the day of an unfortunate variety. A messenger rode into camp saying that Roc’s Roost had been taken, but the endeavor had cost many lives at the hands of an unknown wizard. Fortunately, Duchess Denning was numbered among the handful of survivors. Lee had immediately dispatched troops to garrison the tower. He also sent along a wagonload of fresh supplies.

      Effingham wasn’t keen on the notion of a wizard. As far as the priest was concerned, a wizard was like a chess piece that didn’t have to obey the rules, coming and going to any square he pleased or often disappearing from the board altogether only to reappear at the most inopportune time.

      He tsked and sipped wine. Bloody wizards.

      A flurry of movement caught his eye. He looked and saw a large black bird at the edge of the tent, hopping along the dirt floor. It wasn’t unusual for birds to flit in and out of the open tent, but a stout black raven was something new. Probably looking to scavenge whatever fell to the ground.

      And why not? Did not the teaching of Dumo say even the beasts of the field and the birds of the air must in their time … uh … do unto … uh …

      Damn. It had been a long time since he’d studied these things as an acolyte.

      The raven hopped closer, head cocked to one side, staring at Effingham intently or at least that was the illusion. Effingham imagined birds stared at everything with more or less the same level of intensity.

      The raven hopped up on the table next to Effingham.

      The priest froze, eyes going wide. He glanced back along the length of the table, but nobody had noticed. They were all too deep in conversation to notice anything happening at the unfashionable end of the tent.

      The raven had something in its beak, a folded piece of parchment. Effingham squinted to make sure he was seeing what he was seeing.

      He was.

      The raven inched closer to Effingham’s dish, opened its beak, and dropped the parchment on top of his roasted pork.

      Effingham looked at the parchment, then back at the bird. In a low voice he asked, “Is … uh … that for me?”

      The raven nodded, a slow, deliberate motion so as not to be mistaken for some manic bird twitch.

      One of Effingham’s eyebrows lifted in wonder. “I see.” He looked back along the table again. Still, nobody was paying any attention to him. He took the parchment, unfolded it, and read.

      Effingham,

      Hello, old friend, this is Merrik Niles.

      Effingham rolled his eyes. Of course. Who else?

      As you’ve likely noticed, the raven that delivered this message is special, and, in fact, not a raven at all but a powerful sorceress.

      The priest looked sideways at the bird. “You’re a powerful sorceress?”

      The bird nodded.

      “And this isn’t a practical joke at all?”

      The bird slowly shook its head from side to side.

      Effingham sighed and returned his attention to the parchment.

      I need your help, old man. I’ve devised a plan that might get Lee and his army – or at least some of it – inside the city. The raven knows the details. It might take some coordination, but I think it’s worth a try. Here’s the problem. A raven suddenly transforming into a sorceress is liable to startle the faint-hearted.

      Effingham shook his head incredulously. Merrik always did have a gift for understatement. With tales of a spellcaster decimating Duchess Denning’s forces at Roc’s Roost, a sorceress suddenly appearing in their midst would not be a welcome turn of events. Who’s to say this isn’t a cunning ploy to get the sorceress alone with Lee for an assassination attempt. If she even is a sorceress. For all I know, the raven is spelled to explode within three feet of the king.

      You’d be right to fear this is some sort of trick.

      Ah.

      But rest assured this sorceress is      bound to me through an infamous spell known as the Mage’s Geas. Being the learned man you claim to be, you’ve undoubtedly heard of this illustrious charm.

      Ass.

      Should you need additional proof that I am indeed Merrik Niles and not an imposter, simply ask the sorceress the following question: Why was the difference between a bard and a troubadour so important for finding the king’s lost scepter? I think you’ll find her answer identifies me as the genuine article.

      Don’t fail me, Effingham. If my plan works, we can rid the world of this nasty hunchback, and put Lee on the throne.

      With warm regards, Merrik Niles, Maquis of Munsk

      Effingham turned his attention back to the raven. It was a risk. No way around it. The tone of the message definitely suggested it had been penned by Merrik. But such things could be faked.

      But they were in the middle of a war for control of a kingdom. Guarantees under such circumstances were hard to come by. He turned his head slowly to look at the king. Lee and Archbishop Fenwigg had their heads together, talking earnestly in hushed tones. Effingham had been replaced, no question.

      He looked back at the bird. If it really was a sorceress … if Niles really did have a way to spirit troops into the city …

      Lee needed to know. Effingham had made his decision.

      “Can you meet me outside in two minutes?” he asked the raven.

      The bird nodded.

      “Okay. Around back of this tent.”

      The raven hopped down and scooted under the edge of the tent.

      Effingham stood. “Gentlemen, if you’ll excuse me a moment.”

      Nobody looked up or cared or seemed to notice as he crossed the tent and exited. He circled around and found the raven perched atop a tent post.

      “Follow me.”

      The raven flitted from the peak of one tent to another as it followed the priest. Effingham arrived at his personal tent and gestured inside. “In here.”

      The raven flew into the tent and the priest followed, closing the flap behind him. It wasn’t much in the way of accommodation but better than many had. A single, narrow bunk. A vanity with a wash basin. A plain wooden chair. Effingham lit a candle, then turned to the raven perched on the back of the chair.

      “I have a question for you,” he said. “Although, I’m not sure how we can converse like this. I don’t happen to speak raven.”

      The raven squawked once then began to shake all over. Effingham took a step back. The bird elongated and grew, spreading out and radiating a subtle light which glowed whiter and brighter as the raven continued to grow, finally taking the shape of a woman. Naked. Skin a startling clear white, eyes bright and piercing.

      “Well.” Effingham swallowed hard. “I rather expected a sorceress to be more … clothed.”

      “People are clothed, not ravens,” she said. “Disrobing is necessary before transformation. I’m not bashful.”

      “So I see.”

      “I am the sorceress Raysal Dahl,” she said. “And I bring you and King Lee a message from      Merrik Niles, the wizard to which I’m bound.”

      The priest frowned. Posing as a wizard. Yes, that sounds like Merrik. And he had the audacity to call me a fraud.

      “I have a question for you,” he told her.

      “Ask it.”

      “Why was the difference between a troubadour and a bard important for helping Marquis Niles find the king’s lost scepter?”

      A sly smile from the sorceress. “Merrik had paid a bard to translate clues he’d found on the map he’d stolen. But you noticed the translation was off and suggested it had been done by a troubadour, a person less educated than a bard.”

      Effingham smiled at the memory. “He was rather cross to have thrown his money away. Fortunately, I was there to offer him a proper translation.”

      The priest considered the sorceress, trying to decide if she were legitimate. Her nudity was a distraction. As a gentleman of advanced years, Effingham considered himself above lurid thoughts and escapades, but Raysal’s alluring figure was putting that to the test. He chastised himself and returned to the business at hand.

      Yes, he decided, she could be trusted, or rather he trusted Merrik who’d sent her, so that would have to be good enough.

      Effingham laughed inwardly. To think he’d be willing to put a kingdom into Merrik Niles’ hands. Who would have thought it? A lot has happened since I first met the man. Scalawag, yes, but there is some good in him.

      Hopefully enough.

      “I’ll arrange for you to see the king,” he told her. “I suppose you’ll need clothes.”
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      Emma Aronvale lay flat on her belly atop the low ridge – not the most comfortable thing to do in a heavy breastplate – and looked down at the ruined temple below. It was ancient, and the forest had grown up around it, the roots of enormous oaks undermining the foundations of the walls in some places. Thick vines crept up the sides of the outer walls as well as the building within, nearly covering the cracked dome.

      But the crumbling ruins didn’t interest her as much as the people within. Through large gaps in the outer wall, she could glimpse them occasionally coming and going, guards, perhaps, walking a post.

      Fear and excitement made her stomach flutter and her heart race. The corporal’s report – Weelia was her name, she remembered – had nearly made Emma dizzy with anticipation.

      The hunchback? Here?

      It seemed impossible. Why would he leave the safety of High Harbor’s walls and expose himself like this?

      But if it was him …

      She’d heard rumors, of course, everyone talked about the twisted monster who’d had the nerve to proclaim himself king, but it was all third- and fourth-hand information. Somebody’s cousin heard from the stableboy who talked to … and so on.

      But much of the talk was in agreement that Rodwik the pretender was a bold and arrogant man. Perhaps he relished this risk. Maybe it fed his sense of bravado. Or maybe he simply thought himself invincible. The rumors had also claimed the hunchback to be a man very hard to kill.

      But I’m certainly going to have a go at it.

      She was ashamed – slightly – by her motivations. If anyone had asked, she would have said she fought for Greymond. And she did. It wasn’t quite a lie.

      It just wasn’t quite her priority either.

      If she could defeat Lee’s sworn enemy – that he would know it was Emma who’d done it – well, the king would be grateful, wouldn’t he? He’d notice her, that was for sure. He would see Emma with new eyes, and realize …

      What? That you’re some idiot girl with a bad case of hero worship?

      But it was more than that. Wasn’t it?  When he came near, her head swam, stomach fluttered, heartbeat ticked up a notch. She’d saved his life and he’d thanked her and Emma honestly thought she’d lived all of her life just to arrive at that moment when he’d looked at her and thanked her and –

      She felt hot, face flushed. Stop it. Be professional.

      She scanned the temple again but decided they’d need to get closer. Emma put fantasies out of her mind and concentrated on facts. There were people down there, and while she might have some wild notion of who it might be, she really didn’t know anything.

      Weelia elbow crawled on her belly and stopped next to her. “Deputy Commander?”

      “Rugger was right,” Emma said. “They were headed for the temple. I suppose it’s an obvious landmark.”

      “Do you see him?”

      “Rugger?” She took a good long look at the area all around temple. “If he’s there. He’s well hidden.”

      Weelia made an annoyed sound in her throat. “I hope the big oaf didn’t drown.”

      Emma frowned. “Sergeant Oaf, corporal.”

      “Sorry, Deputy Commander.”

      Emma thought about it. They’d been sent here to scout the temple anyway. That there were strangers inside only made it more important they do so.

      “I’ll take my squad to that big hole in the wall for a look.” Emma pointed at the area to the left of the temple. “I’ll go through there where the trees are thicker and provide cover. Take your squad around to the other side. I’ll give you time to get into place.”

      “And then what?”

      “And then nothing unless you hear from me,” Emma told her. “Right now, I just want a closer look. If it needs to get bloody, well, you’ll know what to do.”
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        * * *

      

      Rugger had been forced to swim for it since there was nowhere to ford the river, not that he’d ever really been hopeful. The Silver River wasn’t some little stream, it was wide and deep enough for big ships with a lot of draw. So no, he wasn’t going to touch bottom. If he wanted across – and he did – it was either swim or follow after Weelia to the bridge which would mean losing sight of the strangers.

      So he swam.

      He stripped down to his breeches and bundled his boots and sword in his tunic, held them over his head as he waded in and began to paddle awkwardly with one hand as he held the bundle over his head with the other. Rugger was a strong man but not a graceful swimmer and barely kept his head above water. The current was swifter than it had looked and carried him rapidly downstream.

      Rugger tried to angle toward the far bank, redoubling his paddling efforts with one hand. The effort sent him under the water, and he lost the bundle, came up sputtering and spitting curses.

      Able to use both arms now, he made for the opposite bank at a better pace, reaching it and dragging himself ashore, panting and dripping, breeches sticking to him. He stood, barefoot, looking downriver on the chance the bundle had miraculously washed up on the river’s edge.

      It hadn’t.

      Fuuuuuuck me.

      No weapon. No boots. He looked down at himself and wasn’t proud of what he saw. He was thick and muscled but a soft around the middle. His hands, forearms, face, and neck were all a light brown from the sun, but the rest of him was a shocking, fish-belly white. Standing there, dripping, he looked like some ghastly thing risen from the dead.

      He sighed and began walking. Nothing had changed. He still needed to catch up with the strangers. If it was the hunchback he’d seen, then this was a golden opportunity t     o –

      He stepped on a sharp stone and stifled a cry of pain and rage.

      Fuck me fuck me fuck me fuck me fuck –

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      She’d come a long way with a small retinue and had remained unseen, or, at least, unidentified. To all outward appearances, Harla Glenning seemed a woman of means, perhaps some minor noble, possibly even the honored dowager of some prominent family, traveling with her servants and a modest bodyguard.

      They’d left her carriage and the horses with a brace of guards along the road a mile back and had headed off into the forest via a narrow path to the ruined temple. The nearest village was half a day’s journey behind them, and Glenning doubted she’d       see anyone except, of course, for the expected rendezvous at the temple. There was no danger, not really, yet still she was nervous.

      Harla Glenning had come to negotiate with the hunchback.

      Logic dictated that the Union of Territories held all the cards. Rodwik needed the Union more than the Union needed Rodwik.

      Still, men had been known to cast aside logic in order to preserve pride. Who could say what a creature like this hunchback was really capable of when push came to shove. Glenning’s job was fairly simple. Get as much as possible while giving  as little as possible.

      Easier said than done.

      She just had to keep reminding herself that she was dealing with the man from a position of strength. He was bottled up in High Harbor. The Union fleet could rescue him. Union emissaries also had the duke’s ear in Eastport, preventing the Emerald Palace from coming to Lee’s aid. At any moment, the Union might decide not to hold the duke back anymore, and then where would Rodwik be?

      This blustering hunchback might be wild and rash, but he’ll see reason. Of course, he will. It’s his neck in the noose after all.

      They arrived at the temple, entering through a wide gap in the outer wall. Her men made a quick search of the area.

      “Nobody’s here,” reported the commander of her escort.

      “Then we’ve arrived first,” Glenning said. “Build a small fire and put on a pot of tea.”

      An hour later, the other party came through the remains of a large gate on the southern side. The lead man      could only have been Rodwik. Glenning cast an appraising eye over him as he strode toward her, out front as if leading a parade, red cloak swirling behind him dramatically.

      A dozen soldiers marched behind him and spread out upon entering the temple’s courtyard.

      The hunchback stopped ten feet from her and bowed with a flourish. “Councilwoman Harla Glenning, I presume.”

      Glenning forced a smile, her bow less enthusiastic. “Rodwik Greymond. It is a great honor to finally make your acquaintance in person.”

      One of Rodwik’s eyebrows arched. “You name me Greymond? Then you recognize me as this land’s one true king?”

      “Of course,” Glenning said. “For as long as such recognition aligns with the interests of the Union of Territories.”

      The hunchback laughed grimly. “We come straight to it then. Good. I’ve never been fond of subtleties.”

      “I’d guessed as much,” Glenning said. “That’s not to say our conversation can’t be pleasant. I’ve brewed a pot of tea if you’d like a cup.”

      “Tea is too civilized for a rough thing like me, Councilwoman. If you’ve something stronger, I’d be happy to toast to a long-lasting alliance between Greymond and your Union.”

      “I fancy myself a woman who comes prepared.” Glenning motioned to one of her servants.

      After a bit of scurrying, a pair of servants approached, each holding a different bottle.

      “There is a very good wine from our southern region.” Glenning gestured to the first bottle then to the second. “Or a very nice brandy.”

      Rodwik spread his hands in a deferring manner. “I put myself in your hands, Councilwoman.”

      “The wine, if you don’t mind,” she said. “It’s light and slightly fruity. A better choice for such hot weather. I fear the brandy would go to my head.”

      “I look forward to it.”

      The servants opened the wine and filled two goblets.

      Glenning lifted hers. “To friendship between our two great nations.”

      “For as long as it aligns with the interests of Greymond,” Rodwik said.

      Glenning smiled, almost genuine. “I suppose turnabout is fair play. Shall we sit and talk about the shape of our new alliance? My servants packed in a pair of camp chairs.”

      “Let walk as we talk,” Rodwik suggested. “I’ve never been to this place before and find ancient things and places fascinating.”

      “Very well.”

      They walked slowly, sipping wine. A servant carrying a pitcher followed at a respectful distance in case either the king or the councilwoman needed a refill. They paused to admire the large dome atop the chapel.

      “It had once been a magnificent structure, I imagine,” Rodwik said. “A temple of the Blind Goddess, yes?”

      “I wouldn’t know,” Glenning said. “Religion is out of fashion in the Union.”

      “You’re not a spiritual people?”

      “There’s nothing spiritual about numbing oneself to reality,” Glenning said. “People find comfort in religion, I suppose, but we rather see it as an abdication of responsibility. It’s too easy to let what’s wrong with the world go on being wrong because you think you can simply wait it out and enjoy the afterlife you’ve earned by obeying the rules of some fictitious being. Every citizen has a responsibility to work toward the betterment of the society in which he or she participates.”

      “That sounds rehearsed.”

      “It is,” she said. “That doesn’t mean it’s not true.”

      “I’ve never had much use for religion personally,” Rodwik admitted. “You say it has a numbing effect. I say good. I want the people numb. When the people in your land were no longer numb, when their eyes were opened to the reality around them, they slaughtered people like me. I want an alliance with the Union. I need your help. But if you plan to do here what you did there, I’m sure you can see how that’s not in my best interest.”

      “Councilman Martz plans are long term, generational in fact,” Glenning told the hunchback. “There would be no direct challenge to your authority. Subdue your people as you see fit. Rule them as a king.”

      Rodwik lifted an eyebrow. “But …”

      “But in private, you will bend the knee to the Union of Territories.”

      Rodwik nodded slowly, sipping wine and pacing a small circle, looking up again to admire the temple covered in vines, stonework chipped and scarred by time and neglect.

      “I understand your desires in principle,” he said. “Although bend the knee is an uncomfortable phrase.”

      “The sky and the grass and the sea all existed before men fashioned words to name them,” she quoted.

      “The philosopher Timeon,” he said.

      Glenning’s eyes widened slightly. “You continue to surprise, majesty.”

      “There’s more to that quotation,” Rodwik said. “In assigning words to that which already exists, we attempt to control, to own. This is delusion and folly.” A wan smile. “I did a lot of reading before the war began.”

      “If all we’re doing is discussing what to call it, then I’m sure we can come to an agreement,” Glenning said.

      A shrug, Rodwik’s hump rising and falling in an exaggerated manner. “I suppose I’d like to know – in practical terms – exactly what the Union will expect from Greymond.”

      “You have much in the way of natural resources,” she told him. “You have many miles of unused farmland, for example, and what is being farmed is managed in an antiquated, inefficient way, little holdings growing this and that. If we centralized the efforts, Greymond could feed itself easily and still have a significant surplus to be sent west.”

      “Tribute.”

      “Again, we can quibble about words,” she said. “I like repayment better. Even now, armies prepare. Ships are being built. All to come east and break the siege at High Harbor. This is an expensive undertaking … in gold now. In lives later.”

      “Fair enough.” Rodwik drained the goblet and held it out toward the man waiting just out of earshot.

      The servant scurried forward, refilled the goblet, then scurried away again.

      “I think we have an agreement in the broadest possible sense,” the hunchback said. “The demons, as they say, live in the details.”

      Glenning smiled. “Good. I have a scribe with me. Let us sit and discover these details together one by one. My servants will prepare a meal. Before we leave here today, I’m confident we can come to an agreement that both sides will find –”

      “Councilwoman Glenning!”

      She turned to see two of her guards jogging toward her. One clutched a crossbow. The other had his sword drawn. She saw Rodwik’s hand fall to the hilt of his own broadsword.

      Glenning glared at her men. “What’s going on?”

      “Movement spotted outside the temple,” the soldier said. “Someone’s here.”

      “I can’t be discovered here,” Glenning said. “It would be … awkward.”

      “Who is it?” demanded Rodwik. “How many?”

      “We can’t be sure,” said the one with a crossbow. “We glimpsed them coming through the trees and – up there!”

      He lifted the crossbow and let fly.

      The bolt stuck a man squatting atop the outer wall, punching through leather armor. The man toppled forward and hit the ground with a thud.

      One of the guards grabbed Glenning’s arm. “Councilwoman, we must go now!”

      “But –”

      Glenning let herself be dragged away just as a group of men rushed through a gap in the wall, screaming war cries and brandishing steel. As she glanced back, the last thing she saw was Rodwik drawing his own blade and turning to face them.

      Then she faced forward and ran as fast as she could.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      She shouldn’t have been surprised the soldiers in leather armor outpaced her. Emma Aronvale liked the protection offered by plate armor. She’d trained in it since she’d been old enough to hold a sword, and she knew how to move in it.

      But fast? No, she wasn’t exactly fast.

      So when it was obvious they’d been discovered, Emma had ordered the charge. The men and women of the Peasant Brigade were not cowards. They’d drawn weapons and had charged through at full speed.

      Emma rushed to catch up.

      She leapt through the gap in the outer wall, two-handed sword in an iron grip. The visor down on her helm limited her vision, but she’d learned to live with it. She saw the bodies and gasped.

      Two of her people already lay at the hunchback’s feet. She could see now that it was him. She’d never laid eyes on the man in her life, but who else could it be? Even hunched over, body twisted, he was massive, his deformity in no way hindering his flowing movement as he batted aside a sword stroke and pierced another one of her people through the belly.

      Her. People.

      Her command. She was responsible for them.

      “Break off!” she yelled. “Break off!”

      It was no use. They couldn’t hear her over the racket of steel on steel, the sounds of fighting and dying. The rest of her troops engaged men in Rodwik’s livery, most giving as good as they were getting. But anyone facing the hunchback went down bloody and fast.

      Emma sprinted straight for him.

      In the corner of her eye, she saw Weelia’s squad pouring through another gap in a different wall. Thank Dumo!

      The compact little corporal came charging in at the perfect angle to divide the attention of Rodwik’s men. She threw herself on the nearest enemy soldier like some whirlwind miniature devil, ducking under the man’s sloppy swing and slashing and cutting with savage ferocity. She drew one blade across his thigh, making him stumble, then came up fast with the other dagger and shoved it into the soft flesh under his chin.

      Blood sprayed over her hand, and he staggered back and fell. She was already turning to face her next opponent.

      The hunchback was doing the same. Five soldiers of the Peasants Brigade lay in a semi-circle around him. He now moved to engage Weelia and her squad.

      Emma raised the visor on her helmet. “Hunchback!”

      Rodwik froze, then slowly turned and saw her. A sly grin crept across his face. “Hello, little thing. I’ve never seen a gnat in plate armor before.”

      Emma lifted her sword. “Try me.” The steadiness in her voice surprised her. The butterflies in her gut were kicking her insides out.

      Rodwik advanced slowly, sword low as if he had no intention of using it. She spared a glance at the combatants beyond him but couldn’t tell who – if anyone – was winning.

      Emma held her ground and let him come.

      “Your friends are dead,” Rodwik said. “The rest will follow. You won’t be alive to see it.”

      He lunged. Fast.

      Emma swung her sword in a sudden fast parry, but his lunge was a fake, and he backed away, her blade swinging through air, the lack of contact throwing her off as the momentum of the swing carried her around. He stepped in and slammed her on the side of the helm with a fist like a mule kick. Bells rung in her ears, and the helm flew away.

      She brought the sword back around only barely deflecting a thrust to her throat. Emma took five steps quickly backward, heart hammering in her chest, blinking the bells away.

      Sloppy, sloppy, sloppy –

      “That’s the problem with those big, two-handed blades,” Rodwik said. “A lot of weight you’re throwing around. It’ll take you with it if you don’t maintain control.”

      “I thank you for the reminder,” Emma said, her voice again surprisingly calm. “It won’t happen again.”

      They circled each other for a moment. Emma kept her sword up. The hunchback was right. The weapon was heavy, and if she was sloppy again, the weight would work against her. But the blade was much longer than his, and it compensated for her shorter reach. She wouldn’t let him get close enough to land another of those haymaker punches. Not without her helm. Emma wouldn’t survive a crushed skull.

      She heard a scream on the other side of the courtyard and felt a stab of panic it might have been Weelia. There was nothing for it. She had her hands full with the hunchback and couldn’t help the little corporal. Still, she spared a glance for the girl, hoping to see –

      Rodwik lunged, the point of his broadsword racing for a spot between Emma’s eyes.

      She understood in an instant he was trying to surprise her with his speed, counting on her to react slowly with the heavy weapon. And he was fast, moving quickly for a big man.

      But Emma Aronvale had practiced against fast. She’d practiced against strong. She’d taken on all comers in her training, knowing in a real battle they’d come in all shapes and sizes.

      She brough the sword around fast, getting her hips and shoulders into it. She’d learned early it took her full body to wield the two-handed weapon. Her sword clashed with the hunchback’s with a piecing clang that rang across the courtyard. She brought the blade over on top of his, using the full momentum of her swing and the sword’s weight to shove Rodwik’s weapon downward, the tip of his weapon almost scraping the cracked cobblestones. His massive top-heavy shoulders worked in her favor, and he bent over, following the weight of the sword.

      She stepped in on the backhanded, return swing, gauging the distance, knowing she’d bring the tip of her blade right across his face.

      The hunchback was even faster than suspected. Her jerked back, lifting his head, and standing straight. Instead of cutting deeply through his face, the tip of her sword drew a thin red line along his chin.

      They backed away from one another, reappraising. The mocking grin had fled Rodwik’s face. A single line of blood trailed from his chin and down his throat. He drew a dagger, held it in his off hand.

      Emma lifted the two-handed sword again, mentally dithering. Let him come, or strike first?

      He took the choice away, lunging at her again, thrusting as he had before.

      She batted the thrust away with a quick swat, knowing she couldn’t attempt the same move as last time. If she committed to a full parry, he’d come over the top with the dagger.

      But he must have known she’d hesitate.

      He looped his blade around hers, and the tip was suddenly stabbing toward her chest. The breastplate would likely protect her, but she acted on pure reflex to block it, turning with her hips and shoulders to bring the heavy weapon around faster, sweeping the hunchback’s sword aside. By the time she’d completed the move. Momentum taking her around, her back was almost completely to him.

      Rodwik let his sword drop and barreled forward. He knew how to use his size. He brought his arm up, elbow smashing into her jaw with a sharp crack. Emma felt teeth go loose. The salt taste of blood. Temple and sky and the hunchback all going by in a blur.

      Emma blinked. She was lying flat on her back. She tasted blood. The hunchback, grinning again, towered over her. She’d lost her sword, turned her head, saw it laying on the cobblestones six inches away.

      She reached toward it.

      With a loud grunt, Rodwik brought his sword down hard, the tip piercing her upper-arm’s armor just above the elbow, the blade going all the way through and out the other side to jam in a crack between cobblestones.

      White-hot pain lanced along her arm as the blade scraped bone.

      Emma screamed. The blood in her mouth went to the back of her throat, sending her into a coughing fit. Her eyes watered. She spit. Blood dribbled down her chin.

      Rodwik laughed and twisted the sword.

      She screamed, high pitched, until her breath ran out, until she could only writhe on the ground, mouth open in a silent cry. Spots exploded in her vision and then everything started to dim, vision going black. The pain was so constant and unbearable that it was almost non-existent, an ongoing, uniform agony. She began to fade, consciousness slipping into –

      An angry, guttural cry of pain.

      The fiery torture in her arm suddenly subsided. Emma took a deep breath and then another. She tried to move her wounded arm, but it was as if the limb wasn’t there at all. The thought struck her that might, in fact, be the case. She tried to prop herself up on her good elbow. The muffled sounds of combat barely penetrated her daze.

      Emma took another deep breath, forced her eyes to focus.

      Rodwik and Weelia faced each other. The hulking hunchback made the tiny corporal look like a toddler. He held his side, blood seeping between fingers. Weelia had gotten in the first lick. There was a smudge of blood across one of her cheeks although she seemed unharmed. Her daggers and hands were coated red to her wrists. She’d been very busy killing while Emma had let Rodwik hammer her.

      Rodwik growled down at the girl. “It would seem Lee’s entire army is made up of gnats. Come get squashed little bug.”

      He rushed at her, swinging the sword wildly.

      Weelia ducked and dodged. The big man was startlingly fast, but Weelia’s quickness was nearly superhuman, a gnat refusing to be squashed.

      He screamed rage and frustration, raised the sword and brought it down fast toward the top of her head.

      She blocked it with crossed daggers, but the blow sent her to one knee, and she grunted with the impact.

      Emma winced on the corporal’s behalf. The hunchback was strong, and Weelia probably felt the impact up to her shoulders. The corporal rolled out of the way, ducking another swipe that would have taken her head off, and sprang to her feet, daggers up and ready, but she was panting hard, drenched in sweat. She’d fought off Rodwik’s soldiers and might not have enough energy left for the hunchback himself.

      But Rodwik looked tired too as he circled Weelia. He held the dagger in his off hand down by his side as if he were too tired to lift it. Did Weelia see the opening? Someone with her speed could –

      No. Emma could see it now. A trick. Rodwik was trying to lure her, get Weelia to attack on that side so he could counter.

      Emma tried to shout a warning, didn’t have the ability to make her voice work. She spit more blood, would have given anything for a sip of water. She tried to get to one knee. Her entire body shook, jaw and head throbbing from Rodwik’s blows.

      Get up, stupid girl. Weelia and I together. We could take him.

      The strength left her, and she collapsed back to cobbles stones, chest heaving as she sucked for air, head dizzy.

      With great effort, she summoned enough willpower to lift her head and witness what happened next.

      Weelia fell for the bait, lunged at Rodwik’s unprotected side, dagger arm fully extended for the strike. She’d been so eager to exploit the opportunity, she’d left herself open. Rodwik had already been moving, anticipating the thrust. He caught her dagger with his, twisted, catching her blade with his crossbar and moving her dagger aside even as he brought the sword around.

      Weelia brought in the other dagger in to block, protecting her torso, but that wasn’t the hunchback’s target. An overhanded arc, and Rodwik’s broadsword cut clean through Weelia’s wrist, both hand and dagger flying away, a trail of blood arcing through the air.

      She screamed, high pitched like a panicked animal as blood pulsed from her stump. She stood transfixed, unable to take her eyes off it.

      Emma watched helplessly as the hunchback howled rage and plunged his broadsword straight through Weelia’s heart.

      No!

      Rodwik lifted the petite woman into the air, blood dripping down the blade. She hung limp, skewered, limbs dangling, mouth lolling open, eyes wide.

      The hunchback screamed again and tossed her away from him. She landed on her back ten feet away, sword still protruding from her chest. He sank to his knees with a grunt, his hand going to his side and coming away red. He looked spent, panting, hair matted.

      Emma tried to lift herself again. You’ve got to go, girl. Now or never.

      She heaved herself to one knee and immediately went dizzy. She stayed there a moment, waiting for it to pass, taking in deep breaths through her nose then out through the mouth. Slowly she rose, stood on her own two feet, swaying a bit but keeping upright.

      The hunchback turned his head, saw her and sighed as if remembering a nagging loose end that needed his attention.

      She headed for the gap in the wall she’d come through in the first place. She would have liked to run, but the best she could manage was a shuffling stagger. She chanced a look back, expecting to see him running for her.

      But he wasn’t. He stood slowly, keeping one hand on the wound in his side.

      Emma tried to quicken her pace and failed. Doggedly putting one foot in front of the other was all she could manage, her left arm bouncing against her side like an armored length of lifeless meat. She looked back again.

      The hunchback put one boot against Weelia’s head and jerked his sword free.

      Then he turned to Emma, stalking after her in no particular hurry.

      The gap was still ten yards ahead. She wasn’t sure what she was trying to accomplish. If she made the gap, climbed through to the other side of the wall, then what? Rodwik would simply chase her down.

      Because you keep trying. Because you don’t give up.

      She kept trudging. Left foot right foot left foot right foot … left …

      A sensation of floating. Emma went horizonal, the ground coming up to meet her, slowly it seemed until it hit her like a charging bull. There was a moment of darkness, and then the light seeped back into the world. She lay in the gap, draped across the broken stones. She tried to get up again, but it was pointless.

      Emma focused on the man coming toward her. There was a slight hitch in Rodwik’s step. He favored the wounded side, hand still holding it, but his other hand gripped the broadsword tightly. His face looked hard and unhappy, but slowly the wicked grin returned. He was savoring the final kill. All dead, she realized. His men, mine … Weelia. The hunchback would be the lone survivor of the Battle of the Abandoned Temple.

      Or whatever they ended up calling all this useless bloodshed.

      And she’d failed Lee. If she’d had any energy at all, she would have laughed. At herself. To think she’d hope to impress the man. All she’d done was get herself killed.

      Rodwik stalked toward her but then stopped abruptly, the grin leaking from his face, now only a wary expression.

      She sensed a presence as a shadow fell over her.

      Emma looked up at the pale giant standing over her, huge and meaty and strangely smooth all over except for hair on his forearms and a scruffy bunch clustered in the center of his broad, pale chest.

      The man reached down and gently drew the dagger from the sheath on her belt.

      “Just stay down,” Rugger said quietly. “I’ll handle this.”

      The hunchback tapped into some private store of bravado and laughed heartily. “I’m glad to see Lee’s army is not made up entirely of biting insects. You seem a proper sized fellow. But you’ve come late to the party and certainly aren’t dressed for it.” He paused to look down at his wound and the red-stained hand holding it then back up at Rugger. “There’s already been plenty of killing, and your friend doesn’t have long. Take her and go. You might even save her if you get her to a good healer fast enough.”

      Rugger stepped over Emma and through the gap, moving very slowly toward the hunchback, dagger up. He spoke no words, but his posturing said all that was needed. Rugger wasn’t going anywhere.

      “Still game for it, eh?” Rodwik sighed, and lifted his sword one handed, still holding the wound. The way he walked made it clear he was suffering. “Come on then, big man. Let’s finish it.”
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      Zarabelle Fenwigg had been fortunate to find a revolution already in progress when she’d approached Viscount Pemberton Stoke. Well, in progress was overstating it a tad, but many of the chess pieces had been moved into position in anticipation of the final gambit.

      Zarabelle admitted to herself she was surprised, and so little took her by surprise. Eastport and its environs seemed well-governed and prosperous. The people reasonably satisfied. The seeds of insurrection seemed not to exist nor the fertile soil in which to plant them. Overthrowing the current duke was not something that would happen in the name of justice. It would be the end result of men as ambitious as they were unscrupulous.

      Which suited Zarabelle just fine. She wasn’t here to save Eastport from tyranny. She was here to give Lee the crown of Greymond and to do everything in her power to thwart the Union of Territories. Sarasin Martz was responsible for Sereen’s murder, and Zarabelle would have her revenge or die trying.

      She walked into the common room of an inn called The Tall Man. It was on the edge of Eastport’s Craftman’s Quarter, a safe enough area but far from posh. The conspirators had agreed they were unlikely to be recognized there by anyone important.

      Cornet Jon Trevon entered a moment behind her. Their eyes met briefly before he went to the bar and waved down the proprietor for a tankard of ale. As an ordinary precaution, they’d all agreed not to be seen together and arrived at The Tall Man separately.

      She went to the bar, several spaces down from Trevon, and indicated that she wanted the proprietor’s attention.

      He scurried over, bowing his head. “Good seeing you again, milady.”

      “The private room I reserved is available, yes?”

      “Through that door.” He pointed across the room. “I’ll send the girl in to take care of you.”

      “Thank you.”

      Zarabelle crossed the room, entered the door and closed it behind her. Empty. She was first to arrive. The room was windowless. Good. Candles on the single table and oil lamps in the corners. A half dozen chairs around the table, threadbare divans along the walls, a stuffed chair near a tiny brick fireplace. No fire. It would have been too hot in such a small room this time of year.

      A pitcher and a half-dozen goblets on the table.

      Zarabelle lifted the pitcher and took a sniff. A light summer wine. She poured herself a goblet full, sipped and waited.

      A man entered abruptly, startling her, and shut the door again. His sharp eyes scoured the room before landing on Zarabelle. “Were you followed?”

      She frowned. “Of course not.”

      He made an annoyed little grunt in his throat as if doubting her, strode to the table, and snatched up the pitcher, filling his goblet.

      Count Edmunn Barrington was the most humorless man Zarabelle had ever met. Tall, lean, forty-ish, black hair and dark eyes, hawk nose and pointed chin. He wore cloths of drab colors in an attempt to blend in with the Craftsman’s Quarter inhabitants, but the garments were of such fine material and quality tailoring, that a keen-eyed person would have been able to see he didn’t fit in.

      “How long have you been here?” Barrington demanded.

      “Not long.”

      “I don’t like it, all of us together like this.” He gulped wine and refilled the goblet. “It’s a risk.”

      “You thought we could overthrow a duke without risk?”

      “Don’t be flippant.”

      “We’re in the final stages,” Zarabelle said. “We need to coordinate, and meeting face to face is the most expedient way.”

      “Final stages.” He rolled his eyes. “You talk as if you’ve been in on this from the beginning. You’re a latecomer. For all I know you’re a spy.”

      “If you thought that, you wouldn’t be here.”

      A shrug.

      “You’re an intelligent man with resources, Count Barrington. I’m sure you’ve had me thoroughly vetted through various channels.”

      “Not a complete fool then,” he said. “Pass me your goblet.”

      She held it out to him, and he refilled it.

      “Yes, I’ve verified your story, Fenwigg,” he said. “You were sent here to accomplish a task, and the current duke has been slow to cooperate, so we both want to see someone more amenable to our causes. Our paths are aligned; therefore, we’re allies. But I still don’t like risks. If the prize wasn’t worth it, I wouldn’t be here … and I’d be ratting      you and the rest of Pemberton’s blackguards out to the duke right now.”

      The prize Barrington sought was that he be named duke, something the men in his family had been trying to arrange for three generations. The count was the ranking noblemen down along the east coast’s southern region, a collection of baronies and other holdings just far enough away from Eastport that it rankled to bow to the Emerald Palace. It was with some amusement Zarabelle noticed Munsk was in this region. If the takeover were successful, she wondered how Merrik Niles would get along with his new overlord.

      The others trickled in two to three minutes apart. Baroness Gelsa Ornst was a matronly widow with a keen mind for business who’d benefit greatly from arrangements with the new duke. Like Count Barrington, she was influential among her peers and would be instrumental in      bringing the nobility in line for the new duke.

      Lord Phoenal was the patriot. Youngest of the conspirators at twenty-two, he’d inherited a vast amount of wealth which aided the cause in all kinds of ways. His sole motivation was to see Greymond united again under King Lee. Months ago, he’d heard Merrik Niles talk at a reception where the starry-eyed upstart had consumed an alarming amount of starshine. His memory the next morning was fuzzy to put it mildly, but he’d come away with one steadfast conclusion. All true citizens of Greymond must support Lee!

      Under General Gaspar Nevik’s motivations were similar to Count Barrington’s. He’d been passed over for Grand Marshall of the duke’s army three times in favor of men with lesser skills and greater political savvy. And with a possible war coming against the Union of Territories, it was Nevik’s firm belief he needed to be the man deploying the troops. The general had arrived at The Tall Man in a heavy dark cloak, the hood pulled down over his face, an unlikely choice for such warm weather. Zarabelle thought him more suspicious dressed like that than if he’d arrived in full dress uniform.

      That only left Viscount Pemberton Stoke. He was late. Zarabelle took it as theatrics.

      A serving girl arrived with various things to eat and drink.

      “Lay it all out on the table, girl, and bring us dishes and cutlery,” Count Barrington told the lass. “We’ll serve ourselves.”

      Prudent, thought Zarabelle. The serving girl was likely only that. A serving girl. But there was no sense being overheard when the topic of discussion was treason.

      They ate their fill and emptied another pitcher of wine, and there was still no sign of Pemberton Stoke. Zarabelle hadn’t worried before, but now she was beginning to wonder.

      “Do you think the duke’s secret police have caught up with him at last?” Phoenal asked.

      “That would be inconvenient,” Baroness Ornst said. “Especially if he were made to talk. I’ve no doubt he’d name names if it might save his own skin.”

      “My goodness, Gelsa. Such fierce loyalty to our good Pemberton,” Barrington said dryly. “Although I can’t say I disagree.”

      Zarabelle had been trying to cultivate relationships with various agents of the secret police without success. Now she wondered if she should have been trying harder. Well, she couldn’t be everywhere all at once, could she?

      Barrington was about to comment further when the door opened, and Viscount Pemberton Stoke entered the room. He was no longer the disheveled sot Zarabelle had met at the vineyard. He wore a brilliant royal blue doublet trimmed in gold, black cloak and breeches, boots with a highly polished gleam. Hair clean and combed. A thin, basket hilt rapier hung from his belt.

      Mumbles of about time and looks like he wasn’t arrested after all greeted the man.

      Pemberton Stoke turned on his heel, closed the door then turned back, making eye contact with each of his co-conspirators. He lifted his chin and raised one hand for silence.

      When the talk in the room died away, Stoke said, “Ladies and gentlemen, we go in three days.”

      The room erupted in disbelief and alarm. Their revolution had abruptly gone from theoretical to imminent. Zarabelle would have been amused if there hadn’t been so much at stake.

      “Is this why you called this ill-advised meeting?” Barrington demanded. “To talk nonsense to us?”

      “You knew there would come a time to put all our schemes into action,” Stoke said calmly. “Did you think we’d forever tighten the crossbow string without ever loosing the bolt?”

      “Why not in three days?” Phoenal asked. “I’m tired of waiting.”

      “Perhaps if we give him a chance,” Zarabelle said, voice raised. “The viscount will explain himself.”

      Barrington frowned but nodded. “Go on then.”

      “There’s been some good news,” Stoke said. “My brother the admiral has been lost at sea. His ship the Enchanter of Eastport encountered a surprise storm in deep water. He was swept overboard, and no body was recovered.”

      “Fortunate happenstance he should happen to perish just when we need rid of him.” Zarabelle kept her face carefully blank. She knew without a doubt happenstance had nothing to do with it.

      “My man aboard the Enchanter gave him a nice hard push to help happenstance on its way.” A sly grin from Stoke. “I only regret that I couldn’t be there to do it myself. Smug bastard. I hope the water was ice cold. Where was I?”

      “Explaining why we’re making our move in three days,” Ornst said.

      Stoke snapped his fingers. “That’s right! Because daddy is having a memorial service for that little shit. Even black sheep of the family Pemberton Stoke is invited. Very soon all the chess pieces will be on the board at the same time and perfectly positioned if we can but get our ducks in a row. You mention happenstance, Zarabelle, well here’s a bit to chew on. The Bishop of Eastport has been wasting away for years, and finally at long last has come to the end of his tether. He’s not expected to last the night. Upon his final gasp, the other bishops will, of course, elect a successor.”

      “Let me guess,” Barrington said. “A close, personal friend of yours.”

      “Friendly enough,” Stoke confirmed. “When father is dead – along with my remaining brother – I will be named Duke. There will be a short period of time when everything will hang in the balance. If enough people – and if they’re important people – cry foul play and denounce me as a legitimate heir, then all our careful planning will be down the sewer.”

      Zarabelle smiled. “But we won’t let that happen, will we?”

      Stoke returned the smile. “We will not. Soon after I take power, our new bishop will perform all the necessary rights and sacraments to legitimize me in the eyes of Dumo. Lady Zarabelle’s uncle will throw his support behind me as well. We’ll have a united church again and a united Greymond, and if there’s one thing people love, it’s a happy ending to a good story. Nevik, I’m counting on you to keep the army from rushing into anything. Count Barrington and Baroness Ornst will spread the word and use their influence to confirm that everything that happens will be good and right and legal. It will be the truth because everyone will say it’s the truth. If a week goes by and we haven’t all been arrested and hung by the necks, then we’ve won.”

      “What about me, Lord Stoke?” Phoenal asked. “You’ve yet to tell me what part I’m meant to play.”

      “Glad you asked, my boy.” Stoke put his hand on the boy’s shoulder in a fatherly gesture. “Your role in this endeavor is so important and so secret that I cannot speak of it here. I’m sorry everyone, but this secret I must keep even from you. We will meet soon, Phoenal, and I will explain your key role in all of this.”

      Phoenal beamed. He could not have been happier.

      “Now to business,” Stoke said. “We must go over every possible detail.”

      For the next two hours, they discussed the plan backward and forward – times, places, people, contingencies.

      At last, Stoke stood and rubbed his eyes. “I believe we’ve covered everything. Are there any questions?”

      There were none.

      “I truly believe the only thing now that can stop us is ourselves,” Stoke said. “Courage, people. Faint hearts will do us in. We’re almost at the finish line. Now, let us leave as we arrived, one at a time. Phoenal, be a good lad and go first. I’ll contact you soon.”

      Phoenal rose, offered everyone a formal bow, and then left. Nevik left next, followed a few minutes later by Baroness Ornst.

      Count Barrington paused before leaving. “You seem to have thought of everything, Pemberton.”

      “There’s always the unexpected,” Stoke said. “Otherwise, it wouldn’t be any fun at all.”

      “Fun? We can have fun afterward,” Barrington said. “If any of us are still alive.”

      The count stalked from the room without looking back.

      Stoke turned to Zarabelle. “You’re up for this?”

      She swallowed hard and nodded.

      Stoke reached into his doublet and came out with something wrapped in cloth. “When it’s time, use this.”

      She took the bundle and unwrapped it, revealing an eight-inch dagger with a thin blade of gleaming, unmarked steel. The crossbar and hilt were simple but well made. The pommel was a fierce-looking silver ram’s head.

      “Why this blade?” she asked.

      “It belongs to somebody,” Stoke said. “All will be revealed in time.”

      She rewrapped the dagger in the cloth. “Anything else?”

      “Just to say … good luck.”

      She smiled, nodded curtly, and left.

      Out in the common room, she caught Trevon’s eye. He nodded, dropped a few coppers on the bar, and left ahead of her. He’d be waiting at a safe distance with the carriage.

      She left The Tall Man and let her eyes adjust for a moment. Night had fallen.

      She walked slowly, not drawing attention to herself and climbed into the carriage. It began moving a second later. Trevon knew where to go. She went through the plans again in her mind, trying to discern if Stoke had overlooked anything. As far as she could tell, it was a good plan. Foolproof? Of course not. A thousand things could go wrong.

      It didn’t matter. They were committed.

      The carriage stopped and she got out.

      Trevon frowned down at her. “Here? Are you sure?”

      She looked up at the shabby building then back at Trevon. “It’s fine. I need some privacy. What about you? Are you okay?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean your nerve.”

      He thought about it. “I’m scared shitless.”

      “Can I count on you or not.”

      He looked hurt. “Of course.”

      “Good,” Zarabelle said. “Because we need you.”

      Trevon had made a point asking for training duty and had personally trained the new recruits. They were loyal to him and would obey without question, and Trevon had contrived to have his people on duty at the crucial moment. When the blood started spilling, how the palace guard reacted might be pivotal.

      “I’d better go,” he said. “There’s much to prepare.”

      She gave him a warm smile as he flicked the reins and drove the carriage away.

      Zarabelle entered the building and climbed the stairs to the small garret. Sereen’s former home remained much as it had been when Zarabelle had first come here, paints and canvases and other artist supplies scattered about. She kept the place to feel close to Sereen, to preserve a memory, the smell of the place, the view from the big window.

      She lit a single candle and placed it in the middle of the tiny wooden table, the surface scratched and splattered with paint. She pulled up a rickety chair and pulled a bag into her lap, pausing before opening it. S     he’d already numbed herself to the painful memories of that night, Sereen bleeding in her arms, her attacker lying dead only a few feet away.

      Even stricken by grief, her agile mind had been at work that night, part of her realizing that eventually she’d want answers, that sooner or later some action would be taken. She’d searched the body of Sereen’s killer, the man with a hook for a hand. The only thing she’d found of any interest was a leatherbound book. The man didn’t strike her as the type to read, but she soon discovered that all the pages within the book were blank. There had also been a quill and an inkwell.

      Some instinct led her to have the book investigated. Her uncle had deep pockets, and for this, Zarabelle was willing to spend money. She had the book examined by a handful of learned men, and finally by a wizard at the end who identified the object as magical. It had been expensive, but the wizard explained it was an item that let people communicate over long distances. Using the book was simple.

      And now she was ready to try it.

      Zarabelle stood and went to the window, looking down into the street. She remembered seeing the man with the hook down there, standing in the shadows. At the time, he’d simply been a curiosity. If only Zarabelle had known. If only …

      She shook her head. There was no room for that sort of thinking anymore.

      She looked up and down the street but it was empty. She hadn’t been followed. Nobody was watching.

      Zarabelle sat at the table and opened the book. She dipped the quill into the ink, and in the book she wrote Hello?

      Nothing happened.

      She wasn’t sure what she’d expected exactly. Was the person on the other end alerted somehow when there was a message? The wizard hadn’t mentioned it when explaining how the book worked. She waited ten minutes, but there was still no response. She thought about writing something else but told herself to be patient.

      Zarabelle stood and circled the little garret, searching. She found a jug in the small cupboard, uncorked it, sniffed, and winced. It was that vile stuff called starshine. She took a swig. It burned her throat. The next gulp went down easier and the next easier still although she couldn’t quite bring herself to think she actually liked the stuff.

      She checked the book. Still nothing.

      She slumped into the chair and sighed and drank starshine. Zarabelle wasn’t exactly sure what she’d hoped to accomplish. The only thing to do was come back another night and try again when –

      Where have you been? scrawled across the page under her Hello?

      Zarabelle’s breath caught, heart racing. She snatched up the quill, dipped it in ink and held it poised above the page. What to write next?

      She licked her lips nervously, then wrote Your nasty little friend with a hook for a hand is dead. I killed him myself.

      A pause.

      I see. Who is this?

      Zarabelle thought about how to answer. Someone who was close with Sereen Bowmont.

      I am sorry for your loss. For my part, there was nothing personal. It was just business.

      Anger flared within Zarabelle. She wrote so hard the quill nearly tore the page. That’s not good enough.

      What is it that you want?

      Zarabelle shook with fury. She calmed herself and wrote. Blood.

      You’ve killed the man with the hook for a hand. You have your blood.

      Don’t be absurd, Zarabelle wrote. He was but a tool. I want you to understand something. I know how it will sound. Like bravado. Big talk. A hollow threat. It’s not. I’m telling you the straight truth. The world is coming down. I’m arranging it even now. It’s coming down, and it’s going to land hard on some people. You might be one of those people. If you ordered Sereen’s death, if you are responsible, then there is nowhere in this world you can hide. It’s only a matter of time. On the other hand … if you’re only another tool, then we need to talk.

      A much longer pause this time.

      Zarabelle almost wrote something else to goad him but stopped herself. She’d made her play. She tried to imagine him wherever he was, mulling it over. He could be miles away on the other side of the mountains or down the street in the corner pub. She had no way of knowing. She needed him to talk.

      Zarabelle had almost given up when his next words appeared.

      I’m listening.
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        * * *

      

      Far across Greymond and on the other side of the Arrowhead Mountains in the Union of Territories, Sarasin Martz stood on the balcony of the uppermost floor of the People’s Palace watching a column of black smoke rise from the edge of the city. It was difficult to estimate at this distance the amount of damage being done, but it was surely significant. As he watched, a second plume of smoke rose a mile from the first.

      He heard someone enter the room behind him and turned.

      “Forgive the intrusion, Councilman Martz,” Evris Koy said. “I knocked, but you must not have heard.”

      “Not at all.” Martz gestured for the Secretary of Union Information to join him on the balcony. “I was just watching the show.”

      Koy didn’t seem amused. “You don’t sound especially worried.”

      “Should I be?”

      “Yes.”

      Martz sighed. “Go on then. Let’s hear it.”

      “Public beheadings of instigators and insurgent leaders continue,” Koy reported. “It’s too early to tell if it’s doing more harm than good. There is much anger in the streets.”

      “A year ago, peasants became citizens and praised us for it, swore their loyalty in gratitude.” Martz tsked. “So much for gratitude.”

      “They’re starving, Councilman Martz,” Koy said. “It’s much easier to denounce oppression on a full belly.”

      “And what about that?” Martz waved a hand at the smoke in the distance.

      “Food riots, seemingly spontaneous but sometimes directed by counterrevolutionaries. They seem to be taking advantage of the situation.”

      Martz laughed sourly. “I guess I don’t blame them. I’d do the same. But we’re keeping them back, yes?”

      “Yes and no.”

      “Explain.”

      “Whenever the mob masses to a significant number, the city guard is able to force them back,” Koy explained. “But then another mob forms a mile or two away, and troops must rush to the new location to stop it … allowing the mob at the old location to reform. In this manner, the insurgents have managed to gain ground. Slowly, mind you, an inch at a time, but they show no sign of letting up.”

      “It sounds like we need more troops,” Martz said.

      “Yes,” Koy agreed. “I’m not a military man, so you’d need to call for one of your generals for a more specific assessment, but, yes, more troops would help.”

      “Then send a rider to recall the ten thousand troops we just sent to the coast,” Martz ordered. “I’m not keen to delay the invasion of Greymond, but we need to secure the capital. They left only four days ago, so turning them around shouldn’t be that much of a problem.”

      Koy hesitated.

      Martz fought back a wave of annoyance. “Well, out with it.”

      “It’s a matter of logistics, Councilman.”

      “Talk plainly, man.”

      “We do not have the means to feed ten thousand men,” Koy said.

      “We don’t have the means to – Evris, presumably these men would eat on their way to Greymond.”

      “Yes, Councilman, but the food stores were sent ahead to the coast. As you might recall, feeding the army along with a very poor harvest this year has      contributed to the food shortages.”

      “Don’t lecture me on the shortages,” Martz said heatedly. “We’ve been over it a dozen times.”

      “My apologies, Councilman,” Koy said, not sounding apologetic at all. “Each soldier was rationed just enough food to take him to the coast where they would then be fed from the stockpile. By the time, they      march      back, they would arrive hungry.”

      “We’ll feed them out of our own stores then.”

      “I checked with the Chief of Palace Larders before coming to see you,” Koy said. “He reports we have enough to feed ourselves – meaning the inhabitants of the palace and servants – for exactly three days at normal consumption. I took the liberty of implementing a rationing plan which should stretch us another two days.”

      “It rather sounds as if our Chief of Larders has been mismanaging his kitchen.”

      “She’s only been on the job a week,” Koy told Martz. “The previous chief was executed for selling palace food stuffs on the black market.”

      “For fucks sake.”

      “Shall I still recall the ten thousand troops?”

      “No,” Martz snapped.

      The councilman paced the balcony, pausing occasionally to look at the smoke. A third black plume had billowed into existence since he’d been talking with Koy.

      “Call in the garrisons from the eastern territories,” Martz said. “We have a good number of troops along the base of the Arrowheads. Tell them to leave skeleton crews.”

      “Those men guard the passes, Councilman.”

      “I know that, Evris, but Lee has his hands full at High Harbor. He’s hardly about to send an army through Madman’s Pass.”

      “Fair enough,” Koy said. “There is still the matter of feeding them.”

      “I know.” Martz nodded, choosing his next words carefully. “You will instruct the garrison officers      to appropriate whatever supplies they deem necessary as they come west. They may issue receipts on behalf of the People’s Palace.”

      Martz was impressed by Koy’s lack of reaction. He was an intelligent man and knew words like appropriate and issue receipts really meant loot and pillage.

      Koy cleared his throat. “Councilman, setting aside the northern territories which are very thinly populated, the eastern territories are the only ones not currently in revolt.”

      “I’m aware of that, Secretary Koy. You have your orders.”

      “It shall be done.” Koy bowed, turned sharply, and departed.

      Martz let out another heavy sigh and turned back to the cityscape. A fourth column of smoke rose into the sky. It seemed much closer than the others.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      You have truly walked straight into a shit show this time, old gent.

      Rugger half turned his head to look back at Emma Aronvale, keeping one eye on the hunchback.

      “Can you move?”

      She tried to lift her head, dazed. “I … don’t …”

      Shit.

      “Crawl if you have to,” he said. “Get out of here.”

      Rugger didn’t spare her another thought. He couldn’t. The hunchback would require his full attention.

      They approached each other slowly, both recognizing the other as dangerous. Rugger could tell by the way he moved that he was a killer. When a man that huge can still move like a cat, then that’s trouble. There was nothing lumbering about him. Rugger had fought big men, and big men came with their own challenges. But big men could be clumsy.

      Not the hunchback. He was wounded, yes, but Rugger could still tell.

      The wound, in fact, might be Rugger’s only chance, and it gave him hope even as he realized hope was a dangerous thing. A      wounded animal will fight twice as hard.

      Still, Rodwik held his hand over the wound, listing to that side a little. He wouldn’t be able to rotate fully. He’d be limited. Rugger wondered how deep the wound was.

      Real fuckin’ deep, I hope.

      The dagger in his hand was a good foot of steel. Rugger wished it was a sword.

      Or a crossbow.

      He wished he wasn’t doing this, but there was no choice. This was Rodwik. The hunchback. The reason they were all in this fucking war. If he could kill the man now, it would be over.

      Rodwik smiled weakly, probably hoping it looked like confidence. “You seem a formidable sort. I’d best be careful with you, eh? I could come away from this with a few lumps.”

      Let him talk. Save your breath.

      They circled, moving closer.

      The hunchback lurched forward, swiping with his sword.

      The swing wasn’t even close, just Rodwik testing Rugger’s reflexes, but Rugger stepped back anyway, his heartbeat ticking up a notch. He was nervous, no doubt about it, and the hunchback’s shit-eating grin didn’t help.

      Rugger’s feet hurt. He’d stepped on a thousand pebbles and jagged twigs getting here.

      Forget your bloody feet and pay attention.

      The big men kept circling, both reluctant. Rugger waited. Patience. He’ll give you an opening.

      And in the next instant, he did. Rodwik stomped his foot as he lunged, another attempt to make Rugger flinch, the strike well short.

      But Rugger was ready. He didn’t fall back but rushed forward, batting aside the blade with his dagger and then bringing his blade back to stab at the hunchback’s face. It was Rodwik’s turn to stumble back. If Rugger had wielded a sword instead of a dagger, he would have put the blade through the other man’s left eye. Instead, the strike fell short by an inch. Rugger pressed forward, swiping with the dagger, staying inside Rodwik’s reach, barely missing with each swipe.

      Rodwik brought his sword around in a backhanded arc, deflecting Rugger’s dagger with a harsh clang. He took three steps back, but Rugger didn’t follow, stood a moment panting, his whole body drenched in sweat.

      Rugger could move fast when he needed to, but he couldn’t keep it up for long. Too much bloody beer. Too many potatoes. Too many extra pounds. How much longer could he keep this up? The swim across the river and the hike to the temple had taken a lot out of him.

      His only hope was that the hunchback seemed even worse off. Rodwik grimaced in obvious pain, the hand holding his side drenched completely red. Rugger kept circling, waiting for an opening to go at him on his injured side.

      No more banter from the hunchback now. He was giving Rugger his full attention, and seemed no more in a hurry to make the next move than was Rugger.

      Rugger won the battle of patience. Rodwik sucked in a deep breath, giving away he was about to spring. A sloppy overhand swing with the broadsword, the blade rising high then coming down with the intent to cleave Rugger’s skull in two. The swing was slow. Weak.

      Rugger caught the sword easily on the dagger’s cross guard. He pushed the blade aside and stepped inside the Rodwik’s reach, driving the dagger straight for the hunchback’s belly.

      Rodwik bloody hand came away from the wound in his side.

      And latched onto Rugger’s wrist with an iron grip.

      Rugger barely had time to register the hunchback’s wicked grin.

      Fuck.

      Rodwik pulled hard, dragging Rugger toward him. The hunchback lowered his chin, driving his forehead toward Rugger’s face.

      Rugger had just enough awareness to know what was coming and turned his head to keep the headbutt from flattening his nose. He took the blow on the side of the head, his ear exploding hot with pain, bells going off and his vision going blurry. He tried to pull away, but the hunchback held him.

      Rodwik tried to bring the broadsword back into play, and Rugger knew if he let that happen, he’d be dead. He caught the hunchback’s sword arm under his armpit and clamped down, trapping it. They danced a circle like that for a moment, Rodwik with a grip on Rugger’s wrist, Rugger with a lock on the arm with the weapon.

      Rodwik tried another headbutt, but the men were pressed too close together.

      Rugger cursed himself. Rodwik had feigned weakness on the wounded side, and Rugger had fallen for it. The two men struggled, pulling and pushing and grunting, trying to twist and move and find some advantage.

      Rugger brought his knee up hard into the hunchback’s groin. Not a square hit but enough. Rodwik grunted, his grip on Rugger loosening. He abruptly turned his body, twisting Rodwik’s trapped sword arm at an alarming angle.

      The hunchback yelled and dropped the broadsword.

      Rugger jerked away, wrenching himself from the hunchback’s grasp.

      He took a half-dozen steps back, still dazed, blinking spots from his eyes.

      Rugger wobbled, looking like he was about to fall over. He let his eyes roll back.

      The hunchback charged him.

      Your turn to be fooled, you lumpy bastard.

      Rugger righted himself and stepped forward, throwing a punch with everything he had. The right cross caught Rodwik in the jaw with a loud flesh on flesh smack that echoed across the courtyard, spinning the hunchback’s head around.

      Rugger caught a glint of metal in his peripheral vision. Emma Aronvale’s two-handed sword lay nearby on the cobblestones.

      Rugger dove for it.

      A mountain fell on him.

      The hunchback had smashed into him with a flying tackle. The two men rolled across the cobblestones. Rodwik ended up on top of Rugger. The hunchback put a forearm against Rugger’s throat, leaning in with all his weight.

      Rugger tried to pry the arm away, but Rodwik was strong and huge. Rugger opened his mouth for air, but it was no use. He writhed, trying to buck him off. Not happening. Rugger’s      face went      red.

      He started throwing punches, landing weak blows about Rodwik’s head and shoulders. He couldn’t get an angle to land anything meaningful. Rugger might as well have been punching the wall surrounding High Harbor. Little bursts of light began going off in front of his eyes.

      He      pawed at the hunchback’s face, his thumb finding an eye socket. Rodwik turned his head, shifted all of his weight into the forearm crushing Rugger’s throat. Rugger felt himself fading.

      No. You’re not done yet, boyo. Do something.

      Rugger groped along Rodwik’s side, found the spot wet and warm with blood.

      He dug his thumb into the wound, jamming it in as hard as he could.

      Rodwik threw his head back and screamed.

      Rugger took his thumb out and jammed it in again.

      The hunchback flinched and grunted but didn’t scream this time. He pressed his forearm hard against Rugger’s throat. Rugger hit the wound over and over again, but the hunchback wouldn’t let up.

      Strangely, the pain faded.

      And so did Rugger.

      He drifted, darkness closing in, peaceful silence descending and wrapping him up in its warmth. He felt himself falling back, not a panicked plunge, but a gentle floating sensation … down and down …

      … and …

      … down.
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        * * *

      

      Commander Jeen Derelith leaned low in the saddle      as she crossed the river, her horse and the dozen riders behind her taking the narrow wooden bridge at a full gallop. She had no way of knowing what might be happening but sensed an urgency.

      They found the horses at the tree line.

      Emma and her people must have proceeded from here on foot, Derelith thought.

      She ordered her people to dismount, and they followed the path into the trees and up the ridge. She didn’t need expert tracking skills to see that a number of heavy boots had tromped the path recently. They went at a fast walk, Derelith’s intuition spurring her on.

      They topped the ridge and saw the abandoned temple.

      Derelith spotted her on the path coming out of the trees, just a glint of sunlight off armor, but a second look told her it was Emma Aronvale.

      “This way!”

      Derelith drew her sword and broke into a run.

      She reached Emma and gasped. One arm was completely red with blood. Her face was swollen. She pulled herself along the pathway with her one good arm, legs kicking feebly in an attempt to crawl.

      Derelith tossed her sword aside and went to one knee next to Emma, cradling her head in her hands. “Easy. Don’t move. We’ve got you.”

      Derelith’s troops had taken their training seriously and had immediately formed a defensive ring around her, facing out, weapons drawn. Derelith looked up from the wounded woman and scanned the temple ahead of her. No movement, no sign at all anyone was there.

      Well, it’s damn sure someone did this to her.

      Emma tried to lift her head, her mouth working.

      “Don’t try to talk.” Derelith said. “We have medical supplies. We’ll fix you up.”

      “H-help … help …”

      “Yes, we’re going to help you,” Derelith assured the woman.

      “No …” Emma struggled to talk but wouldn’t be deterred. “Help … him … help …

      Derelith looked back at the temple. Of course. Emma had led troops to this place. Where were they? What had happened?

      “What happened Emma? Are there wounded inside the temple?”

      “R-Rugger,” Emma said weakly. “And … Rodwik. The … hunchback.”

      Emma’s eyes rolled back, and she passed out.

      Derelith went cold. She picked up her sword and stood. “Two of you stay with her. Tend her wounds. The rest with me.”

      She headed toward the temple at a jog, heart racing.

      Rodwik? And Rugger?

      She stepped through the gap in the outer wall and surveyed the courtyard.

      Derelith’s mouth fell open. The temple’s courtyard was a slaughterhouse. The bodies of her people lay dead and bloody, draped across the corpses of men in Rodwik’s livery. The place stank of blood and bowels loosened in the throes of death.

      And then she saw him.

      A great white mass, sprawled on his back, unmoving. She approached slowly, willing him to get up.

      He didn’t.

      Derelith dropped to her knees next to the big man, slowly put her hand on Rugger’s chest. His skin was cold and clammy. She kept her hand there a moment, waiting. Her vision blurred.

      One of Derelith’s soldiers came up behind her. “We had a look. Seems like they’re all dead, commander. Ours and there’s alike.”

      Derelith wiped her eyes and cleared her throat. “Teams of three. Search the place top to bottom. And be careful.”

      The soldier saluted and left.

      But Derelith knew they wouldn’t find anything.

      Emma had said Rodwik. He was here? Derelith couldn’t imagine anything less than the huge hunchback doing this to Rugger.

      She realized she still had a hand on Rugger’s chest and slowly withdrew it. It seemed odd that she didn’t know what to do now. It felt like she should tell someone, but Rugger had never mentioned parents or siblings.

      She stayed there awhile among the dead.
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      Effingham watched as the two men considered the sorceress.

      The priest had intercepted Lee on the way to his tent and indicated he needed to speak to the king urgently and alone. Archbishop Axen Fenwigg made a point of not taking the hint and had tagged along. It wasn’t that Effingham didn’t trust the archbishop. They were all on the same side after all. But the priest had grown spoiled having the king’s ear to himself.

      In short, the archbishop was cramping his style.

      Well, there’s nothing to be done about it. He’s my superior. I can’t send him away. Might as well make the best of it.

      “You say Merrik Niles sent you?” The archbishop looked at Raysal with suspicion. “I thought he was in Munsk overseeing starshine production. In other words, staying out of the way.”

      “He’s been doing just that until recently,” Effingham said. “Apparently, our Marquis Niles –”

      “Effingham, let the woman speak for herself,” the archbishop said.

      The priest bit back a retort. “My pardon, your grace.”

      “It’s true that Merrik Niles has been living an idle and leisure life in Munsk … until very recently.” Raysal Dahl now wore a thin, silken robe of deep blue. She was barefoot, the robe only loosely cinched at the waist. She’d said it was pointless to put on anything more since she’d only have to disrobe again when it was time to transform back into the raven. “But he has devised a scheme for advancing the war effort on your behalf, majesty.”  She bowed to Lee.

      “Your majesty, honestly.” Fenwigg made a dismissive gesture. “We have no proof this woman is in league with Niles or that she’s even a spellcaster.”

      “I saw her transform from a raven into the woman you see before you,” Effingham said. “She might be lying about everything else, but she certainly is a spellcaster of high order.”

      “All the more reason for caution,” Fenwigg insisted. “If Rodwik has sent a sorceress into our midst to lure us in the wrong direction, to trick us into committing troops in the wrong way at the worst time, then the results could be disastrous.”

      “Father Effingham had similar concerns,” Raysal said. “Your majesty, Marquis Niles asks me to tell you this. When you and he and Father Effingham first met, you were saving them from plainsmen raiders. Effingham thought you were a knight. You said I have no family name, sir. I’m afraid I didn’t know my parents. Do you remember his reply?”

      Lee smiled at the memory, his eyes shifting to the priest. “I remember. He said, Then you are free to make your own way and your own name.”

      “Merrik never told me Effingham’s reply,” Raysal said. “Only he and Merrik and Lee were there, and only Father Effingham can confirm if what I’ve said is true and if Lee’s memory is correct.”

      Effingham smiled and nodded. “It’s true.”

      “Then I’m satisfied.” Lee quickly held up a hand to forestall Archbishop Fenwigg’s objection. “I’ve noted your concerns, Axen, but wars can’t be won without risk. My good friend Merrik Niles is in hostile territory trying to help me win. If he’s going to risk his neck like that, then the least I can do is hear this woman out.”

      “He proposes a way to sneak into the palace by way of the Salt Sewers,” Raysal explained. “If you wait until the tide is right, you can float in on small rafts under cover of darkness, not the entire army, mind you, but just enough troops to take the gate house and let in the rest of the army.”

      “I know a little something of High Harbor,” Fenwigg said. “My understanding is that the tunnels and caverns below the city are a bewildering maze.”

      “He has a guide,” Raysal said.

      “A guide.” The archbishop scoffed. “Another mystery person to whom we’re expected to entrust our lives.”

      “How many men would be needed?” Lee asked.

      “That’s what needs to be decided, I suppose,” Raysal said. “Gentlemen, the spell that allows me to transform into a raven is good for only a few hours more. After that, it will be a few days for me to recover and study the spell again, and in a few days who knows what can happen? I’ve even heard whisperings the Union is sending a fleet in support of Rodwik. Rumors perhaps, but the point is you need to act swiftly. In the next few hours, I can fly back and forth between here and Merrik’s location … well ... maybe half a dozen times. I’ll be forced to rest after that. Coordinate now while you have the chance.”

      Silence stretched. Raysal waited while the men shot looks at each other.

      Effingham cleared his throat.

      Fenwigg frowned but said, “Go on then. It’s not like I’ve ever kept you from talking before.”

      “If I understand the sorceress correctly, dithering is a poor use of our time,” Effingham said. “So let us quickly put together a short list of our top questions. How many troops are needed, the best time to go … well, I don’t know really. I’m not a military man. But when Lady Dahl –”

      “Raysal is fine,” the sorceress said.

      “When Raysal returns with the answers to our questions, we can decide then,” Effingham said. “If we think it’s too risky, then we can send her back to let Merrik know we appreciate his efforts, but we’ve decided it’s a bad bet. On the other hand, if we think it’s worth the gamble, we can coordinate our efforts as she’s suggested.”

      “Then there’s no point wasting anymore time,” Lee said. “Let’s have your questions, gentlemen. I don’t want to delay the sorceress any longer than necessary.”

      They spent the next five minutes telling her what they needed to know from Niles. Then she stepped back and let the robe drop.

      Neither Lee nor the archbishop said anything at the display, but all four of their eyes widened slightly. There was no time for any further reaction. Raysal twisted and shrank, going black, and then suddenly there was a frenzy of feathers as the raven circled the interior of the tent once before darting away with a harsh caw.

      “Well.” Archbishop Fenwigg cleared his throat. “That settles the question if she’s a sorceress or not.”

      Effingham chuckled to himself. He’d seen her transform from bird to woman and had braced himself, but it was still a sight to behold.

      “Archbishop, can you do me a favor?” Lee asked. “Can you step outside the tent and flag down the first junior officer you see? Since time is of the essence, there are things I’d prefer to put into motion now. We can always call it off if we need to.”

      “Of course, majesty.” The archbishop ducked through the flap in the tent.

      A quiet moment.

      Then Lee said. “We lost quite a few good people at Roc’s Roost.”

      “Oh? I’d heard we’d taken the tower.”

      “We did,” Lee said. “It was expensive. We lost more good people at some abandoned temple … some nothing spec on the map.”

      Effingham sighed. “Perhaps I can put together a special service. Something for the morale of the troops or perhaps –”

      “What about my morale?” Lee snapped.

      The sudden heat in Lee’s voice took Effingham by surprise.

      “Those people at Roc’s Roost died because I sent them there,” Lee said. “Everyone who dies in this war fighting for me, to put me on the throne, is more blood on my hands. If Merrik’s plan can take Rodwik by surprise and shorten the war, then that will save lives, won’t it? Or maybe it’s a terrible idea and will get men killed for nothing. How do I know? Everyone acts as if I’m handpicked by Dumo for this but guess what. He doesn’t whisper in my ear. He doesn’t give me the answers. I’m fumbling along blind, and people die because of it.”

      Lee wiped his face with his hand then ran his fingers nervously through his hair several times, blowing out a fatigued sigh. “I apologize, father. I didn’t even realize I had that outburst inside me. I need to be better than that.”

      “I’m the one who should apologize,” Effingham said. “You’re every bit a king. That makes it easy to forget you’re also a man, with a man’s needs and worries.”

      “I don’t have time to be a man, Father Effingham.”

      No, I suppose not, Effingham thought. And anyway, you’re still more of a boy. A boy who’s been forced into a man’s role. Big boots to fill. And it’s not even destiny or fate who put you in those boots. It was my scheming and lies. So, I suppose, the blood is on my hands as well as yours, lad.

      Archbishop Fenwigg returned with a young man in tow, wide-eyed, looking awkward in his chainmail, a beard so sparse it was comical.

      “You’re officer of the watch?” Lee asked.

      “Yes, majesty. I’m called Tuvor.”

      “Listen, Tuvor, something’s up, and never mind the details for now,” Lee said. “But it’s important. I want you to find some people in this big army of ours. See if we have a master carpenter. A woodcutter might do. Someone along those lines. Also see if we have anyone from High Harbor, someone who’s worked boats or the docks and might know about tides. Or anyone who’s worked in the Salt Sewers or the Ducal Palace. Or anyone familiar with the streets of High Harbor, a person who wouldn’t be lost in the city. I’m sure you take my meaning. I also want you to start quietly gathering lanterns. Find a place to store them out of sight. Bring them to this tent if you can’t find anywhere else suitable. Now, listen, Tuvor because this is important. A sharp-minded spy might put all of this together and guess what we’re up to, so I need discretion. The master carpenter and woodcutters don’t need to know about the lanterns. If you find anyone who can tell us about tides, they don’t need to know about the woodcutters. You take my meaning, yes?”

      Tuvor swallowed hard, sensing something crucial was afoot. “I understand, majesty.”

      “Then find those people and bring them here within the hour.”

      A brief look of panic crossed Tuvor’s face, and Effingham felt sorry for him, but immediately Tuvor got a hold of himself, panic replaced by determination. When the king personally gave an order, it was no time to wilt.

      Tuvor bowed. “It shall be done, majesty.”

      “Dumo grant you speed then,” Lee said.

      Tuvor bowed again and departed quickly.

      “Word will get out in spite of what you told him,” the archbishop warned. “Rodwik has his spies just as we have ours.”

      “I know,” Lee said. “That’s why if we do this, it’s best done sooner than later, before anyone can figure it out.”

      They fell to talking, discussing various plans and contingencies. An hour later, they heard a minor hubbub outside the tent. Effingham stuck his head out the tent flap to see a score of men and women standing in a group, Tuvor trying to hush them.

      Yes, very discreet, Effingham thought dryly.

      An ecstasy of flapping, a black streak winging past him into the tent. The priest stepped back, startled. The raven had returned.

      A quick transformation and Raysal stood before them again. Fenwigg hastily handed her the robe she’d worn previously.

      “Merrik Niles says to send a hundred men or don’t bother,” the sorceress reported. “More would be better, but a larger force is more likely to be discovered. The tides will be exactly right the day after tomorrow a few hours after midnight. Our guide is … as trustworthy as possible under the circumstances.”

      “A hedge if I’ve ever heard one,” Fenwigg said.

      Lee ignored the archbishop. “The tunnels? The path to the palace?”

      “The sewer tunnel he’s chosen comes up through a barracks latrine,” Raysal explained. “The men in the barracks serve the gatehouse across the courtyard.”

      “How many troops in the barracks?” Lee asked.

      “We’re still trying to determine that,” Raysal said. “But surprise will be on our side.”

      Silence dominated the tent for a moment. All eyes went to Lee.

      “We’re doing it,” Lee said finally.

      Effingham glanced at the archbishop. Fenwigg’s jaw tightened, but he said nothing.

      They prepared the next round of questions for Raysal to take back to Niles along with a few suggestions. The sorceress dropped the robe again, transformed into the raven and flew away.

      “Father Effingham, a favor if you will,” Lee said. “Can you fetch Count Bettin and Lonnie Mykle. It’s time we had the rest of our smart people in on this.”

      “Of course, majesty.”

      “I request to go with the troops to the Salt Sewers,” Archbishop Fenwigg said.

      Lee looked surprised.

      Effingham’s eyes went wide. The archbishop still wore his armor, the breastplate with the battle symbol of Dumo’s church, the golden sword with white wings spreading from the hilt. Has that armor gone to his head? Does he think himself one of the great battle bishops of old?

      “Forgive me, Axen,” Lee said, “but I rather inferred you weren’t completely in favor of this plan.”

      “That’s exactly the point, majesty,” Fenwigg said. “But you’ve made your decision, and you’re the king. I need you to know that you have my full support.”

      Lee smiled. “Your support is noted, Archbishop, but we can hardly risk the supreme head of the entire church on a mission that – as you rightly point out – is a tad risky.”

      Effingham left to fetch Bettin and Mykle. The tent became a frenzy of battle planning as Raysal made another three roundtrips      between Lee’s camp and Merrik’s location in High Harbor.

      The master carpenter and three woodcutters Tuvor had found were tasked with traveling to the edge of the nearby woodland to chop wood and fashion small rafts the men would use to float down the shoreline to enter the Salt Sewers from the sea-facing entrance. They were told to take as many strong arms as they needed to complete the job in time and were told above all to keep their mouths shut about what they were doing.

      Four men and three women were found who claimed an intimate knowledge of High Harbor, especially the wharves and shipyards. Two of the men confessed to being weak swimmers and were sent back to their outfits with warnings to keep silent.

      Lanterns continued to fill the tent.

      Lonnie Mykle – known as the Beggar Baron – was charged with organizing the weapons and other equipment needed for the mission and to handpick the rest of the men who’d go along with those already picked for the mission. The force would bivouac away from the rest of the army to be briefed and kept isolated for security reasons.

      Raysal returned, transforming from bird to woman. She was noticeably fatigued, skin ashen, dark circles under her eyes. “This has to be my last flight. I’ve already pushed it too far.”

      “That’s okay,” Lee said. “I think we’ve coordinated this the best we can manage. Tell Merrik we’ll be there.”

      They exchanged a few final words, and Raysal transformed and flew away.

      The men in the tent looked at one another, the air between them filled with a mix of excited anticipation, trepidation, and fatigue.

      “Well.” Lee met each man’s eye. “Any questions?”

      “Who will lead?” Bettin asked.

      “I’d been wondering that myself,” Mykle asked.

      “I volunteer.” Bettin smiled slyly. “I’ve always wanted to see the underside of a barracks latrine.”

      Nervous laughter.

      Lee hesitated for a long time and then said, “Very well, Bettin. The job’s yours. Anything else.”

      “I have a question if you’ll indulge me,” Effingham said.

      “Go on,” Lee told him.

      “Will it work?”

      “I was there at Harson on the Dayflow when Merrik pulled a similar stunt,” Bettin said. “It worked then.”

      “This is on a much larger scale,” Fenwigg pointed out.

      “Gentlemen.”

      All eyes turned to the king.

      “It will work,” Lee said. “Because we will not permit any other possibility. Now get your rest. Tomorrow will be a busy day for all of us.”
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        * * *

      

      She’d been told an impromptu war council had been called when Mira had asked where her husband was hiding himself.

      “He’s king,” Tabba said. “He’s going to be a bit busier than the average man.”

      King. Mira had to stop herself from scoffing. Was Lee King? Or Rodwik? What did being king even mean?

      And if he’s not, then I’m not queen. She put her hands on her bloated belly. And whoever’s in here is not a prince or princess.

      Was that why I married Lee, just to be queen? So my children will be royal?

      She had one of those strange stabs of panic again that had plagued her lately. This is all pretend. I’m part of a lie.

      Suddenly she laughed. That time in Harkun Keep, freezing her ass off in the north, scheming to get Merrik Niles to take her away from her misery. It seemed like a lifetime ago, a callow version of herself she barely recognized.

      But had she really improved as a human being? She’d let herself be swept away by the fantasy of being queen, married to the handsomest king imaginable. It was all a sham that would come tumbling down any second. She was a fraud and would be exposed.

      Stop it.

      She took a deep breath and let it out slowly. With one hand she rubbed slow circles on her stomach. The child inside me is not a lie. Prince or princess or peasant, it’s my job to be a good mother. I’ve got to keep my head on straight. My life is no longer about me.

      Mira looked up to see Tabba staring at her with curiosity. “What?”

      “You just burst out laughing for no reason.”

      “Oh. Sorry. I was thinking about our time in Harkun Keep.”

      “Good Dumo, that seems ages ago.”

      “Right?”

      “Do you know I actually miss the baroness?” Tabba said. “Always fussing at us about needle point and sitting up straight and all the antiquated etiquette. All the lady-in-waiting … bullshit.” She barked a laugh, amused by her own obscenity. “But here I am actually saying I miss Mirelda Harkun. It’s true. I really do miss her.”

      A moment passed.

      “You hated me,” Mira said.

      “We hated each other.”

      They laughed.

      “I don’t think we really did hate each other,” Tabba said. “I think we hated our situation. And we took it out on each other.”

      Mira held out her hand, and Tabba took it.

      “I’m glad you’re here,” Mira said. “I’m a big, fat, sweaty boil about to burst, and I don’t know what I’d do if you weren’t here. You’re my only friend.”

      “You’re not that big,” Tabba said.

      “Liar. When are we going to see you as big as a house? I thought you and Lonnie were getting on rather well.”

      A shrug and a wan smile from Tabba. “Lonnie Mykle is a practical man. He says it would be a poor joke on me to get married only for him to be killed the next day in battle. We’re being patient. And hoping for the best. When the war is over … well, we’ll see.”

      Mira squeezed her hand, and then let it drop. “Tabba what’s going to happen?”

      “Shall I consult my crystal ball?”

      The tent flap was pushed aside, and both women turned their heads.

      Lee entered looking haggard, shoulders slumped, eyes tired. His gaze went immediately to Mira but shifted quickly to Tabba. “Thank you, Tabba, for keeping my wife company during these stressful times …”

      “But you’re tired, and I should go,” Tabba finished for him. She gave Mira’s shoulder a final squeeze and moved past Lee toward the tent flap. “You work long hours, majesty. Take your rest when you can get it.”

      A weak smile from Lee. “That’s good advice.”

      Tabba bowed and left, pulling the flap closed behind her.

      Lee blew out a sigh and sat on the edge of the bed. He reached awkwardly for the buckle on his shoulder. How he wore that heavy plate armor all day long, Mira couldn’t guess. She said as much.

      “They expect it.” Lee offered no further explanation.

      She supposed it made him look regal or battle ready or … something. He did it for the troops, so they’d see him a certain way, so they’d have confidence. Still, he was burning the candle at both ends, and it couldn’t go on forever. Each night he dragged in looking just a bit more worn out. Mira watched him struggle with the armor and couldn’t think of anything to say to him she hadn’t said already a dozen times before.

      She tried to sit up and move down to the end of the bed to help take off the armor but gave up the notion immediately. She was a beached whale. An immobile, sweaty blob. The team of midwives who tended to her insisted the pregnancy was going well. She now found women with large families bewildering. How could a woman go through this and want to do it again?

      Men, probably. If Lee thinks he wants a big family, he can forget it.

      Not that any of them were thinking that far ahead.

      He kept struggling with the buckle, muttering curses under his breath. He was so irritable lately. For others he put on a smiling mask, a sunny disposition. He waited until he was alone with Mira to be irritable.

      “Call in the servants to help you,” she suggested.

      “No!” he snapped.

      Well. Excuse me.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “But no people. I can’t stand it.”

      Lee managed to remove the armor, a long, methodical process, shoulder plates, breast plate, bracers, grieves and so on. He stacked the armor in a pile at the foot of the bed, and it looked like a man who’d been snatched suddenly away by Dumo, leaving only the shell.

      “It feels good to have that off,” he said, stretching out next to her.

      “I can imagine.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “For what?”

      “Snapping.”

      “You’ve had a long day.”

      “They’re all long days,” he said. “It’s not an excuse. I’m sorry.”

      “Stop saying that,” she said firmly. “Stop being sorry. When this baby comes, I’ll be giving you an earful, and I won’t be sorry, trust me. We’re married. We need to absorb each other’s bad days. That’s not all there is to marriage – Dumo, I hope not – but that’s part of it. Now rest. A new, long day starts all over again tomorrow.”

      “You always know what to say.”

      Mira laughed. “I’m making it up as I go.”

      A pause.

      “I’m afraid,” he said.

      Mira let the words hover there in the air between them a moment. “I know.”

      “Do you hate me?”

      And for a moment, she did. She hated her own sweaty, bloated body, her fat ankles, having to pee a hundred times a day because of what he’d done to her. But it was more than that. It was because he was a man with a man’s weakness and not the square-jawed, wind-blown fantasy she’d lured into bed by pretending to sprain her ankle. She hated that weakness, that he’d taken it out and shown it to her and made her aware that such a thing existed. And then she felt guilty for despising him simply for being human, and that made her hate him again.

      But the feeling came and went so breathtakingly fast, it made her dizzy, like one of her sudden hot flashes. And then she did feel bad. She hadn’t even let him snuggle close. His flesh on hers in this heat was unbearable, but he’d been understanding. Of course, he had. He was Lee.

      “I don’t hate you,” she said, voice barely above a whisper.

      She didn’t want to wake him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY

          

        

      

    

    
      If Neddy Bones hadn’t gone out to look for him, the problem would likely have taken care of itself. For a while he’d been wondering if he’d gotten in too deep with Roddy. This whole get crowned king business had seemed farfetched from the beginning. Sure, he’d been lured by the notion of wealth and power. Being the king’s right-hand man sounded like a cush job, and no small step up from the Salt Sewers. Women and fine clothes and easy living all away from the stench of the city’s deep innards.

      But sitting around in a city under siege waiting for a battle to happen was not Neddy Bone’s idea of a good time. So far, it hadn’t been tough, not as tough as in his imagination. He’d heard old stories about cities and towns under siege. It could get ugly. People got desperate when they got hungry. At the siege of Mondo’s Key, they began eating each other.

      At least that was the story. A lot could change or get exaggerated in two hundred years, but to Neddy, the tale had the ring of truth.

      It boiled down to this. If the Union people came with their fleet, they could break the siege. If the duke in Eastport decided to come in on Lee’s side, then the Emerald Palace could bottle up High Harbor good and proper and people would eventually start starving.

      Neddy didn’t like waiting to find out which would happen.

      The wizard came out of the master cabin, wiping blood off his hands with a rag. “You say you found him in the middle of the road?”

      “That’s right,” Neddy said. “I figure he was on his way back to us and collapsed, all messed up like he was. Lost a good bit of blood too. Most other men’d be dead, but Roddy’s strong as a bull, that one.”

      “How long do you suppose he’d been lying there?” Kastor asked.

      “No telling but he was alone,” Neddy said. “I figure whoever messed him up like that must’ve killed all his men, so I thought better than to stick around. I brought him back right quick and told the captain to shove off.”

      “Well, you got him back to me just in time, but it was a close thing,” Kastor said. “The healing spells I know won’t work if too much time has passed. The wounds need to be fresh. But he’s recovering. He’ll live, and he’ll be whole again, but the spells take a lot out of a man. He’ll need to rest for a few days.”

      Neddy wasn’t sure how he felt about that but said, “That’s good news then.”

      “I suggest you send for a closed carriage when we can head back to High Harbor,” Kastor said. “And tell the captain to warn his crew. Loose lips can sink more than just ships.”

      “I’ll see to it,” Neddy said. “Would it be alright to see him?”

      “Yes, but he’s sleeping, and his body needs to heal,” the wizard told him. “You can look as long as you don’t wake him.”

      Neddy slipped into the master cabin, Kastor right behind him, pulling the door shut with a tiny click. Together they stood looking down at the man they called king.

      He was a shocking sight, Neddy had to admit, like some beast of old brought low, an ancient dragon slumbering in his last days, great yet fragile at the same time. He lay in his bunk, shirtless, a light sheet pulled up to his beltline. No spells had been wasted on his lesser wounds, and he was bandaged all over. His      skin was pale and sickly with a light sheen of sweat all over except for one spot the size of a hand on his side where the newly healed flesh was a bright pink.

      It had been a near thing, and even now, it looked to Neddy like the huge hunchback could simply make one last, long exhale and slide into death, his chest and belly barely moving with shallow breaths.

      “Who do you suppose could have done that to him?” Kastor mused.

      “He must have had at least a dozen on him all at once,” Neddy said. “No one man could have done that to Crooked Rod.”
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        * * *

      

      “Now I thought I’d made it clear you were all to remain here,” Merrik said defensively. He felt cornered.

      Probably because they’d cornered him.

      The last few days had been busy, coordinating plans and preparing for Lee to send men through the Salt Sewers. Merrik had grown increasingly anxious as the appointed time drew closer. The plan, in hindsight, was clearly an obvious way to get a hundred men killed, including himself. In a fit of selflessness that surprised even him, he’d vowed that his friends at least should remain safe. His plan had been to slip away early to enter the Salt Sewers alone and meet Vinton the ghost.

      His plan had not worked.

      “You’re sneaking off      without us,” Jin asked.

      They’d intercepted him in the inn’s common room, Jin, Dobber, Nina, and the twins forming a semi-circle in front of him, blocking the exit.

      “Frankly, I’d stay behind with you if I could,” Merrik said. “You don’t want to go down there. I don’t want to go down there. It smells and it’s dark and I can easily imagine being lost forever in all those twisty tunnels and never seeing the light of day again. I’m forced to trust an unstable ghost as a guide who might find it amusing to leave me for dead in some dank passage. None of the soldiers Lee sends will be able to see the ghost, so I’m stuck. I have to go. You don’t.”

      “Begging your pardon, milord, but I didn’t trek all the way to Munsk to find you just to put my feet up and smoke my pipe and watch the war go by from a safe distance,” Dobber said. “I figured you could put me in the thick of it, and here we are. No, I didn’t bargain for going deep into no sewers, but beggars can’t be choosers.”

      “And if that crazy ghost leaves us high and dry, then you’ll need me to find us another one,” Dair said. “Even if it’s only to get us out of there if anything goes wrong.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, I’ll be staying here,” Niralyn said. “I don’t have Dair’s special gifts, and it’s not like I can handle a sword. I’d just be in the way.”

      “At least one of you is talking sense.” Merrik’s eyes slid to Jin. “And what about sister number three? What’s your excuse?”

      “I spent five months putting up with shitty, drunken Merrik Niles,” Jin said. “I’m not about to let you get killed now that you’re nearly a tolerable human being.”

      “Don’t try to sway me with flowery compliments.” Merrik looked at Nina. “And I suppose you just want to be there when I’m killed so you can laugh.”

      “That’s not what I was going to say.” Nina’s grin was a mix of malice and amusement. “But I would like to change my answer to that.”

      Merrik sighed, looking at each of them. “Well … you’re all better friends than I deserve.”

      Mutters of agreement.

      Merrik rolled his eyes. “Oh, come on then and let’s get on with it. We’ve got war things to do.”
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      “The city of Greenwater Bay is burning.”

      Sarasin Martz looked up from the paperwork on his desk to see Evris Koy standing in the doorway, face stoic, hands behind his back.

      “What do you mean?” Martz asked. “Which part?”

      “All of it.”

      Part of Martz realized this was terrible news and that he should have been nearing panic, but he was having trouble digesting the news and getting it to make sense. “Why is it burning?”

      “It was attacked,” Koy said. “From the seaside. By a large enemy fleet.”

      “What fleet?” Now the panic was coming, just the first bit, like the tip of a dagger threatening to sink deeper. “You can’t mean from Eastport. If the duke’s come in on Lee’s side, we’d have heard.”

      “Not from Eastport,” Koy said. “Survivors fleeing the city report a large flotilla coming along the coast from the west. Some of the vessels were identified as known pirate corsairs.”

      “What? There’s no pirate fleet large enough to – our fleet is there!”

      “Not all of it but a large portion, yes,” Koy said. “The transports are berthed farther west, but many of our attack ships and escorts are stationed in Greenwater Bay. They were out on maneuvers when the attack came. It’s believed the attack was intentionally timed to hit the city when our ships were not there to defend.”

      “Will they be able to retake the city?”

      Koy cleared his throat. “My pardon, Councilman Martz, if I gave the wrong impression. Greenwater Bay was not taken. It was sacked. Anything that can burn was set ablaze. The fort guarding the bay is stone, of course, but it’s been gutted by flames and is now a smoldering husk. The city will be useless as a port to resupply our ships for quite some time. The enemy is no longer there.”

      “Then where in blue blazes are they, damn it?”

      “We’re currently looking into that, Councilman.”

      “I should bloody well hope so, Koy,” Martz said. “Your job is to know things, so find the fuck      out.”
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      Zarabelle could not remember the last time she’d worn black.

      She decided there was nothing flattering about the dress. Black was not her color, and the cut of the dress was far too conservative for her liking. It couldn’t be helped. Anything more provocative would not have been appropriate for a funeral.

      Eastport had come to a halt to pay tribute to the duke’s dead son. A processional of carriages draped in black traveled from the harbor up the main road through the gates of the Emerald Palace. The empty casket – the body was somewhere in the sea’s briny depths --was then taken by a naval honor guard in dress uniform to be put on display in the great hall where all the invited guests lined up on either side to listen to the bishop give his dirge-like sermon – Dumo, gather this humble servant unto your bosom and on and on.

      Zarabelle had already wept and grieved for the only person she cared about. She had no sympathy left for a man she’d never met. She resigned herself to enduring the grim drudgery of it all, and after the body had been sealed into the family crypt the gathered lords and ladies and assorted dignitaries were invited to a modest reception where Zarabelle would at last make her play.

      She fell into a line of black-clad well-wishers who all took turns offering the duke and his wife – a vacant-eyed cow of little consequence – their most heartfelt sympathies. She held both of the duchess’s hands in hers and recited sorry for your loss before moving on to the duke.

      Zarabelle knew the etiquette for every possible ceremony a lady of her station might be asked to attend. She knew ahead of time it would be acceptable to give the duke a very platonic peck on the cheek.

      She leaned in to do just that, a dry brush of the lips on his left side, and she whispered, “I need to see you as soon as possible.”

      “The parlor,” he whispered back.

      In a louder voice, Zarabelle made the expected condolences then moved out of the way to allow other well-wishers to do likewise.

      She made her way slowly through the crowd, heading in a roundabout way toward the parlor. Skirting the edge of the hall, doing an adequate job of not calling attention to herself. She knew which room the duke meant by the parlor. A small, windowless room down a discreet side hall, comfortably furnished with chairs and divans, a convenient place for two people or a small group to meet away from prying eyes and curious ears.

      Zarabelle let herself in and shut the door behind her, eyes quickly darting to every corner of the room. She was alone. There was another door directly across from her. It led to a spiral staircase going down and eventually out through the servant’s quarters. She’d taken those stairs on a number of occasions when it had been necessary not to be seen leaving with the duke.

      She took a deep breath and stood there a moment.

      She crossed the room to a sideboard, snatched a decanter and filled a glass with brandy. It was expensive stuff meant to be enjoyed leisurely, but she gulped it down and refilled the glass. She was bracing herself for what was to come.

      Zarabelle waited. Then waited a bit more.

      What if he wasn’t coming? No one had thought what to do if the duke simply didn’t show. She calmed herself. It had been only a few minutes. There was no point in panicking, not yet, and anyway, maybe it would be better if he didn’t show. Was Zarabelle really ready for –

      The door opened abruptly, and the duke entered. He crossed the room without looking at her, went to the same sideboard, and filled a glass from the same decanter. “I don’t have a lot of time for you, Zarabelle. Not today.” He drank.

      “I understand.” She closed the door he’d left open then turned back to him. “But it’s important.”

      “I hope this isn’t about the boy king again.” He took another sip of brandy. It seemed to ease his demeanor slightly. “The status quo is working quite nicely for us here in the east, and I see no reason to irritate those Union people. Live and let live is the official stance of the Emerald Palace.”

      “So you keep telling me.” Zarabelle’s hand trembled, but when she slipped it into the special pocket sewn into her gown and closed it around the hilt of the dagger Pemberton Stoke had given her in The Tall Man, she felt herself calm.

      It was difficult not to think of it as murder. She’d killed before, but her victims had never been someone who wasn’t threatening her in some way. She tried to summon revulsion for the man, forced herself to remember the times she’d allowed him to heave his sweaty, fat body against hers, allowed him to think he’d pleasured her. It had all been for naught. She’d underestimated the man. He hadn’t let himself be taken in by her charms. Never mind that so many had before. She should have known better. The Emerald Seat was one of the most powerful seats in the Scattered Kingdom, and the man who occupied that seat would be no fool even if it benefitted him to allow others to think he was.

      It didn’t matter. If he wouldn’t be swayed, then there were other ways to deal with him.

      But she couldn’t make herself pull the blade from her pocket. She stood there gawking at the man. Zarabelle realized he’d been talking the whole time, his words floating past her without registering.

      “– for our little dalliance to come to an end, I’m afraid,” the duke said. “You see I’ve known all along you were only sent to Eastport to manipulate me into joining the war on Lee’s side. I’m afraid it will be much more profitable to sit back and let the war be western Greymond’s problem. The new trading agreement with the Union of Territories alone will put more gold into my coffers than –”

      A scream.

      And then another. Shouts. The unmistakable ring of steel on steel.

      The duke’s eyes widened. “Something’s happening!” He moved toward the door.

      Zarabelle stood in his way. “Don’t go out there.”

      “I can’t cower in here.” He pushed her aside. “Out of the way, you ridiculous whore.”

      He reached for the door handle.

      She drew the dagger and threw herself on him.

      Zarabelle thrust the blade straight at his jugular, but he turned at the last second, his eyes popping wide at her attack, a scream cut off by the blade sinking halfway into his throat.

      Hot blood washed over her hand, and the duke made a sick gurgling sound, his eyes blazing hatred as he reached for her, hands going around her throat and squeezing. He was surprisingly strong, and Zarabelle was further surprised he’d elected to attack rather than pulling away, even with the dagger in his throat.

      The wound bled freely even though she’d missed the jugular. They both thrashed around the room, locked together. He shoved her back into the sideboard, glasses and carafes flying and smashing against the hardwood floor.

      She twisted the dagger. An agonized mewling crawled around inside his ruined throat, looking for a way out.

      Zarabelle jerked the blade north, still trying to find the jugular, and when she hit it, blood sprayed across her face, into her eyes and mouth. She spat and blinked, trying to clear her vision     . She pulled the dagger free, and more blood poured out of the duke.

      He hung onto her throat for another long second and then another and then his grip weakened, his face going white, lips pale, that intangible spark of life leaving his eyes. He wilted to the floor at her feet and toppled over, lying motionless, eyes wide.

      Zarabelle stepped back, panting, heart racing. She dropped the dagger, and her hands went to her throat. There would be bad bruising, but she was okay. No permanent damage. She looked down at the dagger, the once gleaming silver ram’s head pommel now as slick with blood as the rest of the weapon.

      Zarabelle went to the door, cracked it just enough to look. Nobody was there, but raised voices filled the hall. She closed the door again.

      She looked down at herself. She was covered in the duke’s blood. Zarabelle had been instructed to wait with the duke’s corpse, but she had no idea how the coup was going. If it failed, if the wrong person walked in on her standing over the dead duke, blood on her hands …

      Zarabelle glanced at the door across the room. The spiral stairs would take her down and out. Few used that passage. Fewer still knew she still used Sereen’s garret when she wanted to be alone. She could hide there until everything calmed down. She wasn’t really sure what to expect. Chaos in the streets? Stoke had insisted he and his people would take control of the situation, but anyone could make such claims. A thousand things might have gone wrong.

      The door flew open, and Zarabelle’s heart leapt into her throat as she braced herself to be seized by palace guards.

      She was relieved to see it was Viscount Pemberton Stoke followed closely by Lord Phoenal and Jon Trevon. Trevon’s right uniform sleeve had been ripped open from wrist to shoulder, a hasty bandage around his upper arm. He didn’t seem to notice it, his eyes going wide at Zarabelle’s appearance.

      “Is any of that blood yours?” he asked.

      She shook her head. “I’m okay.”

      “You’ve done a good deed,” Stoke said. “An ugly business, but you were up for it.”

      Phoenal’s youthful face beamed at the sight of the duke’s corpse. “Well done, indeed. Good riddance to the old tyrant.”

      “Our work      is done … almost,” Stoke said. “Trevon?”

      Trevon drew his sword and lunged. The blade went straight through Phoenal’s heart. The young man’s eyes shot wide with surprise and alarm, his mouth falling open, a sad croaking sound coming out.

      Zarabelle coughed out a startled yelp.

      Phoenal slid off Trevon’s blade and fell to the floor next to the duke.

      “For Dumo’s sake, my nerves can’t take much more of this.” Zarabelle went to the sideboard and grabbed the only decanter that hadn’t been knocked off and smashed. She pulled the stopper and sniffed. Starshine. She took a large swig – far too large – and it sent her into a coughing fit.

      “Apologies,” Stoke said. “That was probably something of a rude shock.”

      “For fuck’s sake.” Zarabelle took a much smaller swallow of the starshine. “Wasn’t he on our side?”

      “A little too much on our side and a little too obvious about it,” Stoke said. “He was well known for his disapproval of the duke. That made him a bit of a liability but also the perfect man to take the fall. He will serve the revolution best by taking the blame.” Stoke gestured to the dagger on the floor. “The ram’s head is the symbol of his house.”

      “I’d guessed you wanted me to use that dagger in order to implicate someone,” Zarabelle said. “I didn’t realize it was Phoenal.”

      “We should probably complete our little charade.” Stoke knelt next to the two bodies and took Phoenal by the wrist, smearing his hand with the duke’s blood and then laying it atop the dagger. “That should suffice.”

      “What about her?” Trevon asked. “She can’t go out like that.”

      “No, I suppose not,” Stoke said, taking in Zarabelle’s bloody appearance.

      “I can go down the backstairs and make my way out of the palace,” Zarabelle told him. “There’s a place I can hide for a while.”

      “Probably for the best,” Stoke said. “There are still a few things that need to fall into place before we can declare victory.”

      “I should go with her,” Trevon said.

      Stoke shook his head. “Gallant but we need you here. Above all else, the palace must be secured first, and that means you need to stay here and lead your handpicked troops. Make sure this gets done and you’ll be captain of the palace guard by day’s end.”

      “That’s not why I’m doing this.” Trevon glanced at Zarabelle then back at Viscount Stoke.

      A tolerant expression from Stoke. “But you don’t mind being captain, I take it.”

      A hint of a smile from Trevon. “I suppose not.”

      “Do as he says, Trevon,” Zarabelle told him. “I can take care of myself.”

      A curt nod from Trevon and he was off.

      “Are we winning or not?” Zarabelle asked bluntly.

      “If we hold the palace, and Nevik keeps the army from taking it back, and the new bishop supports us as promised, and I suppose if –”

      “Yes or no, Stoke,” Zarabelle demanded. “I can’t keep track of all those ifs.”

      Stoke laughed. “I think we are going to be successful. Yes, I do think we’re going to pull this off, but I meant what I said before. Hide yourself away until the smoke clears. There are too many people not willing to let the Emerald Seat go so easily. Not friends of the duke – father had precious few of those – but people not keen on the idea of me as the new duke. Most will pack up and leave when they see the writing on the wall, but we’re not there yet, no, not quite.”

      “If we truly have done it, then I want something,” Zarabelle said.

      “Yes, you want the Emerald Palace to send the fleet to Lee’s aid,” Stoke said. “You’ve been quite clear on that point.”

      “Of course, but something else. Something for me personally.”

      Stoke glanced down at the bodies. The duke’s eyes stared vacantly, glassy and lifeless. “You’ve earned it. Name your reward. I’ll see to it … if it’s within my power.”

      “I’ll need quite a lot of money,” Zarabelle said.

      “Is that all?” Stoke asked. “That’s the one thing I have plenty of. I must say I’m surprised. Such a mundane reward seems almost beneath you but      I suppose we all have expenses.”

      “The money’s not the tricky part,” she said. “It’s a rather large bribe. Delivering it might prove difficult. I want it sent to someone in the Union of Territories. Secretly.”

      “Ah.” Stoke paced, tugging on an earlobe, obviously thinking it over. “Doing anything inside the Union these days is tricky indeed. Keeping it secret is another complication altogether. I used to have several good banking contacts on the other side of the Arrowheads, but bankers weren’t very popular with the new order after the revolution. Still, I might know a few people. I can make some discreet inquiries. I should think we might be able to accommodate you.”

      “I’d appreciate that very much.”

      “Might I ask what you’re hoping to achieve with this bribe?”

      Zarabelle lifted her chin. A cold smile. “Comeuppance.”
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      “Merrik Niles.” Nina wrinkled her nose, the stench obviously disagreeing with her. “This cannot really be the only way into the ducal palace.”

      “You wanted to be my bodyguard,” Merrik reminded her. “This is where my body is.”

      “I’m with her,” Dobber said. “This place stinks.”

      Merrik snapped his mouth shut on his response. He understood all too well their attitude. It had nothing to do with the unpleasant tunnels of the Salt Sewers.

      They’re afraid. They’re being led through the depths of the world with a ghost for a guide they can’t even see. Of course, they’re afraid.

      Merrik realized at that moment he wasn’t afraid, and it surprised him.

      Probably because I’m too stupid to be afraid.

      Merrik had led them to the concealed entrance to the Salt Sewers where Vinton had taken him a few days ago. Dair had arranged it. The ghost would meet them, guide them down to the sea tunnels where they’d meet Lee’s soldiers, then guide them all into the palace.

      Merrik’s friends were brave. They wanted to accompany him, to prove a loyalty he didn’t deserve.

      But one whiff of the Salt Sewer, and they were second guessing how much they really cared for Merrik Niles after all.

      “It gets a lot worse,” he told them. “If you think it stinks now, just wait. Turn back if you can’t take it.”

      Much grumbling followed, but nobody turned back.

      Jin led the way, holding a lantern aloft. Then came Merrik holding Dair’s hand. Then Nina, then Dobber bringing up the rear with another lantern. They’d only just ventured into the tunnels, waiting for Vinton to come show them the way.

      An eerie glow leaked in from a side tunnel, slowly growing stronger until suddenly Vinton was there, standing before them.

      “I ask you one last time, Merrik Niles.” Vinton’s voice echoed strangely along the tunnel, like he was somehow very near yet far away at the same time. “You have come to foil this upstart hunchback’s plans, yes? To take his life if you can.”

      “All of the above,” Merrik said. “Rodwik is our enemy.”

      “Then follow me, and step quickly,” Vinton told him. “There is far to go, and the tides allow us only a narrow window.”

      Vinton turned and headed down a narrow passage.

      Merrik paused before following and looked back at his friends, remembering that other than Dair, they couldn’t see the ghost. Curiosity was plain on their faces even in the dim lantern light.

      “That was just me talking to the ghost,” Merrik explained. “And not me talking to nobody like a crazy person.”

      Dair looked at him and raised an eyebrow.

      “That sounded a lot more reassuring in my head,” Merrik admitted.
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        * * *

      

      Some instinct had told Effingham to tag along.

      King Lee had wanted to wish them well, the small force going in through the city’s Salt Sewers. They rode in silence to the edge of the woods, and then Effingham could see them, barely making out silhouettes in the pale moonlight as they marched single file just inside the tree line. They were keeping out of sight and keeping quiet. The tree line would take them nearly to the coast. They’d have to break cover the last mile, but hopefully all of Rodwik’s spies would be looking the other way at the time.

      The priest put his faith in Dumo, of course, but a little dumb luck wouldn’t go amiss.

      The men worked in teams of two, carrying a small wooden raft between them. Woodcutters and carpenters had been working around the clock to make enough of the small vessels. The plan was marvelously simple in Effingham’s opinion. If they timed the tides and currents exactly right, they’d simply float down the coast to the entrances of the Salt Sewers. Natural caverns underwater much of the time but exposed when conditions allowed. They’d be under the wall, the guards high above keeping watch out to sea.

      Lee and Effingham dismounted, tying their horse reins to a low branch before falling in step with the line of men.

      Effingham was quite enjoying himself.  Skulking about on a secret mission wasn’t something he normally got to do. He was acutely aware that this was the easy part and glad he wasn’t entering the sewers with Count Bettin and the troops.

      They were nearing the end of their tree cover when word came down the line for everyone to get down. All the troops carrying rafts crouched. Effingham started to do the same but saw Lee moving forward past the men taking cover. The priest scrambled to his feet and followed.

      At the end of the line, they found Count Bettin squatting behind a row of bushes, conferring with his second-in-command. Beyond the tree line was a wide field of knee-high grass dotted with scrub oaks then the coast road and then the sea.

      Bettin looked up and did a double take when he saw Lee. “Your majesty?”

      Lee squatted next to the count. “Thought I’d make sure you made it off safely.”

      “An honor, your majesty, but you should not have troubled yourself,” Bettin said. “All is well in hand.”

      “I don’t doubt you,” Lee assured him. “But it’s difficult to sit around waiting when others are going in harm’s way.”

      “Not that he was sitting around exactly,” Effingham said. “His majesty wore out a pair of boots pacing a circle in his tent.”

      Nervous laughter.

      “I notice you’ve called a halt,” Lee said. “Is everything okay?”

      “All is well, majesty.” Bettin pointed westward into the sky. “See that clump of clouds? If we wait a few more minutes the wind will take it right in front of the moon. A little extra darkness might help us cross the open ground in front of us unseen.”

      Lee grinned. “That’s clever thinking, Bettin.”

      The older man shrugged. “Every little advantage helps.”

      The wind took longer than expected to bring the clouds, and there was some concern about missing the tide, but twenty minutes later, the clouds floated into position, cutting off the moonlight, plunging the landscape into nearly total darkness.

      “Pass the word,” Bettin told his junior officer. “And tell them to step carefully. I know we wanted it dark, but let’s not trip over ourselves.

      A minute later,      they were ready to move. Bettin and his junior officer carried their wooden raft between them. It was just big enough for two people and their equipment.

      They jogged across the field, nobody speaking, the only evidence of their passing the muted jangle of weapons and armor. Lee had taken off jogging next to Bettin, so Effingham was obliged to keep up. It was farther across the field than it looked, and Effingham was soon huffing and puffing, sweat breaking out on his forehead and under his arms.

      They reached the road, crossed it, and then their jogging slowed as they crossed a wide stretch of beach, the sand sugary and deep. Effingham was utterly winded by the time he reached the water’s edge. He bent over, hands on knees, sucking for air. He was too old for adventurous gallivanting.

      Thank Dumo I didn’t have to carry one of those bloody rafts.

      Bettin’s junior officer held the raft in place in the thigh-deep surf as Bettin turned back to the king.

      “This is where we part ways, your majesty,” the count said. “Wish us luck.”

      “I’m sorry, Bettin, but I’m afraid there’s been a change of plan,” Lee told him. “I’ll be leading the mission into the Salt Sewers.”

      “What?” Bettin and Effingham said together. They’d exclaimed it so loudly, that the dozen or so soldiers around them turned to see what was happening.

      “Majesty, a sudden change like this at the last minute is ill advised,” Bettin insisted.

      “I must insist.”

      “Majesty – and forgive me for this – but the notion is foolhardy,” Bettin said anxiously then lowered his voice before saying, “We both know this is a risky plan with a low level of success. We can’t lose you. For the love of Dumo, you’re the bloody king.”

      “Listen to Count Bettin,” Effingham implored. “No one doubts your courage. You don’t have to prove it. Let others carry this burden.”

      “No!”

      There was such vehemence in Lee’s voice that both Effingham and Count Bettin flinched.

      “Don’t you see? It’s happening all over again,” Lee said. “I’m not going to send others to do a job I’m not willing or able to do myself. Nobody else dies because I told them to do something that was a stupid risk.”

      “There will always be risk, majesty,” Bettin said. “You can’t command every battle or jump in the way of every arrow which might strike down one of your subjects. Your destiny is not to lead charges but to lead a kingdom.”

      Lee blew out a sigh and rubbed his eyes, suddenly looking exhausted. “I know. I understand. Truly. But not this time. Not tonight. I feel if I don’t take your place Bettin, if I don’t take this risk on myself, then I might never sleep again. It’s my turn. I’m going.”

      “I can’t help but feel this is a reflection on me to some extent,” Bettin said. “If you feel I am unable to lead or not up to the task in some way—”

      “No. Absolutely not,” Lee said quickly. “I have full confidence in you which is why I’m sending you back to lead the men through the gate … if we actually get it open that is. I’m counting on you to come save us once we’ve trapped ourselves behind the walls of High Harbor.”

      Bettin nodded, face grim. “I will come as fast as I can, majesty. You have my word.”

      “And you have the blessings of Dumo,” Effingham said.

      They made their final goodbyes, and Lee gave last-minute instructions to Bettin. Effingham watched nervously as Lee and the other officer boarded the raft, lying belly down, side-by-side, the current taking them toward High Harbor along with the other men, two-by-two on their own rafts. They didn’t look like much once they were off in the darkness, a silent flotilla of driftwood maybe. Certainly nothing very noticeable or eye-catching. Effingham thought they might just pull it off.

      Still … there he went. The king.

      “Dumo help us if he should be killed in battle,” the priest said.

      “Battle?” Bettin scoffed and shook his head. “He’s wearing full plate armor. If he falls off that raft, he’ll never make it as far as a battle. He’ll sink straight to the bottom of the sea.”
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        * * *

      

      Movement through the sewer was slow and just as unpleasant as Merrik remembered it. Moving at a general downward grade through the caverns presented a series of tradeoffs. The man-made tunnels of the sewers were easier to traverse, higher ceilings, wider passages, and generally level floors, but these were also the areas thickest with the city’s filth. Jin had to pause a number of times to gag, once throwing up everything she’d ever eaten. Nina and Dobber managed to hang onto their dinners but just barely.

      The going grew more difficult as the man-made tunnels gave way to natural caverns, floors rougher, the passage narrowing uncomfortably at times, but the air grew better. They were moving closer to sea level, and this was a portion of the caverns washed clean – relatively speaking – by the rising waters of high tide. The stink of sewage receded, replaced by the salt smell of the sea.

      “Down there and around that corner,” Vinton told Merrik. “That’s where you’ll find the sea. If you’re still here in an hour, the water will be up to your waist. Another hour after that, and all these caverns will be flooded.”

      “Then let’s hope we’re not here that long,” Merrik said. “Everyone, stay here. I’m just going to have a quick look.”

      He took one of the lanterns and headed down the passage, splashing through salty puddles as he rounded a bend, the narrow passage opening up to the cavern’s wide mouth. A jumble of boulders made a natural landing, the sea gently lapping the stones.

      Merrik stepped out onto the rocks, letting the clean sea air wash over him. It was a welcome relief from the claustrophobic stench of the sewers. He cast his eyes south. Distantly, a light twinkled on the horizon, some ship keeping watch on the coast. He turned his head, scanning the waves, wondering where –

      An enormous, dark figure rose up in front of him, just suddenly there, hulking over him. He opened his mouth to scream, but a gauntleted hand clapped over his mouth, another strong hand taking him by the arm.

      “Merrik.” A whisper barely loud enough to be heard above the waves. “It’s me. Lee.” He took his hand away from Merrik’s mouth.”

      The king? Here?

      “You know, you’re the king,” Merrik said. “You can order people to do this sort of thing for you.”

      Lee grinned. “If bards are going to write songs about me some day, then I need to give them something to sing about.”

      Merrik looked past the king to the other soldiers coming out of the water, dark silhouettes drifting in on a flotilla of flotsam and rising from the water like specters, cold and silent. “Any mishap?”

      Lee shook his head. “No problems at all. We floated in on the current exactly as planned.”

      “Shall we get on with it then?”

      “Absolutely,” the king said. “I’m looking forward to meeting this guide of yours.”

      “Ah.” Merrik looked sheepish. “That might be a bit of a disappointment.”
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      “You can see ghosts?”

      “Yes,” Merrik said.

      “And talk to them?”

      “Yes.”

      Lee gestured a few feet to Merrik’s left. “And there’s a ghost standing right there?”

      Merrik glanced at the ghost.

      Vinton’s lip curled into a snarl. “Tell this dimwitted asshole he’s wasting time.”

      “Vinton says he’s delighted to assist you in defeating Rodwik,” Merrik said.

      Lee glanced back over his shoulder where his men were still gathering. After a brief discussion, it was decided to let the current continue to take the rafts away. It was unlikely they’d be spotted in the dark. Lee had taken Merrik a short way down the tunnel, out of earshot from the rest of the troops.

      “I’m risking the lives of a hundred men, Merrik. Why wasn’t I told the nature of this so-called guide.”

      “Would you have come if Raysal had told you our guide was a long-dead king of the Salt Sewers?” Merrik asked.

      “Frankly no.”

      “Then there’s your answer,” Merrik said. “It was a deceptive, lousy trick, but this might be our best chance, and I didn’t want you to discount it based on something that sounds … well … outlandish. Also, I didn’t think you would personally be in charge.”

      Lee frowned. “How?”

      “How?”

      “How can you talk to ghosts?” Lee asked. “You never mentioned it before.”

      “I wasn’t sure at first,” Merrik admitted. “It started as just voices in my head. I didn’t want to mention that to anyone for obvious reasons. Something happened when I found that scepter.” He gestured to the weapon hanging from Lee’s belt. “I triggered some latent magic and … well, now I can see ghosts talk to them and …” Merrik hesitated. He already sounded crazy. Was there any point telling Lee about the three ghosts still rattling around inside his skull or that Merrik had stepped across some cosmic boundary into the ghost world? Probably not. “… and it’s been useful sometimes. I’m sure you understand why I don’t talk about it.”

      Lee took a firm grip on the scepter and examined it as if seeing the thing for the first time. “I never noticed that the scepter had any sort of magical properties.”

      “It probably doesn’t,” Merrik said. “I think I stumbled over some magical trip wire which was connected to the scepter … as bait maybe? Honestly, Lee, this isn’t the time to discuss it. The tide’s already coming in, and we have work to do. I need you to trust me.”

      “I suppose I have no choice,” Lee said. “Even if we still had the rafts, the current would take us the wrong way.”

      “See? Everything works out.”

      “Let’s not mention ghosts to the men,” Lee suggested. “It might be … upsetting.”

      “I suppose you’re right,” Merrik agreed. “Although if anything’s upsetting, it’s going to be the smell.”

      Merrik followed Vinton, and the rest followed Merrik, Lee and his hundred with Merrik and his friends, all trudging by dim candlelight, nobody talking on the off chance their voices would echo down the wrong tunnel and give them away somehow.  The passages were generally narrow, the men forced to march single file.

      As promised, the stench grew until some of the men stopped to gag and retch. Jin managed to contain herself although she looked distinctly green.

      “The stink is so thick I can almost taste it.” Lee turned his head and spat.

      “Unpleasant, yes, but it works in our favor, I think,” Merrik said. “They’d never expect us to come this way. In addition to possibly getting lost in a seemingly endless maze of tunnels, who in their right minds would want to wade through such filth?”

      “Right minds being the key phrase,” Lee said dryly.

      They trudged on, slowly but gradually working their way upward. The natural caverns transitioned into man-made tunnels, and often they found themselves trudging ankle deep in raw sewage.

      Vinton laughed cruelly, apparently delighting in the discomfort of the living. “It can get far worse than this, my friend. There are sluice gates and various key intersections. When opened they can flood even the largest chambers top to bottom. When I ruled down here, I could sentence someone to death if they’d wronged me severely enough. We’d tie them to a support pillar and open the gates. When a man drowns in raw sewage, he knows he’s made a mistake.”

      The narrow corridor passed beneath a large stone arch and into a huge chamber.

      Jin stepped in front of Merrik, held up the lantern, her eyes going wide at the enormity of the place. The light barely reached the vaulted ceiling over them. Two rows of fat, stone columns rose from the floor, going all the way to the ceiling, each as big around as bell towers. The rows disappeared into the darkness hundreds of feet ahead of them. On both sides, there was a heavy iron door every twenty feet recessed into the walls. In the walls on both sides, about ten feet above their heads, round, five foot by five foot circles opened in the stonework, sewer sludge dripping. These openings repeated themselves every forty feet.

      “One of the main flushing centers,” Vinton told Merrik. “The sewage comes in from all over the city and gathers in places like this. Then sea water is cycled through. To flush it all down and out. The city fathers care little for pretty things. You won’t find many botanical gardens or fountains in High Harbor, but it is one of the cleanest cities in the Scattered Kingdom. The Salt Sewers of High Harbor is one of our greatest engineering feats.”

      It was the first time Merrik had heard respect in the ghost’s voice.

      The mocking snarl returned to Vinton’s face. “Having said that, the fishing is right fucked for miles around. That’s what happens when you dump a thousand tons of human shit into the sea every year, I guess.”

      They moved slowly into the great chamber, Lee’s men gathering in behind them.

      Merrik looked down and examined the stone floor. Clean? No, not exactly, but he wasn’t ankle deep in muck either. If the rest of their journey could be like this, it wouldn’t be so bad. Of course, there was still a going to be a battle when they finally reached –

      Klink-klink-klink-klink-klink-klink-klink-klink – KLANG.

      The metallic crash echoed throughout the chamber. A nervous clamor among the men.

      Merrik turned back, pushing his way back the way he’d come, soldiers stepping aside for him. The arched passage through which they’d entered the chamber was now blocked by a thick, iron door which had slid into place from above.

      Merrik drew his sword and banged on the door with the pommel. It echoed metallic and solid.

      “Well, that’s not going anywhere.” He turned back to the soldiers. “Anyone trapped on the other side?”

      “No, milord,” said the man standing closest to him. “I was the last one through.”

      “That’s something at least,” Lee said. “I don’t like the idea of us getting separated.”

      “They know you are here,” Vinton said, suddenly at Merrik’s side again. “They’ve deliberately trapped you.”

      “Rodwik?” Merrik asked the question in a hushed tone from the side of his mouth.

      “No. The Sewer Rats,” Vinton said. “The gang that runs the Salt Sewers. They control every gate and door in this place. That slimy rascal Neddy Bones probably told them to be on the lookout for intruders.”

      Merrik had no idea who Neddy Bones was but added the name to the list of people who needed killing.

      “What’s happening?” Lee demanded.

      “The gang that runs the sewers are trying to trap us, but we’ll find a way out.” Merrik’s eyes slid to Vinton. “Right?”

      “Trapped is hardly the worst of it,” Vinton said ominously.

      A muted clank sounded behind the walls flowed by a thum thum thum thum that vibrated the stone beneath Merrik’s boots.

      “The sluice gates, remember?” Vinton said. “Goodbye, Merrik Niles. You’re about to be flushed away with the rest of the shit.”

      The sound of grinding metal, more clinks and clanks, a rusty cranking sound that echoed wickedly and then …

      A roar of rushing –

      “Get out!” Merrik’s eyes went to the iron doors lining either side of the chamber. “Get into the side passages! Now! Run!”

      Every scattered, running for a different door.

      Merrik sprinted toward the closest one, the door hanging halfway open when –

      -- a rush of cold air blasting past him, the salt smell of –

      A rush of white came toward him as high as his shoulders, like billowing white smoke from the darkness, foaming and –

      The wall of sea water slammed into Merrik, taking him under. He rolled along the stone floor, hitting, floating up and rolling under again, slamming a shoulder, hitting his head, feet finding the floor and pushing … swimming … kicking –

      His head broke the surface and he sucked air. Splashing and screaming all around him, men panicking and drowning. The chamber had gone completely dark or nearly so.

      A glimmer of light off to his left, Nina standing in one of the doorways, clinging to it with one hand, reaching for him with the other, the light coming from behind her. The doorway was up three steps, higher than the rest of the floor, but already the water was rising, filling the tunnel at an alarming rate.

      Nina shook her hand at him. “Swim, you fool!”

      He swam, the current knocking him back. He went under, came back up, sputtered, stroked, went under again, came up and –

      Nina grabbed his hand, pulled him inside the door. The sea water was already up to their necks. Jin was halfway up a set of stairs behind them, clinging to the lantern.

      Nina had a white-knuckle grip on the door handle. “Help me!”

      “The others –”

      “We’ll flood!” she yelled. “Help me!”

      Merrik grabbed the handle and together they pulled, the rusty hinges finally giving, and the iron door slamming shut will a hollow klung.

      Merrik fell back against the wall, panting, the cold water up to his neck. He’d lost his sword.

      More than that, he’d lost the king and all of the king’s men. Dobber? Had they drowned or made it to another of the tunnels? Merrik had no clue. And what about Dair? The girl was already dead.

      He groaned. His plan had turned to disaster.

      Stupid stupid stupid …

      “Vinton!”

      “Stop shouting,” Nina said. “We must remain calm and think.”

      “Well, we can’t open that door again or we’ll drown,” Merrik said. “That only leaves the stairway behind Jin. If I’m missing an option, please let me know. The only question is what’s up those stairs and where do we go from there because I don’t happen to have a map of this fucking place.”

      “Calm yourself.”

      “I just got a hundred men killed, you idiot so excuse the fuck out of me if I’m not as calm as –”

      Stars flashed in his eyes as one side of his face exploded white hot, stinging needles flaring in his cheek. In the next moment he was under water, eyes trying to blink the stars away. Strong hands grabbed him by the doublet. Merrik was pulled upward, head breaking the surface.  He sputtered water, coughed.

      “Can we carry on in a constructive manner now?” Nina asked. “Or do you need another slap?”

      “One is sufficient.” Merrik looked at Jin. “Are you okay?”

      She nodded. “Just wet.”

      “Did anyone see Dobber?”

      “I didn’t see anything,” Jin said. “That wall of water was just suddenly there. My head went under. Somehow, I had the presence of mind to hold up the lantern, so it didn’t go out. I’d be dead if Nina hadn’t grabbed me.”

      “She was lucky to be in arm’s reach,” Nina said. “I lost my spear.”

      Merrik double-checked his empty sword sheath. “My sword’s gone too.”

      “I have my bow.” It was slung across Jin’s back. “That’s something, I guess.”

      A tight smile from Merrik. “Fantastic. Then you’re in charge of defeating Rodwik’s army.”

      Nina’s eyes narrowed. “Don’t start.”

      Merrik held up his hands. “I know. I’m sorry. I just have no idea what we’re going to do now that –”

      The water began to glow. Merrik gasped.

      “What?” Jin asked.

      “You don’t see … no, of course you don’t,” Merrik said.

      From the greenish glow, Vinton rose from the water, until his head and shoulders were showing. He looked completely dry. Apparently one of the benefits of being a ghost was not getting soaked.

      “And how will you defeat Rodwik now, Merrik Niles?” Vinton asked smugly.

      “You might have warned me they were going to flood the place.”

      A shrug from the ghost. “I did not realize they would be so vigilant. I took you by seldom used paths.”

      “Are you talking to the ghost?” Nina asked. “Is he here now?”

      Merrik ignored her and gestured at the iron door. “Is anyone else still alive out there?”

      “Some made it to the other tunnels.” Another shrug. “Others were not so lucky.”

      Shit.

      Merrik put a palm flat against the door’s cold iron. “We have to help them.”

      “You cannot,” Vinton said. “And now that you can no longer serve my purposes, I shall leave you to your own devices.”

      The ghost began to fade.

      “Hold on,” Merrik said quickly. “Who said anything about giving up? You want Rodwik dead, don’t you?”

      Vinto ceased his fade and gave Merrik a quizzical look. “You three alone? You’re either very brave or very foolish.”

      “What’s it matter to you if we get ourselves killed trying?” Merrik said. “You still want that hunchback son of a bitch dead, don’t you?”

      Vinton didn’t answer. He looked both interested and doubtful at the same time.

      “You never know. We might get lucky,” Merrik said. “But our odds would be improved with your help.”

      “I tried to help you already,” Vinton pointed out. “You got caught.”

      “We’re not caught yet,” Merrik said. “Half-drowned and separated from our friends, yes, but still alive and kicking. You saw the other girl with me. Her name’s Dair. She’ll be able to see you.”

      “Yes. A ghost like me … but with one foot in your realm.”

      “Not for long if she doesn’t get back to her sister, but never mind that now,” Merrik said. “Tell us how to get the rest of the way. We must be close. Tell us how, and then go find Dair. She might be with the others. Find her and lead her to us. We’re not licked yet. We can still do this.”

      “There’s no quit in you, Merrik Niles. I like that.” Vinton’s grin had a predatory look to it. “You may yet be a pain in Crooked Rod’s ass. I’ll find the girl and bring whoever yet lives. And you’re right that we’ve come a long way already. You’re close. Keep going up and to your right and you’ll get to your destination. Remember, right turns only. Venture down too many side tunnels, and you’ll likely never be seen again. Good luck, Merrik Niles.”

      Vinton faded away. Merrik leaned back against the tunnel wall and blew out a tired sigh.

      “He’s gone?” Jin asked.

      Merrik nodded. “But he gave me directions first.”

      “For how to get out?”

      “For how to get to the guard barracks,” Merrik said. “We’re going on.”

      Jin’s eyes widened. “We’re still going through with it? The three of us? That’s a terrible idea.”

      Merrik shrugged. “It was a terrible idea to begin with.”

      “Believe it or not, I actually sort of don’t want to die,” Jin said.

      “We’re not going to die,” Nina said flatly, expression stern. “Because Marquis Niles is going to come up with a brilliant plan.”

      “Exactly!” Merrik said. “That is precisely what I intend to do. Very astute, Nina.”

      The two women looked at him.

      “Oh, you mean now?”

      “Yes.” Nina’s stern expression remained unchanged. “We’ll wait.”
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      “Are you going to be okay?” Merrik asked.

      Jin bent over, both hands against the stone wall. Her back arched once, twice, and then she vomited all over her boots. She spit, used two fingers to clean out the indie of her mouth, and spit again.

      “I hate this place.”

      “I’ll admit the stench is far more intense here,” Merrik said. “I think that it’s fresh somehow makes it worse.”

      Jin gagged. “For Dumo’s sake, stop talking about it.”

      “Quiet,” Nina whispered. “Someone’s coming.”

      They froze, held their breaths     .

      Vinton’s directions had been spot on. They took only right turns as they headed upward. The intersections were marked in this area of the sewers – presumably so repair crews could find their way in and out – and they found their path easily to the tunnels beneath the gatehouse barracks. Their noses led them to the latrine where they were currently hiding, waiting for an opportunity to climb the iron rungs of the maintenance ladder fastened to the stone wall.

      Ascending this ladder came with certain … challenges.

      In order to exit the latrine, they’d have to climb up and push open the large, flat plank above. It was a dozen feet long with holes cut into it just the right size for a soldier to sit and do his business.

      A pile of this business – and the reason for Jin’s vomiting – rose from the floor in front of them. Merrik didn’t blame her. He imagined coming down here to clean the place out was probably punishment duty for whatever unlucky soldier got on an officer’s bad side.

      Unfortunately, all of the soldiers had apparently been well-behaved enough not to draw such duty because the place hadn’t been cleaned in some time.

      The three of them stood in absolute silence, backs against the wall. It was the only place they could stand without risk of being rained on from above by filth.

      Footfalls overhead, men filing into the latrine, preparing to take the dawn shift and relieve the men on the wall above the gatehouse. Right on schedule. The men on the wall would rotate to the mess for a morning meal. Merrik had asked discreet questions and spread around a good bit of silver for this information. Kitchen servants always needed an extra coin or two and were happy to part with information they probably considered common knowledge anyway.

      So if the information was good, and if they timed it properly, they should be able to sneak up the ladder and out the latrine and through the barracks without being seen. And then they could …

      And we could do what exactly? I thought I’d have a hundred men with me, and we’d fight our way to the gatehouse, open the gate, let in the army then all throw a big drunken victory celebration.

      Nina was formidable, and Jin could shoot the eyes out of a magpie at a hundred paces with that recurve bow of hers, but the three of them together wasn’t much of an army. Merrik was forced to fall back on a familiar strategy.

      Looks like I’m making this up as I go along again.

      The dim light from above was partially blocked as half the holes were covered, men taking a seat to relieve themselves. Wet plops fell, adding themselves to the revolting pile.

      Jim slapped a hand over her mouth and nose, squeezed her eyes shut tightly.

      Hold it in, girl. Find some intestinal fortitude.

      A few minutes later, footfalls and voices faded. The latrine above was empty.

      “Come on,” Merrik whispered.

      He climbed the ladder, Jin and Nina following.

      He pushed the plank over his head, and it swung upward on creaking hinges. He climbed out, reached back to offer Jin his hand. He helped her out, and she pushed past Merrik to the closest window.

      “Don’t be seen!” he chastised in a harsh whisper.

      Jin stuck her head out the window and took several deep breaths before coming back inside. “I don’t care if Rodwik and his entire army is after us. If the only escape is back through the sewer, I’m just going to let myself be captured.”

      “Again, and not to belabor the point, but I suggested the both of you should stay behind,” Merrik said with mock innocence.

      “Then who would stand with you?” Nina said. “You’ve lost your army.”

      “Trust me, I’ve noticed.”

      “Let’s get out of here,” Jin said.

      “Okay, but lower your voices until we’re sure we’re alone,” Merrik said. “Jin, could you see the gate house from that window?”

      She shook her head. “Just a narrow alley and a wall.”

      “Damn. Okay follow me,” he said. “I want to find a window and get an idea what’s going on out there, and then we’ll figure out something. Come on.”

      He opened the door a crack and peeked into the barracks. A long room with a row of narrow bunks on each side, footlockers, racks of weapons. No sign of enemy soldiers. He waited a moment and listened but heard nothing.

      “It’s clear. Let’s go.”

      He crept into the barracks, the two women following closely. He needed to get his bearings and went to the nearest window and looked. The courtyard, but an awkward angle. If he craned his neck, he could glimpse what might have been the gatehouse. He needed a better view.

      He strode toward the front of the barracks, passing the rows of bunks, to the window just left of the main barracks door. The shutters were closed. He didn’t open them, peeking through the crack instead.

      Ah-ha!

      A perfect view of the gatehouse across the cobblestone courtyard. The area was just as Raysal had described it from one of her raven flights. It was at least a hundred yards from the barracks to the gates, the city walls rising high on either side, a large space suitable for drilling soldiers. To the right was another wall with a somewhat smaller gate which led to the ducal palace, presumably where Rodwik was holed up even now.

      Merrik angled his view upward. Soldiers lined the tops of the wall.

      It would be quite a distance to cross without being noticed. The soldiers on the wall faced outward toward the enemy, but only one needed to glance back to see Merrik skulking along to raise the alarm and spoil everything. He supposed he could steal a uniform like he had back in Harston by the Dayflow, but even if he made it all the way to the gatehouse, then what?

      Baron Harste’s gate had been small by comparison, and Merrik had been able to slide the bar to one side on his own. According to Merrik’s informants, the bar for High Harbor’s main gate was fashioned from the trunk of a giant redwood from the northern edge of the great forest. It was banded in iron, and it took six strong men to slide it to one side, allowing the gate to open.

      Merrik let his head drop, shoulders slumping. This isn’t going to work. It’s too much for an ordinary man.

      Then slowly Merrik lifted his head, eyes going hard as he looked back through the crack at the gatehouse across the courtyard, jaw set, hands turning themselves into fists.

      So let’s not be an ordinary man today. Let’s never be ordinary again.

      Merrik wasn’t going to admit defeat and slink away back through the sewers. He knew what he had to do. He wasn’t exactly sure how it would work. It might not work.

      But he had to try.

      He wished Dair was with him. She might be able to help with –

      The barracks door creaked open, swinging toward him, so that Merrik was hiding behind it. He backed up against the window shutters and stood dead still. His eyes darted to every part of the barracks, but there was no sign of Jin or Nina. They must have hidden themselves.

      Two men entered the room and shut the door behind them. Chainmail armor. Rodwik’s livery. Merrik froze. They were facing away and hadn’t seen him yet.

      “The food’s getting worse,” one said. “Have you noticed?”

      “What do you expect?” the other replied. “They’re feeding us out of the old stores. All the fresh stuff goes up to the palace. Welcome to the siege.”

      “Yeah, yeah. Just grab your kit and let’s get going before they notice we’re not up there.”

      They turned around and saw him, frowned, eyes narrowing.

      “Oi,” said the food complainer. “Who the blazes are you?”

      “Gentlemen, this is a surprise barracks inspection.” Merrik began to walk toward them, hands clasped behind his back, expression aloof. “I’m very disappointed at what I’ve seen here. The sheets on the bunks are not tucked in neatly at the corners, and none these windows have drapes.”

      The two soldiers looked at each other.

      Then drew their swords.

      Merrik’s hand fell to the hilt of his sword.

      There was no sword. He’d lost it in the sewer flood.

      Shit.

      The aisle between the two rows of bunks was narrow, and they had to charge him one at a time. The first one bellowed an angry war cry and made a wild swing with his sword at neck level. Merrik dove underneath it, tackling the man around the waist. As they went down, the enemy soldier brought      down his sword pommel on the back of Merrik’s skull. Sharp pain exploded.

      Merrik went down, the other man landing hard on top of him. He shook his head trying to clear it, looked up to see the soldier had regained his footing      and was lifting his sword high to strike     .

      Something streaked through the air. An arrow appeared in the man’s throat, entering under his left ear and exiting under his chin in a spray of blood. The man’s eyes shot wide. He dropped his sword, pawed at the arrow     .

      Merrik glimpsed Jin, risen to one knee from her hiding place between two bunks, already nocking another arrow. Two bunks behind her, Nina pulled a spear from a weapons rack.

      Then the soldier fell on him, knocking the wind from Merrik. He writhed on top of him, gurgling blood as he whimpered in pain. The other soldier leapt over both the prone men and ran for the door. If he got away, he’d raise the alarm. Merrik grabbed for an ankle and missed.

      The soldier      reached for the door handle just as an arrow pierced his upper arm. He screamed in pain but dropped his weapon and flung the door wide with his other hand and made to flee.

      A spear flew through the air and planted itself between the escaping man’s shoulder blades. He was knocked forward and hit the ground, half in and half out of the doorway.

      “Get him out of sight!” Merrik shouted as he strained to push the still-struggling soldier off him.

      Nina and Jin both ran past him, each grabbing one of the dead man’s legs and pulling him inside. Jin slammed the door shut.

      Merrik finally crawled out from under the dying man who continued to squirm on the floor, blood pooling around him.

      Nina jerked her spear from the dead soldier’s back then used it to finish off the wounded man.

      “A bit cold blooded,” Merrik said.

      Nina frowned.

      “Not that I’m complaining,” Merrik said hastily.

      “Is that the gate?” Jin looked through the crack in the shutters     . “We can’t open that. Not just the three of us.”

      Nina traded places with Jin and looked. “She’s right. It’s impossible.”

      “On the contrary,” Merrik insisted. “As it happens, I’ve formed a cunning plan.”

      “Really?” Jin looked surprised.

      Nina rolled her eyes. “He’s lying. He doesn’t want to admit this was a terrible idea from the start.”

      “Someone might notice sooner or later when these guards don’t show up for duty,” Merrik said. “So there’s no time to explain this. Either I have a brilliant plan and you support me fully because of your deep regard for my genius … or it’s back out through the sewers.”

      “No!” Jin said quickly. “I deeply regard your genius. Deeply.”

      Merrik’s eyes shifted to Nina. “Well?”

      Nina sighed. “Fine. How can we help, master genius?”

      “Make sure nobody comes through that door and kills us. I’ll need a few minutes.”

      Merrik sat on the edge of the nearest bunk. He drew a deep breath then let it out slowly.

      He closed his eyes.

      Are you there, Arzumel? It’s me, Merrik.
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        * * *

      

      “Better?” Neddy Bones asked.

      Rodwik turned away from the balcony overlooking the palace courtyard and the main gate and offered Neddy a wan smile. “Right as rain.” His hand went to his side where the wound had been. “Nothing left      but a patch of pink skin. It’s good to be up and around again.”

      Neddy had wondered if Roddy being up and around again might not ever happen. He’d slept so deeply on the entire voyage back from the ruined temple, that Neddy had put a small hand mirror under the hunchback’s nose to see if he was still breathing or not. The wizard Kastor had assured Neddy the deathlike sleep was just the body’s way of healing. Kastor’s spells had demanded nearly all of the hunchback’s life energy. It was only as their ship was pulling into High Harbor that Rodwik arose from his bunk, surprised to be alive.

      “Do you think they’ll come?” Neddy asked.

      Rodwik’s smile faded. “I’m not sure.”

      Neddy had been disappointed to learn Roddy hadn’t quite concluded his business with the Union emissary before Lee’s troops had attacked, wounding Roddy and forcing the emissary to flee.

      “We both benefit, and we both need each other,” Rodwik said. “But we hadn’t finished hammering out the details of our agreement. If I had to guess … yes. I think they’ll send the fleet. If only to serve their own interests … but no, there was no specific handshake. Nothing final.”

      More than ever, Neddy was wondering if he’d hitched himself to the wrong wagon.

      The hunchback seemed to read Neddy’s mind, his eyes narrowing. “Not getting cold feet, are you, Neddy?”

      Telling Crooked Rod that he wanted out wouldn’t be a healthy choice. On the other hand, pretending everything was roses and rainbows wouldn’t work either. Cheerful blind optimism wouldn’t fool the hunchback. Neddy knew the man too well for that.

      “I’m just not keen on a never-ending siege,” Neddy said. “And if the Emerald Palace finally decides to send their navy over and bottle up the harbor, then it’s going to get really hungry in this city sooner rather than later.”

      A grim chuckle from Rodwik. “I doubt you’ve missed too many meals, Neddy, but don’t worry. I take a large slice off the top of any food shipments that come in and send them straight to the palace stores. Hunger might come to High Harbor but not to our house.”

      “And this is all fine with the Duke of High Harbor? I confess, I haven’t seen much of him these days.”

      “I’ve confined him to his quarters for his own safety.”

      Neddy raised an eyebrow. “Safety?”

      “Yes.” Rodwik grinned. “Because if he gets in my way, I’ll kill him.”

      A knock at the door.

      Rodwik raised his voice. “Come in.”

      Kastor entered, crossing the room and pausing only a moment to offer a slight bow to Rodwik. “Pardon, your majesty, but I must see something.”

      The wizard went to the balcony and gripped the railing, searching the courtyard below, craning his neck one way and then another.

      Rodwik and Neddy followed at their leisure.

      “Something amiss, Kastor?” Rodwik asked.

      “I … sense something.”

      “Oh?” Rodwik joined him at the railing, looking down into the wide courtyard. “All seems normal.”

      “It might not be something visible to the human eye,” Kastor said. “I sense a great magical presence yet somehow muted … trying to conceal itself is my guess. I suspect we have a spellcaster among us.”

      “You can sense him simply because you’re a wizard?”

      “No, majesty, I have cast various wards about the palace and its environs,” Kastor explained. “You hired me at great expense, and it’s my intent you should get your money’s worth. I’d be embarrassed if another wizard slipped in to do you harm right under my nose.”

      “Then I should call out the guard,” Rodwik said. “If some mage is skulking about the palace, we’ll ferret him out.”

      “Forgive me for contradicting you, majesty, but that would only get men killed,” Kastor said.  “I sense a power far greater than that of some hedge wizard.” A smug grin. “Fortunately, you have Kastor on your side, a master of masters. I shall dispose of this impudent intruder for you. Tell your men to stay back out of harm’s way.”

      The wizard bowed with a flourish and left.

      Neddy Bones jerked a thumb in the direction Kastor had departed. “You trust that fellow?”

      Rodwik grunted. “Trust doesn’t enter into it. He healed me. His magic is good. We know that. If there’s an enemy wizard in our midst, then we should let our wizard handle it. Tell the man to be ready to attack, but only when I give the word. We’ll give Kastor room to work.”

      “What if Kastor can’t handle it?” Neddy asked. “What if he gets turned into a tadpole or blasted into ash by magical fire?”

      The hunchback shrugged. “Better him than me.”
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      Merrik emerged from the barracks, took three steps, stopped and looked from side to side. He was not immediately assaulted by enemy soldiers. The wide, cobblestone courtyard remained empty. The mid-morning sun beat down. It was already getting hot although not as oppressive as it would be later.

      At least it wasn’t as humid as the swamps of Munsk.

      Forget the weather, idiot. You’re stalling. Get on with it.

      He began a slow, casual walk toward the city’s enormous gates. Not hurrying. Like he belonged there. The gates were forty feet tall, a little more than half that wide, and made of thick, hard wood. If Lee’s army tried to assault it – and nobody in Lee’s army was that foolish – they would have been slaughtered. A battering ram? Forget it. Maybe a half-dozen rock giants with a battering ram the size of a frigate. Otherwise, there was no point bothering.

      An assault from the harbor side would have a better chance, but for that, they’d need a navy.

      They did not have a navy.

      Merrik kept walking. He considered whistling to show how nonchalant he was being but decided that would be going overboard.

      He glanced behind him. Jin and Nina had stayed put. They’d given him an earful about it, but he’d insisted. They’d discussed options. Contingencies. They knew what to do. If he were killed, then they’d find a way to escape. Jin steadfastly refused to go back through the sewers.

      But right now, it was all up to Merrik.

      He began walking again, doing his best to appear unobtrusive. A caw from above echoed along the courtyard. He looked up to see the raven circling.

      Ah. She’s here.

      The raven cawed again and then again. Merrik frowned. Whatever Raysal was doing, she was definitely not being unobtrusive.

      Then the raven dove low streaking toward an area of the courtyard directly in front of him. The raven began flying little circles, a wild racket of cawing and flapping black wings. Merrik stopped and stared, eyes narrowing. The Raven circled a strange blur.

      Suddenly the blur came into focus, took the shape of a man, arms swinging at the raven to shoo it away.

      Raysal made a final circle of the man, cawed again and shot into the air, wheeled high then descended, landing twenty feet to Merrik’s left. The bird grew and twisted, transforming into the shape of a gorgeous, nude woman.

      “So we’ve given up subtlety then,” Merrik said dryly.

      A tight smile from the sorceress. “I just thought you might want to see the wizard you were about to walk straight into.”

      Merrik glanced at the older man in robes. “Him? I knew he was there all along.”

      One of Raysal’s eyebrows arched. “Right.”

      “I am Kastor, wizard of the eighteenth order” said the man facing them. “May I ask whom I have the pleasure of destroying today?”

      Raysal pitched her voice low so only Merrik could hear. “This might be a bad idea.”

      “You know him?” he asked from the side of his mouth.

      “By reputation only,” Raysal said.

      “Can we take him?”

      She hesitated. “I … don’t know. Maybe together. You haven’t exactly been candid about your abilities.”

      Merrik swallowed hard. Are you there, Arzumel? Your time to shine.

      A slight tingling in Merrik’s fingers. He took it as a sign the wizard inside him was aware of the situation and making ready. Good. Arzumel was powerful. He could handle this guy no problem.

      Right?

      Merrik cleared his throat and raised his voice. “Hello? Kastor, is it?”

      “That’s correct. And you are …?”

      “Oh, nobody really. Nobody you want to bother with.”

      “But I’m obliged to bother,” Kastor said. “And anyway, I need to know your name. Something to put on the grave marker. For posterity. I’m sure you understand.”

      “I’m Raysal Dahl,” the sorceress said quickly.

      “Oh?” Kastor seemed only mildly interested. “It was my understanding you’d been drowned like a sack of unwanted kittens.”

      Raysal’s face went hard. “Rumors of my demise have been greatly exaggerated. That always happens when people underestimate me.”

      “Uh-huh.” He looked back at Merrik. “But it’s this fellow I’m curious about.”

      The tingling in Merrik’s hands had spread to the rest of his body. Arzumel was either getting ready to try something or preparing to react to whatever Kastor did. Working with the ghosts this way was an odd thing. Merrik would use Arzumel’s skills, cast his spells, but he was also giving himself up to the wizard, letting the wizard take over to do whatever was needed. It was similar with Cullen. The swordsman would guide him, but it was Merrik doing the fighting, using Cullen’s skills as if they were Merrik’s own.

      Merrik would have thought the arrangement awkward, but it wasn’t. It seemed natural.

      When Merrik said nothing, Kastor spoke again. “I’ll venture a guess. You’re that troublesome fellow Merrik Niles. Do you deny it?”

      “I do not.”

      An amused grin from Kastor. “How delightful. I’ve heard a good bit about you, but nothing that can be verified. For example, some say you are a master wizard. That being a powerful spellcaster is the only explanation for some of your grand feats. However, the wizardly community is full of busybodies. Yes, I admit it. We’re all terrible gossips, all of us constantly prying into each other’s business, so, trust me when I tell you if there were another powerful wizard about, I would have heard. So I’ll ask again … for the last time … who in the bloody blue blazes are you?”

      Merrik smiled. “The Marquis Merrik Niles of Munsk. Hero of Whiteout Pass. Slayer of the great leviathan. Co-owner of the world’s supply of starshine. Ghost walker. Scepter finder. Sorceress tamer. Trekker of the Salt Sewer. You’ll notice I haven’t mentioned anything about patience. I’m out of it. So do us all a big favor and just fuck right off.”

      Kastor barked three sharp syllables, the words touching Merrik’s mind just briefly enough to sound familiar before being swept away like smoke on the wind.

      A ripple rolled through the air, discernible only by the distortion it created, chest high, speeding from Kastor toward Merrik too fast to –

      Raysal collided, wrapping him up and taking him hard to the cobblestones.

      The ripple flashed over them and slammed in and through the troop barracks behind them, slicing the building in half with a deafening crack. A low rumble, bricks shifting, and then the roof slowly collapsed into the rest of the building, a cloud of dust rising.

      Merrik’s eyes shot wide. Jin! Nina!

      The sound of energy cracking through the air brought Merri’s attention back to Kastor. The wizard’s hands were outstretched toward him, green flashes erupting, closing the distance at impossible speed.

      Eldritch fire!

      A split second before they were incinerated, Raysal tossed up one hand, mumbling words.

      A gleaming yellow circle of light spiraled out from her palm, a shield, the blinding green missiles shattering against them with a hot sizzle then dissipating.

      Raysal glared at Merrik as they got to their feet. “Are you going to do something?”

      Merrik buzzed with Arzumel’s presence. The wizard inside him was clamoring to act, but Merrik also sensed Arzumel had been taken by surprise. Kastor was powerful and fast. Merrik felt his hands rise, the words of a spell bouncing around inside his mouth trying to get out.

      But once again, Kastor was faster.

      The enemy wizard put one hand over his eyes, making a circular motion with the other while speaking the words to his next spell. The world went gray, all sound sucked from existence, everything so strangely still and –

      Merrik blinked.

      He’d been transported to a stark desert, the red-brown earth beneath his feet hard and cracked. Buttes rose randomly from the landscape. Some smaller, forty or fifty feet tall, others soaring hundreds of feet into the air. The sky was a cloudless, brilliant blue.

      Merrik made a full turn, taking in his surroundings. Where had Kastor sent him? Somewhere far from the High Harbor apparently.

      Arzumel, get us back!

      No answer.

      A loud scraping sound snapped Merrik’s head around.

      The butte nearest him shook and began to move, parts of it transforming, becoming arms and legs and then a head. An enormous man of dusty-red dirt and rock. He walked toward Merrik, the ground shaking with each footfall.

      Merrik swallowed hard and took a step back as the gigantic rock man’s shadow fell across him.

      The rock man lifted an arm, blocky fingers curling into a boulder-sized fist. “And now Merrik Niles … you die.” The monster’s voice rolled across the desert like thunder. Kastor’s voice. The rock man’s face vaguely resembled the wizard’s.

      Merrik blanched. “Shit.”
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        * * *

      

      Jin pushed herself up from the floor, coughing, dust and rubble sloughing      off her. She shook her head, trying to rid herself of the bells in her ears. What just happened?

      Oh yeah. They’d been watching through the window. Some disturbance in the air had come flying toward them, and Nina had pulled her to the floor at the last minute, the loud crack of stone as the entire building had been cut in half, the roof collapsing, the room filling with dust and debris. The bunk next to her had blocked a thick ceiling beam from falling across her back, but her legs were held fast under cracked wood and stone and ceiling tiles. She tried to crawl out from under it, but something caught. She pulled and twisted and finally popped free, staggering to her feet, and coughed again. The dust still hung thick in the air. The remains of the ceiling were only two inches over her head and had fallen in completely farther back in the barracks.

      “Nina?”

      “Here.” The other woman crawled out from under a bunk a few feet away.

      Jin went back to the window. What she saw confused her.

      Merrik stood perfectly still as did the sorceress Raysal standing a few feet from him. Opposing them several yards away was the other wizard, also motionless. The three stood like statues, neither moving nor speaking.

      Jin unslung the recurve bow from her back. Well, if the old bastard is just going to stand there and give me a free shot. Her hand dropped to the quiver on her belt.

      Quiver and belt were gone.

      “Damn it!” She scanned the demolished room. She must have lost the quiver when she went to the floor or when she wriggled free of the debris.

      “What’s wrong?” Nina asked.

      “I need an arrow,” Jin said. “Right fucking now!”
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        * * *

      

      The boulder-sized fist came down, and Merrik stood frozen, eyes wide, waiting to be flattened.

      Just as the fist came down, Merrik was tackled by an armored figure, both of them rolling out of the way as the fist hammered the ground and shook the world.

      “I can’t keep saving you and fight him at the same time!”

      “Raysal?” He hadn’t recognized her in full plate armor. He blinked and looked again, realized the armor was made of blue-gray light. “Where did you get the armor?”

      “It’s a mind hex,” she said. “Don’t you have any protection?”

      Merrik had no clue what she was talking about.

      She grabbed him by the arm. “Get up!”

      They scrambled away just as the boulder fist smashed the ground behind them, shaking the ground so badly it almost tossed them off their feet again.

      They ran.

      Rock Kastor was slow and lumbering but took long strides. Merrik and Raysal sprinted for all they were worth to keep ahead of it.

      “Anytime you feel like casting a spell,” Raysal said. “No hurry or anything.”

      Merrik wished he could. He couldn’t feel Arzumel’s presence at all now. It was as if the ghost had fled his mind or was cut off somehow or was hiding. Was that it? Had the wizard abandoned him?

      “Even if we defeat the creature, what then?” Merrik asked. “We’re in the middle of nowhere!”

      “Nowhere?” She looked at Merrik as if he were a slow-witted child. “Where do you think we are?”

      “Some … Dumo damned … desert … on the other … side of the damn … world.” Merrik tried to talk and run at the same time. He was not in good shape.

      “Kastor brought us to his mindscape,” Raysal explained. “Why else would I protect myself with a mind hex?”

      Ah.

      “How do we … get out … of here?”

      “I was hoping you’d think of something,” she said.

      Merrik glanced over his shoulder. Rock Kastor was gaining. There was only one thing Merrik could think to do. “Run!”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Nina climbed out from the bunk where Jin had been hiding, clutching a single arrow in her fist. “I only found this.”

      “Damn it!” Jin guessed the quiver and the rest of the arrows must be under the debris somewhere. She took the arrow from Nina. “I guess I’d better not miss.”

      She went out the front door of the barracks, paused. Merrik, Raysal, and the enemy wizard all stood frozen in the same places. Jin started walking closer to get a better shot but stopped herself. Soldiers above the gate had taken notice and were looking down into the courtyard. One pointed at her and nudged the soldier next to him. None made any kind of move to storm the courtyard, but at any second, they might loose a volley of crossbow bolts at her.

      She had to take her shot now.

      Jin lifted the recurve bow, aimed at the wizard’s chest, and drew the bowstring back to her ear. She tried to imagine the flight of the arrow, the necessary arc. It was a long shot. She lifted her aim – just slightly.

      And      loosed.

      The arrow flew up and away. She watched it go, knowing it might be short, and cursed herself. It hit the apex and began the downward flight. She’d aimed for the wizard’s chest.

      Go! Fly, you bastard.

      It was going to be short.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Kastor the wizard, now a monstrous block-headed, rocky giant, chased them. Merrik huffed and puffed and knew he could not outrun the seemingly inexhaustible wizard. Kastor could simply chase them across the cracked and hardpacked desert floor until Merrik gave out.

      Apparently, Kastor did not have the patience for that.

      The giant went to one knee, slamming both gigantic fists on the ground with a deafening impact.

      The desert floor heaved beneath them, tossing Raysal and Merrik into the air. They landed hard. Raysal scrambled to her feet first, the shadow of the rock giant falling over them. She spat a few words and a glowing two-hand sword made of yellow light appeared in her hands. She raised it for a strike as the wizard approached.

      Kastor backhanded her almost casually with a rocky hand as big as a door, her armor sizzling with the contact and threatening to blink out. She flew into the air, landing hard twenty feet away. The sorceress groaned, shaking her head, no doubt bells going off between her ears.

      Merrik looked up as Kastor loomed over him. He      swallowed hard, hands coming up uselessly to fend off the giant. Pure, dumb reflex from a man all out of ideas. Damn you, Arzumel, where did you go?

      “I expected more of a challenge from you, Merrik Niles,” Kastor’s voice boomed across the desert. “I’m disappointed.”

      Kastor lifted his gigantic, rocky foot. Merrik felt his rectum twitch and braced himself to be stomped flat. If ever you were going to do something, Arzumel …

      “So ends the tale of the infamous Merrik Niles.” Kastor’s laughter sounded like ancient stones grating against one another. “I’d offer you the chance for some last words, but I doubt anyone gives a good Dumo’s damn about anything you—”

      Kastor froze, his giant red-rock foot hovering over Merrik.

      The world around them blurred and twisted, daylight dimming, the color leeching away from red rock and blue, reality fading and …

      … bleeding into …

      … the courtyard. The three of them stood in the identical spots where they’d been before Kastor had swept them away to his mindscape.

      They were back.

      “Fuuuuuuuuuuuuck!” shouted someone in a perfect blend of agony and outrage.

      Merrik looked around to see Kastor hopping up and down on one foot. The wizard held his other foot in a tight, two-handed grip. An arrow stuck out of the top where it had gone straight through his light, canvas shoe. Blood poured down the sides.

      Merrik felt the rush of Arzumel back into his limbs, the keen tingle of powerful magic waiting to be unleashed. Arcane words bounced around inside of Merrik’s mouth, fighting so fiercely to get out, he thought they might shatter teeth. He opened his mouth and spoke the spell, the words flying out in a rush as his      hand dipped into his satchel. Arzumel guided him, and Merrik’s hand closed around something small and hard. He pulled it out.

      A seed.

      He flicked it at Kastor. The distance would normally have been too far, but fueled by magic, the seed sped through the air, landing in a crack in the cobblestones near Kastor’s hopping foot.

      The ground rumbled.

      The cobblestones humped up and cracked and exploded as vines as thick as Merrik’s forearm snaked up and wrapped around Kastor’s leg and pulled him down. Thorns the size of crocodile teeth sunk into Kastor’s flesh. The wizard screamed. The vines grew, wrapped around his body.

      “That’s more like it!” Raysal shouted.

      Merrik glanced back and saw Jin standing there, bow in hand. “You shot him in the foot?”

      She looked incredulous. “You think I was aiming for his foot?”

      Kastor struggled. The vines circled his head, tried to cover his mouth but not before he barked the words to another spell.

      The wizard erupted in fire. The vines encircling him immediately flashed to ash and fell away. He was a man of walking flame, and the courtyard lit up with him. A blast of heat rolled over Merrik. He flinched, feeling his eyeballs go dry. He felt Arzumel readying another spell inside of him, like notes of a musical chord all coming together to make a single sound.

      Kastor flung fire as if tossing parts of his own flaming body at Merrik. The flames sizzled across the distance between them.

      Merrik spit.

      The words flew out of his mouth and collided with the spit in mid-air. The glob of saliva expanded into a huge, gleaming wet sphere, thick drops rolling off it to splat on the cobblestones. Kastor’s fire struck the sphere, and it exploded in a hiss of steam.

      The hot steam rolled across the courtyard and over Merrik becoming a thick fog, completely engulfing him. He looked in every direction, but visibility had been reduced to less than two feet, like one of the early morning fogs Merrik had seen roll across the march back in Munsk.

      Except somewhere in this fog is a wizard who wants to kill me.

      Merrik raised his voice to a stage whisper. “Raysal!”

      “Over here!”

      Merrik turned quickly. Her voice was muffled and hadn’t come from the direction he’d expected. He was completely disoriented. He thought he might have seen Kastor’s flames through the gloom, but there was only the uniform gray of the fog in every direction he looked.

      He heard something behind him and turned quickly. A foot scraping on stone perhaps. Someone coming toward him or moving away.

      “Raysal?”

      A dark figure in the fog moving toward him, taking shape …

      Kastor screamed as he came through      a dagger held high, the strike coming down toward Merrik’s chest.

      Merrik grabbed him by the wrist, halting the dagger’s plunge, but Kastor’s momentum knocked them both over. They rolled across the cobblestones, Kastor coming up on top. Merrik was stronger than the older man and had no trouble holding the dagger away from him, but as soon as this thought entered Merrik’s head, Kastor muttered another spell.

      The wizard’s body vibrated, new strength flowing into his limbs. The dagger made a rapid descent toward Merrik’s throat, and he didn’t have the strength to stop it.

      Arzumel came to the rescue, arcane words escaping Merrik’s lips.

      The dagger struck Merrik’s throat, the tip snapping off with a metallic clink.

      Merrik felt heavy and slow … but also impervious to Kastor’s blade. Merrik shared Arzumel’s knowledge, knew what the spell had done. Just as Kastor had been a man made of flame, Merrick was now a man of iron.

      Red William cast this one, Merrik remembered. Another familiar spell.

      He let go of Kastor’s wrist, no longer needing to defend against the dagger. The wizard could stab him all day even with his augmented strength and never get through Merrik’s iron skin.  He smashed Kastor on the ear with his fist, snapping the wizard’s head around and knocking the other man off him.

      Merrik stood, feeling heavy and sluggish. Kastor backed away, and Merrik plodded after him, each footfall making a metallic klunk on the cobblestones.

      “Damn you!” Kastor flung the broken dagger at Merrik, an act of pure frustration.

      The dagger bounced off Merrik’s iron skin and clattered across the cobblestones.

      Merrik tried to run, chase down Kastor, get ahold of the wizard and throttle him to death, but all he could manage was a brisk walk. He weighed a ton. The wizard looked from side to side, probably trying to decide what to do next, almost vanishing into the fog until Merrik’s next step brought him closer. He reached out.

      If I could just get that son of a bitch by the throat.

      Merrik tried to locate the wizard within him, but Arzumel seemed distant, his presence muffled somehow deep within Merrik’s iron body. Some instinct told Merrik he wouldn’t be able to get another spell out of Arzumel until he dropped the iron skin.

      But that would leave him vulnerable … wouldn’t it?

      Merrik looked at Kastor, didn’t see any more weapons.

      But he has spells. He’s deciding what to throw at me next.

      Fuck it!

      Merrik dropped the iron skin and rushed full speed at Kastor, drawing his own dagger. He had to stab him quickly, before the wizard tried another spell.

      He was too late.

      Kastor already spoke the words. He scattered a handful of glittering shards across the cobblestones. Merrik immediately recognized – or maybe it was Arzumel – another spell he’d seen before. Kastor finished his magical recitation, and each little piece of the broken mirror produced an exact likeness of Kastor, twenty in all, the duplicates spreading out and surrounding Merrik, moving in and out of the fog, each limping from an arrow stuck in his foot.

      Merrik stopped short, holding the dagger up in front of him. He had no idea which was the real Kastor. If he struck out with the dagger and hit one of the fakes, it would swirl away and dissolve into smoke. Merrik remembered the spell well except it had been him using it last time.

      “I underestimated you, Niles,” all the Kastors said at once. “It won’t happen again.”

      The wizard was stalling, readying some final spell that would end Merrik once and for all. Merrick      sensed nothing from Arzumel. All he      could do was start swinging the dagger and hope he hit the correct Kastor before the wizard could –

      A screech from the fog, and a wild, frenzied flapping of black wings.

      The raven swooped in low, diving directly for one of the Kastors.

      Raysal!

      The raven flashed past Kastor’s face, talon’s raking his eyes. One eyeball popped, blood spraying, and the wizard shrieked pain and dismay.

      All the other Kastors winked out of existence.

      Merrik’s face hardened, his grip tightening on the dagger hilt. Now. Do it now!

      Kastor pawed at his ruined eye, but Merrick felt no mercy for him. He took a half-dozen fast steps toward the wizard and plunged the knife into his heart as hard as he could thrust. The wizard went stiff, his mouth falling open, a hoarse, strangled croak from deep in his throat.

      For a long moment, they stood nose to nose. One of Kastor’s eyes was a mess of ragged meat, blood flowing freely down his face, but the other eye was wide with surprise.

      “I … I’m … a wizard of … the eighteenth … order.” Disbelief in Kastor’s voice. “I can’t … die like this.”

      “Sorry,” Merrik said. “I don’t have time to arrange anything else.”

      He twisted the dagger, shoved it harder. Blood washed over his hand. Kastor’s body jerked. He coughed, flecks of blood spraying across Merrik’s face. A last breath wheezed slowly out of him, his good eye drooping closed.

      The wizard slid off Merrik’s blade and hit the cobblestones with a dull thud.

      “Merrik!”

      Merrik spun, dagger up. He realized his hand was shaking. From fury? Fear? The dagger and the hand holding it was sticky and warm with the wizard’s blood.

      Raysal emerged from the fog, no longer the raven but now a nude young woman again. “It’s just me.”

      Merrik lowered the dagger. He was suddenly very, very tired.

      Raysal’s eyes slid to Kastor’s corpse. “You did it. I guess I … I just thought …” She trailed off with a shrug.

      “What?”

      “I thought you’d disintegrate him with some elaborate spell,” she said. “Or call lightning from the sky.”

      “Does it matter?”

      Raysal shook her head. “No.”

      “How did you know which Kastor to attack?” Merrik asked.

      “Ellisine’s True Sight,” Raysal said. “It’s one of the few spells I can still cast while in raven form.”

      The clank of armor      , the scrape of boots on stone.

      “Someone’s coming,” Merrik said.

      They both peered through the thick fog. Merrik thought he saw dark shapes but couldn’t be sure.

      Raysal pointed. “I think I see –”

      The sound of numerous crossbow bolts slicing through the air, clattering around Merrik’s feet and whizzing past his ear.

      One bolt landed and stuck with a meaty thak!

      Raysal’s eyes slowly widened, her mouth falling open with a soft gasp. Slowly, she looked down and saw the bolt protruding between her breasts. A thin line of blood trickled down white skin.

      Her eyes came up to Merrik’s. “Oh no.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      Neddy Bones leaned over the balcony railing, looking down into the gray soup of the courtyard. “This fog ain’t natural.”

      “An astute observation.” Rodwik strapped on his sword belt.

      Neddy noticed. “Going somewhere?”

      “I’m going down to have a look.”

      Neddy shook his head. “It’s no good, Roddy. You need to stay here.”

      “Are you telling me what to do, Neddy?” Rodwik tugged leather gloves onto his huge, gnarled hands.

      “Let the wizard handle it,” Neddy said. “He said keep out of the way, remember?”

      “He doesn’t get to tell me what to do either.” He turned toward the door.

      Neddy grabbed his arm. “Now, hold on there, Rod, you’ve got to listen to –”

      The hunchback spun with alarming speed, a hand flashing out to catch Neddy by the throat. Rodwik lifted Neddy to his tiptoes. “Listen to what, Neddy? To reason? To you? The wizard’s had his chance. I’m going to find out what’s going on, not cower here and wait for someone to tell me all about it after it’s too late to do anything.”

      “Nobody said nothing about cowering,” Neddy croaked. “But anything could happen mucking about in that fog. A stray arrow. That wizard tossing spells every which way. Remember the battle at the temple. You were caught by surprise and barely scraped through. If you’re killed, then what’s it for? Blast it, Roddy, you’re the king.”

      Rodwik considered a moment then released his grip.

      Neddy stumbled, gasping for breath and rubbing his throat.

      Rodwik composed himself. “Apologies, Neddy. I’m not at my best when frustrated and impatient. I don’t like that this fog is so close to the city’s main gate. I have a bad feeling. Call every man within running distance. Get the men down there. Put them into the fog. Tell them to kill anyone who’s not supposed to be there. Choke the courtyard with bodies.”
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        * * *

      

      Merrik caught Raysal as she wilted into his arms. He lowered her to the ground.

      The sorceress’s eyes looked up at him, pleading.

      “Oh, Dumo,” he said. “Look, we’ll … get help. Okay? We’ll find somebody.”

      “I … I …” And then the life was gone from her eyes.

      Merrik felt something snap inside him, a sharp pain in his head followed by a bitter queasiness. He realized the geas had been shattered, the bond between them gone. He laid her gently on the cobblestones and stood.

      The dark shapes in the fog were closer now. The telltale sound of blades being drawn. Muffled voices.

      Merrik’s hand fell to the sword at his side. Reflex. Of course, it wasn’t there.

      Fuck.

      The closest shape turned toward him. “There’s someone over here!”

      The clatter of weapons and armor, a half dozen men coming out of the fog toward him.

      Merrik sidestepped the first sword thrust, bringing the dagger blade across the man’s wrist. He hissed pain, dropping his weapon and stumbling into the two men coming up behind him.

      Two more scooted around their comrades, short swords lifted in the air, shouting war cries as they pressed toward Merrik.

      He heard shouts behind him. A storm of bodies screamed past him and slammed into the enemy soldiers. The racket of clashing steel and shouts – both of pain and battle rage – filled the fog.

      Suddenly Lee was there, a hand on Merrik’s shoulder. “I know you have strange powers, my friend, so I won’t ask how you arranged this fog, but it was a notion of genius. The fog conceals our numbers. Our hundred soldiers could be a thousand!”

      “Where did you come from?” Merrik asked.

      “The girl Dair,” Lee said. “She found us and with the ghost’s help led us to a drainage grate on the other side of the courtyard. We came up and – Look out!”

      A soldier in Rodwik’s livery exploded from the fog, sword over his head for a strike.

      Lee made a backhanded swing, and the head of the heavy scepter smashed into the man’s jaw. His head snapped around, helm flying away, bone cracking, blood spraying. He hit the cobblestones and lay there unmoving.

      Merrik took his sword.

      “The gate!” Lee said.

      Merrik shook his head. “It’ll take more than just the two of us.”

      Lee shouted a half dozen names, and a group of large, muscular men emerged from the fog.

      “Stay close and move fast,” Lee told them. “We’ve got to get that gate open.”

      And then Merrik found himself caught up with them, moving quickly through the fog, picking up more men as they went. They paused to fight, dispatching enemies quickly before continuing their play for the gate. The fog distorted space and time, making the distance seem farther. The sounds of fighting continued all around them, and occasionally Merrik glimpsed dark silhouettes grappling in the fog.

      They arrived at the gate to find a dozen men waiting for them. The two forces flung themselves at each other, blades rising and falling, blood and screams. Bodies jostled and bumped Merrik from both sides. He parried a blade and thrust, catching      his opponent in the side. He grunted pain and vanished into the fog again. Confusion reigned for several hectic seconds.

      Then relative silence, only Merrik’s heavy breathing, heart pounding in his ears, fighting elsewhere in the fog. Bodies lay all around him, some Lee’s men but mostly the enemy.

      Merrik looked up at the enormous gates in front of him, the main entrance to High Harbor. “More will come soon. We’ve got to get this open. Now.”

      Lee nodded. “Then let’s do it.”

      He ordered a few of the men to stand guard. The rest of them climbed ladders on either side of the gates to a narrow walkway that paralleled the enormous bar that held the gates closed. They each grabbed a thick handle atop the wooden bar. It was liberally lubricated with grease. They pushed, muscles tightening. Merrik strained, face going red.

      Slowly it began to slide. They pushed. Sweat poured down Merrik’s back and into his eyes. A racket grew in the fog, the sound of many booted feet. Merrik ignored it and kept pushing.

      Finally, the bar slid to one side. Merrik collapsed, panting.

      “Grab those rings and pull!” Lee shouted to the men below, as Merrik and the rest of the men on the walkway headed back down the ladder.

      The men      grabbed the gates’ iron rings      , each the size of a wagon wheel, and pulled. The engineers who’d long ago built the great gates of High Harbor had known their jobs. The gates swung inward on huge, balanced, well-oiled iron hinges.

      The gates opened wide. An inward whoosh of warm air rolled over Merrik. It was as if the gust washed away the remains of his duel with Kastor, the fog dissipating along with its lingering magic.

      With the fog lifting, the bloody scene in the expansive courtyard was revealed. There were still scattered pockets of fighting, but many from both sides lay dead across the cobblestones. Of the hundred men Lee had brought with him, maybe a score remained.

      From the far corners of the courtyard where two roads emptied, Merrik saw where the sound of marching boots had come from. Hundreds of the city’s defenders marched toward Merrik and the others, the front lines armed with long spears.

      “Damn,” Merrik said. “Now what?”

      “Now, stand aside,” Lee replied.

      A roar went up behind them, and Merrik turned to see Lee’s army storming through the open gates. Count Bettin led them, sitting astride a tall white stallion, waving his saber over his head. Forty mounted warriors rode with him, and behind came the infantry, the bulk of Lee’s forces.

      Merrik and Lee leapt aside, letting the army storm inside.

      Rodwik’s men rushed forward at a full sprint, spears leading the way.

      The two armies collided, the sound of the world shattering, steel on steel and shouts and the screams of the dying. As wide as the gate was, it soon became a bottleneck, men pressing against one another as thousands attempted to get through.

      Merrik was knocked to one side then another and finally knocked over. He went down hard and crawled along the cobblestones. Somebody stepped on his hand, and he spat a string of curses.

      Standing again was difficult. He was jostled from all sides. He’d lost sight of Lee.

      The courtyard had become a sea of humanity all hacking and thrusting, a tumult of blood and death and fury. It was immediately obvious that the hunchback’s forces were trying to fight their way past the avalanche of soldiers pouring through the gate with the intent to close it again.

      They knew. The thought flashed through Merrik’s mind as he shoved his way through the crowd. They knew and ordered soldiers to fill the courtyard. Had word leaked? A spy? Or had they simply guessed?

      It didn’t matter.

      Hundreds of spearmen had somehow found the space to form lines and were slowly advancing, pushing Lee’s people back toward the gate. This hadn’t been the plan at all. Once the gates were open, Lee’s men were supposed to rush in and take control before the hunchback was ready.

      Obviously, he’d been ready.

      Another armored body slammed into Merrik. He would have fallen over again except he was knocked back into another armored man. The courtyard was chaos, and the spears advanced.

      I need to get out of here.

      He glanced around him and realized the crowd had pushed him back up against the interior of the curtain wall next to the gate. The ladder he’d used to climb up and shove the gate’s bar aside was right behind him. He turned and started climbing.

      Halfway up, Merrik paused and looked down. The elevation gave him a better view of the battle. Rodwik’s forces were pushing in from two directions, stymieing the advance of Lee’s army which was stuck twenty yards inside the get. Chaotic fighting erupted where the two groups met. It was a loud, bloody, confusing mess on the ground, but from Merrik’s vantage, he could clearly see Lee would lose this unless something were done.

      What that something might be, Merrik had no idea.

      I got the gate open. I did my part!

      Movement away from the fighting caught his eye, Nina and Jin scurrying across the roof of the collapsed barracks to the alley behind. They were just high enough to be out of everyone’s line of sight on the ground.

      Good. Get out of here. Nina would keep Jin safe or die trying.

      He noticed the ladder kept going all the way to the top of the wall.

      Merrik climbed.

      At the top of the wall, he swung his leg over and dropped down on the other side, stumbling and landing in a sitting position with a grunt. The area atop the wall was bigger than he thought, at least twenty feet wide. The enemy soldiers faced away from him. They took large rocks from a pile and hurled them over the other side of the wall.

      Down on our troops, Merrik realized.

      Arzumel, what have you got?

      Merrik remembered Red William blasting a wagon to ash with a huge ball of flame. Do we have anything like that?

      The familiar tingle in Merrik’s fingertips.

      He angled himself to shoot down the entire length of the wall to his right, reached into the satchel and spoke the words. The hand came out of the satchel and released a pinch of brimstone into the air. Merrik held the other hand palm out toward the enemy.

      The final syllable of the spell escaped his lips, and a ball of flame the size of goat cart roared along the top of the wall, smashing into enemy soldiers, blackening those first hit immediately to ash. Soldiers further along simply caught fire when the blazing ball blasted their way. They scurried around the top of the wall, waving arms and screaming. With a single spell, Merrik had just erased a score of men from the world, and just as many were fleeing from the flames.

      Merrik turned.

      The soldiers down the other side of the wall had seen him and drawn swords. They ran for him with bloody intent.

      Okay, Arzumel, now give me the green stuff.

      Merrik spit out the words to the spell. A dozen green, glowing bolts shot from his hands, each finding a soldier who was thrown back, landing dead. Their comrades took the hint, turned and fled.

      Merrik stood atop the smoking wall alone, the last man alive among scorched and blasted bodies. He went to the other side of the wall and looked down, saw thousands of Lee’s troops pushing their way inside.

      He went back to the other side of the wall and looked down into the huge courtyard. Lee’s forces were breaking through on one side. Slow going but progress. Troops flooded through the gates and had broken the line of spearmen to the left. Rodwik’s forces were still pressing in from the right, but at least the gateway into High Harbor was no longer a clogged bottleneck.

      Thank Dumo. Maybe this plan still has a chance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      Neddy Bones chased Rodwik down the hall. “Roddy, think a moment!”

      “Enough,” Rodwik said. “No more waiting. They’ve pushed through one of our spear lines. It’s time to act.”

      “That’s why you’ve got to stay here where it’s safe,” Neddy insisted. “Because – like you say – they’re pushing through.”

      Rodwik turned abruptly to face him, and Neddy flinched.

      “On one side, Neddy, on one side.” Roderik made a V with his hands to illustrate the two lines coming in at different angles. “The other line of spears is holding. Send a runner to tell the weak side to fall back slowly, draw them in. Send word for every man, clear the walls and towers, bring every lad old enough to hold a pointed stick. Get them behind that intact line of spears and tell them to push. We’re going to cut the bastards in half!”
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        * * *

      

      Merrik sprinted along the top of the city wall, leaping over charred bodies. He approached a tower and slowed, entering carefully. Nobody was inside. Had the fireball frightened them all away. Maybe, but it was more likely they’d been called down to the battle in the courtyard. The noise of it rose up to him, muffled only a little by the walls of the tower. He circled the stairway downward, taking the steps two at a time. He drew his borrowed sword, heart hamming away in his chest, and wondered why he was running toward a battle.

      Because you’re in it now, friend. You wanted to help, remember?

      At the bottom of the tower, he burst from the arched entranceway ready to do murder only to find Lee’s men surging past, pushing the enemy back. A few heads turned his way, and Merrik realized there was nothing to identify him as friend or foe.

      Merrik lifted his sword, pointing it in the direction they were already going. “To the king! All for King Lee!”

      The men shouted a war      cry in appreciation and doubled their pace.

      Good lads.

      He began to run after them then stopped himself. He looked back. The other line of Rodwik’s spearman were still advancing on the gate from another angle, pushing back Lee’s troops who couldn’t turn to run without exposing themselves.      Merrik understood what was happening. Half of Lee’s soldiers were being allowed to advance, but they were outrunning the rest of the force. Rodwik’s men would cut them off and close the gate again.

      Merrik had no sooner thought it, than it happened.

      Rodwik’s spearmen broke through, and it was like a damn bursting. Lee’s forces broke and ran as the enemy troops washed over them. Their timing could not have been better. The other group of Lee’s soldiers had advanced too far across the courtyard to do anything but turn and watch as their comrades were overrun, the gateway again becoming a bottleneck as more of Lee’s troops were prevented from entering the city.

      Shouting and confusion from Lee’s people as they tried to turn and head back to the gate. Too Late. A thousand or more of Rodwik’s soldiers choked the courtyard. They pushed on the gates, and slowly they closed. Men swarmed up the ladders to shove the bar back into place.

      Suddenly Merrik was surrounded by Lee’s men running back the other way in a panic, trying to get to the gates before they slammed shut and trapped them.

      Merrik caught Lee by the arm. “Wait!”

      Lee looked bewildered and afraid. There was a bright smear of somebody else’s blood across his breastplate.

      “It’s no use going back to the gate,” Merrik shouted over the din. He pointed to the open portcullis which was still vomiting troops into the courtyard. “They’re shoving the whole damn army into the courtyard to cut us off. We’ll be slaughtered.”

      Lee looked back at his own forces. “Two hundred men. At most. Blast. Well, they won’t take us easy. We’ll sell our lives dearly, that I promise.”

      “Would you stop talking nonsense?” Merrik snapped. “We’ve got to get out of here.”

      Surprise crossed Lee’s face. Then anger.

      “Your people need a king,” Merrik said. “Not a martyr. Don’t you want to see Mira again.”

      “I …” Lee’s expression softened.

      “We’ll fight through the other way,” Merrik said. “All the way to the harbor. We’ll steal a ship.” Merrik suddenly remembered Jenni’s Mistake. “For fuck’s sake, I have a ship. Let’s get our asses out of here!”

      “Right. Okay.” Lee nodded then thrust the scepter into the air over his head. “To me! To the king!”

      Most of the men heard him and rallied.

      “To the harbor!” Lee shouted. “Follow me”

      They fled the gate and the courtyard, stormed through the rest of the opposing troops before them, savagely cutting them down where they stood, and in minutes were running through the streets of the city. Civilians saw them and quickly stepped aside.

      Merrik jogged next to Lee who seemed to have no trouble at all running in full plate armor.

      “You say you have a ship?” Lee asked.

      Merrik nodded, panting. “The captain … knows me. We just have to … get … to the harbor.”

      “Then we just need to pray we don’t encounter any large patrols,” Lee said. “I think every soldier in the city is on his way to the palace. We might get lucky and go straight to your ship with no opposition.”

      “From your lips … to … Dumo’s ears.”

      “Merrik, my friend, would it be possible for you to run a little faster?” Lee asked.

      Fuck you. “Of course, majesty.”
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        * * *

      

      Jin and Nina stood in the narrow alley with their backs to the wall of the ruined barracks. The sounds of battle reached them from the other side of the wrecked building, screams, the noise of clashing steel, the uproar of killing, all so alarmingly close.

      “Well,” Nina said. “Now what?”

      Jin blew out a frightened, ragged breath, her heart racing like a rabbit’s. “The gate’s open. We accomplished our part. Now let’s get the blue blazes out of here.”

      “Obviously,” Nina said. “How?”

      What an amazingly good question.

      Jin looked all around, confirming what she already knew. Going right or left took them around the barracks and directly into the battle they were hoping to avoid. Across the alley directly in front of her, a sheer stone wall rose forty feet, one of the walls of the palace itself.

      “We can’t stay here,” Nina urged. “I’m surprised we haven’t been discovered already.”

      I know.

      Jin nodded at the wall across from them. “Think you can climb that?”

      “Do I look like a tree frog?”

      “Look, if you can think of something, then by all means, let’s hear –”

      Two enemy soldiers rounded the corner and immediately spotted the two women. One held a crossbow and lifted it. Jin’s eyes shot wide.

      An arrow streaked through the air, flashing a half-foot from Jin’s face and buried itself in the crossbowman’s left eye. He lurched and twisted, the crossbow bolt loosing and bouncing harmlessly off the far wall. He fell dead with a thud.

      The other soldier turned to flee.

      A second arrow shot past and planted itself in the man’s back. He went sprawling across the cobblestones and didn’t get back up.

      Jin turned her head, saw an old man at the other corner of the building nocking a fresh arrow to his longbow. “Dobber!”

      Dobber lowered his longbow and jogged to them. “Dumo save me, a man could get killed out there.”

      “You wanted to be part of the fighting,” Nina reminded him.

      “I bloody well take it back.”

      “I’m glad to see you,” Jin said. “You were just in time.”

      “Except now there are three of us hiding back here instead of two,” Nina said. “Not much of an improvement.”

      Jin frowned. “Now I know how Merrik feels whenever someone demands he come up with a plan on the spot.”

      “What’s this?” Dobber pointed at a hole in the barracks wall just big enough to crawl through. “Maybe we can hide in there.”

      Nina raised an eyebrow, obviously noticing the hole for the first time.  “We can do better than hide. If we go down into the –”

      “No!” Jin snapped. “I told you I’m not going back down there. No way!”

      “Hold your nose past the latrine and we’ll take a different turn,” Nina said. “We don’t have to go all the way back to the bottom of the Salt Sewers again. The tunnels must come out somewhere.”

      Jin set her jaw. “No.”

      Nina leaned against the barracks wall, set her spear aside, and crossed her arms. “We can wait. I’m sure the hunchback’s men will fight their battle around us.”

      A blood-curdling scream echoed down the alley.

      Jin went to her hands and knees and crawled through the hole. “Damn it!”
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        * * *

      

      “Your majesty, come quick!”

      “I told you no, Neddy,” Rodwik growled. “I’m going down to fight.”

      “Damn it, Roddy, there’s ships!”

      Rodwik rushed to the balcony, big hands gripping the railing. He looked east. “The Emerald Palace? Blast the new duke. He’s sent his navy to aid the boy.”

      Neddy shook his head and grinned. “You’re looking the wrong way, Rod.”

      Rodwik looked west. A dozen ships came toward High Harbor in a tight formation. No … wait. He looked closer. There was at least another score of ships behind … and still more behind …

      “Neddy, your eyes are sharper than mine,” Rodwik said. “How many?”

      “At least two hundred, and more coming over the horizon,” Neddy told him. “Most are Union make by the look of them.”

      Rodwik threw back his head and laughed. “They came! The bastards actually showed up.”

      A runner arrived, matted with sweat and panting. “A report from the battle, your majesty!”

      “Out with it!”

      “The gates are closed, and we hold the courtyard,” the runner said. “But a large contingent of the enemy got away and is at large in the city. Patrols report they’re heading straight for the harbor.”

      Rodwik thought for a moment then snapped his fingers. He grabbed the runner by the shoulders, and the lad’s eyes shot wide.

      “Listen to me, boy,” Rodwik commanded. “Pass the word to get every mounted man available. Give chase, do you hear me     ? They think to steal a ship and escape. That’s not going to happen. We’ll pin the sons of bitches against the sea. They’ll run right into the Union fleet with us behind them like demons. Run, boy. Run your damn legs off and tell the commanders.”

      “Y-yes, sir!” The runner bowed quickly then sped away.

      Rodwik laughed again, a mix of relief and relish. “We’ve got them now, Neddy old boy. We’ve got them good.”

      “The lead vessel is coming into the harbor now,” Neddy said. “Come look. She’s raising her colors!”

      “Colors, you say?” Rodwik rushed back to the railing and squinted. “Describe them, Neddy. I can’t quite make them out.”
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      They ran into patrols twice, a half-dozen soldiers each. Both parties took a look at Lee’s force – nearly two-hundred strong – and decided discretion was the better part of valor. If Lee had taken up a position somewhere, or even stopped for a rest, Rodwik’s commanders might have been able to gather enough troops to hem in Lee and his men, take them prisoner or turn the streets of High Harbor red with their blood.

      But Lee and his men kept running, Merrik huffing and puffing but keeping up.

      They passed through the easternmost portcullis to the harbor.

      Lee stopped at the edge of the piers jutting out into the harbor. Merrik stopped right next to him, hands going to his knees as he bent double, sucking for air. When he picked his head up again, he saw what had stopped Lee short. Nearly every berth in the harbor was vacant. The few ships still docked swarmed with activity, sailors in the rigging, obviously preparing to shove off.

      Fuckers.

      Not that Merrik blamed them. Up until recently, get while the getting’s good had also been his motto. A quiet little siege had abruptly erupted in bloodshed. In Merrik’s experience, sea captains had an almost preternatural sense for when it was about to rain hot shit from the sky.

      Merrik scanned the rows of empty piers. It was no use. The remaining ships were all casting off, soon not even a single –

      And then he spotted her. At the far end, three piers over. Sailors crawled all over Jenni’s Mistake like panicked ants, men hauling goods and supplies up the gangplank. They were making every effort to leave port with all possible haste.

      Merrik pointed. “Lee, pick your fastest men and get them to that ship before she casts off. Tell them to mention my name. The captain knows better than to cross me.”

      Lee shouted names, and a dozen men in chainmail sprinted down the pier toward the ship. If they could get to the Jenni before she cast off … if they could get everyone on board quickly …

      Merrik’s eyes went to the mouth of the harbor. “Shit.”

      Lee followed his gaze. “Who are they?”

      Merrik shook his head. “I’m not sure I want to know.”

      The few ships left in the harbor – mostly smaller coast-huggers – broke off their attempt to flee, veering away to port or starboard to give right-of-way to the larger ships coming in. The lead vessel was a sleek corvette, sails full. She was coming into the harbor fast, followed by several other vessels.

      Merrik, Lee, and the rest of the soldiers stood a moment and watched them come.

      “Should we go back?” Lee asked.

      Merrik looked over his shoulder at the harbor wall. “And what? Hide? I guess we could scatter. Or go back down into the Salt Sewers … although I don’t think anyone’s eager for that.”

      Merrik looked back at the approaching ships. “Are they supposed to be coming into port that fast?”

      The lead vessel came in parallel to the dock they were standing on. Men and women threw themselves into a frenzy of activity in the rigging, abruptly striking the sails. Other sailors leapt from the vessel’s deck to the pier, landing with a thud in bare feet and running alongside, catching thick ropes tossed to them. They hurriedly fastened the ropes to the huge iron cleats along the pier. Everything was perfectly timed. The sailors on the pier released the ropes just as the ship’s forward momentum jerked them tight.

      Both ship and pier groaned dramatically, the prow dipping as water foamed and splashed up against the bow. Merrik thought surely something would give way, that the ropes would snap or the cleats would be yanked loose. But everything held. All up and down the pier – and the adjacent piers – other ships repeated the same process, the dock shuddering beneath Merrik’s boots. More vessels were entering the harbor at slightly slower speeds.

      “It’s an entire fleet,” Merry said. “And in a damn hurry to arrive.”

      Lee glanced up at the flag atop the lead vessel’s main mast, flapping in the salt breeze. “Damn. They’re not from the Emerald Palace. I was hoping it was the new duke arriving in the nick of time. But those colors do look … familiar.”

      Merrik ignored him, looking back at the harbor wall. At least a hundred mounted men in the hunchback’s livery galloped through the nearest portcullis and headed for the pier where Merrik stood. “We’ve got company.”

      Lee looked. “Blast. Trapped.”

      Men and women disembarked, shouted and waved      weapons. They wore mismatched armor, some in leather, others in chainmail, many with no armor at all or even boots. There were hundreds of them, and it was clear hundreds – thousands? —more would be arriving soon as ships continued to crowd the harbor.

      Lee laughed grimly. “In which direction would you prefer to fight, Marquis Niles? We’ve no end of foes, it seems.”

      Lee’s men lifted their weapons, looking worriedly both up and down the long pier.

      Rodwik’s men galloped down the pier, reining in their horses fifty feet from Lee      and      Merrik. The commander raised his voice and said, “Surrender or be slaughtered!”

      Behind Merrik, a tall man with his hair in rows of braids close to his scalp stepped in front of the new force, cutlass in one hand, a flagpole in the other, the flag same that fluttered high above from the ship’s mizzenmast. He had broad shoulders, leather armor and bracers, a kilt and high, hard boots. There was a tattoo of a scorpion on his face.

      “I am General Kellag,” he shouted in a high clear voice. “And there will be no surrender today.”

      Merrik raised an eyebrow. Who?

      Kellag raised the flag. “For the Pirate Bishop! And for King Lee!”

      Lee snapped his fingers. “The church’s battle flag! I knew I’d seen it before.”

      Merrik looked at the flag – a golden sword with wings spreading from the hilt against a blue background. The church’s what?

      He’d missed a lot while in Munsk.

      A great roar went up, and Kellag’s mismatched army stormed toward the hunchback’s men, weapons raised, screaming for blood. Merrik stood dumbfounded next to Lee and watched them go by.

      They pounced on the mounted men in a flash, pulling them from their horses. The riders were dead before they hit the dock. Those in the rear ranks turned and spurred their mounts back toward the harbor wall. A large group of Kellag’s people followed on foot, still shouting war cries and waving swords in the air.

      Kellag stopped in front of Lee and offered a curt bow. “From the description I was given, you could only be King Lee.” The man’s eyes slid to the scepter in Lee’s hand. “And, of course, not everyone has one of those.”

      Lee extended a hand, and the two men shook. “I don’t know where you came from, general, but I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Agreed,” Merrik said. “Now who in the blue blazes are you?”

      Kellag laughed. “Nobody important, but there is someone you should meet.”

      He stepped aside, and an old woman came through the crowd in the pale blue robes of Dumo’s church. She smiled and bowed. “Bishop Arlane, Voss, majesty. Pleased to finally meet you.”

      Lee grinned. “So you’re the Pirate Bishop the general mentioned.”

      Voss’s smile fell. “I’ve tried to discourage them from saying that, majesty. They fight well, but discipline is not all it could be.”

      “We’d hoped for a fleet from the Emerald Palace,” Lee said. “And feared one from the Union. Apparently, there was a third fleet sailing the sea none even knew about.”

      “It’s something of a long story, majesty, so best left for another time,” Voss told him. “At the moment, I’d suggest High Harbor is yours for the taking.”

      Lee looked around. His men, Voss’s people, all looking at him, waiting for … something.

      Merrik saw one of Lee soldier’s holding the reins of horses captured from Rodwik’s men. One was an enormous white stallion. He took the reins and handed them to Lee. “Ride back, majesty, scepter held high.”

      A blank look at first, then Lee smiled slowly. “Only if you ride with me, my friend.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world, your majesty.” Merrik stunned himself by realizing he actually meant it. He took one of the other horses and mounted.

      Lee climbed into the saddle, stood in the stirrups and held the scepter high over his head. The rays of the sun glinted off his armor, the jewels in the scepter sparkling. Everyone on the pier – hundreds of men and women armed with cutlasses and spears and daggers – all looked at the king expectantly.

      Lee cleared his throat. “If anyone here would follow a king to capture a city and pull a hunchback from his pretend throne … then follow me!”

      The roar that went up shook the entire wharf. Merrik felt it in his spine.

      Lee turned and spurred his horse. Merrik followed.

      And the Pirate Bishop’s army came right behind them.

      The enemy might have thought to close the portcullises to keep the invaders on the other side of the harbor wall, but the horde was too fast, flooding through the archways and into the city, scouring the streets like a cleansing storm. Everywhere they encountered Rodwik’s troops, they were slain without mercy or threw down their weapons and fled in a panic.

      Excitement surged through Merrik. The earlier flight to the harbor had been filled with fear     ,      had felt like defeat.

      Riding back felt like victory.

      Moments later, they rode      into the palace courtyard. Rodwik’s men formed a line but were crushed immediately. Lee’s scepter rose and fell, trailing an arc of blood through the air as he crushed skulls and cracked collar bones. Infantrymen fled before him, wild-eyed with fear of the righteous wrath of the man in gleaming armor.

      Kellag led a large group of his people to retake the gates. They were thrown open, and Lee’s army poured in from the other side.

      Rodwik’s men fled back through the portcullis into the inner courtyard before the palace steps. The portcullis was lowered. Men grabbed a ceiling beam from the wreck barracks and used it as a makeshift battering ram, slamming it frantically – and uselessly – against the portcullis. They were out for blood and wouldn’t rest until they had a rope around the hunchback’s neck.

      But the enemy wasn’t finished yet.

      Rocks and crossbow bolts came flying down     . Lee’s men and Kellag’s people began to take losses. When the palace defenders began dumping hot oil, that was enough for Lee.

      “Pull them back!” Lee shouted. “Get them out of there!”

      The troops pulled back, and a headquarters tent was hastily erected across the courtyard out of bowshot. Within an hour, Merrik, Lee, Baron Mykle, Count Bettin, Archbishop Fenwigg, General Kellag, and Bishop Voss crowded around a small table, looking at a map of the city. Bettin’s left sleeve had been torn away, a bloody bandage around his upper arm. Kellag was smeared with blood, but as with Lee, none of the blood was his. Everyone else was bruised and disheveled but relatively unscathed.

      “Well, here we all are,” Bettin said. “I suggest we just go around the table. Marquis Niles?”

      “A little light wine for me, thanks.”

      “I wasn’t taking your order, Merrik,” Bettin snapped. “I want a status report.”

      A tense moment of silence.

      Then Lee started laughing. Then everyone else laughed too. For a heartbeat, it looked like Bettin might explode     , but then he blew out a sigh, shook his head, and laughed along with everyone else.

      “Glad I could break the tension,” Merrik said. “But I’m serious about that wine.”

      They all laughed harder.

      Lee wiped away a tear. “It feels good to be alive and here with all of you. Merrik’s farfetched scheme got us into the city, and then when it looked like it also might get us all killed, Bishop, you arrived with reinforcements just in time. I think we’ve all been very fortunate and could use a drink.”

      A page was dispatched to fetch wine, and soon they were all sipping, the tension leaking away, and ready for the council to begin properly.

      “Perhaps we should start with Baron Mykle,” Bettin suggested, giving Merrik a sideways glance.

      “Nearly four hundred dead, I’m sorry to say,” Mykle said. “Some from the initial battle in the courtyard. More lost throwing themselves at the portcullis over there.” He nodded to the location across the courtyard.

      “So close,” Lee said. “Another minute and our people would have been inside. We’d be finished with all this.”

      “Perhaps.” A shrug from Mykle. “What I do know is that we have more than twice that many wounded. Fortunately, a number of people who could afford it evacuated High Harbor before the siege. There are several empty manor houses which I’ve taken the liberty of seizing in your name, majesty.”

      Lee smiled. “Just make sure to give them back when this is all over.”

      “Of course, majesty,” Mykle agreed. “But they’ll work as makeshift hospitals. Comfortable and out of the sun. Father Effingham is with the healers now, organizing a cart convoy to transport the wounded. He’s doing a good job by all accounts. For some reason people listen to him.” The baron’s eyes slid to Merrik.

      “Don’t look at me,” Merrik said. “I don’t know why either.”

      “In any case, the wounded seem to be in good hands,” Bettin said. “General, you’ve been working with my commanders to secure the city.”

      “If any of Rodwik’s men are left anywhere in the city other than in the palace itself, then they’ve thrown off their livery and found a deep hole to hide in,” Kellag reported. “My people hold the harbor and patrol the city. The palace itself is surrounded by King Lee’s men … I figured your majesty would like to have your own people close.”

      “And a large part of our army is still bivouacked outside the walls,” Bettin said. “At the appropriate time, we’ll bring them inside in an orderly fashion. Bishop Voss?”

      “My people have organized patrols up and down the coast and across the usual shipping lanes,” she said. “I should tell you now that we’ll eventually be losing a good number of those ships.”

      Lee raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      “I’ll talk to the captains,” Voss said. “Some will stay. But as far as most are concerned, their      job was to take High Harbor. They’ve done that. They won’t go today. Probably not tomorrow. But soon.”

      “Never mind. You saved us,” Lee said. “To wish for more would be ungrateful.”

      Bettin sighed. “Still, it would have been nice. With those ships we could have opposed the Union fleet when it comes.”

      Voss shook her head. “No.”

      Bettin looked confused. “No?”

      “We gave them a bad time,” Voss said. “We stole a number of their ships and burned others to the waterline. I feel certain we’ve set their schedule back a week. Maybe two. It’s all a drop in the bucket, I’m afraid. They’re building ships all up and down their coast. Hundreds certainly but maybe thousands of them. Sarasin Martz is bankrupting the country to do it. People are going hungry, and there’s already insurrections in the outer territories.”

      A long uncomfortable silence. Merrik gulped down the rest of his wine, grabbed the pitcher from the table and refilled the goblet. “Why? I mean … shit. That seems pretty stupid … just … I mean, what for?”

      “I think it’s intentional,” Voss said. “So there’s no going back. He has to come here. He needs Greymond’s resources to feed his people.”

      “Is he so in love with war that he’d starve his own people to wage it?” Lee asked.

      “It’s not war he’s in love with,” Voss said. “It’s revolution.”

      Bettin made a disgusted noise. “The little bastard’s won his bloody revolution, hasn’t he?”

      “It’s hard to explain,” Voss said. “I’m not sure I completely understand it myself. For him, the revolution has to go on. Otherwise, he just becomes what he fought against, the new lord, the new tyrant, the new authority. There needs to be another enemy just over the horizon, threatening all the good people in his care. It’s a sort of arrogant, self-aggrandizing madness, I think. He’ll exhaust the wealth of the union to come here and take what we have. Then when Greymond is a plundered, barren wasteland, he’ll move on … maybe to the continent across the great ocean to the west … or to the islands south. Who knows?”

      “The lion and the fire,” Merrik muttered before taking another sip from his goblet.

      Lee looked at him. “What’s that?”

      “Something Bettin said when we first met,” Merrik explained. “The lion eats until its belly is full. Fire is never satisfied. It eats and eats until nothing is left ... or words to that effect.”

      A wan smile from Bettin. “So you were listening.”

      Merrik returned the smile. “I’m surprised too.”

      “Let us return to the matter at hand,” Lee said. “The Union might come in a week or never. With a thousand ships or ten thousand. Their fire might eat the world. But today we have a hunchback holed up in a palace.”

      “By all estimates he has a large part of his army in there with him,” Bettin said.

      “And much less wall to defend,” Kellag pointed out. “He was under siege before. He still is now.”

      “But now he doesn’t have a harbor anymore,” Merrik said. “Nobody’s resupplying him. Let’s just starve the son of a bitch.”

      “That takes time,” Lee said. “The union might decide not to give us that time. So … options?”

      “I can tour the palace’s defenses with my commanders,” Bettin offered. “We can try to pinpoint the weaknesses, plan an assault.”

      Kellag grunted.

      “They don’t speak Kellag yet,” Voss told the general. “Don’t grunt. Speak up.”

      “An assault might – might – work,” Kellag said. “But you’ll spend many lives. I wonder how many barrels of oil they have in there to pour down on us.”

      “And our healers are working full time with the wounded we have now,” Mykle said.

      Merrik finished his goblet, filled it again. “There is another option.”

      Lee looked at him. “Yes?”

      “Talk to him.”

      Mumbles around the table, few of them positive. Eventually the mumbles died away, and everyone was looking at Lee.

      “Someone fetch my horse,” Lee said. “And find something to use for a flag of truce.”

      Merrik smiled. “Good for you. Who knows? Maybe he’ll surrender.”

      “And bring Marquis Niles’ horse too,” Lee ordered. “He’s coming with me.”

      Merrik’s hand froze, the goblet halfway to his lips. “Me?”

      Lee grinned. “It was your idea.”
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      “I hope you don’t think me a coward,” Merrik said. “But I have this childish aversion to hot oil being poured on top of my head.”

      The two men rode toward the portcullis leading into the inner courtyard of the palace, Merrik holding a spear to which a strip of white cloth had been tied for a flag of truce. Men on the wall over the portcullis looked down at them, and so far, none had made a move to do them any harm. Merrik took little comfort in that. For all he knew, they were simply waiting for him to get closer.

      Then splash. Hot oil.

      A second later, one of the men atop the wall raised a hand. “That’s close enough. What do you want?”

      “Parley,” Merrik said in a raised voice.

      “Go on then,” he said. “I’m listening.”

      Merrik scoffed. “Not with you. I’ve got my king. You go get yours.”

      “We recognize the one and only King Rodwik,” the man said irritably.

      “You know what I mean.” Merrik made a point to sound just as irritated. “Fetch him.”

      A hushed conversation among the men on the tower.

      “Wait here.” The man signaled to his comrades, and suddenly there was half a dozen crossbows pointed down at Lee and Merrik. “Don’t try to ride away. I’ll get your answer.”

      “Do you think they’ll loose on us?” Lee asked quietly from the side of his mouth.

      “I guarantee they talked about it,” Merrik said. “But you don’t spear the huntsman’s boar for him. That takes away the sport of it.”

      “Not flattering but reassuring,” Lee admitted. “I hope you’re right.”

      They waited. Then they waited some more.

      “He’s not coming,” Lee said.

      “Yes he is. He just wants you to sweat first.”

      “It’s a hot summer day and I’m wearing full plate,” Lee said. “I was already sweating.”

      “Joke’s on him then.”

      And then suddenly he was there, a huge, lumpen figure blotting out the sun, leaning through a crenellation to glare down at them. “What do you want?” The voice was deep and rough.

      “Go ahead, Merrik,” Lee said. “You’re a better talker than me. Like we rehearsed it.”

      Merrik raised his voice. “I bring before you his royal majesty Lee Greymond. His Majesty is strong. He and his companions have taken your city. Your pet wizard is slain. You are hopelessly surrounded. No more ships will be bringing your food as his majesty also controls the harbor. Yet his majesty is also merciful. There has already been too much bloodshed. He hopes to discuss terms whereby you might lay down your arms and leave peacefully without further loss of life.”

      A long pause then a grim laugh from the hunchback. “So he wants to talk king to king, does he? Except only one of us is a king. The other is a lie. Never mind. We can talk … man to man. The walls of this palace are high and thick. Try to get in and watch the bodies pile up if that sort of thing amuses you. Your fleet caught me off guard. I admit that freely. But the next fleet will be my new friends from the west. Time is on my side, not yours.” The hunchback squinted at Merrik. “But tell me, sir, who are you to act as the king’s mouth?”

      “I’m Merrik Niles,” he said lightly. “The Marquis of Munsk.”

      The pause was much longer this time.

      “Never heard of you,” Rodwik said at last.

      A slow smile bloomed across Merrik’s face. “Yes, you have.”

      Rodwik threw back his head and laughed. “So the hero of Whiteout Pass deigns to lend his credibility to this pretender. I applaud your nod to the old formalities, but let’s let the boy talk for himself, shall we?”

      “Say anything you like, hunchback,” Lee said. “I’m listening.”

      “Ah, yes. Hunchback,” Rodwik said. “How kind of you to notice. Not all of us are as pretty as you. Not all of us can stand as tall or as straight. At least my ugliness is honest, pretender.”

      Lee held the scepter aloft. Somehow it always seemed to catch a beam of sunlight, glinting with glory. “I didn’t ask for this, but here I am. King of Greymond. I won’t shrink from my destiny.”

      “That doesn’t belong to you,” Rodwik said. “You amuse me, boy. It seems only one of us knows you’re a lie.”

      “Then let’s figure a way to decide this once and for all,” Lee said.

      “Put it in the hands of Dumo, you mean?” The hunchback laughed, more genuinely this time. “You’d allow yourself to be sullied by dueling an ugly cripple? I would relish prying my scepter from your cold, dead hands. How about it, boy? You claim to be interested in preventing further bloodshed. Then step out from behind your army and let’s settle this like men. When it’s over one king and one corpse will remain. What say you?”

      Merrik felt a pinch of panic. From the side of his mouth he whispered, “Do not accept his –”

      “I accept your offer,” Lee said in a loud, clear voice.

      Fuuuuuuck.

      “There must be conditions, of course,” Merrik interjected quickly. “He’s not going to just waltz in there and rely on your hospitality.”

      Rodwik’s face went grim. “The boy is a lie … but not a liar. I believe in his honor and accept it. I hope you will accept mine. I pledge to abide by the results of the duel on my honor and on my life, but I understand you want certain conditions. Fine. Let’s hear them.”

      They went back and forth for another fifteen minutes, giving and taking and finally agreeing. Lee’s army would leave the great courtyard of the city gates save only a hundred men as bodyguards. Likewise, Rodwik’s army would sequester themselves on the far side of the palace except for his hundred men. Anyone of sufficient rank – barons, counts, generals, and so on – were invited to bear witness.

      No armor was to be worn. This had been Rodwik’s idea, and Merrik suspected it was because the Hunchback wanted to see if Lee really had muscles or if it was just the plate male that made him look big.

      There were a number of other things concerning weapons, the dueling ground and so on. In the end, they agreed to meet back the next day at noon.

      Lee and Merrik turned their horses and rode away.

      “Why in the blue blazes did you agree to a duel?” Merrik asked.

      “Because he’s right,” Lee said. “He can sit in there until the Union fleet arrives. We can try an assault, but then that’s more blood on my hands. This way I only risk myself.”

      “Look, I did my best to negotiate conditions, but he could pull anything once we’re in there,” Merrik warned. “Do you really trust him?”

      “I trust his arrogance,” Lee said. “And his pride. If he tries some trick, it will be said he couldn’t defeat me. No, he wants me for himself, Merrik. And whether he actually believes in divine right or not, he’ll be able to say it was Dumo’s will if he slays me himself. He stated it perfectly. When it’s over, there will be one king and one corpse.”
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        * * *

      

      “I found cheese and bread,” Nina said. “And some apples.”

      Once past the barracks latrine, they’d turned away from the Salt Sewers and into another tunnel which had taken them beneath a drainage grate. They’d pushed it up and climbed out and had found themselves in one of the palace’s storage rooms – casks of oil, bundles of crossbow bolts, spears, shields, freshly fletched arrows, and other implements of war. They agreed Nina was the stealthiest and had sent her to look around.

      “Mostly servants’ quarters, I think,” she said as she handed out the food. “I found a kitchen. The hearth was cold. Maybe they all ran away.”

      “Would have been nice if they’d waited for us.” Dobber bit into an apple.

      “Why are we in the palace?” Jin asked. “This is a terrible idea. This is where all the bad guys are.”

      “It’s better than being in the middle of a battle,” Nina said. “And you refused to go back into the Salt Sewers.”

      “You mean the place where we almost drowned and the smell made me vomit all the time?” Jin asked. “Apology not forthcoming.”

      “I don’t want an apology. I want options,” Nina told her. “And right now, this is the best option. No one is vomiting or drowning. But if you have another idea, then please share it.”

      “I wonder what happened,” Dobber said.

      Jin looked at him. “What do you mean?”

      “The battle,” Dobber said. “Do you think we won?”

      Jin hadn’t even thought about that. She’d been so concerned with herself, she’d completely forgotten that Merrik and Lee and a lot of other people had been fighting to take the city, fighting for their lives.

      And here you are complaining about the smell of a latrine like a spoiled brat.

      And why? The answer was obvious. She was scared. Scared for herself. Scared for Merrik. And what about the twins? Obviously not too much could happen to Dair, but what about Niralyn. She’d be all alone if nobody came back. What would she do if Lee’s army failed to take the city.

      Jin took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. One thing at a time. “So … okay. You’re right. We’re safe for the moment. What do we do next?”

      “We wait,” Nina said. “It’s still daylight by my estimate. At night, I’ll venture a little further and have another look around. If we’re quiet and patient, we might be able to find a way to sneak out of here.”

      Dobber cut a slice of cheese and handed it to Jin. “It’s times like this I wish I’d listened to my old grandad.”

      Jin took the cheese, examined it with suspicion. “Why? What did he say?”

      “I don’t know,” Dobber admitted. “I didn’t listen.”
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        * * *

      

      “Great Dumo in the sky, Roddy, what have you done?” Neddy Bones threw up his hands and shook his head. “I mean a one-on-one duel with the boy. What are you playing at? You think you’re a character out of a bard’s tale or some such rot? All you had to do was sit tight and wait for the Union fleet. Why risk the boy wonder putting a sword through your liver?”

      Luizen had never completely warmed up to Neddy Bones, but she found herself nodding along with his sentiments. Her husband seemed determined to get himself killed. She stood at the window, looking down at the harbor, enemy ships still coming in and filling the empty berths.

      “Neddy. I’m through discussing it.” There was a warning tone in Rodwik’s voice.

      “I know you can snap me in half, Roddy,” Neddy admitted. “I don’t care. I’ll have my say. You’re forgetting what happened at the temple. You’re formidable, and that’s no lie. You might be the most dangerous thing on two legs, but that don’t make you invincible. Who knows what they might try once you bring them in the palace.”

      The hunchback snorted. “You really think the boy would sully his honor?”

      Luizen shook her head slowly, not taking her eyes from the window. “No. Not that one.”

      “Exactly,” Rodwik said. “He was probably raised on heroic stories. A man of his word and all such rot.”

      Neddy brightened. “Oh, I see. It’s us pulling a fast one then. Very good, Roddy. In that case, I approve. What shall we do? Maybe drop the portcullis shut again after he comes through and bushwhack him right then. Maybe take him captive, toss him in the dungeon, eh?”

      Rodwik shook his head slowly. “No, Neddy. None of that. It will be a straight up duel. Exactly what we agreed to.”

      “I thought all that honor stuff was rot,” Neddy said.

      “It is,” Rodwik replied. “But there are those who believe in it. The pious must be shown the will of Dumo. If we pull some trick, then every noble from here to Eastport will doubt me. Just the dirty, ugly hunchback pulling one of his sewer tricks. That just figures, they’ll think. Never should have trusted him in the first place. And maybe I’ll have their silent cooperation, but I’ll never have their loyalty, not really. No, this thing must be done for real. No tricks.”

      “But that’s not all of it. Not the only reason.” Luizen’s eyes slid to her husband. “Is it?”

      “No.”

      The hunchback was silent for a long moment, pacing the floor, and Luizen thought he might not bother to elaborate.

      “Too many people in this land want the truth to be something easy to digest, something tall and blonde and pretty,” Rodwik said. “But it’s not. We don’t have that luxury. The truth is hard and ugly, and tomorrow, I will make everyone swallow that truth whole and then they’ll have a belly full of it, won’t they? They can swallow it or choke on it, but one thing they can’t do is pretend it’s something it isn’t.”

      Silence fell. Luizen turned back to the window.

      Rodwik turned to the man in the corner. “You haven’t said a word, Baltman.”

      Baltman sat quietly in a ladderback chair, hands demurely folded in his lap. “I have little to add, majesty. Neddy Bones has a point, but it’s spilled milk now. Everything you say is correct. Treachery will undermine trust. A one-on-one victory against Lee will bolster it. There’s nothing left to say.”

      “Then let us say no more.” Rodwik crossed the room and gave Luizen an affectionate peck on the cheek. “I must go. There’s much to prepare.”

      She nodded. “Of course.”

      “Come on, Neddy. There’s work for you too.” Rodwik gestured for the other man to follow and departed.

      Baltman remained, sensing Luizen had a question.

      “What happens if the boy kills him?” she asked.

      “His majesty has trained with nearly every weapon there is,” Baltman said. “He is a natural warrior. There’s no reason to think he’d lose.”

      “But if.”

      She didn’t need to elaborate. She was the hunchback’s queen. If Rodwik lost the duel, then he wouldn’t be king. It would be proof that he never was. Which meant Luizen wouldn’t be queen. She’d be nobody. Or she’d be considered a traitor. She’d simply be some annoying loose end. Wouldn’t dropping her into the harbor with chains around her ankles be the easiest solution? Good riddance to bad rubbish.

      Baltman stood and cleared his throat. “I have considered that possibility, highness, but elected not to trouble you with the details. Rest assured that should the unthinkable happen … steps have been taken.”

      Luizen raised an eyebrow. “Steps?”

      A smile so slight and so brief crossed Baltman’s lips, that Luizen suspected she’d imagined it.

      “As his majesty indicated, there is much to do. If you’ll excuse me.” He bowed and left.

      Luizen sighed and searched the room for a kwali stick.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      “Sorry to delay you, Marquis Niles,” said one of the healers. “But I was told you knew her.”

      “It’s okay,” Merrik said. “I’m not in a hurry.”

      Merrik had gone to one of the large manor houses Baron Mykle had set up as a makeshift hospital hoping to find Effingham, but he’d been told the priest was out scrounging medical supplies. One of the healers had recognized him, pulled him aside, and shown him a body in the manor’s back garden, lying in the shade with a blanket thrown over it.

      “I wasn’t there of course, but I was told she was important in the battle for the city’s gates,” the healer said. “The grave diggers have asked about her marker. Should it say hero of High Harbor or some such?”

      Merrik considered. In the duel with Kastor, she’d saved his life more than once. Of course, she’d also tried to kill him more than once.

      And then there was Padraig.

      “No.” He shook his head. “Raysal Dahl, Sorceress is sufficient.”

      “I’ll pass along that information, milord,” the healer told him.

      Merrik nodded and left, walking in no particular hurry toward The Sleepy Huntsman. He hoped the inn might provide some peace and quiet. He had survived the Battle of the City Gates – as it was now being called – and was bone tired. Tomorrow was going to be a big day, and he couldn’t bear to think about it, not just yet. A meal and a bed and hopefully deep, dreamless sleep.

      He walked into the Huntsman common room, stopped short, blinking at the blonde woman at the first table. She sat, a large tankard in one hand, feet – dirty and bare –up on another chair. A sword belt hung across the back of a third chair. Her cream-colored shirt was unlaced at the neck. Black breeches down to the knees. Hair pulled back in a sloppy ponytail, strands of it broken loose and falling in front of her face. A pile of armor under the table – breast plate, greaves, bracers, shoulder plates.

      She lifted the tankard to him and grinned. “Well, well. Two heroes of Whiteout Pass in the same place at the same time. This calls for a celebration.”

      Merrik returned the grin. “Kit!”

      She leapt from her chair and threw herself into his arms, laughing like a schoolgirl. They hugged tightly.

      Her smile was bright and sincere. “Good to see you, scallywag!”

      Her breath almost knocked him over. “Been hitting the starshine, have we?”

      “Hitting it hard.”

      “I don’t think you remember what happened last time you had too much of that.”

      “I’m not looking to remember,” Kitimar said. “I’m looking to forget. All of it. Everything.” She slumped back in her chair, grabbed her tankard, and gulped.

      He took the chair across from her. “You’ve smelled better.”

      She smirked. “Always with the charm. Are you going to have a fucking drink with me or what?”

      “I infer things haven’t gone smoothly for you.”

      Kitimar barked a laugh. “I’m not good at this, Merrik. I keep falling off my horse. Do you know how many fucking people I’ve gotten killed? By the Blind Goddess, I hate this war. I hate that the Star Goddess’s high priestess ever got me involved with –” She froze, tankard halfway to her lips, looking suddenly serious. “Oh, shit. My guess is you haven’t heard.”

      “I know I’m going to regret asking … but heard what?”

      Her expression went grim. “Merrik … Rugger’s dead.”

      Merrik sat back in his chair, a leaden feeling suddenly weighing him down. “Well.” He let it sink in a moment. It hardly seemed possible, a man as big as a mountain, strong as an ox. “How?”

      “I wasn’t there,” Kitimar said. “Jeen told me. They were guarding some road and … well, never mind all the details. He got into it with the hunchback. The hunchback won.”

      “The hunch … Rodwik?”

      Kitimar drained the tankard. “He snuck out of the city for some clandestine meeting with a Union envoy. Rugger tripped over him, and they came to blows. Anyway, that’s the short version.”

      “Damn.” Merrik rubbed his eyes with the heels of his hands. “I think I do need that drink.”

      Kitimar shoved her empty tankard at him. “Fill that too.”

      The innkeeper met him at the bar, and Merrik asked for a tankard of starshine and a refill for the empty.

      The innkeeper brought the drinks. “That’s finishes the cask, milord. But don’t worry. We’ve got three more. I’ll tap a new one.”

      “Wait, you’ve got three casks of starshine?”

      “Aye, milord. Put away a good supply before the siege started.”

      “I’ll take all of it,” Merrick said.

      The innkeeper looked surprised. “That thirsty, are we, milord?”

      “There’s a manor house near the palace set up as a hospital.” Merrik described the location, and the innkeeper said he knew the place. “Starshine is the best thing for cleaning wounds. I’ll pay for it. Just get one of your lads to take it over.”

      “Very generous, milord.”

      “Another favor, if I could ask it.”

      “Of course, milord. Your needs are, as ever, my chief concern.”

      “Can we arrange a bath for the lady?” Merrik asked.

      The innkeeper glanced at Kitimar then lowered his voice. “That would probably be for the best, milord.”

      “Thanks.”

      “It will take some time to heat the water.”

      “Never mind that,” Merrik said. “Just get the tub filled. And have someone polish her armor.”

      “I shall see to it personally, milord.”

      Merrik returned to the table and handed Kitimar her tankard. “To Rugger.”

      She lifted her drink. “To Rugger.”

      They drank.

      Merrik sighed and said, “Padraig’s dead too.”

      Kitimar looked stricken. “He was just a boy.”

      “Yeah.”

      They drank again.

      Kitimar’s eyes went unfocused. “I just … want to go home. I just want to stop.”

      “Maybe we can all stop,” Merrik said. “Have you heard that Lee and the hunchback are going to duel? Madness, I say, but I’ve seen Lee fight. The kid might actually pull it off. Wouldn’t that be something? Then we could all go home.”

      No response. She’d closed her eyes.

      “Kit?”

      She tipped forward and her head hit the table with a dull thud. A moment later, she snored lightly. Merrik chuckled and set his drink aside. He stood and shook her shoulder. Nothing. With a grunt he heaved her out of the chair and slung her over his shoulder. Thank Dumo she wasn’t wearing the armor. He headed for the stairs.

      “The bath should be filled by now, milord,” the innkeeper said from his place at the bar.

      “Obliged.” Merrik started up the stairs.

      Halfway up, Kitimar stirred. “Well, well … Merrik Niles carrying me up to his bed chamber. Typical … scoundrel.”

      Merrik laughed. “You wish.”

      He sensed her slip back into unconsciousness.

      He entered his suite and went to the bathtub which had – as the innkeeper had indicated – been filled with cold water.

      “Sorry about this.”

      Merrik dumped her into the tub clothes at all with a big splash, water washing over the sides. She came up with a gasp, sputtering, eyes shooting wide, clothes clinging to her.

      “You … fucker.”

      “There’s soap and everything you need,” Merrik said. “I’ll give you your privacy.” He headed for the door.

      “Merrik.”

      He stopped and turned.

      Kitimar wiped water from her eyes and hung over the edge of the tub. “I’d appreciate it if you could tell me where my sisters are.”
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        * * *

      

      “Father!” a voice called. “Father, if you have a moment!”

      Effingham turned to see the man in the black robes coming toward him. Black hair with streaks of white, tall and thin and stooped. He wore a chain with a gold hoop dangling from it, and a leather satchel slung across his shoulder. He stepped over all the wounded crowding the hall and approached the priest with a bright expression.

      Effingham set aside a basket of bloody bandages and wiped his hands on his faded blue robes. “Over here! How can I help you?”

      “I am the mage Penville,” he said with an air of importance. “You might remember me from your visit to Harston on the Dayflow.”

      Effingham hadn’t recognized him in fact, not at first, but now that he’d introduced himself a memory stirred and the face seemed familiar. “Yes, of course. Nice to see you again.”

      “I’m in town to offer my services to King Lee.” A slight shrug. “Although after tomorrow it might be a moot point, I suppose. Anyway, I was given to understand you might know the whereabouts of Marquis Niles.” The wizard patted the satchel at his side. “I borrowed something from him, and I’m afraid I’m rather overdue to return it.”

      “I haven’t seen the Marquis all day, but I know he’s taken a suite of rooms at an inn called The Sleepy Huntsman,” Effingham said.

      “Thank you, father. I’ll leave you to your work now.” Penville turned to leave.

      “A moment, sir. Did you say offering your services to the king might be a moot point? Why is that?” Effingham asked.

      “Well, tomorrow’s duel … I mean either way, I doubt my services will be needed.”

      “Duel?” Effingham didn’t understand. “Forgive me, but I’ve been helping tend the wounded, and I seem to have fallen behind on current events.”

      “The duel,” Penville said. “Between Lee and the hunchback to decide who will be king.”

      Effingham groaned, let his shoulders sag, and pinched the bridge of his nose between thumb and forefinger. “I’m gone for one bloody minute …”
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        * * *

      

      Merrik came downstairs into the Huntsman common room, hoping he’d done enough to ease Kitimar’s concerns. The twins, he’d assured her, were fine. They’d probably gone off to run some errand and would turn up sooner or later.

      Jin on the other hand …

      Merrik had seen them fleeing the battle. He’d searched the entire area afterward and hadn’t found bodies. His instincts told him Jin – and Dobber and Nina too – were safe somewhere, perhaps forced to take a very roundabout way home in order to avoid the chaos of battle. Bettin had people out looking for them even now.

      “Your sister is with an islander woman named Nina,” Merrik had told Kitimar. “She couldn’t ask for a better bodyguard.”

      If Kitimar hadn’t been half drunk and exhausted by her long trip from Roc’s Roost, she would likely have jumped back into her armor and roamed the streets of High Harbor shouting Jin’s name down random alleys. Instead, she’d fallen into Merrik’s bed and had been asleep within seconds.

      Merrik crossed the common room and stood at the bar.

      “The starshine’s off to the hospital, milord, as instructed,” the innkeeper said. “There’s still plenty of wine and good ale if I can interest you.”

      “Just food,” Merrik said. “Whatever’s fast. I can’t remember my last meal.”

      Within seconds, there was a plate of roast pork and red potatoes in front of him. Merrik ate greedily. He wasn’t sure what to do next. He needed to check with Bettin to see if Jin had been found. Lee had called a meeting to discuss tomorrow’s duel … although Merrik couldn’t imagine what there was left to discuss. Two men trying to kill each other wasn’t a complicated affair. He needed to send word to Jassup aboard Jenni’s Mistake, reminding the captain not to wander off anywhere. If Lee won the duel, he’d still be off back to Munsk eventually.

      And if the hunchback won, Merrik would be looking to flee with all possible speed.

      He was just finishing his meal when he heard a voice behind him.

      “Marquis Niles!”

      He turned in time to see the man in black coming toward him. “Penville!”

      The two men shook hands.

      “Don’t tell me you’ve been in High Harbor all this time,” Merrik said.

      The wizard shook his head. “Literally walked through the gates a couple hours ago … just in time to miss the battle, I’m happy to say.”

      “A drink?” Merrik motioned to a nearby table.

      “Is there any starshine?”

      “There is not.”

      Merrik called for the innkeeper to bring a pitcher of light, pink wine, and the two men drank.

      Penville set his satchel on the table between them. “I’m sure you’ll be happy to hear I am at last returning your property. I had it a little longer than planned, but I’d heard you were summering in Munsk which is a bit out of my way.”

      Merrik narrowed his eyes at the satchel. “That’s mine?”

      “Well, what’s in it.” He opened the satchel and produced a thick, leatherbound tome.

      “Red William’s spell book!” Merrik reached for it, rubbing his hand over the cover. “I’d completely forgotten.”

      A familiar tingle set Merrik’s fingertips abuzz. Somewhere inside of him, Arzumel was coming alive at the thought of all those spells within. Merrik wasn’t surprised. Arzumel had used a good many spells and had not had a chance to replenish his stock. When a wizard memorized a spell, he could cast it only once before having to consult his book again.

      Of course, this wasn’t Arzumel’s book. It had belonged to the now deceased mage Red William. It might contain similar spells or a completely different assortment or … well, who could say?

      “I must say I don’t regret the extra time with the book,” Penville confessed. “As agreed, I copied a couple of spells I’m quite pleased with, rare ones. I’m embarrassed to admit a few of them were a bit out of my league, especially some of the chanters.”

      “What’s a chanter?”

      “Sorry, just a little slang term I use,” Penville said. “Some spells, you say the words and that’s it. The spell has been cast. But there are other spells that stay in use only as long as the spellcaster keeps chanting the words. I call them chanters. For example, Lambrooska’s Physic is an amazing healing spell but sadly beyond my abilities. It will heal any and all infirmities the caster might have as long as he has the breath to keep chanting. It’s one of the few healing spells used to heal yourself instead of healing others. And any spell involving time is obviously too complicated for any but the greatest masters.”

      Merrik nodded, remembering his use of a time spell in his fight with Red William. Even a short use had drained him.

      “One of the most complicated chanters is perfect for combat,” Penville said. “Mervin’s Eternal Warrior. I’m not sure how Red William managed to have such spells in his book, but I’d bet solid silver he didn’t have the skills to cast them all.”

      Merrik wondered if Arzumel had the ability to master such a spell. Sooner or later, Merrik would need to arrange for the wizard to have time with the spell book.

      “Maybe you can help me with something,” Merrik said.

      “Oh?” Penville sipped wine.

      Merrik explained. Penville knew about the ghosts inside him and understood one was a wizard. Merrik detailed how Arzumel wanted to read the spell book using Merrik’s eyes.

      “My question to you,” Merrik said, “is if there is any danger to me.”

      “Oh, my dear marquis, I have no idea.” Penville drained his goblet and refilled it from the pitcher. “Probably.”

      “Probably probably?” Merrik asked. “Or probably not?”

      “Probably as in there’s always a chance something will misfire when magic is involved,” Penville said. “Wizards train for years to avoid just such a mishap. You have not. That’s why your eyes rebelled when you tried to read the book before.”

      “But Arzumel is a high order wizard,” Merrik reminded him. “He’s trained plenty.”

      “Presumably,” Penville said. “But I doubt any wizard alive has trained to study another wizard’s spell book while using the eyes of a non-spellcaster because he’s a ghost living in the man’s head.”

      “It sounds complicated when you say it like that.”

      “It’s always complicated no matter how I say it. That’s magic.” Penville emptied his goblet then refilled it. Again. “Like I told you, there are some very sophisticated spells in that book.”

      “What if I were to try it under your supervision?” Merrik suggested.

      “I suppose there are some protective wards I might cast that might help,” Penville said. “Or they might not. Like I said …”

      “Magic is complicated,” Merrik finished for him.

      “We’d need someplace private so as not to be disturbed,” Penville said. “If King Lee survives the next twenty-four hours, I plan to apply for a position as court magician. If it works out, I imagine I’ll have a proper workshop somewhere. We can try it there.”

      “Good.” Merrik stood. “I need to go. Big day tomorrow, and I need to see to a few things.”

      “If the hunchback wins …” Penville hesitated, looking awkward. “I mean, do you suppose he’ll be in the market for a court magician? You did kill the last one after all.”

      Merrik fixed him with a hard stare. “That’s in poor taste.”

      Penville sighed and reached for the pitcher. “You’re probably right.”
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      Few in High Harbor slept well that night.

      Effingham had tried to talk Lee out of it but was immediately shown the impossibility of it. If Lee backed out of the duel he’d be seen as a coward and a man who broke his word. Most everyone agreed the dice had been cast and there was nothing for it but for Lee to fight.

      Not that anyone could have stopped him.

      “One way or another, it ends tomorrow,” Lee had told everyone at the final council. “I’ll not have the people of Greymond fighting each other anymore. We have other enemies to worry about.”

      Merrik awoke the next morning after a fitful sleep, bathed, and dressed in a new set of clothing, green doublet and black pants, a black cloak off one shoulder, clasped at his throat with a gold brooch in the shape of a wolf’s head. The clothier had talked Merrik into purchasing an absurd bycocket hat with a ridiculously long peacock feather, but he couldn’t bring himself to wear it.

      Kitimar Denning had been gone before Merrik had returned from the council, leaving a note saying she’d joined those still searching for Jin. Merrik worried about both of them. He thought she would have turned up before now, and when she hadn’t, his imagination got the better of him as he envisioned various dire fates which may have befallen the girl.

      He muttered a curse. There was nothing he could do now. One more person searching wouldn’t help, and anyway, Lee and the others were expecting him.

      The courtyard of the city gates buzzed with activity.

      By agreement, Lee could not enter the palace with more than a hundred armed men as escort but that didn’t prevent thousands from forming up in the courtyard, standing at attention in multiple lines, sun glinting on helmets and chainmail.

      Merrik didn’t blame them for putting on a good show – probably Bettin’s idea. It couldn’t hurt to remind the enemy that Lee had thousands of loyal men a mere stone’s throw away in case the hunchback tried to pull a fast one.

      Merrik found Bettin, Mykle, and Archbishop Fenwigg talking in a small group. Baron and count wore their best finery, and the archbishop wore his formal robes, a pale blue like his daily wear but trimmed in gold.

      “I’m so nervous, I might vomit,” Mykle confessed.

      “I’d prefer you not say anything along those lines in front of his majesty,” Bettin cautioned. “He needs to know he has our total confidence.”

      “I rather thought Effingham would be here,” Merrik said.

      “I sent him back to the hospital to make himself useful,” Fenwigg told him. “He was getting on everyone’s nerves. Where’s Duchess Denning?”

      “Looking for her sister.”

      Fenwigg raised an eyebrow. “Still? I hope the poor thing isn’t – ah, here comes his majesty.”

      Lee strode toward them. He wore no armor but looked resplendent in a scarlet doublet and cloak, black pants and high, hard boots, gleaming black with a high polish. He stopped in front of the others and said, “Well. Let’s get this over with.”

      “Will the queen not be joining us?” Bettin asked.

      “She made it clear she is far too pregnant.” Lee said. “I think it’s more that she can’t bear to watch. I suppose I don’t blame her. Her husband might be killed today.”

      Merrik pitched his voice low. “Listen to me, king. Do you remember when we first met     ? You single-handedly saved my ass from five big plainsmen. One twisted hunchback should be no problem. Now let’s go watch you kill this son of a bitch.”

      “Not exactly how the bards might put it,” Bettin said. “But I am entirely in agreement with the sentiment.”

      Lee forced a smile. “Right. Let’s go then.”

      They began walking toward the portcullis, Lee’s entourage slowly forming behind them, a hundred soldiers from the first rank of men standing at attention. A hush fell over the entire courtyard. A half-dozen men with drums strapped to them beat with the rhythm of the march, a deep thum, thum, thum, thum.

      Merrik rolled his eyes. Whomever had thought of the drums had probably meant well, hoping to add some grandeur to the procession. But it sounds like a bloody dirge.

      One of the men in the rear must have agreed, for he shouted, “Stick it to that bloody, hunchback, Lee! You can’t let someone that ugly get the better of you!”

      Laughter rippled through the ranks and turned quickly into applause.

      They happened to be passing the collapsed barracks. Merrik took Lee by the elbow and pulled him toward it. “Up there!”

      Lee understood what Merrik wanted immediately. The king pulled himself up onto the roof. He was now elevated just enough for everyone in the courtyard to get a look at him. Lee held up both hands. The drums stopped and the applause died away.

      “I want to thank you all.” Lee’s voice echoed throughout the courtyard. “You’ve fought for me. You’ve died for me. We’ve all lost someone. I’m … proud. Yes, proud of every single one of you. So … okay then. You’ve done your fighting … and maybe there’s more fighting yet to come. But not today. Not for you. Today it’s my turn. Today I fight for you. Today I fight for Greymond!”

      The sudden cheer that went up was so loud it made Merrik flinch. He felt it vibrate in the cobblestones beneath his boots.

      Lee waved in all directions before jumping down. The cheering continued as they resumed their march toward the portcullis entrance to the palace. The drummers had switched to a jauntier rhythm. Thum-pa-da-pum, thum-pa-da-pum, thum-pa-da-pum-pum-pum!

      Lee slapped Merrik on the back, grinning fiercely. “My friend, I feel suddenly we can’t lose.”

      Merrik returned the grin. “Then let’s go get him!”

      They marched on, the crowd cheering, the drummers keeping time, and Lee waving to his adoring subjects all the way. Merrik felt himself caught up in the emotion of it all. How could Lee not be king?

      They passed through the portcullis, and much of the cheering was muted behind them. The drummers could still be heard although they were not included in the hundred soldiers marching in as Lee’s escort.

      The great marble steps before them stretched up to the twenty-foot-high double doors of the palace. Lee ascended the steps, Merrik and Bettin right behind him and then Mykle and the Archbishop coming next. The soldiers formed into two lines.

      An officious looking man waited for them at the top of the steps. Old and clean-shaven, hair white as snow. Long gray robes with a gold cord draped around his neck.

      “I am Marrius Yurlin,” he said. “Palace chamberlain. You are, of course, expected. Please follow me.”

      They followed Yurlin through the enormous doorway into the palace’s great hall, a wide and open space with a soaring, arched ceiling, buttresses crisscrossing above them. Yellow light poured in from tall, thin windows lining each wall.

      At the far end, a man occupied a throne on a raised dais. He stood as Lee and the others entered, stooped but huge. It could be none other than the hunchback.

      Merrik immediately saw the way the huge hall had been set up.  Rodwik’s people were lined up on the left side, his hundred-soldier escort lined up in four rows. Sitting in comfortable chairs in front of them were the various nobles and dignitaries the hunchback had deigned to let witness this auspicious occasion.

      The woman in particular caught Merrik’s eye. She wore a glossy black, formfitting dress with a high collar, a serpentine dragon in gold thread down the entire right side of the dress, the beast’s tail curling around the long sleeve. This had to be the queen according to the descriptions Merrik had heard. She’d recently inherited the title of countess – under suspicious circumstances if rumors were to be believed – and some thought the marriage was meant to lend the hunchback a modicum of legitimacy.

      The right side of the hall was empty, obviously space reserved for Lee’s bodyguard, vacant chairs for the important folk.

      Important folk. You’ve come a long way, old boy, Merrik thought to himself.

      In the center of the great hall, a number of long, wooden banquet tables had been formed into a square, roughly forty feet on each side. A rack of weapons stood in each corner – swords, flails, maces, daggers. Any number of ways one man could do damage to another.

      The two men would be given room to fight while others watched. Was this meant to be sport? Merrik would have been disgusted if he’d had the energy for it. He wished he could slink off somewhere and wait for it to be over – except of course, the suspense would kill him.

      Rodwik lifted a hand, and the low murmur in the hall died away. Lee stepped forward.

      “I don’t think you’re a king, Lee, but I do think you’re a brave man to face me in this way,” Rodwik said. “Before we fight to the death, let us set aside animosity, a drink to your honor and bravery.”

      He gestured to one side, and two figures approached at an angle having emerged from some unseen doorway, a striking young servant girl in a simple dress and a boy about the same age. He carried two golden goblets. She carried a golden pitcher on a tray.

      A third youth rushed to catch up with the first two. He was maybe thirteen, skinny and gap-toothed. He unslung a bow from his shoulder, nocked and arrow and –

      Merrik rushed toward Lee. “No!”

      The arrow flew, streaking across the hall …

      … and planted itself in Lee’s leg just above the knee.

      Lee screamed and went down.

      The hall erupted, soldiers on both sides drawing weapons. The servants with the tray and goblets dropped them and ran. Bettin and Mykle went to Lee who writhed on the floor, eyes squeezed shut tightly, teeth clenched, both hands cradling the knee, thick blood seeping between his fingers.

      Merrik’s hand fell to the hilt of his sword. Oh … fuck!

      The two sides were a heartbeat away from launching at each other, the hiss of steel leaving scabbards filling the hall.

      “Stop!” bellowed the hunchback.

      Everyone froze.

      Rodwik leapt down from his dais and crossed the distance with a surprising speed for someone so large and misshapen. The boy saw him coming and dropped the bow, eyes going wide. His mouth fell open to say something, but it was too late.

      The hunchback’s hand shot out, closed around his neck and squeezed. The snap echoed throughout the hall and the boy went limp. Members of the crowd gasped.

      Rodwik walked toward tables forming the fighting area, the boy’s heels scraping along the floor as he was dragged. The hunchback flung the corpse. It landed like a sack of laundry on one of the banquet tables, slid across the polished surface, limbs flapping lifelessly and fell off the other side, landing on the floor with a light thud.

      “For his unauthorized actions, his life is forfeit,” Rodwik announced. “Let it be known that I have personally seen to his punishment and had no knowledge he would do such a thing.”

      Low murmurs around the hall. Rodwik circled the area made by the tables, advancing toward Lee but stopping when soldiers stirred, some stepping in the way, hands tight on sword hilts.

      Rodwik gestured to the other side of the hall. “There is a private anteroom. Bring him and I will send for the healers.”

      Count Bettin sprang to his feet, puffing rage, cheeks red. “And why in Dumo’s name should we trust you? This is outrageous!”

      Rodwik’s face went hard, but Merrik could see the man was controlling himself. Everyone could see the entire situation teetered on the edge of exploding.

      “Your feelings are understandable,” Rodwik said calmly. “We agreed to this duel to avert further bloodshed. Perhaps we can still accomplish that, but first we must attend to your wound. Let me help you.” A slow smile. “And then we can try again later to kill each other.”

      Archbishop Fenwigg knelt next to Lee, put a hand on the king’s shoulder. “You are under no obligation after such an affront. No one will blame you for withdrawing.”

      Lee’s eyes went to Merrik.

      If Merrik had given himself one more second to think, he might not have said the following: “You’ll never get this chance again, Lee.”

      Both Fenwigg and Bettin frowned at him.

      Lee had gone pale, face covered with a light sheen of sweat. He looked at Rodwik a long moment, deciding, then said, “Fetch your healers.”

      The king had spoken.

      They lifted him as gently as possible, carrying him to the anteroom, his escort forming a protective circle around him. He was taken inside and draped across a plush divan. He’d gone ashen, blood flowing freely down one leg. The healers arrived and knew their work, stopping the bleeding almost immediately. They served him an elixir meant to relax the pain without addling Lee’s mind. They told him they would be back to check on him later.

      After the healers had gone, Bettin turned to Merrik. “I must say, I don’t like this at all. We’ve healers of our own.”

      “We can still forget the whole thing,” the archbishop said. “We can say we’ve discussed it and have decided to withdraw from the agreement.”

      “Stop arguing,” Lee said. “It’s not helping.”

      “With respect, majesty, you’re obviously not going to be fighting a duel today or anytime soon,” Bettin said. “We must discuss our options.”

      “Later,” Lee said. “Is there any water?”

      “I’ll get it,” Mykle said.

      Servants had brought refreshment and had set it on a table just inside the door. Mykle poured Lee a cup of fresh water and took it to him. Merrik went to the table and found a pitcher of the light summer wine that seemed so popular in High Harbor.

      He poured himself a goblet. “I’m going to test this wine and make sure it’s not poisoned. You’re welcome.”

      “This is not a time for your particular brand of levity, Niles,” Bettin said. “And I wish you hadn’t encouraged his majesty to stay. We should be well away from this place. For all you know the wine is poisoned.”

      “I doubt it, “Mykle said. “Rodwik wants Lee dead but not like that. It’s a matter of honor. Whether or not he actually has any honor or not is immaterial. He’s putting on a show, and that bow with the bow and arrow was an unscripted adlib. He wants us dead, no doubt, but not like that.”

      “Well … you’re probably right,” Bettin conceded.

      “I agree with Merrik,” Mykle said. “We’ll never have this chance again.”

      “Chance for what?” Bettin asked. “His majesty can barely stand, let alone duel.”

      “I’m just saying we should talk about it,” Mykle insisted.

      “You’re all giving me a headache,” Lee said.

      The room fell silent.

      A moment later, someone knocked on the door. Merrik was closest. He opened it a crack and looked out. “Yes.”

      “I am called Baltman.” He was bland and bald. “I have a message from King Rodwik.”

      Merrik looked past him into the hallway, and when he’d determined Baltman was alone, he stepped aside and allowed the man to enter. Baltman bowed toward Lee and introduced himself to everyone in the room.

      “His majesty wishes for me to express his deep regret for the unfortunate incident earlier,” Baltman said. “He also hopes we can all find some way to move forward.”

      “I’d love nothing more than      to stick a sword straight through the man,” Lee told him. “But as you see, I’m not really up for it at the moment. If you have a notion of how we might move forward, as you say, then I’m open to suggestions.”

      “In fact, his majesty has two suggestions,” Baltman said. “First, we can simply wait until you are healed. Once you are satisfied the leg is whole again, we can make a new start. The palace is well-provisioned, so we don’t mind waiting.”

      “That might be weeks,” Bettin protested. “Plenty of time for your Union friends to show up.”

      “I quite agree. Most unsatisfactory,” the archbishop said, turning to Lee. “The final decision is, of course, up to you, majesty, but I strongly advise not waiting for the very reason Count Bettin just mentioned.”

      “I don’t suppose Rodwik would consider shooting an arrow into one of his own legs,” Merrik suggested. “Just to even things up.”

      Baltman offered Merrik a blank stare before returning his attention to Lee. “The other option is that you appoint a champion to fight in your stead. A bit old fashioned but all perfectly legal and acceptable as far as Rodwik is concerned.”

      Lee frowned. “I’d rather not ask someone to fight for me. The whole point was not to do that.”

      Merrik abruptly turned his back on the conversation, went to the refreshments table, and refilled his goblet. Don’t. Keep your mouth shut.

      But he knew he wouldn’t be able to help himself. A plan had bloomed fully formed in his mind. A very stupid, idiotic plan.

      “Perhaps we should consider a champion, majesty,” Mykle said. “In the entirety of our army, we surely have a man capable of the task.”

      Lee’s expression darkened. “No.”

      Merrik’s grip on his wine goblet grew so tight it was painful. Keep. Your. Damn. Mouth. Shut.

      “Perhaps this is all happening too fast,” Fenwigg said. “I suggest we take a few days, calmly discuss it, and –”

      “I’ll do it,” Merrik said.

      He flinched inwardly. Idiot.

      Everyone in the room looked at everyone else.

      Bettin shook his head and sighed. “Niles, we appreciate that, but –”

      Lee cleared his throat. “Gentlemen.”

      All eyes turned to Lee.

      Lee looked at Baltman. “Obviously, we have much to discuss. Please tell Rodwik we’re considering all possibilities.”

      Baltman bowed. “Of course. I’ll leave you to it.”

      He turned and left.

      “Just a moment.” Merrik set his goblet on the table and left the room, running after Baltman.

      He caught up with him halfway down the hall. “Wait!”

      Baltman paused. “Yes?”

      “If I’m going to do this, I need a favor.”

      Baltman’s expression remained steadfastly neutral. “I inferred … and excuse me for this … that Lee has yet to approve you for the job.”

      “Fair enough,” Merrik said. “But if I am approved, I need some reasonable considerations. I mean, I might be killed, right? I’d like to say goodbye to some people. I’d want a free pass to leave the palace and return tomorrow.”

      Baltman considered it. “King Rodwik is a reasonable man. I doubt that would be a problem.”

      “Great. Thanks.” Merrik turned to go.

      “Marquis Niles.”

      Merrik stopped and looked back.

      “If you are selected as Lee’s champion … well, let’s just say that everyone involved wants a fair competition. You agree?”

      Merrik narrowed his eyes, suspicious. “Sure.”

      Baltman stepped toward him, pitched his voice low. “Once a duel begins, there are few rules. The participants are welcome to kill each other anyway they see fit. Still, there are certain … expectations.”

      Merrik nodded. “Go on.”

      “Rumors have it that you possess certain abilities,” Baltman said. “That perhaps you’re even secretly a wizard.”

      “I’ve heard the same rumors.” Merrik carefully kept his tone neutral.

      “Rules or not, there are certain things that wouldn’t be seen as sporting, not that casting a spell on King Rodwik would do anyone any good,” Baltman said. “His majesty had a special talisman fashioned by his late court magician Kastor. His majesty wears it around his neck, and it wards off any magic directed at him. In fairness,” Baltman looked pointedly at Merrik, “I thought it best to warn you that if you did have any special tricks up your sleeve along these lines, don’t count on them working. It’s a powerful talisman even if it’s not much to look at, just some runes carved in a chuck of onyx.”

      “The Bones of the World.” Merrik hadn’t meant to say it out loud. He’d recalled the tidbit of information, and it had slipped out.

      If Baltman were surprised, he didn’t show it. “I see you are educated in such matters.”

      “I’ve been around,” Merrik said. “One hears things.”

      Baltman leaned in, lowered his voice almost to a whisper. “It’s important you not share this information, especially that it came from me. Someone might misunderstand and think I was telling you this to … help you?”

      Merrik raised an eyebrow.

      “Obviously, nothing could be further from the truth,” Baltman said. “I’m only interested in …”

      “Fairness?” Merrik suggested.

      The slightest, almost imperceptible, smile from Baltman. “I see we understand each other.”

      Merrik nodded again, digesting what Baltman had just told him.

      “I’ll inform his majesty that Lee and his advisors are weighing their options.”

      “No.”

      The unflappable Baltman actually looked surprised. “No?”

      “I’ll be the champion. The duel is on. Go tell your king,” Merrik said. “And I’ll go back and tell mine.”
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      Luizen faced out the window, and let the men talk. Rodwik had been less interested in her advice in recent days, and she’d grown tired of offering it. She found a kwali stick, puffed it quietly, and watched the smoke drift down and across the city.

      She wished she were back in Sparrow’s Nest, stretched out on a cushy divan in the Hallucinating Hog, smoking herself into a pleasantly dreamy daze.

      So this was what being queen meant. Waiting and wondering while others decided her fate.

      “I really don’t like it, Roddy,” Neddy said behind her.

      The hunchback sighed and filled a large goblet with brandy. “What exactly have you liked recently?”

      “It’s my job not to like things,” Neddy said. “It’s my job to be suspicious. It’s called watching your back.”

      Rodwik gulped brandy then wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “You don’t think I can take Niles?”

      Neddy rolled his eyes. “Your brawn against his? I think you dust him in ten seconds flat. But what if he’d bringing magic to the table? Once you get in the fighting square, it’s anything goes.”

      “No enemy is weaker than when he mistakenly believes himself strong,” quoted Baltman.

      Luizen turned to look at the bald man sitting quietly in the corner. She’d forgotten he was even here. He was a man who usually liked to listen more than he talked.

      Rodwik smiled. “Someone’s been reading Timeon. I didn’t know you went in for philosophy, Baltman.”

      “I took the liberty of borrowing his majesty’s copy of Timeon’s collected works,” Baltman said.

      “Go on then,” Rodwik told him. “You’ve obviously got some thought rolling around in that melon of yours.”

      “First, we don’t know if Merrik Niles is really a secret wizard. Rumors are, after all, only rumors,” Baltman said. “But imagine if he comes in, overconfident in his magical abilities, and bathes you in magical fire, only to have you step through the flames, unscathed, and lop his head off with your sword. Imagine how your legend would grow then, your majesty, this arrogant upstart Niles has the poor taste to use magic in an honorable duel, but never mind. The mighty Rodwik triumphs anyway.”

      Luizen was so shocked, the Kwali stick almost fell out of her mouth. In all the years she’d known Baltman, he’d never said so many words at one time.

      Rodwik grinned, one hand absently going to the black stone hanging from his neck. “I like your thinking, Baltman. Yes, I can picture it now. I paid Kastor an exorbitant sum for this talisman, but it will all be worth it to put Niles in his place before the eyes of the world.”

      “I’m sure Marquis Niles will find your immunity to magic an unpleasant surprise, majesty,” Baltman said.

      “And you’re sure Lee will pick Niles for his champion?” Rodwik asked.

      “I believe they’re sorting out some final details … but yes.”

      Rodwik grinned. “Neddy?”

      “I’d forgotten about your little black rock.” Neddy scratched his chin, thinking it over. “Yeah, I like it.”

      “So do I,” Rodwik said. “Come Neddy. We’ve work to do. I want to take some precautions. Lee is laughably honorable. He might weep over Niles’ corpse, but he’ll keep his end of the bargain. It’s some of the others I’m worried about. The archbishop for one. The Church has been too powerful for too long. He won’t want me on the throne.”

      “Smart idea, Roddy,” Neddy Bones said. “Lead on. I’m with you.”

      “I’ll be back later, my dear,” Rodwik told Luizen. “But if I’m late, don’t wait up.”

      Rodwik swept out of the room, Neddy Bones in his wake, neither man bothering to look back at Baltman.

      Luizen took a long pull on the kwali stick and let the smoke out slowly. “It’s a very subtle talent you have, Baltman.”

      “Oh?”

      “To insert yourself so effectively into a conversation,” Luizen said. “And then to immediately become invisible again.”

      Baltman looked thoughtful for a moment, then stood and crossed the room. He stood with her at the window, looking out over High Harbor. Both had their hands on the sill, facing outward to take in the air.

      She puffed the stick, waiting him out.

      Finally, he said, “I’ve always had a keen awareness of what I can do and what I can’t. I could never be a king like Rodwik nor even a count like Tazar. I’m not a leader. Nobody looks up to me. But I often find I’m in a position to affect the outcome of things I care about … or protect the people I care about.”

      He shifted his hand on the sill, his pinky finger touching hers.

      A shock went through Luizen. For a man as bland and reserved as Baltman, his action bordered on brash, even reckless.

      “If Rodwik wins the duel tomorrow, then things will go on as before,” Baltman said. “But if the impossible should happen, I plan to take care of myself and the people who are important to me.”

      Luizen’s mind raced. This was the man who’d betrayed Tazar when he’d seen an opportunity for something more. Would he do the same to Rodwik if he saw an opportunity for … for what?

      She swallowed hard, wondering if she should be appalled or grateful.

      Abruptly, he pulled his hand away and cleared his throat. “Well. There are things I should attend to. If you’ll excuse me.” He bowed and left.

      Luizen took in a lungful of kwali smoke, realizing she had no idea what she wanted from tomorrow.
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      “You are a profoundly stupid man,” Archbishop Fenwigg said. “There’s a reason I sent you off to Munsk, you know. It was to put you someplace where you wouldn’t cause anymore trouble.”

      Merrik thought that a bit unfair.

      “You know I hold you in high esteem, Merrik, but I’m forced to agree with the archbishop in this case.” Bettin turned to Lee. “Your majesty, we literally have an entire army to choose from, big men, fast men, men cunning with any weapon ever crafted. We must give careful and deliberate consideration when picking your champion.”

      “I’m not happy he did this without consulting us,” Lee admitted. “But I fought side-by-side with Merrik defending Harkun Keep. He can handle himself.”

      Merrik frowned. Lee’s support sounded half-hearted at best. “I apologize. But you have to trust me, and there’s no time to explain.”

      Fenwigg threw up his hands. “Trust him, he says.”

      Mykle put a hand on Merrik’s shoulder. “I think we need something a little more. Help us feel your confidence.”

      “Fine,” Merrik said. “Consider this. Do I seem like the sort of fellow to sacrifice himself? Do I value anything more than my own skin?”

      Bettin chuckled.

      Fenwigg shot him a look. “What?”

      “When I suggested to Marquis Niles he take a handful of men to defend Whiteout Pass, he was … less than enthusiastic.” Bettin winked at Merrik. “It should be pointed out that he eventually did go and … well, we know the rest of the story.”

      Fenwigg frowned. “And Merrik’s eventual heroics is meant to illustrate what exactly?”

      “That he means what he says,” Mykle said. “He wouldn’t volunteer if he thought he’d get killed. He has a plan.”

      Lee looked hopeful. “Tell us.”

      “I –” Merrik stopped himself. If he told them, there was a good chance Lee would forbid it. Merrik’s idea wasn’t exactly against the rules, but Lee wouldn’t see it as honorable, and Merrik didn’t have time to talk him into it. “I can’t tell you.”

      Fenwigg and Bettin frowned in unison.

      “Please, you’ve got to listen to me.” Merrik tried to remember what other people sounded like when they were being earnest and attempted to duplicate that. “I can do this. I will do this. But I’ve got to go right now. There are things I need to do. Preparations. And I need time. I need time and I need trust and I need you to say yes in the next ten seconds.”

      All eyes went to the king.

      Nine seconds later, Lee said, “Go. Do what you need to do. Get assistance from anyone you need and tell them it’s in my name. And Dumo be with you.”

      Merrik turned and sped from the room, not even bothering to take in the archbishop’s reaction. A moment later he was rushing down the steps of the palace. Baltman had been as good as his word. The guards had let Merrik leave unhindered, and soon he was passing through the portcullis into the grand courtyard before the gates.

      He waived down the first man who looked like he had some authority, a young lord. “Do you know me?”

      “Aye, milord, you’re Marquis Niles. Everyone knows you.”

      “Spread the word. I’m looking for a mage named Penville. He’s to be brought to an inn called The Sleepy Huntsman if he’s not there already. Also, get a dozen men and horses. And a horse for me. Be quick! I’m on the king’s business.”

      Within minutes, Merrik and his escort of a dozen men rode through High Harbor. They arrived at The Sleepy Huntsman, and Merrik rushed inside and went straight to the innkeeper.

      “The man in black I was with before,” Merrik said. “Have you seen him?”

      The innkeeper nodded. “Aye, sir, that wizard fellow. Was in here maybe an hour ago wanting a room, but I told him we were full. I suggested a few other nearby places.”

      “Quickly, man, the names of those places,” Merrik insisted. “It’s important!”

      The innkeeper told him the names of the inn, and Merrik related the information to the king’s men.

      “Find him and bring him here,” Merrik ordered. “If I’m not here, tell him to wait.”

      The soldiers headed into the streets to search for Penville.

      Merrik went upstairs and knocked on the twins’ door. They didn’t answer immediately, and Merrik worried he’d have to send out a second search party. He was about to turn away when Niralyn opened the door.

      “I need Dair.”

      Niralyn fetched her sister.

      “What is it?” Dair asked.

      “I need you to take me to Arzumel,” Merrik said.

      Her eyes narrowed. “Isn’t that the wizard we don’t quite trust?”

      “Oh, good, you remember.”

      Dair rolled her eyes and stepped aside. “Come in then.”
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        * * *

      

      “He doesn’t mean us harm.” Merrik clung to the gunwale of Dair’s little vessel as it climbed a large swell. “He was chasing us simply because we hadn’t finished our business.”

      Dair seemed to take Merrik’s words in stride. “The ghost world is rife with such misunderstandings.”

      Stars twinkled in the night sky. A cool breeze mussed Merrik’s hair. The wizard’s island came into view.

      They docked and climbed out of the sailboat.

      “Come with me this time,” Merrik said.

      “What if I need to go for help again?” Dair asked. “You might be wrong about the wizard.”

      “I’m not wrong. Not this time.”

      They followed the path to the little cottage. Merrik knocked.

      The door opened. “Well, hello there.” He wore a simple brown robe and was wiping his hands on a dish towel. “Please come in. I’m just having some stew if you’d like some.”

      They entered the cottage, and Arzumel crossed to the fireplace where he stirred something in an iron pot, presumably the stew. “It’s nearly ready.”

      “No thank you,” Merrik said. “I need your help.”

      “Oh, ho! So now you need my help, eh?” The wizard seemed amused. “Well, perhaps we can finally get down to business and help each other.”

      Merrik hesitated.

      Arzumel frowned. “You disagree?”

      “For you to read Red William’s spell book, I sort of … uh … need to surrender myself to you … yes?”

      “Ah, I see.” Arzumel nodded. “You’re understandably concerned about being taken over. Afraid I won’t give you back to yourself.”

      “The jester warned me about you,” Merrik said.

      Arzumel sighed and sat on a bench. “You must understand, Merrik that Ponder and Cullen and I are all ostensibly allies in a cause, but Ponder … well, the jester has his own agenda which I feel has become more important to him in these odd times. Being a ghost … well, it can change a person’s perspective. It can make a man like Ponder think about his legacy, to think beyond what he was as a mere living human being.”

      “What do you mean?” Merrik asked. “What agenda?”

      “Perhaps it’s easier to show you.”

      “I’m sort of pressed for time.”

      Arzumel chuckled and shook his head. “Have you still not learned, Niles? Time works differently here. The world outside will still be waiting for you just as it is.” He rose from his bench and handed Dair a wooden spoon. “Stir the stew occasionally.”

      Her eyes went to Merrik.

      “It’s okay,” Merrik said.

      Arzumel led Merrik back to the front door of the cottage, and they stepped through.

      They were no longer on the island.

      Torchlight glistened off black walls.

      Merrik had been here before.

      The men before him stood frozen. The king of old, tall, broad shoulders, back straight, chin up, blue eyes blazing with the might of his crown, the authority that came with the throne of Greymond. Hair and beard pure white. Black robes trimmed in silver.

      In his right hand, he clutched a jeweled scepter as big as a mace.

      Ponder cringed at the king’s side, a hunched over toad     , squat and ugly next to the king’s magnificence.

      They stood opposite three men. Merrik remembered them. Cullen the swordsman. Arzumel the Wizard. And Baron Harkun’s ancestor. None of them moved, like actors in a stage play suddenly frozen in time, but Merrik knew what would happen next if they were suddenly unfrozen. He remembered the jester showing him this before. If the scene started up again, Ponder would pull a dagger and plunge it into his master’s back. Why Ponder would want Merrik to see such a thing was unclear.

      No. That wasn’t quite right.

      Ponder didn’t show me this, Merrik remembered. Ponder showed me his birth, his mother bloody and dying with the midwife in the back of the wagon, and Mindel the Harlequin waiting outside, but then something yanked me away and I was here. But not Ponder. Something else brought me here.

      “No, Ponder wouldn’t bring you here.” Arzumel suddenly moved, stepping away from the still-frozen Cullen and Harkun. His formal, purple robes shimmered and shifted into the simple brown robe he’d worn in his island cottage. “He’d be far too ashamed to show you this.”

      “Because he murdered the king,” Merrik said.

      Arzumel sighed. “Murdered the king? Yes, he certainly did that. But there’s more. This isn’t what I wanted to show you. You’ve seen this already, but I wanted you to remember. Come, we’ve another stop to make.”

      A gust of cold wind, and Merrik felt himself lifted then flying. He was no longer in the Black Castle. He was consciousness, disembodied, the wind itself streaking across the night sky, except it wasn’t night but day darkened nearly to night by angry storm clouds. Lightning flared a jagged trail. Then he was slowing, hovering, the ground slowly coming up to meet him. Looking down, he saw another familiar scene.

      The circle of blocky wooden wagons, all garishly painted, the carnival troupe where Ponder’s parents met. In one of the wagons, Ponder’s mother prepared to give birth while Mindel the harlequin waited outside. Merrik could see him now, tall and impossibly thin, his costume of alternating red and black squares hanging awkwardly on his bony frame. He wore a pointed hat with a tin star at the top.

      The scene was frozen the same as the men in the Black Castle earlier, the four red balls Mindel juggled frozen in midair.

      “Do you remember what happens next?” Arzumel’s voice, disembodied but close.

      “Yes,” Merrik said. “Ponder’s mother gives birth to him in one of the wagons. She dies.”

      “And the harlequin?”

      “Ponder’s father,” Merrik said. “Although not really. The man who raised him. Ponder’s father was …”

      It took a moment, but Merrik recalled Ponder’s words.

      A man passing through, perhaps a merchant who’d paused in his travels to see the show. Maybe a soldier. Perhaps he was handsome or charming or maybe he offered her money.

      “Some stranger,” Merrik said. “He didn’t know his father.”

      “He didn’t know when he showed you this,” Arzumel explained. “Remember our conversation when I was showing you the golden fish? I told you I’d been gathering myself. Ponder is doing the same thing. He retrieved that part of himself who found out who his father was later in life.”

      “Who?”

      “I shall show you,” the wizard said.

      A flash of lightning. The black clouds began to circle counterclockwise, slowly at first and then fast, becoming a dark blur.

      The balls Mindel juggled began moving again but looked strange. Then he was walking backward. Others entered and exited the scene, also walking backwards, and Merrik realized time was flowing in the wrong direction. Arzumel was taking him somewhere in the past.

      The moon and the sun rose and set, chasing each other over and over again, weeks passing. Months. They were not only moving in time but across the landscape as well, north and west, the green world surrendering to snow and then falling backwards into autumn. Merrik sensed everything slowing.

      They arrived at an unknown crossroads. Night had fallen. Lights in the windows of the cluster of cottages around the crossroads. In an open field a hundred yards away, the wagons of Mindel’s carnival made their circle.

      Merrik and Arzumel suddenly stood at the entrance of a friendly tavern, warm light in the window, laughter and music coming from within. Merrik looked up at a sign that read The Brothers Fisticuff with a crude painting of two shirtless men facing each other, fists up for action.

      Arzumel gestured they should enter.

      The place was rowdy and crowded, but in accordance with the peculiar magic of this place, the patrons and serving wenches all stepped aside as Merrik and the wizard passed unseen. They found a spot near a window, stood and watched.

      A woman caught Merrik’s eye, and it took him a long moment to recognize Ponder’s mother. She’d been ashen and sweaty, hair matted when Merrik had seen her before in the throes of childbirth. She looked much different now, a fetching young lass maybe twenty, cheeks rosy, hair a bright and gorgeous red. She wore a green peasant’s dress, the neckline unlaced and open, showing an ambitious amount of cleavage.

      She had her arm around one man dressed like a clown and her other arm around another young woman in a similar dress. They all sang a bawdy song, swaying together, most of the tavern joining in. The carnival troupe’s night off.

      It looked like a good time. Merrik wished he could join them.

      Arzumel nudged him and pointed at the entrance. “Pay attention.”

      Three men entered The Brothers Fisticuff, tall, broad shoulders under dark cloaks, hooded. The man in the middle pulled his hood back, and Merrik recognized him right away. The hair and beard were not snow white as Merrik had seen before, but the eyes still blazed a brilliant blue. The king, younger obviously, but it was him, out among the common people, the eyerolling conceit of nobility on the prowl, the sport of the incognito.

      He and his men took a table, and in the next moment food and ale arrived. The king saw the girl immediately. Who could miss her radiant youth and all that red hair. It took her a few minutes to notice him. She saw him looking and blushed deeply and, in that moment, Merrik knew the whole story from beginning to end, but he was still obliged to watch the scene unfold.

      The evening progressed, the revelry rising, cresting, falling, the fire burning low, the clown passed out under the table. The tavern was empty now, except the king and Ponder’s mother at a table, conversing in hushed tones, heads together, his majesty’s traveling companions at a table in the far corner.

      At last, the king stood, turned from the table, paused, looked back, and held out his hand.

      Slowly she took it, rising from the table as if on a breeze, gliding after him, eyes wide with wonder at the honor he was about to bestow upon her. They went upstairs, and the tavern fell silent except for the snap crackle of the waning fire.

      “I don’t suppose I need to tell you what they’re going to do up there,” Arzumel said.

      Merrik shook his head. “No.”

      “Ponder killed the king,” Arzumel said. “And his own father at the same time. So when he tells you not to trust me, it’s because he’s been struck with a cosmic dose of guilt and thinks he can atone by allowing that hunchback to take the throne.”

      “But why would Ponder care if Rodwik … oh.”

      The wizard nodded. “That’s right. Grotesque little toady he might be, but somehow Ponder found his way between a woman’s legs and sired offspring. And then down through all the long years, his line endured.”

      “Rodwik,” Merrik said with wonder. “Ponder was his ancestor.”

      “And the king was Ponder’s father,” Arzumel said.

      “Then the hunchback really is the rightful heir,” Merrik said.

      The wizard shrugged. “That depends on how one defines rightful, I suppose. Should Greymond be stuck with a rotten king just because a young wench caught a randy king’s eye? Seems a poor way to decide the fate of thousands of people.”

      “So … you want Lee on the throne then.”

      “I’m not sure it matters,” Arzumel said.

      “Doesn’t matter? Then what’s all this been for?”

      “Oh, it matters to the people of Greymond, of course. Who the king will be affects a great many people obviously,” Arzumel said. “I didn’t mean to imply otherwise. I simply meant there are much greater issues at stake. The fate of our entire cosmos, ramifications that will ripple through existence far beyond the life and death of a great many kings.”

      Merrik’s face went deadpan. “Cosmic ramifications.”

      “Yes.”

      “Explain.”

      Arzumel looked sheepish. “I … can’t.”

      “You won’t.”

      “I can’t,” Arzumel insisted. “I told you. I’ve been gathering myself, and there is still a key bit missing. Cullen, Ponder, and I had been in agreement, united in the prevention of … something.  I feel strongly that it has something to do with the black mountain and that damn scepter. The scepter is a key that unlocks something very important. And now …” A heavy sigh. “Cullen only wants sweet release. Ponder wants to atone for his sins. Only I am left to see the mission through but … damn it all, I can’t remember. Not yet.”

      Merrik pinched the bridge of his nose and groaned. “Look, wizard, all this cosmic whatnot is out of my league. I’ve gotten myself into a duel with a giant hunchback. I have a plan, but I need your help.”

      “And you trust me now?” Arzumel asked. “I’ll need to take control of your body to read the spell book.”

      “I suppose I have no choice,” Merrik said. “I sure don’t trust the damned jester, I can tell you that.”

      “Let us go back then,” Arzumel suggested. “The stew should be ready by now.”
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      “This stew is good,” Dair said.

      The three of them sat around Arzumel’s cottage, amiably spooning stew into their mouths as Merrik related to Arzumel what Penville had discovered within the pages of Red William’s spell book. He also told them about Rodwik’s onyx talisman that protected him from magic.

      “But it doesn’t prevent me from casting spells on myself,” Merrik explained. “Penville said Mervin’s Eternal Warrior was beyond his abilities. But he also said it was perfect for combat.”

      Arzumel nodded, swallowing a mouthful of stew. “I’ve heard of this spell. It’s written about in many of the old texts. Casting it on yourself would make you undefeatable in combat.”

      Merrik brightened. “Then you can cast it.”

      Arzumel shook his head. “No.”

      Merrik froze, a spoonful of stew halfway to his mouth. “What do you mean no?”

      “I mean no in the way that is normally meant when someone says no.”

      “What the – I thought you were some mighty, all-powerful wizard!”

      “No wizard is all powerful,” Arzumel said. “I am of a very high order, but that doesn’t mean I can do everything. There are few spells I cannot master, but Mervin’s Eternal Warrior is one of them.”

      Merrik set the bowl down hard on the table next to him, stew sloshing over the sides. “Well, that’s just great! I’ve already committed to fighting a gigantic, murderous hunchback!”

      “Yeah, you probably shouldn’t have done that,” Arzumel said.

      Merrik put his face in his hands and groaned. “Now what?”

      “Probably you get killed.” Arzumel slurped the last of the stew from his bowl.

      “That’s a bit glib,” Merrik said. “If I go, you go too.”

      “I didn’t say I was happy about it.”

      “Cullen,” Dair said.

      Merrik looked at her, thought a moment before saying, “He’s quit. He says he won’t help anymore.”

      “He’s a master swordsman,” Dair said. “You have to try.”

      Merrik rubbed his eyes and blew out a tired sigh. “Can you take me there?”
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        * * *

      

      The ocean took them to a river and in an oddly short time, Dair had beached the little sailboat on the left bank. The field stretched out before them, Cullen’s cabin visible in the distance

      “Come with me,” Merrik said.

      Dair hesitated. “Why?”

      “Maybe you can say something to him I haven’t thought of.”

      “Okay.”

      They started across the field. It was a farther walk than it had seemed at first, but eventually they reached the cabin and climbed the steps to the porch.

      Merrik looked around. “Maybe he’s inside.”

      “Who’s that?” Dair asked.

      Merrik followed her gaze. “Cullen’s wife.” He couldn’t be sure, but she seemed farther away than before.

      Merrik briefly explained the situation to Dair.

      “Sad,” she said, voice wistful.

      Merrik raised his voice. “Cullen!”

      A moment later the swordsman emerged from the cabin. “Back so soon?”

      “It’s been longer for me,” Merrik said.

      “Oh, yes,” Cullen said. “That odd thing with time. Who’s this?”

      “Her name is Dair.”

      “I’m like you,” she said. “A ghost.”

      Cullen squinted at her. “Oh yes. I see.”

      “Cullen, I need your help,” Merrik said.

      He shook his head. “I already told you. I’m out of it.”

      “I’m fighting a duel tomorrow. I need your swordsmanship.”

      “Well, you probably shouldn’t go around challenging people to duels,” Cullen told him.

      “I didn’t challenge – Look, it’s a long story,” Merrik said. “But I wouldn’t ask if it wasn’t important. The throne of Greymond is at stake.”

      “Greymond.” Cullen said the word as if it were foreign to him. “That used to mean something to me. A long time ago.” He looked past Merrik to his wife in the distance.

      “I’ll do everything in my power to release you,” Merrik said. “Help me one last time, and I’ll figure out a way to send you on your way.”

      “I believe you but …” Cullen’s eyes stayed on his wife. “I don’t think it’s within our power. We would have figured it out by now.”

      “I have a twin sister,” Dair said.

      “Oh?” Still Cullen looked at his wife, the sadness and longing clear on his face.

      “I think we’re in a similar situation,” Dair said. “You and your wife. Me and my sister.”

      Now Cullen did turn to face her. “How do you mean?”

      “The same situation but in a sort of backwards way, if you take my meaning,” Dair said. “No matter what you do, you can’t be with your wife. And no matter what I do, I must be with Niralyn – that’s her name, my sister. We can be apart only short periods of time. She keeps me tethered to the living world.”

      Cullen shook his head. “I’m sorry, but I don’t see how that’s the same at all. I’d given anything to be with her and never be parted again.”

      “I know. That’s what I thought at first. That everything would be okay as long as I always had her,” Dair said. “Siblings can be close. It’s even more so with twins. But recently … I don’t know. It seems … selfish.”

      Cullen said nothing, but it was obvious Dair had his attention.

      “Anywhere, she goes, I’ll have to be there,” Dair said. “She’ll never pursue a vocation or get married or do something that’s only about her. She’ll only ever be a half. And if you asked her, she’d say she doesn’t mind at all. And she’d probably be telling the truth. But what about a year from now or ten? Anyway, it’s just … I don’t know … something I’ve been thinking about.”

      “I understand,” Cullen said. “My wife and I chose each other. Without her, I’m only half. Your sister had that choice taken out of her hands.”

      A wan smile from Dair. “We used to talk about it when we were dumb little kids. She’d marry some prince and I’d marry another, and we’d visit each other in our castles. That future is gone for me. Niralyn still has a chance.”

      A long moment hung silent.

      “Anyway.” Dair cleared her throat and wiped the corner of one eye with a thumb. “I have a feeling about this ghost realm of ours, and I think it sort of knows when it’s time, like it’s waiting for us to do something and only then is it done with us.” A quick sideways glance at Merrik. “I had a feeling when he came along, that he’d need me. Intuition or maybe just wishful thinking, but maybe if Merrik is my good deed, and then when all this is over … who knows? I won’t lie. This isn’t anything I can prove. It’s just a feeling I hope is true.”

      Cullen took a deep breath and blew out a long sigh. “And maybe Merrik is my good deed too. The thing I’m supposed to do.”

      “I want to tell you that’s what I think,” Dair said. “But really I just have no idea.”

      Cullen nodded. “Well. There we are.”

      He turned and walked back toward the cabin.

      Merrik heart sank.

      Cullen stopped      in the doorway, looked back, a pause. “If you call for me, I’ll come. One more time. One.”

      Merrik let out a relieved breath he hadn’t realized he’d been holding. “One more time. Trust me, if this doesn’t work, I won’t be in a position to ask again.”

      Cullen nodded then went into the cabin.

      Merrik leaned toward Dair, lowered his voice to a whisper. “Did you make all that up?”

      “What?” She looked insulted. “Why would you – how dare – that was all very heartfelt, I’ll have you know!”

      “Okay, okay,” Merrik said. “Good job by the way. I knew there was a reason I brought you along. Now, let’s get the blue blazes out of here before he changes his mind.”

      They crossed the field back to the river and found Arzumel waiting for them in Dair’s sailboat.

      “What are you doing here?” Merrik asked.

      Instead of answering, the wizard asked, “How did it go with Cullen?”

      “He agreed,” Merrik said.

      “Good. As you said before, if you go, so do I, so I thought about how I might help you too.”

      Merrik felt a tiny flutter of hope in his chest. “You can cast Mervin’s Eternal Warrior after all?”

      “No, sorry. What I told you before is still true. The spell is beyond me,” Arzumel said. “However, I do have another idea.”
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        * * *

      

      Merrik left the twins in their room and rushed down the stairs to the Huntsman’s common room.

      “Marquis Niles,” shouted a voice. “Please! There’s been a terrible misunderstanding!”

      Merrik saw Penville sitting at one of the tables. The dozen men Merrik had recruited stood in a semi-circle behind him.

      “These men say I’m under arrest,” Penville said, voice high with anxiety.

      “What? No … what are you talking about?”

      “You told us to make sure he waited here,” said one of the soldiers. “We weren’t completely sure what you meant.”

      “Oh, well, good work then,” Merrik said. “No, Penville, you’re not under arrest, but I need your help. Come with me.”

      Penville blinked. “Uh … why?”

      Merrik was acutely aware he was living in the normal flow of time again, and he didn’t have any to waste. “It has to do with what we discussed earlier, and I don’t really have time to lay out every little detail. Do you still want to be the king’s court magician? I have some influence with him. Now follow me!”

      Penville leapt from his seat and followed Merrik to the stairs.

      “You men wait here!” Merrik shouted back over his shoulder.

      Upstairs in his suite, Merrik put Red William’s spell book on a table and sat down in front of it. Merrik told Penville which spell he wanted.

      “Really?” Penville seemed confused.  “Why would you want –”

      “Penville, please,” Merrik said. “From what you told me, studying even a single spell takes time. We need to make a start.”

      Penville opened his bag and fished around inside. “I suppose I should cast a few basic wards.”

      “For what?”

      “Like I told you before, what you’re doing – letting a ghost wizard read the spell book through your eyes – is unprecedented. At least as far as I know. The wards will contain any damage should there be some sort of magical chain reaction. It would be impolite to level the entire neighborhood through carelessness.” Penville tossed a pinch of green power in the air and recited the words to the spell.

      “I do value courtesy,” Merrik said.

      When Penville was finished, he opened the spell book to the page Merrik wanted. “I will stay and monitor. Should something untoward happen, maybe I can help … or maybe not. Anyway, it’s up to you and your wizard now.”

      Merrik blew out a ragged breath. “Right.”

      He leaned forward to read the page and stopped himself. Last time he’d tried to read Red William’s spell book, it had not gone well. Merrik reminded himself it was Arzumel’s job to read the spell, not his.

      Well, come on then, Wizard. We have an agreement.

      Arzumel had suggested the spell and said he would read it for Merrik, but at Merrik’s earliest opportunity, he’d sit down and allow the wizard to read a number of other spells. It was a promise Merrik was long overdue in keeping.

      But first, they had to get past the hunchback.

      Merrik sat back in the chair and forced himself to relax. He didn’t have to wait long. Soon he sensed Arzumel’s presence. The familiar tingling. It grew stronger than usual, and in a matter of seconds, Merrik felt the wizard fill him completely, as if Arzumel wore Merrik like a suit. He leaned forward, eyes scanning the arcane words in the spell book, but then …

      … the words blurred, Merrik’s vision growing dark.

      He had the feeling of floating out and away, a sense of being set aside, winter clothes packed away for the summer. Vision, hearing, all sense of being faded.  A stab of panic at the realization he’d lost himself. Merrik was simply a …

      … disembodied …

      … untethered …

      Nothing.
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      Merrik awoke with a start, the sensation of flooding back into himself an overwhelming jolt to his system. He sat upright with a gasp. Daylight poured bright and yellow through the window.

      “What time is it?”

      Penville sat up and rubbed his eyes. He’d been curled on a nearby divan. “Eh?”

      “Damn it!”

      Merrik bolted for the door and flew down the stairs. Had it worked?

      He searched himself. The wizard’s presence -- although muted now -- was not the complete takeover of earlier. The spell? Yes, it was there. It had worked.

      Thank you, Arzumel, you magnificent son of a bitch!

      He exploded into the common room, and all of the king’s men looked up suddenly. Merrik had completely forgotten he’d told them to wait.

      “To the horses!” Merrik shouted. “We’re running late!”

      The men leapt to their feet, and they all rushed together out the inn’s front door. A moment later they were galloping through the streets of High Harbor, the king’s men shouting for pedestrians to move aside. In record time, Merrik found himself before the portcullis leading to the palace. He dismounted and sprinted through, the guards recognizing him and letting him pass.

      Effingham waited for him at the top of the palace steps.

      “About bloody time,” the priest said. “Did you need to cut it so close?”

      “The nick of time has a nice, dramatic flair, don’t you think?”

      Merrik jogged past him, and Effingham scurried to catch up.

      “I can’t say I approve of your appointing yourself the king’s champion,” Effingham chided. “You do get up to the most ridiculous things when I’m not around to stop you.”

      “Shall I list all of the ridiculous things you’ve done up to now to put us in this situation in the first place?” Merrik asked.

      “Please don’t.”

      Merrik slowed to a walk as he entered the great hall.

      Those assembled were arrayed as before, Rodwik’s people on one side and Lee’s on the other. The banquet tables were still arranged to form the combat square. All heads turned to watch Merrik enter. Bettin and Fenwigg scowled. Lee looked relieved. Mykle smiled, shaking his head. Rodwik’s side merely watched him with indifference as he approached.

      Rodwik rose from his throne. “Well, Marquis Niles at last. You do have a flare for drama.”

      “Told you,” Merrik whispered from the side of his mouth.

      Effingham rolled his eyes.

      “You may begin, Chamberlain,” Rodwik announced.

      The man who’d introduced himself the previous day as Yurlin stepped forward and raised his voice. “Let it be known that those gathered here under the eyes of Dumo are here to witness a duel between two would-be Greymonds – Rodwik and Lee. There can be only one head that wears the crown. The duel will conclude with one man      dead, and the other proven as the true king of the land. All here agree to abide by the outcome of this duel. If there are those who disagree, let them speak now.”

      Tense silence.

      Yurlin cleared his throat. “Let it also be known that Lee has appointed as his champion Merrik Niles the Marquis of Munsk. The outcome of the duel will be exactly as legitimate as if Lee himself fought. Are there any objections to the Marquis’s participation?”

      Purely on reflex, Merrik began to raise his hand but stopped himself.

      “Seeing no objections, let the combatants enter the designated area.”

      Servants scrambled to move aside one of the tables on Rodwik’s side and another on Merrik’s.

      “Merrik.” Effingham put a hand on Merrik’s shoulder. “Good luck.”

      Merrik swallowed hard. “Thanks.”

      He entered the combat area, and the servants replaced the table behind him. Merrik took off his doublet. He’d maneuver better in his thin shirt. He walked slowly toward Lee’s side of the fighting area. “Any words of encouragement, your majesty?”

      “You know if I could do this myself …” Lee looked embarrassed, gesturing to his leg.

      “It’s going to be fine.” Merrik set his doublet on the table and turned back to face Rodwik.

      The hunchback stripped off both doublet and shirt. His thick ropey muscles were both misshapen and impressive, a twisted figure but obviously powerful, shoulders and chest covered with thick, coarse hair. He looked almost as much beast as man. Merrik felt like a spindly stick figure by comparison.

      A black stone hung from a chain around the hunchback’s neck.

      Gentlemen, Merrik said inwardly. It’s time. I need both of you. We’ve done this before. Remember facing Red William? Time to rise to the occasion.

      The familiar tingle indicated Arzumel was ready and willing.

      Cullen?

      The swordsman was slower to arrive, but in the next moment, Merrik felt Cullen in his limbs,      hands and      feet. It      had been a while since Merrik had used Cullen’s skills in combat, but the feeling was immediately familiar. To Merrik it would feel like the skills were his own, not like he was a marionette with Cullen pulling his strings.

      “I know one of us will be dead when this is finished, Niles.” Rodwik grinned. “But come on, admit it. Isn’t this fun?”

      Merrik resisted the urge to trade quips. He needed to pay attention, and anyway, his mouth was about to be too busy to hurl insults.

      But for the record, it is most certainly not fun.

      Rodwik went to the rack of weapons on his side of the fighting area and drew an ordinary broadsword. He chose a dagger for his off hand.

      Merrik reached for a similar weapon.

      No.

      Merrik hesitated. He knew he should heed Cullen’s advice, but Merrik wasn’t proficient in a wide variety of weapons. Reluctantly, he let his hand drift toward a sturdy short sword with a fat blade.

      No.

      Merrik frowned. Damn it, Cullen.

      “Come now, Niles,” Rodwik said. “I know they’re all very pretty and shiny, but you need to settle on something.”

      A polite ripple of laughter from Rodwik’s side of the hall.

      Merrik let his hand drift past all the weapons on the rack. Without warning, his hand shot forward and grabbed the hilt of the weapon Cullen had chosen.

      You’ve got to be kidding.

      Merrik withdrew the huge two-handed sword from the rack, the weight of it pulling his hands down, the tip hitting the tiled floor with a tink.

      “Niles, please,” Rodwik said. “Something you can lift.”

      The laughter from the hunchback’s people seemed more sincere this time.

      Merrik frowned. Thanks, Cullen.

      Merrik also selected an ordinary dagger and tucked it into his belt. He sensed Cullen’s approval.

      Yurlin held up his hand. “Gentlemen, the rules. You will not leave the fighting area. You will not wear armor. You will not use any weapons not already in the fighting area. You are forbidden to receive aid of any kind from outside the fighting area. The duel will continue until one man wins and the other is dead. Gentlemen, are these rules clear to you?”

      “They are,” Rodwik said.

      Merrik nodded. “Yes.”

      Yurlin let his hand drop. “Then begin!”

      The hunchback eased into a fighter’s crouch.

      Merrik made a few experimental swings with the two-handed sword. It was a cumbersome weapon if handled poorly but could deliver powerful blows from those who knew how to wield one. It was Kitimar Denning’s weapon of choice, and surely he had as much muscle as she. He remembered her talking about the weapon. It was a sword one used with the entire body. If Cullen could best the hunchback with skill, then, maybe there’d be no need for Arzumel at all.

      “Try to at least put on a good show for the people before you die, Niles.” The hunchback lunged, sword thrusting straight for Merrik’s middle.

      Merrik swung the two-handed blade in an upward arc, knocking Rodwik’s sword up and away. Merrik shifted his feet, already bringing the two-hander back in anticipation to parry the next thrust.

      Then Merrik went on the offensive. Cullen was proficient with the two-handed sword, putting hips and shoulders into powerful swings, but never leaving Merrik open to a counter strike. The ring of steel filled the hall, the two men grunting and working up a sweat. If Merrik had thought this duel would have the atmosphere of a sporting event – with each side cheering for their man – he would have been mistaken. The onlookers watched in rapt silence, amplifying the ring of steel, the two men grunting as they worked up a sweat, the shuffling of feet.

      Merrik drove Rodwik back with a series of blows, swinging the huge blade with all the muscle he could muster, shoulders getting sore, but he pressed the attack nevertheless, gritting teeth, anger fueling his blows as much as muscle.

      Rodwik kept giving ground until he backed into one of the tables, a momentary distraction.

      Merrik brought the sword down with everything he had, knowing he would cleave flesh and skull.

      He was wrong.

      Again, Rodwik proved surprisingly nimble for a man his size and moved aside at the last possible moment.

      Merrik’s sword struck the table with a splintering, ear-splitting crack, nearly cutting it in two.

      A woman gasped.

      Merrik allowed his eyes to be drawn to Rodwik’s crowd, and he saw her immediately, a striking woman in a silken dress, black and high-collared, a serpentine dragon stitched in white down one side.
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        * * *

      

      Luizen thought her husband was surely about to be killed right before her eyes. The killing blow came, and she gasped, flinching as Niles’ strike nearly cracked the banquet table in half, her husband barely able to move out of the way at the last second.

      Her heart hammered away in her chest. Was she really expected to watch this appalling display? Her hands hurt, and she realized she had a white-knuckle grip on the arms of her chair. She put her hands in her lap instead.

      Baltman, sitting behind her, leaned close. “Are you okay, highness?”

      “Just … nervous,” she whispered back.

      She watched unblinking as the two men fought, sometimes Niles seeming to have the upper hand, other times the advantage going to Rodwik. The duel seemed to be going on forever. Her husband had seemed confident he could make short work of it. It hadn’t even been a boast, just an honest estimation of his own abilities, yet Niles clearly posed a threat.

      The more Luizen watched, the more something seemed backward. Surely a man as big as her husband would use the two-handed weapon. Niles seemed like a child next to him. She knew little of weapons and didn’t pretend to understand –

      Luizen gasped again as Niles stepped forward, his swing bringing the tip of weapon to within an inch of Rodwik’s nose as he stumbled back, clearly taken by surprise.

      Her hands went to her churning stomach. If her husband didn’t end this soon, there was a very real chance Luizen would vomit.
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        * * *

      

      Merrik panted, arms and shoulders sore, shirt sticking to him with sweat.

      Cullen, I don’t know how long I can keep this up. Can we beat him.

      A hesitation.

      Merrik fended off another thrust and gave ground.

      Cullen, I need an answer. Can we beat this bastard or not?

      No.

      Merrik’s heart sank.

      Well, then Merrik had no choice. Arzumel, we need the spell.

      Merrik circled, now completely in a defensive posture. He needed to buy a few seconds for Arzumel. It occurred to Merrik suddenly how completely awful his plan was. A thousand things could go wrong, and even if it went perfectly, it would not be pleasant for Merrik.

      He sensed the wizard was ready, and a moment later Merrik quietly began to utter the words. It was the sort of spell Penville called a chanter, and Merrik would need to say the key words over and over, maintaining his focus even as he fended off Rodwik’s attacks.

      Rodwik looked at Merrik’s lips moving. The hunchback’s eyes narrowed, and he grinned.

      He knows. This was what he was waiting for.

      The black talisman nested in Rodwik’s coarse chest hair, matted with sweat.

      The bones of the world.

      The hunchback came at him so fast, Merrik was sure he’d been holding back before. Likely, Cullen had come to the same conclusion which was why he knew he couldn’t defeat him.

      Merrik was barely able to step in, raising the two-handed sword, lifting Rodwik’s thrust out of the way. He realized Cullen had chosen the huge weapon for just this moment, to shove his opponent’s weapon far enough away to allow Merrik to step in as close as possible.

      Which left him completely open for a thrust from the blade in Rodwik’s other hand.

      The dagger sank deep into Merrik’s belly.

      The onlookers gasped.

      White hot pain flashed. Merrik had braced himself but still nearly lost his focus on the spell. He dropped the two-handed sword. It didn’t matter anymore, and he was in too close for Rodwik to bring the broadsword around on him, not that Rodwik cared. The dagger in Merrik’s gut seemed to satisfy him.

      The hunchback dropped the broadsword and grabbed a fistful of Merrik’s shirt. He pitched his voice low for just the two of them to hear. “Tried one of your little tricks, didn’t you, Niles? Thought you could cast one of your sneaky little spells, but I was ready for you. I’m glad it’s up close like this. I want to see the life fade from your eyes.”

      Merrik kept muttering the chant. He could feel it working even through the pain.

      He latched onto Rodwik’s wrist, the one holding the dagger in his gut, not trying to pull it free.

      But to hold the hunchback close.

      Rodwik seemed momentarily confused.

      Merrik drew the dagger from his belt, still holding Rodwik tightly.

      And shoved the blade underneath the hunchback’s chin, driving it up through the roof of his mouth and into his skull.

      More gasps. A scream.

      The hunchback looked stunned. He began to shake violently. Blood came out of his mouth as he made a gurgling strangled sound. Rodwik’s eyes rolled up white. Merrik felt the grip loosen on the dagger in his belly.

      Merrik let go of him.

      Rodwik took a halting step back, the hilt of Merrik’s dagger wagging under his chin.

      Merrik stumbled away, jerking the blade free from his belly, the words to the chanted spell still falling out of his mouth. He dropped the dagger, covered the wound with both hands, hot blood seeping red between his fingers. He felt his legs go weak but refused to go down.

      He chanted the words to Lambrooska’s Physic. Already the pain in his belly subsided, the wound closing, flesh knitting. His shirt was a mess with his own blood. He kept the wound covered with his hands. Let everything think he was still hurt.

      Rodwik turned toward his side of the room. The woman with the dragon on her dress looked aghast.

      The hunchback shuddered one more time, then tipped, an      enormous oak being felled, and landed with a thud that echoed throughout the hall.

      Everyone started talking at once.

      The chamberlain shouted for order as he shoved aside one of the banquet tables and entered the fighting area. He went to the hunchback, knelt next to him and examined the body. Then he looked back at Merrik. He nodded to himself and stood.

      Yurlin lifted his hand for attention, and the hall fell silent. “Rodwik is dead.” He gestured to Merrik. “The champion still stands. Lee Greymond is the true king of the land.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      Uproar.

      Everyone sprang to their feet, soldiers on both sides reaching for weapons. Shouts and arguments and the chamberlain yelling for order.

      Luizen was one of the few still sitting. She could not seem to feel her legs. In fact, most of her body was numb.

      Dead. How? It didn’t seem possible.

      She felt a hand take her arm, gently but insistent, trying to lift her out of the chair.

      “We must hurry, highness,” Baltman said. “Before the chamberlain restores order.”

      She blinked up at the man. “What?”

      He lifted her to her feet. “Hurry, highness, before they think of you.”

      There had been no discussion with Rodwik about what she should do if he lost. It had been unthinkable. What did one do with a queen when the king was dead? Maybe she’d never been queen in the first place, not really. Luizen was now just a loose end to be tied up.

      In seconds, Baltman had led her through a side door, shutting it on the din behind them. They moved rapidly down a narrow hall, then down a back stairway then down another hall. Baltman seemed to have a definite idea where he was going.

      “You planned this, didn’t you?” she asked.

      “A contingency, highness.”

      “For fucks sake, don’t call me highness,” she said. “I’m not queen of anything anymore.”

      “Your pardon, milady.”

      It occurred to Luizen that possibly she should cry or something. Probably the grief would come flooding in later. At the moment, there was only an overwhelming sense of bewilderment.

      “Baltman, where are we going?”

      “There’s a ship,” Baltman said. “I’m sorry we have to get there in this roundabout way, but we can’t risk being seen. I packed some of your things. Not all, that would have drawn attention. They’ve been sent ahead, so we only have to see to ourselves.”

      They kept going down, deeper into the bowels of the palace, nearly to the dungeon level, or, at least that’s what Luizen thought from what she’d heard. In the months living here, she’d never been to this place     .

      “The harbor will be chaos, I think,” Baltman said. “With Rodwik dead, many of his loyalists will try to flee. I would not want to try arranging a ship at the last minute, not now. Our captain will have our ship anchored a mile or so down the coast. I’ll take us out of the city via a secret side passage where a longboat will be waiting for us.”

      He’s thought of everything.

      They turned another corner, and Baltman stopped abruptly, his eyes going wide. Luizen could not remember ever seeing the man surprised before.

      But the sight of Neddy Bones will do that to a person.

      “Scampering off right quick, aren’t we, Baltman old fellow?” Neddy grinned confidently.

      After all, with four brutes in leather behind him, holding cudgels, one with a crossbow, why not be confident?

      To his credit, Baltman composed himself quickly. “I’m seeing to her highness’s safety. Considering Rodwik’s recent demise, surely that’s understandable.”

      “And your own safety too, I’ll wager. See, boys, told you he was smart,” Neddy said to the bruisers behind him before turning back to Baltman. “And I’m smart in my own way, smart enough to hitch my wagon to somebody as organized as you. Oh, yes, Baltman old pal, I’ve been watching, seen you getting ready just in case. I mean, don’t get me wrong, we were all cheering for Roddy, but the smart ones – like us – all need a just in case up our sleeves, eh?”

      Luizen watched Baltman carefully. She’d known the man for years and could see the wheels turning behind his eyes. He was no warrior, but he was no fool.

      Baltman forced a smile. “Of course, Master Bones. It behooves us to stick together. There will be those looking to eliminate all of Rodwik’s friends and allies.”

      “And stick together we shall, my lad,” Neddy said. “You’ve a ship?”

      “Yes, of course,” Baltman said without hesitation. “And plenty of room for all of us.”

      “I know from here you go to a narrow tunnel that runs through the western wall of the city,” Neddy said. “Don’t look surprised. I’ve had my eye on you like I said. The tunnel comes out hidden among the rocks on the west side of the city, almost at the waterline, and I doubt you’re going to swim for it, so what’s the rest of the plan?”

      Baltman explained the ship anchored offshore and how a longboat would be sent for them.

      “Ask him about the money,” the biggest bruiser said. He had a flat face and a bunch of wiry hair pulled into a topknot. He wore a sleeveless jerkin which showed off big, sweaty muscles.

      “Calm yourself, Morgo,” Neddy told the man. “I’m sure our good friend Baltman is about to tell us all about it.”

      Baltman’s expression was blank. “Money?”

      It was a good acting job, face innocent. Luizen almost believed him.

      Neddy tsked. “I already said you was a smart one, Baltman, so don’t get stupid on me all of a sudden. I know about your little side-trips to the treasury, a nibble here, a bit more there. I warned Roddy about giving you the run of the place. How much?”

      “A few bags of gold,” Baltman said. “Maybe a thousand coins all together.”

      Grins and excited muttering among the brutes.

      Luizen’s eyes widened, her mouth falling open. She had not grown up in poverty. She’d inherited land and money and had lived well all her life. She was accustomed to the finer things. But she was not accustomed to somebody mentioning a thousand gold coins in such a casual tone. It was a staggering amount of wealth.

      “What about them?” Morgo jerked a thumb at Baltman and Luizen. “More gold for us without them.”

      “Use your head, thicko,” Neddy chided. “Baltman’s arranged the ship. The captain won’t know us. He’s probably stashed the gold aboard already.”

      “What about her?” one of the other thugs piped up. “Don’t need to split the gold with her. She ain’t queen of shit, no more. No use to us.”

      Morgo grinned a mouthful of yellow horse teeth. “I can think of a use for her.” He roughly cupped one of Luizen’s breasts.

      She gasped, eyes shooting wide.

      “Are you out of your mind?” Baltman latched onto Morgo’s arm in an attempt to pull him away.

      “Push off!” Morgo covered Baltman’s face with the palm of his huge hand and shoved.

      Baltman went flying back, sliding across the floor.

      “Come here, you.” Morgo grabbed Luizen again.

      Neddy Bones rolled his eyes. “Lay off, Morgo. Another day, another time.”

      “Get bent, Neddy Bones. You said you wanted partners. You’re no boss of mine.” Morgo grabbed the front of Luizen’s dress and ripped it open, the top three buttons popping off.

      Luizen screamed.

      Morgo laughed. “One thing you need to learn, Neddy Bones, is that there’s always time for fun. You’ve got to enjoy the little things in life if you want to –”

      The arrow sprouted from Morgo’s ear with a meaty thwap.  He took a halting step back, mouth working like trout’s, a strangled sound falling out of it. Morgo’s eyes rolled white and he collapsed into a lifeless pile.
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        * * *

      

      “What are you doing?” Jin demanded.

      “He attacked the woman,” Dobber said, nocking another arrow.

      They’d come around the corner and halted abruptly at the sight of them, five men and one woman crowding the other end of the hall, the first people they’d seen since going down into the Salt Sewers and coming back up again in the palace dungeon and storerooms.

      Jin pulled an arrow from her quiver more slowly. “You can’t just start shooting arrows until you’re sure –”

      The one with the crossbow aimed at her and let loose, the bolt whizzing two inches past her ear.

      “Shit!” She loosed her own arrow, and it hit square in his chest. He was dead before he hit the ground.

      That left the bald man on the ground and three bad guys still alive, at least Jin hoped they were bad guys because she and Dobber were shooting arrows at them. The slick looking bad guy grabbed the woman and      pulled her in front      of him as a shield.

      The other two ran forward, cudgels held high.

      Nina sprinted forward to meet them.

      The first bruiser outran his comrade, made it to Nina first and tried to take off her head with a wild backhanded swing.

      She dropped to the floor, the cudgel passing harmlessly overhead. She kicked hard, the heel of her boot smashing the man’s kneecap with an alarming crunch. He went down screaming and clutching his knee. Nina sprang up, vaulted over him, and landed in a fighter’s crouch, thrusting her spear just in time for the next brute to run straight into it.

      The spearhead sank into his gut, and he hunched over it, crumpling into himself, dropping the cudgel which clattered on the floor. He grabbed the spear shaft with both hands, eyes wide and disbelieving. They stood that way a moment, Nina holding one end of the spear, the brute the other. Finally, he slid off and wilted to the floor.

      The other bruiser was still rolling around, screaming and holding his knee. Nina reached back casually and stabbed him in the neck with her spear. He was quiet after that.

      She turned to the one holding the woman, lifted her spear and advanced.

      “Not so fast.” He produced a knife and held it to the woman’s throat. She looked terrified, the white skin of her throat fully exposed after the other man had ripped her dress open.

      Nina halted her advance but kept the spear up and ready, jaw set, a deadly hardness in her eyes.

      “That’s right. Play nice,” he said smugly. “Let’s all have a little chinwag about how the rest of us can back out of this little misunderstanding alive, shall we?”

      Jin had an arrow trained on the man’s face. He was doing a pretty sloppy job of using the woman as a shield, but there was still too much risk Jin would hit her if she loosed. Still, she held the arrow drawn back to her ear, ready.

      “Dobber, don’t try it,” she said. “Let’s hear him out.”

      No reply.

      She glanced back and saw Dobber sprawled on the floor. The crossbow bolt which had missed Jin by inches hadn’t missed Dobber. It sprouted from his chest, dead center. Dobber lay unmoving.

      A cold fury rose up in Jin, and she turned back to the man holding the woman with a knife. His sneer now seemed like a personal insult.

      “Seem     s like we crossed paths at the wrong time is all,” he said. “So here’s what’s going to happen if you don’t want me to ruin this lady’s pure white throat. You go your way and I’ll go –”

      Thwak.

      Jin’s arrow went straight through his eye and into his skull. He jerked back, hit the wall. And slid down into a sitting position.

      Nina was there in a flash, spear pointing at him in case he wasn’t quite dead.

      He was.

      She looked at the woman. “You’re hurt.”

      A thin trickle of blood left a garish red trail down the woman’s white throat. Her fingertips went to the wound and came away red. “Oh.” She touched it again, exploring. “Just a nick.” She let out a long breath. “Could have been worse.”

      Jin dropped her bow and rushed to Dobber. His eyes opened.

      “Dobber!” Jin looked at the      bolt in his chest.

      “I … just knew … following Niles on some … adventure … would earn me an … early grave.” He laughed raggedly, and it trailed off into a long wheeze and then nothing. Slowly, his eyes closed.

      Jin fought back tears. She really hadn’t known him that long, but he seemed like a good person, eager to help.

      “Who are you?” Nina asked the woman.

      “My name is Luizen.”

      “She’s the queen,” said the bald man getting to his feet. “I am her servant Baltman.”

      “The queen is a woman named Mira,” Jin said coldly. “She’s married to Lee Greymond.”

      Baltman made to object, but Luizen stopped him.

      “She’s right,” Luizen said quickly. “I’m not queen. Not now.”

      Jin’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean not now?”

      Luizen looked at Jin curiously. “You haven’t heard.”

      “I guess not,” Jin said.

      Luizen explained the duel. And the outcome.

      “By the Blind Goddess’s mercy.” Jin rubbed her eyes, feeling suddenly very tired. “How long have we been hiding down here?”

      “Not that long,” Nina said. “Much has happened in a short time.”

      “I’m only trying to get her highness to safety,” Baltman said. “That’s all we’re doing.”

      “We should bring her with us.” Nina moved to block their way down the passage. “If she really is the queen – former queen – then she should be a prisoner.”

      Jin sighed, still looking down at Dobber’s body. “Let her go.”

      But Nina didn’t stand aside.

      “She’s suffered enough,” Jin said.

      “Suffered?” Nina seemed surprised.

      “Yes,” Jin said. “Being married to that … person.” She wasn’t sure what she’d been about to say. Hunchback? Monster? The simple fact was that Jin had no idea if Luizen had suffered at all. The woman was a complete stranger to her. But had any of this been easy for anyone? “Just let her go.”

      Nina hesitated. Then her expression softened, and she moved out of the way.

      Without saying another word, the trusty servant led the former queen down the long tunnel, their footfalls fading into darkness.

      The two women waited in silence for a moment.

      Then Nina asked, “Did I hear that woman correctly? Did she say Merrik Niles won a duel as king’s champion for the crown of Greymond?”

      Jin wiped away tears.

      And then started laughing and kept laughing and couldn’t stop.
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        * * *

      

      Merrik felt someone lifting him. His hands still covered his belly. He kept chanting the Lambrooska’s Physic under his breath, wanting to make sure the wound was completely healed. His hands were red to the wrist with his own blood.

      He finally stopped chanting. He could feel he’d been healed although he must have looked a mess. He was being carried.

      Various people called his name. Told him he was going to be okay.

      But of course, they thought him gravely wounded. He did feel … not wounded, no, but somewhat … odd. Fatigue? Certainly, but something more as well. The duel had obviously taken it out of him, but Merrik sensed something …

      Pulling. Trying to unattach.

      Cullen. Yes, you’ve done your part, haven’t you?

      And Merrik was perfectly willing to keep his side of the bargain, but this was a new sensation, a new thing he was trying to accomplish. The ghosts had been trapped inside him, and for so long, especially in the beginning, Merrik had been desperate to rid himself of them.

      But something was very different now. He could feel Cullen trying to separate himself. It was as if the swordsman pulled hard on the end of a thick rope, the other end tied around Merrik’s soul. If only Merrik could find the right place to yank the knot loose. He groped within himself, trying to find something to latch onto. He wished Dair were here to show him how, but immediately some instinct told him she would not have been able to help. This was something new, something that even the ancient world of ghosts had never seen before, the living and the dead bound together and trying with all their might to go their separate ways again.

      Another instinct made it clear that this would not have been possible before. Perhaps it was simply a bargain struck and fulfilled. Maybe it was what Dair said, that somehow Cullen had earned his sweet release with a final good deed.

      Or maybe it was just that for everything, there was a season, and now it was Cullen’s time to go.

      The thumb and forefinger of Merrik’s mind tugged a thread …

      … attached to a cord …

      … connected to a rope.

      There was the slightest resistance, not from Cullen, but from the magic which had bound him to Cullen in the first place. It stretched, then cracked like something brittle and stale, finally crumbling to pieces and falling away.

      The knot came loose.

      A weight burst forth from Merrik’s chest, an intangible thing somehow as solid as reality itself. It flew up and away at impossible speeds, and Merrik fell back from it falling, floating, then landing with a crash in a puff of cloud.

      Cullen was gone.

      And then Merrik passed out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      The first sensation was of a soft, comfortable bed.

      Merrik, of course, was suspicious. He’d been lulled into a false sense of security enough times to know anything that started out nicely could turn sour very fast. Having said that, he couldn’t lie there forever.

      He experimentally opened one eye. People stood around his bed, looking at him, faces a blur.

      Merrik opened the other eye, blinked a few times, and the faces snapped into focus. Archbishop Fenwigg stood on one side of the bed, frowning, in a perpetual state of displeasure with anything Merrik Niles did up to and including laying perfectly still. Whatever Merrik had done this time, he was surely about to get an earful of it.

      Count Bettin stood on the other side of the bed. He could go either way, but if Merrik were forced to bet good silver, he’d say Bettin was generally pleased the hunchback hadn’t squashed him into a puddle of marquis flavored goo.

      Merrik saw the person at the end of the bed and couldn’t help but smile. “Glad you’re not dead.”

      Jin’s smile lit up the entire room. “It’ll take more than dragging me through a sewer, and nearly drowning me, and dropping a barracks on my head, and abandoning me in the middle of a battle to kill this girl.”

      A mock scowl from Merrik. “Abandon is a strong word. I was a little busy dueling a wizard. Did you really mean to shoot him in the foot?”

      “Hey, it got the job done,” she said.

      Merrik grew serious. “I’m sorry.”

      “I was kidding.” But Jin sobered as well, her smile. “Merrik, Dobber didn’t make it. He’s one of Mykle’s people, so the baron took charge of the body.”

      It hit Merrik hard. Hadn’t he spent a lifetime not getting close to people specifically to avoid the leaden feeling he was now experiencing, like a great weight on his chest. And what if Jin hadn’t made it. What if …

      “But I’m fine, and Nina’s fine too,” Jin said quickly as if reading his mind. “And my sister’s back from someplace called Roc’s Roost, so all the Denning sisters had a nice reunion. Kit’s taken over your room at the inn. Hope you don’t mind.”

      Fenwigg cleared his throat pointedly.

      “Oh, yeah,” Jin said. “They told me I could just see you for a minute when I heard you were coming around.”

      “It was either let her in to see you or surround the palace with my saber battalion to keep her out,” Bettin said. “It seemed simpler to give her a few minutes.”

      Merrik smiled again. “And easier on the saber battalion.”

      “Anyway, I heard you were waking up and wanted to see you,” Jin said. “And to tell you about Dobber. It seemed strange, your not knowing.”

      “Thanks.”

      “You can come again later, your ladyship,” Bettin said to her. “Best let us get on with a few matters now.”

      “Right.” Jin nodded to Merrik and made her exit.

      Merrik looked at Bettin. “Roc’s Roost?” He couldn’t remember Kitimar mentioning the place.

      “A miserable little watch tower along the coast to the west,” Bettin said. “She took the tower but had a bad time of it. She needs a rest, I think. We all do.”

      “Sadly, there’s no time for rest,” Fenwigg said. “You’ve slept through quite a lot, Marquis Niles. Yes, you managed to secure the crown for his majesty by defeating that horrid hunchback, but that was the easy part. There’s work to be done.”

      Merrik frowned. “It didn’t seem like the easy part when I was having a foot of steel shoved in my gut.”

      “Yes, we’ll get to that,” Fenwigg said. “After you killed the hunchback, that chamberlain fellow –”

      “Yurlin,” Bettin supplied.

      “Yes, thank you, Bettin,” Fenwigg said curtly. “After you killed the hunchback, Chamberlain Yurlin declared Lee the true king. This seemed to satisfy a good number of people, but then there were others who weren’t satisfied at all. Little pockets of fighting erupted here and there, and Lee’s army had a good job of work to do. They’ve only just finished putting out the last of the fires.”

      “Fires?” Merrik asked. “How long was I out?”

      “Two days,” Bettin said.

      “Two days?” No wonder Merrik felt so well rested.

      “Quite a few nobles who supported Rodwik fled, by land or by sea, back to their own holdings where they’ve locked themselves in their keeps,” Fenwigg said. “It will be a chore digging them out again.”

      “Baron Mykle has suggested a sort of general amnesty,” Bettin said. “Not for the worst offenders naturally, but many of the barons went along with Rodwik because it was too much trouble not to     . Anyway, he’s working with some of the library scholars to put together some kind of legal document.”

      “So did we win or not?” Merrik asked.

      “We most certainly won,” Bettin said. “But it wasn’t a tidy affair. I’m sure the bards will have to clean it up a bit for future generations. To summarize, we now hold High Harbor and western Greymond – save the aforementioned Rodwik loyalists hold up in their keeps. Eastern Greymond remains in question. Perhaps the Emerald Palace will deign to join us now that we’ve done the heavy lifting.”

      “In one respect we’ve been very fortunate,” the archbishop said. “If the Union fleet had shown up at any time during recent events, it would have been a tough slog for us. Frankly, I feel we would not have stood a chance. They either chose not to support Rodwik or weren’t ready to.”

      “But they are coming,” Bettin said. “It’s just a matter of when and in what manner. Now that we’ve secured High Harbor, we can turn our attentions to them.”

      “And to you, Marquis,” Fenwigg said.

      “Me?”

      “Yes,” Fenwigg said. “You and the grave wound you suffered on his majesty’s behalf.”

      Ah.

      “Oddly enough, the healers happened to mention that you don’t have a fucking wound at all,” Fenwigg said heatedly.

      “In fairness,” Bettin said, “the healers did say there is a pink blotch on your belly consistent with a recently healed wound. So you did take a knife to the gut. Good show, by the way. Anyway, the healers said the pink blotch is consistent with some sort of magical healing spell.”

      “In other words, you cheated,” Fenwigg said.

      “Now, we’ve been over this, your grace,” Bettin reminded him. “Technically there was no breach of the rules.”

      “Technically?” Fenwigg rolled his eyes. “And what do you suppose his majesty will think of that? Lee is a man of honor. The rules of the duel were not made with magic in mind. Lee would never condone –”

      “Hey.”

      Both men stopped talking and looked at Merrik.

      Merrik sat up in bed, ran his fingers through his hair. “I’m Merrik Niles. What did you think I was going to do?”

      Fenwigg sighed, shaking his head. “That’s exactly what Mykle said.”

      “Look, it’s done,” Bettin pointed out. “Are we going to declare to all the lords and ladies of Greymond that Merrik used a bit of magic and that’s not sporting, so never mind, Lee isn’t king after all? No. Obviously not. So we move on.”

      “Agreed,” Fenwigg said. “But if people knew, it would undermine your win as the king’s champion and would reflect badly on Lee. Count Bettin has rightfully pointed out that you haven’t actually broken any rules, but many will still see your use of magic as unfair.”

      “I have a brilliant idea,” Merrik said. “Let’s not tell anybody.”

      “Of course, jackass,” Fenwigg said. “But there’s still the wound you haven’t got. Someone might notice. Did you think of that?”

      “We’ve started putting it around that your wound was not as bad as it first seemed,” Bettin explained. “A glancing blow. Bloody and messy but easily stitched up. We’ll wrap your middle with bandages and tell people you’re healing just fine.”

      “And we’ll put you somewhere out of the way for a while,” Fenwigg said.

      “Like when you banished me to Munsk.”

      “Not as far away as all that,” Fenwigg said. “There are some very comfortable rooms in the upper floors of the palace. Servants will bring you whatever you need, and you’ll be out of sight.”

      “Merrik, I know it sounds like we’re criticizing you.” Bettin shot the archbishop a brief, accusatory look. “But you’ve done a man’s work, sir. Don’t think of it as banishment. Just a well-earned rest.”

      Merrik sighed and looked around the room. “I rather thought Effingham would be here.”

      “Effingham.” Fenwigg made a dismissive gesture. “Don’t get me started on him. He’s probably somewhere right now causing more trouble.”
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      Effingham might have guessed the Physician’s Wing of the ducal palace to be a dreary place of sickness, the air filled the groaning lamentations of pain, the stench of infection filling the halls, the bloody and dying in rows of narrow bunks waiting to meet Dumo in person.

      And, yes, there was an element of that.

      He paused at one room where Baron Harkun lay screaming, his festering wounds bringing on a fever so high that he was mad with it. Healers attempted to treat him with soothing balms, but it was no use. Effingham had been given to understand the man would not last another day.

      The priest hurried away. He would say prayers for the baron at a later time. Prayers for so many who had fallen.

      But later. Right now, there was still the living to attend to.

      He passed under an archway and reached      a wide terrace on which a lush botanical garden had been created. Beds and lounging chairs were scattered about, some in the sun, others under striped awnings for shade. This was the place that had surprised Effingham. It seemed more like a place for men and women to relax on holiday than it was a hospital for the severely wounded, but a closer look revealed bloody bandages and healers dabbing pallid foreheads with      cool cloths.

      The priest realized he’d been thinking of the medical tents for the common soldier, physicians’ elbow deep in blood trying to sew up sword slashes and crossbow piercings, where soldiers were given a shot of starshine for the pain as opposed to the expensive sedatives and elixirs used here. No, this was not a house of healing for the common man, but rather where the important people came to be treated and to recuperate.

      And so this was where the priest had come to find the king.

      Effingham found Lee leaning on a battlement, looking down at the sea. The smoldering wreckage of the ships blocking the harbor entrance still sent thin tendrils of black smoke into the air.

      “Quite a view,” Effingham said.

      “Quite a mess,” Lee replied without turning.

      “Your wound, majesty. Should you be on your feet?”

      Lee sighed, limped to a nearby cushioned chair and fell into it. “I need to exercise the leg. I need to be functional again.”

      “The battle is won,” Effingham said. “There is time to rest.”

      “There is more to being king than winning battles.” Lee shrugged. “Or so I infer. I’m afraid I’m not very good at this.”

      “I won’t insult your intelligence by saying you’re doing everything right without question,” Effingham told him. “But it would be equally inaccurate to say you’ve done anything wrong. A hundred years from now, or a thousand, historians will look back and say if you were a good king or not. All you can do now is to try your best.”

      “Well, I can’t try my best from the Physician’s Wing,” Lee insisted. “I need to heal.”

      “And that takes time,” Effingham said.

      Lee cleared his throat, shifted in his chair awkwardly. “I, uh, rather thought Mira might have come to visit.”

      “She specifically asked me to tell you she’s thinking of you,” Effingham assured him. “But there are so many stairs between here and her quarters. And in her current state …”

      “Of course. How stupid of me. She’s about to pop, isn’t she?”

      “Not quite yet, but she is rather large.” Effingham grinned. “You did a good job.”

      Lee laughed.

      But the laughter faded immediately, Lee’s face clouding. “Some days I think being king is an impossible task. How can one man be responsible for the people of an entire kingdom? Then other days, I think it must be the easiest job in the world. I sit here drinking herbal tea the healers bring me, and Mykle shows up to tell me about the ongoing repairs to the city. I approve, and he goes back to work. Or Bettin comes in to report what his spies have heard about the Union navy. I tell him good job, and he bows and goes back to work. Honestly, Father, smarter men than I are running things. All they need from me is a nod and a smile and to stay out of the way.”

      “I make this promise to you, majesty. There are hard days ahead,” Effingham said. “So take the easy ones as they come and thank Dumo.”

      “I suppose.”

      “I didn’t come solely for your benefit, majesty. There is another here who can use a kind word.”

      “Then I won’t keep you, father,” Lee said. “Carry on with your work.”

      “Forgive me, majesty but you misunderstand,” Effingham explained. “Not a kind word from me but from you.”

      Lee raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

      There was some debate whether Lee would walk or be pushed in one of the special chairs with wheels attached. A compromise was quickly reached. One of the healers’ assistants would push the king in the chair until they were close to their destination, and then Lee would limp the rest of the way.

      They traveled down an open hallway, rooms to one side, tall, arched windows to the other, letting in light and a gentle breeze coming in of the sea, the smell of salt tinged with a hint of burnt wood from the harbor wrecks and other fires throughout the city. Effingham had been told they’d all been put out. Apparently not. The battle had taken its toll, but the citizens of High Harbor had rallied and even now effected repairs.

      They arrived at the room at the end of the hall. The healer’s assistant tried to help Lee out of his chair, but the king waved her away. With a bit of effort, Lee struggled to his feet, and he and the priest went the rest of the way slowly.

      Effingham opened the door a crack and looked inside. As predicted, the patient was sleeping. He opened the door a bit wider, so Lee could look inside.

      Emma Aronvale lay in a soft bed, eyes closed, sleeping deeply.

      “She is healing very well … physically,” Effingham said. “But I’m told she has been taken over by a deep melancholy.”

      Lee looked at the sleeping girl, and when he gasped very faintly, the priest knew he’d seen her injury. Emma Aronvale’s left arm was missing just above the elbow. The stump was wrapped tightly in bandages, stained a faded, dried red. She was pale, a thin sheen of sweat on her forehead and upper lip.

      “It is not the loss of the limb that disturbs her so much,” Effingham said. “It’s that she feels no longer fit to serve you. Majesty, I daresay of the thousands who follow you, there is no one more loyal and devoted than this woman. You can help her.”

      “Surely, that’s a matter for the healers,” Lee said. “Or for a holy man such as yourself, father, to comfort her spirit.”

      “It was just an idle notion, majesty,” Effingham said. “Since you were both here together, healing …” He trailed off with a shrug.

      The priest watched Lee’s face tighten, thoughts playing behind his eyes.

      “We were attacked on the return trip from Harston on the Hill,” Lee said. “I would probably be dead if not for her. I … suppose I owe her a kind word. At the very least.”

      Effingham smiled warmly. “I feel certain it will help, majesty.”

      Anyway … it can’t hurt. And it might be good for him as well.

      Lee had changed. What man wouldn’t under the circumstances? Effingham would need to keep an eye on him.
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        * * *

      

      She opened her eyes and saw him sitting on the edge of her bed, looking down at her. It didn’t mean anything at first. The world was full of people, and this was one of them. So what? She no longer had use for the world nor the people in it.

      Then she blinked. It was not just some random person, not one of the healers who’d been to see her numerous times. It was Lee.

      The King of Greymond.

      Emma Aronvale gasped and tried to sit up.

      Lee laughed. “Don’t be silly. Rest.”

      She nodded, speechless, sinking back into her pillow.

      “Father Effingham said you might like some company,” Lee said casually.

      “That’s very generous. I’m sure his majesty is far too busy to –“She turned her head, abruptly overcome with an overwhelming mix of emotions. She squeezed her eyes shut, a tear leaking from one corner.

      “Come now,” Lee said. “Don’t cry.”

      She tried to talk but it turned into a sob.

      “Please.” Lee reached out, gave her a light pat on the cheek. “It’s okay.”

      Emma grabbed his hand with her one good one and held it against her cheek. He flinched at the sudden movement but didn’t pull away. He wiped away a tear with his forefinger. She kept his hand there, felt the warmth, his calloused palm.

      This, she thought. I would live and die just for this.

      “The healers … uh ... they say you’re fine. Healing well. Just fine.”

      He was obviously groping for something to say. Emma didn’t care. This might be the only moment she’d ever have of him. The touch of his hand against her cheek sent waves of heat though her.

      She took a deep breath, composed herself. “I didn’t want you to see …” Her eyes went to her missing arm.

      “Never mind that,” Lee said. “That’s a mark of service. Of bravery.”

      Emma sobbed harder, gratitude welling up so hard it threatened to choke her.

      “You did something I never did,” Lee said. “I envy you.”

      She sniffed, sobs easing. His words had caught her by surprise. “What?”

      “You fought the hunchback. I never had my chance.”

      His hand slid from her face, but she caught it, and the conversation continued with them holding hands.

      When Lee found out Emma hadn’t heard about the duel, he told her the story.

      “It seems as long as I have Merrik Niles to do my fighting for me, I’ll be in good shape.”

      He’d meant it as a joke, obviously, but Emma sensed it was laced with bitterness. Lee harbored some resentment. Maybe it was just that he was tired of being cooped up, recovering from wounds of his own. Or maybe he secretly had some quarrel with Niles.

      Not that it mattered. She didn’t give a damn about Merrik Niles.

      “You are the king,” she said quietly. “I will only ever serve you. Although … in my current state …”

      “I will always accept your service. No matter what.”

      Lee smiled, and she returned it.

      He pulled his hand away. “I should let you rest.”

      “Please, no … I’m sorry. You’re busy of course.”

      “I’ll come back later,” he told her.

      She tried to thank him, but talking would have started her crying again. She nodded, still overwhelmed.

      He visited again after dinner. She confessed her embarrassment at her earlier behavior. Such a silly girl. It’s just that he was so important and special, and she was a nobody.

      “You forget that you saved my life on the road back from Harston on the Hill,” he said. “If you’re nobody, then I need an entire army of nobodies.”

      She laughed and their conversation continued almost normally. No crying. No overwhelming emotions. He seemed lighter, and Emma flattered herself that he enjoyed the conversation as much as she.

      Finally, he rose to leave, saying goodbye.

      He paused on his way out, looking back at her, smiling. “I suppose I’d better check on you again in the morning to make sure these healers are doing their job.”

      She smiled back, heart nearly bursting. “If you must.”

      He returned the next morning just as he said and then came again later that afternoon. In between visits, the healers’ assistants came to bring her food or change her dressing. She took the opportunity to quiz them about the king, trying not to be too obvious.

      Was he healing well? Yes.

      He seemed sad, but in the last day or so seemed to be in a better mood.

      Had the queen been to visit? No, but considering her condition …

      And so on.

      Lee visited the next day and again the day after. They seemed to find their ease with each other a little more each time.

      Emma took stock of herself. She was appalled to realize she couldn’t remember her last bath.

      She requested warm water and washcloths. And soap. “Maybe something … perfumed.”

      The assistant saw her one-armed struggles. “I can help you.”

      “It’s okay.” A wan smile. “I need to learn.”

      The assistant bowed and left.

      Emma washed herself slowly, and methodically. The soap was quality, and she took small pleasure in lathering herself well. She was pink and scrubbed by the end.

      She had few possessions one might call feminine, but she’d always liked the robe and was glad it had survived her travels. Light-weight and silken, white tending toward pink in a certain light. A busy pattern, thin branches of a blooming cherry tree, thick with blossoms, tiny sparrows either perched on branches or wings spread as they took flight.

      She shrugged into the robe, and the sight of the empty sleeve nearly broke her heart. Emma stood wearing the robe loose and open and considered the ties, wondering how she was going to manage one-handed.

      A quick knock on the door before it swung open.

      Lee walked in. “Sorry, I’m late but – oh!”

      Emma’s eyes went wide, her handing coming up quickly to close the robe. She stood there barefoot, barely covered by the thin robe, cheeks going pink. Later, she would admit to herself that on some level she’d timed it specifically for this to happen, for Lee to arrive exactly when he did.

      But at the moment she stood dumbstruck and embarrassed.

      “Excuse … uh ... I didn’t mean.” He turned to go.

      “Wait!” The thought he might leave and not come back hit her like a physical blow. “Help me.”

      He paused in the doorway.

      Emma looked down at the ties, back up at the king. “I can’t tie them.”

      Lee took in the situation. “I see.”

      He came back into the room, closing the door behind him. He moved toward her slowly, almost as if he were afraid, and that’s when it struck Emma like a bolt of lightning that he was. He stopped in front of her, looking down at the robe.

      Lee cleared his throat. “So tie it in … what? A bow or something?” His hands reached for the ties.

      Emma put her hand on top of his, stopping him.

      She tried to speak, and found the words caught in her throat. Her heart hammered away in her chest, face hot. She thought suddenly, as she went a little dizzy, that she might faint.

      “I –” She swallowed hard and took a deep breath. “I want you to see me.”

      The expression on Lee’s face made it clear he didn’t understand.

      “I want … I want …” She shook her head, realizing she had no idea what she was saying, not exactly. “I just want you to see.”

      Emma stepped back, shrugged, and let the robe drop.

      Lee stood, looking at her, unblinking.

      Emma knew exactly how she looked. She’d been told as she grew up she was not unattractive, even pretty, and yet she hated the idea that being pretty might be all she’d ever achieve. She’d cut her hair, hidden her figure inside armor, had learned weapons and riding and how to survive in the wilderness all so she could …

      What? That had been the question for a long time.

      Until the answer came along. Lee.

      So Emma had dedicated her sword to him. Her life.

      But now … now she stood before him, body scarred and calloused and bruised, and wished she were like one of those soft maidens, perfumed, skin white and unblemished. She felt ugly and deformed. Was he staring at her stump? Emma was suddenly overwhelmed with felt humiliated. This was a mistake.

      “I just wanted … I was hoping …” She felt the tears coming and cursed herself. “You’re the king, but you’re also a man. And … there’s nothing I wouldn’t … if there is any way I could serve you –”

      Lee rushed forward and swept her into his arms, mashing his lips hard against hers, tongue darting frantic and desperate. She kissed back, her world exploding with impossible joy. His hands roamed her back and then lower and then everywhere.

      She reached for him, confirming an erection and thought she might faint. One hand went behind the king’s head, pulling him closer for a deeper kiss.

      Her other hand went for his breeches, intending to unlace –

      She did not have another hand, she remembered. Her healers had warned her this might happen, that she’d try to use the limb she no longer possessed.

      “Take your pants down,” Emma said.

      He complied.

      She pushed him back on the bed, and he winced, squeaked a little sound of pain. She remembered his leg. “Oh no!”

      “Never mind.” He cupped her buttocks and brought her into position.

      She lowered herself onto him, eyes going wide. “Oh.”

      A slow rhythm. Then faster.

      Emma trembled. “Oh.”

      Faster and faster and faster until an explosion of light.

      She fell across him, sweaty, heart racing.

      He stayed for several hours, slipping out in the middle of the night. She curled into a dreamy ball under her covers, smiling, drifting in and out of sleep. In a way, she didn’t want tomorrow to come, didn’t want the cold intrusion of harsh reality.

      Her eyes popped open the next morning, dawn’s dusty rays slanting in through the window. She sat up in bed. Something was different. Something …

      She leaned over and vomited on the floor.

      And smiled.

      Lee didn’t come that morning, and briefly, Emma was worried.

      Then, after lunch, he showed up, smiling but tentative.

      That was to be expected, Emma supposed. Lee was married and an honorable man. As far as Emma was concerned, the king was not bound by the rules of normal people. The strain of leadership must have been incredible. He was a good man who simply had needs. What kind of worthless whore would Emma be if she couldn’t understand that?

      “Up for a walk?”

      She smiled so wide it almost hurt her face. “I’d love a walk.”

      They passed through the botanical garden, lounging patients paying them little heed. They entered a door partly obscured by a hedge. A narrow hallway led them to another door, and behind it a spiral stairway twisted upward. They climbed. Lee had to stop several times to rest his leg.

      Eventually they came out on a wide landing, the city spreading out below them in every direction, the sea beyond in one direction, the countryside the other way.

      “This is an incredible view,” she said, leaning against the battlement.

      “Not the palace’s tallest tower,” Lee said. “But yes, a good view from here. Also, it’s private. I wanted to have a word.”

      Emma smiled to herself, knowing what was coming. Didn’t he realize how unnecessary it was?

      “What happened between us was wonderful,” Lee said. “You are wonderful.”

      She felt her cheeks warm.

      “But I’m the king,” he said. “And I have a queen.”

      “You are the king,” Emma said. “It would be foolish to hold you to the standards of lesser men. Nobody can possibly know the weight of the crown or guess your needs.”

      A slight shrug. “There is some truth in what you say. But many would still not understand. Certainly not Mira. I want … I need you to never tell another soul what happened. Ever.”

      She met his gaze. “I would never do anything to harm you.”

      “And it needs not to happen again.”

      She nodded slowly. “I will always be available to you, to serve you any way you want or need, to fight for you or to offer myself to you. If you come to me tomorrow or in a year, I will be waiting and willing.” She put her hand on her stomach, looked down at it. “But if you never come to me again, that’s okay too because I have the gift you’ve given me. My life starts today.”

      Lee looked confused. “Gift?”

      She rubbed a small circle on her stomach. “It’s silly I know, but I can almost feel something there. There will be something to feel soon enough, I suppose.”

      Slow realization dawned in Lee’s eyes. “But we … after only one time?”

      Emma laughed gently. “Once is enough.”

      The look on his face should have been comical, but she felt sorry for him. Men often took even happy news poorly. They needed time to get their mind around things.

      She turned back toward the view, closed her eyes, feeling the sun and the breeze on her face. “There are women who would take advantage of a situation like this, I guess. I suppose I’m carrying a future prince or princess.” She paused, just for a moment to enjoy that thought. Then she turned back to Lee. “But I would never do anything like –”

      Lee was rushing straight at her, arms reaching, eyes wild.

      Her mouth fell open to scream.

      Lee shoved her back into the battlement.

      And over.

      She realized as she fell, she’d tried to grab for him with her missing arm. The courtyard below came up so very fast.
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      Mira waddled down the passageway. The stairs had nearly killed her, but she’d put off seeing him for too long, not that there had really been a good opportunity earlier. She trudged to the end and knocked on the door.

      No answer. She knocked again, waited.

      She tried the door, found it unlocked, and pushed it open. She walked in, paused, and whistled. She’d been told this was the posh part of the palace but hadn’t predicted such opulence. Thick rugs covered the floor. A sitting area with plush chairs. A chandelier with golden fixtures hung from a high ceiling. A sideboard with crystal goblets and decanters. Tapestries on the walls with vivid depictions, landscapes to be found throughout Greymond. The big, stone fireplace was cold. The far wall was taken up with large, arched windows, the shutters thrown open to allow air and light.

      As she passed through, she had a glimpse into the bed chamber where there was a canopied bed large enough to sleep a family of five.

      She laughed thinking of her days with the Harkuns. In the wilds of the north, the baron’s keep had seemed like high living to some. Compared to the ducal palace of High Harbor, Harkun keep was a stone barn filled with provincials and poor relations. It seemed years ago. So much had changed.

      As queen, Mira could have had accommodations like these, but, of course, all of the fancy rooms were on the high floors with the best views. Too many stairs. She was already dead on her feet from the climb. She simply couldn’t do it on a daily basis. She’d asked for something simple on a lower floor, and the servants had scrambled to accommodate her, finding a soft bed and good chairs for one of the lower chambers.

      She adjusted the knit bag slung across her shoulder and walked out to the wide terrace. The morning was already warm but not quite as blistering as it would be later. The breeze coming from the sea helped.

      Mira found him with one foot up on a low parapet, staring out over the city and the harbor beyond, face sullen and distant.

      “Enjoying the view?”

      Merrik turned and saw her. “Great Dumo in the sky. You’re huge!”

      Mira scowled. “That’s the old Merrik Niles charm everyone has grown to love. Glad I climbed all those stairs.”

      “Sorry … I … well, I didn’t know.”

      “Nobody told you the queen was pregnant?”

      Merrik looked embarrassed. “Munsk is rather cut off from the rest of the world, and news arrives slowly. The months I spent there were mostly –”

      His eyes grew wide, and Mira could practically see him doing the math in his head.

      Mira put one hand on her swollen belly. “It’s not yours, idiot.”

      “Oh, I … no, of course not.” Sheepish. “I … uh …”

      She offered one of her withering looks. “Congratulations is the word you’re groping for.”

      “Congratulations.”

      “Thank you.”

      He gestured to a stone bench. “You should get off your feet.”

      They sat.

      “You should have just sent someone for me,” Merrik said.

      “Then it would be a summons from the queen. I just wanted a friendly visit. To see how you’re doing.”

      He nodded. “Sure.”

      “I thought I might have found you halfway through a pitcher of wine by now,” Mira said.

      “I thought about it.”

      “You’ve changed.”

      “A little,” Merrik admitted. “Not enough.”

      “A little is plenty.” She smiled. “The world needs cads, you know.”

      He laughed.

      They sat quietly. A gust of breeze lifted her hair, felt cool on her skin, the smell of salt from the sea.

      “Sorry about Rugger.”

      “Yeah.” He sighed. “And Dobber. And so many others. Hinkle. Baron and Baroness Harkun.” Merrik swallowed hard. “Padraig.”

      Mira felt a tug at her heart at the mention of Padraig. Even Baroness Harkun hadn’t been so bad. At the time, she’d seemed fussy and overbearing. Now Mira looked back on her as a favorite old aunt.

      “We’ve all lost people,” she said.

      “Yes.”

      “But there’s still the living.” She put a hand on his shoulder, gave it a gentle squeeze. “Still people who care about you. Those of us left have to care about each other more than ever.”

      “I used to make a point of only caring about myself,” Merrik said. “Now I know what it feels like to lose someone. I don’t want to feel that anymore. I’m going back to Munsk. I can sit and look at the ocean and drink starshine and forget about the world. I’ll probably leave in the next couple of days. I don’t know if the Union is sending a fleet or not, but I don’t want to get trapped.”

      “Well.” Mira tsked. “I won’t try to change your mind … but there are others who will, I think. I didn’t just come to check on you. I’m also supposed to fetch you for a big meeting. All the important folks.”

      “Important folks.” Merrik said the words like they couldn’t possibly have anything to do with him.

      Mira elbowed him gently in the ribs. “You don’t really think they can decide the fate of the Scattered Kingdom without the wisdom of Merrik Niles, Marquis of Munsk, Hero of Whiteout Pass, Mighty Salt Sewer Explorer, Hunchback Slayer … what am I missing? Champion starshine swiller?”

      “That’s more of a hobby than an actual title, but you can stop now, it’s embarrassing.”

      “They’re going to tell you they need you,” she said. “And they’re not wrong.”

      “Haven’t I done enough?”

      She shrugged. “Depends on who you ask. Don’t forget, I know you. You never intended to be a hero. Frankly, you’ve put great effort into avoiding it. So compared to those expectations, yeah, you’ve done enough. If you want to play layabout on your beach back in Munsk, I won’t criticize. But that’s just me. I’m not the world.”

      “The entire world needs me? Laying it on a bit thick.”

      “The world is whatever you see when you look out the window,” Mira said. “Define it anyway you like. I’ve already told you. No complaints here. But if you want to tell the King and Effingham and Bettin and all the people trying to keep a kingdom together that you’ve done your part and are heading home, you’ll have to deliver that message yourself. Get going. The council starts soon and there are a lot of stairs … although down’s a lot easier than up.”

      Merrik wagged a finger at her. “You used to be a lot nicer to me.”

      She grinned. “This is nice. Just a different kind.”

      “Sure.” He stood and straightened his doublet. “Well then … damn. I guess I’d better go tell them.”

      “You really have changed.”

      “Oh?”

      “The old Merrik would have just sneaked away when nobody was looking.”

      “That’s hurtful,” he said. “True but hurtful.”

      Mira sobered suddenly, reached up to take Merrik’s hand. “Seriously. Thanks for not getting killed.”

      A hint of a smile. “The day is yet young.”

      She smiled too, shaking her head.

      “I’d better get moving,” he said. “Coming along?”

      Mira shook her head. “I’ll stay a bit to rest and enjoy the view. That’s a lot of stairs even if it is all downhill.”

      .“Okay, then. I’ll say      goodbye before I go.” He turned to leave.

      “Merrik, wait.”

      He turned back.

      Mira shrugged the knit bag from her shoulder and handed it to him. “Almost forgot to give you this.”

      He opened the bag and took out a thick, leather-bound book. “Red William’s spell book! Where did you get it?”

      “Penville was holding onto it for safe keeping. It seemed to pain him to give it up. He was probably secretly cheering for the hunchback, so he could keep it,” Mira explained. “He’s offering his services as court wizard or something. They’ve given him a workshop to work his spells and whatnot.”

      Merrik turned the book over in his hands, looking at it like he’d been reunited with a long-lost friend. “Thanks, Mira.”

      “What’s a queen for?”

      He looked at her. “Hey.”

      “Yes?”

      He smiled, warmly their eyes making a connection. “You’re a good queen. Lee’s lucky.”

      Mira went pink in the cheeks and felt foolish. “You’ll be late for your meeting, stupid,”
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        * * *

      

      Merrik jogged down the stairs with Red William’s spell book under one arm. He’d nearly forgotten about the thing, but at least now he’d be able to keep a promise. He’d recognized Arzumel’s familiar tingle when Mira had handed him the thick tome. In Merrik’s duel with Kastor before the city gates, he’d sensed Arzumel might be nearing his limit. Arzumel needed to replenish his spells, and for that he needed Red William’s book. A wizard with a full array of spells might come in handy. Merrik was down to two ghosts living inside him. With Cullen’s release, Merrik no longer had access to a master swordsman. And as for the jester …

      I wonder where that conniving bastard is hiding himself.

      Merrik hadn’t heard a peep out of the little toad in ages and didn’t know whether to be relieved or worried.

      He met Effingham in the long hallway to the council chamber.

      “You know what this meeting is about?” Merrik asked.

      “Mykle and Bettin have done an admirable job of putting the city back together,” the priest said. “What to do next seems the logical question. We can sit and wait for the Union navy to arrive, but it seems odd to wall ourselves in when we were so recently on the other side of a siege.”

      “I strongly suggest guarding the Salt Sewers,” Merrik said.

      “Bettin thought of it already,” Effingham told him. “There are regular patrols with Sewer Rats as guides. Most members of the gang are practical fellows. If the Union does take      ownership of the city, I suppose the gang will offer the same service to them.”

      “Do we know if the Union is coming at all?”

      “Is the Union coming? Is the Emerald Palace? Is anyone?” A shrug from the priest. “I suppose that will be one of the topics of discussion.”

      “I don’t see why I have to be at this council,” Merrik complained.

      “Don’t be absurd,” Effingham said. “You are too high profile a figure to be left out. Showing up and looking heroic will suffice if you can’t think of anything to contribute.”

      “That’s what I did for our starshine venture, so I suppose I can do it again,” Merrik conceded. “I wish I’d known. I have a much more heroic doublet with an off-the-shoulder cloak.”

      “And a shave wouldn’t hurt.”

      Merrik rubbed the stubble along his jaw. “I’ve bathed at least.”

      “Which we’ll      all appreciate,” Effingham said. “Now, let’s be serious for a moment. I need to warn you about his majesty.”

      “Lee?”

      “His majesty has been in a dark mood of late,” Effingham said. “Lady Aronvale’s death seems to have made it worse.”

      “I don’t know her.”

      “Oh, yes, I keep forgetting you were banished to Munsk for a time. I’m told the poor girl committed suicide. A shame. I thought his majesty’s efforts to cheer her up were working. Suffice it to say, he’s a changed man and not for the better. Perhaps it’s only something temporary. He was badly wounded and has perhaps found his convalescence disagreeable. Now pay attention. We’re here.”

      They entered the council chamber. Heads turned to observe the latecomers.

      Merrik recognized the usual gang of Lee’s advisors – Lonnie Mykle known as the beggar baron, Count Bettin, and Archbishop Fenwigg. Bishop Voss who commanded the pirate fleet sat next to the archbishop. Duchess Kitimar Denning sat across the table from her. All the good humor that had filled her at one time seemed to have been squashed out of the woman. Too much war. Too much blood.

      Nobody was coming out of this unchanged, Merrik supposed.

      There were others Merrik didn’t know – generals, various lords and barons, important officials who ran the city.

      At the far end of the table, Lee slouched in a large, high-back chair. He looked terrible, dark bags under his eyes, skin pallid. Had his wounds been so severe? Maybe he hadn’t been sleeping. He appeared shrunken in a too-large, heavy velvet robe as if he hadn’t been eating.

      The scepter lay in front of him across the arms of the chair.

      “Well, if it isn’t our resident hero, Merrik Niles, fashionably late as usual.” Lee said it lightly, but there was a tinge of sarcasm. “Please join us.”

      Merrik nodded and took the nearest seat. He looked to his left and discovered he’d seated himself next to Penville the wizard.

      Penville leaned in and whispered, “I see you have your book back. I thank you for my time with it.”

      “I’ll have some questions for you later,” Merrik said. “If you don’t mind.”

      “Of course.”

      “Blame me for Merrik’s tardiness, majesty,” Effingham said. “We met on the way here, and chattering dunderhead that I am, I talked his ear off.”

      A tight smile from Lee. “Why am I not surprised? Have a seat, father.”

      The priest took a chair on the other side of Merrik.

      Lee gestured to Count Bettin. “Bring them up to date, won’t you, Tazio?”

      “Of course, Majesty.” Bettin stood and turned to Merrik. “There was some considerable debate over whether or not the king and his forces should remain in High Harbor. We’re hampered by the fact we’ve lost contact with our spies in the west. Last they reported, the Union was readying a large fleet, and we can only assume they mean to come here.” He turned to Voss. “Frankly, Bishop, you gave us all quite a start with your pirates. We momentarily assumed it was the Union fleet … which, of course, would have spelled disaster.”

      “Might I interject a question?” asked one of the generals Merrik didn’t know.

      “Please do,” Bettin said.

      The general turned to Voss. “Is this pirate fleet still at our disposal?”

      “Yes and no,” Voss said. “Mostly no. Once High Harbor was captured, about two-thirds of the ships considered the job done and left.”

      “Along with a considerable chunk of High Harbor’s treasury,” Lee said dryly.

      Voss looked slightly embarrassed. “Apologies, majesty. They’re pirates, after all, and promise of payment was the only way to motivate most of them. If it’s any consolation, the remaining third are far more loyal.”

      “Never mind,” Lee said. “As Bettin said, we’d have been in a bad spot if you hadn’t shown. Money well spent.”

      “Are the remaining ships enough to fend off the Union?” the general asked.

      Voss shook her head. “No.”

      Merrik felt a stab of anxiety then reminded himself he was leaving. He wasn’t about to stay and get trapped in High Harbor by an enemy fleet. The thought immediately made him feel guilty. And then he cursed himself for feeling guilty. It’s time to look out for Merrik Niles again.

      “But I’ve been consulting with my captains,” Voss went on quickly. “We’ve enough ships to harass any attempted landing along the coast. At the very least, we can stop them from putting troops ashore and surrounding the city, not indefinitely but perhaps long enough for an escape should it be needed.”

      “That’s something at least,” Bettin said.

      “I’d like to ask a question of my own if it’s all right,” Voss said.

      Lee nodded. “Go on.”

      “The count mentioned losing contact with our spies in the west,” Voss said. “A few were my people brave enough to stay behind in the Union and keep an eye on things after the abbey was gutted. Do we know what happened to them?”

      “Sadly no,” Bettin said. “They may have been captured or killed obviously, or perhaps they’ve gone to ground. I wish I had more information.”

      Voss sighed and sat back in her chair.

      Bettin frowned. “Where was I?”

      “Whether it’s a good idea or not to stay in High Harbor with the Union fleet on the way,” Effingham said.

      “Ah, yes, thank you, father. I think      we’re in agreement that too much blood and treasure was spent capturing the city to lightly abandon it now. Anyway, it’s the most secure, fortified city in this part of the Scattered Kingdom. And yet …” Bettin shrugged.

      “And yet we took it, didn’t we?” Baron Mykle said. “Not in an orthodox way, and with a healthy helping of dumb luck, but the city fell. If it fell to a ragged lot like us – no offense to anyone here – then it can certainly fall to a military as large and as well-equipped as the Union’s. I’m not saying we’d lie down and just let them roll over us. I’m just saying it’s possible, and we have to consider what do to if that happens.”

      “And that’s what we’re doing,” Bettin said. “The      way I see it, we need a fallback position.”

      “Leaving a fortified city only to be caught in open country seems a bad trade to me,” the general said.

      “Nobody is suggesting that,” Bettin said. “And whatever we do, we’ll go about it in a professional and organized fashion. If we can form a plan today, we can begin preparations immediately. The general is right. The army cannot be caught in the open.” Bettin cleared his throat, eyes sliding to Archbishop Fenwigg. “It would be nice if we had our own fleet … and a place to flee to in the east.”

      Fenwigg steepled his hands under his chin. “My agent in Eastport tells me the situation is stabilizing in the Emerald Palace … slowly. The new duke is more well disposed toward us than the last … but that’s not exactly a commitment. Not yet.”

      “Can the remainder of your fleet ferry the army?” Mykle asked Voss.

      “Not all of it, no,” the bishop said. “I doubt even half.”

      “And it would be foolish to count on the Emerald Palace until Fenwigg confirms they’re willing to help,” Bettin said. “So we still need a place to go if forced to run. My keep is large and well-fortified, but it’s far in the north.”

      “The abbey at Five Rivers is also well fortified,” Fenwigg said. “The town is not. The situation in Denning is much the same, is it not, Duchess?”

      Kitimar looked up, realizing someone had spoken to her. Merrik thought she looked even more tired than before.

      “Archbishop? Oh, yes … sorry,” she said, catching up to the conversation. “You’re correct. The castle is secure, but the town has no wall. Many of our people are scattered across the countryside. Housing the entire army would be … difficult.”

      “Why would I take my people all the way to Denning?” asked another lord Merrik didn’t recognize. “I’d be marching right past my own keep. Why wouldn’t I stay there?”

      “Agreed,” said another young baron. “My troops are needed at home. Who’ll protect my people if the Union overruns High Harbor and invades farther inland?”

      This set off everyone at once, other lords declaring their homes needed protecting as well.

      Effingham stood and slapped his hand on the table. “No!”

      The room went instantly silent, all eyes turning to Effingham. Some in the room looked stunned. Likely they’d not heard the priest so vehement before.

      “Do you not remember that we have a king?” Effingham asked incredulously. “We united under him for a reason. To be Greymond again instead of the Scattered Kingdom. Because if we’re scattered, we’ll be picked off one by one. Each baron hiding behind the walls of his own keep. There are no guarantees we will prevail, but our best chance is if we stay together.”

      Merrik wasn’t as surprised as the others by Effingham’s passion. The old priest had been pulling strings from the beginning to put Lee on the throne and unite the kingdom again. Never mind that he’d started with nothing but confidence tricks and sleight of hand. It was real now. Lee was king. They were united.

      But Effingham could obviously see that this unity was still a new thing and fragile, and he wasn’t about to let all of his hard work go for nothing.

      “I agree,” Bettin said. “But where is our fallback point? If we choose one lord’s keep then the others will feel slighted.”

      Some of the nobles gathered around the table looked chagrined at this comment, but nobody disagreed.

      “The Black Castle.”

      Merrik’s eyes shot to Lee. It had been the king who’d said those words.

      Bettin raised an eyebrow. “Majesty?”

      “A black castle,” Lee said without looking up. He stroked the scepter in front of him as if it were a pet cat. “In a black city. Carved from a black mountain.”

      Comprehension dawned on most faces.

      “Surely, his majesty isn’t serious,” Bettin said.

      Now Lee did look up, his eyes hollow and haunted. “And why not? It’s big enough to house the entire army ten times over. The walls of the Black City have never been breached. Let the Union come. Let them fling their army against walls of ancient onyx.” Lee’s voice went grave. “Let them break their teeth against the bones of the world.”

      “His majesty has the right of it,” Effingham said. “The Black City is the seat of Greymond’s first kings. It is fitting we should reclaim it.”

      Bettin cleared his throat and looked apologetic. “There are practical considerations. Even setting aside the more … uh … superstitions concerns, we must recognize why the place is abandoned. The land all about the mountain is dead. Nothing grows there. It is not a place for people to live … not in the long term.”

      “We wouldn’t be going to plant crops,” Effingham said. “Our goal      is to withstand the Union and keep ourselves from being one of their bloody territories. We are strongly positioned here in High Harbor. I’m no military strategist, but I’ve been listening to those who are. High Harbor can hold.” A pause. “But if not? Then the walls of the Black City are even higher and thicker and more importantly – in this priest’s humble opinion – a place of destiny. A place of kings. Let us make our stand under the eyes of Dumo and let Him decide our fate.”

      Only Merrik saw Archbishop Fenwigg roll his eyes.

      Everyone else around the table seemed to be waiting for someone else to say something.

      Finally, Baron Mykle stood. “Lee is our king, and the Black Mountain is a place of kings. So what are we waiting for? Let’s get started. If we have family we want out of harm’s way, then let’s send them. There’s no rule that says we must respect the Union’s timeline.”

      “And that’s fewer mouths to feed when the Union arrives and puts us under siege,” the general said.

      “If they even come at all,” Effingham said.

      “They’ll come,” Fenwigg assured them.

      “I hate to keep being the wet blanket here,” Bettin said, “but if you send women and children, then you’re sending them to cold hearths and empty cupboards. The place is deserted and has been for centuries.”

      Lee stood, letting the head of the scepter fall on the table with a heavy thump. “Then fill the larders. Stuff the armories. Let every noble in our army send a fast rider to his holding and command that supplies be sent. Tell your wives and children and doddering old aunties. All who want safety behind the black walls shall have it, but I will not force anyone to go. Tomorrow, we begin our preparations in earnest. If anyone leaves in the night, I will hold no grudge. I will seek no quarrel.” His eyes met everyone else’s around the table. “But if you stay, then that’s an oath. We go forward together … to whatever end.”

      Merrik glanced at Effingham. The old fool was beaming. He clearly approved of the king’s speech.

      “In that case, I’d like to make a suggestion,” Bettin said. “I’m sure no one is suggesting we send women and children on a long journey across the countryside unguarded. I’d like to volunteer my saber riders as escort. Majesty, I know my Saber Battalion is currently tasked as your personal guard, but a lot of horses cooped up in a city during a siege is a waste of good cavalry.”

      “A good idea, Tazio,” Lee said. “Do it.”

      “And Kitimar Denning should lead them.” The words were out of Merrik’s mouth before he even realized he intended to speak.

      She looked at him, brow furrowed with confusion. “Me?”

      “The Duchess is certainly capable,” Mykle said. “But why her over anyone else?”

      Because she needs it, Merrik thought. Because she’s on the edge and might tip over it in the next battle or the one after. Because Dumo damn it, she’s earned a rest. Can’t the rest of you see it?

      But what Merrik said was, “The people she’ll be guarding are civilians, and they might be scared. Kitimar is popular. Yes, there are a dozen other blooded warriors who can lead them, but maybe that’s not the most comforting choice. People respect and like her. They won’t be afraid … well, yes, they probably will be, but not as much.”

      “You’re a skilled warrior, your grace,” Bettin said to her. “If you wouldn’t think it an insult to be sent away from the heat of battle …” He let the implied question hang there.

      “I …” Kitimar looked around the table, tentative. “I only wish to serve in whatever way his majesty thinks best.”

      “Then it’s decided,” Lee said. “Mira, at least, will be pleased for your leadership and your company.”

      Merrik felt the butterflies kick at the mention of Mira’s name. It hadn’t occurred to him Lee would send her away with the other families, but of course he would.

      “Then if there are no other questions, I pronounce this meeting adjourned,” Lee said. “We’ve much to do and much to think about.”

      People began to file out, small conversations springing up as details were discussed.

      Effingham paused next to Merrik. “I thought that went very well.”

      “Hmmm? Oh, yes.”

      The priest frowned. “Does something trouble you, Marquis?”

      “I was just wondering how long a siege of High Harbor might last and if we’ll run out of food,” Merrik said. “We might regret letting Bettin send those horses away.”
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      “Merrik, wait!”

      He’d been walking alone away from the council chamber, sorting through his thoughts, when he heard his own name and looked back. Kitimar Denning jogged toward him.

      “Can I walk with you for a moment?” she asked.

      “Of course.”

      She looked around to make sure no one was in earshot. “Why me?”

      Merrik didn’t need to ask what she meant. “Because you can do it. And because you need it.”

      Kitimar frowned. “Need?”

      Merrik stopped walking, turned to face her. “I’ve been there. Rock bottom. And that’s where you’re heading. I can see it.”

      “And if I stay in High Harbor and the Union attacks, I’ll botch something, get more people killed,” Kitimar said. “Is that what you think will happen?”

      “Probably not. Maybe. Who knows?” Merrik shrugged. “That’s not the point. You’re not me. When you burn out, you’ll probably handle it better than crawling into a cask of starshine, but why let it get that far? You’ve seen so much bloodshed. So much loss.” A long sigh leaked out of him. “Rugger.”

      She looked away, then nodded. “Padraig.”

      “Yeah.”

      A moment passed.

      “I’m just saying, why push yourself until you break?” Merrik said. “If you go to the Black Castle, you can rest a bit while being useful at the same time. This isn’t about getting you out of the way or letting you off the hook. I meant what I said before, Kit. Those people will be scared … but maybe not so much if you’re with them.”

      Kitimar put a hand on his shoulder, leaned in and kissed him on the cheek. “I always suspected you were a good man masquerading as a scallywag.”

      “I’d appreciate your not spreading that around,” Merrik said. “I don’t want a lot of people asking me favors.”

      “So what are your plans?” Kitimar asked. “Does the king have a special assignment for you?”

      I’m hightailing it back to Munsk like a chickenshit scallywag.

      But Merrik couldn’t say that. He suddenly felt ashamed. He wondered why he could tell Mira his plans but was too embarrassed to admit to Kitimar he was running away.

      Because Mira knows me. I don’t try to hide who I am.

      “Lee is sending Mira with you,” Merrik said. “Look after her, will you?”

      Kitimar gave him a curious look.

      “I mean, obviously your job will be to look after everyone,” Merrik added quickly. “But she is the queen and very pregnant and … just do me a favor and look after her, okay?”

      A warm smile, knowing. “I will.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Well, I need to get going,” Kitimar said. “Supplies, horses, and wagons for hundreds of people won’t organize themselves. I also need to find the leader of Bettin’s saber riders and break the news that she has a new boss. That should be fun.”

      Merrik laughed. “Good luck with her.” He held out his hand. “Good luck with all of it.”

      They shook hands but after a moment pulled each other into a hug. She patted him on the back. “You seem to have a knack for not getting yourself killed. Keep up the good work.”

      He let go of her and winked. “Always my number one priority.”

      She shook her head, laughing, turned, and left.

      Merrik watched her go, wondering if he’d see her again, wondering if he’d see any of them. He doubted anyone would go out of their way to come to Munsk. And that was fine, or, at least, it would be for a while. How long before he grew restless, and even the beach and blue sky lost their appeal?

      A worry for another day.

      He headed back upstairs to his palatial suite of rooms to pack although he didn’t own much. His sword, a few changes of clothing, Red William’s spell book –

      His thoughts were interrupted by a familiar tingle, the nudge of a presence behind his eyeballs.

      Ah, yes. Arzumel. I made you a promise, didn’t I?

      Finding Penville wasn’t difficult. He asked around, and a page directed him to the quarters of the newly-arrived wizard. The door was open, and Merrik looked in, saw the wizard unpacking clothes from a large trunk. Merrik rapped on the doorframe with a knuckle.

      Penville turned. “Ah. Marquis Niles. I know you wanted to ask me some questions. If I’d realized you meant soon, I would have waited for you after the king’s council.”

      “Am I interrupting?”

      “Just getting squared away,” Penville said. “These quarters are adequate for now, but too small for my experiments. I’ve been given separate workshop space on the distant end of the harbor wall facing the sea. I think they’re afraid I’ll take out half the palace with a magical explosion if some arcane experiment goes awry, so they want me out of the way. I suppose I don’t blame them.”

      Penville gestured to a pitcher on the table across the room. “A drink.”

      Merrik frowned. “Starshine?”

      “Wine. Some of that fruity stuff.”

      “I’ll take some.”

      Penville filled two goblets, and they sat at the table across from each other.

      Merrik drank then said, “I need your help again, like before.”

      Merrik explained that he’d promised Arzumel more spells if he survived the duel with Rodwik. Merrik had survived, so it was now time to make good on the promise.

      Penville sipped his wine, nodding. “I understand. You want me to cast the wards again and supervise. Keep an eye on you.”

      “Exactly,” Merrik said. “But for several spells this time, not just one.”

      “Hmmmm.” Penville scratched his chin. “That will take more time. Best to do it in my workshop.”

      “Fine.” Merrik drained his goblet, set it on the table, and stood. “Send for me when you’re all set up. I’ll bring the book.”
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      “I’m as big as a house and the queen,” Mira said. “Don’t rush me.”

      Tabba stuffed clothing into a carpet bag and frowned at the other woman. “Duchess Denning is trying to get two thousand people on the road in the next hour. Do you want me to tell two thousand people to wait because you can’t get your ass outside and into a wagon?”

      “Are you packing the winter stuff too?” Mira asked. “Do you think we’ll be there that long? There’s an ermine-lined cloak given to me by baroness –”

      “Dumo, save us, stop worrying,” Tabba told her. “I’ll make sure everything gets packed.”

      “I’m sorry,” Mira said. “You know I’m not in my right mind.”

      “Go,” Tabba insisted. “I’ve got this.”

      Mira headed downstairs and out into the courtyard where an overwhelming tumult of activity threatened to turn her around and send her back up the stairs.

      Don’t be silly. Just … deal with it.

      She sighed and took in the scene.

      Some wagons were being loaded with foodstuffs and other necessities. The items had been staged a few days ago in anticipation of people loading, and today was finally the day. The other wagons were for families – women with young children, the elderly, anyone not able or willing to fight who wished to escape the city. Mira saw at least three other women nearly as pregnant as she was. Fighting men sending their wives away to safety? Mira didn’t know everyone’s specific story. Hers was simple. The king said go.

      So she was going.

      An alarming number of people refused to evacuate. Maybe because they had faith in Lee’s army to hold the city, or perhaps because they’d heard too many foreboding things about the Black Castle. Or it could be as simple as the fact that High Harbor was their home, and they didn’t want to go anywhere else. The city would still be full of noncombatants if the Union came.

      Which Mira found hard to believe. It seemed like every person in the world had crowded into the palace courtyard trying to find space on a wagon. Often, individuals were turned away, told to find another wagon because the one they were trying to board was already overloaded. In the few minutes she’d stood there watching the bedlam unfold, she’d seen three fights break out. Thankfully, the place guard put a quick end to them.

      People were frustrated and confused and nervous. It was that simple.

      “Dumo save us,” Mira muttered. “What fool is in charge of this mayhem?”

      “I don’t know,” said a voice behind her. “But they should hang her from the highest tower.”

      Mira turned and saw Kitimar standing there in gleaming armor. “Duchess Denning. I don’t suppose … shit, I just remembered. You’re in charge, aren’t you?”

      Kitimar laughed. “You should have seen this place an hour ago. I was afraid there’d be bloodshed. Fortunately, I ordered the palace guard out to glower at people. Most people fell in line quickly enough. And please, call me Kit.”

      “I really am sorry,” Mira said. “This is crazy. I mean, Dumo forbid I was put in charge of all this.”

      “This?” Kitimar gestured at the barely controlled mayhem. “This isn’t the half of it. There’s a line of wagons stretching through the front gates and up the road for two miles. We’re trying to get everyone lined up so we can start. I might as well try to herd cats. Three-legged cats blasted on starshine. And that’s still not all of it. Word went out to all the baronies inviting anyone along who feels they’d be safer in the Black City, so we’re picking up another three thousand people en route … or at least that’s the estimate.”

      “Holy shit.”

      Kitimar laughed.

      Mira went pink in the cheeks. “Sorry … but that’s … that’s …”

      “That’s fucked up,” Kitimar said. “And I get to be the boss of it.”

      Mira scanned the chaos again, frowning. “Please don’t tell me I have to go down there and try to climb onto one of those wagons.”

      Kitimar laughed again, much harder. “Wouldn’t that be a sight. Hello, I’m the queen of Greymond. Scooch over, will you, and let me ride on your wagon.”

      “If you’re telling me you’ve gone out of your way to make special arrangements for me just because I’m the queen … then good.”

      “Of course, we have,” Kitimar said. “Your party is assembling outside the gate off to the right, away from all this hectic stuff.”

      “Party?”

      “Three wagons,” Kitimar said. “A comfortable one for you and your friend Tabba. Then there are the servants, supplies, luggage, and so on. And a detachment of saber riders as your personal escort.”

      “On the one hand, I really did want you to go to special trouble because I’m the queen,” Mira said. “On the other hand, now I feel a bit guilty.”

      “By order of the king.” Kitimar smiled. “Just consider it a really terrible honeymoon.”

      Mira’s hands went to her belly. “The honeymoon ship sailed several months ago. So how do I get to this amazingly comfortable wagon?”

      Kitimar pointed at the main gates. “You just go through …” She let her head drop and pinched the bridge of her nose between thumb and forefinger. “Fuck.”

      Mira grinned. “For a moment, I really did think you were going to let me walk.”

      “No, of course not, I just … okay … hold on …” Kitimar eyes raked the crowd. “I need to find … okay. Wait here. Don’t move.”

      Mira waited at the top of the palace steps and watched Kitimar vanish into the roiling crowd. She tried to follow her path, but lost sight of her in seconds. She waited, and a few seconds later, a small cart pulled by a single mule bullied its way through the crowd, Kitimar sitting on the bench seat up front next to a large soldier holding the reins. The back of the cart was full of hay. They halted at the bottom of the steps, and Kitimar climbed off then jogged up to Mira.

      “Okay, I’ve got you a ride,” Kitimar said. “Let’s go.”

      Kitimar held Mira’s arm and helped her down the steps.  At the bottom, the soldier dropped the reins and climbed down from the bench seat. He wore the red livery of Lee Greymond but trimmed in silver to indicate he was a member of the palace guard.

      He was also enormous.

      Mira had known big men – her husband, Rugger – but this one was another six inches taller and a good bit wider, florid friendly face, barrel chest, and a mustache that looked like it could house a flock of sparrows.

      “I’m Gelf, your highness,” he said. “And I beg your pardon.”

      Mira didn’t understand. “Beg my pardon? I see no reason for – hey!”

      He took her by the waist and lifted her as if she were no more than a rag doll. He set her down gently in the hay in the back of the cart.

      “With everything going on, I can only spare one man,” Kitimar said. “So I thought he should be as much man as possible. I’ll see you soon.”

      Gelf climbed back onto the bench seat and flicked the reins. The cart lurched forward. Mira had a difficult time sitting up in her nest of hay but finally managed it. Gelf bellowed for people to move aside.

      A minute later, they passed through the city’s main gates. Mira lay on her back in the hay and looked up at them. They were huge. Had Merrik really come up with the plan to get them open and take the city? Had he really dueled with the hunchback’s pet wizard.

      Oh, and her husband was there too, of course. He’d helped.

      And why are you thinking about Merrik, stupid girl? That’s all over and done with.

      But it wasn’t just how she felt about Merrik. It was also about how she felt – and didn’t feel – about Lee. Something was … different. He’d changed. Ever since …

      That wasn’t fair. Mira couldn’t simply say Lee had changed and blame all of her mixed-up feelings on that. The fact was that she’d always been mixed up … when it came to Lee …and Merrik. She felt a kick, and her hands went immediately to her belly. Maybe if she told … if she revealed to Merrik …

      “Here we are, highness,” Gelf announced.

      Mira sat up in the hay.

      About fifty yards away, a line of wagons emerged from the city gates and continued north exactly as Kitimar had described. She was a comfortable distance from all the hubbub under the shade of a large, sprawling tree outside the city walls.

      Gelf climbed down from the bench seat, circled to the rear of the cart, reached in and grabbed her. He lifted her out with no effort at all and set her on the ground.

      “Highness.”

      Mira plucked hay from her hair. “Thank you, Gelf.”

      Gelf gestured to a chair in the shade. “Her grace suggests making yourself comfortable while preparations are made. I need to get back to work.”

      “Of course. Thank you again.”

      Gelf left in the cart, and Mira slowly lowered herself into the chair.

      She watched servants load the wagons and tend the horses.

      Even in the shade, the heat was unbearable. One of the servants must have read her mind and came toward her from the wagons. A young girl, scrawny with big eyes in a peasant’s dress but clean and tidy, hair pulled back into a mouse-brown braid. She cradled an earthen jug and carried a cup in her other hand.

      She arrived smiling, a sheen of sweat on her face. “I’m Lyla, Highness. I’m one of those who’ll be tending to your needs on the journey. And Burna’s over there loading some medical things into the wagon. She’s the best midwife in Copsegarden.”

      Mira had no idea where Copsegarden was, but she’d definitely need a midwife sooner or later.

      “That’s your wagon there.” Lyla pointed at a big, garishly painted red and yellow wagon. “Large windows for plenty of air. We’re putting a bunch of pillows and blankets in, sort of a little nest. Good and cushiony for all those bumps in the road.”

      “Thank you.” Mira’s eyes went to the jug.

      “Would you like some cool water, highness?”

      “Dumo, yes!”

      Lyla filled the cup and handed it to her. Mira drank greedily.

      “I’ll leave the jug,” Lyla said. “And I’ll check on you again soon.”

      Mira nodded and kept gulping water as Lyla scurried back to her duties.

      She debated pouring herself another cup. It would only make her pee. It seemed she was always peeing these days. The heat got the better of her, and the water was too cool to resist. She gulped another cup then a third.

      She looked up and saw Kitimar coming toward her on a big white horse. The duchess arrived and dismounted.

      “We’re nearly ready,” Kitimar said. “We’ll be a rather slow-moving group, I’m afraid.”

      “Maybe the Union won’t come,” Mira said. “This will all have been a lot of work for nothing.”

      Kitimar glanced over her shoulder then pitched her voice low. “I talked to Bettin this morning. He finally heard from one of his spies. Several large flotillas were seen leaving various Union harbors. They’ll probably link up to form a single fleet. They’re coming. Soon.”

      Mira nodded, letting it sink in. For the first time, she was actually felt glad to be leaving. It had seemed like such a chore, especially in her condition, packing and setting off in some damn wagon for a long trip to a place she didn’t want to go to, but the thought of being trapped in a city under siege for …

      How long?

      A week? A year?

      It was the uncertainty that bothered her most, she realized.

      “And no word from the Emerald Palace?” Mira asked. “The new duke was supposed to be on our side, yes? A fleet of ships would come in handy right about now.”

      “That would be nice, wouldn’t it?” Kitimar said. “But I haven’t heard anything. Archbishop Fenwigg says he has his best person on the job.” A shrug. “Keep your fingers crossed.”
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        * * *

      

      Zarabelle had been summoned.

      She walked down the long, tiled palace hallway, footfalls echoing off the walls and high ceiling, shimmering sea      green dress flowing behind her. The Emerald Palace was an odd place these days. When she’d first arrived, it had seemed to always buzz with activity. Now she might walk one end to the other without spotting another soul, not even a servant.

      At least the fires in the city had stopped, the half-hearted attempt at unrest dwindling to nothing. The business of the city had rapidly returned to normal, even the most loyal of the old duke’s supporters deciding it wasn’t quite worth the effort.

      She found Pemberton Stoke in the main reception hall, sitting in the ducal seat, an ornate gilded highback chair, a leg thrown over one arm.

      Zarabelle bowed with a flourish. “Your grace.”

      “Oh, knock it off,” Stoke said. “No need to be fancy when there’s nobody else around.”

      Zarabelle glanced around the large room. They were indeed alone. “You wanted to see me?”

      “Yes. I wish it was to invite you to a party or something pleasant. Sadly, I have bad news,” he said. “I’m going to have to deny your request to send all my ships to High Harbor to save our friends.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “What?”

      He held up a hand. “There are reasons.”

      “Of course,” she said dryly. “There are always reasons. Getting me to do your dirty work then reneging on your part of the bargain is an excellent reason. Very shrewd and economical.”

      “I’m not reneging,” Stoke said flatly. “I’m merely postponing until conditions are more favorable.”

      “And what would be more favorable?” Zarabelle asked. “When the Union reduces High Harbor to rubble or when their flag flies over the abbey at Five Rivers? Western Greymond won’t satisfy them, you know. They’ll come east eventually, and you’ll have to fight them alone because you passed on the opportunity to join forces today. All because you’d rather sit in your cozy chair and let others do the fighting.”

      “Zarabelle.” Impatience had crept into his voice. “In spite of my light and frivolous tone, I’m actually in no mood for tantrums. I’ve been filling the dungeons the last few days, but there’s always room for one more, so I suggest you keep shut and listen to me.”

      Zarabelle opened her mouth to say something.

      Stoke glared.

      She shut her mouth.

      “Prudent.” Stoke removed his leg from the arm of the chair and sat forward, expression turning earnest. “It seems one of my admirals has taken issue with the Emerald Palace’s new owner. Most have accepted there’s a new duke in town, but he’s one of the diehards.”

      “Off with his head then,” Zarabelle suggested.

      “An attractive solution,” Stoke said. “Except the little bastard has made off with half my navy. Apparently, he’s the sort of fellow who inspires loyalty. All the captains in the fleet admire him. A damn shame as he sounds like just the sort of chap I’d rather have on my side. So that’s half the navy off Dumo knows where and the other half guarding my shores in case the son of a bitch comes back to start trouble. In short, the navy is too busy to fuck off down to High Harbor. I’m sorry, Zarabelle, but that’s the long and the short of it. If it helps mollify you at all, I was able to make good on that other favor you asked.”

      Confusion furrowed her brow. “Favor?”

      “Surely you haven’t forgotten,” Stoke said. “An exorbitant bribe which needed to get to a very difficult-to-get-to place?”

      Zarabelle’s eyes widened. Already? The new duke works fast!

      She composed herself, softening her demeanor. “I hope you’re able to soon bring your rogue      admiral to heel, your grace. At which time the navy might be directed to more fruitful endeavors.” A smile spread slowly across Zarabelle’s face. “In the meantime … yes. I’m quite mollified.”
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      Tabba gasped. “Great Dumo. Look at that.”

      Mira frowned. She lay flat on her back in the wagon as it lurched and rocked along the rutted road, all the roll-shades tied in the open position to invite as much breeze as possible. A cold cloth across her forehead. She was hot and irritable and the herky-jerk movement of the wagon knocking her bladder around made it feel like she needed to pee all the damn time.

      “Tabba,” Mira said flatly. “Is there really something to see, or is it another surprisingly large squirrel or some other wonder of nature? Because, if I’m being honest, I’m not inclined to budge a single inch for the rest of this Dumo-forsaken trip.”

      They’d been eight days on the road, the column of wagons with its mounted escort creeping along at a snail’s pace. To make up for the slow going, they traveled from pre-dawn to sunset, every minute of it dull and miserable.

      In fairness, Mira’s judgement was undoubtedly clouded by her condition. She could not clearly remember a time when she wasn’t very pregnant.

      “Trust me,” Tabba said. “You want to see this.”

      Mira muttered a few choice obscenities. “Help me then.”

      Tabba helped her sit up, and she leaned out the side of the wagon to look ahead.

      Mira’s eyes widened. “Oh.”

      A great grassland      stretched for miles in every direction. Ahead of them, the plain ended abruptly at a line of dark mountains, rising up from the plain so abruptly they might have been a wall purposely erected by the gods to keep out unbelievers save for an enormous gap through which the road ran. Two enormous statues, one on either side of the gap, rose high into the sky like ominous guardians. Even at this distance, Mira could see each statue in detail.

      One was clearly a depiction of the Star Goddess, or the Blind Goddess as some called her for the cloth wrapped around her eyes. One of her arms was outstretched, finger pointing, almost as if she’d been expecting Mira and the other wagonloads of refugees and was directing them to the land beyond the wall.

      The statue on the other side of the gap was something different, a tall, armored man with a beard, one hand leaning on the hilt of a sword, the weapon’s point buried in the plain. His other hand was up in a HALT gesture.

      Mira snorted. Well, there’s a mixed message if I ever saw one.

      “Good grief,” Tabba said. “How tall do you think they are?”

      Mira shook her head. “I don’t know. How far away are we?”

      Tabba slid the wooden shutter aside, opening the window in the front of the wagon. “Driver!”

      The driver turned his head slightly toward the window. “Milady?”

      “How far away are those statues?”

      “Many miles yet,” the driver said. “We’ll be traveling all day to get there, probably make camp in the gap itself.”

      “Thank you, driver.” Tabba slid the window shut again.

      “They must be huge,” Mira said. “To see them so clearly from this far away.”

      Of course, every child had heard about the guardians of the Battle Plain – or, at least children whose parents could afford tutors. For various reasons, it was not a place anyone went, some of the reasons practical, others superstitions … or, at least, Mira hoped it was just superstition. She had enough worries without adding trespassing on the gathering place of the dead into the mix.

      They travelled all day, the      great stone figures growing steadily larger on the horizon. As the wagon driver had guessed, the column of wagons made camp in the gap, a statue looming large on either side. They parked Mira’s wagon a mere twenty yards from the foot of the Blind Goddess. The column had called a halt slightly earlier than usual, and there was still a shred of daylight left. Many from the other wagons came over to marvel at the statue.

      

      The column started moving again before dawn. Mira slept.

      The sun was up by the time she woke. She sat up and looked around. The column was well into the Battle Plain – the Blood Plain some called it for the terrible battles fought here in ancient days. The stories had always mentioned the plain covered with coarse, knee-high grass, but it was simply an expanse of dry, cracked earth now.

      She leaned out of the wagon to look ahead. A single, mountain loomed in the distance, black, of course, although any mountain would look the same from so far away. The wagons headed straight toward it.

      “Not an inviting place,” Tabba said. “A dead land. No wonder nobody comes here.”

      Mira sighed. “Just us.”

      Details of the mountain came into focus as they drew closer. An entire city had been carved into the solid, black mountain of onyx, a royal palace with soaring spires at the top. A black wall stretched across the front of the mountain, again, carved from the same black stone. A wide boulevard wound its way up the mountain. History and legend mixed when it came to the Black Mountain to explain why it had been abandoned – a failed line of kings, curses, dark magic and so on.

      Mira suspected it was merely an unpleasant place. Who’d want to live in a house of black stone in a dead land?

      I don’t even want to be here temporarily.

      They halted the column and made camp an hour early.

      “We’re nearly there,” the wagon driver said. “By lunchtime tomorrow, I’d say.”

      The wagon rolled through the city’s open gates just at lunchtime, Tabba and Mira gawking at the immensity of them.

      “I thought the gates at High Harbor were big,” Mira said with wonder.

      “The gates and hinges are carved from the black rock like everything else,” Tabba said. “They’re perfectly balanced. I’ll bet they’ll open and close with no trouble at all even after all this time. The ancient engineer scholars were geniuses. Even better than the master masons in High Harbor or Eastport.”

      Mira narrowed her eyes. “How do you know all this?”

      Tabba looked surprised. “You had tutors, didn’t you?”

      Mira did have tutors as a young girl but lessons including the Black Mountain had usually revolved around battles and curses. As far as Mira could remember, her history tutor had been a middle-aged woman obsessed with any story that was sensational and lurid. Engineers hadn’t come up.

      “I hope they can get the lights working,” Tabba said. “Can you imagine the city all lit up like that?”

      Mira face went blank.

      “You don’t know what I’m talking about, do you?”

      Mira shook her head.

      “Like oil lamps,” Tabba explained, “but instead of oil, the light uses a sort of fume that comes out of the ground. It was said to be plentiful and burned very cleanly.”

      Lights from a fume in the ground. Mira rolled her eyes.

      They traveled the wide boulevard slowly around and up the mountain. The Black City was all hard, precise angles, the buildings blocky, carvings on the outside simple and exact. Vertical lines drew the eye upward.

      “It has an elegant look to it,” Mira said. “But it’s dreary. Didn’t the people who lived here like color?”

      “You’re looking at a place that’s been deserted for centuries,” Tabba reminded her. “I’m sure people added their own touches – tapestries, carpets, paneling.”

      Saber riders galloped ahead of the column to scout. They were confident the place was deserted, but why take chances? Wagons left the column as they went, an officer directing families to various dwellings.

      “No shortage of housing, I guess,” Mira said.

      They’d brought thousands of refugees with them, but those people would barely fill a fraction of the city. By the time they reached the top of the mountain, the column had been reduced to a score of wagons      with fifty mounted saber riders      for      escort. These would be the people to occupy the palace, important folks and their servants and guards. Many of the wagons were filled with furnishings and supplies.

      Kitimar Denning reined in her horse next to Mira’s wagon. “And how’s the queen doing today?”

      “I hate this wagon.” Mira’s eyes went to the Black Palace ahead of them. “But I don’t want to be there either.”

      Kitimar nodded. “Sounds about right.”

      `“When can we go inside?” Tabba asked.

      “We’re checking to make sure it’s safe,” Kitimar said. “Then we’ll pick out rooms for you and get the furnishings inside. It won’t quite be like home, but we’ll do the best we can.”

      “What about the lights?” Tabba’s eagerness was obvious.

      “She thinks you’re going to light the whole mountain with a fume,” Mira said dryly.

      “Archbishop Fenwigg sent abbey scholars to try     bringing them to life,” Kitimar said. “A lot of talk about pipes and valves and things that went over my head. Anyway, get as comfortable as you can while we get the place into shape.”

      They passed through another gate – significantly smaller than the city gates – and the wagons lined up in the courtyard before the wide black steps leading up to the palace. They waited as a small army of servants carted things inside, furniture, food stuffs, kitchenware, weapons, and so on.

      At last, Kitimar rode back past them, pausing to say, “I need to check      how it’s going in the rest of the city, but they’ve got you set up inside. A good spot, I think. Servants will be along to show you.”

      “Thanks,” Mira called as she rode away.

      Kitimar tossed a wave over her shoulder as she left.

      Lyla and a half dozen other servants showed up to escort Tabba and Mira to their new – hopefully temporary – home. Mira held Lyla’s arm for support as they ascended the steps and passed through an arched doorway twenty feet tall.

      The foyer was spacious. A large golden and unlit chandelier hung from the vaulted ceiling, open doorways lead to the left, the right, and straight ahead.

      Mira walked straight ahead.

      “No, highness.” Lyla gestured to the left. “Your rooms are this way.”

      “Just a moment.”

      She walked to the doorway ahead of her and stood there. It was pitch black inside, cool and cavernous. “Hello!” she called. The word echoed back to her.

      “Big in there,” Tabba said.

      Mira took a step forward.

      Lyla became nervous. “Highness, don’t go about in the dark. You’ll trip over something.”

      Mira hesitated. The girl was probably right. “Show me my room then.”

      The three rooms were a good choice, two bedrooms with a spacious sitting room in between. Of course, who could say what purpose these rooms had served hundreds of years ago, but the servants had moved in beds, and thick rugs, chairs and a divan for the sitting room, which had a black fireplace carved into the wall. The fireplace was edged in gold, a raised checkerboard pattern, somehow simple and busy at the same time.

      Lyla built a small fire, more for light than for heat although a handful of oil lamps scattered about provided ample illumination.

      “We’ve found the kitchen, and they’re bringing in the pots and pans now, and firewood too,” Lyla said. “We’ll get you a hot meal soon, Highness.” She bowed and left.

      Tabba kicked off her shoes and walked barefoot on the black floor. “It’s so smooth. Cold too. I’m glad they thought to bring rugs.”

      Mira eased into a chair. “It’s not so bad, I guess. I wonder if rooms on the upper floors have windows. At least it’s cooler here.”

      “Like a cave,” Tabba said.

      The food arrived. They talked and ate. Then Mira slept awhile. Then she found a place to pee, a small room around the corner with a place to sit. She guessed that at one time water ran through a channel underneath the sitting place, and she hoped that would happen again or it would quickly get smelly. Tabba and Mira traded stories about their childhoods. After so much time together, it seemed impossible there were still things they didn’t know about each other, but occasionally, Tabba managed to surprise her. They ate again.

      The midwife Bruna stopped by briefly to check on Mira’s condition and reported everything normal.

      Soon, Mira’s eyelids began to droop. “I suppose I should go to bed. I thought Kitimar might come by to see us.”

      “I imagine she’s busy,” Tabba said. “She’s in charge of this whole mountain.”

      “I’m bored to tears and it’s only the first day,” Mira said.

      Tabba tsked. “Soon you’ll have a baby to take care of and you’ll look back longingly at boring days like this when you can just quietly sit around and do nothing.”

      Mira thought about that. “Shit.”

      “Beg pardon?”

      “I really am having a baby, aren’t I?”

      Tabba went deadpan. “This is the first you’re hearing about this?”

      “I mean … shit. There’s been no time to dwell on it, you know? It’s been war, war, war, this whole time. Do you realize Lee and I haven’t talked about names? Not once! I’m not ready to have a baby!”

      “Being ready is not a prerequisite. It’s going to happen.”

      “You’re not funny! I don’t know how to be a mother. I don’t know anything. I haven’t even seen my own parents since –”

      Someone cleared his throat.

      Both women looked.

      A man maybe thirty years old stood in priest’s robes, sheepish and tentative. “Highness –” He abruptly remembered his cloth skull cap and snatched it off his head, standing with it in his hands in front of him. “Beg pardon, your highness, but I’m on an errand. The master pipefitters have found the main channel to the palace, but they don’t want to turn anything on until we’ve made sure all the light ports are closed.”

      Mira blinked at him. “What?”

      The priest gestured around the room to what looked like copper sconces with the candles missing. Mira hadn’t really noticed them before. A few had glass globes around them, but most didn’t. “I need to make sure they’re closed. We’ve been through most of the palace, and these are the final rooms.”

      “Well, can’t you do that in the morning?” Mira asked. “I was about to turn in.”

      The priest shifted his feet, again seeming nervous. “I understand, highness, but if one of the ports should be open when we release the gas –”

      Mira frowned. “Gas?”

      Tabba snapped her fingers. “The fume!”

      The priest nodded eagerly. “Very like a fume, trapped in pockets deep below the earth. This place … well, I just have to say this place is marvelous. They channeled the gas – fume – through pipes which take it all over the palace and the city. I’m an engineer’s apprentice studying at the abbey, and I’ve read about such things, but to actually see them –”

      Mira cleared her throat.

      “Ah. Well, anyway, if we turn on the gas and not all the ports are closed, there’s the possibility of … uh … an explosion.”

      Mira’s eyes widened.

      “A large, fiery explosion,” the priest said.

      Mira waved regally, beckoning him into the room. “Then by all means enter and go about your business as we do not want our royal personage exploded on this fine evening.”

      The priest smiled and scurried rapidly through all three rooms, making sure a small lever on the side of each sconce was turned to the down – closed – position.

      “Come back when the gas is in the pipes,” Tabba said. “I want to know.”

      The priest bowed and left.

      Mira glared at her. “Now he’s going to come back and wake us up. I’d planned to go to bed.”

      “How can you sleep?” Tabba said. “You don’t find this fascinating?”

      Mira rolled her eyes then abruptly realized she’d been right in the middle of some sort of panic attack. The priest had arrived and distracted her. She no longer felt anxious. Is that all she’d needed? A distraction? She knew being pregnant would affect her in a number of ways physically, but obviously insanity was part of it too.

      Tabba fixed her some tea, and they stayed up talking.

      A few hours later, Mira snorted awake. She’d fallen asleep in her chair. The fire had burned low, Tabba slept across from her on the divan, arm curled under her head.

      Mira tried to heave herself out of the chair, shifted and grunting.

      Tabba woke up and rubbed her eyes. “Do you need some help?”

      “Sorry to wake you … but yes.”

      Tabba took Mira’s hands in hers and pulled, heaving Mira out of the chair.

      “Highness?”

      Both women yelped, startled.

      The priest looked mortified. “I’m so sorry. But … well, milady wanted to know when the gas was ready?”

      “Is it?” Tabba said excitedly. “Show us!”

      They saw that the priest carried a long-handled candlelighter with a bell snuffer. “If it’s okay, I’ll just light the ones that still have glass globes.” He turned the lever on the side of the sconce, and there was a muffled pumff. “Good the gas is flowing.” He lit it with the       candlelighter and there was a pop. The light filled the glass globe which amplified it and spread it around the room.

      “That’s amazing!” Tabba said.

      The priest lit two more which still had unbroken globes.

      “A surprising number of globes are intact in the great hall,” he said. “It’s quite a wonderous sight if I do say so –”

      “The great hall!” Tabba pushed past him. “I’ve got to see this.”

      “Milady, wait!” The priest ran after her. “There are safety concerns!”

      Mira waddled to catch up. “Don’t wait for me or anything. Just the queen.”

      She found them standing in the same doorway where Mira had stood upon arrival, but instead of a large area shrouded in darkness, it was now completely illuminated, glowing glass globes on the walls down each side.

      “Will you look at that,” Tabba said breathlessly.

      Mira stepped into the great hall trying to look everywhere at once. At the far end of the hall, a throne sat atop a great, black dais, carved of smooth onyx and inlaid with gold. There were gold touches everywhere in the hall. Apparently, those who’d dwelt in this place before had thought gold looked good with black and also had the wealth to indulge themselves.

      The floors and walls glistened a smooth, reflective black, the light from the globe lamps playing over the surfaces in mesmerizing ways.

      Mira looked straight up. “Is that … the sky?”

      “An amazing effect, isn’t it?” the priest said. The ceiling is too high for the light to reach, but a number of reflective … somethings” – he shrugged – “hang low enough to catch the light. The illusion is that you’re looking at twinkling stars in the night sky.”

      Mira shook her head in disbelief. “Wow.”

      The priest drew their attention to a huge      hole in the floor, perfectly circular, twenty feet in diameter, completely surrounded by a foot-high black step. “Thank Dumo nobody came wandering around here in the dark. If you’d fallen in there, we would never have seen you again.”

      Mira and Tabba approached the edge of the hole with caution and looked down. Dark and seemingly bottomless.

      Writing etched into the top of the stone step caught Mira’s attention. She tried to read it but couldn’t. “What language is that?”

      “A language long dead even when those words were carved,” came a voice behind them.

      Mira turned to see who’d spoken. “Effingham!”

      A quick bow and a smile. “The old aristocracy was a bit pretentious      about dead languages and often used them to show off their education.”

      “When did you get here?” Mira asked.

      “I was with the column all along … although a hundred wagons behind you,” the priest said.

      “Why did you never come see us?”

      “I thought the journey might be an opportunity for some quiet reflection and self … uh … oh, blast, who am I kidding?” Effingham said. “I was pouting. I’m not proud of it.”

      Mira laughed. “Pouting why?”

      “Because Archbishop Fenwigg said someone needed to go to the Black Mountain who could attend to everyone’s spiritual needs,” Effingham explained. “In other words, he wanted me out of his way.”

      Mira nodded. No wonder he was pouting. Effingham had been Lee’s shadow for months, but the archbishop had decided to take over that role when he’d arrived in High Harbor.

      “I’m glad to see you,” Mira said. “If that helps.”

      “It doesn’t hurt.”

      “So what do these words say?”

      “The Heart of the World,” Effingham said. “I think we’re meant to believe this hole goes all the way down to the very center of our world. Flights of fancy, if you ask me. I did read that sometimes prisoners were executed by being tossed into the hole … something about giving the dead back to the world. I’m a tad rusty on such lore.”

      Mira looked back at the artificial stars overhead. “I don’t approve of a big hole in the floor, but I like what they’ve done with the ceiling.”

      “Follow me,” Effingham said. “There’s something else you might enjoy seeing.”

      He led them through a door and out onto a wide balcony. The entire city spread out before them down the Black Mountain. Hundreds – thousands? – of pinpricks of flickering light lit up the entire mountain, the lamplight playing and flickering over the smooth, glassy stone. The entire city shimmering both dark and light at the same time.

      “They left everything in perfect working order, it seems,” Effingham said. “Our people just had to turn it on. We’re hoping to find the main well for the water next.”

      Mira looked at the sight and felt a strange relief. Maybe it was because a place so black, with a hole in it to the center of the world, a place dead and deserted, could also be someplace beautiful.
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      Jeen Derelith and a handpicked dozen fighters from her Peasants Brigade took over ownership of Roc’s Roost after Kitimar Denning had been relieved. She’d lost good people at the Battle of the Abandoned Temple. The remainder had continued to guard the road as ordered, but with each passing day it had seemed more like busy-work. Taking over the watch tower had been a welcome change, but it was a small place and a dozen troops were plenty. She sent the balance of her force back to High Harbor and told them to consider themselves on leave.

      After three days of looking at the empty sea, she began to think being cooped up in a tower wasn’t much better. By the end of the week, she spotted them in the early morning light, a squad of sleek war sloops, three in a triangle formation. They sailed past the tower at a good clip, Union flags at the stern.

      Jeen got a rider off at a fast gallop to High Harbor. By dusk, she’d spotted the war sloops heading back the      way they’d come. She scanned the sea for pursuit and saw none. A scouting patrol obviously, and they’d probably gotten everything they needed: a count of Bishop Voss’s remaining warships, the defenses at High Harbor, and so on. That was it then. In the next few days, a week at most, the vast Union fleet would sail right past Jeen’s tower on its way to attack High Harbor.

      Later that night, the rider returned, confirming that Lee and the generals at High Harbor agreed. Jeen had done her job, there was nothing left to do at Roc’s Roost.

      “Pass the word,” she told Cynthy, the burly female sergeant. “We leave at first light.”
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        * * *

      

      The dozen plus Jeen dragged through the open gates of High Harbor and stopped to gawk at the chaos. People were all over the courtyard doing a myriad of things that seemed at best ill-coordinated and at worst …

      “This is a clusterfuck.” Cynthy’s eyes went to Jeen. “Er … beggin’ your pardon, Commander.”

      Jeen waved it off. “You’re not talking to some genteel aristocrat. Anyway, you’re right. This is a clusterfuck.”

      She stopped a lanky man with a sergeant’s sash across his chest. “Can you tell me what’s going on here?”

      “About a hundred different things,” he said. “Sorry, but I don’t have time to talk, lady. I’ve got to get my boys to the harbor, and they were supposed to be there an hour ago.”

      Cynthy scowled at the man. “Lady? That’s a commander you’re talking to!”

      But the sergeant had already vanished into the crowd.

      “Forget it,” Jeen said. “What about all these wagons?”

      Cynthy shrugged. “No idea.”

      Jeen stopped another man, a young lord acting as an officer and gestured at a line of at least a hundred wagons. “What’s going on?”

      “Refugee wagons,” he said.

      Jeen frowned. “I thought they left days ago.”

      “That was the first caravan,” the young lord said. “As soon as people heard the Union ships were coming, a lot of them had second thoughts about staying.”

      “Can you at least tell me –”

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “I have a thousand things to do.” He ran off.

      After stopping three more harried people, Jeen gleaned some basic information. Lee, Bettin, Mykle, and anyone else she knew had taken most of the troops to the harbor wall where it was expected the Union would hit hardest. Some people were determined to stay in High Harbor no matter what, but many others now regretted not getting out earlier and were scrambling to flee the city any way possible. The palace guard had been set loose upon anyone looting. Too many of those looking to leave the city were grabbing anything of value to take with them.

      Finally, Jeen searched the crowd for the most important-looking person she could find, a man with lots of gold on his uniform, a drooping white moustache, and polished black boots to his knees.

      “Madam, I have been given the security of this gate,” he said. “Once it closes, it will not open again, and I have a caravan or refugee wagons clogging things up. I’m sorry, but I’ve not heard of you or your so-called Peasants Brigade. Now if you’ll excuse me, I’m behind schedule.”

      Jeen stood with hands on hips and watched him go. “Well, Cynthy, I have no idea who to report to. I hereby declare the Peasants Brigade off duty. Any ideas?”

      Cynthy scrunched her face up, thinking, and scratched behind her ear. “We could get drunk.”

      Jeen sighed. “Right. Let’s find a place.”
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        * * *

      

      Jin hammered on the door with her fist. “Are you two packed or not?”

      “We told you,” Niralyn yelled through the door. “We’re not going!”

      Jin closed her eyes, let out a breath, and counted to ten. The twins could be so exasperating. Jin was the youngest of four sisters. Wasn’t she supposed to be the bratty one? The twins had always been odd – understandable now that Jin knew one was dead – but at least they’d been manageable. Since running off to adventure with Merrik Niles, they’d found a new confidence.

      Which was good, right?

      Except that it had made them stubborn.

      “Kit’s not going to be happy!” she yelled through the door.

      Kitimar had not been happy Jin and the twins hadn’t accompanied her when the refugee column had set out for the Black Mountain. The eldest sister had insisted they join the next caravan.

      They hadn’t.

      Now a third caravan was organizing in the courtyard of the main gates, and Jin planned to be with it when it departed … if she could wrangle these damn twins.

      “Will you two just listen to –” She cut herself off and tried the door handle. It wasn’t locked. She pushed it open and stepped inside.

      Niralyn sat atop the large wooden crate she’d insisted on bringing ashore from Jenny’s Mistake, her legs dangling. Dair leaned on the windowsill, taking in the view, but looked back when Jin entered the room.

      Jin held up her hands, placating. “Okay. So explain it to me. Why aren’t we leaving?”

      “You can go if you want,” Dair said. “Merrik might need me. I’m of no use to anyone at the Black Mountain.”

      “And if she stays, I need to stay with her,” Niralyn said.

      “Fine, if Merrik tells you he doesn’t need you, will you come with me then?” Jin asked.

      The twins looked at each other.

      A slight shrug from Dair. “Maybe.”

      “Where is he?”

      “No clue.”

      Jin looked at Niralyn who said, “I also do not have a clue.”

      Jin threw up her hands. “I’ll find him myself.”

      She turned to leave, paused in the doorway, and looked back at Niralyn. “Did you ever tell Merrik what was in that crate?”

      Niralyn grinned. “He stopped asking, but I can tell he’s curious.”

      “What are you going to do with that thing?” Jin asked.

      “Maybe nothing,” Niralyn said. “But who knows? He might come in handy.”
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        * * *

      

      The streets of High Harbor were eerily quiet.

      Merrik supposed he should not have been surprised. Many had fled the city, and those who’d chosen to remain stayed indoors. The harbor wall and the area around the main gates buzzed with activity, but the rest of the city was as quiet as a tomb.

      Merrik walked. Every horse in the city had been taken, either for military use or for the final caravan soon to make its departure. As the hero of Whiteout Pass, Merrik supposed he could have pulled rank for a horse, but he hadn’t bothered.

      He’d been given good directions to Penville’s workshop at the far western end of the harbor wall. A stairway took him to the top of the wall and then another, narrower stairway took him higher still inside a squat tower perched at the corner of the fortification.

      He knocked on the door, and Penville let him in. It had the look of a wizard’s workshop, bottles and vials of mysterious ingredients filled the shelves. A small wooden table in the center of the room on which Merrik placed Red William’s spell book.

      “I was wondering if you’d still be here,” Merrik said. “A lot of people are making a run for it.”

      “Oh, I’ve got a backup plan, don’t worry,” the wizard told him. “I have full faith our military will fend off the invaders, but if not, Penville will be looking out for Penville, never you fear.”

      Merrik considered asking the wizard if he had a secret way out of the city but thought better of it. Penville probably wouldn’t tell him anyway.

      “Let’s get on with it,” Merrik said. “I’m not eager to meet the Union Navy either.”

      “I’ll finish casting the wards.” The wizard began mumbling words as he went around the room.

      Merrik went to the window and looked out. Penville’s workshop had a good view of the sea. If he turned his head and looked left, he could see the harbor. The few ships still docked were making ready to leave. Merrik had heard scuttlebutt that Union scout ships had been sighted, so apparently the main fleet was imminent. Penville knew it, and so did Merrik.

      The difference was that Merrik wasn’t so sure Lee and his army could keep the Union out of High Harbor.

      Merrik sat down in front of the book. He didn’t bother opening it since he’d have no idea where to start. That would be Arzumel’s worry.

      “The wards are in place,” Penville announced. “If it all goes as smoothly as last time, it should be no problem … I hope.”

      Merrik blew out a nervous breath and closed his eyes. “Here goes.”

      Come on, Arzumel. Let’s do this.

      The wizard was there almost immediately. Merrik was gently lifted out of himself. That floating feeling. Untethered.

      This will take some time, the wizard said.

      Sure. Merrik had nowhere to be and nothing to do. He felt dreamlike.

      In the meantime, I’m going to send you somewhere. A comfortable and amusing place in an out-of-the-way corner of my mind. I think you’ll like it.

      Merrik opened his eyes.

      He stood on the banks of a wide river lined with palm trees. The desert stretched out to his right, endless brown sands, dunes rising to a cloudless blue sky. If he crossed the bridge to his left, it would take him across the river where the white walls of a desert city rose, the gates open and inviting. A tower rose from the city’s center, topped with an ornate minaret, a sea-green banner flying from the top.

      Merrik crossed the river and entered the city.

      A bustling marketplace. People in colorful robes selling their goods, bright white smiles shining from smooth brown faces.

      “Come and try the lamb, sirrah!” said a man in blue robes. He wore an odd red hat like a flowerpot turned upside down on his head. Fez came the answer from somewhere. Perhaps Merrik had some sort of indirect access to Arzumel’s knowledge.

      But Merrik found he didn’t care about the wizard, not now. He wanted to explore this exotic new place.

      “Try the lamb!” the man insisted, handing him a wooden skewer of meat.

      Merrik tasted it. An explosion of flavor! Spices he’d never tasted before.

      “You’ll need to wash that down with some wine!” The man gestured to an open doorway across the market square.

      Merrik walked toward it. The doorway was set into a wall of rough, white stucco, the door outlined with small blue tiles. A wooden sign hung to one side. Something was written in a strange language of quirky, swooping runes, yet somehow Merrik could read it. Den of the Blue Djinn.

      Merrik entered.

      A woman took him by the arm. “Welcome, traveler.” Dark haired, deep dark eyes, olive skin. A blue dress which left her midriff exposed, cleavage barely contained.

      Another woman appeared on the other side and took his other arm. Her eyes were so green they almost glowed. “Come. Do you seek food or drink or … company? The Blue Djinn has everything you might desire.” The women led him deeper into the establishment which smelled of sweet incense. Odd but pleasant music came from somewhere.

      “Well.” Merrik cleared his throat. “I suppose I could bring myself to linger here a while.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      Merrik drank wine, and the girl danced.

      How many days had he spent idling away in the Den of the Blue Djinn? He hadn’t counted because he didn’t care. The place had lost none of its charm, and Merrik saw no reason why he should leave anytime soon.

      The wine was excellent. Probably the best he’d ever had, a deep, rich red, not too heavy but with ample body.

      The girl wasn’t bad either. Also with ample body.

      He’d never seen this sort of dance before, but he’d heard stories. She twirled and swayed and stepped to a lively tune played by musicians in some hidden corner of the establishment – exotic instruments, a sort of reedy drum thing and a whiny, throaty horn thing and a twangy stringed thing. He looked around the room but couldn’t see them. There were other men smoking hookah pipes, a thick layer of sweet smoke, underscoring this exotic place.

      A place he’d never been to and only recognized from his father’s stories, a far-flung desert realm so remote and such a place of legend that the men of Greymond could not even point in the direction the place might lay.

      And yet here Merrik was, sitting in a nest of silken pillows as the gorgeous woman in front of him danced, plucking away one veil at a time, revealing more and more skin as the dance progressed.

      The dance picked up speed and everyone in the den began to clap along.

      Soon only three very strategically placed clusters of veils remained. Merrik’s goblet of wine never seemed to empty. He watched with rapt attention as she reached for a veil over her left breast and –

      An explosion rocked the tent, dark smoke blowing through the flap. Everyone –

      -- screamed and –

      Merrik’s eyes popped open. He was on a wooden floor. The silken pillows were gone as was the dancing girl. Someone stood over him, saying his name over and over in a very annoying way.

      “Fuck off.” Merrik tried to push himself up from the floor and failed.

      “Marquis Niles.” Penville’s voice. “Can you hear me? Are you okay?”

      He was obviously not okay. “Where am I? What am I doing –”

      It all came back to him in a rush. Penville’s workshop overlooking the harbor. Arzumel taking him over to study the spell book and banishing Merrik’s consciousness to a specially prepared corner of his mind.

      “I was about to leave you,” Penville said.

      Merrik blinked and managed to sit up. “Leave? Why?”

      More explosions. Dust fell from the ceiling. That’s close. Too close.

      “Does that answer your question?” Penville said. “The Union fleet is here!”

      “What?” Merrik stood and went to the window.

      Hundreds of enemy ships crowded the harbor, and many more waited their turn out to sea. The larger ships had platforms from which catapults launched fiery projectiles at the harbor wall. The projectiles exploded in fire upon impact, taking chunks of the wall and soldiers with it.

      Merrik turned back to Penville. “How long was I out?”

      “Four days.” Penville stuffed his belongings into a shoulder bag.

      “Four –”

      The memories came flooding back, memories that were not quite his own. Merrik bent over Red William’s spell book, reading it for hours on end. Merrik taking just enough food and water to sustain himself. Merrik leaving briefly to relieve himself, walking past Penville as if in a trance.

      Another explosion – much closer – rocked the workshop.

      “And that’s my cue.” Penville slung the bag over his shoulder and headed for the door but paused to look at the spell book where it lay open on the table.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Anywhere but here,” Penville said.

      “Take the book,” Merrik told him. “Go to the Black City. I’ll find you there eventually.”

      Penville hesitated then snatched up the book and stashed it in his bag. “Good luck.” And then he was out the door.

      Merrik realized he had no intention of going with him. He didn’t think of fleeing at all.

      Because I’m an idiot.

      No. Because there was a job to do.

      Another explosion knocked him off his feet. Bits of rubble bounced off his head and back. A ceiling beam broke loose and crashed through the table.

      Okay, I’m not running away … but I don’t have to stay here.

      He scrambled to his feet and fled the workshop then took the stairs down to the harbor wall. He jogged along, looking for someone in charge. Soldiers crouched behind the battlements, many clutching bows. Bundles of arrows were stacked every twenty feet. There was nothing in range for them to shoot at, Merrik realized. All they could do was stay under cover and endure the bombardment.

      Merrik spotted a man with an officer’s sash and grabbed him by the shoulder. “Who’s in charge?”

      “His majesty!” The officer pointed along the wall. “At the center.”

      Of course.

      Merrik jogged toward the center.

      He came to a part of the wall that had been blasted away, stones blackened. Bodies scorched. Only a three-foot wide section of remaining wall was left for him to move past the damaged area. He stepped over the bodies and kept going.

      There was a cluster of people about a hundred yards ahead, including a tall man in plate armor who surely had to be –

      A hot blast lifted Merrik and set him down hard, rubble and dust, a blur of flames. He tried to sit up, coughing, bells in his ears. Screams from troops who’d been in the direct line of fire. Hands under his arms. He was being lifted.

      “We’ve got you, Niles.”

      A random soldier on one side of him, Baron Mykle on the other. The baron looked ready for war, plate armor for his chest and shoulders, chainmail everywhere else, a simple broadsword hanging from his belt.

      “I can walk,” Merrik said.

      Mykle led Merrik to the gaggle of officers all standing around Lee. Bettin was there too. None took cover as the wall shook with explosions up and down the line. Evidently, a key part of leadership involved standing tall and making a target out of oneself.

      Lee’s upper lip curled into a snarl. “Nice of you to finally join us, Marquis Niles. I realize our little war is inconvenient for you.”

      Merrik bit back a retort. “What’s the situation?”

      “They’re softening us up before the assault,” Count Bettin said. “And doing a bloody good job of it, I’m sorry to say.”

      A ball of fire arced over the wall and exploded in the city behind him.

      “And we’ll have fire to fight too,” Mykle said.

      Merrik’s gaze went back to the ships and the catapults still hurling flaming projectiles. “So fire is bad for us is the feeling I get.”

      Lee made an impatient noise in his throat, something halfway to a growl. “An astute observation, Niles.”

      Something was clearly under Lee’s skin, and Merrik again had to stop himself from replying with a sarcastic remark. Instead, he said, “How do we feel about rain?”

      A quick, mumbled discussion.

      “Enough rain puts the fires out,” Bettin said.

      Mykle nodded his head, considering. “They’ll be on us soon enough with assault ladders. Slippery footing hurts them more than us.”

      Another explosion shook the wall. Everyone ignored it.

      “So tell me, Marquis Niles, are you saying you can make it rain?” Lee shook his head. “But of course you can. Why am I surprised?”

      Merrik rolled up his sleeves. “Stand back.”

      Everyone took a step back, even Lee.

      Merrik held up his hands and began to say the words. Clouds formed, swirling into place out of nothing over the city and the harbor. They continued to gather as Merrik felt each syllable tumble out of his mouth. Another of Penville’s chanters. The clouds continued to gather so rapidly that no one could mistake what was happening as a natural phenomenon.

      And then the clouds darkened.
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        * * *

      

      “The palace guard has managed to push back the rabble below Market Square Boulevard,” Evris Koy reported. “I’m afraid it’s a temporary victory, sir. Intelligence reports they’re regrouping even now. The People’s Palace is safe … for the moment.”

      Sarasin Martz stood at the window, looking down into the once prosperous and beautiful city. Days of insurrection had taken their toll. Many had fled for the countryside. Smoke rose from numerous neighborhoods. Scores of bodies still lay in front of the palace gates from the recent battle.

      Even now, Martz was stoic. “I thought the troops from the rural garrisons would have been here by now. We called in all of them, didn’t we?” Martz had decided basically to abandon all of the territories, electing to secure his place in the capital instead. There would be chaos, he supposed, but it could all be sorted out later.

      “The closest should have been here by now, yes,” Koy said. “We suspect mass desertions. I have people looking into it.”

      “Never mind.” Martz sighed. “Tell me what’s happening in the east.”

      “The assault has started on High Harbor,” Koy said. “I’m told the catapults are giving them a good pummeling.”

      “At least some good news then.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Let me know when we have the city and the boy king’s head on a pike,” Martz said. “Then we’ll discuss the disposition of the troops. We might need to recapture one of our ports and then open a secure route back to the capital. Once the food starts flowing, we’ll be able to more easily restore order.”

      “A sound strategy, sir.” But Evris Koy knew better.

      He knew it was already too late.
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      The wind howled, and the rain lashed hard, like stinging pinpricks in his exposed skin.

      Merrik was forced to admit – if only to himself – that he’d probably overdone it a bit.

      “The fires are out!” Bettin shouted to be heard over the gale. “And they won’t be using those catapults anymore, at least not to toss anything flaming at us.”

      Merrik looked down into the harbor. The enemy ships bobbed and rocked at their moorings, slamming into the docks. He didn’t envy the men stuck belowdecks, waiting to come out and fight. A hold full of seasick troops was nobody’s idea of a good time.

      Merrik had stopped chanting. The storm was strong enough.

      He raised one hand toward the sky and muttered the words to his next spell. Might as well make use of the storm.

      Lightning crackled across the sky and stabbed downward. Multiple bolts slamming into dozens of ships, wood splintering. Another wave of bolts came and then another –

      Merrik went dizzy, everything going dark for a brief moment. He blinked and saw that Lee was holding him up.

      “You okay?” Real concern, no biting sarcasm.

      Merrik nodded. “Yeah. Thanks. I just … overexerted myself.”

      Mykle squinted up at the sky. “The wind is calming. The rain is letting up.”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Bettin said. “It’s still too wet for their flame projectiles.”

      Merrik leaned over the battlement, a hand on a merlon to each side. The harbor waters had calmed, and hundreds – thousands? – of troops began disembarking from the Union ships. They unloaded long, thin ladders for scaling the walls. More ships crowded the harbor, offloading more troops, efficient looking men and women all with the same olive tunics and thick leather armor, bowl helms. Spears and short swords seemed to be the standard issue weapons.

      A fighter like Lee in full plate armor is worth ten of them, Merrik thought. But is he worth twenty? Fifty?

      The more ships that entered the harbor, and the more troops that disembarked, the less Merrik liked the math. They massed along the docks just out of bow range. At first, the Union had made a mess of it, ships trying to leave the harbor nearly colliding with those entering. They organized themselves soon enough, ships coming and going like clockwork, the number of landed troops increasing at an alarming rate.

      “It’s galling to simply watch them arrive and do nothing about it,” Lee said.

      “Perhaps a sortie,” Bettin suggested. “Keep them on their toes.”

      Mykle shook his head. “I wouldn’t raise a single portcullis. If we can’t get it closed again, we’re finished.”

      Merrik agreed but said nothing. He was no military genius. But once the enemy got a toe in the door …

      “I’ve had a runner from the tower signalman,” Mykle said. “Archbishop Voss’s fleet is keeping them off the beaches. I’m assured this can’t last forever.”

      “Make sure we’re getting regular reports,” Lee ordered. “I’m not keen to be surrounded.”

      Merrik watched the ships below, still unloading troops. It went on for hours. They just keep coming.

      The cooks fed the men in shifts. Lee never left his spot on the wall.

      Merrik took Mykle aside where no one else could hear. “Uh … so how well would you say this is going?”

      “Going?” The baron seemed confused. “It hasn’t even started yet.”

      “Did you expect there’d be so many?” Merrik asked. “They’re still coming for Dumo’s sake.”

      Baron Mykle looked at the king then back at Merrik, lowering his voice. “We knew it would be bad but …. Frankly, I don’t think we can hold. I mean, for a while, yes, but not long.”

      Merrik swallowed hard. “Shouldn’t you tell him?”

      “And what should I say?” Mykle asked. “We’ve already committed. The gates are closed. If we opened them, and made a run for it, they’d have us by the tail. Those of us with horses might make it clear, but it would be a massacre for everyone else. Telling the king now would just be a big, fat I told you so. No thanks.”

      “Is there at least a backup plan?”

      Mykle glanced at Lee again before motioning for Merrik to move farther away. He reached into a tunic, pulled out a rolled parchment, and handed it to Merrik. “Unroll that.”

      It was a map of the city. With one arm, Mykle held his cloak over the map to fend off the rain. “I was told there was no need for a backup plan. His majesty insists we will hold High Harbor or die.”

      “What?”

      “I haven’t mentioned it to anyone except you,” Mykle said. “Not exactly a boost to morale. I was forbidden to talk of backup plans, but I was put in charge of positioning the reserve troops. They needed to be somewhere they could be brought up quickly to support the harbor wall or be dispatched to other parts of the city.” He pointed to two spots on the map. “Here and here.”

      Merrik looked at the indicated points on the map, trying to understand why Mykle was telling him this. Then he saw it. The two points were the only wide boulevards in a part of the city where most of the throughways were narrow streets and alleys. “Chokepoints. The reserve force can cover a retreat. You’ve schemed a backup plan after all.”

      “And if you tell anyone that, I’ll punch you in the nose. I obey my king,” Mykle said.

      The rain slowed to a drizzle, and then stopped.

      Mykle frowned at the sky. “Uh-oh.”

      Merrik handed the map back to Mykle. “Problem?”

      Mykle sighed. “The rain stopped.”

      “He means it will be easier for them to ignite their catapult shot again,” Bettin said in a loud voice, coming up behind them. Then in a lower voice he said, “And I advise you to stop scooting out of earshot before the king wonders what you’re saying about him.”

      The three of them rapidly rejoined the king.

      Merrik asked Bettin, “So what now? They bomb us the rest of the day.”

      “I suppose they could, but it’s not what I’d do,” Bettin said. “They’ve piled up thousands of troops on the docks now, and they can only stand around for so long. No, they’ll open up with the catapults again to cover the assault but stop when their troops reach the harbor wall. They’ve got men to spare, that’s for sure, but I doubt      they want to bomb their own people.”

      “Then pass the word,” Lee said. “Let the men know what’s coming.”

      They waited, the tension building. The flow of ships unloading troops hadn’t even slowed.

      Merrik couldn’t look away from the awesome display of power. “There must be twenty-five thousand troops down there.”

      “Thirty,” Mykle said. “And still coming. Hundreds of Union ships are still coming from the west. They probably won’t wait for all of them before beginning their assault.”

      “Why not?”

      “No room on the docks.”

      It was obvious now that Mykle had pointed it out. They were practically standing on top of one another, and other troops even waited on the decks of the ships for lack of room on the docks. “Bettin’s right. They won’t stand around like that for long.”

      “Dinner,” Mykle said.

      “I couldn’t eat a thing.”

      “No, I mean it’s almost time for dinner,” Mykle said. “If we send them down in shifts again, and the enemy attacks …”

      “We’ll be understrength.”

      It didn’t matter. Ten minutes later, the harbor wall shook with the first explosion.

      Heroics were abandoned as even Lee, the other lords, and generals dove behind the battlements. The catapult shots came rapid fire, smashing out chunks of wall in fiery explosions. A flaming projectile streaked through the air and hit thirty feet to Merrik’s left, the fireball flinging multiple bodies into the air, rubble and dust raining over him as he put his arms over his head.

      A sudden roar as if from ten thousand voices rose above the bombardment. Merrik risked a look over the top of the battlement. The enemy charged forward, many carrying long assault ladders between them. They were cutting it close, the catapults continuing to fire even as they advanced.

      “Here they come!” Merrik yelled.

      He’d only meant it as information, but apparently it had sounded like an order. Men on both sides of him rose from cover, nocked arrows, and loosed. The first few archers set off a chain reaction, and men all up and down the wall scrambled to their feet and sent arrows into the enemy.

      Union soldiers fell by the score and then by the hundred.

      Many more leapt over their comrades and kept running for the wall.

      The captain in charge of the catapults knew his business. The bombardment ceased a second before the soldiers arrived, slapping ladders against the wall, enemies climbing rapidly as arrows reigned. Some of Greymond’s soldiers set aside bows and took up poles specially designed to push off the assault ladders. Ladders were shoved back, Union troops screaming to their deaths as they fell.

      For every ladder pushed away, three more smacked against the stone battlement. Bettin and Mykle were yelling orders at different men to do different things. The wall had become chaotic, soldiers not sure if they should keep loosing arrows or help with shoving away ladders.

      Suddenly a ladder appeared three feet from Merrik.

      He blinked at it. “Hello.”

      “Coming, milord!” A young soldier twenty feet away with a shoving pole ran toward the ladder.

      As soon as he arrived, an enemy appeared at the top of the wall wielding a short sword. He grabbed the pole as the soldier attempted to shove the ladder and used the pole to pull the soldier toward him. He thrust the short sword. The soldier took it in the shoulder, and fell back, dropping the pole and screaming.

      Merrik drew his sword, lunging at the man on the wall, feigning a strike at his chest. The man brought up his sword to block, but Merrik went low, the tip of his blade sinking into his thigh.

      He grunted, lost his footing, and tumbled back down.

      Merrik grabbed the ladder and pushed.

      And jerked back just as the man below swung his sword, connecting with the ladder where Merrik’s hand had been a split-second before.

      I guess that’s why they use the poles.

      The union soldier scrambled over the wall quickly, bringing      up his sword to face Merrik. Behind him, another Union soldier topped the ladder.

      Merrik thrust and the man parried. Merrik leapt back to avoid the counter thrust. Now a third enemy was atop the wall and then a fourth.

      I could sure use you right now, Cullen.

      But Cullen was gone.

      And a fifth enemy had now joined his comrades.

      Merrik spat the words to a spell, flinging out his non-sword hand.

      Blinding green bolts erupted rapid-fire from his fingertips – bzzap, bzzap, bzzap, bzzap, bzzap – striking each opponent square in the chest, green fire crackling all over them as they convulsed and fell into a smoking heap.

      He wasn’t sure how many spells Arzumel had memorized while Merrik had dallied in the Den of the Blue Djinn, but he had a feeling he was running through them much too fast.

      Merrik snatched up the pole, rushed forward, and shoved the assault ladder off the wall.

      Six more ladders immediately appeared in front of him.

      Are you fucking kidding me?

      He shoved three away, but not fast enough. The enemy swarmed up the other three ladders, a dozen of them filling the space on the wall in front of Merrik. He brought his sword up, wondering if he’d need to burn another spell. Even if Merrik had Cullen’s skills at his disposal, a dozen would have been a tall order.

      Lee suddenly crashed into them, bone crunching and blood spraying everywhere his scepter rose and fell. He’d brought a half dozen men with him, and together they laid into the enemy, slaying them within seconds, and pushing the ladders off the wall.

      They all stood panting, surveying the carnage all around them.

      Then their eyes were drawn to the far eastern end of the wall. Union troops had overtopped the battlements. Dozens of them sprinted downstairs to the area on the interior side of the wall.

      “They’ll raise the portcullis!” Lee ran along the wall toward them, slowed by his bad knee. “Come on!”

      Merrik ran after them for a dozen yards then stopped, bent double, hands on knees, and sucked breath. A moment. He just needed a moment.

      When he started following again, a score of the enemy swarmed up half a dozen ladders, filling the space between him and Lee. The wall was being overrun. One of the enemies saw him and lifted a crossbow.

      Merrik spoke the words to yet another spell.

      The crossbow bolt sped toward him and struck his chest.

      A sizzling sound as the bolt ricocheted, doing him no harm. Orange energy crackled all around him, a shield that encased him like a suit of armor, buzzing with magical energy. In moments, he was surrounded. Weapons struck him from every side, the shield buzzing and sizzling, but no harm coming to him.

      But he was shoved and jostled and soon backed up against the cityside of the battlements. Four opponents rushed him at once, thrusting spears which hit the shield with a flash of orange light. The spearheads failed to penetrate, but the combined strikes knocked him over the battlement …

      … and down.

      He plummeted, arms and legs wheeling, and hit the cobblestones of the interior courtyard, bouncing in a crackling flash of orange. Merrik rose to one knee, disoriented but unhurt.

      He scanned the wall, trying to get his bearings and understand what was happening. The enemy soldiers who’d topped the wall were still streaming down the steps to assault the soldiers guarding the easternmost portcullis. Merrik watched the enemy roll over the defenders and begin to raise the portcullis. When it was up, more of the enemy stormed through.

      A company of Greymond’s spearmen rushed forward to push them back, and for a second, it looked like the Union soldiers had been stymied, but the enemy soldiers in the rear ranks kept shoving those ahead of them, pushing through, heedless of the safety of their brethren. Half the spearmen went down bloody and screaming. The rest broke and fled.

      Merrik sank into the shadows of the nearby doorway, releasing his hold on the shield, so the orange glow wouldn’t give him away. He’d lost track of Lee, Bettin, and Mykle. Greymond’s troops were in full retreat.

      The enemy poured through, and within minutes the next portcullis was raised. Union soldiers came through by the hundreds, completely unopposed.

      High Harbor had fallen. They hadn’t even made it to dinnertime.
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      Jeen Derelith went behind the bar of the abandoned inn and found the last bottle of good brandy.

      The inn had not been abandoned when she’d first arrived. She’d spent an alarming amount of her pay buying drinks for the last half dozen members of the Peasants Brigade who had nowhere else to go. They’d all gotten roaring drunk, toasting Rugger and Emma Aronvale and many other comrades who’d fallen. She’d taken a room and slept it off until noon.

      When she’d gone down for lunch, she found the innkeeper loading his wife and a few belongings into a cart. He was hurrying to catch the last caravan.

      “Help yourself to whatever’s in the larder,” he’d told her. “Drink the place dry. Better than letting those Union bastards get it.”

      Jeen filled a goblet with the good stuff.

      She heard something and paused. She set the goblet on the bar and let her hand slide down slowly to the hilt of her sword. Movement. Something sliding across the floor. A low moan.

      Cynthy crawled out from under one of the tables, sat up and held her head.

      “I thought you had a room.” Jeen snatched up the goblet and downed half of its contents.

      “I did … do. Me and the others stayed up and kept drinking after you turned in. Guess I was the last one standing … well, not standing. We lost Wilken.”

      Jeen froze, the goblet halfway to her mouth. “What? How?”

      “No, no, he’s not dead,” Cynthy said. “That cute little barmaid from last night? Convinced him to hop the caravan with her.”

      “Not a complete idiot then.”

      Cynthy grinned. “We’re still here. What’s that say about us?”

      “Ask me again after we finish this bottle.”

      Cynthy joined Jeen at the bar, and they toasted to idiocy.

      A noise outside. Shouts.

      Jeen went to the inn’s front window and looked into the street. “Troops. Ours. Something’s going on.”

      Cynthy drained her goblet, set it down hard on the bar, and smacked her lips. “Let’s go.”

      They spilled out into the street, and Jeen saw a haggard looking man in an officer’s sash directing his troops.

      “If you’ve got a bow and any arrows at all, then get up to the rooftops and hurry up, damn it,” he shouted. “Come on now, some of you on the other side of the street. Spread out.”

      Jeen approached the man. “Excuse me. Captain, is it?”

      Recognition lit his face. “Your Commander Derelith.”

      “You know me?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said. “Rugger and I teamed up when we were both scrounging supplies for our people. He was looking for boots. Sorry to hear what happened to him.”

      “Thanks. What’s happening here?”

      “The entire Union army will be coming through here in about five minutes,” he said. “I’m supposed to slow them up as much as possible to cover the retreat.”

      Jeen turned to Cynthy. “Get everyone up.”

      “Right.” Cynthy left at a run back toward the inn.

      “When you say everyone does that mean you’ve got the Peasants Brigade with you?” the captain asked.

      “Yes and no,” Jeen told him. “It depends if you count five soldiers as a brigade. That’s all that’s left.”

      The captain chuckled ruefully. “Damn. We could have used the help. Five won’t make a difference, Commander. I suggest you get your people out of here as quickly as possible.”

      “Good luck, Captain.” Jeen turned and jogged back to the inn, passing soldiers who were carrying out the inn’s tables and chairs for a barricade across the boulevard.

      She met Cynthy and the others in the now empty common room.

      “I grabbed your stuff from your room,” Cynthy said.

      “We’ll leave out the back,” Jeen told them. “There’s an alley.”

      They piled into the narrow alley, hands on hilts, ready to draw steel at the first sign of trouble, eyes scanning but not seeing any.

      “That way,” Jeen said. “The alley goes a long way then dead ends at a wider street. If the coast is clear, we can cross then –”

      “Jeen!”

      She turned, eyes raking the empty alley behind her. The voice calling her name had sounded odd, echoing as if from the bottom of a deep well.

      “Jeen!”

      A shimmering in the air twenty feet from her, a form taking shape from nothing.

      The hiss of steel as her people drew weapons.

      “What the …” Cynthy’s eyes went wide.

      A man stepped from the blur, snapping into focus.

      Relieved laughter bubbled out of Jeen. “Merrik. You never run out of surprises, do you?”

      “Well, there’s a very rude surprise on its way right now,” Merrik said. “I had to burn an invisibility spell to get away.”

      “We were told the Union was in the city,” Jeen said. “I figure the front gate is our best bet.”

      “Right. Let’s hurry.”

      They made their way at a jog. The streets were mostly abandoned. Occasionally a door or a shutter would slam quickly closed as they passed, people who probably figured it was too late to flee.

      And they might be right!

      The great courtyard before the city gates was a different story all together, a tumult of chaotic, panicked activity. Scared citizens were all trying to board a hastily organized caravan of ragtag wagons. Minor nobles – very minor – shouted at the squad of soldiers in charge of the gate to open up. A mob was forming, they were getting angry, and they wanted out.

      Merrik pushed his way through the crowd, and Jeen followed.

      “Why aren’t you opening the gates?” Merrik demanded.

      “Who in blue blazes are you?” The officer had clearly had a very long day.

      “Merrik Niles.”

      The man’s expression changed. “Really?”

      “It’s true,” Jeen said. “And I’m Commander Jeen Derelith. You need to listen to him.”

      “Well … I mean, I can’t just open the gates without orders.”

      “Haven’t you had a runner? Some kind of message from the harbor wall,” Merrik asked.

      The man looked confused. “Should I have?”

      “Listen to me.” Merrik stepped closer to him, lowered his voice. “They’re through the harbor wall and on their way here. The Union is inside the city. There’s a rearguard holding them off, but that won’t last. Bishop Voss’s ships are keeping them from landing, but that won’t last either. The road is clear now. In twenty minutes … who knows? Get that blasted gate open and give these people a chance.”

      The officer licked his lips nervously, eyes darting between the anxious mob and the gates. He stepped past Merrik and raised his voice. “Get to your wagons! The gates will be opened!”

      A ragged cheer went up as people scrambled back to their wagons.

      The officer shouted for his men to begin the process of opening the gates.

      “Merrik!”

      Merrik groaned. “What now?”

      He craned his neck, searching the crowd. A girl pushed against the tide of humanity trying to get to their wagons. She went straight for Merrik.

      “Jin!” Merrik waved at her.

      She broke through the crowd, and they hugged briefly.

      When Merrik broke from the hug, Jeen noticed Jin tried to hang on for an extra moment.

      That’s going to be trouble for Merrik. Does he even notice?

      Men could be such idiots.

      He took Jin by the shoulders and gave her a stern look. “What in blue blazes are you doing here?”

      “I’ve been looking everywhere for you,” Jin said. “Dair won’t leave because she thinks you need her, and Niralyn won’t leave without Dair.”

      Merrik put his hands over his eyes. “Fuuuuuuck.” He looked up again, scanning the crowd. “Where are they?”

      “Back at The Sleepy Huntsman,” she said as if it were obvious.

      Merrik put his hands on his head. “Fuck, fuck, fuck, fuck.”

      “The Union has broken through,” Jeen told the girl. “They could be here any minute.”

      Jin’s eyes shot wide with fear.

      “Is Nina with the twins?” Merrik asked. The Verondak Islander would be some protection for the girls at least.

      “I’m not sure,” Jin said. “Maybe?”

      “Okay. I’ll go.” Merrik nodded as he spoke as if trying to convince himself. “I’ll go get them.”

      Jin grabbed his arm. “I’ll come with –”

      “No,” Merrik said. “We’re trying to get Denning sisters out of the city, not in.” He turned to Jeen. “Look after her. And find horses.”

      “Horses?” Jeen looked at Merrik like he was crazy. “Look around you. Nobody’s handing out horses.”

      Merrik reached into his doublet, came out with a heavy purse of coins, and tossed it to her. “Pay double. Pay triple. I don’t care. Get horses.”

      He turned and ran back into the crowd, glancing back over his shoulder. “Don’t wait for me!”

      Jeen watched him vanish into the writhing mass of humanity.

      “We’re not going to see him again, are we?” Jin asked.

      “Don’t count him out. He’s lucky,” Jeen said. “Come on. Let’s get horses.”

      Behind them, the great gates of the city slowly began to creak open.
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      Merrik jogged, panting for breath, a burning stitch in his side.

      I … fucking … hate … running.

      At first, the streets were empty.

      Then Merrik saw them, the wounded in groups of two and three, shuffling along as fast as possible under difficult circumstances. Merrik approached a man with a bloody bandage around his upper arm. He had his other arm around a more severely wounded shirtless soldier, bloody and hastily wrapped bandages around his torso.

      “What’s happening?” Merrik asked breathlessly.

      “They routed us and proper,” said the one with the wounded arm. “But Lee rallied the troops at the chokepoints. Holding off those Union bastards as long as possible to give us a chance.”

      “It’s hopeless,” the other one said. He seemed barely conscious.

      “Sorry,” said the first. “We’ve got to go.”

      Merrik stepped aside and let them pass then resumed his jog, turning at the next corner and heading for The Sleepy Huntsman. Two minutes later, he was on the right street, but saw a group of a dozen soldiers coming out of a building ahead of him. Olive tunics. Leather armor. Bowl helms and spears.

      Union soldiers!

      Merrik ducked into a doorway and watched. The one in charge pointed up and down the street, directing his men to search buildings in groups of four. If they were methodical about it, they’d get to the Huntsman in minutes.

      Merrik waited until their heads were turned then dashed back the way he’d come. He circled the block to an alley and entered the inn through a back door. The common room was deserted. He thought about calling out to the twins but reconsidered. He headed up the stairs.

      Merrik was halfway up when the inn’s front door opened, and four Union soldiers filed in, and froze when they saw Merrik. They stood for a confused second looking at one another.

      Then Merrik turned and bolted up the stairs.

      “Hey!” They ran after him.

      He sprinted down the hall and burst into the room used by the twins.

      They weren’t there.

      Merrik heard rapid footfalls coming fast.

      He shut the door and slapped the bolt home just as bodies collided with the door on the other side. More slams, wood creaking, hinges rattling.

      Merrik looked around the room, mind racing.

      His eyes fell to the long crate the twins had been lugging around since Munsk. It had been opened, the lid off to the side. He took a step toward it, eager to finally see –

      Another slam to the door, wood cracking.

      No time.

      He ran to the window and threw the shutters open, leaned out and looked down then up. It was too far to jump without shattering an ankle, but if he could climb to the roof, the jump to the next building was doable.

      Slam.

      No time to dither. He scooted out onto the windowsill then found toe and handholds in the stonework. It was not the easiest climb but manageable. Near the top, a hand reached down for him.

      “Take it,” Nina said.

      He reached for it, and she took his hand between both of hers and pulled. He scrambled up and over, collapsing and panting on the roof, Nina and the twins standing over him, looking perplexed.

      “Couldn’t you use the stairs?” Dair asked.

      Merrik ignored the question. “What are you doing up here?”

      “We thought we could see the battle from here,” Dair said.

      “Well, you’re about to get a very up close and personal view of the battle. More that you bargained for,” Merrik said. “Why didn’t you get out with one of the caravans or –”

      The door across the roof flew open, and the four Union soldiers stormed out, spears leveled as they headed for Merrik and the twins. The girls gasped. Nina went into a battle stance, spear up and ready. Merrik leapt to his feet and drew his blade.

      The monster who’d once been a man called Irwin leapt in front of the charging soldiers. It must have been a sight for them, the seven-foot-tall walking corpse with its rubbery white flesh, mouth sewn shut, eyes glassy and vacant.

      The lead spearman thrust, the head of the spear sinking deep into Irwin’s gut. Not that Irwin felt a thing. He grabbed the spear shaft and snapped it, then swept the broken end across his attacker’s jaw, the crunch of bone, blood and teeth flying as the man’s head snapped around. He stumbled back on wobbly legs, eyes blinking, dazed.

      The other three charged, still game to try. They skewered the monster, two in the belly and one in the thigh.

      Irwin pulled the broken spear out of his own gut and slashed. The tip of the blade cut across one man’s eyes. He dropped his spear, screaming, hands going to his eyes, hot blood seeping between his fingers. He tripped over the one Irwin had clobbered with the spear butt, and they both went down.

      The third soldier tossed down his spear and turned to run.

      Irwin yanked the abandoned spear from his thigh, twirled it around in his hand and threw. It sped across the roof and planted itself between the fleeing man’s shoulder blades. He stumbled forward and went down.

      The final soldier still held his spear, refusing to admit defeat. He screamed rage and pushed forward, sinking the spear another foot into Irwin’s gut.

      A mistake.

      The attack only served to bring him within reach. Irwin grabbed his head. A short quick twist and a wet, sickening snap. The Union soldier’s eyes rolled up, and he wilted to the roof.

      The one with the bloody eyes and the one with the bloody mouth whimpered and tried to crawl away. Irwin pulled the spear from his belly and used it to stab each of them. With no other aggressors coming for him, Irwin simply stood and waited to be told what to do next.

      Merrik’s eyes went to Niralyn. The girl held the wax-wrapped bundle close to her chest. Months ago in Munsk, Hinkle had explained the magic. Little bits of Irwin were in the bundle, and whoever possessed the bundle controlled the monster.

      “That was what was in the crate?” Merrik gestured to the monster. “That grotesque … thing?”

      Niralyn shrugged. “I thought he’d be useful.”

      Dair stood made a slow circle around Irwin, looking him up and down. “He can really absorb abuse, can’t he?”

      “They’re searching the buildings in four-man units.” Merrik gestured to the Union corpses. “We might have a few minutes before they come looking for these fellows.”

      Niralyn grabbed Dair on the way to the door. “Then let’s go.”

      They were down the stairs and out the inn’s back door in seconds, jogging back toward the city gates. Irwin managed to keep up, a lurching, stiff-limbed lope which would have been comical if it hadn’t also been so ghastly. They didn’t see a soul on the way to the city’s front gates, neither Union troops nor men of Greymond.

      They burst into the courtyard, panting and sweaty.

      There was not a single person in sight. The city gates stood wide open.

      Merrik stood with hands on hips, surveying the empty courtyard. He nodded to himself. “Good. Excellent. Just … fantastic.” When I said not to wait for me, I didn’t think they’d actually do it.

      “Merrik!”

      His head jerked around, and he saw Jin and Jeen coming out from behind the ruined barracks. Jin held the reins of three horses. Jeen, three more.

      Nervous laughter spilled out of Merrik, he bent double, hands on knees. “Oh, thank Dumo.” He straightened, looking past them. “Where are the rest of your people?”

      “I bought places on wagons for them,” Jeen said. “There was no way I could get enough horses to – what the fuck is that?”

      “It’s just Irwin,” Merrik said. “Let’s go.”

      “I don’t have a horse for … that.” Jeen gestured at Irwin.

      “Jin, ride double with me,” Merrik said. “Now can we please get out of here?”

      They mounted just as the Union troops flooded the courtyard, spears and crossbow bolts chasing them as they escaped, horses’ hooves pounding furiously. A second later they burst into the open, galloping up to the top of a low rise where Merrik reined in his horse and looked back. The others stopped too.

      Jeen nudged her horse alongside Merrik’s. “What is it?”

      Merrik looked up the road. The last few wagons of the caravan could still be seen, not quite to the area where the road turned and vanished into the woods. He looked back at the city gates, Union Soldiers surging after them. Another bit of movement caught his eye and his heart sank. A column of Union soldiers four abreast came up from the Coast Road to the west. That meant Bishop Voss and her ships had been defeated.

      “They’re infantry,” Jeen said, stating the obvious. “We can outrun them on horses. Let’s go!”

      Merrik looked back at the caravan. “The wagons are too slow. They won’t have a chance.”

      She followed his gaze to the caravan and frowned. “What do you suggest?”

      “We’ll need to hold them off,” Merrik said. “Buy the caravan some time.”

      “I see.” Jeen gestured to the approaching army. “I’ll take the five thousand on the right, and you take the five thousand on the left.”

      “Stay here,” Merrik said over his shoulder to Jin. He dismounted, ignoring Jeen’s attempt at gallows humor. “Send the others on ahead, Jeen, but I need you here to help me.”

      “How can I possibly –”

      “I can explain, or I can get on with it,” Merrik said.

      “My place is with you, Niles,” Nina said

      “Someone has to look after the girls,” Merrik told her. “There’s no time to debate this.”

      Jin dismounted and went to Merrik. “What are you doing?”

      “Somebody’s got to delay them.”

      She grabbed his arm. “But –”

      He took Jin by the shoulders, looked her dead in the eye. “Your sisters. Get them out of here. Stay with Nina.”

      Jin’s eyes went to the twins. “Okay, but then you’re coming.”

      A warm, easy smile leapt to Merrik’s face. “Just as soon as I work this miracle.”

      She threw her arms around him and kissed him on the mouth. Hard.

      Merrik let it go on just a second too long then pulled away. “Just go!”

      Jin climbed onto Merrik’s      horse and rode away with Nina and the twins, the monster who used to be a man called Irwin galloping right behind them.

      Jeen frowned at him. “A little young, isn’t she?”

      “Not now.” Merrik searched within himself for Arzumel. You know what we need. Can you do it?

      A vague feeling of hesitation or perhaps consideration. Then Merrik sensed it, the wizard’s permission to try.

      “Get down from the horse,” Merrik told Jeen. “Come closer to me.”

      Jeen did as asked, pulling the horse along with her by the reins.

      “Grab onto my belt,” Merrik said. “And don’t let go.”

      “Why in the bloody, blue blazes am I grabbing your belt?”

      Merrik could hear the fear in her voice. “To make sure you’re inside of what I’m doing. And not on the outside.”

      “On the outside of – what are you even talking about?”

      “Shut up now please.”

      Surprisingly, she did.

      The Union soldiers coming out of the gate ran double-time right at them. They were less than a hundred yards away.

      Merrik raised his hands and began speaking the words to the spell. It was difficult to maintain focus with thousands of men running full speed, spears lowered, coming to kill him. If he fumbled the words halfway through, the spell would be lost.

      They were fifty yards away.

      Arcane syllables flew from his mouth, a surge of magic washing through him.

      Twenty-five yards away.

      Merrik spoke the final word, and the spell was complete, but the full effect would still take a few moments. The men running toward him slowed, legs pumping at a run, but the rate more like a walk.

      Ten yards.

      The soldiers slowed yet again, moving as if through a dream or molasses. Merrik felt the beginnings of his energy ebbing, but it was far too soon to give in now. Shadows flitted rapidly along the ground, the clouds above sliding across the sky at incredible speeds even as the charging soldiers slowed yet again, their forward motion barely perceptible.

      Five yards.

      A time spell, this one more powerful and more sophisticated than the one Merrik had used against Red William so many months ago, allowing for greater effect with less energy drain although Merrik could feel himself grow weaker by the moment.

      The lead spearman was a mere three feet away. Merrik could see the battle rage etched across his face as his forward progress at last ground to an utter and complete stop.

      A rapid plunge into darkness followed by an explosion of light as the sun chased the moon around and around twice … no three times.

      The color seemed to leak from the world, the army in front of him going gray and dark and finally altogether unfocused, blurring … into a nonreality … of …
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      “I asked you what pantheon meant,” Merrik’s father said.

      Merrik looked up from the chessboard. They’d had this conversation before, hadn’t they? That’s how memories worked, he supposed, coming and going over and over again, often with little changes. One could never quite know if a memory was being remembered accurately, especially if it was a memory of something from a long time ago. Merrik also sensed this was an ordinary dream and not one of Ponder’s visions.

      “A bunch of different gods,” Merrik said.

      “And why would people invent a bunch of different gods,” his father asked him. “Why not just one good one. One set of rules. One set of rituals and holidays.”

      Merrik didn’t bother challenging his father’s premise that the gods were invented. The man had always been clear on that particular point, and Merrik saw nothing to gain by arguing. “Maybe it’s more fun. People like variety.”

      Merrik’s father looked thoughtful. “Hmmmm. I suppose you might be onto something there, but that’s not really the answer I was looking for.”

      Merrik knew the answer but went through the process of giving it careful thought, reenacting the conversation from his childhood. “Not all people are from the same place or want the same things. Different people. Different gods.”

      “Exactly,” his father said. “If I lived in a green forest, I might worship a tree god or some such. If I lived in the frozen north, perhaps I’d worship the spirit of the great white bear. Man isn’t created in the image of his god. Quite the opposite.”

      “But we only ever hear about Dumo,” Merrik said. “And the blind goddess a little bit.”

      “The scholars would say that is because Dumo is winning,” his father explained. “The gods need amusement too, after all, so they have their little contests. And when it’s over, they put all the pieces back on the chessboard and play all over again. Maybe Dumo is winning this time. Maybe the god of rivers or bunny rabbits will win the next time. Who knows?”

      “Next time?”

      “You have to understand, Merrik, that we never get to see these so-called contests in action. They play out over thousands of lifetimes. This allows church leaders to tell us regular folk why they are so necessary, to interpret signs and convey deeper meaning and other such rubbish.”

      “If it’s rubbish, then why bother learning it?” Merrik asked.

      “An astute question, son. Because learning about a people’s religion gives us insight into the people themselves. You wouldn’t want someone for a neighbor if a tenet of their religion is human sacrifice. Granted, that’s an extreme example.”

      Merrik thought a moment. “So if Dumo is winning, does that mean the Blind Goddess is coming in second. Because I never hear about any other gods.”

      “I suppose you could say she’s coming in second,” his father said. “Although it doesn’t seem the sort of thing, they give out silver medals for. Anyway, it’s time for you to wake up.”

      Merrik’s eyes popped open. He looked up at blue sky and white clouds.

      “I think he’s awake.” Jin’s voice.

      Merrik sat up and took in his surroundings. He was lying in the back of a wagon among numerous bags and boxes. He twisted around to look ahead. Apparently, he was last in a long line of wagons, obviously the caravan which had set out from High Harbor.

      Jeen and Jin rode side by side directly behind the wagon, Nina, the twins and the monster who’d once been a man called Irwin bringing up the rear.

      “You slept all day,” Jin said.

      “And that was after somehow making three days disappear with that spell of yours,” Jeen said. “I had to sling your unconscious body over my horse and ride to catch up with the caravan with the enemy army still frozen behind us.”

      “Good,” Merrik said. “The spellcaster is protected from being frozen in time, but I wasn’t sure you’d be. That’s why I wanted you to stay close. I wasn’t sure you’d be frozen with them or not.”

      “I’m glad I didn’t know that,” Jeen admitted. “Anyway, you did it. We should have enough of a head start to get inside the walls of the Black City before the Union catches up.”

      “A short-term solution to a long-term problem,” Merrik said. “We’ll be surrounded again soon enough. And then what?”

      “Let the king figure it out,” Jin said.

      “Is he alive?”

      “He rode past here with about a hundred men,” Jeen told Merrik. “More are coming on foot. He didn’t look happy. I don’t think we have much of an army left.”

      We’ve got horses. We don’t have to trap ourselves in a stupid old, cursed castle, Merrik thought.  We can go anywhere. I can go back to Munsk.

      But who would be waiting for him in Munsk. Nobody. Jin and the twins would want to see their sister, and Kitimar was in the Black City.

      And Mira was there.

      He could choose freedom and safety and have nothing to show for it, or he could lock himself in a black prison with the only people in the world he cared about.

      “Are we close?” he asked hopefully.

      “Nope,” Jeen replied. “Caravans are slow.”

      Merrik sprawled back out in the bed of the wagon and shut his eyes. “Wake me when we get there.”
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        * * *

      

      Mira held her stomach as she waddled from her bedroom to the shared sitting room. She just felt so damn … tight.

      Tabba looked up from a blouse she was mending. “You okay?”

      “Just … you know. Pregnant.”

      “What about some more of that herbal tea Burna suggested?”

      Mira frowned. “I drank enough of that stuff to float galleon. If she brings me any more of that bitter stuff, I’m going to tell her to shove it up her – oh.”

      Mira looked down. Something wet dripped down her legs. There was a wet spot on the rug beneath her.

      Tabba gasped and leapt to her feet.

      “Something …” Sudden confusion washed over Mira. “Something is happening.”

      “Mira, the baby’s coming!”

      Mira shook her head. “No, it’s not.”

      “Your water broke!”

      “No, it didn’t.” Mira spun in a confused circle, looking down at the wet spot as if it were a mistake. “It’s too soon.”

      Tabba grabbed her arm and lowered her into the nearest chair. “Don’t move! I’ll fetch the Burna!” Tabba left the room at a full run, screaming for Lyla or Burna or anyone within earshot.

      A pain shot through her like nothing Mira had ever felt. Just as it subsided, the room flooded with chattering women who swarmed her, the frumpy, pinched-face midwife Burna leading the gaggle. Mira was led back to her bed. Before she knew what was happening to her, she was naked, covered in sweat, hair matted with it, sprawled on the bed, knees apart.

      “It’s too soon,” Mira said. “Is everything okay?”

      “Sooner than expected but not too soon,” Burna told her. “It happens that way sometimes, early and all of a sudden. The good news is you’ve been spared hours of tedious labor. Now is the time. The baby’s decided.”

      The overwhelming feeling that this couldn’t really be happening washed over her.

      And then there was no time to think about it.

      Mira’s world became a blur of grunting and pushing and shouting obscenities and blinding pain. A woman she barely recognized as one of the midwife’s apprentices dabbed her forehead with a cool, damp cloth. She took in a deep breath and started on another round of pushing, her face going red and hot, every muscle in her body screaming until …

      … release. Relief.

      She let her head fall back onto the pillow.

      A smack. Crying. A squalling infant.

      She tried to lift her head. “I want … I want to see it.”

      “Let me clean her up for you, dear,” Burna said. “They can be a sight just out of the oven.”

      “Her?”

      “A very healthy baby girl. Big even though she’s early. And that’s a lot of brown hair.”

      “Please.”

      Something was happening out in the hall, shouts, not in anger or fear, more like excitement.

      Mira didn’t care. “I want to see.”

      The midwife brought the swaddled infant around the bed. She looked so red. Mira reached out, trailed a finger gently down the child’s cheek. Her vision blurred, and she realized her eyes had filled with tears.

      “The king!” someone shouted down the hall. “The king has arrived!”

      Mira winced. She felt a pressure … sharp and insistent.

      The midwife frowned. “What is it, dear?”

      “I … I’m not sure, but …” Mira winced again.

      Burna circled back to the foot of the bed where Mira’s legs were still spread, knees up. “Oh, look at that. There’s another one coming. No wonder you were so big.”
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        * * *

      

      They’d passed the enormous statues guarding the entrance to the Blood Plain just after first light and had been traveling all day, when a scout overtook the caravan, riding hard. Merrik stood in his stirrups, watching the rider come. The monster who’d once been a man called Irwin had taken Merrik’s place in back of the wagon.

      “What news?” Merrik called.

      When the rider got closer, Merrik could see it was a young woman in leather armor, no helm, brown braids trailing in the wind, a spray of freckles on her pale face. Her horse had been ridden hard and foamed with sweat.

      “The Union marches on the Black City. Thousands of them. Tens of thousands.” she said. “I have to get there and warn them.”

      “Can the caravan get there in time?” Merrik asked.

      “Don’t dawdle,” she said. “When the gates close, I doubt they’ll open up again.”

      “Take my horse.” Merrik dismounted.

      She climbed from one horse to the other. “My horse has a strong heart. Just let her walk behind your wagon for a few hours, and she’ll be fine. I have to go.”

      The scout galloped away without looking back.

      Jeen stood in her saddle, looking back down the road. “I don’t see them.”

      Merrik sighed. “You will.”

      They traveled all day, the sight of the Black Mountain rising from the plain drawing them on. The lead elements of the caravan had just begun to pass through the black gates when they spotted the dust clouds in the distance behind them.

      “Takes a lot of boots to kick up a cloud that big,” Jeen said.

      “We’ll make it.” Merrik looked ahead to the city gates then back at the advancing troops. I hope.

      When Merrik and the final wagon passed into the city, the Union troops were clearly visible, marching five abreast. The stomp of their boots was an odd, crunching thunder rolling across the plain.

      Merrik watched the immense black gates close with a cold, stoney clunk.

      “Marquis Niles?”

      Merrik looked down at the man in chainmail and red livery.  He seemed impossibly young. “I’m Marquis Niles.”

      “His majesty’s compliments, milord. He asks you to come to the Black Castle at your earliest convenience.”

      “You’ve been here waiting to tell me that?” Merrik asked.

      “As soon as we had word of the caravan, milord.”

      Merrik looked back at Jeen, Nina, and the Denning sisters. “Okay, people. Who wants to see a big black castle?”
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        * * *

      

      Mira dozed, leaning back in a nest of pillows, an infant in the crook of each arm. They slept. It was a relief, especially after hours of the midwife trying to teach Mira how to get them to latch onto her nipples. Mira was slowly realizing being pregnant had been the easy part. Motherhood would go on and on the rest of her life and she was fine with that but at the same time terrified.

      Later. Rest now. Worry later.

      Her eyes opened.

      Lee stood at the foot of the bed. He looked terrible, dark circles under his eyes. He’d aged ten years since Mira had last seen him in High Harbor, face lined and gray. He looked smaller out of his plate armor, wearing a robe of deep scarlet trimmed in gold.

      “Twins, eh?” Lee’s smile seemed forced. “Well, I suppose it’s good to have a spare.”

      If that was Lee’s idea of a joke, she didn’t like it.

      “Have you named them?”

      “I was thinking Lucas and Lycinda,” Mira said. “I wanted to check with you first.”

      Lee limped around the bed, bent to look more closely at the babies. “Brown hair. Not with a little red in it like yours. Definitely not blond like mine.”

      Mira felt a cold knot in her chest. What was he getting at?

      “And those noses.” Lee tsked. “Not like mine at all.”

      “They’re babies,” Mira said. “Most people think they all look alike.”

      “You’re right, of course.” Lee turned and headed for the doorway. “In time we’ll see if they favor me or look more like you.” He paused, glanced back over his shoulder. “Or anyone else.”

      Lee left without another word.

      Mira clutched her babies to her chest, her heart racing like a rabbit’s.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER FIFTY-NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Black Castle.

      More of a palace, Merrik thought, not really a military fortification, but an opulent and regal statement. This is the high seat of the one and only King of Greymond, glistening black stone magnificent in its stark and forbidding beauty.

      I suppose Black Castle just has a better ring to it.

      They handed off their horses to a groom and ascended the wide steps, passing through the soaring doorway into the grand foyer where they were greeted by a familiar face.

      “Marquis Niles, we meet again.” Effingham beamed. “I never doubted for a moment you’d manage to survive even the fall of a major city.”

      “Jin!” Kitimar Denning came running through the arched doorway ahead of them. “Dair! Niralyn!”

      The four sisters came together in a group hug, squeezing and giggling.

      Merrik had seldom seen Kitimar without her armor. She wore a cream-colored tunic with wide, wooden buttons, and a brown split riding skirt, brown boots. She and her sisters were just a group of happy girls, not people who’d been through blood and battle. Only the longsword hanging from the silver chain around her waist gave any hint of the warrior.

      “I hate to cut this short, but Marquis Niles and Duchess Denning are expected,” Effingham said. “We’ve set aside rooms for your sisters, your grace. If you’d be so kind as to make sure Merrik doesn’t get lost on the way to the throne room.”

      Kitimar hugged her sisters one more time around the neck. “We’ll catch up later. Come on, Merrik.”

      Effingham led the sisters away.

      Merrik followed Kitimar, but glanced back, sensing a presence behind him. Of course, it was Nina, his stoic shadow.

      “It’s been a long trip, Nina,” Merrik said. “Go with the others if you like. Have a rest.”

      “You’ve been too much out of my sight recently, Merrik Niles,” Nina told him. “I have a job to do. Even here.”

      “I think Jin finds it comforting that you’re around,” Merrik said.

      Nina’s hard face softened. Slightly. “Fine. I will look after the child.” She hurried to catch up with Effingham.

      Kitimar raised an eyebrow.

      “Long story,” Merrik said.

      They entered the great hall that served as the palace throne room. The throne was empty, but Count Bettin and Baron Mykle stood nearby. They exchanged greetings, but soon enough the conversation turned serious.

      “The Union is here and in alarming numbers,” Bettin said. “They’re making camp. You can see for yourself if you step through that doorway.” Bettin pointed. “There’s a balcony with a good view.”

      “No thanks,” Merrik said. “I’ve seen more than enough of the Union army already.”

      Kitimar said. “I’ll look, I guess. I want to know what I’m in for.” She went through the door to the balcony.

      “Where’s Lee?” Merrik asked.

      “Checking on his queen,” Bettin said. “Oh, I suppose you might not have heard. Mira has given birth. Twins if you can believe it, both doing well as is their mother.”

      The news hit Merrik strangely. He wasn’t sure why it should. He’d known she was pregnant. Mira. A mother.

      “We should probably fill you in on a few things before Lee gets here,” Mykle said. “When we fled High Harbor, a lot of the army deserted, going back to their own towns and villages. All told, we have less than two thousand soldiers. Our position is … bad.”

      “The good news is that the black wall is even higher and thicker than High Harbor’s,” Bettin said. “Even if they brought their scaling ladders with them, they won’t be long enough. And their catapults were mounted on ships. Offloading them and bringing them all the way from the coast is a time-consuming enterprise. I doubt they’ll even bother.”

      “I’m afraid we have very little left in our bag of tricks,” Mykle said. “We spent an alarming amount of blood and treasure defeating the hunchback. I suppose there’s still some vague hope the Emerald Palace will lend its strength to our cause. Until then, we sit and wait.”

      “Sit and wait,” Merrik said gloomily. “Wait for what?”

      “The end,” came a voice from the other end of the hall.

      Lee entered, limping but chin up, his demeanor an odd mix of defeat and defiance, the scepter in one hand swung at his side.

      “We wait for the end, what else?” Lee laughed without mirth. “You’ll notice our good Archbishop isn’t here. Not all the rats are willing to go down with the ship.”

      “It was rather chaotic when we fought our way out of High Harbor,” Mykle said. “He might be taking the long way around to get here if he’s avoiding capture.”

      “Well, he’s too late then.” Lee sat on his throne and held the scepter across his knees. “The gates are shut. He’s no spiritual leader like our good Father Effingham. In the end, Archbishop Fenwigg is simply another politician. My guess is that he’s locked himself in his abbey at Five Rivers and is planning how to make peace with the Union of Territories.”

      Bettin and Mykle exchanged looks.

      Merrik could guess what they were thinking. Lee had always thought the best of people. Lately, it seemed he always suspected the worst even in his closest allies.

      And yet what he’d said might be true. Merrik wouldn’t put it past Fenwigg to conduct himself in exactly the way Lee had described.

      “Lonnie, Tazio, excuse us a moment,” Lee said. “I’d like a word with Marquis Niles. We’ll all talk again tomorrow. And close the doors on your way out.”

      Mykle spared Merrik a sympathetic look as he and Bettin left, closing the large throne room doors behind them.

      Merrik cleared his throat and forced a smile. “I heard Mira gave birth. Congratulations. You have two heirs now.”

      “Heirs.” A smug shake of the head. “And what is it you think they will inherit? All of our cold bones after the Union starves us out and turns the Black City into a tomb?”

      Ah.

      Merrik fumbled for a change of conversation. He gestured to the yawning hole in the floor. “I love what you’ve done with the place, but surely that’s a hazard.”

      “Always so witty.” Lee rose from his throne, leaving the scepter in the seat. He came toward Merrik. “And why not jest? All is lost, after all. Why not have a final laugh?”

      “We shouldn’t give up.” The words seemed perfunctory even as they came out of his mouth. That didn’t mean they weren’t true. “We escaped High Harbor. Maybe we can escape again.”

      “No, Merrik, our charade has ended.” Lee limped closer to him. “We almost pulled it off. You know, I always suspected I was special although I never knew why or how. Old Baron Harkun liked me, you know, and he was always disappointed in his son. He gifted me with the family plate armor. The old man’s excuse was that I’d put it to good use because of my superior fighting skill, but the son – Kurran – he knew the truth of it. He knew the old man loved me better. He wished I were his son instead. His heir. But I wasn’t. I would never be anybody, special or not.”

      Merrik tried to guess where the conversation was going. “And then Effingham came along. And then you weren’t just special. You were the king. You were perfect.” Merrik had almost said perfect for the ruse but stopped himself.

      “Perfect. Yes, maybe that’s the best way to put it,” Lee admitted. “It’s a terrible thing to try to live up to. And of course, I’m not really perfect. Nobody is. But the people thought I was. I had to try to be, didn’t I? For everyone who was counting on me. The perfect warrior. The perfect leader. The perfect husband. The perfect man. It seems people will believe any sort of nonsense if it happens to be the particular nonsense they’ve been searching for. In some ways, it wasn’t so hard. The choice was easy, wasn’t it? Me or some mishappen hunchback.”

      “But there was more to it than just looking the part,” Merrik said.

      Lee nodded. “Much more. I tried to be … honorable. But every day I made choices, and men died. There was never a way to know if I was doing the right thing. In spite of what Effingham would have everyone think, Dumo Himself did not come down from on high to whisper the answers to all the world’s troubles into my ear. I … tried.” His hands curled into fists, and he shook his head as if struggling with something inside himself. “I made choices. I thought and hoped I was doing the right thing … but I didn’t know.”

      “Nobody can,” Merrik said. “Nobody has that luxury.”

      Lee shook his head again. “You can’t understand. Nobody can. No matter what I did. No matter how I tried … here we are on the doorstep of defeat and ruin. I should have found a way.”

      “You’ve done everything possible,” Merrik said. “Nobody could expect more.”

      Darkness clouded Lee’s face. “Don’t make me laugh. What does Merrik Niles know of expectations? You fall backwards into shit and always come out smelling of roses. At first, I thought Dumo put you into my life to teach me humility.”

      “I’m not like you, Lee. I could never be king. I could never –”

      “No, you’re nothing like me,” Lee agreed. “I woke up every morning trying to serve my people with honor. Trying to set an example. Trying to be … perfect. And then … damn it all. One slip. One blasted mistake. One moment of weakness and selfishness.” His voice shook, tormented. “And then … Dumo help me … I tried to hide it. I tried to cover up my shame in a moment of panic and … all my honor, anything that was good or just or kingly about me … all swept away in one terrible act.”

      Merrik had no idea what the man was talking about, but Lee was obviously troubled, something terrible eating at him, something which had probably been eating at him for days and perhaps explained his dark moods. “Surely, it’s not as bad as you imagine. What could you have possibly –”

      “Never ask me!” Lee snapped. “If I live a thousand years, I will never tell anyone. I’m too ashamed. I’m … a lie.”

      Merrik wondered if Lee knew of Effingham’s machinations, that Lee was no more of royal blood than the horse he rode in on.

      But no. That’s not what Lee meant, Merrik decided. It was that he was no longer the man he thought he was. Hoped to be. Merrik suddenly felt sorry for him.

      “The good man who always does the right thing. A hero who looks and acts like one. A man the world can trust and admire,” Lee said bitterly. “A lie. All of it undone by my rash wickedness. But it’s even worse than that. An injustice beyond my own concerns. You can imagine my irritation – my anger – when the world claims to want such a man … but in fact rewards the exact opposite.” Lee’s eyes burned with hatred.

      The rage radiating from Lee was so palpable, Merrik took a step back. “What are you getting at, Lee?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? Merrik Niles … drunk, opportunist, coward … womanizer. And yet it’s you who are the hero of Whiteout Pass. You are the one who defeats the hunchback. It’s Merrik Niles who performs the magical miracle that allows the final caravan to escape High Harbor. It’s a good thing Lee has such a loyal and devoted friend, the people say in the streets. Where would the king be without Merrik Niles?”

      Merrik swallowed hard. “When you say all those things together like that, I can see how it might be irksome.”

      “I didn’t grow up privileged,” Lee said. “When I became king, I retained the memory of what it was like to be lowborn. I know what it’s like to be a servant, and servants talk. We don’t even see them sometimes. They blend into the background like furniture, but they’re always there, ears and eyes open. Still, when I heard whisperings and innuendo about my good friend, I set it aside. Such talk could not possibly be true. The honorable are too ready to believe the honor in others. It turns out the opposite is true as well. Upon realizing my imperfection, my eyes were opened. I could more easily see the flaws in others.”

      Lee took another step toward him, and Merrik flinched, stepping back again. People had tried to kill Merrik – often – and none too few of these would-be murderers had been husbands. There was a familiar tension in the air. Like an animal poised to spring. Merrik could see the impending violence in Lee’s eyes, and Merrik was reminded that Lee was a big man, tall, fast and strong.

      “So here we are, my friend, in the throne room of the Black Castle where the onyx walls thwart any and all magic,” Lee said, the lightness in his voice a stark contrast to the tension in his muscles and the fists at his side. “Did you know that? Just like that little bauble the hunchback wore around his neck. Yes, I make a point to find out these things. So this seems like he perfect time and place to ask a question that’s been uppermost in my mind.”

      Merrik studied Lee’s face. The king’s jaw muscles worked, tension all down the man’s neck.

      “Merrik, my friend, I was wondering,” Lee said. “Why don’t my children look like me?”

      Merrik’s hand went for his sword.

      Lee was too fast. The blade hadn’t even cleared its scabbard when Lee latched onto Merrik’s wrist and twisted. He was strong. Merrik winced and let go of the sword. Lee grabbed it with his other hand and flung it across the hall. It clattered along the gleaming black floor.

      Merrik held up his hands. “Lee, wait, there’s been a horrible misunder –”

      The fist came out of nowhere, slamming Merrik across the jaw, spinning his head around. Stars exploded, and Merrik stumbled back. By some miracle, he managed to stay on his feet.

      Lee hit him again.

      The world upended itself, and Merrik hit the floor hard, bells in his ears. He tried to turn and crawl away but found he’d been knocked perilously close to the gaping hole in the floor. He felt himself being lifted. Lee had a fistful of Merrik’s doublet.

      “I am partly to blame,” Lee said. “All those times I asked you to watch over Mira for me. That was my arrogance. I couldn’t believe you’d dare.”

      His fist slammed across Merrik’s face again.

      And again.

      Merrik spit blood, felt it warm down his chin. He blinked, desperately clinging to consciousness. His vision cleared just in time to see Lee cock his fist back for a final blow, hate and rage twisting his face.

      “Lee, stop!”

      Kitimar Denning jumped on the king’s back, one arm going around his throat. “Stop it!”

      Lee let go of Merrik. He hit the floor, head and shoulders bumping against the low step which surrounded the opening to the Heart of the World.

      Lee reached over his shoulder, grabbed her by the tunic and flung her to the floor. She landed hard on her back, knocking the air out of her. Kitimar struggled, managed to get to one knee. Lee backhanded her, the smack of flesh on flesh louder than the crack of a bullwhip. She slid across the smooth floor, came to a stop twenty feet away and didn’t move.

      Merrik tried to push himself up but couldn’t.

      “Well, I hadn’t really planned on any witnesses.” Lee limped back toward the throne and snatched up his scepter. “I shall have to concoct some plausible fate for the duchess, not that it matters. We’ll all be dead eventually anyway. What’s one more sin on my head?” Lee turned back toward Merrik.

      Merrik tried again to stand, and surprised himself when he did. Lee came toward him. The black pit blocked the way behind Merrik. Maybe Merrik could dart around Lee and make a run for it. Lee’s limp would slow him down.

      Lee looked down at the scepter in his hands, turning it over, the various gems glinting – rubies, sapphires, emeralds. “You really wanted this, didn’t you, you sniveling treasure hunter. Well … then I think you should have it.”

      Lee gripped the scepter in both hands, raising it over his head, face ablaze with insanity.

      Run, Merrik screamed to himself.

      But he didn’t. He stood frozen, eyes going wide as he braced himself for death.

      The tip of a sword erupted from Lee’s chest in a spray of red. Lee looked down at the blood-stained sword coming out of him, eyes confused, seeming not to comprehend what had just happened. The sword was yanked free, and Lee lurched forward. Merrik glimpsed Kitimar standing behind him, holding the sword in a two-handed grip, face bewildered and appalled at what she’d just done.

      Lee’s mouth worked, blood spilling out over his bottom lip. He staggered forward.

      And into Merrik. Merrik’s hands came up to fend him off, grabbing the scepter. Both men clung to it. Their legs tangled.

      And they tumbled into the pit.

      Down into the darkness.

      Toward the Heart of the World.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY

          

        

      

    

    
      The circle of light above rapidly shrunk to nothing as Merrik plummeted into implacable darkness. Did he fall for hours or was it only seconds. The darkness was so complete, Merrik seemed one with it.

      And then a soft glow below, light seemingly without a source.

      Something came up to meet him, a bubble of soft energy. He sank into it, his descent slowing. He discovered he was still holding the scepter. It hummed and vibrated in his hand, and he clutched it tightly to his chest, sensing he shouldn’t let it go. He entered the circle of light, first one boot and then another touching down on the smooth black floor.

      He stood unmoving, a tight grip on the scepter, eyes darting everywhere. The space was perhaps fifty feet by fifty feet. Lee lay a few feet from him, unmoving. Merrik approached slowly and checked him.

      Dead.

      Merrik sighed. In a very short time, Greymond had gone from two kings to none.

      He looked up. Looked around again.

      Merrik had absolutely no idea what to do. He probed his numb face gently with two fingers. Lee had worked him over pretty good. Soon the feeling would come back and along with it throbbing pain. Merrik glanced at Lee’s corpse again. I guess it could be worse.

      A vibration in the floor beneath his boots.

      Ugh. Now what?

      The vibration in the scepter intensified, an insistent buzz traveling up his fingers, his arms, spreading through his body. The vibration in the floor traveled up his leg, past his knee. To Merrik, it seemed the two vibrations were looking for one another, and Merrik Niles was the battleground on which they’d duel.

      The two vibrations connected, and Merrik felt himself go light, every hair on his body standing up. Was this magic? Magic wasn’t supposed to work in the Black Castle. Or maybe it was that it simply couldn’t penetrate the walls, but magic generated within could still exist.

      Or maybe it was something beyond magic. Something greater.

      He felt the two energies join inside him. A reunion. A handshake across space and time.

      Bright golden light erupted in the floor ten feet from him, it made a slow, hissing circle, leaving a trail in the hard black floor until it had traveled a complete circle, leaving a glowing ring the same diameter as the hole he’d fallen through.

      A six-sided star glowed into existence in the center of the circle, golden light pulsing, waiting, inviting. Merrik felt a surge of energy in his hands.

      He looked down at the scepter. The red of the rubies, the green of the emeralds, the blue of the sapphires, all color leached away, the gems slowly turning the deep black of onyx. Had the gems changed, or had they been in disguise all along? Merrik shifted the scepter in his hands, looked down at the head, and saw it was the same shape as the glowing star in the center of the circle. Arzumel had said the scepter was a key.

      Could it be that simple?

      Merrik had thought the wizard had meant it figuratively. But he found himself approaching the circle, turning the scepter over in his hands, intending to plunge it into the glowing, star-shaped hole.

      Stop!

      Merrik stopped. The voice inside his head and been forceful, insistent.

      Arzumel?

      You mustn’t unlock the seal.

      Why?

      Don’t listen to him. Ponder.

      Begone, jester. There are things here beyond your ken.

      If Merrik was properly interpreting the vibe he was getting from the scepter, it very much wanted to be shoved into the glowing star shape.

      Fuck it. Let’s do this. He went toward the glowing star. Or tried.

      His legs wouldn’t move.

      The feeling was familiar to Merrik. He’d let the wizard take command of his body to read Red William’s spell book, but this was something more. Arzumel was taking control without Merrik’s permission. Merrik fought, sweat breaking out all over his body. His legs trembled, nudged forward, but then immediately jerked back, Arzumel asserting his dominance.

      Of its own accord, the hand holding the scepter shot out, trying to pull him into the circle.

      Ponder!

      Arzumel held Merrik’s legs. The jester tried to pull him along by his arms. Merrik’s body trembled, the two ghosts running around inside of him, each trying to take control. Merrik shut his eyes tight. He’d managed to banish Cullen. Maybe he could do it again with these two.

      Except that wasn’t true. Cullen had wanted to go.

      Still, worth a try.

      Merrik concentrated, mentally pushing and pulling, trying to twist from Arzumel’s grip. He tried to remember the feeling of his separation from Cullen, the mental mechanics of untethering himself. He focused on the wizard whose grip on him seemed firmer.

      They grabbled, rolling around in the mud of Merrik’s mind, neither seeming to have the advantage, mentally gouging, punching, kicking until …

      … a sudden calm.

      Merrik opened his eyes.

      He was back at the pond where Arzumel had illustrated the nature of the ghost world with the golden fish. Except there was a difference. Everything looked frayed and blurred at the edge, the flagstones around the pond, the exotic tiled roof, the round, hanging lanterns fashioned from thin paper. None of it bore close scrutiny, as if the scene had been copied from memory by a second-rate artist. Some instinct told Merrik he was not in the ghost world but inside a fabrication in his own mind.

      “It’s a prison.” Arzumel came across the narrow bridge spanning the pond.

      Merrik watched him come, wary. “What is?”

      “What you’re about to open,” the wizard said. “The scepter is the key to it.”

      “Have you gathered all of yourself together. Do you remember?” Merrik recalled Arzumel telling him he’d been incomplete in his ghost form, and thus his knowledge was incomplete as well.

      “Enough,” Arzumel said. “The gods have been imprisoned. The results of the Covenant. The last king of Greymond was attempting to do the very thing you were trying when we stopped him.”

      “Why?” Merrik demanded. “Why stop him?”

      The wizard sighed. “Try to understand. Remember the time spells? Everything begins anew, starts over if you release the gods. Only the onyx can contain them. The bones of the world contain      the world’s great beating heart from whence the gods were originally created. Everything is obliterated, the chessboard cleared, the pieces reset.”

      Merrik considered. “You’re guessing. This is all ancient stuff surely.”

      “But good guesses, educated guesses from the greatest minds of the time,” Arzumel said. “Myself included, I must admit. Those who turned this mountain into a city dug too deep, too fast, not considering what they were doing. We fashioned the seal to keep them down there. And I made the scepter myself. The key.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Merrik said. “Why a key if it’s so dangerous. Why not seal it forever?”

      “Many wanted to do just that,” Arzumel explained. “But forever is a long time. Yes, there is a chance, I’m wrong. But opening the seal without thoughtful deliberation is not the way to find out.”

      “Ponder thinks differently.”

      “Ponder.” He said the name as if it were a vulgarity. “I’ve told you of the jester’s ulterior motives.”

      “But the hunchback is dead,” Merrik said. “He has no descendant to put on the throne.”

      “It doesn’t matter!” the wizard said heatedly. “He’s small minded, vindictive. Who can say what motivates him, what twisted thoughts rattle around in that deranged mind?”

      Merrik felt something tug at him, subtle at first.

      “No less than all of existence is at stake,” the wizard said gravely. “You want to leave that in the hands of a simpering fool, a dancing jokester?”

      Something yanked Merrik. Hard.

      He was pulled through the flagstones beneath his boots, reality blurring, shifting, rearranging itself.

      Merrik was back on the Blood Plain. A howling wind whipped the dead, dry grass around Merrik’s knees, tugged at his clothes and his hair. A red moon overhead cast an eerie light, glinted off the Back Mountain in the distance.

      The ghosts trudged toward the mountain. They covered the plain, men, woman, old young, some no more than a vaguely human-shaped puff of mist.

      “Look at them!” Ponder.

      No nasty smirk on the jester’s face, only an urgent sort of fear. He pointed at the ghosts. “Look at them, piling up against the mountain, unable to get inside. The seal that keeps the gods locked away, keeps them out. How many souls have been lost forever?”

      “Why do you care?” Merrik shouted over the wind.

      “The king was going to …” Distress crossed Ponder’s face. “My father. He was going to unlock the seal. I killed him. I listened to Arzumel. I thought …” He shook his head. “I was wrong.”

      “Arzumel says I can’t trust you.”

      The jester’s pleading eyes met Merrik’s. “What’s in your heart?”

      That familiar tug, unseen hands latching onto him, Arzumel trying to get him back.

      Merrik closed his eyes and inwardly screamed, pushing, shoving away any other consciousness but his, exerting every ounce of his will. A ripping sensation across his mind, like dug-in fingernails being dragged away. He screamed and screamed and …

      Opened his eyes.

      The glowing circle beckoned. The heart of the world.

      Merrik looked at the black gems in the scepter he held. The bones.

      He staggered toward the star, held the scepter over his head with two hands, preparing to plunge it into the world’s dark heart.

      Hesitation.

      What had Arzumel said was at stake?

      No less than all of existence.

      And what of the ghosts and their futile march toward the Black Mountain? How many did Merrik know? The Last Baron? Merrik thought of the girl Sarab, his friends Rugger and Dobber. Had they joined the other ghosts in the long walk to whatever waited beyond the Heart of the World? Who else’s soul might be lost forever?

      His father.

      Merrik plunged the scepter into the glowing star.

      The dark stone clamped shut around it. Then the dull clunk-thud of something mechanical. Merrik waited.

      Nothing.

      “Oh, fuck off.”

      And then …

      A low rumble as if from far away.

      The floor shook, a little at first then more violently.

      A line of golden light spiraled out from the star in the center of the circle accompanied by an earsplitting hiss. Merrik scrambled backward out of the circle. He discovered he still held the scepter, the black gems had gone clear as if they were ordinary glass.

      The grinding sound of stone scraping on stone as the circle in the floor spiraled open.

      The floor shook even harder then heaved, knocking Merrik off his feet. He crawled backward, trying to put as much distance between himself and the gaping opening as possible. He watched wide-eyed as the hole finished spiraling open.

      Merrik froze and watched in silence, not daring to move.

      Then light.

      Faint and golden rising from the mysterious depths of the opening. It flickered, then slowly grew in strength, wavered, turning pink, then blue then …

      A swirling column of light, shifting colors too rapidly to follow, a blend of every color at once. Whispers. In Merrik’s ears or inside his mind? The whispers became shouts, a million voices all singing the same terrifying song. Merrik clapped his hands over his ears.

      Merrik felt the presence of countless beings, filling him to near bursting, the knowledge and awareness of the entire cosmos passing through him, threatening to scorch his mind to nothing.

      Then the world tensed.

      And the light shot upwards, a single, writhing mass, exploding up through the shaft through which Merrik had fallen earlier, a massive volcano of light. It went on and on and on until Silence.

      Merrik sat panting, drenched in sweat, heart hammering away against his insides.

      He glanced around him, trembling.

      A dim, gray light from above. It drifted down, like a light misting of rain.

      The ghosts.

      A few at first, then more and more until the chamber was filled with them, the shaft above choked with thousands upon thousands of souls, some who’d waited centuries for this to finally happen. A cold wind blew. From where, Merrik couldn’t guess. It swept the ghosts down into the hole.

      Merrik felt something ripping away inside him. Ponder and Arzumel were torn from his body, tumbling across the black floor, sucked down into the hole with the rest of the ghosts. The ghosts came faster until there was only a uniform glow, a single mass of all lives past.

      Then nothing.

      Merrik hung his head. He wept softly.

      A moment later, a hand on his shoulder. “Milord.”

      Merrik’s head came up, and he looked into the boy’s eyes. “Padraig.”

      The ghost smiled down at him, Padraig, translucent, but face bright and happy.

      “I’m sorry, Padraig.”

      “Don’t be sorry, milord. Everything is okay.”

      “How do you know?” Merrik asked.

      Padraig shrugged. “It just is.”

      “What are you doing here?”

      “They said we could do you a last favor,” Padraig said. “Those you released. They’re letting a few of us help, but we’ve only got a minute.”

      Merrik blinked tears. “A few of you?”

      “You done good, boyo.”

      Merrik wiped his eyes. “Rugger?”

      “I wanted      to follow you on an adventure, milord,” Dobber said. “Now I guess I’m off on the greatest adventure of all.”

      “Dobber?” Merrik tried to stand but his legs went. He collapsed to the floor. “I ... I can’t …”

      “You don’t have to,” Rugger said. “We’ve got you.”

      And then Merrik felt himself lifted, floating upward, cradled in the arms of the ghosts. His arms flopped limply. He was so tired.  So very tired.

      He managed a look back, saw other ghosts he didn’t know bringing Lee’s body.

      Darkness and warmth.

      So many questions. No strength to ask them.

      The ghosts set him down on the cold stone floor. He sensed them withdraw.

      “Goodbye, milord.” Padraig’s voice … fading. “Goodbye.”

      Merrik sobbed.

      He felt more hands on his shoulder.

      “Merrik!” Kitimar’s voice.

      He looked up. He was back in the throne room.

      Effingham knelt on the other side of him. “Are you hurt?”

      Merrik tried to talk but couldn’t, his face a mess of snot and hot tears.

      “Did you see it?” Kitimar asked, breathless. “A force of light, so many colors. It just erupted from the hole. I’ve never seen anything like it. All I could do was throw myself to the floor with my hands over my head.”

      Merrik wasn’t listening. He drew a shuddering breath, the sobs starting all over again, his body shaking.

      A young soldier burst into the throne room. “I need the king! I have a message.”

      Effingham’s eyes went to Lee’s corpse then back to the soldier. “Tell me, boy.”

      “The Union army! They’re gone!”

      Effingham frowned. “They’ve withdrawn? Why?”

      The soldier shook his head. “Not withdrawn, father. Just … gone.”

      Count Bettin and Baron Mykle burst into the room, a dozen soldiers behind them, all demanding to know what in Dumo’s name was happening.

      Kitimar looked at Effingham.

      Effingham held her gaze for a long moment.

      Then the priest turned back to Bettin and said, “His majesty discovered the secret of the Black Castle. Lee sacrificed himself to drive away the Union army!”

      Merrik put his face in his hands and started laughing, not from mirth but from barely contained madness. In his ragged state, it just sounded like more weeping to everyone else in the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER SIXTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      Lee Greymond had been the first man in centuries laid to rest in the Black Castle’s royal tomb, a monolithic structure at the peak of the Black Mountain. Fluted columns of black flanked the large, blocky door.

      Near the top step before the tomb’s door, Lee’s body lay under a red cloth, the two-headed dragon sewn in gold. Father Effingham stood behind the corpse to deliver a lengthy eulogy. Merrik paid little attention. He already knew what the priest was going to say. Merrik, Effingham, and Kitimar had stayed up late the night before to compose the speech with the aid of some good brandy.

      Effingham conveyed the king’s final wishes to the assembled mourners – those wishes being chiefly what Merrik, Effingham, and Kitimar had decided was best for the Kingdom of Greymond … although Merrik wondered if it were accurate to really refer to the place as a kingdom. The Emerald Palace had still not declared one way or another. A wrinkle to be smoothed another time.

      Effingham praised Lee and his service to the kingdom but transitioned smoothly into a message of hope and optimism for the land with Queen Mira Greymond on the throne. Baron Lonnie Mykle had been raised to count, and Count Tazio Bettin had been raised to Duke. They would lend the queen their wisdom and support.

      Merrik Niles would be appointed Lord Protector over the children until they were of age.

      Merrik had objected most strenuously, but Effingham and Kitimar had ganged up on him. Merrik had finally agreed with great reluctance and finished the bottle of brandy.

      Kitimar and Merrik were both ready to swear that these commands – among other minor decrees – were indeed the king’s final wishes. Oh, yes, I specifically remember Lee saying that and other such assurances although they didn’t really expect anyone to challenge what were clearly good ideas.

      At long last, Effingham finished, and the king was carried into the tomb, Merrik, Bettin, Kitimar, Mykle, Jeen Derelith, and Effingham himself acting as pallbearers. The tomb was closed, and the service was at an end.

      The procession began the long march down the mountain’s narrow, twisting path. Mira led the way, a sleeping infant in each arm. She wore a flowing black dress with a black veil. Jin and Niralyn had the honor of following and carrying the dress’s lengthy train.

      Nina looked uncomfortable in a simple black dress – where she got it, Merrik hadn’t a clue – and seemed almost lost without her spear. Merrik would need to thank her later. She was a long way from home. These weren’t her people.

      Merrik fell in next to Kitimar at the end of the line as they walked slowly down the mountain.

      “How’s Niralyn?” Merrik asked her.

      “Sad. She misses her sister. But also … relieved? Sometimes I wondered if she felt like Dair’s accessory. She’ll find out who she is now on her own.”

      “Ah. Good. And you’re heading back to Duchy Denning?”

      “In a few days,” she said. “I’ll make sure everything here is stable first.”

      “And … uh … all of you are going?”

      Kitimar frowned. “Yes, Jin too. Don’t worry, Merrik, she’ll grow out of you.”

      “Of course.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “Are you sure you two … that you didn’t ...”

      “No!” Merrik shook his head vehemently. “I would never –”

      “Okay, okay, shut up. I believe you.”

      They walked a moment in silence.

      Then Kitimar asked, “What are you going to tell Mira?”

      He sighed. “I don’t know, Kit. Maybe nothing. Or …” A shrug.

      Kitimar put a hand on Merrik’s arm, her face going serious. “Merrik, you, Effingham, and I are the only ones who know what really happened. The three of us are all part of a terrible lie, and believe me, I’ve second-guessed what we’re doing, but the only way it works is if we all keep our mouths shut. Forever.”

      Merrik nodded. “Right.”

      He looked back and saw Effingham several yards behind them, walking alone.

      “Catch up with your sisters,” he told Kitimar.

      She nodded and kept walking.

      Merrik waited for the priest.

      “Good work,” Merrik said. “The eulogy, I mean.”

      “One of a priest’s many duties,” Effingham said.

      “What next?”

      “What do you mean?” Effingham asked. “What next today? Or what next for the rest of our lives?”

      “Something in between.”

      “An envoy to the Emerald Palace,” Effingham said. “The Kingdom still needs to be whole.”

      “Who’s going?”

      “That’s up to Mira. She’s the queen,” Effingham said. “Bettin nominated himself, of course. Mykle thinks you should go.”

      “I don’t want the job.”

      Effingham grinned. “One of the reasons you’d be perfect for it.”

      “I’ll only go if you go with me,” Merrik said.

      “The old team together again, eh? Just like we started. Sorry, can’t do it. I’ll be occupied here.” He reached into his robe and came out with a rolled parchment. He handed it to Merrik. “That arrived this morning.”

      Merrik unrolled the parchment and read. It was from Five Rivers. Archbishop Fenwigg had made Effingham a bishop and had commanded him to begin the business of organizing an abbey in the Black City.

      “I’m surprised at you, Effingham,” Merrik said with mock astonishment. “To stage an entire war just to get a promotion.”

      “Droll as ever, my dear marquis.”

      “Seriously, congratulations.”

      “Never mind that, and I thank you not to tell anyone, not just yet,” Effingham said. “In other news, Bettin has sent a reconnaissance      force to High Harbor. Upon hearing the bulk of their army simply vanished, those left were understandably nervous. They jumped aboard their ships and went home. It will be good to reclaim the harbor and begin commercial shipping again. We’ll need things if we’re going to winter in the Black City.”

      “Effingham?”

      The priest looked at Merrik. “Yes?”

      “What in the blue blazes did happen to all those Union troops?”

      “I have a theory.”

      “Go on,” Merrik prompted.

      “You won’t like it.”

      “Effingham.”

      “Fine.” The priest took a deep breath and then let it out. “There is a species of large spider. The mother lays eggs and then watches over them, tirelessly protecting them until finally they hatch. All the baby spiders then feast on the mother’s body.”

      “Ah.”

      “You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?” Effingham said.

      “I do not.”

      “Those gods were imprisoned for untold millennia. When they were finally given freedom, I’m sure they needed to … replenish.”

      “You mean …?”

      “The Union army was consumed.”

      Merrik thought about that. “You spider story doesn’t work then. It’s backwards.”

      “Oh?”

      “Surely, we are the children of the gods,” Merrik said. “Not the other way around.”

      “Are you so sure?”

      Merrik rolled his. “Let’s talk about something else.”

      “Fine,” Effingham said. “What do you think’s going on in the Union of Territories right now?”

      “I haven’t the foggiest idea.”
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        * * *

      

      Sarasin Martz shoved scrolls into a leather case. The sounds of battle floated in through the window from the courtyard below. They’d come back in even greater numbers and had pushed through the gates. Even now he could hear the wham … wham … wham of the battering ram against the front door of the Peoples Palace, echoing up through the many floors.

      Evris Koy entered without knocking. “Councilman Martz, I need to show you something.”

      Martz laughed. “You’ve picked a bad time, Evris. How many men do we have left to defend the palace?”

      “Two score      at most,” Koy said. “Perhaps not that many.”

      “You see? The insurgents will be inside soon. Is it true Harla Glenning hung herself?”

      “I’m afraid so. We found her in her office this morning.”

      Martz tsked. “A shame.”

      “Sir, I insist, you see this.”

      Martz ignored him. “You have the horses positioned as we planned?. Once we’re out of the city, we’ll find a place to regroup and continue the revolution.”

      “Regroup?” It was one of the few times Martz could remember Evris Koy sounding surprised. “Sir, you don’t think we can still win?”

      Martz shook his head and sighed. None of them had ever understood, not even Evris Koy. “It was never about winning or losing. It was always about the revolution. The revolution must go on. That’s all that matters. We will learn from our mistakes and begin again.”

      Koy set a leatherbound book in the center of the table and gestured to the only chair. ‘Sit and look at this. It will only take a moment.”

      “Evris, I don’t have time for –”

      “Do it.”

      The two men locked eyes for a moment.

      Martz sat. “Obviously, this is something dreadfully urgent. A minute only. I don’t intend to waste anymore time after that.”

      Martz pulled the book closer and flipped it open. Blank pages.

      “What am I supposed to be seeing?” Martz asked impatiently.

      “Just wait.”

      Martz waited. He was about to object again when words magically appeared across the page.

      Is this Sarasin Martz?

      Martz’s eyes widened.

      “Use these to reply.” Koy set a quill and an inkwell on the table next to the book.

      Martz looked up at Koy.

      “Go on, sir.”

      Martz dipped the quill into the inkwell and wrote.

      This is Martz.

      A moment …

      I believe you used to know a woman named Serene Bowmont.

      Martz felt something twist in his gut. He wrote …

      Who is this?

      The reply …

      Did you love her?

      Martz dipped ink and replied.

      I asked who this is. Identify yourself.

      Another pause. Then …

      I am more than happy to identify myself. It’s the whole point, in fact. My name is Zarabelle Fenwigg. I want you to know who I am. Serene Bowmont died in my arms, and you … you festering wad of puss … you are the murderer. Your hand may not have held the dagger, but it happened on your order. So I’ll say my name again. Zarabelle Fenwigg. I want you to know it was me. My hand won’t hold the dagger either, but I can kill you from a thousand miles away. I can kill you for Serene Bowmont. I’m killing you even now.

      

      Martz scoffed. Did tis foolish person think he’d be intimidated by such parlor tricks? He dipped the quill into the inkwell again, readying his pithy reply.

      A fist grabbed a handful of his hair, yanking his head back, chin up, throat exposed. A flash of heat across his throat, blinding wet pain and –

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Evris Koy let go of his hair.

      Martz flopped forward onto the table, blood spreading over the pages of the book.

      “Damn.” Koy shook his head.

      He took a corner of the book between thumb and forefinger and slid it out from under Martz’s corpse. He flipped ahead to some clean pages. Then he plucked the quill from Martz’s hand, leaned over, making sure to write very neatly.

      It is done. E.

      He closed the book and shoved it away, not waiting for a reply.

      Koy wiped his dagger on Martz’s sleeve and returned it to the sheath on his belt. The battering ram below still hammered its dull rhythm. Martz had been right about one thing. It was long past time to quit this place. He’d arranged horses as ordered, but not for Martz.

      Koy and a handful of loyal men would make their escape. Getting out of the city would be tricky.

      Then … where?

      No matter. He’d figure out something. And with ample amount of gold Zarabelle Fenwigg had arranged, he felt confident he’d be quite comfortable, far away from revolutions and other nonsense.
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MONTHS LATER …

        

      

    

    
      
        
        I.

      

      

      Baltman stood on the wide lanai, ocean breezes kissing his face, sun shining down on blue-green waters and a sugar sand beach. The Sultanate of Korrigidor was a group of islands west past the Union of Territories and a good deal to the south. They’d only in the past hundred years progressed from a scattering of unaffiliated villages to a united and modern – well almost modern – nation. Trade with the outside world in the last few decades had facilitated the progress. The gold Baltman had brought with him from High Harbor’s treasury had fostered a high level of hospitality, and the Sultan had welcomed Baltman and his party as honored guests.

      Baltman sighed, waiting, and soaking in the view which consisted of more than just a gorgeous landscape. A great orca broke the surface of the water fifty yards offshore. Not a rare sight in these waters except for the fact it was five times larger than any other such whale of its kind anyone had ever seen. It broke the surface and kept rising, floating above the waves. Water dripped from its great bulk, and as the drops fell, they transformed into fireflies, circling in a great swarm above the beast. Hundreds of normal sized orcas swam below it.

      Baltman would normally have been taken aback by such a sight, but peculiar things like this had been happening for months. There were rumors as to the cause, but nothing could be confirmed. News traveled slowly to Korrigidor.

      The midwife joined him on the lanai.

      Baltman bowed. “Madam Midwife.”

      In this part of the world, midwives were considered learned and honorable, not quite nobility but definitely not a servant. She was a tall, brown-skinned woman, chin up, expression serious, and improbable pile of braided hair atop her head.

      “You may see her now,” she said. “But not for long. It was a difficult birth, and she needs rest.”

      Baltman bowed again. “I understand, Madam Midwife.”

      He went down the hall, opened the door quietly, and entered.

      Luizen lay sleeping in a soft bed, covered by thick blankets despite the warm weather. She looked pale, lips bloodless.

      Baltman turned to the servant sitting in the corner. She held the child against her chest, rocking it gently.

      He held out his hands. “May I?”

      She gave Baltman the baby.

      He had no particular feelings about babies one way or the other. He certainly wasn’t a cuddler. Baltman unwrapped the baby from its blanket and gave the infant a thorough inspection. The child seemed to have intelligent eyes, but who could say really at such an early age. He nodded, satisfied, and handed it back to the servant.

      He turned to go.

      “Baltman.”

      Luizen’s eyes had creaked open. She shifted slightly in bed and winced.

      “Are you in pain?” Baltman asked.

      “There was some bleeding.”

      “Shall I send for the healer?”

      “He’s been,” Luizen said. “Baltman, the baby, how’s … is he …?”

      Baltman smiled. “Spine as straight as an arrow. When he’s grown, he shall stand as tall and as straight as any other man.”

      

      
        
        II.

      

      

      The lush grass waved across the Battle Plain like green fire flickering in the breeze. Ten thousand pink butterflies flitted all around them like glowing snow flurries. Winter had been mild, and spring had come early. The sun shone brightly but not harshly down on the world, the Black Mountain glinting like a dark jewel behind them.

      Merrik Niles stood knee-deep in the grass, watching the toddlers. Already, Merrik made predictions about them although not out loud.

      The girl Lycinda would be big and was already walking. Gales of laughter as Mira chased the child through the grass, the bulk of her black mourning dress gathered in one arm, so she could run barefoot. According to the old ways, the king’s widow was obligated to wear black for a year and a day. Effingham had suggested observing some of these ancient traditions again as they might help solidify Greymond’s legitimacy to the outside world.

      “Imma get you! Imma get you!” Mira chased the girl.

      Merrik looked down where Lucas sat in the grass a few feet away. A slighter child, less robust than the girl, but more thoughtful. He stared unblinking at one of the butterflies perched on a wide blade of grass three inches from his nose.

      Merrik smiled. He’d been smiling a lot lately.

      Sudden movement caught his eye.

      A rabbit reared his head from the grass twenty feet away. On his hind legs, he was nearly five feet tall, fur a perfect, even white, eyes even pinker than the butterflies circling his head like a halo. Dozens of normal sized rabbits hopped all around him.

      Well done, Rabbit god. I see you have followers already.

      Sightings had started almost immediately after the Black Mountain had vomited forth the pantheon of gods. Faces appearing in tree bark. Waves rising up from the water to take the form of turtles or catfish. Smaller rocks forming around large boulders.

      Tree gods, River gods, Flower gods, Spider gods, all beautiful or fearsome in their own way. Mira had spotted a giant eagle, a wingspan of at least twenty feet, hundreds of other eagles following, the flock wheeling across the sky as one. At the moment, none seemed concerned with clumsy humanity stumbling and bumbling all around them.

      The chessboard had been reset, the contest begun anew. Existence had not been obliterated in the process.

      Nina stood twenty yards away, keeping watch. She spotted the huge rabbit and gripped her spear, eyes checking with Merrik.

      Merrik shook his head. No trouble here.

      Nina relaxed.

      Mira flopped down into the grass next to Lucas, pulling the boy into a hug. “They can’t call it the Blood Plain anymore. It’s too beautiful.”

      “The Grass Plain?”

      Mira gave him a withering look. “A bit obvious, don’t you think?”

      They didn’t talk for a while. The day was only slightly warm, and the breeze compensated perfectly.

      “Everything’s going to be different now, isn’t it?” Mira asked.

      “Yes,” Merrik said. “In some ways.”

      “We should head back for lunch.” She reached up. “Help me.”

      Merrik took her hand and pulled her to her feet. When she was standing, she still held his hand.

      “All I’ve worn is black,” she said wistfully. “It’s just so … dowdy.”

      “I would like to see you out of that dress.”

      Mira raised an eyebrow.

      “I mean … that’s not what I … I mean into a different dress. Of a different color.”

      “Don’t try that old, tired Merrik Niles charm on me,” she said sternly.

      But she didn’t let go of his hand.

      They headed back toward the Black Mountain at an easy walk, still holding hands, each carrying a twin. Soon they’d have to let go. It wouldn’t do for anyone to see the queen – ostensibly still in mourning – behaving in such a familiar way with another man.

      Nina followed at a respectful distance, pretending not to notice.
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        The Chronicles of Narnia meets The Magicians in the first volume of a magical fantasy series suitable for all ages, where imperfect heroes struggle with their destinies and the finest treasures are the friends who stand with you when the monsters come.
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        An ancient evil rises. A trio of unlikely heroes must find the will to stand and fight.
        
        Ronan dreams of wandering beyond the thick stone walls of his town. Unfortunately, he is the only youth unable to wield the magical force of onda, which means no caravan will risk bringing him into the wild.
        The walls that protect him from the monsters of the night are also his prison.
        In the capital of Lindra, Count Jamie Pierce is coerced into stealing an ancient book. As he plans the theft, he comes to learn that all is not well in his homeland. An ancient foe prepares to attack, but no one is sounding the alarm.
        The thief who has never stood for anything must decide whether he'll fight or flee.
        Laran is a sumar, one of the select warriors who wander the wild to protect the citizens hiding behind their impenetrable walls. He's more at home among the trees and the stars, but when he stumbles upon a new breed of demon, cleverer than any he's fought before, he'll need to learn how to trust the very humans he so despises.
        Don't miss the start of this epic Fantasy adventure from Ryan Kirk, bestselling author of Nightblade & Blades of the Fallen. As dark forces gather quietly around our heroes, fate throws Ronan, Jamie, and Laran together for a task that will carry them across their duchy and into the heart of a malevolent enemy.
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        Kullen is the Emperor’s assassin. The sharp hand of justice. The Black Talon.
        Gifted a soul-forged bond with his dragon, Umbris, Kullen is tasked with hunting any and all who oppose the Empire.
        But when the secretive Crimson Fang murders two noblemen before his very eyes, Kullen must discover the truth of who they are and what they want. What he uncovers is a web of lies and deceit spiraling into the depths of Dimvein.
        Natisse, a high-ranking member of the rebellion known as the Crimson Fang, has no greater goal than to rid Dimvein of power-hungry nobles. Haunted by her past, fire, flames, and the death of her parents, she sets out to destroy the dragons and those who wield them as unstoppable weapons of destruction.
        Until she too finds herself buried beneath the weight of the revelations her investigations reveal...
        The Empire is under siege from within, and one man, dressed in black like the night, stands at the epicenter of it all.
        Black Talon is the first book in the Dragonblood Assassin Series from #1 Audible and Washington Post bestseller Jaime Castle & Epic Fantasy legend Andy Peloquin. It's perfect for fans of the Forgotten Realms, Joe Abercrombie, David Dalglish, and Kel Kade.
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