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CHAPTER ONE i NEW PLAYER, OLD GAME

Irene heard the sailors, of course, long before they
dragged her into the conversation.

AiYou can tell the difference,
shi po6sl rbeonseu nhadndét caught his na
wore the same patchwork hat. fAVa
wat chf ul eye, mar k me. 0

Al might be young, bosun, 0 s:
Leng, Abut this sailor girl has
andstayedinpleny of dockside taverns. 7
tell, believe me. o0

iWhich | donodot , ma 6 a m, meani i
Bosun Hat. Al 6ve ranged the Tell
these past fifteen years, and 10
l'i ke. 0O

Mai Leng narrowed lre ey e s . AThen why a
breathing, mat e?0

The conversation started heat

bett eratcrk tao saatitl or ,e ng e aa r Wa tmeer. 0S |
Irene turned to hide her smile and looked out across

the sea at the craggy coastline creepilogg. Fructus Isle,

her new home. Light green grasslands wevesh atop

brilliant ivory cliffs. Too bright. Too bright by half. Not like

Telloria at all. Telloria lay back the way they had come, out

beyond the wake, trailing white across tiezp blue sea. She

looked backand suppressed a sigh.

She heard Bosun Hat say, i We |
right there. Youbdre on friendly
five crowns says | 6ve got the ri

Mai Leng spat in her hand, and they shookan. A Ten
and done. 0 They came aft. Mai L e
wondered i f we might troubl e you

Il rene turned and | eaned on tl
Keep your purses. Youbre both wr



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley

things. o0 A | it helmemawshgtBerd or war d,
glance, and listenettenec ont i nued, fAVampires
spot at night, and easy in the daytime. Water means nothing to
them, and they dondét give a fig
t

I f one takes a | i kappedhetfingerg.o u, h
ADi nner . o
Mai Leng nodded tBosunHat A There. You se
But the bosun wasno6ét done. )\
make it easy to spot o6em. Theyod
Il rene shook her head. ANo, tI
daytime, but they look Il corpses. All skin stretched over
bones. At night, ités different.

They look like anyone, if they want to. There are still signs,

what with the grace and beauty. The way they move. You can

watch for it, irfd tyheaddaytrmd.nedo

mi stake them for anything el se.d
The helmsman shifted uncomfortably at the wheel.

Even Mai Leng frowned. ANeverl

Altéds not well known, 06 she s:
sunlight as easy as you or me, whicthi main reason they
avoid it. You can kill them at n
Very, very difficult, beli eve me
mur mured, ABelieve me. 0

Ma i Leng glanced at the bosur

like the sound of that. Nor did amiye else. The deck had gone
completely silent. She got a sly expression and said, a bit

l oudl vy, ASheds pulling our chain
Tellorians are. They love scaring the sense out of sailor

types. o

I rene snorted. AHal f the ar m)
coul dnot wel | defend Tell oria on
The bosun sai d, i No, no, t hat
werewol ves are for. Guards their
l rene didnot | augh, but the :
smil e. ASorry, i tt8aythewpoliticaly ou, but
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map of Terlloria would be vastly different if only werewolves

could walk the sun. Where did vyo
Bosun Hatdos defensiveness bet

deal t . AWhich itds common knowl e
Il rene shook rdr thead.mofRupe kK
The bosun pushed back his hat

Tellorians take all the cakes f o

mi ss? Not meaning any offense an

tall tales dockside in Lusk than
His mention of Lusk brought a memory of home. Her

mot her 6s f ace, ghostly in time,

Heavy wood smoke from the blazing hearth. Her own tiny

room. Which shedd never see agai
Unless you give in, of course.
Ireneblinked the alien thaght away Stop it!she

thought to the black place in her soul.

The bosun confided i n Mai Lert
nonsense, ma 6 a m. And not a | ick
just |i ke black moods is all .o

Il renedbs good mood had vani she
fables,thee 6s a grain of truth at eac

f

The bosun kept on,
All gray cloaks and buildings like mausoleums. They all got

thatthousang ar d st are, and itbés pract
gl anced at | r eness Nothoib&telingah at , e x
passenger their business, and no offense intended, but | never
met a Tellorian what <coul dnodot sc
a single ghost story, I|like. o

Il reneds mouth drew into a thi
eyes with BdswhyHabot 28dAHer bl ood
AOurs is a | and of deep shadows

mists swallow the sun every eve. Where the people shutter
themselves in homes with no windows and leave terrified
offerings beyond the door. Where a single sowsmeath the
moon brings hunting eyes in the dark. Where women strangle
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their own babes from fright, and men pray to forgotten gods
for a dawn that lingers long beyond the eastern mountains.
And, when day does come, creeping reluctantly over distant
peaks, vin a t evidence remains of
of flesh and a bloody trail from an empty house, its smashed
door gaping like a toothless maw. Not a track. Not a scent.
Not a single sign of the visitdhatcame calling. That is
Telloria, my dear sidand of blood and darkness, where only

he

an old wives6 tale might shepher

stick to the sea, and sleep aboard ship, lest the eyes catch you

unawares beneath the moon. 0
Everyone within hearingt ar ed at her,
eyesbhigandth bosundés mouth sl ack
recovered and stepped cl ose.
bl ack. 0o
I

Ma i
wi t |
AYo

t ha

AHel msman! 06 shouted the capt:
guarterdeck. AClap a hand on
beast! o

The sailor jerked e@amdy fr om

wrestled the ship back to her proper course. Irene blinked, and
stepped back. She took a steadyi

Mai Leng glanced from her to the bosun and back. He
was looking for words.

[

r

The captainbés shadow fell aci
alt hree. AWhatés going on here?o
The bosun poinded at I rene,

Ma i Leng pushed a hplpinggse i nt o
with a wager. Your winnings, bosun, though | reserve the
right to win them back ashore at
game. 0
The bosu looked at the purséhenlirene, therback
toMa i Lédwegl I Al | é Aye, t hat 6s f ai
The captain said, fAFine. You
The bosun saluted, iAYye, S i

with many backwards glances at Irene.

r .
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The captain dMantei,nwed, | i Taikrec
by two bells in the first dog. Y
take us in.o

She saluted. inAye, sir.o

He bowed briefly to Irene, and went below.

Mai Leng looked at Irene with cautious eyes. The
deck was still silent and all eyes weretbam.

il édm sorry, o0 said |Irene.
fGo below, 0 she mur mured.
ilafms

ATrust me , and go. Now. O

Irene went below to her tiny cabin and sat on the
rickety stool beneath a lonely, swaying larighy take orders
from a mortal*hedarkness asked, the voice neither male nor
f emal e. Si mipikeya&reakingibmarchibeneath
darkened boughs, or a dark shape lurking outside dirty
window panesThis was the blessing and curse of her nation.
The Gift, it was called.

i Sheds dnbhe was tiyiegro help. And that

was a filthy trick you pulled. 0
That amused th€ift. I? You brought it forth.
il am not | istening to this.
It receded form her mind, like thinning fog on a
moonlit night.
She sat and thought about nothingddong while in
the creaking cabin. Water hissed
heard sailors working the deck.

the watches, every half hour. She tried to get a little sleep, but
it wouldndét come no hammotker how c
the first shedd ever wused.
Irenedug out her journal androte despite the rolling
deck. Fortunately the ship rode an even swell, and her hand
was neat and trim. Her journal was an indulgence, one a spy
ought not afford, but it was written in heersonal code, one
taught by her mother and known to no one living.
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I shoul dndt htahe BosugMaitLengn angr )
is a gentle soul, and was only teasing, and the bosun was an
ass, but I 6d already scared hi m.
thing inmy head pushed me. | can see it now, looking back,
butl coul dndt kthiegxile waakeningmyg h e c k . I
resolve already? Thatos exactly
And if | let this damn thing get hold of me on ship when
talking to a friend, then whatan | expect when we reach

Fructus City? Thereoll be peopl e
and none of them near as friendly as Mai Leng.

Il &m gl ad theredl | be wor k, e\
with Gregorio. At |l east |1 0m not
Soverggn made that very clear.

At work | d&m playing a role, |}

game at all times. At work a slip can mean failure at best.
Death at worst. At work the Gift will be easier to ignore.
A tentative knock at the door, and she closed her
journal.t was the young master6s mat
adol escence. AThe decksds compl in
of ficer of the watch asks i f you
guarterdeck. 0
Mai Leng was the only female officatho stood a
watch. ATel lorhtelry .l 6Wilt hb emyu pt hsahn k
Irene sat alone for another moment, took a deep
breath, and went on deck. She was surprised to find it near
dusk already, but there was no telling day from night in her
cabin.

Ma i Leng motioned her over t«
windwards i de. She pointed over the
Fructus and the city beyond. 0

The setting sun backlit the Grand Cathedral and its six
spires. It looked like a fortress of hope and light, and spread
protective arms around the city below. Beneath the cedhed
and on down the hillside, tiny lights winked on in increasing

10
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numbers as the cathedral 6s shado
harbor like spreading a black velvet cloth dusted with stars
The harbor itself bustled with activity as fishermen
brought their vesds in before dark and merchantmen were
towed into the offing for the tide that would soon turn.

ACl ew up, 06 Mai Leng told the
eyesdei ber at el y adefedtdps, andstandbif Si ngl e
t he anchor. Ma ke t hengleokedatal f or
Il rene as the bosunds pipe got to
deck and rigging. She smiled wid
| 6d had no suspicion you werenot
now woul débve planted one. Youodve
bef ore. o

Il rene shook her head. dl odve 1

l' i ke that. o
AAnd Fructus City is nothing.
Mon. Or my home city, Kol Han. We know a thing or three

about seaside fortresses in Achr
not a merchat, what are you doing out here? Escaped
prisoner? Refugee? Ohh wait, you

That é6d be very romantic. 0

Bet ween the shining cathedr al
smil e, l renebds spirit |ightened.
y 0 U . O oug§ht af half endozen cover stories in an instant,
but somehow that seemed to be a darker road. She liked Mai

Leng. She could win more with ¢th
AEven better! What was your
scandal ous?0o0
AAl most. | r effatbettatafterhe Gi ft . (

saying it. Like the darkness had shrunk for a moment.

Ma i Leng shrugged. AANnd? | 6vVe¢
gi fts. You woul dnodét believe some
sailors think will impress a lady i

Il rene kept her agiftoTheGdt. | ow. 7 N
Remember earlier? When my eyeséo

11



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley

Ma i Leng sobered. fAOh. What \
youbre not a vampire. ¢é Are you?

I rene shook her head. ANo. At
that can happen to Tellorians. Or really anyone that spends
too much timehere. The Gift comes. When you givé i

Mai Lengbs eyes dointodfied. AYou

AiVvampires or werewolves. Or \
Ma i Leng took a step back. #dAl
nKeep your voice down. No. It

stories you hear aboutbgin bi tt en arendt true.

were, the political map in Telloria would be vastly different. If

the nobility could pick and ch

shudder to think at some of th

up after Old King Goritsiwas murderaday back when.
AYour SovereighhiosgQueandGsihi

00
e
(0]

a vampire now. Wasndét she marri e

Il rene shook her head. i No. S
but even she isnét that ancient.
house and all thosedught in. There are some mortal
Goritsibs, of course, O6children
be called. Theyodre noblllty but
gain any true power without the
the nobles, imagine how the loweacs ses are treated
t hought back to her mother, | ong
do. o

AAnd what is it you do?0

id hepwher e | can. The Sovereig
soul, but she has a care for the underclasses. She was ecstatic
when the Gift came upane . But | dondt want |
reasons. And thatodos why |1 6m exil

furious. o

Mai Leng had stopped smiling, but she betrayed no
hint of fear . Mamopie ppliticaldefugee an al n
whok nows Queen Gor i tgtickwith She grin
mer chant . 0

12
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Their laughter drew attention across the deck. They

gui eted quickly, and Irene wiped
good. | havenot | aughed in a | on
darkness in her soul had lightened.
i Wel | I 6 m yllsrepped atlydurhefasep r r
butd
i No, no. You thought fast. o
il d6m gl ad webdre nearly ashor
but my payoff wondét hold I ong. Y
there. 0 She paused and consi der e
might not put some of thatary to use on my behalf? By way
of a favor. I may have some trou
I r e slighdssnile vanished fiwWhat kind of t
il owe a guy money. Gambling
just handed the bosun mbet of my
cash, and | can pay him back, b u
pull a fast one. 0
Al ém familiar with the type.
AThings shouldndét turn ugly.
some of the crew, but | dondt wa

well, the capain will throw me off the ship if | cost him any
more prime hands. 0
ALast time! o Irene snickered
further when the lookout signaled. The pilot was coming
aboard.
He came up the side, a thorough seaman, but
decidedly harbor trasho@il-smelling and leering. Irene

ignored him, but couldnét help o
mate, is ye? Message. 0 He passed
iNow, l etdbs get me my coin and g

sl ackiam® you know howotshenbdarhest
ebh 0
Mai Leng glanced at the note, paled, and shot Irene a
quick look. But there was no time. She set about putting the
ship into berth. Irene went below, got her dunnage in order,

13



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley

and secured her weapons: a long blade at her hip, a matching
dagger, and two knivekiddenup her sleeves.
Expecting a fight, are we?
AiShut wup. o
Mai Leng met her back on deck, still a little skittish.
fHeds here. |l thought 1 06d meet h
t he dock. He brought some friend
They were fullyinh e Cat hedr al 6s shadoyv
stars had begun twinkling overhead. Irene had no trouble
making out the burly man in scaled armor with four even
bigger thugs. They waited at the top of the quay, where
anyone disembarking would have to pass if they intetaled
go farther than the dock.

l rene said, AfiDonot go ashore
the shrouds into the top. She scanned the dockyard. Snipers?
None. Backup? None. Official owi

ni ght , 0 sButtheywetetive todel two, arghe
had no idea how well Mai Leng could figltteneherself
might do five. Maybe. Witla surpriseattack A lucky surprise
attackeée.

Or help.

AShut up. o0 She climbed back
enough. Youdre just paying him o
behind you. o

Mai Leng let out a long breath and gripped her saber
hi |l t . HerQpna straightened, but her body went taught
as she set foot on | and. She was
MailLengwal ked with a sailords rolli
ashoreand planted herself squarely in front of the greasy
| eader. fAHell o, Sarghen. o

He grinned,gapp oot hed and yell ow. i L
What, no crew? Was looking forward to thumping some
wetfeet. o

14
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AThe ship isnbét even fifty vy

haveloudei ces. But we dono6t need my
and yours. o0

noWed is it?20 He |l ooked I renct
little thing. Too pretty by half

Ma i Leng spat. #fASlavery is Yy
mi ne. 0 She peunpulsecadd bounded itan here at h
hand, jingling. AHere. You want
committee before | hand it over?

His ugly Il augh had no humor .
thing. Payment 6s gone up. Il ntere
paying me anymar . | 6ve sold your debt f

three. So, you
up to him now.
he purse s p
canot sell me . | 6 m
f | ddebtoiutrt | e L

e

S

e coming with me

_|
~ O O

moving in |

opped
0] a citizen of
n
k.

So e n gscratdledt y ou . C
the back of his nec fCour s e, |
pay it off by those real gener ou

Ma i Lengds hand went to her |
AiNot on your |ife. o0

Irene saw her next few moves clearly. None of them
had neck protection except Sarghen. Two knives to two
throats. Theydd start to move th
were his armpits, face, atite bacls of his knees. Her blood
stirred. If he made a grab for Mai Lehg
One of the thugs tapped Sar gl
Boss?0 He pointed down the cobbl
A bald vampire approached with two bodyguards.
The guards wore veiill -fitting armor built for frames half
again their size. They spread out to flank the thugs by some
unseen signal. Pack tactics.
Irenesuk ed i n a,fbore aftunc. k isOhs a k e .

15
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The vampire stalked forward, surveyed the scene, and

smiled at her, al | fangs. AnLady
acquaintances you make. 0

iGregorio, o lrene said. AThi :
amateur bather, and aspiriogpr pse . 0

Hi s smile broadened. AiDo yo
shall I just handle the bettin

Ailt wasnbét my move. O She | ool
couldndét keep wide eyes off th

ilé | ook, no trouble to be é
He startedbak i ng away. ALeng, wedl | :

Al woul dnét advise it, o |Irenc

Sarghen gulped. AAindét wup t
his thugs beat a hasty retreat.

Ma i Leng didndédt relax. She st
morbid curiosity, hand still gripped on herthil

Gregorio spread his hands wide, fingers a bit too,long
andtalons nst ead of nai | s. iSo, who

ANo one, 0 Irene said. Al had

AfiCome now. Youdbre good, but I
on the other side, if only by

AWhyeayou here?d

He shrugged. fiYoubve been ex|
days. |l 6m gl ad to see your shi
to find you meeting Sarghen. Was

Her turn to shrug AWhy? Who

AAh, 0 he saidtsifidnHageptar edf :
gl ance at Mai Leng. AOh, and for
from you, missé?o0

AThird Mate Leng. 0O

AnAh ha, so we have you to t ¢
House Goritsi extends its good g
bowed in courtly fashion. Alf (o

forgive a mere verbal invitation to your captain, it would be
my singular honor to enti&in you and your officers at dinner

16
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in Goritsi Tower tomorrow evening-or now, however,
adieu 0 He motioned to Irene. ACOmMe
acquaint you with the rules of your new home, and the
intriguing games we play. o

Irene grumbled at his retré@ag back, but started to

follow.

Ma i Leng grabbed hlady ar m. i He
Il rene! So ités true? Al of 1 t?
nobl e?0

Il rene sighed. AYes. My full [
6 Merchant 6 woul dbve bemila so much
was wan. ABut |1 6m not a vampire

17
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CHAPTER TWO 1 DEEP THOUGHTS

Ooroth stomped along the darkened streets of Fructus
City as well as his tentacles would carry him on land. A walk
sometimes did him good when he was anbuy,this time the
words woul dno6dNd efawmarhiwo rham dwo u
a monster such as y@Ambassador Jahroon hadeered.
And laughed at hirrtoo!

That puffedup, blueskinned, seHmportant
simpleton. Who did he think he was? Sure, heiasd r o s s 6 s
representative on Frutcus. Sure, Ooroth was captain of his
house guard, and therefore his servant. But nobody got sent to

Fructus for their health. Jahroo
OQorothds. Theyobd all been disgra
and exiled from the depths.

Ooroth didndét | ong for the s\

opposite, in fact. But his skin itched when he spent any time
ashore. His tentacles itched, his arms itched, even the
membranous tissues of his translucent skull itched. New
was stuck here on this cursed island, charged with protecting
an arrogant, bigoted, condescending moron.
Ooroth suddenly felt tired. He scratched his skull with
a beard tentacle. In his fury he
He looked up atthe moontsiy over the Cel estia
central spire and sighed. The night air eased the itching. But
not by much.
The Deep Voices woke in his mind.
Thhrrruuuummmmmmme .

AOh, what now?0 he demanded.
No words. No, never any words. But a feeling. A call.
Likeawnhal eds song, but deeper. Sin

Thhrrruuuummmmmmmeé .

AThat way?0 The Voices wurged
Cat hedr al Di ditneraoulevardss Thenboiceg t r e e
di dnot respond, but he felt thei

18
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sl owly. At | edBHsgredtssvérglunga@ase mber e
his back. What would he find this time? Was it assassins?
Thieves? An informant, perhaps?
Thhrrruuuummmmmmmeé .
Ooroth peered down a blind alley, shadowed from the
moonlight by tall apartment rises on either side. Shining eyes
reflected his lamplight. He heard a pitiful meow.
All the tension left his many, many secondary limbs,
d he slumped. AA cat?0 he dema
ou brought me out here for a c
Thhrrruuuummmmmmme .
ABrilliant. Bl oe@y hbr dloinida nty.
have anythindpettert o d o ? 0
The cat meowed again, pleading. From somewhere
back the way hedd come, a chil d
kitty!o
Ooroth sighed at the eyes. i,
The cat mewed, dolefully.
He shambled down tradley, possibly the cleanest
alley hedd ever seen. But then,
not Dockside where he and the other Hadrossians normally
kept to themselves. The fat feline had managed to wedge itself
between two heavy refuse bins.
Ooroth pushd the bins aside with his chin tentacles,
and picked up Jodo in his arms. The cat puaredilicked his
hand AWell, youdre an odd one, 0 C
dwellers run in terror at the sight of n€. is it just that |
smell like a fish®
Thhrrruu u U MMMMMMME .

nYes, yes, 10l take the cat
busybodies. 0 He shambled out of
iSaving cats. I know the Depths
but this is ridiculous. o

19
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He foll owed t he-beardKityso otfo fiJ o
their source. He and the girl rounded a corner at the same
moment. Her eyes flared huge, paralyzed in shock.

Jodo meowed.

She shrieked at the top of her lungs and ran as though
a leviathan pursued.

Ooroth stretched a hdalnad aft et
Too late. He shambled as fast as his pods would take him.
And itched. And grumbled, fBl ood
bl oody |l egs. 0 Jodo purred.

He needndét have rushed. The ¢
Watch officer in tow, and pointe

The Watch &ficer took in the scene in an instant. She
relaxed and took her hand off he
not a monster. ltds a Deepman of
one before?o0

The girl shook her head, eyes still huge.

OQoroth moved f orlwlurndtice He <coul
the Watchwoman had very pretty eyes, and there were marked
curves beneath thahainlinked armoré No human woman
woul d | oMHeshoyed thesthodght away and held Jodo

out. AHe was stuck. Hebs a pudgy
The little gil hesitated, then snatched Jodo from his
ar ms. AHeb6s not slimy at all! De
sl imy. o
Ooroth put fists on his hips.
not a Deepman. Theyobve got | egs
Sevridan. Wedr e usaeuslimg. Well,notbut non

unless we work with the krakens. Those things are disgusting,
beli eve me. 0
The girl swallowed and looked at the Watchwoman.
The officer smiled at her. i Run
her go and the Watchweenan sai d,
di sturbed vyo Though &dé&m curi ou
t?

u
what was i 0

20
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ifiSevridan. Or just Hadrossi atl
iMwhy a Sevridan would be up
Ooroth waited for the Deep Voices to speak. They
had gone the moment he handeddagto the girl. So what
had their purpose been? He glanced at the Watchwdreay.
pretty eyes, indee@oroth thought. Wait. Could they have
l ed him to meet this woman? fl
ambassadorb6s personal gwar d. I
|l ied, though only by half. @ALi
tavern open | ate up here? This
She blinked at hi m. iYou
nOf course | can drink!
surfacerggett hese noti ons?0
iHadr os s i themselvds,anogtly. And my
watch is wusually Par k, Cathedr al
ONo humanOwomadahédgrunted. A Wel
suppose youdbd care to join me? Y
City, and | can regale you with
Shethoupt a moment. AWhy not ? M
shortly, and |1 &édm beat. This way.
Oorothds heart sped up, and |
to his face. He was thankful surfacers could rarely read
Sevridan body language. His intentions had been betrayed by
a purplingblush far too often in front of Hadrossian women.
The human varietythat is. The transformed women, those
like him, found him attractive enough, but he found them
repellant. The irony was not lost on him, nor the hypocrisy. It
fed his seHloathing.
Her lamp led the way to the tavern, a place of golden
lit windows and modest laughter. It all ceased when the
Watchwoman entered trailing a monster. She scanned the
room and asked, iDo you sit? Cha
AfWe do pretty much a&verythin;g
table would be fine. o He felt ke
him. A vampire across the room stared at him as hard as the

Ti de
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others. Nevermind that the vampire was just as inhuman as
Ooroth. He | ooked human, and Oor
that.

He set higyreatsword against the nearby wall, and
squeezed into a narrow chair and she watched him from

across the table. AYou certainly
He shrugged. fAMy bones wor k ¢
cartilage, real l vy. AsSol, tloldd dtnhbe
catch your name. 0
i Oh, I 6m sorry, where are my
Jendara Hall .o She held out her
He took her hanth hisand touched beardtentacle
to it, in proper courtly manner.

Hadrossians do drink. What do yo
The barmaid who brought their ales avoided looking

at Ooroth. He raised the dull metal stein with a beard tentacle

and sniffed it. He brought it into the tentacled mass around his

mouth and drank deeply. Waimt s pr ead t hr ough hi

better. I think | needed that. Go ahead and ask, | saw you

watching me |ike a moray.o
Wat chwoman Jendara didnoét eve
mouth is in there somewhere?o0
AfiYep. Seen a squidbés mout h? I
AfiHow do you breathe air?o0
AEnchant ment. The Felskars ai
kind of breathing apparatus, but | prefer the magic. Far more
reliable, and it doesndét weigh a
contemplated) So, do vy o Butkthatweekedok ar by ? 6

desper at i onkesupthéHadrossvDistad? | ma

read up on Fructus before coming here, but | never saw

di strict markings @&n 6arey rmam.r ylo

guess yorubsdo meatyhi nOg of t hat natu
She grinned. #Alt can be conf

our history right? How the Celestial religion was centered

here about a hundred years back?
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AnsStill i s, as far as | know. (
She nodded. fARight. But ther
for more than a century. Not since the Betrayal. So, since
then, all the nations serldeir exiled nobles and inconvenient
convicts here. 0 Her manner grew
own little continent of Arikania, but populated with political
troubl emak-dowse ldmsd menddert heybre al
in our city. Alliances shift fromveek to week, and changes
the map from month to month and

He set down his stein. AfYou 1
therebébs open warfare, but the <ci
ATr ue. ltds not quite that b

S0 poor you have tavie on the north side in Redwater. That
place is a nightmare. The Watch barely goes there. But, back
to your gquestion, what 16d call
of ¢ |l etds seeé Hadross Tower of
the east end offorndhe,amdlaouthafef Mar c h
Docksi de. It 611 probably be that
months. Believe it or not, all your ambassadors showing up
for these talks has really stabi
nice. o
Ooroth snorted, a distinctly watergsind. A UNIl es s
youdre in on the talks. My ambas
t wice now. Bl istering. Thatdés th
meeting before the big show tomorrow afternoon when all of
them get together in the Cathedr
Al s tyhaytouwhwer e up here?o
OQoorth purpled slightly. Al

anything else about it. Sorry.o

AFair enough. My turn. How d«
Hadr oss?0

ADefine normal . 0

i Wel | .0 She gestured at tl
iHumans. I m aia Maost ofweur cbuntey ést h e

under water . o
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iMagic again, mostly. There
they use too, but the Deep Ones
AThose are your gods. 0
Theydédd haveeushoawghk. sdMor e ¢
Theybébre the ones that change us.
Shestaed a moment. fAChange you?~
nl é didnodét start out | i ke thi
of us, Deepmen and Sevridan, w e
AThatds horriblel!o
A wry tone escaped him. AHow
il di dnot me a8 Well, whatt hat way, I
meand A

ANo, ybudreétowisgpretty horri bl
of an arms race with Kartoresh. Not many know about that.
Have you heard the tale?0

She shook her head.

AThe short version, then. Hart
been sniping at each other for centuries. Everyone knows this
is because our two leaders are brothers, and, despite living for
centuries, still fight Iike chil
made a pact ith some big fiery elemental overlord, and
suddenly their military might outstripped ours by a huge
margin. So, our ruler, Scion Hadross, made his pact with the
Depths as a counter. And his country, and us, was part of the
price. So now, anyone boimsideour borders and brought up
in the Neridan religion stands a good chance of transforming
after puberty. o

Jendara was ashen. Al é |1 don¢
say. o
Ooroth shrugged fluidly. ATh:
the way things are. The transformatioségn as a blessing by
most. Something to be sought after. Humans actually have a
bit of a stigma against them, noa
mo ment . fAs a | oyal Hadr ossi an,
much to see beneath the waves. So much room to expand,
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ewven if the wilderdepths are more hazardous than your most
barbaric hinterlands. And the <ci
Ophion is stunning. A coral reef of light and civilization. The
Opal Pal ace puts the Grand Cat he
He took a long drawrohis stein.
ABut 20 she prodded.
AiBwt He plaasked would Ifhave chosen
this? No. | preferred my bipedal self, and not itching like
crazy at the slightest hint of dehydration. | like the sun a lot
more than a jellyfish should. It complicates rasdt
Especially when dealingwithwi t h ot her nati ons.
al most said 6real awadmemnd.|] dHd t w&kn
bitterness from hisvoicé. 1 f youdél | forgive a |
commentarythe prejudice against my kindlsssthan
amusing when ddiag with Telloria or Kartoresh. Vampires
and Ashmen have nothing on us for beastly physical
transformations. ltds just they
Jendara was staring at him, her stein immobile on the
table.
, 0 he said. Al get a |
iNo, t6s okay. I guess youbit
share of vampires and not bl inke
Ooroth grunted. fALike the on:t
Aln the corner?0
It was his turn to set down his stein. He motioned
surreptitiously with toves face te
there. The bald one talking to the man with the mustache and
cigar . o
She gl anced. Anoh! Wow, I di dri
you sure?o0
He tapped the three tiny eyes on the side of his head.
AMy kind can see heat a little b
thedepths where even light is hard to come by. That guy is
almost room temperature. Also, | can look directly at almost
anything that isndt straight beh

ASorry
i
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She smiled wide. iThat woul d
of wor k. I candt tsellldvyo U otumed nu
myself alone on the streets wish
She went on, but Oorothoés attent

Man. Something about him is familiar.

He studied Mustache, easy to do with his extended
field of vision. Big and burly, heooked military. Armed, of
course. And he had a House Teknes symbol on his sword belt.
So that was it? A Felskar officer speaking with a bald vampire
at an outof-the-way tavern in the dead of night. Innocent?

Not? And where had he seen Mustache beforep Wit o ul d n 6t
the Deep Voices have an opinion on that? No, no, instead they
were helping him find missing cats. Or had they led him to a

smart and intriguing woman? Dared he hope that they were
concerned with his welbeing for once?

Jendara had stopped speakg. A Are you | i st
ltés hard to tell .o

Ailém very sorry, I wasnot . [
another o6giftdéd that comes with t
Voices. Those | know youbve hear

fiYourgodsagain ri ght ? | tds said t hi

iWonott wph,u i s more | ike. o

She blinked in surprise, thei
could ever speak so irreverently

ATheydre not exactly my gods.
around them and all, buté | hear

most, if you want ti&now. | try not to spread that around.
Tonight they I ed me to the cat. 0
Jendara crossed her arms. ATl

your sea gods care about a | ost
He shrugged. fAiThere are wor se
about , no?o
She thought a moment,the s mi | ed. @A Good po
ABut no, they didnét bring me
little girl or her <cat. I donét
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intervention is more grandiose. Maybe it was sedirg
vampirethere 0 He dbo Qrn 6tto snaeyet t he wo me
dre a m §&@ka&@bout sounding desperate.
She glanced. The bald vampire and Mr. Mustache had
risen and shaken hands. Mustache left, trailing cigar smoke.

AnAre they important to your Deep

il have absolutely no idea, 0
t heyodv,e enveevrerl ed me wrong. Somet
stay hidden beneath a reef when a megalodon shark is on the
prowl. Other times itds when to
Scionbs throne r dlatwenaaverweh, & Opal
can tell you. n&asaassinisseeskingupd s whe
behind my ambassador. Other ti me
cannot fathom t hem, no pun. o

il candét i magine my gods tal]l
said

AYou worship the Celestial s?c

She nodded.

ifnMaybe you s hworshippingshe Dgegp | qui
Ones when | <changed. They haveno

She |l aughed and finished her

been fun. o
Hi s heart war med. it has. Li
unt il the conference is over. Ca

She s hr ugldilke deetind Sw peeplef
Her eyes f 1| ardeCh., inWa i tlg i aurhe yl odum

He held up his hand,$hafiok | ¢
not true, I did mean as more t ha
of this curse. When | changed, my liking for humasmven
didnot . |l 6mé | know | make you u
talked so well that | éthought éo

She stood, bl ushing. il 6m s ol

Jendara hurried out without a backwards glance.
Ooroth sat at the table for another long minute. He
stared at his sie and his tentacles twitched between anger
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and sorrowd No h u ma n Hedramaditle lagt in one
draw, and left.

That morning, after a night of wandering, he arrived
early to Ambassador Jahroonds op
harbor just before dawBelow, Dockside still lit the waters
with red and orange lights from busy tavern windows.

Dockside never slept.

The honor guardwo trusted Deepmemas already
stationed in the antechamber . Th
emi nent self kntbaskedseen yet?0 Oor

fiHe has, 0 said the ambassadol
stairs. He descended, attended by two stunning slave women
draped in silks and jewels. nAANd
your sarcastic tone, captain.o

Ooroth glanced at the slave woménN o h u ma n
w 0 ma nTheredwas falsity in their fawning, a caress too
light, a touch of wood in their smiles. The fact that these
obsequious creatures were forced to adore Jahroon would be
completely lost on him. Or maybe he just liked it that way.

Ooroth spoke firmly A They need to stay her
to draw attention. o

Jahroon glared, looking rather human. Deepmen
werendét nearly so altered as Sev
retinue,captain.And this meeting is merely a formality to
conclude our negotiations witteH s kar . 0

ifBefore the actual talks begi
nOf course. You know nothing
Ooroth knew more than he woul
politicswer e not his concern. AAmMbass
to wreck the conference than by killing a dignitary? |
woul dnoéitt pmast any faction, Kart
Jahroon rolled his eyes. ilf

life, then should | not have convenient cover to stand
behind?0d He caressed one of t he
cover too. 0
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The sl ave girlo6std waavpeird, sbmitl eQ
sensed their sudden rigidity. Jahroon valued his flesh above

anyone el sebds. Everyone knew it.
are for. Or would you prefer pan
never seen a fight to steadfast and loyal DeepgRabds
Jahroondés facial tentacles t\
the girls returned upstairs, son

Jahroon gestured athifi.L et us go. O
One Deepman led the wéyrough the darkened city.
He marcheden paces ahead, the other fpaces behind.
Ooroth shambled along beside Jahroon. His wsiugled
vision saw many people up and about in the predawn. Normal
for Fructuss r om what hedd seeMarkdi nce h
vendors, fishwives, very early risers, and the City Watch with
their dak blue cloaks. Only once did trouble threaten, but the
thugs retreated back down the alley at the sight of the well
armed Hadrossians.
At the Felskar Ambassador 6s
Ooroth dismissed the men with a word to stay close. He was
about to wandein search of the kitchens when Jahroon said,
fiCaptain, attend me. The Deep Vo
OQoroth sighed. Al 6m sure t hey
AiSuch bl asphemies. Or is it 1
serious charge, to speak false o
fi N &mbassador, forgyy me . ltds been a |
and my tentacles were meant for
attend. 0O
An armored guardsman showed them into the grand
conference room. Gilt furnishings reflected ¢jagamps in
steady, even hues. Their unwavering glow remindeaior
of home, though there they used enchanted pearls and
luminescent flora beneath the waves where no flame could
survive.
Ooroth had always liked Ambassador Rotakin. He
was friendly and outgoing, with a wide smile under a huge
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bushy mustache, like mostlFs k ar s wore. AMy fri
shook their hands clasped in his
seeing you this morning. And you

no? Best we finalize things before this afternoon, eh? Am
liking our arrangement more and more. But fisgime
refreshment. Dreski!@ved freezing cold. Just the thing to
prepare one for busy day. o
Oorothwatched Rotakin pour three glasses.ard
Rotakin toasted each other and sipped. It had almost no taste,
and went down smooth in a spreading warmth ektgnded
to every tentacle tip. And Oorot
signal to Jahroon that no surfacer would understand. Jahroon
nodded and drank. Yes, Ooroth liked Ambassador Rotakin,
but he didnét trust hi m. Not eve
Most of the details seemeaeéttled. Hadross and
Felskar would both benefit from free trade and mutual
defense. Really the only outstan
payment to Hadross. Specifically to its ambassador for
brokering the deal.
At this, Rotakin dficupypphed. AAhQ,
Only minor complication, to spea
Oorothhis his surpriseand paid closer attention. He
did not like complications.
Rotakin continued, Al nst ead ¢
ambassador, we offer to you personally giftdits owedo
Felskar Is worth easily fifty percent in excess of formerly
di scussed value, no?o0
Jahroon watched him from nar:H
interesting alteration. Not that any personal gifts are required,
of course, but weé had agreed on
Rotakin smiled andpread his hands in a grand
gesture. Felskars often spoke with their hands in this manner.
iYes, but our ship has not arriyv
best to avoid any hint of notice, no? That we meet for drinks

30



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley

on rare occasion is one thing. But fochange of currencies,
wel | é. Il s best not seen or he

Jahroon considered. AFifty p
di stant are these debts? And how

Ooroth boggled that Jahroon would even consider
accepting a bribe of this nature. But he kept silentak the
ambassadoroés bri be, not his.

Rotakin said, ANi net een, mo s t
and very small few in Arikania at large with banking houses
and a trade cartel. Is surely no trouble for men of such
influence as ourselves to call such things m, Mo

Then why not do it yourself and pocket the rest?

Ooroth thought.

Jahroon tapped the quill on the table and mulled the
treaty parchment before him. iVve
sound, and your terms are fair. | am pleased to put my name
beside yours.

OQoroth plucked the quill frol

ACaptaion!do What

Ooroth ignored Jahroon and leaned across the table.
AShow me these debts. o

Rotakin was flustered, the first time Ooroth had ever
seen him so. He recovered qui ckl
his hands and a retainer came in. The same mustached man
that Ooroth had seen earlier meeting with the bald vampire.

Ooroh grinned behind his tentaclé$e should have
recognized the man sooner, but all the surfacers looked the
same.

Rotakin untied the bouhdocuments and handed the
top one across.

Ooroth shook his head. ANot
bottom. o

Rotakinbés good nature | eft hi
remai ned. ils customary in Hadro

ar d
¢
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guestion their superiors? Forgive my ignoea in this matter,
Ambassador . 0
Jahroondés tentacles twitched
sai d, fiShow him. o
Rotakinbés smile got even mor
over the document.
Ooroth read it in
for an Achrionian woman. A sailr , i f | n
He dropped it in front of Rota
we track down a sailor in any timely manner, as you put it?
Second, Achrion fiercely and actively protects its citizens
from any form of forced servitude, indergd or otherwise.
Third, any citizen of Achrion knows this and would never
freely sign such a document. Or, if they did and you handed
over the cash, then the jokeds o
pass it to the ambassador here.
Rotaki? You pocketed the gold your s
Rotakinbés smile was gone. Al
should discuss this further with
Jahroon stood. AAnd | am thir
here. The gold. Or nothing. As it stands, Felskall sheeive
no maritime protection from Hadross, nor will we grant a
freetrade zone bordering the free cities for Felskar convoys.
Youdl | pay your tariffs and toll
find a way to ship your goods over the mountains. Good
morning si r . 0O
Jahroon muttered and cursed the entire way back
down the city. Ooroth huffed and puffed alongside, wishing
not for the last time that he had proper legs, or that the eastern
sun, now properly over the horizon, was a little less hot.
Back at theHadross estate¢he ambassador was
barely inside the door when he r
you embarrass me in front of Rot
Oorothés tentacles writhed i1
just saved you from getting roya

O n

0
0
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iAnd r ui n e dcafefolumegotiatientThase o
agreements will secure our western borders against any

possible conflict. I f these talk
to mention prominently in my rep
OQorothds temper got the bett e
tides, ybpodéd woultdnd&8t you? I f th
youol | pin this on me, all for w
r

AfNot one more word! Not a si
ambassadoroos mouth spewed spitt/l
understand politics. You had best pray to tlepibs that
Felskar comes up with the right payments, or, | swear, the
Scion himself will hear your name again. Your insolence,
drunkenness, and unspeakable blasphemies are well known
back home. All that has kept you from sinking has been your

familynamead what | can only believe
chain you to the biggest boulder they can find and roll it into
the Sysor Deep. On my word, see

Ooroth had purpled with rage, and his tentacles
writhed as furiousl! ghediferthd ahr ooné
greatsword across his back.

But no. No, it woul dnot do. (
back from the precipice and | eft
permission, though the ambassador said nothing.

Ooroth trudged back out into the streets, heart heavy.

Dockside cled. He had money. Money enough for ale and
wine, and probably a woman to help him forget his loneliness
for at least a time.

He was stopped at the compound gate by a
messenger. fAYour pardon, sir? 180
Hadrossian at téreceaemblastsaldod @bt
proper name. O

Thhrrruuuummmmmmme .

OQoroth sighed. AWhods it fror
AiShe didndét say. A little gi:il
was at Karotresh Tower , of al | P
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Al ol | take it. Her e, for yourt
coin and reeived a rolled up parchment.

OQoroth wunrolled it to see a
smiling cat, and a little girl waving at him beneath the
Cat hedr al . 6Thank You!d was writ

Ooroth crushed the drawing to his chest, and tried
hard notto weep.
The Deep Voices slept.
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CHAPTER THREE 7 POTENTIAL UNCHAINED

Gulraast drummed his tiny fingers on a desk too large

for him. He coul dnodot tell i f the
simply confused. Such uncertaint
hi m. ya@uAaagtain, he is not being seen these last four
days?o0

Third Mate Mai Leng shook her
since dinner at Goritsi Tower. Both him and the first and

second mates. Three people. Just
Gulraast frowned. AABu,Nng wit|
and forgive my not speaking common language so well, but
this phrase: 6édinner at Goritsi
meanings, yes?O0
The sweet woman, barely more than a girl to
Gulraastés eye, looked a little

but in this @se it was actually just a dinner. Hahkyou
dinner. It turned out one of our passengers was Tellorian
nobility. We got her here withou
Gulraast settled in his highacked chair, nodding.
AAhhh, yes. Al ways witlds.B@oritsi
now, why would one not be suspecting Goritsi of foul play in
this matter? This passenger discovers my shipment, appraises
its value, informs her countrymen, and is done, no? Your men
go ford 6amdinmy shi pment goes mis
forcat spaw. 0
The third mate sl ammed h
woul dndét do that! And she di
was aboard! o
From behind him, Gulraastads ¢
growled, a porcine grunt full of menace. The gtdredat the
huge pigman and sat back, cowed. Gulraast waved it off.
iThere, you see? Voy is agreeing
for me to be discounting Voyds w
truth. o He sat back and stroked

[
t

e
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certainly believed what sheas saying about the Tellorian

passenger. As for the rest thoug
ABut now is difficulty. Shipment
Shipment is gold. Many chests. Much weight. And this is

being Fructus, an easy port to |

Thethird mate sat silent. Her eyes flicked from
Gulraast to the hulking Voy and

keep |l ooking. I candét see the ca
Even for that amount . 0
Gulraast shrugged. Als unf or t

poorly of my tust in human nature, no? Ah, but perhaps you
do not think us addanii fully human? Is common Achrionian
prejudice. 0
iWhat ?2 Oh, no,dn o, | woul d ne
Again Gulraast waved it away.
sailor, yes, Voy? No, miss, it would be speaking unttaith
say our countries agree on many, many matters. But would
also be speaking untruth to say we addanii were at heart of
magnificent Humanum Revolution in Felskar. And is this
untruth that is propagated by Achrionian nobility. Is right that
theyfearFelskr 6 s triumphant exampl e, f
6nobilityé in good, honest gover
not need addani.i intellects to s
The third mate shifted in her
sail or , not a politician. o
Gulraast clasped hishandso get her . A Ah, anc
reminding me am being impolite to lecture. Is true. Friends do
not lecture, no? And we can be friends, yes? Come, let us
drink. Voy will do honors. o
The pigman produced an ornate silver bottle and
poured off two shots of crystalear liquid. He handeglasses
to eachwith deft fingers for such a large creature.
i Z a v &ylrhadt toasted, and tossed it back.
The third mate did the same and gasped.
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Gulraast grinned. Als surpri:
gift my people bring to Arikaia. Our traditional mountain
fatherland sees much sun, but little warmth. Though, as
friends, am warning that alcohol does nothing for actual
warmth. Temperature at extremities remains constant
regardless of consumption. Is illusion alone. Ah, but illasio
are often being metaphor for life, no? Which brings us to
unpleasant business over missing shipment. And, in absence
of captain and superior officers
no?o
She shot to her feet. Al am
cano6t hanktdy willenoraan yod i
Voy growled again, louder.
She pointed. AKeep that thing
Gulraast grinned to himself. This girl had fire! He
raised his hands in conciliation
my words must sound like threat. Pleas®,piease! Do be
sitting. Is being this common language, you see? We Felskar
are always having difficulty, no? When am saying
6responsible partyd am meaning vy
now, yes?o
The third mate nodded, mute.
He slid documents across theklesone by one. d
must be handing you this notice of seizure, this notice of
termination for crew, and this reregistration of former
independent vessel under new flag of Felskar nationality and
House Teknes. All rendered by dutiful and lawful accords of
maritime law as undersigned by the five Scion nations and
Free Cities. o0
Mai Leng looked over the documents, eyes angry. She
lingered on the notice of termination.
Gul raast shrugged his apol og)
Your captain, man of authority and trdist your eyes, does
betray his people for want of shiny metals. Is again having
similarity with life, yes? Always authority corrupts those
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unsuited for task. And yet, is always those unsuited which
seek authority. But again am lecturing on history. Fortie
old revolutionary. It was my honor and privilege to play part
in glorious peoplebs wuprising. I
those days. o

She held up the second docume
crew is dismissed? | thought Felskar was about the working
man. And your OHumanum Revol uti o
from overreaching authority. Yet here you are seizing a ship
and turning out her cr ew atsf or wa
you put it. Where will they find work? Fructus is awash with
sailors lookingfob er t hs! 0o

Gulraast grinned. AHa! o He sl
She makes point, does she not, Voy? Straight to heart of
matter! Am being convinced, myself. But one more document
perhaps shows us truth of matter? Suppose am telling you this
i s due, ssdthMadlLerd ber gna letter of debt.

Her eyes flared and she threw the parchment to the

desk. AAnd how in nine heavens c
job? And how didjouget t hi s? And why?o
iHa ha! Yes! Il s truth she spe

Concern formen, concern for self, these things | hear ringing
with depth and conviction. A woman rich with-gbtten
treasure would not show same passion, not by half. Am
reminded of beloved wife back in Valisdaan, no? She is on

Ruling Committee there, and suchdebes t hey haveé n
ears ring to even think on them.
Ma i Leng was stil] angry. fAY

guestion. o

ABut you have answered mine.
being phenomenal charlatan, or you truly know nothing of
mi ssing gol d an dother&tpetflamms. 6 He dr
stack of papers and touched hi s
pleased to be putting name to commission, warranting you as
captain of ship.06 He handed the
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will be noting rate of pay. Is higher than most navies@
with percentage of shipments safely arrived to destinations for
captain and officers. o

Ma i Leng scanned the document
could pay off my debt in a singl
AEh, | et us not be so hasty.
contraption, n? This debt will remain with myself, and let us
|l ook to banish it within three v
She | owered the |l etter. i But
He shrugged. fAWho cares? | f |

missing gold is one matter. Am thinking unlikely, however. If
myself is finding no trace, then there is being no trace to find.

Am | i king new arrangement. 0
AiThat gold coulddédve bought t\
Gulraast shrugged again. Aln

on the dock is worth two on stocks, eh? Ha! Gold is

wonderfd thing, but it does not sail so well as wood and

canvas, no? Is better yourself and crew accept employment

offer. More pay, better terms, and respect for skilled labor.

These are the simplest humanum t
She looked back at the offer;meadingil 6 mé goi ng

to need a few more hands. At least two more officers. And

maybe an instrument or two, if |
sextant and i
i Bah! l nstrument s. Are we not

not Teknes? Such precise tools we can offer, wonders of
technanancy and science. For you, | write waivers, and port
authority sees me for fees, no? As for officers, your profession
is yours. | am no judge of sailors, nor is Voy, despite his

many talents with dreski. o He | a
t wo qui c &handmg tleese.to siévigard downstairs.
She will assist. o

Captain Leng looked over the writs, took a breath and
nodded. fAOkay. You have a ship a
willing. What are your orders?0o
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iHa! More and more you ar
sonand fourth daughter. Dutiful, professional, and perfect
aides to their mother. She is important woman in her city, and
I am humbly important man here on Fructus. Little known,
perhaps, but still a man of stature. | make height joke, no? Ha!
You smile! Is tin and games when good friends talk! But, for

e r

[

now, i s not known when we depart

Mai Leng was indeed smiling, but she persisted.
inwel | , i f you have some hint
take, | can lay in the neperishables at leadt can take a few
days to properly stock for even a trip of modest length, to say
nothing of stowing the hold
do at dock, but at sea it ta

as

prop

kes

Gul raast mul | ed. i Hrake. y e s, i

And is interesting you mention luck. As sailor, you are big
believer in luck, no? As old revolutionary, so am I. Luck is
being factor on which armies rise and fall. On which people
fall in love. On which king steals crown. But luck is factor of
chanceno? Is like playing cards. Decks can be stacked. That
is being my function. Am dealer in luck. Preparation is
stacking. Foresight is stack
be blunt. This too is stacking, no?

i ng.

nSo, | isten when anMorsayi ng,

Arikania. You live as long as myself, you gain sense for it.
Hadross and Kartoresh stare each other down across Free
Cities who themselves fret like nervous children when parents
fight. Am being no warmonger, but my country will not stand
idly to oneside if our allies go to war, and Achrion is known

to take opposite side in any issue involving Felskar. Achrion
and Felskar, eh, our fight is old one, no? And Telloria, well,
Telloria sits in darkness and watches, as ever, no? So, let us
say prepare foiourney as far as Ophion in Hadross. By

radius, would take us anywhere in Felskar or Achrion or even
to Telloria, should needs ar

40
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At the door, Captain Leng pal
country. Just so you know. 0
ANo, no! Of <cour some yes?tis!l Your

built for speed, not fighting. But now, must be saying

reluctant farewell. Have many things to be attending. My

ambassadoré, well, he is not in

Fructus, and knows not the rul es
Gulraast watlied his new employee leave with a

broad smile on his face that vanished the moment the door

closed. He hopped down from his chair, and headed

downstairs to the sdlevels. He and Voy trooped past secret

labs where dangerous experiments could go safely amdy

hidden armories, some slumbering beneath a decade of dust.

He stopped in the barracks for two cylinders of turgid green

liquid tipped with needles designed to bite, and a heavy

gauntlet that crackled with voltaic power.
He didnoét | ikendhel pkiesaomat He

needed for, though he had to admit it proved useful on

occasion as both an incentive and a recruitment center.
Ambassador Rotakin and the f¢

were chained in the same cell where they could hurl insults at

eachothef or t he debacle theydédd wr ou:d
AiYou said this was fool proof!
Rotakin growled back, AANnd vy

moving gold until ordered! o
AHow was | supposed to know t
AYour crew is being ybur res|

be in here. Gulraast oversteps himself and will be first to

pay. 0
inGood. Get wus out, and then \

Rotakin sneered. &bt no, no,
deserving this treatmentou,on other hand, you are staying
here. o

The captain strained at his chains and snarled by way
of retort, but both fell silent as they noticed Gulraast standing
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beyond the bars. ifnPl ease, do be
gets belly | augh. o
The pigman behind Gulraast simply glared.
Rotakin puffel himself up. He was a tall man, but
then all true humans were tall t
be releasing me now, or Ruling Committee will be having
your head! o
Gulraast ignored the ambassa:
ignores rain. He saidtothecapt n, AWi I | be pl eas
that third mate has graciously accepted offer of captaincy. Am
certain she wild.l be taking good
i Mai Leng?0 the captain spat.
find noon! | wouldnét & ratsitp'her
AAnd yet she was being third
doubt in fields already planted, my friend. And crew will not
make fuss over change of command, am sure. Am thinking
low wages buys low loyalty, no? Whereas Felskar knows how
to pay its labor. Ahbut Voy is reminding me even this is lost
on some people, is not so, Rot ak
Al wi || not accept judgment f
Gulraastl am leader of delegation, and am highest ranking
member of government on Fructus Island. Is you who are
reporting tome, and is you who will be releasing me, and
beggingf or | eni ency while | am cons
Gulraast unlocked the cell and considered Rotakin for
a moment . He turned to the capta
He is reason Felskar earns bad rapoh, no? Consider
words. OMere I ronward. 6 As if ho
Revolution is simple thing for dismissal, no? As if
6ambassador6é6 is so much more gr a
true, society function well with hierarchy, but is thin thing,
cappin, is very thin indeed. 0
Als not so!t!Mi NElaesstahhhhy co
through Rotakin and ozone burnt the air.
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Gulraast released his grip ot
up the crackling gauntlet. fAYou
poor example of humanuprinciples. Thinks himself in
untouchable position. Is why he believes good, honest bribe
for Hadross Ambassador is being
shocked the chained ambassador a
thing. Few know this so well as myself. Is what m®armies
and razes cities. Let the historians talk battles and tactics all
they wish. Is money that wins fights. You have archers? They
are needing arrows. You have swordsmen? They are needing
armor. And all need food, clothing, and protection from
elemens. Is supplies wins battles before they are fought. Is
gold that is buying supplies. o A
wondering what victories my coun
hmm? And is being bought by who?

Rotakin screamed inpain.l do not know! 0

i A m aslong you, RotakirNo, your fate is fixed.

Am asking captain. o

The captain strained against his chains. His eyes
bul ged, desperate to flee the si

Gulraast sighed. AAh, and Vo)
trust too easily. Yoare sounding sincere, no? Is difficult to
judge. Trust is difficult matter
gauntl et . Hi ssing sparks played
Kartoreshian, no? You have not seen something like this in
your country? Ah, is wonder of tecbmancy. | like your
Scion Nasier, but he is being too taken with magic and
elementals. Is true, they grant significant advantages,

particularly in military might.
6bargainsé with alien powers. |s
withoutpr oper control . 0 He shocked t
ambassador again.

AfTaking Rotakin here. Truste:q

to come to Fructus and conclude negotiations which are being
planned these last seven years. Is why | have been here.
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Laying groundworkyou see? Solid foundation. And still

there is betrayal! Persons are only trustworthy so long as their
authority does not exceed their conscience. For Rotakin, being
ambassador was too much. Now he is criminal. But, he can

rest easy. We trust himwiththis He produced one

syringes and poked Rotakinds | eg
drooled.
Gulraast motioned. AVoy. 0
Thepigman | eaned down and pinne
Gulraast c¢climbed on Voyobés back a

eyelids. Gaze vacant, eyesatied. Gulraast grunted, nodding.
He held up the syringe for the ¢
wonder of technomantic science. Is bottled spirit here. You
are knowing how vampires and Ashmen and Deepmen gain
powers, yes? Is alien spirit within human host. Vpéing
much the same. 0 Gulraast |jammed
Rotakinbés chest and pushed the p
lucky. In years before gauntlet, could take days of pain to
| ower mindobds dzadlAdisealyin Now, zap
minutes. With minimal daage to host, no? Is wonderful
t hing, science. 0

Rotakinbts eyes flew open. He
and screamed. Gulraast hopped down and away. Voy shoved
off, as Rotakin fought against the chains. The transformation
didnét take | ongndhbraasciegamsan as n
took on animalistic tones. In mere moments, the ambassador
was gone, and a pigan sagged in the chains, grunting and
drooling, quite unconscious.

Gulraast turned to the captain who stared, speechless
with horror. i T htRotakin agdm e iss e e ? Ca
good Uni on man, and now he i s wo
He held up the remaining syringe
which humankind can honestly and safely trust outsiders. All
these forces in the cosmosé eh,
as equals, no? Elemental lords and spirits, Hadross Deep
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Ones, even Celestial gods, all these things are being intruders

on manods worl d. Learims worl d. Lea

workings. Learrhowis powering iself. And nowyou are

learning true independendeéreedom from magic and gods

and other foolish whimsy. These things become resources to

be properly exploited and controlled. Is how we empower

Uni on men | ike Rotakin and Voy h
AiYou can6ét do this!o the capt

Il 6m not ad Flelddkmadt! kKkmow where th

Gulraast nodded. #AAh, am beli
hearing truth. But there is matter of conspiracy to steal
peopleds gold, no? I|Is crime to s

The captain was desperate. dl
theving officers itébés me. Let me
track them down. I swear it!o

Gulraast felt tired. Al s al we

They beg for trust they have thrown aside. They are being
very sorry, but onhafter being caught. Let you fr@eOf
course. But you are not being needed in old job. Ship has new
captain. And her | am trusting.
Not in that state.o Gulraast rai
Five minutes later Voy led two slagawed pigmen
from the dungeamto the Union barracks for quarters and
uniforms. Gulraast returned to his office and regdd the
variables until Voy silently returned.
AiYou are being right, of coul
conducting negotiations myself. Bah! | despise talks. Am
wishing wife was here. Could be using good counsel now, no?
Can only hope Hadross Ambassador sees wisdom to not
fighting three wars across two frortssame timeReason
must now win out where gold could have prevailed. And

Hadross Ambassador is not steeped is rean , no?o
Voy stood mute.
iAh, and you are right, of C «

of missing shipment. Only am getting feeling that there is

45



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley

more to stolen gold than petty officers. Am making another
j ok e, no? Ha!o
Voy still stood mute.
Gul raast ,mytagdmtdod humdi i Wwasted
some days. Send for Sachen. There are tasks he can be
performing while | am stuck playing ambassador, no? Each
man to his talents. This is the
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CHAPTER FOUR i MASK OF TRUTH

Al yana Heska hi fficetobrdkea mbas s a-

battering ram. SiHamnaw&s nGitHaweayion
seen this?0 She threw the dispat
ambassadoros desk, nearly upsett
l unch. She didnodt Imoftowre.ddyss !x S

TheKartoresh Ambassador to Fructus spoke calmly.
His ambassadoridlalf-mask sat beside his lunahill
Kartoreshians wore masks in the performance of their duties.
inYes, | have, andint hereds one ot
But Alyanads bl ood was up. nl
at Qualat Mon! Six merchantmen, straight to the bottom. And
what does Hadross have to say? 6
6regrettable happenstanceéd and

di plomatic drivel! Theyore pl ann
Il 61l bet my blades on it.o
The ambassador saiodi qui et vy,
She sl ammed her fi gdttoon hi s
put more pressure on the Free Ci
strengthen our garrison. Thi s a
ensure Qualat Mon stays out of F
The ambassador sat back heavily. He puhhit
mask onlts white lacquered surfacevared his eyes and
foreheadi And puts it into Kartoresh
ANo! More troops wild.l deter |
blatant attacks. We can increase patrols and scour the bay, or
they could let us station a warship or two. That would put a
stoptohei r games. Pl us, itoéll ensur
Monds interests!o
He shrugged. #flt was our shij
Free City tradesmen. o
Her hands shotintothealft.Yes, of course, |
were full of Free City goods! o
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iAWhi ch had paid for,doainy WualateMom
not hing. o
ANot hing except our good will
AWhi c

[
h i

A humorl ess grimace.
should let us statiopet moreenraged Ashmen in their city?
And warships in their harbor?0
She grit her teeth. The old man was dodgingt bé .
ifiTheydd say all these things, wo
hands over her bald head, an ol d
suppose | can see your point. I
He released a breath, and r et
you. Now, tlhGevreeéd swednle dinpl easant

But Alyana was muttering agai
been so bold. This is a ploy. They risked a lot to pull this off.

Si X merchant men. I n four daysé. d
AFi ve merchant men. One troop
Her angry pacing faltered. i\
Theambassador handed her a viblimbed stack of

paper s. Al dm sorry, Alyana. Your

She seized the message, ran through the names. It
burned back at her. Arikalin Heska, Ashman, Junior Hakar.

She didnét feel fainpof. Her e\
the usual afflictions that she6d
struck with sudden grief. Sheodd
But sheo6d bshefalthalowgThenlgrint Thenn .
angry. Someone had to pay for th

ifYes, Bhatods what they want:
yourself, did you not?0

She wrestled with her rage. Fought it down. Her voice
was still hot. {blaldindtc.e. dDhey want

AfThey do. Bemior Hakared wi s e,

She dropped the sorrowful message on his.désk
voice had depth. Al doubt itds a
there. How | ong have you had thi
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AiTwo days. And the attacks t
ago. The messenger fairly collapsed from fatigue. Though |
understand there was a delay. An effort tadseigomplete
report. o

She nodded. Arikalin dead this last month or more.
Hollowness again, and a flailing sense of impotence. She
shoved aside the rising turmoil and turned to duty. She put on
herbloodr ed war masKk. ADo you requir
with- t he envoy?o0

APerhaps. 0 He sipped his winge
course. This harassment candt go
envoy received a similar message just yesterday. She
reqguested this meeting shortly t

She had no breath. But still, skea i d | Al nterest.i

Al thought so.0 He coughed.
busy, if you can. I't hel ps, bel i
AnwWell, if you need military :

them by the dozen. That is my function, after all, not just as

your second. Control of Qual®on would give Hadross the

perfect base to bottle up the Scion Gulf and seize uncontested
mastery of the Arikan Sea. Mor e

The ambassador cleared his tl
but the envoy is from Nyrkem, across the eastern seas. They
haw more dealings with Hadross t
sympat hetic to our Vviews. 0 He co
away with more wine.

ASympathetic to our viewsé, o
AThere are six Free Cities. Seve
they send jusone woman to represedit their interests. One
wonders that she has any power to make any real decisions at
all .o

The ambassador coughed again,
power to make our work far more difficult if she chooses. But,

I dondét b e lnuehvoeugls hbeut dun*cough*
countryéodo He was taken with a fi
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Al yana peered at him. #AAre yc
He pulled his hand away from his mouth, covered in

blood. He stared at it a moment before he collapsed.
Alyana ripped off her maskgized the wine, and

smel l ed it. Not hi ng. AGuards! o
An hour later théSurgeorgave her the news in the

ambassadorb6s office. His eyes we

ma s k . AHi s lTungs are filling wit
AHe was coughing blood. 0

iThat wa smptorh eeated by &lésiorsirythe
throat and exacerbated by the to

wine, we never would have saved
function to vacate phlegm is paralyzed. If he survives the next

t wel ve hour s, he meedawasmc over , t h
climate for many months. 0

Heat rose within her, but now was the time for calm.
ADo you require anything?o

i No. He mustl|l dngbH yehhet ur al f |
must not become dehydrated so the body may purge the
poi son propehl ymp. pedbbnattegnd to

AfiCan you identify the poison”
He shook his head. dAlt is an
al |l |l know for nsaled 0 i Aeadheéesi waué
be foolish to speculate at this

She narrowed hereyes athiimAl ert me of any
change. 0

TheSurgeorb owe d, handSemiar hi s hear
Hakar 0 and | eft .

She fumed at the closeddoBro ol i sh t o specu!
She didnét need to specul ate. Ha

from the ambassador 6s hemsdden den
would. It seemed obvious. Perhaps too obvious, yes, of

course, but poison was a common weapon in their arsenal, and

she had met their ambassador, that slimy little squid who had

leered at her cleavage and thought her a mere ornament.
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And, t h e Wadill,ithe HadrgsSians could burn
if they thought this would delay the meeting with the Free
Citiesd envoy. Alyana was no dip
as the ambassadordés second for a
Kartoresh position and the Nasier heart. yivere fair,
equitable, and interested primarily in peace. Surely the envoy
would agree.

Al yana greeted the envoy in t
a smallish woman, older but not bent, her hair sin@ugh
with gray. Her eyes swept the room, taking it alltiaa
glance, and fell on Alyana.

Instead of her war mask, Alyana wahe
Ambassador ésskofbtataS@ebdl hever | i ke
thing. She understood why it was a halfisk, allowing
dignitaries to see a far greater range of expression from her
Ambas ador . Yet ,|lonher ldvadarrifietlarge,i t we l
and far lighter than her own war mask.

The envoy advanced and introduced herself with an
extended hand. fAJeyna Harig. Enyv
Cities. o

fiSenior HakaAlyana Heska, Ashmandgions,
acting as ambassador for His Royal Majesty, the Scion King

Nasier. | apologize for the amba
ifnYes, | 6d heard this thing. o0
Al yana paused. dAHe fell il I
The envoy shrugged. #Alf | 0ve

during my ti me, only news runs f
Al yanabés mouth soured. fYes,
They settled across a low polished table on

comfortable velvet divans. Alyana ordered tea, brewed hot.

iAl t hough we can | et it cool , i f
AiThank you, no, ma 6 a m, I wo ul

southern island, Fructus stays t
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Alyana smiled at the accent, an unusual combination

of lilting cadence and clipped w

Nasiers prefer warm buildings,o od, and drinks. 0
AfYou are called 6Nasierso6? N
AEI t her , but the second i s a

usually name our people for our
The envoy nodded and thanked the servant for the tea.

iSo, are you perehattedofot hegoki
AiBehind this mask, I am. Nor i
bassadorés military advisor, b
e absence of his junior ambass
| egation. 0
The envoy pursed her [|ips. 0f
thispostfi am t hinking. o

Al yana didnét bristle. Shebd
once. Al am lucky, madam. | came
beginning, and had the good fortune to distinguish myself
more than once for my country. The rankSafhior Hakais
not one often given before oneds
not far off for me. o

am
t h
de

fiModest , t oo, | see. 0 She qui
Alyana matched the smile and inclined her head.
AYou did ask, madam, and woul d i
said, 6wel bne el se was around to
The envoy smiled and sipped |
You are a military woman? | see your skin is gray. It is a
|l ovely tone, if | may be infor ma
Alyana smiled. AThank you, ma

Ashman legionsDo you yourself hold a martial titke 0
She laughed, a sudden clear sound that set the crystal
to ringing. i Oh, skies, no! I 6m
delta. Humble beginnings, like yourself. But, as you say,
O6behind that maskod wyowramatti lhaé& (
ifTo a degree. Masks are i mpor
Our Scion King carried the tradi
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The envoy shifted uncomfort al
have not been free so | ong that
of Ancient King Arikan. To be frank with you, we do not seek
any return to that time. 0

She nodded. ATo be equally fi
desire to conquer anything. We do seek more security for our
i nterest s, however. o

AYou refer to the probl ems at
Yes, we had heard this thing.©o

Al yana clenched her jaw, but
immediately. Problems? Her brother was dead! A sodden
corpse! AThe deaths of our sail o

simple 6thingd. o
The envoy set down her tea. i
atf ess wor ds. No offense was inte
AnAnd forgive me i f my tone w:
offense either. And yet, offense has been given. Not by the
Free Cities, but by Hadross. 0
The envoy sat back, cal cul
responsibility had beenebtd i shed. 0
Al yana pointed to the documer
make that portion of the report available to you, if you wish.
T h e skeelswesedhatteredTorn away as if by some

ati

great beast. This is well within
tactics. Andthere is other evidence: a brief eyewitness
account, suction marks. o0 She pau

SO on. o

AAnd what would you be aski nt
Al yana spread her hands. Al ¢
effectively from a military stan

waters for the coastal Free Cities that are most at stake. We
already provide patrols and esco
overl and trade routes. o

AAll prudent nations do. O
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Al yana inclined her head. AQL
sea, such attacks are much endifficult to execute. Worming
away at the ship bottoms is the work of hours. Possibly days.
Itdés only at the docks where our
need day and night patrols of the harbor floor, inspection of
all ships, entering and leaving, amapst importantly, an
increased garrison size to accommodate these expanded

duti es. I believe webve put this
felt good to say it. If she could get a concession here, perhaps
Ari kalinds death would not be in

The envoy ose, and began to pace, hands clasped
behind her. Her long skirts trailed across the polished floor.
AAnd so you give me the option o
borders? And if | do this, then surely Hadross will demand
similar privil empangandledddde had st o
towards Alyana, brows raised. nA
soldiers walking our streets with their swords and spells, then,
andonlythen, will our Free Cities beafer?Hm? 6 S h e
resumed pacing. Al am thinking t
hadCites by the end, without troubl
portion. 0

He at rose to Alyanabds face, I
betrayed only the slightest flush. She wished for her full war
mask rather than the ambassador.i
not so. Our troops are digtined, professional, and self

assured. Madam Envoy, | wvouch fo
AiWould not any proper | eader
Al yana was brédOdhtcoshaert 06 A We
AnAnd when they are not in yol

drills? What of when they are effuty,hm? Or drunk? And

Hadrossians come into the bar and words are exchanged? You

will vouch for them then? When the combined forces

outnumber our Watches by two for every one? Only then are

almypeopl es safe? Miss, you stret
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Shockshotthnegh Al yana. ATo not fo

dutyé. Madam Envoy, it is inconc
Nasier would not follow their du

AAnd so you simply remove yol
breach! ltds a very thin strap a
Kartoresh tokihg. duty, |1 6dm thin

Alyana fought against her temper. This seemed like a
test. Yes, these ambassadorial types did so enjoy their
cleverness, particularly when de
She spoke firmly, but kept her strong voice moderate.
i Madam, o ur afsSnkaveryagalevayp a r t
especially in the military. Y
religion? We worship the Efre
AfYes. The Fire Lords have
Ailt is a partnership, in t
do they serve us and o8cion King. We bind such spirits into
our masks. Theyod6re more than jus
we are. In many cases, the mask becomes one with the
individual. There is no removing it without retiring from our
duty. At | east not easily. o
T h e e nkeptigal@®xpression said more than
words.
iPerhaps a demonstration. | f
me , Madam Envoy?06 Alyana issued
servant and led the way to the practice yard where several
dozen Nasier troops went through their paces.
Lithe Ashmen performed katas adapted from
Achrionian techniques. Bulky Bloodmasks traded blows,
further toughening their already irdike skin. A pair of
hulking Arkazan Longhorngreatly transformed masses of
muscle and horns, wrestled like bulls in the dust.
AMuster! o Alyana shouted.
Inside the count of ten all activity ceasadd the
troops stood in orderly rows by rank and file. Alyana led the
ambassador down the |ine. iYou Kk
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course. Certainly the backbone of our legions, but perhaps
you have not seen our Bl oodmasks

AAre they all female?0

nAl most . Much as Ashmen tend
very rare exception. o

AiDo al l the women in your f ol

Al yana shrugged. Alt is the f

mostofmysi st ers here. o
AAnd are they al waysé nearly
Al yana g¢gr i wamass make Thaskin r

tougher than armor. And they fee
stopped by one, a huge woman with arms and legs like tree
trunks. fAGive me your mask. 0

i NAmbassad r . 0

The envoy pursed her | ips. #fA¢
mask?0

Al yana gestured at the troop:
everyone here, lamthe Kart e sh Ambassador. 6 S
the white haima s k . AAl t hough his mask h
bound within. It gives him npowers. War masks, on the
ot her hand, transform us into we
the Pel dgawihl §Wu not give me Yy

AYou do not hawmkrashadomprovil

iYet you serve me. 0

fi Y eAsnbassador. But you are not my superior
of ficer. o

Al yana turned back to the en\

il see what | would expect. [
troops. 0

Al yana nodded. AThatés my poi
that Hadross will not be harassed, then Hadrosshailbe
harassed. 0

iAn easy onlabrighd, sunny day @ith no
Hadross at hand. How can | trust
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Alyana took a steadying breath. She waved the
servant over bearing her war mask. She replaced the
ambassadorial mask with her own covering. Power suffused
her limbs in that old, familiaway. She took a deep breath.
AKindly attend, Madam Envoy. o

She continued down the line to one of the Arkazan
Longhorns, men so fully transformed with power their masks
had melded with their flesh. They easily towered head and
shoulders over Alyana, whoas not a short woman. Their
massive horns, like blades themselves, added to their height.
iGi ve me your mask. o0

The Longhorndés voice rumbl ed

AHave | giSenonHala@® & ens e,
AiYou have not. Give me your I
AnAmMm | r el i ties, ®edior dake? tny d u
AYou are not. Give me your ma:
il regret that | cannot perf
Senior Hakar | must decline unless |
Al yana said to the envoy, fYc

our duties. In some cases, sashthe Longhorns here or the
Howlers there, it is as literal as figurative. You will find this
attitude universal in the | egion
AnAs | would in Hadrossos for
Al yana wasné6t getting througtl
mor e direct .toh eShLeo nagdhdorrens. s efidWe wii
You will try to kill me. You may
i Y eSenior Hakar 0
She heard the envoy sigh as they stepped to opposite
sides of the courtyard. Alyana w
that.
When the signal droppedhe Longhorn roared but, to
Al yanads surprise, did not i mmed
each other for a moment, the Longhorn with his blade and
buckler, Alyana with her twin practice swords.
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She flicked her blades towards his eyes and darted
low. The Longlorn expected the move, but not the speed. She
landed both blades on his leg and felt air from the return
swiperush past her scalp. The Longhorn growled.
From there, the battle went more as she expected. It
was speed and agility versus strengthand brutay . She hadr
guite counted on his cunningpough. In a quick scuffle the
Longhorn pretended to fumble his blade. Alyana seized the
opening and received the buckl er
trouble. She staggered, the air knocked from her. She dwiste
away, then gasped as fire sliced her arm and shoulder. Blood
flew.
She ducked under the return swing by instinct alone,
and brought both fists up under
blow sent him reeling, eyes watering. Misioncleared to see
onebladeahi s t hroat with itls twin pc
yield, 06 he said.
They stepped back, saluted, and Alyana returned to
the envoy who stood with fists on her hips, looking annoyed.
The envoy gestured angrily at Al
what does this pr@? That you can fight. | knew this thing.
And you trust one another enough not to kill when the chance
is given. Can you say the same for Hadross? Or us? Trust is at
i ssue, mabdam. Il put it to you th
Frustration welledvithin heras Alyana changed back
to the ambassadoroés white mask.
it a riddle? Alyana | ooked for t
issue is one of trust. | trust that the Free Cities intend
Kartoresh no ill will. I do not believe the same of Hadross. If
the FreeCities are unwilling to aid us in securing our citizens
and trade, then perhaps it is in our interest to seek friends
el sewhere. o
The envoy laughed, though the sound had no joy.
ifiAnd your country would willingl
trade?o0
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Alyanalc k ed her jaw at her er
the threat. She couldndt back
goods out of your cities, can we? And the military can be put
to many uses elsewhere. The Tellorian border, for one. But, |
tell you frankly and freely thahe Free Cities cannot remain
neutral for much | onger. A deci s
beyond your scope, and belongs ultimately to your governing
council, but your recommendation will carry the most
weight . o

The envoy crossed her arms and leaneit,ba
skeptical . @Al think perhaps you
simple girl from the delta. And what option do you give us
beyond O6Nasierb6s road or none at
terms or your legions abandon my cities and your merchants
buy elsewhere 0

Alyana struggled with her temper. This old woman

ror
do

simply had no faith in Alyanaés
Nasierbés representative? Didnot
agreements? fiThen, expel them. C

as | 6ve s ugge.Wevdlldot striRe thedigte n b ot h
blow, of that you have my personal guarantee and, with this
mask on, that of Scion King Nasier. | put the question to you,
madam: whom do you trust more?o0
Alt is difficult to trust a |
so wholly fram their duty. It is the person beneath the mask
that matters most, for the mask without a face is simply wood
or met al or porcelain.o
Alyana thought a moment. Realization dawned. She
removed her masland the troops unvesally glanced at one
another in sunpse.
AYoubre r i ghtbardmyArueysalfna sai d.
before you. | am Alyana Heska, and my brother was aboard
one of those ships. He and several hundred others are dead
because of our desire to maintai
independence. We could patroétharbor bottoms ourselves,
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and youdd never know. We coul d e
your territorial waters, and you could not stop us. We can
position troops in the hinterlands beyond your city borders,

and youdd have no recngsyrse. We d
because you are our friends, and we trust you.
AMy country i s Dbudordtrelandn pr i n«

respect .readodr histooyuyéukmow that Scion King
Nasier melded a dozen warring nations under his banner. He
could not have done this liyute force alone. The divisions

ran deep. Still do, sometimes. Yet we are one nation. When
we disagree, we say so. We find answers together. Our
resolution is rarely one of retribution and blefod-b | oo d . 0
She paused, and thought of her brother a morséetsmiled

though it felt somewhat bitter Al do not | i ke Had
nati on. As i ndividual s, | 6ve met
enough. But | 6ve fought their ar
theydve killed my brothed. | wil
She took a deep, shuddering breath. She lodkedtly at

Envoy Harig. fAWe may cover our f

never revealed themselves. We have proof of their actions.
What trust did Hadross show you? They simply saw an
opening, a way to wound theld enemies, and they took it.
It was cowardly and brutal, and, in this case, my masks all
speak as one; as a diplomat, a soldier, and a woman. Will you
join us in seeking justice for my troops, my comrades, and my
brother?9o

Not a sound came from thergaas every ear strained.

The envoy didnot noti ce, but f oc
eyes. The envoy pursed her 1ips,
proof of Hadrossds misdeeds. And

to my face. Your argument is fair, and compelling. ilt e

my recommendation to expel Hadross troops from the Free

Cities until such time as redres
A whoop went up from the courtyard, startling the

envoy. Alyana held up her hand for silence, and bowed low.
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AiMy thanks, ma d a mratioh.dlooky o u r ki nd
forward to the next session. o0

AfLet us hope that wisdom i s :
tal ent s, Ambassador Alyana Heska
shown out.

Alyana let out a breath and, for just a moment, felt
very much like a nap. Instead, she affixeduwar mask, and
turned to the Longhorn. fAExcelle
get a practice blade this time.
The Longhorn grinned.
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CHAPTER FIVE T GAME CHANGER

The Winterhawk worried at his tea. Not obviously,
not quite visibly, but anyoreho knew his habits would have
noticed. Inside half an hour, he examined the paintwork on the
ceramic cup, almost added too much honey, and finished a
full pot by himself.

Everything depended on how seriously Gregorio had

taken his request. If theoldvampihread a hand i n Had
game, hedd send assassins. | f h e
passed for collection, hedd igno
however, would be if Gregorio sent a catspaw. The

Winterhawk woul dndét put it past

fool 6s gold, giving it the propel
substance.
He checked the time by the sun, high above the street
in a crystal clear sky. Almost time. Motioning to the server for
another pot, he kept one eye on the busy market street from
histabe at the outdoor caf ®. 't was
something specific, but seeing the whdlbe waiter brought
more tea.
And there. Something stood out, only slightly. A
stooped old woman with her cane. White hood, shapeless
robe, gray hair straggig about her wrinkled face. Another
moment of observation confirmed it. He kept his eyes off her,
and watched from the periphery as he poured his tea. If she
werean assassin, she relied wholly on her disguise to mask
her approach. He centered himself, ahiftedhis walking
stick, his only weapon, to his right side.
She stopped by the Winter hawl
AiYou are very public, for a spyn
Exactly on timehe thoughtAnd not someone | know.
Excellent He smil ed and searevayown hi s
young, for a crone. Pl ease, do s

62



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley

Her eyes took in the crowded café patio, and she
settled herself in the chair. Fructus citizens talked and laughed
in the bright afternoon sun. #AA
thsort . o
Wi nterhawk stroked his snowy
shadowy courtyard is more traditional. But then, it would be
past my bedti me. Il 6m an ol d man,
More tea arrived in a painted jar. The Winterhawk
brewed and poured, deft motions, walhciced. He got the
honey right this ti me. fi | am YI a
being the Winterhawk. Is there something | should call you, or
would you prefer to remain anony

AAnonymous is fine. o0 She sipj
He grinnedt fiaun ¢goison?o
She shrugged. AKilling me hert

nothing but a very public corpse to dispose of. But, if my
disguisewereso easily penetrated, perhaps we should
postpone this meeting. 0

Hi s eyes crinkled to slits a:
illusion is nearly perfect. Even beyond a glance, everyone
sees the crone. | received only one clue. One part that did not
guite fit the whol e. But , |l 6m ce
guestions in your mind. Please, do ask. Although | was owed
a great favarl fear what | must ask of you buys a debt of

eqgual size. o

She considered him a moment .
wat ched, you know. 0

il should think so. 0

AAre they all yours?o

He sipped. iSome are. Ot hers

conseguence. 0
Her voice acquiredanedg fAYouob6re very f|
with my |ife. What if | hadnoét c
AYou would | ikely have dropp:e
meeting. Or brought your own backup to deal with
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interlopers. Or the many eyes on this street would have found
something more intergsg to watch. Yes, | think the last one
the most likely. You seem perspicacious, and not apt to take
lives for mere blood sport. And, if you had not done any of
these things and simply arrived without precaution, our
meeting would now be over, and Gregonould have shown
me his hand. o He finished his cu
came to pass, and | am very pleased. It seems he took my
request seriously, if he sent yo
AYou know who | am?o
He held up a finger. HAAhh, I
But it is of little consequence. Time is short, and you certainly
have more questions. 0
She got to the point. AWhy di
great favor?0o
His smile remained, but he looked down. The
memory of a dark night, soaked in rain. Fangs, lightning, and

assaslsahéds. bHe | ooked back up. f
that abandons men in their darke
Shesighed A For an Achrionian pro
actually makes a bit of sense. I
Her tone confir medoneofs t heor
his usual asociates,ad yet, here you are by
Her eyes hardened.
AAh, 0 he raised a finger. fi N
the better. Then his debt to me is repaid, and | must convince
yout o take up my burden. This is

AYou know so muakethatpjudgment me t
already?0o
He sipped his tea. fil have s
cautious. | have heard you speak. You are straightforward. |
have glimpsed your spirit. You are salsured. In our
business, these are admirable tr
AOur Dbusionfeslsi eiss anhdatdecei t . O
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AAh, 0 he raised a finger agai
|l ies and deceit are but trapping
AiFor some theydore a way of |
He grinned again. ABut not f
She looked down at her tea, cooling on the table.
The Winterhawk saw aasiness theréow she looks
like her disguise. Now | would have been fooled.
She |l ooked back up, t he sadne
youbre asking?o
il seek a truth that eludes 1
attack on the Kartoresh Ambassad
She noddedli iedkaow he
i You a-infermed.eTheh you know that no guilt
has yet been assigned. 0

AfAEveryone bl ames Hadr oss. It
Their ambassador is a disgusting
Wi nterhawk grinned. #Aln a r oc¢

the blind man is never deceivdtimakes sense, does it not,

that two old enemies would poiso

comforting. Acceptable in its normalcy. It is like saying a

merchant sells his wares, a soldier fights a battle, or a thief has

stolen a purse. It is the way of tgs The Achrionian mind is

very much attuned to the proper

I suppose that dastelde sroati en g

You know of my peopl ebs ways:s

iwWe are not so rigid as is widel

the oldest traditions. But a farmer who has no gift for farming

may leave his caste, given time and dedication. | did myself,

in truth. But the gods make few mistakes in granting us our

roles, for when we step beyond those bounds, there is

apprehension. Discord h@os. Which is what one feels now

regarding Kartoresh and Hadr oss.
She leaned forward and spakaftly. Her voice was

hard to hear in the crowded caf G

not to blame for the poisoning?o
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ioOh no, no, | p erchredbadky bel i ¢
ifiThere are attacks planned for a
but the first.o The shock on her
wider. He saw straight through to the forthright young
woman. HAYou are amazed?o0

AdWell, no, | suppdlgak not ent
about that here? I n the open?o0

He gestured around. AAnd how

The man behind me is enraptured with his young lady and
speaks to aggrandize himself. The man behind you cares only
for cheating his business partner. The serverrisdoh Those
children are playing with their puppy. And, if seen, what

would an observer find? The Achrionian spymaster is taking
tea with an old woman. Or, in the worst of cases, a woman in
disguise. This is no shock. It is the way of things. It is

comfot i ng to those who watch wus. 0

Her mouth was a grim |l ine. 0/
whomever follows me from here. o
AiOf course. But youdre talent

you certainly have a plan. o

She grumbled and finished het
topic. Youhave proof of these plans against the
ambassadors?o0

iNo, no definitive proof. o
AAnd itdés this proof you want
i Oh , no, not at all . o

She blinked. iThe assassins t

| ocated?0o0

He chuckl ed. i No, we 61 | find
ifnWeldqgf ptrhen of their masters
He shook his head. AfA voice 1
man alone, but written words have an infinite audience. Only
a madman puts ink to an assassin
She was agitated. AMore prove
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He sippedhisttand set it down. HAThel
news from Qualat Mon delivered to our fair city. Yesterday
evening, in fact.o

AiNasierbéds sunken ships?0d She
no, t hat got here al most a week

He raised a finger. AAh. Ther
Somethirg taken from the harbor to the Hadross estate and
then to their tower, under guard. Something that has their
ambassador excited. Something that disturbs the way of
things. Something that | do not have time to uncover before
tomorr owds s e shatimashke knovdhoperkapsh i ng t
to all. This is the truth that e
Now she set down her tea and
me to infiltrate Hadross Tower and find some mysterious
thing. We donot know what it i s,
Al'l we ksomewlseili ¢ 6isn there. o She
mountain towards the Celestial Cathedral. Hadross held the
southeastern spire, rising high like an arrow towards heaven.

Anlt is |likely information. B
chall enge. 0

AThat ds suicide. 0

He pickeduphis ea. Alt i s the Achri

a daily challenge. This is mine: to convince you of the
necessity despite the apparent i

She stood. AWebre done here. (
AWhy does the vampire want vy
She sat. ADid he tell you sol
The Winterhwk si pped his tea. AA m
best told by his feet, not his t
The woman thoughbra moment . fAYou mean

fact that Gregorio sent me says more than anything he might
have said. o
The Winterhawk was delighted.
move nountains! In truth, he told me nothing. My note to him
was to send me someone who could undertake the most
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dangerous possible endeavor with at least a slim chance of
success. He sent you. oo

ALucky me. 0

He held up a finger. AAhh, b ut
undering, a mere spy, a mindless assaddim he sent you.
This tells me his mind. Two dragons cannot share the same
mountain. If you succeed, his debt is repaid, and he profits. If

you fail, he remains the only dr
She was angorye rieAalslont hteo mm ef u
Wi nterhawk pursed his | ips.
Gregorio a true enemy. I nteresti
reason to succeed. 0
APl ay his game? Do what he w:
Aiwhat he truly wants is for
She scoffedt &B¥oaodmakesi mpl e.
He shrugged ifAs a concept it
Ailn this case, the practical
more complicated. 0

He spread his hands. AAnd yet
impossible, | sense you would not still be sitting across from
me. Only a 6ol gives no ground before foolish odds. You are
no fool .o
She grumbled a moment. AWhy 1
people? Why ask Gregorio?0o
Wi nterhawk sighed and raised
You detect the weakness of our position. Good, very good.
You know Achrioman military doctrine? No? We follow the
tenets of our late Scion Queen Shael Han as handed down
from Achriondés founding days. FI
These are key. For a sapling that bends before the gale still
stands where a mighty oak is torn awalas, it leaves little
room for this kind of specialize
She stared at him. AYou have
He poured more tea and chuckl
have spies! Knowledge is the key to understanding the world,
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and our place in it. There is nothing margortant to my
people than knowing our place. If not for careful and steady
application of intelligence and diplomatic endeavors, Felskar
would have invaded us long ago, and Hadross would have
drowned Kartoresh beneath the sea. Or at least tried.

AButs tmhissi onds nature i s mor
true spycraft. There may be two dozen in all our military that
could accomplish what |1 6ve asked

And, while | could discover this truth in its own time in the
usual ways, the methods #able with the tools at hand do
not count great speed as an attribute. Gregorio was a gamble |
chose to make. | daresay it has
She watched him, hands folded in her lap.
She waverdhe thoughtPerhaps | would too, in her
place.i Pl eas e,r ehawea,m he said. Yol
means in this venture. I do not
She thought a moment, then accepted a new cup.
iDesperation doesnét sound very

He grinned. AAdaptability in
to se=k outside assistance. In warfare, fluidity is key. Attack
an enemyb6s weakness. Redirect th
headon i n mighty charges as Kartot
his tea and sat back. Al was not

know. Indeed, | was wandering warrior for a time, then

found my way into the Dragon Legion. This was in the days
when Achrion fell behind the other nations in the technology
of warfare. When we learned our lesson about clinging too
tightly to the old ways. When we thoughtthe other nations

do, and never would have sought assistance beyond our own
ranks. o

She smirked. AAnd | 6d al ways
| egi ons were infallible.o
He | aughed. nCel estials above

admit no weakness is a failing of youth, amkhose days, |
was extremely young for my age, if that makes sense. No,
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back then, when we faced Felskar, still frothing over their
6glorious revolutiond, our footn
metal armor, let alone the powered armor of today. Steam was

very dangerous, and our dragon cavalry was unpredictable.

And there were no Children. o
She paused. AChil dren?o
iYes. 0 He raised a finger, i /

heard of them. You know how Hadrossians are transformed
by their Deep gods, and Kartoresh damesks imbued with

el ement al power ?0
She nodded.
fiThe Children are much the s:

strength of mountains, the grace of willows. Gifts they are,

from the War Goddess herself. But for us, the most devout

receive this gift, not chosen at ramadmor forced upon them

as a mask. o0 He stroked his beard
most skilled wins. And while the Children are formidable, and

our legions are mechanized, adaptability is our greatest

strength. There are no favorite tactics. No preterre

stratagems. And | ooking beyond o
especially in a vital matter of intelligence such as this, must
seem baffling to them. o0 He chuck

baffling indeed. 0
She thought a long minute, and returned to the
original subjet . AHow do you know whatev
discovered has potential to upset these talks? Maybe the
ambassador simply got good news
fiGood news i s shared, bad ne\
secrets remain caged. Besides, w
i Wh a®regorib uses the information to his
advantage?o0
Again to the vampire. He must vex her extremely.
Aiwhat iif the sun rises in the ea
But | would rather this knowledge be known to more than just
Hadross. The drums beat for wand Hadross marches in
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step. | can hardly believe the threat of expulsion from the Free

Cities has their ambassador so joyful. No. Some ill news has

arrived. Some proof of something nefarious. | would see it

used well, and in a time and place of our chogsand not

one of the Hadross Ambassador 6s.
She wavered. He could see it in her hesitation. The

Wi nterhawk di dnot smil e, bl i nk,
the balance. She askft vitalgu e st i on. AAnd what
use this information for 2?0

0

Hesttk ed hi s beard and thought
seek to know my heart. o He thoug
smil ed. Regrets. filove told you
myself, unaware as | was of the world and my place init. In
my prime | fought my enemies, lleving myself a righteous
judge of good and evil. And now,
sighed. nwel |, I am tired. There
There is always one more trial. This is the way of things. The
time approaches when | must lay asidedaikoand @ss
along my burdens. If | can see this one task finished, that of
keeping the peace during these t

AiWwWar might stil]l come. 0 She
nAl as, hi story, once | earned,
the signs are right for peace. Asnexteed peace. 0 He fi
his tea. il f the ambassadors can

temporary accord, balance will prevail. Tension will drain

from the world, and even the Scion Brothers will hesitate to
beat the drums in pursuit of t
That 6s at the heart of it you
young children fighting over t
sighed heavily. AAnd though th
elder, | feel as a parent watching froward younglings. Perhaps
wisdom is not dunction of age but rather proximity to death.

I f that is the case, then both n
He chuckl ed. ACel esti al s, forgiwv
privilege of age. It is not my place to dictate to kings. You
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have asked after my heart, mishes in this matter. There
you have it.o He sought to pour
empty. He frowned and set it down. He simply waited.

She closed her eyes a moment. When she opened

t hem, her expression said more t
me more 0

He pulled a bound packet of letters and documents
from his silken robe and handed

dossiers, and schedules. Do you require anything from me?
Equi pment ? Backup?o0
Aiwhat kind of backup?bd
ANo one who might abwampany
signal for a distraction could be arranged at some particular
ti me. o
She thought a moment. ACan t |
outside the tower? Better than the three you have watching me
now, | mean. o
He grinned. AAnd who are the)
She tilted her headtowssd each as she spok
man in the second story window up and to my right. The
white-haired young girl at the table by the window. And the
tiny dragon curledinthatrddeaf ed shrub over th

He | aughed. AYou should only
and theagirl. And the man, if spotted, should have appeared as
my observer, not yours. o0

AYour man watches me more t h:
touched his wine. o
He clucked his tonguel and s hi
was saying | believed my work ne
il g athehgel was thtended to be obvious. She
may have done her job a little too well with the armor and
all .o

ifiShe i s my student, though he
complete. She is no spy.o
The woman snorted. ifA bodyguz:
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He gr i nnedchaféit&hea yowsayit. Id
fear patience and youth are not close friends. But do not let
her height deceive you. She is a woman grown. And | had no
idea whom Gregorio would send. | do have enemies, after all.
And me without my ar mor . 0
AOr a weapon. oo

Hemai sed a finger. iAh, but I
am a tempting target this way. The spymaster beyond Achrion
Tower 6s walls wearing naught but
girl and a yearling dragon. 0

AYou make yourself a target ?«
He s hr ugg e ddigafivélitbefareghirdbsets t  t
in.o
AHow useful mi ght the dragon
AHIi s name is Rau. He is not
that. He is very intelligent. All the fulung are. When fully
grown, he will be ridden into battle, quite possibly by my
s t u d Herclicked his tongue and held his hand low to the
ground. The scarlet dragon slunk out of the tree and scurried
over, much to the astonishment of patrons and the delight of
the nearby children.
Winterhawk smiled as the Rau curled protectively
acrosshis houl ders. The tiny dragonos
stayed locked on the woman. He patted the dragon and
clucked soothingly. Al think, h o
for what youdre wanting. o

APossibly. | need to |l ook ovV:¢
my suspicion ishat ingress and egress are the most probable
points of failure.o

il can arrange for a distract
enjoy the exercise.o

She took a deep breath. AVer)
study and prepare for I 61 | expe
dusk. o
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fiAnd | shall wait in the Cathedral courtyard, beneath
the oak by the pond. o

She stood and | eaned on her
if I come at all . o

Al wi || bring plenty of tea.

She turned away, paused, and
cane. Thatnésy Howaysnwtk ol d I s hi
on it more. o

He grinned, delighted again.
move mountains in your time. oo

iYou can cal l me |l rene. o0
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CHAPTER SIX T KNIGHT OF BLADES

Oorothds tentacles twitched :
sensuous curvemurmurs of love and security, and a brilliant
smile reserved for him alone. The dream fog obscured her
face, but she wrapped him up in her arms, and held him tight.
Ooroth was at peace.
Until she seized his arm and bit down deep. He
roared, wide awakend bolt upright in his hammock.
Ambassador Jahroon stood over him. He held a small
dagger that dripped reddish ichor. His tentacles writhed and
he mocked Oorothinasigjong Vv oi ce. iéOh, my
oh, beloved. d Har har hoom!o
AiYou fucki ndg Gotradbrbtend yneel!l e d.
hangover hit. His arm hurt, but his head pounded. He grabbed
his aching skull and groaned. How much had he drunk the
night before?
Jahroon | aughed and conti nuec
sweet lovely? Another Dockside whore? Shailiy her for
you? A present for the Scionds A
0

should keep her for myself, hm?¢

Ooroth blushed to his core, 1
woman. And why are you in my qua
around, surprised. iAN?2doé how di d

Jahroon sheathed the bl ade,
it told you were found wandering Cathedral District calling
for someone named Jodo until the Watch brought you back
her e. | wanted to see if youdd f
deat h. o
Ooroth certaity felt like it. His head was three sizes
too small and his skin itched as if covered in ants. The thought
of food made him pale. His last memory was being in bed
with a paid woman down Dockside. Had he really been so
drunk as to wander about, callingfoh at | i ttl e girl o
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, and hope
[

— —~+

[

I st i ve. Was h a al , amba
ANo. Your security arrangemert

i nadequat e. Il require revisions
OQorothase feht | ike hedd been

AiCandt this wait unti.l tomorr ow?
AYoubre on duty when | commart

noticed an object on the shelf by the door. He plucked up a

| eat her scroll case wisthih a beard

thing, anyway?o
OQoorth chilled AThat déds pri ve
nYes, youbve been cradling i

the better part of a week. 0 He U
NfGi ve me that! o Ooroth reach:t

took one step back, and Ooroth fafi his face.

Jahroon unfurled the crinkled parchment, boggled,
t hen hooted with olpsedoashe | aught e
6Thank you!d says the badly dr aw
hoom! And what service did you do? Is her mother one of
your regulars? Do you keglpis urchin fed and clothed

through your nightly exertions?2d
AiShut up! And give me that!o
ATut tut, o0 Jahroon held the |
AThis | ooks fragile. o
Oorothﬁs guts froze. AOkay, I
t hat away. 0
Jahr oon 6s Whahlawe we hiere? Isitlpe. 1
beast tamed? A call to duty is not enough. All the liquor of
Fructus is not enough. Money slides off you and you cast
aside real power, but one ridiculous parchment, and my
fractious commander is cowed?0 F
parchment tore a tiny bit.
ANO! o
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Jahroon laughed again, his mirth genuine. He rolled

up the parchment and put it back
keeping this.o
iYou canbét steal my property!
Jahroon smirked. i Oh, pl ease.

evidence will hadly make your case, and there is no authority

on this island to place me under arrest. And, ultimately, whose

word would anyone take? An ambas
drunkardod6s?0 He slung the scroll

iANow: the security arrangement s.
Ooroth hal never felt so helpless or defeated. Jahroon

had gotten away with things | i ke

been powerless to intervene. Now that he was on the receiving

end, it was ten times wor se. iFi

wish. Can we just go tihe kitchens? | could really use some
water . o
Jahroon remained amused. Al ¢
Ooroth squeezed into his armor and grit his teeth
against the itching. He slung his greatsword over his shoulder.
How would he ever get his drawing back from daim? The
Deep Voices kept their own counsel.
The kitchens were one level beneath the grand
hallway, and they made the trip in silence. Down sweeping
stairs and through pillared corridors, Ooroth felt a growing
oddness about building. In fact, the whole Eowvas silent.
AWhere are all the guards?o
il dve sent most of them to tI
more secure.o
Ooroth stoppetattie&2d. nAThe
iltdés easier to secure agai n:
at hand for an easy escape. Besides, my treasureshageer e . 0
AfHadross Tower i s our embass)
AiBut i téds the Ambassador that
woul dnét you agree?bod
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No.He gl anced at the scroll «ca
He felt filthy for the forced agreement. They resumed their
journey. Al f dbviomahoweves, youtare out t he
relatively unguarded now. 0

AfiPah. The Deep Voices demande
woul d never put me in danger. 0

Ooorth pursed his lips. The Ambassador did seem to
lead a charmed life in that regard.

In the kitchen two Deepman guargsang to
attention from their meal. The Ambassador ignored them.

Ooroth said, ATake your me a |
and give us a moment. 0

The Deepmen complied.

Ooroth poured himself a massive jug of seawater and
downed it in one go. It helped, if only barg . l'tdd be anc
long recovery.

Jahroon watched him, utterly
would voluntarily do that to themselves is quite beyond my
grasp. This failing wildl be your

Ooroth twitched, but bit back any reply. The last thing
he wantedwasoref Jahroondés characteris
ambassador held the little girléd
s 0 b dishe For at least the last week. Knowing that just one
person out there liked him had kept him on an even keel. But
another round or two of sccessful propositions had left
him depressed. And hedéd had a dr
he remembered. He drained anothe
discuss security. Have you only sent away guards from the
Tower ?0

AfAs a first step.odebdm |uenvhed psp.
OQoroth frowned. AWhy? They dc¢
And theyo6re a fantastic barrier
Anlt is difficult to receive
when they must swim up three | ev
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Ooroth scratched hars head, al
Deepcallers onhand specifically to escort them in an aura of
air. Tide and teeth, visitors do
OQoroth stopped suddenl y. AWait.
You dondét | i ke the Deepcall ers h
harem.i fThaitd$msdét i1it?0
Jahroon was indignant. AWho I
my business. I owi |1 not be quest
AnThe security is my business.
alivel o
Jahroon fingered the scroll (
youwih t o adopt, Captain?o
Oorothds mouth went dry. He t
brain churning. AWell é. | suppos
respiration gems ehand. Under lock and key with a
dedicated guard. And if we enchant them to last maybe ten
mi nut es &.tlthitke¢hat imight lyealoable. But the
water barrier is too good to lose. Surfacers are so
disadvantaged in there, even if they can breathe. And think
about all we spent on fortifying the structure to hold that
much seawater. Assummdiemgay our pr e
little soaked for their... rende
Jahroon |l eered. Al should hoj
Ooroth suppressed a shudder with another long gulp
of seawater. He didndét even want
depredations his vile Ambassador put those womemugf.
He loved his power more than anything, and liaisons in his
office, the very seat of Hadrossian authority, were probably
the only way the ancient Deepman
there were three things, Ambassa
iYes . -foanming brsuaddakensare all well
and good, but they leave rather a mess on occasion. | would
prefer that they confined themselves to the lower levels,
stayed out of the main hall, and
chamber s, or my offices. 0
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Ooroth understood that one. Tiwe enormous
orsund krakens were another excellent measure, but they were
far from houserained, and they tended to mark their territory
with sticky ink every so often.
object to, or their presence?o0
AThe mess, obviously. o
AiTheperhaps weodl | empl oy addi
and restrict their movements from your office. If we confine
them only to the service | eve
anything important. So wedll
they can have freemge at night from the flooded levels on
down. Would that be acceptabfemb as sador ? 0
Jahroon smiled. AYou see how
be?0
Ooroth wasnodot feeling terribl
could he do? AYes, Ambassador . T
consulted me abadthe guard change before simply
i mpl ementing it. Youdre exposed
iBah. The oieep Voi ces
A distant shriek echoed through the Tower.
Jahroon and Ooroth looked at each other a moment.
i Whéaft Oor ot h began.
THHRRUUUUMMMMMWhE Beep Voices
roared a warning in Oorothdés min
i Oh, shit.o Ooroth drew his
behind me. 0
The door burst open and a Deepman ran in.
ifAssa@dddii He gurgled and fell for)
throwing star was embedded in his back.
Ooroth motioned for Jahroon to get down behind the
counter, and steppegb beside the dooHe heard running
footstepsHe poised his blade, waited a moment, and brought
it down like a guillotine.
The unprepared assassin died instantly, his face
cleavedoff. On ot h6s | eg tentacles grabt

| s,
k ee
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it cl ear, and he sl ammed the doo
gl ance AThe hall is full of the
Itdéd hold perhaps a few seconds.

The dead man was dressed all in black satin.
Achrionian cloth. He was slight of frame and build, and he
wore a steam battle harness marked by the Dragon Legions
t hat chugged away on hi.Butback de
there was no time to speculate further. Shouts came from
beyond the door, and someorstbred against it.
Jahroon was staring dt the cc¢
|l 6m not s@p@osed to be
Thhrrruuuummmmmmmeé .

AUh huh, 0 said Ooroth. MfASer v:
me. Weo6ll find the back door. o

Theyrant hr ough t he servant s doc
shutandbl t ed. A splintering crash &

failure. They hurried past quarters and storage rooms.

Bewildered servants peered out or passed them in the halls.

Al ntruders, 0 Ooroth said often.
whatever. Just keepoutdfe way . O

ahroon urged him on from bel

[}

il donot exactly have feet, /

AThen | edepthshea kpea sytoour eyes! 0

AOQutrunning your only guard i
do you actually know the way thr

Al hawe awo inrg! 0O
Ooroth grit his teeth, and for a moment thought of

simply letting the assassins have the man.
Thhrrruuuummmmmmmeé .
He stepped aside, with a bow,
Jahroon trotted aad.Ooroth shuffled, starting to

pant. Adrenaline had banisth his hangover, but he still felt

somewhat faint. He rounded the last corner to see Jahroon at

the end of the hall. Four Deepman guards were still stationed
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there. At | east they hadndét been
to open the doords many bol ts.
OCooth threw out a hand. AWait

Too late. The last blot whipped aside and the door
flew open. Throwing stars swarmed. One guard died, and the
other fell back, wounded. Jahroon shrieked and fled towards
Ooroth. A tiny sliver of blood shone from a beard teletac
Al dm wounded! 0O

Ooroth had no time for snark. Two guard were down,
and the others fought desperately in the tight corridor, sword
to sword. Ooroth charged.

He compressed and squished past the line to spring up
in the midst of four assassins. He spurd his leg tentacles
swept them from their feet. Heavy Deepman swords killed
two, and his great blade took the others in a whirling deuble
stroke. But the tide was rising, and a sea of assassins flooded
in.

Oorothdés arm stretched to shc«
whipped his blade in a fearsome chop. A shriek accompanied
a severed arm through the air. The momentum carried his
blade in a huge backswing. He whirled and shot the tip
forward like a spear through two necks in a line. His woven
ceramic armor defeatedvicious stab, and another star scored
his membranous leg sheath.

He grunted, entangled two combatants with his
tentacles, and shot himself backwards past the Deepmen. One
enemy staggered into a Deepman blade. The other fell flat on
his back, but dodgeithe blade and got to his feet with an
acrobatic leap.

Ooroth was panting hard now, and sweating precious
' iguids that he really didndt ha
bad. Hedd been lucky. The guards
were losing ground. Five assass crowdedhroughthe door,
with more beyondOne drove a blade into the middle door
hinge, spiking it open.
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Jahroon cowered a short way down the corridor,
unwilling to proceed alone. TflLea
me out of here! o

Thhrrruuuummmmmmmeé.

OCoroth sighed. AiSome days | h

ils that any way to speak to
AWasndt talking to you, 0 Oor
wounded Deepman to his feet. fSt
myploydoesnét work, barricade him
quartersant eep qui et. Trust the Voi ce
The Deepman saluted with his offhand. The other
hung limp.
Ooroth took a deep breath. @l

The Deepmen, shoulder to shoulder, hurled
themselves aside. Ooroth surged past. His blade took one
assassin, and tlpommel staggered the other. He danced
through lethal steps, weaving, tripping, and hacking. His
armor rang with desperate blows, but none penetrated. Blades
stung him, but none proved fatal. In seconds he had pushed
them to the t hr esllbdiolhidmenfi Get r ead
He rushed into the alley past two assassins, and lost a
beard tentacle for his trouble. At least a dozen more assassins
waited indisciplinedranks, arrayed to hurl their deadly
throwing stars. Oorothoés eyes wi
blade. He seized the two behind him and squidietdieen
them as he held them up as human shiditsir bodies
jerked with star impactand one steam harness began
spluttering, a vital line severede dropped them, surged
forward and grabbed his blade wéheg tentacle. He punched
one rushing assassin, turned another blade on his armor, and
flipped his greatsword into the air. He caught it on the
downswing and carried the momentum into a colossal
uppercut that nearly clove an assassin from crotch to hieck.
yelled back behind him to the DeepménC| ear t hat spi
get it closed! But | eave me enou
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One Deepman hauled bodies from the threshold and
the other pried at the blade lodged just above the middle
hinge. It was stuck.

Ooroth bBbored to keep standing. He bled from half a
dozen shallow wounds, and his vision was blurring. Long
training and martial prowess kept the assassins at bay, but he

no longer slaughtered them strefoe-s t r ok e. A Hurry! o
The stuck bl ader ,c aGreep tfaierel.0 Al
Ooroth was surrounded, and he

headway. The assassins fought defensively, wary of his

greatsword, now coated with blood and gore. They avoided

his front and attacked from behind as he whirled. For all his
extravision,hewasslawn g, and coul dndét <cour
stroke. A quick slice tore gashacross the back of his head.

The blow cost the assassin his life, but the noose closed ever

inward.

A man in the backank their leader, pointed at the
closing door and barked a commandwheOor ot hds back
turned. The twassassindirectly behind him leaped towards
the door.

Ooroth compressed and hurled himself after them, the
other three were hot on his back. He caught one up front with
a chop, flailed his tentacles behind him as aatision, and
grabbed the front oneds tunic wi
assassin whirled, and stabbed Ooroth in the ribs, straight
through the armor.

Shock swept o)\aedhe dioppedhish 6 s f a «
greatsword. He heard Jailiroon i ns
Close it now!o

Oorothds poked the assassin i
tentacles. The man wailed and fell back. The door closed to
mere inches.

Ooorth barely scraped through, such that the breath
was crushed from his lungs, and even his highly corsjiries
armor lost some plates. He lay panting on the corridor floor
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amid the bodies. The Deepmen shot all the bolts home. Angry
fists pounded on the door withou
through without siege equipment.

OQoroth | ooked up acClosdimhr oon.

now?6 Thank you so much, Ambas s a
Jahroon sniffed. Alf 1 tds yol
clear . o
Ooroth | ooked at the scroll (

He felt the wound in his side. His armor had turned most of

the blade, but at least arcimhad gotten through. It hurt like

anything, and his breathing was labored.
Thhrrruuuummmmmmmeé .
AWedre not ddorethygnkedoneofhe s ai

the bodies over and pulled off the hood. Glassy brown eyes

stared back. An Achrionian male. Young. And hésness

was indeed that of the Dragon Legio@&roth shut it off.

AiTheydre really after you this t
AThis is a milwabaahét Lkt Ibas at
target! o
Ooroth sat back. fAAnd just wlt

AEveryone el se. 0

Ooroth hung his head amggoaned. He patted the
assassinbés corpse down, and felt
pouch. He pulled it out, shook out a few coins, and an ingot of
solid gold thudded to the stone floor. Ooroth picked it up. Six
inches by two by two, and cast with a FelslealsHe held it

up. AWell , well. Looks Ilike your
after all .o

Jahroon seized it, eyes furic
bat alive! Then 10611 heal his wo
frothing in rage. i Hendet, Bndb e dr o w
shat out 0

Ooroth got to his feet amid tingles and wracks of
pain. AWell, maybe | 061/ hel p you
to get you to safety. Dondét forg
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Wedbve | ost them in the servantos
culd show up at any ti me. 0
AnMy office, then.o
Ooroth nodded. Altés the onl
Jahroon sneered. fABut youbve
AAmbassador. 60 He plucked two
falenandhel d t hem up. AThere are mor
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CHAPTER SEVEN 7 HIDDEN HANDS

Irene stepped out from her alcove behind the last
blackclad assassiim their group Her arm encircled his neck
and yanked him back. He struggled, of course, and his steam
harness lent him strength. It was hgainst her chesalmost
too hot. But she He him locked in the chokkold and kept
dragging him back, unable to shout, unable to call for help.
Within thirty seconds, he sagged, his brain deprived of blood.
She held it another thirty.
He might die. He might not. E
bloodless andmindless. Exactly what she needed.
The perfect predatothe Gift said in her mind. She
could feel how it relished the silent takedown. In truth, so did
she.Oh, indeed?he Gift crooned.
She ignored it and started stripping the assassin.
Achrionian, of cairse, with a winding tiger tattoo unis right
arm and across the back. Battle harness, military grade with
Dragon Legion markings. She shook her h@easlirpriseas
she strapped it on. Shedd asked
think the Winterhawk wouldilf Hadross tower with soldiers
playing assassins. Poorly disguised soldiers at that. There had
to be something else in play her
and dress them head to toe in black satin to make them
stealthy. This assault was anything but.
She powered up the steam harnéssisible energy
encircled her athe harnespuffed quietly. She grew
perceptibly stronger, and felt as if she could sprint a mile. But
even the slight chugging sound was too much. Stealth was
everything, and it was heregtest skill, admired by nearly

everyone shedd worked for, and e
against.

In addition, most Hadrossians could see heat, and the
al chemi cal salve shedédd coated he
dampen her bodyds war mtigd, not t h

87



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley

aboutt h e schilling effécg but she found her adrenaline

more than adequate to keep her warm.
She powered the harness down, and finished dressing.

Fortunately the man was larger trere wasand his black

satin clothes fit nicely over her ovieather armor. His

throwing stars were perfectly balanced. A nice addition to her

own knives. She ignored hssvord
A small gold ingot in his belt pouch made her pause.

Fel skar mankeestirigShe putirblck in the

pouch and droppeditontmean 6s naked chest.
She checked his breathing. Shallow and ragged. She

mi ght 6ve done her job too wel/l
He still might wake up, you knote could mise the

alarmas to your presence
She dismissedthdi. And say that his att

wearing clothes likethet her fi fty attackers
Still, it pays to be thorough.

AAl I Il want is to get to the
document, and get out. Undue car
Why this nervousness then? Y
than | 6ve ever gamiebaitsyouueven when C

AShut wup. o

She moved deeper into the Tower, and searched for
routes upward. Initially, at least, this proved simple. Hadross
Tower was built in flowing lines, with almost no sharp
corners or angles. Sweeping staircases, grand halls, and
opulent staterooms greeted her at every turn. Thedabkrd
corners made keeping hidden much easier, as eyes tend to be
drawn towardslisruptedpatterns. The organic Hadrossian
architecture defied such order.
eyesight meantraabundance of shadows for heistep into.

The décor touted wealth from the ocean floor: coral
sculptures of living color, polished marble and gemstones of
impressive size, and mothef-pearl paneling so iridescent
that itfairly glowed. It struck her that there had been no
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looting. Some battle damage here and there, but the
furnishings and treasures were intact.

She kept a count of the corpses. Most often it was
Deepmen in twods and threebs. So
di dn 6t Thard ghould pave been far more dead guards,
unl ess the Wi nterhawkoés notes we
t hat . Perhaps theyb6d barricaded
Tower? The clash of arms occasionally echoed through the
Tower, but nothing nearthe scaleshd expect ed.

She turned a corner and nearly walked straight into
five assassins coming the other way. The leader, marked by
his dual | ongbl ades, said, iAWher

ADead, 0 she answered in his |

iThen why do you stildl i ve?

Shethoughtfat . AHiIit on the head. T
Trying to find my way now. 0

The | eaderdés eyes narrowed be
was your keeper?o

AShae Wen. o6 A common Achri oni

il know no Shae Wen. What wa:
why isnb6t your harness steaming?

Shewa running out of answers.
damaged. 0 She didndét address the
Two Deepmemovedaround théendfar down the
hall.
She gasped and pointed.
The Deepmen shouted. The assassins shouted.
Everyone charged.
Irene hung back, and fadeda the shadow behind a

sculpture.

Lucky.

iShut up, 0 she muttered.

The Deepmen werendt al one. T
followed by a big Sevridan, and the vile Hadrossian
Ambassador . Shedd met him before
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t hough sheb6d thderfulltilesdnd statis, c e d wi
hedd still spend t he HKehadine e t i me
respect for womenhe worm.
And he acted every bit the scrub now by cowering
while his men did the fighting.
see the Sevridamas the key to this defendde was likely the
captain of the guard, a haddinking man by all accounts, but
a very keen mind when sober. The proof of his martial
prowess was right before her. His sharp commands and fluid
style male short work of the aassins.
The battle done, he sagged heavily against one wall,
breathing hard. Clotted ichor marked his membranous skin in
many places. And a deep red flow oozed from a tear in his
armor. She could take him easily as they passed her hiding
spot, and the Deepen would prove little challenge with the
element of surprise.
And you can settle thambassaddy s a conoce u n't
and for all.
Tempting, but she shook her |
mission.
The ambassador was upbraiding
should ban you from drinkg. How will you ever keep me

safe if you collapse into a pudd
iltés not the hangover, Amb a ¢
|l 6ve broken a rib, and there miog
there. o
AUsel ess, 0 the ambassador sp:
TheSevridangesturd down t he hall . @ We
means, dondt | et me sl ow you dow
The ambassador held up a scr ¢
wha't | carry, Captain.o
The Sevridan shoved himself up and headed down the
hall without a word. Theydd pass
morment.
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Il renebdbs eyes lingered on the
ambassadorodos hands. That must be
needed. It was important enough to keep the Sevridan
moving, despite his wounds.

Unseen, from surprise, she was confident she could
take them all. Anget, killing the ambassador would likely do
more harm than good. Although she smirked to think of that

vile wormdéds | ifeblood flowing ac
Now is your moment.
The guards wal ked past, not ¢
hiding spot.
Strike!

Her visiongrew tight, intenseShe held her breath as
the Sevridan slogged past. She could hear him wheezing.
Before itds too | ate! This me
She clamped down on the Gift. It was not the time.
The ambassador went past.

Coward.
A Focus ed wih ondyhlhe faistest wdhisper.
Ailtds not my mission. Maybe | <ca
Not with it in his hand like that.
ABut maybe if they get into
I foll ow. o

She slipped from her hiding spot and ghosted after
them, mindful ofte Sevri danés expanded ey
Fortunately, i's wounds would sap his concentration and
alertness. At least the alchemical salve had proven itself
against h e Ha d enbanced visions @ne less worry on a
night of apprehension.

The hall wound its wayotthe exterior wall. She could
see the waning moon outside, and avoided the silvery shafts it
cast into the corridor. They passed a siégstation (its
guards Rughtered where they had stoadidmovedinto
another grand foyer.
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High above, an impossibly thick glass ceiling
refracted light from submerged hydrolanterns that dappled
glimmeringshafte cr oss t he foyerds darKk

stately furnishings. That woul d
read about, where the Hadrossiamild be in their own
el ement, and sheodvetyexposed.ow, vul n

The Hadrossians quickened their pace to the leftmost
elevator, itself the size of a small room. The big Sevridan
suddenly stopped, and grabbed hi

Theambassdor yanked it away. fYo
touchd A

AWhere are the Deepcall ers?o

The ambassador shrugged. fBar

chambers. Hiding in my office. Who knows?2e t 6 s not wast
time. 0

The Sevridan watched tleéevatordoor for a
moment. Then pointedtothefy er 6 s center . 0
ambassador into cover behind tha

The ambassador glared, but did as he was bid.

The Sevridan keyed a fisized pearl set in the wall,
and stood to one side. The huge doors slid open immediately
and a hail of throwing stars tore past.

The Sevridan whirled past the entrance, tentacles and
swords smashing and slicing. i Fo
was past in seconds, and two of the eight waiting assassins
were down. The rest charged.

AFl ankihogedo he s

Three Deepmen leaped from behind the couch and
charged in. For a moment everything was going the
Hadrossiansod way.

The assassinsd | eader cupped
single sharp syllable. The other elevator behind Irene opened
and ten more asssRS ran out.

The Gift was bemusedid your employer depopulate
the whole of Achrion for this endeavor?
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Irene wondered much the same. She held stoltk
curled around the base of her pillandthankful for the dark
marble flooring. The assassins sted past, stars whirled
through the air, and the ambassador shrieked.
She grit her teeth. She could no more let the
ambassador die than kill him herself. No matter how much
she wanted to. It would certainly mean war. Even if it could
be proven that Achriohad no part in this, no one had any
il lusions about Scion King Hadro
nation. #AShit, o she muttered.
She rose and peered around the pillar. The Sevridan
and his guards almost had the first group down. The
ambas s ador Oagdeddi amdcthe old Deapmdn fléd
towards his men.
The el evator door cl osed. @ NC(
Irene picked her target. The leaders all carried paired
long-blades. She flicked her wrister star whisked through
the air, and isprouted from the basebfh e second | eade
skull. He fell twitching.
The Sevridan chopped down the last of the first
group, and turned, visibly weakened. His last two Deepmen
were wounded. The ambassador pounded on the elevator
door, near to panic.
fiHells, 6 s he s aigain. It clamged offther e w a
frontmo s t a s s a basnespafddshe whirledashocked.
She let herself be seen, just for a moment. He pointed
and shouted, ATraitor! o
The confusion bought the Sevridan the opening he
needed. He dashed forward, trailing twop tentacles, and
hackedan assassidown. His Deepman supported him.
Two assassingn towards Irene. The rest engaged the
Hadrossians, but one slipped past and charged the
ambassador.
Irenefeinted a throw at one assassime ¢tbdged, off
balance a monmt, thendied as a throwing dagger embedded
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in his eye. The otheassassimvas on her, but no matébr her
singlecombat skills A sidestep, a parry, a duck, and her short
blade sliced his throat.

She saw the ambassador cowack, just in time to
dodge asavage blowHis eyes blazed with azure light. He
shouted something incoherent, stretched @ihand
wreathed in violet energy.hE assassin frozeaught in the
power, and was lifted from the fladde started screaming
and thrashingThema n 6 s feunderedinra gurglas
blood gushed from every orifice, nose, eyes, and the pressure
ripped away hisikenmas k. Over ten seconds,
entire life fluids coagulated in a huge glistening red ball
hovering beforehe Ambassador.

Irene watched, stumal. Her briefing had said nothing
aboutthel a h r onagit.6 s

The withered husk collapsed, and the massive plood
sphere splashed to the ground, soaking everything in rich red.
The ambassador fell to his hands and knees in the gore,
wheezing.

Only the Sevidan remainedtanding and he was
losing ground to the remaining assailants.

She raised her hand, star ready, but she dared not risk
a throw at this range. A miss would surely kill the Sevridan.

One assassin broke away, strode to the ambassador,
and raisd his blade.

Irene threw. Missed.

The elevator doors slid open, and a tentacled horror
grabbed the assassin. The man screamed, and his palpable
terror chilled Irene to her core. She hid behind a sculpture,
and watched. Her breathing quickened, and thewaen
dragged inexorably nt o t he orsund krakenos
ANO!ONARAAAHH!! 1T 0 The thing bit d:
began to chew. Bones crunched, blood flowed,taed
hapless mawailed for a quick death.
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The Deepcaller in the elevator took in Hitiation,
raised his staff, and a wave of seawater surged from the air. It
washed over the Sevridan and his remaining attackers. It
pushed them back. The Deepcaller pointed his staff at one,
who grabbed his head, shrieked, and collapsed. The Sevridan
gutted the other.

The final two were no match for the orsund and
Deepcaller. The orsund dined well.

Il rene coul dndét watch, the sol
the broken bones set her to trembling.

Well, well, well said the Giftl suppose everyone has
anirratonal fear. With some ités rod
itdéds being eaten.

AiShut wup! 0 eybsaeverddols blackl . Her

Consumed.

She slammed a fist into her heéatr vision exploded
in a whirl of lights.

Wellt hat 6s j ust rude.

The pain brought her aund. She could hear the
Deepcaller speaking. fAWill he be

The Sevridan answered. Al dot
conscious, so thatdéds somet hing.
people know how much the Voices

ATrue words. 0

She heard thambassador mumble something.

Al agree, 0 said the Sevridan.,
upstairs with you?0o

AiNone. The others made their

theybve gone t o t hgftheysescapede f or r
the tower 0

AfGood. Letds geadeourgelvdsimer e an
his office. Command the orsund to stay in this room. Let only
our own past. o

ifnYes, Captain.o
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AfAnd there was one of t heir I

at the | ast minute. Did you see
Apausen No, Captain. o
fi We H ¢ detter get the fuckut of here, for their

sake, i f they stild]l i ve. Hel p n

She heard the elevator door close, and the orsund
snuffling along the corpses.

Theoppositeelevatorstoodopen not fifteen feet from
where she hid.

You know, | wonder iheir sense of smell is any
good.

She fought down a rising panic, but dared not make a
sound. She crouched low and moved carefully towards the
elevator.She considered every steplow. Even. Steady. She
could see the orsundbsenmbttl| ed ¢
furniture. A bone cracked, and she flinched. Her feet shuffled
on the floor. She froze.

Does this irrational fear have anything to do with the
way your mother died?

The crunching had stoppedetbreathing quickened
The thing shuffled around therhiture, and a great alien eye
fixed on her, and glared.

She ran. It chased. She hit the button inside. The
doors took forever to close. A tentawledged betweethem.

She sliced it off, and the doors shut. It flopped around on as
the elevator rose, anties wedged herself in tledrner far
from it.

Youdbve assassinated magici an:¢
and most of those were vampires
facetof ace with Her Royal Maj esty &
seen dozens of battlefields from thaning and losing sides.
Youbve been stalked through the
more powerful than that critter, and yet here you are, cowed
like a child.

AfLeave me alonel! 0
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No, not this time. Let me help you. Let me take away
this fear.

il coel i hhgd it without vyour

But only striking from the shadows. With my Gift, you
could have taken it cleanly. Easily. And never feared
perishing a slow, agonizing demise in its maw.

She put a dagger to her own throat and felt the blood
pumpinginhec ar ot i d artery. ALIi sten wi
bullied or coerced by my own mind. | want no Gift. | want no
part of it. If you keep on, Wwill end myself. It has gone that
far. Do you understand?o

The Gift was silent a momeritdo believe you mean
it.

The ctamber began filling with seawater. She popped
a gemstone into her mouike a pacifierasthe surfacelosed
over her head. She breathed through the gem. The doo
opened, and she pushed out, herseartingeverywhere.

Nothing waited for her.

Mark me, tene. There will come a time when you
may not have a choice. When your death is the easy way out,
and would do more harm than good. Butan be patient. |
am, after all, eternal.

She glared in response, but could say nothing.

She found her way slowly through the dim depths.

Truly this area had been turned into an opulent maze. She

could move along well enough by pushing off the floors,

walls, and sometimdseceiling. But a Hadrossian in here

would have every advantage. Herawing knives were

useless, and she darenodot trust h
unfamiliar weaponShe 6d already mi ssed wit
than she liked.

The Deepcaller had spoken the truth, howeltavas
desertedShe encountered no one.

She pulled herself quietly from the water into a sort of
bathhouse that served as an antechamber. She grabbed a plush
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towel off the rack and soaked as much seawater from her
clothes as she could, enough not to drip, at least. She hoped
the heatloaking sveon her skinwas still effective. The

al chemi st had said it was O0So0omew
coul dn 6 tchilkskelfdlt was fromthdr eet clothes in
thecoolai r, or i f t heackddnhezskin pr ope

There wasn&t moirme tShedpmplpldo her |
it.

She crept down a curving corridor and heard voices
from the farthesthamber. She paused beyond the open door.

ils that all your vital docul
recognized the Sevridanés voice.
Al saidstyalke Yeptdh He still s

thoughmuchmore coherent.
fiBecause wedre abandoning t he
reinforcements arrive.o

il demand that you | eave at |
our treasures. o0

She heard the Sevridan sigh.
ae theé o6treasured. o The | ast w
even Il renebs mouth went sour. AT
unattended for a time. When youbé
send a | arge detachment back wup

A long pause, but the Ambassador fipaaid,fi | t
wi || do. o

The Deepcaller spoke. AYou s
wounds, Captain.o

Avery well. You head down i nt
release the remaining orsunds, then wait for reinforcements.
I 61l tend to myself, then wait h

i Yse, Captain.o

AAmbassador, wi | | you be al ri

AOf course) hemumbled faintly

Anvery wel | . By your | eave t he

Irene slunk away from the doorway and hid.
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The Deepcaller and Sevridan emerged, nodded to
each other, and went in oppositeedtions. The Sevridan was
truly destroyed. He shambled on but two of his many leg
tentacles. The rest dragged limp behind him. He leaned
heavily on the wall. His breathing was far more ragged than
before. He even trailed blood from great rents in his armo

She waited for a full count of twenty when he was out
of sight, then slipped to the doorway and peerett imas a
huge office with couches, elegant bookcases, and a massive
desk of purdlackmarble. Vast curtained windows looked out
over Fructus citypy night. Irene was one for majestic views,
but she had business. The ambassador looked tiny slumped
over his desk, snoring faintly. That spell had really drained
him.

Quiet as twilight, she slunk to the degkhroorwas
lying beside a bundle of documenthe scroll case she
wanted rested under his limp hand. From behind his high
backed chair, she eased his arm up half an inch by the sleeve,
removed the case, then eased it back down.

The ambassador simply snored.

She thought to open it, but now was tiw time. She
glanced at the other documentation. The top one bore a
diplomatic seal, recently broken, and was dated from three
weeks prior. Perhaps that was it? Then what was in the scroll
case? She took the top packet, glanced at the next one, a
mundanebill of sale apparently, and heard a ndigen the
door. She slunk behind the chair, and heard shuffling tentacles
on the hard floor.

fAmbassador ?0 |t was the Sevi
you awake?0

Snoring.

inWwWel | , |l et that be aal esson.

your guards you
The ambassad
notspeak to me | i

can fucking def e
or mur mur ed, i De ¢
ke that. o
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AUh huh. 0
She heard a wooden creak. She eased herself in a
crawl around the desk. The Sevridan had settled into a big
chair, facinghe door. He looked considerably better, though
still not in top shape. She might be behind him, but with his
expanded vision, perhaps not.
He jerked his head towards the door, listening. Irene
slunk behind a sofa.
AAl ready?0 he askhed t he air.

grumbled. AFine.® He got wup and
things into a satchel. ACome on.
my scroll case?0 His head jerked
first timéhn Hestiwhenedsagain. T
finelComem, ol d man. Up we go. 0

He got an arm under the ambassador, and half
dragged, half carried him to the door. He paused at the
threshold, and looked right where Irene was peering around
thesofa
She held her breath. She shol
watching sdntently. She dared not duck back or even blink.
The movement would give her away. The lighting was

terrible, but if the salve was n
His head jerked upward again, listeniigYy e s !  Go d s !

|l mpatient tonight arelg#?d He mo

grumbling. fAAnd where were you w

His voice faded, and she breathed a deep, shuddering
breath. Her heart quieted after a moment.
Youdre still trapped in here
many of thos&rakensrunning loose.
AWho seahdngngbout wal king do\
She checked the desk quickly, found nothing of note.
She pulled out a glassutter, removed two window panes,
then anchored a climbing line to thege,immovable desk.
Clever. Why didndédt you <cl i mb
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AfWall s ar e slds8Batdawn,Wal, handho
thatdéds a | ot easier. o

And did you bring enougime?

AfFel skar t eclongteenigoutpa Ever
mile. The tower isnd6t near that
degree?o0

Just making conversation.

AShut up. Youbre geitrappoi nt e
chance to scare me again.o

The Gift was amusediaybe a little.

The first breath of fresh night air sent shivers of relief
up and down her spine. She hung on for a long minute, simply
breathing. The trip down was simplicity itself. When she

arrivedat t he Cathedr al pond, howeve
man. It was his student, the whhairedyoung womarin the
crimson and gold armor. The Wint
AYou are | ate, 0 she stated.
AAnd youbre not the Winterha
il am wim and Hhave the honor to be the
Deat hbl oom. o
iGreat. Wherebs your master ?
Her eyes darkened. fAAssassin:
ambassador tonight. If not for my master, they would have
succeeded, and we would now be a

Irene half laughedpt t he young womanos
ast oni s h nswmmsdamnediepidetis. Hadross tower

was under siege. Achrionians wit
Her mouth opened with shock, then snapped shut. She
gl ared at the distant tower. MASO
men. | found them dead before they had even begun the
di straction that wouldobéve | et yo
succeed?0
Al did. But | want to be pre:

these. 0 She held up the dipl omat
your master still fitforseri c e ? 0
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ifiHe i s. You are certain the
Legionnaires?o

She shrugged. AHow woul d |

iYou wear a harness. Did you
have any tattoos?bo0

AnA tiger, in the Achrioni an
and |l eft arm.o

She hi s s e s MuthMikerogr assadlants.
Meant to look like members of the military. And did they
carry gol d?2o

Irene noddedi An i ngéfi of gol d

Mwith a Felskar stamp. o0

They were silent a long minute. The Deathbloom said,
AiLet us streHe withkgnowmdattad o. 0
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CHAPTER EIGHT 1 BAITING THE BEAST

The Winterhawk knew what to do, and he hated it. He
had spent hour upon hour in meditation since the information
had reached hirthe night beforeand he always came to the
same sad conclusion.

To the novice therare many possibilities. To the
master, there are but felwe thought to himself as he waited

for his turn to speak in the council session. What he had to say

was bad. Very bad. His challenge was to minimize the
damage.
Not all the ambassadors were presbnt each nation

had come represented. And guarded.Ghreand Cat hedr al

vaulted central nave felt like a prison, despitelttiéiant sun
filtering through the stained glagsortunately, all had agrde
to limit the guards to four per delegate. Gultatdse Ironward
representing Felskar, haéartilyendorsed the notion

The Karotreshian Ambassador was just finishing his
prepared remarks. The man had suffered horribly from his
poisoning, and his feeble voice proved difficult to hear. The
Winterhawk repected his dedication to these talkspecially
that he had come when he should really be in bed. His
military advisor, the volatil&enior Hakar Alyana Heska
stood behind his chair, arms crosdsatnedwar maskin
place Her powerful physigue dwarfetle ambassador,
making him appear even more delicate, and she watched
everyone with narrowed eyes.

Her ambassador concluded
everyone that the egef the entire world are upon Fructus
Isle. We must maintain an open and honest acenidi,above

al |, cl ear and truthful di al

The Winterhawk joined the polite and brief applause,
though it grieved him terribly for what was about to happen.
He rose, bowed to the assemblage, and began.
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fAmbassador s, del egat es, and
everyone certainly knows the attacks of last night have laid
my ambassador low. She will recover, but it is my unfortunate
duty to stand before you today and bring your attention to a
troubling matter . O-bouhdpackati d hi s h
i Do ¢ u noa has r@dched us implicating a second guilty
party in the sinking of Kartoreshiaippingin Qualat Mon
harbor. o
Murmurs. Only Hadross and Gregorio had no reaction
beyonda respective glarand a tight smirk. The Free Cities
Envoy was, predictably,stal ed. fAYou are sayi n
Hadrossian forces had assistance to sink these ships? | had not
heard this thing. o
il should be very surprised i
Envoy. o Al I eyes watched the pac
to the envoy.
She untied the ribbon, brokiee sealandbegan to
scanthe top pageHer eyes widened, and she sucked in a
breath. ABut this would implicat
The Karotreshian Ambassador sat with his head
bowed, unmoving. His advisor stood stock still, completely
rigid. The Winterhawk reognized extreme shock in her
posture, despite the mask. The Ambassador had known. The
advisor had not. I nteresting. He
Karotresh has been conducting a clandestine military buildup
in Qualat Mon. An underground base, for whichttioep
transport was destined.t was di sgui sed as a
Thenewsrippled through the table as well, but he spoke over
t hemcr ii on deplores this violatd.i
time-honored neutrality, and moves to censure Kartoresh for
theseaci ons. 0

Gregoriosaid,i Tel | ori a seconds this
Al mpossi blSenlortHakara ifidMatdhaem Env oy
how can we be certain this isno6t
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The envoy held up the damni ng
King Nasierods of fi chisdrectoslasal , i s
to the commanding officenf this secret outpost. And you
would smile at us behind your maskad havaisacceptyou
asfriends,yetall the while you turn our cities into forward
camps foré for whatever evil pur

i We had dge oftis! @wrhyevord of
honor! o

The Winterhawk said, AYour ai
di sagree. 0

Indeed, the Kartoreshian sat, head still bowed. He
raised hiseyestothtn voy and s adpalogizei Kar t or e
to the Free Cities for its role in damaging relatibasveen
our sovereign states. We wil!/| ac

Hi s advisor was s®dooked agai:

ifBe atSempoetdakaeo |t was t he firs
voice had raised above a murmamd the effort strained him.
ilt stanhyowi mlowt lde

EnvoyHarigwas angry, that much wa
light of these new developments, the Free Cities have no
choice but to expel Karotreshian assets and interests from our
borders. o

Ambassador Jahroon spoke. #fAl
most exquisite Scion King Hadrosge respectfully request a
return to nor mal relations with

ANo. O

That stung the old fish. i NO °
AfJust because your ol d enemi e
does not excuse your complicity in sinking those ships in the
first place. 0

il t wasdiwecowheor ed this duplic
AAnd did what with that, hm?
Conducted your preemptive strike
Jahroondés tentacles twitched,
politician to moderate his tone.
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brought to you at the earliest possible moment. Hadross
wishes nothing more than frank and open friendship with the
Free Cities. o
TheEnvoy was unimressed, and crossed her arms.
iYet you see fit to initiate midl
waters, andvithout a single word! If this had been brought to
us by your own hand, then, perhaps your words might have
some basis. But instead, it is Achrion that discovers the deed,
and shows its friendship to be genuine. No. Two wrongs do
not a right make. Both Haolss and Kartoresh shall remain in
expulsion until redress i s made.
Heskal eaned across the table. 0
the same category as those backs
Jahroonds tone got harsh. A H e
this coarse language and unfouhldea c cus at i ons. 0
The Kartoreshian AmBemsrsador |
HakarHeska& i
But she was having none of it
seen the proof. You murdered tho
Jahroon was in his element. His voice was smooth
and calmi We h al t e dbuildup.uHadrossiwill eakga |
any action necessary to secure i
AYour borders do not include
Jahroon stood, fists on the tabfecalculated gesture.
iNeitherd do your s.
The Winterhawk held up a fi ng¢
passions grow liklames: they can both blind and burn.
Therefore, Achrion moves for a recess. A cooling off period.
Two weeks, in which we may all conduct our investigations
into these attacks on our dignitaries, and communicate with
our governments. The incident at Quaéfain is now a matter
of record. More on that cannot U
Jahroon had none of it. AYou
cover up your wrongdoing. Hadross Tower is filled with your
assassinbds corpses. o0

106



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley

The Winterhawks hook hi s head. ifAcr hi
nothmg t o do with that assault. o

AExpl ain then how the attack:é
hardware. o

fStol en. o

Jahroon scoffed. AAmMm | to bel
combat harnesses bearing Dragon Legion markings could so
easily go missing?bo9

AFor t he | oenthetouthfalsgilere.y , ev
Such forgeries are a simple matter for one wealthy enough to

pay their assassins in gold ingo
i Y o umit yod know how they were padl.
il know they carried ingots,
identical markings. As did the assasghmet struck at my
ambassador in herotherselsavedence. As

di scovered. 0 He swept his hand a
Felskar grinned. The Winterhawkntinued fi We have not
heard opinions from Fel skar or T
Gul raast s pthnkirg isfwasting time tofi A m
track assassins to employer. Attacks are being clumsy effort to
spread bl ame amongst del egati ons
The Winterhawk noddedi Agr ee d, but even
clumsiest blade still bears a fatal edge. If but one attempt
succeeded, it would mufficient cause for war, to any nation
with a grievance, and one must admit, between our two
nations at | east, there are many
Gulraast smiled. fils being t1
hasty as to mobirdvoludomarypreyo pl eds gl
over simplefailed assaultAm thinking delay also plays to
enemi esd® hands, no? Agreements a
send us here to reach, and agreements are forging stronger
bonds. Is being clear that hidden hands on Fructus move
against any such accords.
Hes kfaiésst j arred the tabl e. i K
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Her ambassadords head was bac
His breathing seemed steady, but labored. He nodded his head
weakly.
Ambassador Jahroon sneered. f
would be inordersoth#star t or esh can col |l ect
Her finger stabbed trote air . f
take orders from that side of th
The Winterhawk said, AfPati en
averts a hundred days of sorrow.
AAnd you! Stop spoustheng pr ove
trut h! How did you know about th
Jahroon crossed his arms and addressed the
Wi nt er hawk. fikde &ovotkissas wed.u | d
Esepcially sincelte esteemed Achrionian dignitary has come
bearing the very pr oimdntiomsf Ki ng N
t hat was stolen from our tower |
The Winterhawk was prepared f
admit to the espionage without handing Hadross a diplomatic
incident, nor could he lie bolthced to the assemblage when
the truth may yet be substated. And yet it was a truth

everyone knew. He had to be caut
ahead, one shouldquire withtravelersin the opposing
direction 0

Everyone was silent a momehteskag r o wl e d , ATha

doesndét say anything. o
The Sevridan behind Jahmo s ai d, iYes it d
means there was a spy, but not necessarily one he Idired. |

may have seen t hem, in fact. o
Jahroon rounded on him. AAnd
The Sevridan glanced around t

do you really wantto go into thecircumeaences here?0 T

Winterhawk appraised the Sevridan, whom he believed to be
Jahroondés captain of the guard.
though his armor was new and he bore fresh scars. The fact
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that he had spoken in Wi nterhawk

spymaser.

Jahroonb6és tentacles twitched
bl ack coal s. iwe wil| di scuss th
AiwWell, Achrion? What say you to

The Winterhawk shrugged.! woul d humbl y a:
definitive proof iof ®thkihsi @¥indD Y a wi
Jahroon pointed at the packet in front of the envoy.

AThere it sits. o
AWith respect, that is proof
wrongdoing, not ours. o0

Senior HakaHeskaleaned across the table, her voice
l ow, but furi ous. uUSWithbadmssy ou s ece
We took no lives. O
The Winterhawk countered, Y et you rattl ed
saber . o
Heska wasnot fAhNaov ionnge aknnye wo fa bi ot
t his! | t -6aRlingdfthé threass arb made into
words. o
AThe hidden bl ade is often t
Se threw her hands up in fru
even substantiated that this document is legitimate. You said
yourself that forgeries are easily obtairiedthose with
enough money. There is clearly a
He hel d uph,a afnidn cheern.c e AAc hr i o
humble request for a two week recess. Substantiation can be
made by communicating with our governments. | believe |
can speak for everyone here when | say that we would be
most relieved to hear that the death of your troops, however

f

tragic, was thanks to a fool 6s e
She seemed to swell, and anger rolled off her in
waves, and she coul dnot speak fo

wondered what could possibly have touched a nerve.
Gul raast cleared his throat.
reconvédi ng until tomorrow would sui
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Kartoresh Ambassador whose eyes were closed, and mouth

hung open, breathing hard. #AYour
wel l . 0
Heskadi dndét even | ook. HANot wunt

point! o Her f itenentpadremoughtatatied her
the glasses on the table.

The huge pignan behind Gulraast growled.

Gul raast sai d, iAh, and Voy i

hour is now well past mid a y . Il's time for brie
TheEnvoy added her voilde. WfAThe
agree, and move to recess until

Ambassador Jahroon would have

we are not done with Achrién! A
Heskas hout ed at Gulraast, fiYou
brought! Thid!/ fisndédt even cl ose
Gul raast was s aogcesramg beingi Ba h'! R

difficult to hear. Am being but poor old man whdi
Everything was disintegrating around the
Winter hawk. He caught Gregori o00s
with hands folded, cool as a win
He didndét f evermbink. He di dnodt
Sit atop the mountain to watch the dragons squabble,
Winterhawk thought. He clapped his hands loudly for several
moments until everyone quieted a
point of order, honored delegates, Achrion still holds the
floor. It is clear that the Kartoreshian Ambssador is
indisposed, and we would move to recess until at least
tomorrow. 0
Heskas hook her head. #nAKartoresh
i P 1 eSerdoeHakaHeska, we cannot fully
recognize your authority to spea
iMydel egati on speaks with one
Her ambassador groaned audibly and tumbled from
his chair.
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AAnd yet the deepest anger d«
deepest pain. Thosefavor of recess until tomorrow morning
on humanitarian grounds??o
The vote was unanimous against her. Only then did
the Heskaseem to take in the situation. He could read the
expression she shot him through her mask. Hatred and rage,
the likes of which hedd almost never seen.
The delegates gathered their things and departed
by one amid the general murmur of conversatibleska
directed the guards to carry the ambassador, and departed
through an opposite door. She even left a number of papers on
the able.
The Winterhawk watched her go, and turned the
conversation over and over in his mind. What had so enraged
her? All reports of Alyana Heska showed a brilliant young
woman of fiery temperament, but hardly such a rampaging
dragon. He looked up to seethree Cities Envoy glancing at
him as she said a few very brief, sharp words to Ambassador
Jahroon, who then left huffing and upbraiding the Sevridan
captain. The envoy appraised the Winterhawk again for a
moment, then departed.
The Deathbloom said quigtl, A Shoul dnét you
be sitting down, masteiThe doctor was very clear that you
should rest as much as possible.
AWhere did Gregorio and Gul r
ARi ght behind each other, he:
corridor. Opposite Kartoresh. o
He sighed, and lowerddmself into his chair. He
massaged his hip. It ached and burned, now that his mind had
time to spare. At least there was medicine in the carriage.

AiNever grow old, my student. Or
a battle, then stay up all night to fightamaet r o ne . 0O
AYes, master. o

iwhat went wrong there? Can
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She pursed her Il ips. fAToo mal
to advise an extended recess. o0
He held up a finger. fAAh. Ri ¢
peace. But not everyone at that table wighesac e . 6 He
looked up at the high dais and the empty throne where the
Archon, the supreme voice of the Celestial religion, once sat.
il am missing something. Somethi
eluded me, and it was vital today. It was not my intention to
provoke. And yet, it is a poor craftsman that blames his
tool s. o
A messenger hurried in. He wore the gréelted
sash of the Free Cities. He handed Diglaibm a note, and
scurried out.
She read it and groaned. She passed it to him with a

sigh.

Hereaditaloudi Honor ed Col |l eague, it
to me that you must have been unaware $leatior Hakar
Al yana Heskabs brother was kill e

that drowned in Qualat Mon Harbor. Your remarks may have
touched off more ire than intended. Yours, RCEyna Har i g.
He crumpled the note and hid his eyes in a wave of

sudden weariness. fil have spent
at the sake of the trees. I mu st
AApol ogi ze! You had no ideal!l

i Wor ds rdsrcah bathweot to the quickety
injury to the body heals much eastefertime. No. | was

wrong. And it is I|Iikely that she
tomorr ow. [ fear for her ambassa
my apology public. 0 His hip was

change the dressing, ahd definitely neegldt he t oni c. @ B!
tomorrow. Tomorrow. Fornow | et us return to
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CHAPTER NINE 7T DANCE

Gulraast called to Gregorio as they neared the grand

cathedr al doors. fAAmbassador. A
Gregorio glanced at the doors, flung wisligh
brilliant sunlight streaming in.
here. 0 He |l ed the way between twv
many vast pillars. Alf we must p
direct sunlight. o
Gulraast grinned. iriglguitd eed. Y«

yourself today. o

The bald vampire smirked, a ghoulish expression with
his pointed ears and sharp chin. A monstrous visage,
especially when he grinned. Aln
more like myself than with the mystiqgue upon me after dusk.
But what can this humble servant

AnOh, just asking moment to c:
tal k, and your silence in counci
Gregorio grinned. He did that often, showing his
fangs. fAGood. 0

Gul raast gr uuwstCGeedgariotbldo di dnodt
anything but look after Gregorio first, and Telloria a distant
second. fAls not it being in Tell
Achrion and Karotresh on friendly terms? Neutral at least?

Telloria is being rather poorly placed between these

powers, no? Geographically, am s
He shrugged, the picture of innocence, for a vampire.
AiNot at all. They share a border

iThey a rmounwihoadsoider.gVith only
three passes, if am recalling. Passage via Tellorian interior is
beingmuch si mpler matter. o

He shrugged again. fiBut why ¢
to get at each other? Of the Free Cities, only Falour stands in
t he way. o
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Gulraast was nodding and wore a titjpped smirk.
AnOh, and would also violeate what
Cities neutrality, no?o

AAchrion did that when they &
your own disagreements. O

nls exactly so! And Free Citi
And, so, they become more nervous. And tensions rise! And
the drums grow loder! Is longer game you plgam
thinking. o

Gregorio feignetavaopie st y. 0 W
after all. And this certainly helps you and Hadross in your
endeavors. o

Gulraast narrowed his eyes. i
true. And now am wondering at wonderful gift given last
night. o

AGi ft?2o0

i Y eEntire legion of Tellorian mercenaries descends
upon humble townhome. Was much exercise. So timely. Voy
was growing soft. o

iSuch a shame you dondt have
down in all those sublevel s. Ho w

Gul raast satfawrAkheugh, pefhépb ,
exercise room, too, would have suffered much damage from
invasion. My laboratory is now being shambles. Many
chemicals destroyed. Many devi ce

Gregorio shook his head sadl
are truly atrial, arethe not ? 0

AiThough not all was | ost. Mu ¢
invention from Teknes Universityses time itself as
distillate! Can unmake chemical reaction in very small
guantitiesAma zi ng! o

Gregorio shrugged. Al f you s:¢

AiAh, but amic.gVasnotimachsleeg. f t op
And, is sad, but some houseguests escaped with many, many
papers. o0
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Gregorio tskdéd. fACareless to
around. o
Gulraast grunted. AWould be

excellent housekeeper and has great disdain for clutter. And
my safe is being but simple solid steel with technomantic
temporal lock andoice key. Thus, have only self to blame.

Such a crude mechanismwaschilsl pl a¢g, surel y.
Gregoriobs lips twitched, amil
ABut am thinking now: sSo0o man)

and done in same ways. Is appearing clumsy attempt to sow
discord i
AWhich very nearly succeeded
Achrion. o
fi | nd e édqing eaper. Was appearing as simple
ploy perpetrated by same mastermind thanks to commonality
of payment. These gold ingots wi
you seeMy gold ingots, no? And who would know most
about their disappearanad? 0

Gregorioappeaed shocked. AYour gol
amaze me! 0
Gulraast waved that away. fB:

be playing as children. Of everyone at table, we have been
masters of our houses here for longest. We at least can salute
each other to jobs well done. My pliomes in, my gold

walks off, and mercenary armies descend upon talks. And
why? Is not for discord. Is for information. Is to hide spies
searching for it. Is theft wrgmallunderlarge banner of
attempted murdets clever. Very cleveo.

Gregoriosaidat hi ng, but si mply smi
can prove nothing. o
AAnd i f coul d, why shoul d | I

c a u s ehdet us say inconvenience at time. But now, with
tensions rising furtherstdli He br oke off when
Wi nt er ha wk 6lesgolden anmos doraitkgaldowvn the

central hall. The old man passed by their conversation spot,
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and Gulraast noted how he leaned heavily omliko. His
student hovered nearby.
Gregorio and Gulraast both nodded to him as he
passed. He returned the nods vgthvity.
When his shadow on the marble floor had receded
psst the great doors, Gregorio pi
with tensions still rising, and in mostly advantageous places
for Felskar, you have no reason to voice your suspicions at all.

And,infct, every reason to drop you
Aioh, well, pdeoppmginpestigatiant t o b e
But fervor for resolution is, e h

somewhat ofbalance due to skillful maneuvers by esteemed
opponent though . Whomever this hiddenand may be, of
course. A tiny bit more leverage might be called for. Is

troubling matter, after all . o
Gregorio grinned. nABy al/l me é
Youdll find nothing before itéds

Gulraast raised an eyebrow. I
what ?0

AEverything. o6 He paused, | i st
brightened with the sunés return
he said |l oudly, AMay | <change th

the way the Winterhawk goaded that poor woman in council
today?0o0
Gulraast narrowed hieyes at Gregorio. The bat was
up to something. He glanced around, saw no one, but most of
therooowasnodédt visible from their po
pillars. He | owered his voice. AEhK?
who brought fighting words to table. Even tomadf ignoring
own ambassadoroés extreme distres
Gregorio continued in the same loud voice. Not
shouting, but projecting. nOh, cC
cagey at the worst of times. Certainly enough to push an
opponent offbalancen a verbal debate.dHwas trying to
enrage her. It was obvious. 0
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Gulraast teetered his hand one way then the other.
AEh, perhaps. Am not thinking an

necessarily being untrue. 0O
Awhy all those damned prover.l
talking down to her the entire timé€.o a | | of wus. o
Gulraast grimaced. iHa. Il s t1
Achrionian 6wisdomd in | arge dos

being designed to hold people in their place, theraked
6stati @nd®Baihn ol i f e

AExactly. And surelydhe knew
brother, rotting in the harbor. Exactly the kind of statement to
enrage her. Calling his death a

Understanding dawned on Gul r e
now! Yes, was not believing such fire would be welcome at
council. Nowthiss sense am hearing. 0
Gregori o wasnoét done, this | :
his voice echoed in the grand ha
about anger concealing pain? He certainly knew about that
brother, and used his death to run circles around that poor
woman. O
Gulraastodéds brows were drawn
speaking ? A
Alyana Heska rounded the pillar, a tower of fury, and
bore down on Gregorio.
Gregorio gasped in surprigdis werewolf bodyguard
sucked in a breath and begartremsform She flung her
forgotten diplomatic papers in its face as a blind. One punch
flattened its muzzle and a backhand brought it down.
Gulraast felt Voy tense, but held out an arm to
restrain hi m. SefidlddkaH!e skwe r yhod @!! 0
She did not. She seized Gregoriotbe throat and
lifted him off the ground. nWher
Gregorio struggled weakly. His voice was strangled.
Awé whé Who?o
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Her roar echoed through the entireroénil hat ol d
man! o

AJusté |l eft. Caé carriage. 0

She threw him against the pillar, acttarged off.

Gregorio was on his feet in an instant. His distress
had fallen away like a shroud. In fact, he was gleeful.
iPerfect. Absolutely perfect. o

Gulraast was stil!]l a little
unhurt ?0

fnShe forgot that toliveddmded ai r
when have | ever moved that slow, even when surprised?

Wait, are you saying you didnot
have the quietest step.o

He hadnét . AAt my age, my ea't
once were. o

Awel l , if this deteghmét ki ck

will. If Kartoresh murders the Achrionian delegate, theyl
break of diplomatic relationsAt the very leasth

Gulraast had to admit, the old bat had played her
perfectly. AnOf course, i s assumi
prevail .o
Gregorios cof fed. #AOh, pl ease. He
ht. Didndét you see him | eavin
ely keep him upright. o
AHIi s prot®g® was accompanyi ni
too, no?o0

Gregori o shrugged.seniirHave vyou
hakari n acti on?o

GulraasthadiWoul d be fight to be s
paused and they looked at each other a morGamtaast
gesturedi We are taking my carriage?0

il 6d s disudlighttawagch this one!

Theyeagerly hurried aftehe enraged Heska.

Their galloping carriagedunced over Cathedral
Districtés cobbled streets as Vo
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them out of the way. They caught up just in time to see Heska
seize theAchrioniancarriag® wheelwith her bare hands
The thing jerked to a stap the middle of a treéned plaza.
The shocked driver fell to the ground, and she wrenched the
wheel clean away. It shattered a storefront window.
People ran, or screamed, but most simply stared as
two of the giant blue Wrath Children ran at her fréwit
positions asthe vguard. he Wi nt er hawkdés pr ot ¢
guards shot out of the carriage.
She met thenall, blade for blade. Her fury
overwhelmed even thmassiveéWrath. Herswordssliced the
air in a savage dance. She shattered weapons, drew blood, and
kicked one human gud square into one of the many trees
lining the street. He hit face first, and slumped against the
trunk.
Gregorio and Gulraast watched from thagh
carriage.
Only the protégéthe Deathbloom she was called)
proved any challenge. Their weapons metsieéd, and rang.
The Deathbloom was the wind, and Heska was the immovable
stone. But the Deathbloom attempted a leg sweep, bounced
off, and staggered. She barely deflected a mighty downstroke.
i E n o uTha Winterhawk had finally emerged
from the disabledarriage. His pet dragdaungedacross his
shoul der s. ATroops, disengage! o
he leaned on hidalkoas heavily as ever.
The Deathbloom leaped away, soared, and landed
beside her master, unharmed, but breathing very hard. The
Wrath backed off, and the human guards had pulled
themselves into a tight formatiatt he Wi nt er hawk o6 s
Heska paced furiously back and forth before them,
not even slightly winded. She clutched b&des in a
deathgripHer v oi ce f i | mmamdouthdve street .
dishonored me, my brother, and my nation. You will answer
forthisinb | ood! 0o
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His pet dragon hissed at her from his shoulder, but the

Winterhawk stilled it with a tou
burning house. We are not enemigeniorHakarHe s k a . 0
AEnough of your proverbs! Yol

battl el o

The Winterhawk sighed, and |
refer to my inadvertent use of vy
one knee, put his hand on his he
apologies] truly did not know. 0

Her pacing halted. Gulraast heard Gregorio suck in a
breath. The entire street was still, and the wind rustled the
trees.

Al dondét bel ihlenvweyuyababed.0 s he s:

Gregorio hissed with pleasur
sure heagreed this time. But the art of diplomacy was to serve

his nationds interests. He had d
many a time.
She continued, fiYou know t oo

that, spymaster. TheauntedWinterhawk of Achrion, with
documents fresh frotdadross Tower had no idea what
information he wasusing? She shook her head.
began paci he agai n. i NO
ASuch rage, 0 Gregorio cooed.
ils partdy iwmflamstklei nki ng, 0

Gul raast. AEl e me swaguhguardecd und wi t h
mnd.And in her ssighed eé. o6 He just
The Winterhawk rose. iThen, f

respectfully point out that the odds are somewhat heavily
against you? | have no desire for further unnecessary
bl oodshed. 0

nOodds? Pah! Your | egionnaire:
are wounded, and your student is weak. And what of you, old
man? You usSe your weaqeptablyas a ca
even. o
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il assure you, I am in perf e
straight now, weapon in an easy grip.

Gulraast raised an eyebrow. Yet maleception?
Where the Winterhawk was in play, no one could be sure.

Shouts and running feet made everyone turn to look
behind. A half dozen Ashmen and four massive Pelegarth
warrior women muscled their way through the thickening
crowd.Behind them stalked monster of horns and crimson
skin. They formed up around their leader, and the crowd
inched backwards from the thickening tensiomgréwfor a
long minute as the groups faced off.

Heska spoke first. fiYou say )
A Of ¢ ou nhe Wintérhakkoaked it.
AiThen | c¢challenge you for mall

interfere. o

The Winterhawk ook only a moment to
accept. o

His protégé looked dtim sharply, but said nothing.
His petdragon leaped to her shoulders.

The Winterhawlcontinuedin a very loud voice A L et
it be clear to all that this is a private matter, and our nations
are uninvolved. o

Gregorio snorted. ASure, that
Wrath. Look at his student. Look at the body language of the
Kartor es hiiawmattea omgtst.e r6P.r Ni ce tr

Gulraast could read tiedtuationl i ke a | etter.
being possible. So |l ong as batt]l

Heska continued formally. fAN:¢

Gulraast knewhe Winterhawk had little choice here.
Duelingcodedidnaa | | ow f or trickery such

6pl aying cardsé or o6fl ower bouqgu
anything, so long as it was sufficiently lethal.

AOQur own will suffi,saeid Name
the Winterhawk.

Heskabds choi cefi Dsevartphr.iossed no ¢
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TheWinterhawksighed and looked suddenly very,
very tired. ASo be it.o

Gregoriods grin was predator)

one against the old man. 0

Gulraast looked at Gregorio with suspicianGo | d or

bills?0

Gregorio grinned. Alngot s.

Gulraast snog d . AHMph. You make

andit was happening far too quickly for his calculatiods.
shook on it anyway. AAM bett

Senior HakaAlyana Heska squared off agairthe
Winterhawk in the crowded street. Their troops kept the
crowd from pushing too close, although what fools would be
anywhere near this kind of battle, Gulraast could not say. He
was just glad they had a good view from the tall carriage.

The Winterhawk stood in an easy sidelong stance,
dalkobehind him, free arm stretched forwavdh hand
raised. Heska held her blades tight, crossed low.

She charged. No roar, no shout, just movement,
sudden and rapid. Her blades sliced like scissorghbut
Winterhawk ducked, whirled, and swept for her feet. She
leaped forward over the sweep, rolled, and spun to face him as
she rose.

Now they circled, just beyond tlialk o Brgreach.
Heskads blades trailed fall.i
saidi Hmm. | thought she used f
people. o

]

ing

ng
ir

0
ok
didndét really feel |ike joking.

V

Gul raast had seen this befor e
coat

exception. See how frost is
Gregorio spoke admiringly
man i s slowing down. 0

ltwastrueThe Wi nterhawkoés breath

and it came a little more rapidly than expected aifigrone
exchange
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The Winterhawk struck first thigme. A feint for her
head, and auslden reversal to bring hiso | e dluntmand
swinging in asweepingarc Heska blocked by main force,
shoved the haft away, and ducked inside his range. Her
pommel caught him square on his armored chest with such
force that they heard his gasp. He vaulted over her just in time
to miss a reversing slice. He landed, reversaihagnd this
time his feint worked. His edge whisked just past her parry
and drew a bloody gash down her arm.

Heska growled, but had no time for a counterattack.

The Winterhawkoés bl ade darted at
rapid thrusts. She parried Wiflat-bladed slaps, and was

pushed, back and back, until she tripped over the unexpected

curb. The Winterhawk lunged, she threw herself flat, and his

bl ade passed between her maskos
in a crouch, tensed, and launched hergdifra. He spun

aside, but her blade ripped a conduit free from his back. It
splutteredwrithing steam thenfell limp.

Yet the Winterhawk was unmove
mountains, but stumbles on stone
mor e aware. o0

She glowered, aw breathing hard and growling.

Gregorio chuckled. AAnd stil!l
had him. o

Gulraast kept his own counsel. There was something
wor king in the Winterhawkos mind

This time Heska roared, swelled, and launched
herself, blades first. The Wierhawk backpedaled and
sidestepped behind a tree. Her blades slicedreecleanly
from its base, and it fell towards the Winterhawk. He hand
flipped backwards beneath the canopy as it fell on him.

She waded into the a | | e thicktgreen éoliage,
and her blades were as frozen scythes. Leaves, branches and
twigs flew as she sought the Win
from the fallen canopy behind héeaping high, and hislade
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came down before him. Skieflectedhis falling blow, but it
was wrenchedrom her hand, and skittered across the
cobblestones.

Yet, the Winterhawk landed hard, and his foot caught
onabranch. Only long training kept him upright, ddd s k a 6 s
remaining blade sought his head. It settled for his bracer,
which cracked and fell awaamid a glisteningbloody arc. He
spun through the momentum, out of the fallen canopy, and
into the clear street. He dropped into a defensive poshae
dalkod ®ng haftacross his backleskastalked out of the
fallen canopy, ominous and inevitable.

NfBeating the grass only al ert
AYou should be more cautious. o0 A
badly from the canopy falling on him.

Her breathing quickened, and her growl sounded
animal. Alien. Rage fell défher in waves, and she looked
every inch a tower of death.

Gulraasigrinnedinwardya s t he Wi nt er hawk 6

dawnedonhim To Gregori o he said, #AAr
sweeten pot, no?o
Gregorio |l ooked at him, surpt

|l osing. 0

Gulraast shrugged. AnEgh, per he
mere coin. Perhaps my old friend has reté¢dor more
interesting wager?

Gregorio did not answer.

The duel continued. More ringing blows. Now the
Winterhawk was clearly in the inferior position. Their
swordplay echoed the length of the street ancechttlindows
in theirpanes, such was their might

Gregori o spoke wit Bwaeter | ooki t
pot?2l 6m | i stening. o0

AAmMm thinking | et t-aggressidn f r i en
is being in order, no? Above and beyond what ordinary
treaties our glorious nains currently enjoy. Further,
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agreement to host Felskartms wi t hin Tel |l ori an
for protection, let us say. In case of most unfortunate incidents
bet ween Felskar and Achrion. o
Gregorio glanced at Gulradst a half secondbut he
onlyhadeye§ or t he battl e. AThat ds qu
that ol d mands staggering steps.
carriage as Heska slammed the ground with her fist and ripped
up a huge flagstone. She flung it, and it clipped the
Winterhawk. It smashed into ti#ehrion carriage, startling
the driverless horses. They ran, and the carriage disintegrated
as it bounced down the street.
The Winterhawk leaned heavily on Hiialka,
breathing very hard.
Gregorio |l ooked at Gulraast.
constant updatesn the situation between you and Hadross. |
want to know exactly when you intend to strike Kartoresh, the
Free Cities, and | want it all w
warning. | want a formal condemnation from your
government for Kartoresh and Achmi@ streatrmheht of each
othes 6 del egations at these talks.
personal favor from you, to be c
The Winterhawk said something else to Heska that
Gulraast did not hear. SheroaredS TOP TALKI NG AND
FIGHT! DAMN YOU!0
Gulraast |icked his |ips. #fAl:
muchagainmore than | wager. And with three to one against
my maneé. o0
Gregorio grinned, AYou want e
Consider them upped. o
In an instant, Gulraast measured everything he knew
of the Winterhawk versues everything he knew of Gregorio.
Heshook on it. Ails done. O
Now Heska pressed her attack, literally towering over
the Winterhawk and staggering him with every swing.
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Gregoriomurma r e d , nl s it me , or h a
foot of height?o0
Gul raast nodde dsustaningloowar mas|

Fury feed mask, mask feed fury.
fDoes it have an end?o0
AiWhen heart stops. Or kill ed.
AiThat is odgyW. imands strate
Gregorio stared at him a moment. Then grimaced.
AnHa. Well done, my old friend. V
you only win if he can hold out that long. Something tells me
the final verse is being written

Gulraast tended to agree. He licked his lips,ahly
hint of nervousness he betrayed. Funneling secret war plans
would earn him no friends Felskar, no matter the plognd
owing Gregorio a favor was very nearly worse.

Heska hadinally recovered her second blade, and the
Winterhawk brought his weap up to parry a double
downstroke. The haft parted, and he fell on his rump. She
jumped forward with both feet. He rolled aside into a crouch.

The flagstone shattered under her boots where his head had
been.

They were both breathing like marathoners @ th
final mile. He looked at his broken weapon, then at her.

Hi s prot®g® yell eddakdtoMast er ! ¢
him.

He knocked it away. f@ANo! Thi :
The | esson i s no thebyoken hatohesr . 6 He
weapon and held the blaadby the remaining haft like a
battleaxe. AO0Only the young find

Heska hurled a blade, end over end and charged. He
sidestepped the blade, rolled forward beneath her charge, and
launched a clumsy and predictable backward slicerdegs.

She easily stepped out of range, and straight on to the dropped
haft. It rolled under her foot, and she staggered to one knee.
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The Winterhawkés | ethargy vani sh
shouldered her over, and his blade was on her throat.
Thecrowdgasped and Gregori ods mout
open.
The Winterhawk spoke loud enough for all to h@at.
yieldtoyou,inpeacddo you accept?0
The entire assemblage held its breath for a very long
momentfor the answer
Al &€ ayoorgigdh 0 She dropmed her v
sword, and everyone sighed. The Dragons began a cheer that
his student halted with a strident gesture. The Winterhawk
leaned over his defeated foe and said something inaudible. He
rose, dropped his broken weapwext to her hegdand walked
away.
Heska @d not rise. After several seconddmost a
full minute,the crowd began to disperse.
Gulraast turned ghape®s egor i o.
make out what was sai d?0o0

Gregori o shook his head. #ANo,
about O6age dam@harpeas.ecCt e by 6

iHa! I ma kQulrapsbvagall grinso ? 0

iYes, yes, very amusing. 0 He
hand over his bald pate. dAWell.
know heéd said O6private matter 6,
This still counts as a dipheatic incident. If | know King
Nasier, heoll take it as an insu

Gulraast shrugged. AnPier haps
lie to be saying Achrion will not exult in victory. The duel,
the personal chall enge, is integ

Gregoriod dnét comment on that. f

your sixty ingots by then end of the week. Andhen shall |
expect this treaty?o

iThe same time. Wild.l not t ak:e
and Voyo6s calligraphy wil! amaze
Gregori o grumbl ed. AVvery well
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fi C a ndroppag you somewhere? Goritsi Tower,
perhaps? |Is not far.o

Gregorio was annoyed. He hidatilry well, but
Gulraask new t he ol dkyow mopMaster . Al tha
Il ronwar d. | believe 10611 step ou
Congratul ations again.o

He left, walking away from thelestroyed plaza
Shopkeepers surveyed the damage, and the Watch was on
hand to keep order. Heskads troo
still she lay therén the streetUnmoving.

ils hard tGuliaasigajdtodimdeld at , 0
AfHave | ain there myself many tin
out thecarriagewi ndow. fAVoy, home. 0
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CHAPTER TEN i DROWNING SORROWS

Alyana took many hours to walk back to the

Kartoresh compound. Shedd | ain i
stunre d i f that coul d dBestend i be it
By a nattering old man. And the
ears onlyé. She shoved the words

them another thought. People on the street made way for her,
though she barginoticed. Children were shuffled indoors,
and adults gave her a wide berth.

Her thoughts turned to the battle once more. Oh, she
had won, technically. But in reality? No. It wais blade at
hert hr oat , no matt erbyhieddmgthe 6d t ri
her., And shedd acowetgmsdoddeathd@ics pi t e |
that make her a coward? The question made the bile rise in
her throat.

She wondered what reception
troops. Or théAmbassador.

Dusk was nearly done when she arrived at the
conpound. The gate guard had doubled. They saluted, and she
asked the Pelegarth Howler in co
Ambassador ?0

The howlerdés expression was |
transformed nature of her face. Yetr eyes werasguarded
as any .mMRemanPesr ati ng, though he
you the moment you returneBienior Hakar 0

Alyana nodded, and passed through as they all
saluted, hands on hearts.

The ambassador lay in his chambers on the huge four
post bed, propped up by more pillows than tsloeight
possible. His mask was on, but he seemed asleep, head back,
mouth open, breathing labored.

TheSurgeornwas in attendance and spoke quietly to
her, Al f you BemiorHakarBechasshadr vy br i ef
several shocks today. | fear for himsurvivindie ni ght . 0
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She nodded. ALeave us. 0
Shesettled intahe big chair beside the ambassador.
He | ooked so tiny and weak. True

looked away, and the weight of her failure pushed her
shoulders down.
AfHeskaéodo he croaked. fAWater,
She helped him drink.
He lay back, gasping. Even those few short gulps
seemed like heavy exercise.
AHeska, what have you done?0
She blushed fiercelgehind hermask Al t was aé
private matter. o0 She echoed the

rang hollow.
il hegeeved the Acrhionian Aml
of protest. Be thankful theyo6re
Some heat crept into her voi (

duel' And B w o nThéword almost stuck in her throat.

ABut before t hatrddpsYAttackech s s a ul t
their delegation. o

She thought to argue, but any counterpoint sounded

we ak. And wor s e, fal se. 08he | owe
She sighed. AFurious. 0
il know. Your mask had a hol ¢
obvious at the counci l tabl e. o
Shecoul dnot |l ook at hi m. il c a

entirely. o

He nodded, feebly. #Alt is goc
But now, I am | eft with a very s
were open, and he was | ooking st
has never been weakereb ve been expell ed fr

Cities. We have the deepest rift between us and Achrion since

they annexed Tymowtecadesago And t hese tal ksé
caught hisbreath but di dfiét Thbesght al ks,
were intended to cool tensions, have done ngthut escalate

t hem. o
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She said nothing. What could she say?

AioOn top of It I am dying. o
Now she s p GlurgeorsaibNio, t he
il can feel it I f 16d taken

deputy ambassador had been hereé
done. | have adne my duty. My deputy will arrive in the next

day or two, and sheol | take over
Alyana nodded. That might help stabilize the
situation.
He held out his hand. AYour \
The words struck her harder t
bl ows. She medin®dtelmpveidAm | di sm
ANo. You are suspended and t
duration. | cannot have you at the council table until
restitution has been made. 0 He
agai n, ﬁYour mask. 0
fi

Bu what i f the ddeigguit y amba:c
Ailn an emergency only! o The
coughmg. She helpddm drink from the glass agaibut his

gasping wracked his whole body. It was a long minute before

he could continue. HAAlyana, pl ea
colleague, and | regretithextremely. Yet, it is my duty to

serve the interests of the crown
hold out his hand this time. #fAYo

It was harder than she thought, to unhook it from her
belt and lay it across his lap. She felt lessened. Weakened.
Even though it would ba day or twdefore the power seeped
from her body, when her skin would return to its normal
softness and color. Her strength would fade. She wondered if
shedédd experience the withdrawal
He was looking at it, a harah its lacquered crimson
surface.
She asked, AiShoul d | |l eave tI
ambassador ?20
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fiYour choi ce. Wi t hout rank, \
Your former troops have loved and respected you like few
hakars, but now you are far beneath them. The interaction
may prove difficult.od

She nodded and stood. nAm | €

AYou may go. 0And, Alyanaeé

She paused at the door, hand on the handle.

il f we donot me et agai n, t hi ¢
dut vy. I hope you will yet be red

She nodded without looking back, amdved slowly
beyond the threshold. Before she closed the door, she heard
him say, #fAld6d forgotten how heav
She wouldnét stay in the c¢comj
There was no way. She gathered a few belongings in a small
satchel and madeshway through the courtyard. Her troops
were drilling, as normal, despite the moon having risen.
Covert glances and rueful muttering followed her passage. No
salutes. No words. She felt the absence of her mask. Of her
duty.
She went into the streets andmdered. Eventually
she wound up Dockside, where she supposed the unwanted
and useless always ended up. She walked into a noisy tavern
with a sign so worn and battered she could only make out a
lurid crab with a bottle. Silence descended immediately as her
tall frame filled the doorway.
All eyes tracked her as she stalked to theHar.
footsteps thumped on the woodenflddrh e di dndét meet
gazes. She took a seat on one of the only empty stools, in
front of an abandoned tankard. Two nervous patroriddes
her got up and moved to the standing bar along the back wall.
AWel hat 6s | ust great, 0 said e
to the can, and someone takes yo
She turned to see a Sevridan with hands on hips. She
recognized him as the Hadrossian Ambadsor 6 s capt ai n
the guard.
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Her gaze hardened. Al 6l mo Vv ¢
ADonb6t trouble yourself, 0 he
mug from in front of her. He sat in a vacated stool, one over.

iSeems | i ke everyone that had a
il &m not i conkhermaododohor Hadr
il agree, Nasier. Or do you |

She didndét answer and signal ¢
something toxic. Her metabolism would still be phenomenal
for at least the next day or three. She drathednugn one
go, and signaled fanother. A numbing warmth spread

through her throat and belly. i S
AnSorry. | kind of candét helop
eyes. il can see most of the bar
mug. AThat was an ,comipgfrensmei ve di s
thatdéds no small statement
She grunted. AChil dés play. o
AA hdarridnki ng woman are you?o
AAl most n C
He turned owards her. dAHa.

ever .o
t
i

She shot h
care?o0

He shrugged.y,fiCwraild y. Pl us |
guarter drunk, so my natural shyness around women is on the
wane. 0

m a suspicious gl

She grunted. AWhat about ar ol
He shrugged again. fAre we el
countries that | ike to bicker.o
She faced hi mncifoday sugpovting ou a't
your disgusting ambassador. What
He regarded her for a second, expression aineh
unreadabléo hereyes He replied sl owly, AT

Hadrossian? And hebdés my boss? Ev
putidex cuse for a Deepman. 0
That surprised her. AS0O you
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iTi de and teet h, no! That 6s |
Al most no one | ikes that wor m. E
commissionand hi s house is very infl.
stuck withhim. Why else can | be found in places like this
when | 6m off duty?o

AYoudbre a drunkard. o

He raised his tankard in sal.

etceteraéo He was silent th

Unt i | he said, f8alyy, Nasi e
ing at the Achrioni

t
r
ité hazy. The
e ranyauhr ough
wn as he jump
er eyes. fils
gossips?0
inltds one of the most exciti:
here i n a wséayingsomethgd KHédawdsed hi
empty mug at t he daratetnadeks é AlEVw
honestly never seen anything like it. Tdreemybody count in
ourtowerwasfortf our . That 6s not a hit ¢
pl atoon, if there is such a thin
Your security was |l acking. r
us.

I =

ur compound i s
s, abumdramluse youb
0 why you got

is tentacles twitched
secure of anyon
troops.We now have sixty T h
we got the knife. o
AwWell, youdl pardon me i f
Hadross. |1 tdéds a shame they did
iAl most di d. 0 wellgnfgrtda @ s e d . i A
thought better of his words, and tried to conceal them avith
long draw.

Yo
eob
at
e
I

|
n 6
n
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She waited a moment, then pr ¢
He took a deep breath, which had a strange,
ball ooni ng ef fyog wilyowmansweren. Al f |
guestion for me?od
She shrugged. ADepends i f t he
qguality.o
He chuckled. fAFair enough. I
reallyt hought about | etting the ass
treason to even think it, Bt think it | did. Or kill him
myself. All that fighting, and inthe heavy meé.e®@ He t ook a
deep briesatanhk.esiMan happen. Well,

to tell you that. oo
Alyana smiled tightly as a half dozen memories
rippled in her mindu?o06iNo. So, wh

He suppressd a b el oéa Two fhiBggs:r d o n
First, my nosey gods. Every time the thought occurred, or
when hedd jab at me, or make son
there. Warning me of the next squad. Keeping me on task.
Rel entl ess. 0 &hdlookddawajlethboka head,
very long draw.

To Alyanads eye he | soked anrt
were alien things, and she had little experience with them
beyond the battlefield. AAnd t he

He turned towards-steewar. Al dot
I t 6 ssimpleh \We have our squabbles and skirmishes, of
course, but thatdés one thing. |If
the excuse my king needs to march us off. Tide and teeth,
hedl | probably march us off anyw
hadahandinitNo i f | can help it.o

She peered at him. Shedd neve
speak this way. AYou know, | t hi

He snortedfi Z a v Blestoasted with his mug and
drained it. fASo, my question for

iGo ahead. o
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AiWhat set yadtheoodndiltasle?l badl y a
mean, the Achrionian can be annoying beyond endurance, but

you were fit to chew coral .o
She glared at him for a moment, but it melted in a
wave of fatigue. Shedd been so a

drink. AMy br otyHassossianaia Qualatr der ed
Mon harbor. o
Understanding hit the Sevridan. He was nodding,
AThat would make sense. I wonder
man said hit you like a blow. Was he just trying to piss you
off? That would be perfectly in keeping with histtac ¢ s . 0
It was probably the ale, but suddenly she felt like
tal king. AAt fi rliseeyehso. He di dna
explanationnow,bt it really dtthdnét seem
time. It was like everything that was said was calculated to
di shonor nayc rbirfoitchee.r 6ls sshoul dove
coming down, but | 6ve been angry
myself easy prey for my mask. o
The Sevridan signaled for anc

that. I n fact, when wedre studyi
Nasier,thd i r st l i ne i s: Make them an
She chuckl ed. fBad i dea. 0
AiNo doubt . Do i lloodiedtbeng, and

waters for the sharlDo it right though, and they run straight
into the net. o0
She stared into her mug. The foamy ale was reddish.
tremindedherb fr ot hy bl ood. AThat 6s w
duringourduelHe woul dneét shut up.
AOh, | et me guess: prover bs?c
AConstantly. o
The Sevridan laughed, a gurgling kind of sound that

wasnodét unpleasing. #Al coul dbéve t
words againstthai| d man. Even i f youdve
|l ogic, hedéll whip out some new p

conversation. Tide and teeth, | think he makes half of them up
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on the spot. Hi s ambassador is ¢
post, and she relies on himeavilyy, s | 6 ve seen him d
dozen times. 0

inWel | , it wor kedintomyhmaske |l e me n t
di dnot hel p, but the bl ame i s on
say the first thing youdre taugh
That might work on the rar&ndfile, which | &6 | | add i s
playing with fired i

ATr ue. I-slaghroed bysa iPeélegdrtio once. |
think 16m stildl a |ittle flat on

She grinned, amused. But ¢t he

is, | am® was aSenior HakarOur masks are powerful
instruments thatra only kept in check by our strength of will.
It should be nearly impossible to enrage us beyond reason.
Yet, thatdés exactly what happene
AYou were omMani pul ated
She slammed the mug down, startling the tavern into
si | e n c e .Eveiy Bnerhy wil try.to manipulate you.
Battlefields, conference tables, or having drinks at the bar,
everyone is seeking an advantage, and will use your
weaknesses against you. Yeannotsuccumb. | did, and |
lost, and | will make no excuses for thdt.Il | pay my pric
and not wriggle out of itlikedda chi | d. o
They stared at each other for a long moment as life
returned to the tavern.

The Sevridan said, AYou were
6Hadrossiané, werenb6t you?o0

She shrugged. iYoregardedeopl e art
where | come from. | tdés not my i

He waved it off. AOh, none t
pretty well .0 He waggled his bea

She halfsmiled, and turned back to her drink.

iWwel |, I admire your positiorl
mnd the observation, 0o he said. fi
right? | mean, technically. o
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The ale soured in her mout h.
Honor is appeased, but | lost. Everyone knows | lost. He had
me. And his | ast words were just

grindingher teeth. She made herself stop, and drained her
mug.

AWhat did he say?o0

She grunted. AJust anot her d:
hisblade amyt hr oa't . | accepted his yie
She coul dndét go on.

AfBecause?o0

She felt tired again. So weary. It waiobably the ale.
Or maybe the ebbing power. fAWhy
Hadr oss?0

ACuriosity again. o Helpaused,
wonodt | ie. ltds good to know you
She smirked and echoed his wt

are we enemies?0
He cag h t it and chuckl ed. i We |

booze in us, no. But 1 6m stild]l C
She took a moment and put words to the thoughts that

had been swirling in her head si

street. Al f 16d refus®dt his yiel

woul d have been fine with me. Yo

without learning death is sudden, immediate, and almost
al ways without warning. o

He raised his mug in salute and drank. He kept quiet.

AAnd this was a matter of hot
So, | was quite prepared to die over that. But then, when | felt

his blade here, against my arter
Enough for me to wrestle myself back from the brink. And, |
realized just why | was so enrag

The Sevridan shringgog.édd. fHe w:
there was the mask. 0

She shook her head. i Mor e t he
me very much of my brother. Of
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The Sevridan signaled for two more.

She went on, AWhen we were ki
kids do. He was a little bigger than me, busually won.
And he joined the army before | did, but | shot right past him
in rank. I never was sure why. E
dondét knowldhHestiittalncry®t sur e.

The Sevridan took a drink and said nothing.

She cont i nu e drethdinHeeshouldh Bew ght m
di dndét seize opportunities when
usually won when we competed. Th
everything ldo. Until. Web i She broke off and
s a

AToday, 0 he i d.

AToday. 0 She chokehditmp for a
l ong dr aw. She felt faint, but i
thinker. One of thoswhok new what youdd do, u
completely surprised him. Thatos
me of him. And thatos why | knew
him.That was my strength. But | 6m
gi v en taverstarted logind. And maybe never beaten
him againo

iwWas your brother ever hol di:

She scoffed. Al nfernal s, no.
when he lost. He was male, and oldgigger, stronger, but he
just didndét have the fire. I f th
moment . fABut therebs a big diffe
games and what we do, Hadross. o

inSometi mes I d6m not so sure.

ambassadors O0taakl 6it ft gau. want
She | aughed. Definitely the I
have a poihisgaze long memert,ehendsighed.

AfThat 6s what it was, Hadr os s . F o
brother.Imeaé@ | ook at witrgpped'®raap pened!
discarded haft. Me! Foot went right out from under me, and

there he was. Bl ade at my throat

better. o
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The Sevridan regarded her a 1
seeing why youbéd yield. o

Ailn that moment, | froemmnt past
above, if that makes sense. Yes, he was goading me. Yes, he
was tryingtoenrageme o | 6d make a mistake
to my mask. I f 16d just dropped
sl ain me, and the incidentods i mp
less. | aw, in that moment, that he was desperate to avoid an
incident. o

ABut you had the advantage, I
ADefinitely. Heds skilled, b
| ucky twice. And | got unlucky.
capitalize orany ofthat, andin that momenof clarity, |
realized that he mightdéve ended
He peered at her. AO6Might hay

She shrugged. AiHard to say, I
have had my own head. And thpliusthe memory of my

brother made me reconsiderthebasi$§ our duel . 0O
fiThat 6s an awful |l ot for an i
She turned towards him. AThert

6moment &8 of <clarity. I n that hal

and | were in that street for an entirely different reason.

Maybe someone else had put us¢hérwas just my own

rage that brought us that far in the first place. The mistake was

mine. | think he knew it, and here he was handing me a

technical victory to thwart his enemy. Not me, but whatever

hi dden hand has been shoving us

Hewaspeerng at her. Staring mayt
sure. She turned back to her dri
got anyway. So, I yielded. And n

AYou mightdédve been disgraced
right?o

She said nothing, but nodded and drank.

Al een bgetting the same | mpr €
ANot about di sgr ace, but about a
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of f. AWho would gain most from a
Achrion?o

She scoffed. AYou, Hadross. )\
He brushed that aswadiethe A Of c
Empyrean Throne, as does yours. o0
AKing Nasier Idadls the better
fiYeah, yeah, yeah, | ook, | 6 m
now. A war between us was coming, no doubt at all, tRat
was just between us. The Scion Brothers bickering again.
And, if we brought Felskar in on our side, what would
Achrion do?o0
She shrugged. AProbably inter
ARi ght. But not if there was
Her eyes narrowed. ifAre you
her e, Hadr oss?0
ANo, but that aganstyadyande t wo 1t
theemgagement woul dbébveoverenean | i mite
year or three. Right 2?50
She choked back her defiance. She was a military
woman. While Kartoresh was rich and powerful, Hadross was
similarly endowed. AMogt | ikely,
brilliance or | uck, t wo against
He drummed his fingers, thinl
someone has been working to divide Felskar and Hadross too.
They dondt want us to have allie
have been just aietoo many lose/lose scenarios lately.
Stolen shipments and unreliable intelligehce | 6 d have

assumed it was Kartoresh, but then vgbpdAchrionian
mercsto attack my ambassador? Why not Nasiers? Why not
lay that final stra® 0

It made sense. Shetoolkait st ep further. AS
not done amping the tension. Awgho has been silent
through most of this? Who has been content to sit and
observe?o
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AfTelloria, 06 they said toget he
drank.

She continued. Alt wms even
chasing the old man. o

AfiHow did he manage that?o0

Al forgot some stupwedt documeri
back myself to walk off my fury, anidoverheard him talking
to the addannii. o6 She thought an
satisfaction of their revelation wésa d i n g . ABut we c a
prove anything, Hadross. And mor
Telloria benefitfromafouway confl i ct ?0

He defl ated a bit too. HANoO i

APl us, 1tdés a | ot to base on
clarity. Andwh en | think about the ol d
the fighté. I dondét know, maybe
all . o

iYou methdtd eofncerde. What di d he
She had to take a long drink firitwas etched in her
mind. So painfullyi He s a i ds,not théfalli Itlisuthe e
refusal to rise. 0,aidwalkeddway. dr op p e
Not even really breathing hard.
faking the whole time. 0 She paus
tentacles were twitching and writhing. He leokiike he was
|l aughing silently. She was annoy
somet hing? What is it?0
He gasped out through a couple of gurgling laughs,
i Oh, Nasi er ! Dondét you see? He w
AWith another infernal prove:t
meant to goad 7
i N o , Thimkoabout it! | think he knows about all
the intrigue, or at least suspects. | think he needs a strong

Nasier delegation, and/i t h o ut you, theydédre m
weaker, right?0
She nodded.
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fi A njast how well do you Kartoreshians lthe

failure in matters of honor? Despite the technical win, he had

to know youdd be personally disg

advice. You lost this one, yes, but you only ever really lose if

you never stand up again. o
It made sense. Perfect sense. Site $omehow, that

her brother would be smiling noMaybe it was the ale, but

her heartiffed. " Youb6r e a very smart fi sh
AAnd you are a formidabl e worl
She held out her hand. ndAIl yarl
He took it in a firm grip. £fQf
Theytoasted again and drank. She felt light. The

wei ght on her shoulders had |ift
so, assuming webdbve got it all fi
done? |1 &m suspended. No one woul
He noddedii And i t 0 snutualeebempis 1 f a
going to bring our particular na
Nasier scum, after all, right?29
iOf course, Hadrossian | apdo:¢
He bowed. AQuite. | O0Om betting
Tell oria pushes this into the en
From a military perspectv e, she agreed. Al
a plot, and Ambassador Gregorio is really the mastermind,
theny e s . Hebs running out of shadc

risks, like with me todayassuming was simply an

opportunity he exploited. And, as | say, | cannathing until

Il 6m reinstated. I f that happens.
AWhat are the conditions on
She sighed heavily. AThat de|

ambassador. Her ship will return tomorrow. Possibly the next

day. o
ASurely you can send a note ¢
il ¢ anymylmbassador tan act on it, and

hedsé well. That poison iand the

by now. 0
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Ooroth groaned. #fAKarotoreshi :
If the house is on fire, you have to report it up the chain until
someone with t Ok weashoglthgrobahlg sk says
| eave. 60

She rolled her eyes. #fAltoés n
proof do | have? This is entirel
the grinning Gregorio flashed through her mind. Anger
sparked within hehmeytd@hl.llilsd
l' i ke 1d6m dead to theémoukiel | , n
whatlmean It woul d feel sooo good
off,ft hough. 0o

i B ut ,beingsmpustvevhatput you here in the
first place?0

She sighed. il t 6 d9salstillu e . And,
pposition.(‘)
Al ot

()]

g h
0

— ~ @

60 s g oiandthogsgtop posi t
ARi ght, and didnodtté just sa)
SeniorHaka,r | 6d be all over it? | am
it. What doyouplan to do, Captain of thdadrossirGu ar d ? 0
Heleanedom he bar and raised his
looking at it. Everything that can be done has been done.
Much as | hate to say it, Jahroon was right about a great many
things. The Deep Voices probably
She hefteld diendtmulgod di t o your

Voices, but, thisism excel | ent pl an. My br c
proper waking yet, so I 6m going
met abolism while it | asts. o

The Sevridan brightened. AA
the world? Alyana Heska, it would be my honor to join gou.

AAccepted. o

They toasted and drank.
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CHAPTER ELEVEN 1 BITTER DRAUGHT

Gulraast drummed his fingers
the early hour that annoyedhaemu ch as t he news
are certain is being Tellorian s

Captain Mai LenpdoGbs firm nod |
AfAbsol utely. No one el se sets th

Those were Tellorian sailors on Tellorian ships. Despite the
| ack of colors. o
AAnd was unl oading how many t
ifAt | east a hundred per ship,
wasnodt t heyofd russte dt itnhea tt hdeo ¢ k . It
but badly constructed. Rickety.
been I anding in that cove?b9d
Gulraast didnot | ike it. Not
neutral territory. If Gregorio was landing troops, actual troops,
thenthee ndgame was wupon him, and he

the rul es. Ails only five dayso6 n
have been sending in troops in small groups for months.
Fructus may be full to bursting

Ma i Leng | ook ésthiouldseétotheg | e gr e e
ship. The shakedown went well , b
wor k. o

ils good. And must be prepar e
departure. o

iYes, sir. That al/l depends ¢

course. Not much gets past the bar in the outer hatbow
tide. o
AHMmM. Well . Am thinking have
choice for captain. Sharp eyes. Quick mind. Is earning bonus,
no?0 He grinned.
She smiled and rose. fiBy youtl
nOf course! Wi ll be seeing ol
His smilevanished as the do closed.
AinAh, Voy, you were being rigl
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The pigman stood silently, as always.

Gulraast stroked his mustach:e
playing even larger scheme than had been supposed. And
Sachenbds disappearance is making
notsol e fence in Fructus City. o H
and set to writing a half dozen
smuggler friends are having to say about strange ships along
coastlines. Perhaps offer bounty for capture and information,
no? And, ifis true that troops are moving overland, then this
thing would be known to farmholds and tradesmen. Let us be

inquiring in markets and taverns
He finished his letters, read them over for accuracy.

He nodded to himself. fdThere. (S

Voy. AiSteward wil/l arrange del i v

Gregorio is sending handon gold today, no? Treaty is
prepared, and if all goes according to plan, we make exchange
and everyonss walkingaway happy. 0O
He stroked his mustache and consideéhedvaiables
while Voy was out of the room. When the pign returned,
Gulraast continued as i f hedd ne
troops is proving more than rumor, and if Gregorio is truly in
his endgame, then today may be
isrightwor d, no?0 He hopped down.
is forever victorious. I s Huma
Later thatevening, as dusk touched the western sky
Voy ushered in three large men in armor two sizebigo
Two carried a weighty chest between them, and the third
greeted him with a wide smile an
my privilege and honor to bring you greetings and esteem
from Gregorio don Sissora, Marquis of Forseno, and

S5
CcC NN

Ambassador of Tell oria to Fructu

Gul raast was amused. ifAnd | I
Il ronward in Peoplebds Glorious Re
whom do | have honor of addr essi

146



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley

iThe I ronward is too kind, o I
Draga don Sissora of Genoris. Alas, | have no titles, but it is
my duty and pleasure to serve as intermediarptsio
Gregorio on this happy day. o

In fact, the werewolf did seem pleased. A little too
pl eased. It put Gulraast o
smiled widely. AAnd O&édhappy
foremost is rendering service to both homelandsim of
nonaggression pact, and secondé w
shiny metals are not joy to poss

Draga smirked and motioned. The other two lugged
the heavy chest to his desk and undid the locks.

Gulraast grinned at the glittering ingots in neavs.
iYes, is very satisfactory. Wil/|l
Friends do not count coin in matters of honor, no? And rest
assured that ingots will go towards good causes, and not
simply molder in dusty old vault, eh? For what is wealth
without generosity Is greed. Pure and simple. Is not
Humanum way. 0

The werewol f rappéanelisaithe t abl ¢
sir.o

Gulraast pulled the unbound treaty from his desk and
handed it across. AAnd all ow me
via paper. o

Draga accepted the dament graciously and scanned

e eddg

n
0 is i

t hrough it. AfYes, this is excell
have authored, of cour s e, but a
il redde

AWe should drink to this occ:
very old bottle with a wavy neck and crackling label i A
special vintage, from my family?®o
Suspicion again tickled Gulr:
they both just profited from this exchange? Gregorio would

never be so very, very foolish. And there were ways to detect
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duplicity. AROdo cloaumsred . &/ oyo wtihadt
could poison Gulraastodos gl ass.
The enormous pignan uncorked, sniffed, and poured
two drinks in longstemmed glasses.
Gulraast swirled the rich red wine and noted the flow
down the sides. Smooth and even. No clotting to indicate
anything other than wine. A sniff, and the dry, heady scent
indicated strong fermentation, but nothing untoward.
They toasted, and he held the wine at his lips, not
drinking as Draga downed a good portion of his. He smiled

inwardly. Just wine therhe thaw g h t and dr ank. i A
superior vintage. |Is from family
iYes, our ancestors began as

Ancient King Arikan came to Telloria. But those were mostly
coastal endeavors as the Tellorian interior is too cold for many
kinds ofgrape 0

AAh, was wondering. Forseno i
no?o

Aalt is, sir. Fortunately, ma t
we abandoned our lands in the face of that war and moved to
Forseno. Since then webve repurc

and wineries. Ndalgic, perhaps, but worth the effort to
reclaim our heritage. o0 They fini
poured another.

A pleasant warmth was spreadi
chest. AAh, heritage. Where woul
Though sometimes am worrdey if Ancient King Arikan did
service to people when dividing continent amongst heirs.

Much upheaval went into unification, no? Your family is

being example. And then to throw aside unification in favor of

division once more? And for what? So children ba having

pl aythings? Bah. o0 He finished an

Alt is true, 0 said Draga. AAI
the Ancient King saw much that we mere immortals cannot.

148



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley

ltéds a common view in Telloria t
his Scions to ascendtothehr one . 0
Gul raast coughed. AAh, but at
doing this with contests amongst Scions alone, no? Why drag
populations in? Is typical aristocratic mindset. What is mine is
being mine, and what is yours is also being mine. Including
lives.Bah!l s no good. o
Draga smiled and poured morewin A We | | , | wou
remind my honored interlocutor that the Tellorian aristocracy
is alive and well, and often takes great pains to see to the
common man. 0
Gulraast coughed, and washed it away with a long
p f.cours& Is not for friends to be lecturing. Must forgive
is old revolutionary. o
Draga spread his hands. #fAThert
It is right and proper that you would promote your viewpoint,
even as we promote our shthe He pat
changes we make to this treaty, rest assured that Felskar will
remain safe from Telloria for as long as it takes you to
conclude your war with Kartoresh
Gulraast coughed hard. AChanq
understanding * cough cough! *6 Hmed | ooked
at Dragabés empty gl ass. Poi son!
Dragadés grin revealed his int
took the antidote before we arri
The two guards transformed in less than a second and

S i
t h

hurled themselves at Voy. Dr agabé
snarling snouandsnar| and he leaned across the desk to grab
Gul raast. He caught Gulraastods s

Gulraast was shockingly strong for his size, something the

wol f clearly hadndét anticipated.
A wolf guardtackledVoy around his midsection and

pinned himagainst the wall. The other smashed his fist into

thepigmanés face. This merely annoy

next punch, and twisted. The wolf yelped as his wrist snapped
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like a twig. Voy brought both meaty hands downhis
gr app!l eBubtlse weraot keld him fast while the
other reached for his swowdth his good arm

Gulraast struggled hard, and his breathing got
markedly worse. He finally got a hand on the dagger strapped
beneath his desk and sl ashed at
let go, andGulraast shot beneath his desk. He slammed two of
the many buttons underneath.

Alarm bells began ringing throughout the townhouse,
and down in the deep levels where the Unionists and Linemen
had their barracks. At the same moment, technomantic
electricityexploded throughout the room. Everything metal
acquired an intense magnetic charge. Two nearby sculptures
slammed together, a pair of pictures yanked each other off the
wal | s, and the wolf guardbs swor
sheath. Heyanked andyankedit coul dnThe pry it
metal doorknob was now completely fused. The guards
i mmedi ately outside yanked and vy
open.

Voy brought his knee up three times into his
grapplerés chest. The third bl ow
back The second guard abandoned his blade and flew into a
frothing rage of claws and fangs. His fisstipeslashed
Voyds throat, and thick rich bl o

Gulraast grabbed his gauntlet off a low shelf built into
the desk, and forced his hand into the fusegkrs. Every
third breath had him hacking up great gobs of phlegm. Draga
had come around the other side, and reached for Gulraast. A
jolt of power unfused the gauntl
seized Dragads hand. He | et Drag
his gauntlet to full power. Draga howled in fury and the reek
of charring hair filled the room.

Voy stumbled backwards, gushing blood. He ripped
his sword belt free, and wieldélde weaporstill in its
scabbard. The werewolf sneered and rushed in again. Voy
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swung like a lumberjack and bashed the wolf across the face.
The wolf staggered, and slashed blindly. More blood flowed
from VoyOos a-mansvas urdetdrredtHee pi g
reversed his grip and with a mighty heave smashed the

pomme i nt o tthDespite the eamon &irfllédws g u
from its lungs. Another bash across the back of the head
brought the wolfman down. Voyobs

head like a grape. The other werewolf leaped at him, but he
caught it by the throat and hurledidily throughthethick
office door. Wood shattered and splinters flew, and the
gathered guards outside slaughtered the beast in seconds. Voy
collapsed.
A half dozen guards rushed in to aid Gulraast, but he
restrained them with a gesture. Gulraast released Draga and
the searing ceased. The werewolf was on hands and knees,
and had reverted back to human form. His breathing was
ragged, and his hand was a bony, charred mess, but he lived.
Gulraast spoke through freqguce
*cough* i n | ab énedotttk tod &ctbugh poi son
cough*o
A human Lineman guard picked

Therebs not much | eft. o
Ai*cough* Bring anyway. Voy, :
glanced, saw the prone Voy, and
still lives, take himaswell* cough* . 0
Guraast 6s | ab was ordinarily a

and technomantic wizardry, complete with electric arcs

zapping to and fro between copper coils and specimen jars

that linedshelf after shelf. But cleanup from the destruction

wrought by the attacks on alletlambassadors was still

ongoing. Pigmen cleared away debris and scooped shattered

glass coated with dangerous chemicals into bins for the

incinerator. Half his equipment had been wrecked. But luck
hadnoét compl etely abandoned Gulr
needed remained undamaged.
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The guards chained Draga to the wall by wrists and
ankles. Four powerful Union pigien hefted Voy onto an
experimentation table overhung with tools, manipulator arms,
and jagged instruments. Another set Gulraast down in front of
Draga.

Gulraast hocked up a huge ball of phlegm and spat.

iSo. I s conscious? Good. Wil gi

poi son. *cough* Or things willé

word, no? *cough cough hack*0 He
Draga still <c¢clung fitto dloindtprea

know it. And, with the amount you consumed, you likely have

|l ess than ten minutes. Youobre a

called O6mend6. o

Gulraast ignored the barb and went to his table for a
syringe with an imposing needle. He turned badRraga and

said through coughs, Ails true. A
much. *cough* And mass is factor, no? Despite *cough*
superior constitution, am but h a

am thinking Voy is in very much more difficulty. *cough
cough*. Wound i$eing too deep for bandage. Even
surgeonds skilled hands might pr
needed is coagulant. *cough* Ah, but lab is smashed, no?
Most chemicals and mixtures destroyed. *cough cough* Is
predicanentd

Indeed, blood streamed freelydoWroy 6 s t abl e an
pooled around a large drain in the floor. Voy, his old friend
and companion, had mere minutes, where Gulraast had
perhaps a little more.

Gulraast jammed the needl e i
pulled steadily on the plunger.

Draga squirmed andigjhis teeth, but did not call out.
AThat wondédt help you. o

AiDo not be |l ecturing. *cough’
He was wracked with a coughing fit for a long moment. He
waved off a Uniorpig-man that stepped up to assist. He
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recovered shortly and injected a blood sample into five sealed
test tubes. He loaded the tubes into a centrifuge and pressed
several buttons, then set it to whirring. It chugged and
steamed as the motor whirled them in a tight circle. Electricity
sparked fom spindles at its periphery, agéeveralkollection
jars stood below intricate spigots. One began oozing thick,
gloppy blood One dribbled clear, viscous liquid, another a
thicker green, and to others collected reddish and whitish
fluids. Acrid ozone wated through the air.

Gulraast was starting to feel a little faint, and his
vision dimmed for half a second. But Voy needed him. He

|l ooked at Draga. ASo, is time fo
AfiWaste your minutes as you wi
not destroyme . | &m cousin to our ambas

Gulraast was working at his table, and kept his
breathing shall ow, bandpolgicsseady. 0
am t hi hekookiag deép a breath as he could and
wracked himself with coughing. He spat up a shocking
amount of phlegm into a collecti
ma n n éArdmppér dribbled equal portions gifeenish
plegmon glass slides. He glanced at Draga and spoke
bet ween coughs. fAAre being awar e
with lungs? No? Is same poison wagd on Kartoresh
Ambassador am thinking? *cough ¢

Dragadés grin said it all. Gl

Ai*cough cough* All science i :
is being educated guess. Gregorio has guessed, and guessed
wrong. Nasierds house c@tesgeon c¢o

on Fructus. And, as being humble man of science, such
gueries came to own door. So, is with certainty am saying that
numbness of tissues did not occur for ambassador, and Nasier
wine is being notoriously weak. Thus, poison does not act on
nerves.*ough cough*o

il care not. So long as 1t w
not save you. oo
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Gulraast spat. He could feel the fluid moving in his

l ungs. ils most effective, this
in truth. Binds up lungs. Can no longer clear fluids.ugio*
Victims drown sel ves, no? *cough

wracking fit hit him. When he re
draw more than half a breath. Not much time at all, for him or
Voy. ABut where coagul ant is ver
indeepwo nds. 0
He watched the centrifuge whirring and crackling
AiYou see, science is gathering o
Technomancy is tool to aid science and drive industry. Is
often one i s Mhesldvieekdegedandr ot her .
halted.He gathered samples fragachjar, even the one that
was obviously bloodA Union man carried them to his table.
fiBut, as was sayingpoison is being coagulant, no?
Precisely what Voy is needing. Relies on properties of
proteins and interaction witphelgmand oxygen within
ungs. *cough* Lungs begin to clot
He used a fresh dropper to add a bit of each chemical
to thephlegmdroplets on the slides. One did nothing. Three
fizzed at varying energetic degrees. The last erupted in a spark
and smoked. Hibrows liftedand he chuckI| ed. A HmMr

using that one. But thisédo He pi
energetic fizzing sample and examined it carefully under a
monocle amid random coughs. A*co

be reminding me that initial coagulation is result otlpta
interaction with air, anglatlets of bloodstream cannot clot
with wound that flows too fredHe is very knowledgeable, our
Voy. 0 He coughed | ong and hard a
fainter.
He ¢ o n t*coumgh*&Nd, whatis needed is much
stronger ot. More like scab, which is being made of many,
many millions of tiny strands. Is fibrin, these are being
called. o In the monocl e he watch
nothing and wrap themselves around one anoleeconds,
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a scab had formed on the slithke nodded and coughed.

fiThis is being poison.His eyes flutteredgainand he

swooned. The Union man steadied him, and Gulraast patted

his hand. ifiBe getting breathing

Hadr oss demons-manaushedofi.. 6 The pi g
Draga addressed the nearest |

master i s dead, youobl I rel ease n
cousin will bring full Tellorianmight down on your heads. No
one wil |l survive. Am | <cl ear?o

The Lineman glared, and looked to Gulraast who still
worked at his table.
Gulraast shook his head, and douskthe remaining
harvestegoisononto a heavy bandagde hacked up more
phlegm and spat on the bandage.handedt to the Lineman.
i*cough* Be applying immediately
TheLineman nodded, and the pigan returned with
the breathing apparatus, a small tank attached to a mask that
covered the mouth and nose. Gulraast breathed as deeply as
he could for a long moment. His head cleared, but this was
only a stopgap. Heturnedb&c t o Dr aga. AAnd no\
done best for Voyls not being most sanitary procedure either.
Eh, but infection is distant concern to blood loss, no? And,
have guessed at several factongt, &hen time is short, the
ends must justify the means. Thisisthe anum way. 0
Draga took a moment to gloat.
And you have no idea which of those might be the antidote.
And besides, that trifildng amou
Gulraast held the mask away.
wheezi ng. stifiigjihypurblbadadé, yes?0
APoi sons and antidimmtes count ¢
varying amountsl may not be a wizard, but this is simple
herbologyYou 6l | never g@get enough in
Gulraast grinned behind his 1
quaint practice, byterhaps best one can expect from Telloria.
*cough cough* And is true, poisons and antidotes are often
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reacting at chemical level to become neutral agent. Or at least

nonl et hal . *cough*o
He showed Dragthe other two collections jars. Each
heldathimbld ul | of ¢l ear and green | i

temporal sieve. Wonder of technmantic engineering. Can
separate mixtures at chemical level using time itself. *cough*.
Ah, but now is weighty question:
i Whi ch o nusless cempbneritsrofg
bloodstreanand digestionand which is antidote, hm? Is time
for guess, hm? *cough* *COUGH! * 0
vials with his hacking.
AFine, youcleawdme. dtds the
Gulraast smirked. His brain was clouded, and even

the breathing mask did little to lifaite f o g . AAM not tc
accepting word. *cough*0d His voi
had to sit on the floor. AFinal

observation, hypothesis, and experiment. This is essence.
*cough*. Observation: clear fluid has viscosityvedter.
Would mix well with wine. Green is oily. Would not mix
well. Hypothesis: green is antidote. And, *cough* as for
experi ment, well & Poisons is bei
simple oral consumption will prove inadequate. Must aerate,
and br e anschewed the fiter cap from his breathing
apparatus and poured the runny g
no?o

It didnét take | ong. Dragaébs
breathed as deep as he could. The aerated antidote filled his
nose and mouth with a strormgiccharins cent . Al s st r a
he said through the mask. MfAMost
He could feel the fluid breaking up near the top of his lungs.
He leaned over and hacked up a mass of horrid, brackish
phlegm, full of blood clots and ooze. B could breathe a
little better.

He poked at the substance. @l
capacity may be permanently damaged. Must be certain to
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thank Gregorio for unexpected gi
agai n. iAh, but can tell, t his a
enough. Wi | | need antidot e,

mor e

Draga sneered. fAWhat a shame.
up. o

Gulraastdés eyes hardened. AT
politics. Gregorio has overstepped bounds at long last. Was
pushing such with attack on ambassadors, but did will/to
bl ame at my door with gold maker
And yet, is not enough for old bat. Is being greedy with
wanting treaty rewritten for full favor of Tellorian interests.
*cough* Is seeming to my humble self that he cannot abide
losing simple bt. And for what? Sixty ingots? Treatl?ide?

I may never be knowing. *cough*
Draga was gritting his teeth
as they are. Rel ease me, and | 61
AAh, and is ot hbggendifigaul t he i ¢

catspaw instead of self. No, no, do not deny role he is granting

you. Your cousin is never quite being friend he seems, even to

family. But, here is lesson: Politics is not to be solving

problems. Palitics is to be serving interedtsa t i ioteredss

Not personal. Is bad for Telloria to make enemy of Felskar.

*cough cough* Of me. *cough* Linemen: the needles. Will

be needing many, many more sampl
Three Linemen, one after the other, picked updong

needled syringes and converged on the boundwedire

Dragabs eyes widened. Al 6m we
be blood for this. o

Gulraastés voice was still we
*cough cough coughhhh*o

Al él 1l tell you anything! Any!t
the troops! o

Gulraast held up his hand. The Linentraited.
A glim of hope crept into Dr:
have about four hundred men inside the city staying in taverns
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and houses we owand down in Redwater DistricAnd

beyond the walls there are five
not the first targ t ! I'tds Kartoresh. They
so we have to take them out first. You, Ironward, you have

plenty of time to get away with the gadahidthe treaty! But if

you kil me, the treaty is i mpos
Gulraast nodded sagabe. Al s t
reminding me that is Humanum Way

interests above own. o0
Draga noddedelieved A Thi wisei® very
iAh, but am stil!/l needing a
sieve is not so efficient. And
man, breathingshalel v on t he table behind
is having nap. 060 Gulraastds grin
your duty. o
The screaming and snarling stopped after the fifteenth
syringe. And, once Dragad6s heart
were useless.
Gulraastwad r eat hi ng much easi er,
like the look of the bloody masses he was coughing up. It
angered him. More than it should. He sat at his worktable with
a | arge bucket near byGregibtie waved
is havingmany troops. Is first step war, to seize Fructus
City. Is time we returned home. Be using evacuation plan
gamma. Remove Dragab6s corpse to
entire townhome to grourid morning Then we evacuate to
ship, and leave with tid&ut first, bring quill and ink. Mst
be sending Gregorio messenger. C
When the Lineman returned, Gulraaat next to the
unconscious Voy. The hugepigan6s br eating was
but stable.
Gulraast wasnusing his options. He finally settled on
one. Y e gertomatcmmanses for monster. Is best
to fight fire with fire sometimes, no? Message begins: To
Alyana HeskaSenior Haka& 0
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CHAPTER TWELVE 7 PARAGONS

Al yanads skin was flaking off
of ashen skin on the back of her hand. It eaway in flecks
and dust to reveal her normal light olive tone beneath. It had
been more than a itllkecttasde si nce sh
Morning sunlight streamed across the bar, and she

examined her hand as if it were
tordmad 6 soon. Within the day mo:
Awell . That didnét take | ong, O
The Sevridan, also using the bar as his only means of
upport grunted. AWhat 6s that, N

2

eprosy or something?bo
AiShut upd Shadgmdticedshd daylight.
fi O Ishit,the sun is way up. Gottabemido r ni n g . I have
slept this late in years.
The Sevridan, Ooroth was his name, opened an eye or
three. He hid them behind his ar
world turns on. o0

ANo maskvhyTHatpssed out . o
AAnd | only have my poor | ud¢
You have me at a disadvantage, n

She chuckled. The morning bartender, if there was
such a thing at a Dockside dive, put mugs of water before
them, unasked. Alyana raised it in tkarmnd drank heavily.
Oorothdéds mug smelled | i ke se:
wasnot drinking.
She pointed. AWoul dnét that |

ADono6t tell a drunkard his b
Hadrossian. But he pushed himself up and drank as deeply as
she did. He lookeddter agai n. fiAnd are you
She shrugged. Al wasndét built
AWhy do your clothes still fi
She | aughed AResi dual magi c.
in battl e. OQur size is a bit wvar
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our tr oo pmuchd lomedntrealyenien your skin

alone can turn a blade, why wear
at her robeNormally it was tightfitting, but nowit was a tad

|l arge. AThere are | imits though.
reallyl oose by tomorrow. Hell s and

new cl ot hes. StHespisshapmpe ch gtt e b a

0
Ooroth held his head. APl eas:é
She regarded hi m. Her head hi
But then, shed6d pas8¥duodo (bng
every night?209
He shrugged fluidly. AWhen |
Al dondt understand. 0
ifnWe talked about this | ast ni
She tried to think Bl ank Al
i Wel | To each their own way:¢
his seawater and nursed it for atimie. 6 d ask my gods
gui dance. But 1 ém not sure | tru
She was on her third flagon of water, and was feeling
|l i ke she should get some food.
gods. ltdés a matter of record th

enslaved humankindVe have to be wary. But, in theory, our
deities see us from a vastly different perspective. Sometimes
thatdods a good thing. Like having

hel ps, I donodét think of al | Hadr
sycophants any | onger . 0

Hesnot ed. AThanks so much. 0 He
mug. Altdés true, you and | donot
humankind goes. |l 6m pretty sure

wants to scourge the ocean floor with fire. Just as not every

Hadrossian wants to drown the lameheath the waves. Some

of us sti I |l i ke the surface. 0 F

and the beauty to be found there
She di doubl e take. MnAre

Hadross?0

[
eau
d a
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He pur pl e cowydu@dtice. Serny.r law
how disgusting | am. o

She smiled and patted his hat
But, if this war starts, and if | ever get my rank back, we may
face each other across the battlefield. Kind of dampens any

romantic possibilities. o
He sighed. ALIi kewi se. 0
Sheraisd her mug. ATo our renew
He laughed as they toasted.
ACaptain!o called an armored

door. He hurried oveo the Sevridan Al 6 m gl ad t o ha
found you so quickly. A large armed force has gathered in the
market and is marchingtam ds t he Nasi er compc
ABanners?0 she demanded.
The Deepman shot a questioning glance at his

captain. Ooroth nodded, and the
Mercenaries is the rumor. 0
iGregorio, 0 she hissed.
The Deepman continued, fnACapt:
wishes an armed escort to the Tow
AfWhat ?! Tide and teet h, why ? (
The Deepman | ooked hel pl ess.
he sent two Deepcallers off with a third of our force for a

60secret mission. 60

AFucking frozen depths! This
exactly why e moved our seat to the estate! And then, just
when | actually need our entire force, he sends them away!

Brilliant. Depths damn his eyes!
AfiRound up everyone el se you can
estate. If we go, we ggnmasse led Itlhebr e s oon. Dol
worry. | wonét | et him throw our

The Deepman saluted gratefully and hurried out.

Ooroth ordered three mugs of seawater while Alyana
f umed. ALaying siege, your man s
details. What numbePs What equi pment ? What o
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posture? Attack or containment? And will they start lobbing
in fire to smoke us out? Wedve (g
contingencies, but none of my hakars have actually been in a
siege. Giving or receiving.o
ATheydrreedadd tr
She scoffed. nOf ourse theydq
all the strategies but t heyov n | |l ear ne
done the drills. Therebds a big d
enemies and real ones. 0
APoint. o
Her fi st
Let alonecommand 0
AYou stil!]l have your skills.
[

s clenched. figitli candt

She pointed to her flaking f:

ATherebdbs more to a commander
prowes$ fi

ANot my skin, H arobtrino s s . My ma
commaimdeofrustrati onbdt oorne yatbeher
the way. Pl us, how would | even
already under siege? | dondét hav
situatlon.(‘)

AYoubve sure bol t hol e

l'y g a
A of course, buté well it depe
needmore nformation. 0

Ooroth had no answers. lHarted downing mugs as
guick as he could swallow. ATi me
out, i f you want. o

She had never felt quite so uncertain. She hated the
feeling.

A grubby mustached man in a dusty longcoagéat
at her sl eevS$enior Alaka AlyamarHeskah e i n g
no?o

She |l ooked him up and down. i
Felskar. What do you want?0o
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iWas not expecting to be finct
many hours. Message. 0 He handed
with the synbol of House Teknes of Felskar. He left quickly.
She broke the seal and read. Fury began to build. She
grit her teeth.
OQoroth drained his mug. ATr ot
an active siege and troops marching thr@ugh
She hurled it to the bar in front ofrhi ARead that!
Ooroth scanned it, and his eyes bulged, which was
saying somethingi Two t h o u usder dhar¢h? How p s
in the depths did Gregorio move all those? And keep them
hidden?o
She already knew the answegisl t can be done.
rely too much onhe sea for yourreeak attacks, Hadross.
F r u csobuthsrd half is riddled with caves and inlets, and
there are several uninhabited valleys where you could easily
hide two or three platoons. Keep
forage, but bring all your supptieActive sentries, and Kill
anyone who approaches. 0 She had
il

even if it spelled doom. t can
iAnd hfumdrr ed inside the cityé
shaking his head. dAaWell. I f they

leastmy troops can get to the Tower
Even if it does leave your people outhumbexetbasfour-
to-one.Before thecity walls break o

The bartender had begun by listening surreptitiously,
but now she gaped opasayfour APard
hundred foreign troops inside t
nodded, the bartender dropped her mug and fled. The few
morning patrons followed suit.

Ooroth stared at thebandonedap for a long
mo ment , but shook his head. AnA d
got duties to perform. Dammit. And what about you, Alyana?
What will you do?0o

0
h
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She was still furious, but she kept her head. She
wondered if the lack aimask was helping at all with that.
ADoing some math. Two thowusand b
toonensi de. I f Gregorio is taking
him, but at least the Watch is competent enough to hold him
at the gates for a time. o
AfAAssuming he hasnét bought 1t
Gregorio wedre talking about her
AHel |l s and defAarnd!t Weow dwaendt gl
simply throw their lives away. A token defense, perhaps, and
not much more. Itdéds time to | eav
Gregoriobs mansion down with hin
even herself with her savagery.
t hatwhat |l 6d advi se, i fblasted wa s n ot
Dockside bawi t hout $he heldhes &rhsawide and
yelled to the skies.
Her instinct was to go. Bub accomplish what? She
drewone of her blades. It felt heavy, overbalandadus
swords were built that way deliberately, of course. The better
to capitalize on the Ashmends gr
was fast seeping from her muscl e
a little. o
AWant to borrow mine?0 He off
greatswordi Go o n . | can get another a
She pulled the bladeomitssheath Al t 6s | i ght !
the balanceisnusual 6 She tapped the smoot
Ails this bone?0
AA reinforced ceramic. Magi c:
weapons and ssabal watemirx donodt
She grinned, tight i pped. AOf course. o0
graceful weapon. B-lahdedsirhyearsh a d n 6 t
I't wasndét her styl e. Her reflexe
sighed and handed it back. fYoubo
Ooroth. | shouldstick with what | know, and hope that | can
be of some service to my people. At the very least, someone

(@)
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in authority needs to see this n
act on, and bring that vampire t
Il ronwardds message.

Ooroh nodded. inwel |, i f youdre
di sgui se yourself. Here. 0 He gr a
cloak, abandoned on its pemnd held it out.

She wrinkled her nose at the thought of a disguise,
buté AYou make a good pmloaknt . 06 Sh
and drew it tight about her. The
Thanks for the drinks. o

He | aughed. AMy pleasure. o0 He
for the ambassadorods idiocy. o0
She squeezed his shoul der, ot
hero, Hadross. Your menseeitecew i f you dondt.
She left him looking troubled, and she made her way
into the streets. The panic hadn

signs.Closedshops citizens hurryingand asteady flow of
harried traffictowards the docks. She hoped the gsan the
Nasier galleon would prove sufficient.
She scooped up a flower basket from some townhouse
steps, apparently abandoned. She walked quink steadily,
and did her best to mimic the distraught mood in the streets.
Wit hout her masdk, it wasnodt that
The Kartoresh compound was northeast of Cathedral
District. Two estates had been purchased and enclosed with
high, thick walls. The eastern wall overlooked the cliffs above
Redwater District far below, an awful place full of criminals
and thedestitute, but also a possible means of entry, if access
to the estate was completely blocked.
She turned a cobblestoned corner and saw a column
of dangerougooking men in blackened chainmail marching
northeast. They carried grapples and siege laddegs. Sh
counted the rungs on one. Perfectly sizedHerNasier
c 0 mp o wallsl Bhss had definitely been planned in
advance, and she knew Ravenscar Mercs when she saw them,
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with or without their banners. F
Tel |l ori adsyviee bentdinty acting in Telldridne
interests.
More than a few onlookers lined the streets. They
murmured to each other, obviously nervous. But this was
Cathedral District, affluentandiip or t ant . Sur el y th
safe.Right? Alyana knew better. Onceghi st arted, it w
stop. Al toéds ti metoheselfl enaBwet, on osth e
before Gregorio pays with his he
Redwater it was. Shedd have t
through the sewer entrance.
It took time, more than she wanted, but she finally
made heway to RedwatelThe rotting district stank of feces
and despair. Shedd smell ed worse
miasma about theistrict always depressed her. She wondered
who could live there, but then, very few actually chose to live
in such placesThey simply lacked the means to escape.
Today, however conversatiorbuzzed about the troops in the
city. Many eyes turned upwards towards the Nasier
compound, high on the overlooking cliShe could hear the
siege underway. She felt disconnected frogradhoing down
from the high cliff.
She should be there. Hglacewas there! She kept
moving. Fortunately she didndét h
elements on her way. Redwater was safe enough in daylight,
and the siege had called a holiday on casugjgimgs.
The sewer entrance was a one of many wide drain
pipes cut into the cliff face. C
spilled straight onto Slate Street, whose eoig®ate sign had
been scratched out to read Shit Street. Even Redwater
residentsavoidedt . And when it rained?©@§.
shuddered to thinkhardened veteran that she was
She found the right drain pipkarge enough for two
men abreasgnd wrenched open the grate. Its lock had long
since disappeared | ar ge O -Xarkewjassiside.h al k
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Alyana studied it a moment with narrowed eyst sure
what to make of it, she turned to the darkened tudnel.
lightstoneheld aloft lither way. Two right turns, straight past
the left, then up a flight of wide service steps, cut straight into
thestone, and so oiMore and more time passed, but getting
lost in the labyrinthine sewers would win her nothigbe
found chal ked arrows and Xo6s al o
grew as ke made her way steadily upward until she smelled
something above thmiasmic reekTorch smoke? She
proceede@ven morecautiously.
Voices ahead. She memorized gneundto the limit
of her st oned the dtonepetmadehehveay d o u s e
with a hand on one seeping wall. Sure enough, light flickered
around a distartorner, and the voices were louder, more

di stinct. Two men, one woman. Sh
thechalkmarks wide. Thatés too smal . We 6
this place again, and fast.o
filtdéds not l' i ke i to6ll rain, o
ADo as youdre told. o
AYes, sergeant. o

Sol diers then? Not Nasiers ol
been altered by their masks. The light was growing, and there
was nowhere to hide.

Alyana drew her swords and shrugged off the cloak.

She stood against the wall to one side of the widedo
entrance. An armored mercenary, much like the ones above,
stepped out, chalk in hand. Alyana swept a heavy blade in a
wide arc. She chopped deep into his neck. He gurgled and
collapsed as blood spewed.

She roared in the echoing tunnel and chargeahéxt
stunned merc. This one had a swo
dropped his chalk and was in rddaw when Alyana hit him.

He parried badly, lost sonskin through his bracer, and
counterattacked. The bloody Ravenscars were nearly
unflappable.
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The sergearttad dropped both map and torch, and
her crossbow came up. She maneuvered for a clear shot.
Alyana kept the merc between her and the sergeant. She knew
how deadly they were. She swept towards the merc. Her
blades worked like shears, and forced him backaayadh.
She knew his tricks, and parried, ducked, and blocked.
But the air wasnot chilled, :
her powers. She was but a normal human. Skilled, but weak.
Slow. And wielding weapons too heavy for her. What would
have taken mere secantbok almost half a minute of wearing
the merc down. Finally he overextended, she sidestepped,
reversed grip, and stabbed up under his armor. He collapsed,
and took her sword with him.
The sergeantds crossbow t wano/
impact above her rigtbreast all the way through to her back.
The bolt had gone clean through. The shock staggered her, but
there was no time. The sergeant reloaded and Alyana charged.
The sergeant got the crossbow up as Alyana reached
her. The c¢crossbowdesparatstpe d, but A
ruined its aim. The bolt whizzed into the darkness down the
tunnel.
Now they fought in desperate quarters. Ravenscar
crossbows wermcredibly wellmade weaponsnd this one
had a triplebladed bayonet for stabbing. But stabbing and
quick dashes were all the weapon could do in close quarters.
It made the sergeant predictable.
Stab, thrust, sidestep, parry, they worked their
intricate dance. No matter how hard she hacked, the damn
crossbow just wouldnét break, an
work the action lever. It was cocked. Damn, but these
Ravenscars were skilled! Alayna was breathing hard through
clenched teeth.
The sergeant feinted, Alyana whiffed, and the bolt
was set. The crossbow came up, and fired as Alyana threw
herself prone next tthe dead merc. Her heavy blade went
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skittering. The bolt skipped off the wall near her head, and the
sergeant rushed forward, dagger in hand. Alyana rolled to her
back, with one of the dead merco
She stabbed upheastt .t hTeh es esregregaenatnéts
weight finished the job, impaled through armor and heatrt.
Al yana watched the womanods m
in complete shock, then her eyes rolled back and she
collapsed.
Al yanads own breathing came i
was onfire. She suspected it was filling with blood. She spat.
Blood indeed.
The sergeantds dropped torch
pulled out her lightstone and had a look at the map the
sergeant had been following. It was a direct route from the
entrancetothe&r t or esh compoundds under
This was a scouting force, no doubt. The door was heavily
secured, but a half dozen troops could get it down, and then
her troops would be facing enemies on two fronts. At least
shedd stopped them for the momen
She found her second sword easily enoughjtiiobk
more effort than she expected to yank her sword free from the
dead mer c. Her heart hadndét sl ow
danger sign. She followed the tunnel to the end. The
Ravenscars had chalked the ropgefectly in thick, heavy
mar ks. She thought about rubbi
had a mapThey could easily have mare At best, sh
delayed the inevitable.
It hurt to breath, and @&ep breathsere impossible
She reached the door and usesighcret knock. Three
taps, two second pause, four taps, one second, two taps. The
peephole slid open, and a masked Ashman glared out.
filtds Heska, 0 she wheezed.
The peepholeslammed shut and hurried hands undid
the many locks and bolts. The Ashman flung open the door in

g
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time to steady beer Cittzentleskaf al | i ng.
What has happened?o0
AiMercs in the tunnels. They |

entrance. 0

AYoubre wounded! 0o

Shesm| ed weakly. ATheydre wor
need to get this message to the

The Ashman shook his head. fi
him cold this morning. o

She looked down a moment. Damn.

ABut the deputy arrived yest e
hascharg of the mission. 0

She put the ITronwardoés | ettet
get this to her. This entire mission has been sabotaged by the
Tell orian ambassador . o

AWwWhat ?! He wil/l pha $utgeoh et me ¢
first.o

She shook her henaod,t ipnaen.tdi ng.
She could sense the smirk bel
your place, citizen. Besi des, I
ambassador. Just |l et me secure t
He di dnot have to carry her,
hated that, but most of her weight was on his arthes
entered the hospital wing.
It was a woman not much older than Alyana under the
ambassadorial mask. She helped tend the wounded that lined
the manybeds in the hospital wing. The Surggmerformed
triage. In truth, most wounds masked combatanmiguld
heal in time if they could be stabilized quickly. Still, more
thana fewcorpselay stacked against the wall like so much
kindling.
The sounds of battle permeated the thick stone walls.
Not a melee, but shouts, orders, and screams.
The Ashmangothdro a bed. She didnét
but sat heavily, and concentrated on breathing. The bleeding
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hadndét stopped, and her <c¢clothes
the Ashman hand the note to thewAmbassadaqrthen point
to her. The Surgedooked between her andg Howl he was
treating. He shook his head and kept working. The
Ambassador hurried over.
AfHeska, when did you get thi:
fi A b ¢wo hoursago. | apologize for not getting here
sooner . O
The Ambassador waved that aw:

And there were mercernares i n the tunnel s?0

il killed them, but mor e wil |l
the battle fares?o

Her mouth was a | ine. AiNot we
outnumbered, and this |letter say

iGregori o must pay. o

il agree, but trhoaméntWe i mpossi l
need every man for the walls. 0

No, they didnét, but she was
concentrating. Alé I dm sorry, 180
now. O

An explosion thuddedutside The Ravenscars were
known for their pyrotechnics. The Ambassador lookefbup

a moment, then back. Al was made
yesterday. | 6d intended to inter
no time. Vengeance has always been a great weakness of
yours. |1 tds weld known in the se
She nodded, head low. It was gegtihard to think.
nYes, Ambassador . 0
AAnd how do |I know youbre not
want to hear?0 The Ambassador 6s
iThe hakars are unsure whether t

evacuate through the tunnels. And now you tell e th
mercenaries know of our escape r
out number ed, and desperate. 0 Ano
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through the room. Al have just o
out of this?0
Al yana nodded. Al can try.o

The Ambassador ptoaherhantdsy anadés 1
AThen do so. o0

Two minutes later, the masked and mighty Alyana
Heska sl ammed open the estateds
forth. Her voice echoed through
hakars to mel!l 0o

Many eyes turned her way, and she heard someone

yel | , SeriorHakdr t Hek s al Heskaaa! o
Whoops and triumphant roars followed, and the chant

b e gan-ka!ldeskal!dHHesk a! . . . 0
It felt good.

The first of the Pelegarth Howls to reach her had a
grinfr om ear t o eSemorHakdh ¢ 6sadgobbedt of
Youdbre wounded! 0o

Alyana | ooked down at the dr
not hi ng. Not anymor e. l Om myself

Over the next few minutes she learned nothing new
except from one vesthwm ns Hatktagd & A
battering ram coming up. o0

AAnd their | osses versus our ¢

The Howl s h @oesidedteerwrohge ad. A
wayy. What do we do?0

AThe unexpected. Ravenscars \
Ravenscars. They fight through attrition. Make them pay
enoup, and theyo6l !l withdraw. Webr

Grins and nods all around.

She continued. fAPelegarth wil
Ashmen form the core. Longhorns on the flanks, and the
greathorns will take point. Webdl

widening arc, then dlapse back to the gates. Battle shamans
will keep to the walls. Single out anyone with a crosshoa/
watch for anyone thatppears to be giving orders. Cripple
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their command structure, and the rest are but rabble.
Questions?0
AWhat 6s our vwel?t0i mate obj ecti
iBreak the siege. Then kil
el se? Then get to it.o
Things unfolded quickly, faster than usual even.
Kartoresh troops were professional and disciplined as always,
but now they were highly motivated. This was no drill. It was
a all to glory.
The walls depopulated save Pelegarth Bloodmaks in
pairs to shield for Rathor Battle Shamans. Lances of living
fire shot fromt h e s hstavesiandcooked mercs in their
boots. The emptying walls had a secondary effect. Enemies
moved from tle impenetrable main gate to man the ladders.
Just as they should.
She took her place in the center at the lead.
Pel egarth! Shield wall! o Shield
iGreat hor ns! Make a | ane! 0 The t
asi de t he orbaramndtslangred opah she doors,
crushing more than one hapless merc. With deafening roars,
flames and fury, and they charged. Burning footsteps
dwindled in their wake.

.
C

ot

AfNasiers! By threes! Advance!
They set off at a threstep pace, following the ragjn
Greathorns. Outside theyo6éd alrea

drew fre from nearly every crossboMot a one of them

di dnét have a half score of quar
Heskaconcentrated a moment, and the air chilled

perceptibly around her. Tlggound iced from humidity alone,

and her blades trailed vapor. Her troops were, of course,

unaffected.
The Pelegarth hit the disorganized mercs like a tidal

wave. Shields bashed, swords slashed, and Alyana became a

slicing, hacking engine of deaffihe Pekgarthheld formation

against an iiconceived counterush, and pushed out even
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further. Through concussive crossbow shells, blinding smoke,
and an unceasing tide, they advanced.

But one Greathorn was down, and the others were
teetering. The Ravenscar rgaard had brought itself into
something resembling order, and, whatever one might say
about mercenary professionalism, they held.

fi Na s Walking Withdraw! Greathornsotthe
rear! o

The formation moved backwards, etveo, onetwo,
threading past and ovRavenscar bodieSome still lived
but theymoaned or screamed in agony. One was pleading for
a mother that HReepalledredmasks see aga
where they could. Pelegarth and Ashmen. She personally
retrieved t heHeGadad®mdbdgbroughts mas k.
down by crossbow bolts and stabbed through the &gpelser
it wasirrelevant Just another battlefield. Just another tactical
problem to solveShe wondered a moment if that mental
detachment was her or her mask.

The Ravenscars advanced causig, but altercations
were few over the thirtgecond withdrawal. They had almost
no fight left. Even the crossbows had taken time to pause.

The gates closedndthe two weary Greathos put
the bar back into placevEryone relaxed, if for just a

moment
Al yana sai d, i We | | done. 0 The
her smile. But there was still wotk da She told a nearby
hakar, ASee to the wounded. Prep
He saluted, and a shout came

flag! Approaching the gatel! o
AHol d fire!d She yelled, and

was indeed a uniformed officer approaching under the white

flag. She ran her eyes over her

thirty percent. She surveyed the Ravenschnsr afterguard

was fresh, and the battering ram would be readiyén

minutes. If that.
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It did not seem like time for a truce.
She met the Ravenscar commander with a hakar and

howl! by her side. AWhat do you w
He was a old, grizzled veteran ith bright white

scars on his weathéeatenface How hedéd kept bot

she didndot know. HI sCGastanj ce was |
actually not Tellorian Her ebés tdhife t hi ng, h a k

fiSenior Hakar 0

fRight. SenioHakar Wel | , hereds the t
oorde s are to | oot and burn this <c
have to be in it.o

Shenarrowed hereyes i What are you sayi

Al dm saying that 1 06m not i nt
troops than | have to. Webdre mer
you lot fighttothed e at h, donét you?o

ABelieve it. o

He nodded. #fl do. Fought yourl
a quick run of the numbers tells this stddyd you know
wedbvergotps outside the city? Our
in sight of the wal lcwms.Yought now.

candbét stop it. No one can. Youbr
She wouldhot grind her teeth. No matter how right he
was. ASpeak plainly, Captain.o
AYou got a ship? Provisioned"
AAll of wus? Just | ike that?o0
He nodded. HfAAye. 0
AWoded too?0
Hi s expression got wry. A M y
busyrightnow Take everyone. But youodv
now. Fighting? Or leaving®
Her brain seethed, and she longed to try her luck just
one more time. She dildandther t hi nk
charge or two. ¢é But then, woul d

t hough they were, she didnét hav
much of this was her, and how much was her mask?
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A namemade its way througtrikalin. What would
my brotherdo?
She noddmed. .Youihave halean hourto
clear a path down to the docks.
coming for you. oo
He didnodot blink, buButnhe bowe
tricks. o
She sneeredi Pl eas e. Il m Nasi er . o
She watched from the walls as he left, flinging orders
left and right. The Ravenscars picked up their wounded and
began to withdraw. She reallgally wanted Gregorio dead.
Maybe shedd find the time in the
But she felt it in her hearWithdrawalwas the right
call.
She could imaige her brother smiling.
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN 1 BAD BLOOD

Irene was going to kill that old bat.

She found him in his officat the Goritsi estajénis
back to the windows and the small lake beyond. The sun
stained thelouds a ruddy red, the color of blood.

ATr oOwtsroops? Are you insane?
demanded.

He put down his quill and folded his fingers in front
of hi m. il 6m aware obBiAno Tell ori

She sl ammed her fist on the
Rawenscars in the streets! And at the walls! And you know all
about it. Was this your plan from the beginning? Seizing
Fructus?o

AiNot hing so mundane. 0

She waited, but he said nothi

nOh really, Lady I rene, you I
onyyourortals had the |l uxury of ti

AThose O6troops6 are out | oot
Were you aware of that?o

He shrugged. fAdf@dm sure the W
AThe Watch surrendered the g:¢
Fructus has no standing army! o

He grinned, showing his fans . Awell, it doe
She was going to kill him!
Good! Go with that feelingsaid the Gift.

She ignored it. AThere are p¢
theirlived And i tdéds your fault!o
He scoffed. fAMore mortal non:¢

care so much aboutthata bbbl e? The O6ari stocr a
was corrupt. Wasteful. Pathetic. Jumpgxpirates and

smuggling lords. Paint them however you wish, and drape
them in expensive finery; theyor
this how you behaved at court? The Sovendikes a very

dim view of protecting the chatt
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She was f umi ngvalueshdrmest Sover ei (
humble subjects. She cares very much for their-balhg. |
canot believe she authorized any
Hepositively croonmwmhis AOh, bu
desk he produced a document writietthe royal hand.
Gregorio, use whatever means you deem fit to awaken
the Gift within Lady Irene.
--Sovereign Valeth Goritsi, First of Her Name,
Sovereign of Telloria, the Northwest Marches, and the Night
Legiors
Il renebdbs hands were shaking. [

He | aughed. AShe was furious
refused the GiftNo onerefuses the Gift. Not for long,
anyway. Tel!/l me you didndt at | e
You di d, you know. Youobdbve bece

so many times these last weeks. Just a bit more pudhing

She looked up, shocked. He was hard to see,
silhouetedy t he bl ood red sumel ABut
Not the Fructansé. o

He | eaned forward. AWait! 1|s
noideayoucaredsomtih about these cretins
simple. Accept the Gift, or every last Fructan dies. How does
that suit?o0

Kill him. Here. Now. The sun is up. | can help

Her breathing was fast and shallow. Such fury welled
wi t hin her a #ersidion\wad tightgocased. f el t .

He grinned wide. AYour eyes t
darkest iron, and twice as hard. Ha! Irene the-ged. Or,
Old IroneyesYes, | like that bettefThere. You have a new
title.o

His absurd mockery had the opposifieet. She
forced herself to calm down and
Sovereign know how far youbve ta
wouldt ake it i n her name?o0
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He shrugged. Al wouldnét pre:
Efficiency is a virtue, or so the Achrionianstellriieh ey 6 r e
very wise in some things. o0

fiSo, you have a greater scherl
that Telloria can6ét contr ol Fruc

ground by international treaty. All five Scions signed that
treaty! o

AAnd who am | t obleeanmdeak with
ancientdocument? Though | admit, it has kept any major
power from putting down this den of villains and scum. With
no Archon to rule the city propedyi He broke off at
sudden expression.ofdWhat are you

i Get Dshewelled

A gigantic mutant crab smashed through the
wi ndows. Gl ass fl ew, and it Crus
where the vampire had been. Gregorio practically flew to the
weapon rack by the door and took up his greatsword.

Il renebdbs weapons weRemvemut . Thi
one of Hadrossodés pets. I1Its qual.i
Clumsy, but strong. Pincers like vices. Shell all but
impenetrable to her mortal strength. Weak points: eyes, groin,
armor linkages, joints.

The Reavebatted the massive desk aside kkmy
and rushed her. Irene tumbled backwards into a roll, sprang
up, and used the wall as a springboard to dodge its crushing
claws.

Gr e gor i od-thegoaadhurs in. Mis eyes
went big, then red, and he swelled into his oversized armor.

Claws, muzle, and fur sprouted forth. The Skorza Alpha
leaped at the Reaver with swords drawn.

Irene circled, intent for an opening as the Reaver and
Alpha hacked and bashed at each other. The werewolf had
nearly severed one claw, and the wound oozed whitish.ichor
She heard wolf howls and shouts throughout the house, and a
deep note droned from outside. A quick glasicewedmore
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Hadross rising from the | ake. Sh
managedthat. t 6s not | i ke th&g coul d s
artificial lake was éd by underground pumps and wells.

Gregorio had vanished.

That cowar d. Ki ||l him. Take |
way to truly protect the people.

AShut upt Koowdbohét! 0o she was:s
loud.

Oh, but I doThe Gift positively croonedsregorio
ad | are old friends. Heoll give
bloodthirsty. No pun.

She shoved the voice aside and concentrated. The
Alpha and Reaver were locked, claw to claw now. The Reaver
was stronger, but the werewolf was enraged. The Alpha
neededbothars t o keep the Reaver b6s si
closing on his midsection. His fangs tore at its face, but the
crabdés ani mal mi nd was unfazed.
around the room.

Irene discarded her long blade and leaped on the
tumbled desk. She waitedlha second for the opening, then
hurl ed herself on the Reavero6s b
handholds on its jagged surface. Her dagger pried at cracks in
its armor. The Reaver bucked and jumped. It released the
werewolf and tried to grab her. She gaveonghe dagger,
and rolled away. It charged, claw raised and she threw a long
bladed throwing knife. It thudded to thdt in the soft flesh
beneath its arm. The Reaver simply collapsed, its heart
pierced.

There was no time to celebrate. Hadross forces wer
advancing fast. Skorza werewolves had flung themselves at
the advancing troops ambw roved in loose packs at the
periphery, but their numbers were too few to stem the tide.
She saw Deepmen, Kaxes, and a Deepcaller towards the rear.
That explained theiastonishing incursion into this remote
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body of water. Hadrossian hydromancers set the standards for
their art.
No one was heading directly towdtte shattered
office window. TheWerewolfAlpha moved up beside her.
His armor was dented, and he was whegZBut he stood up
straight.
iAre you alright?d he asked.

fierce.

AFine. Did you see where youl
of f to?0o

ALi kely his sanctum. 't i s st
hour . o

She kept her own ¢hmkuyopusel on
can hold these numbers with Skor

AWhat choice do we have?o0

Al ol l rouse the Warwhiancer s.
fears death 0

The hul king beast | ooked at |
beside him many i

iYes. Alteobrsi qatst f ecamelbg s s as t h
with the s udcwalyc thiel6d. d | Klree as ho ok
head. ADo your best. Send for re
Ravenscars, if necessary, whatever he might say about their
6neutdr aDloi thyot throw your | ives a

TheAlphai ncl i ned hi s head. ABy vy
Il rene. 0 He | eaped through the wi
commandsquite literally, and the ranging Skorza circling the
Hadross formation rapidly came together for a Hattihg
assault. They all carried weapobsit theyoftenused claws
and fangs, and ripped bl oody mou

living flesh.

More werewolves trickled in from the house, but the
Hadrossians moved forward in an implacable march. They
were disciplined and tough, and their spearsgudaneful to
many a charging wolf. From the rear the Deepcaller raised his
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staff, and she saw a Skorza tear his own skull apart as he
shrieked.

Grim-faced, she turned from the sceard ran down
two levels to the darkened crypts where lonely torchexisto
silent vigil over rows and rows of sarcophagi. The two Zeti
War Dancers on duty were eager for information, and shocked

at what she said. AHadr oss?? The
iThey do. I still donét know
be overrun if you dondt help. o

AWhedarse Lord Gregorio?d06 asked
Master.
Il reneds tone belied her word:
Dondét worry. Hedll be there.o
The vampire nodded and raised her horn to her lips.
The blast echoed throudihe long chamber, and the tombs
slid open. War Darers leapt from their graves by the rank, a
score in total.
AFight well . Do not throw yol
them.
They saluted and headed for the stairs, fast as the
wind, and just as silent.
Irene went the other direction to find Gregorio. She
cauglt up with him another level down, jushtering his
sanct um. Hedd taken his ti me. A C
running upto him
He turned at the heavily reinforced wooden door.
AnAh, Lady Irene. Showing the bet
i Wh at daing downochare? Your men are dying
upstairs!o

il candét very well fight the
weapons or armor . 0

She paused. AwWell, at | east

He scoffed and grinned. @Of ¢
I dm not stupldm @dabefsagile ap.yo
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He tried to go through the door, but she yanked his

shoul der . AYou coward! o

He sl apped her hand away and
your placemor t al . 0O

Hi s breath was a charnel hou:
i Keep vy our Bidyoweney wohderrwhy.yéu were
sent to Fructus? | tdéds not becaus

because you fell out of favor, and this kind of behavior is
precisely why!o

That s it! Keep pushing him!

Hi s eyes were going black anct
moret han earned my triumphant r et

AWith what? Breaking internat
war ?0

He shouted in her face. HfAPerf

Sovereign to ascend the Empyrean
She was taken aback by the audacity.
Heb6s but a pahthoodpKillhimi ng at ki
Strike now, while the sun still holds sway. You want to, and he
deserves it. Again, | offer my humble assistance.
She gripped her head. ASHUT!
Gregorio | aughedourged@fe si st ent
Not that | needed much persuasiarind you. Yet, you do. |
continually wonder why. .. .0
She opened her mouth for a retort, but the house
thudded, and an echo reverberated down the stone walls. She
thought she could hear rushing water somewhere above.
He looked up, licked his lips and wenside. Irene
followed.
Gregoriobs sanctum di spl ayed
Sculptures, trophies, and paintings adorned the room. lonic
columns supported the high ceiling, and intricate tapestries
depicting Telloriabés greatest vi
went to his custorbuilt arma and removed it from the
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mannequi n. Alf youbre coming in,
conversational demeanor had returned.

She slammed it shut and threw the huge bolt. Even an
eart hgquake itwreinfdrceddnstedl emda st i | |
havendt amnuswdr eod smy (¢

He paused, and grinned. dAln

She knew hi m. Hebd say noth
against his throat.

Then why not put that knife there? The Sovereign
loves you far more than Gregorio.

She ignored it. fhevkifato can | (
spare Fructus?o

He paused again, set his cuirass aside, and turned

towards her. AfiYou know of the |Ir
and Fructus shal/l be spared. o

She coul dnot believe him. AT
war with Felskar?o

APreveot uahéy. @
She narrowed her eyes at hi m.

AA minor mi scal cul ati on. Gul 1
intelligent for his own good. But, have no fears, this will be
seen as an act of retribution. F

She t houghThatadotDo mg@at? 0 0

fiTrue, he wasbutproveduseful enough as a
messenger. He botched his assignment, paid the price, and
now | can capitalize on it. And, if | might be so bold, so can
you. Kill the Ironward, and Fructus is spared, the Siktept
at bay, and th8overeign regales us with accolades and
weal th. Just put your knife in t
know where he is. o0

She found herself considering it.

Bah! Do you really think heol
of this?

AWhere?0 she asked.

AfRemembershihp you came in on?*

185



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley

That surprised her.

AfMai Lengb6s ship?o
AfHe bought it or something |
captain even, when the old one v

now, probably just waiting for the tide to turn tonight. You
have time. o

Thesanctundoor boomed with a tremendous impact.
Irene felt like she was inside a drum.

Gregorio hissed and rushed for his greatsword. She
stepped into the shadows behind a column.

Another boom, and gouts of seawater spurted from
the weakened frame. The door couldhstand an earthquake,
but not the tide.

It flew off its hinges at the final blow. The Deepcaller
strode in, and held the Al phabots
you are. o

Four Deepmen rushed in, spears leveled at Gregorio.

Irene slipped behind a tapestry atatténed against
the wall. She hardly breathed, and she stepped carefully. She
could afford not an echo, not a sound, not a single ripple in
the huge drapery. The Deepcaller was the key.

I agree. Gregoriobs good, but
armor on. Maybe youaan kill two birds here. With my help, of
course.

AfnHer e | am, 0 said the vampir e
grin. Alf Ambassador Jahroon wan
simple note would have sufficed.

iSeize him, 06 said the Deepcal
She heard the scuffle, andjargling scream. She
moved ever onward. Grunts and clashing weapons. Something
expensive shattered. Then the sound of surf, and a briny
stench filled the air.
She came to the tapestrybs e
saw the Deepcaller walk past. She risked a.l@rkgorio was
on his backone leg impaled. Two Deepmen lay dead, and the

186



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley

other two held Gregorio down by his arms. All backs were
her.
The Deepcaller stood over Gregorio and raised his

staff. AThe message is not from
Gods. Hear their sweetsodgh ur r k! 0
Il reneds dagger whisked in anct

heart. He fell to his knees, and she whipped the bloody edge
across his throat beneath the mass of beard tentacles.
The Deepmen leaped away from Gregoonwards
Ireng butle sei zed oneds |l eg and yank
grabbed its head and stared into its face. The Deepman went
slack.
The other jerked its sword from its sheath as Irene did
the same. He was tough, hard to wound. But he was no match
for her rapier and dagger. Skiled it in short order, then
finished the last one that Gregorio had mesmerized.
ATook you | ong enough, 0 he s
sodden cl othing. AThis was good
She stood over him, Dbreathing
wounded, but the fight had draith her.
What a tremendous opportunitie Gift whispered.

[

AwWell . A hand up, i f you pl e
gestured. AiMy | eg wonodét heal for
She reached down, grabbed his arm, and yanked him
to his feet. He di dimdérotleee t he d

hand. It went in at an angle, right at the base of his neck. His
eyes were huge and he gasped for air out of reflex.
She sat him back down, propped against a column,
completely paralyzed. The dagger quivered with his rage.
AWhat hava?d odie dooel d barely whi
She stood over hi m, and br ou
severed your spine. The Sovereign herself taught me that one.
You dond6t need to breathe, and vy
youbve got nerves. o0
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Al wi || have wilbhedowmayad! The
mi nute now! 0

ATrue. In the meanti me, um, I
Youbre as mort al as we are. o She

eyes. Her smile was dark.
Oh, youb6re going to enjoy thi
AYoubre damn right, 0 she mur:i
rapiertipb hi s eye and asked, AWhy?0

AMy sept, if you really want
hemorrhaging money. All this peace is very bad for a house
that makes its |living selling we

She spoke through clenched t ¢
death, over filthy money. 0

He snee e d . AAn easy thing for vy

Goritsi. SissoraSept supports your war efforts for centuries,
and then, when peace breaks out, where are we? Ignored.
Forgotten. o
ifiThe Sovereign isnb6t responsi
ineptitude. 0
He g r i n allandat no. Evedane is at
everyone el sebs throats. Except
AYoubve seized Fructus! o
His whispering laugh was more chilling than ever.
iThat may be Ravenscars in the s
will show Kartoreshian strings. They even have msde let
Nasierd6s troops |l eave relatively
buffoons walked right into the t
alliance is in ashes, and even A
|l i sts these | ast weeks. |l 6ve pl a
we always have: as predators. Let the herd wear itself out in
pointless contests of strength. The Ravenscars will have no
end of employment, and the wealth of four nations will flow
into Telloria. Five, if you count the Free Citi&issor&Se pt 6 s
factorieswill work day and night to fill the orders. Then,
when one last, exhausted foe still stands, we seize the
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Empyrean Throne for ourselves. The Sovereign will be
overjoyed. 0O
It was true. Al of it. Exce|
I ronward?o
He ti | t edellhGnesmidtakeakhsily i W
corrected. And you save the Fructans in the process. | think
the decision is simple. o
It really is, you know. Kill him. Keep the plan. Take
credit. The Sovereign will sit you at her right hand, and you
can rule Arikania for an eteity.

There was no way out. She hac
that Gregoriamlwayshad a way out. She raised her blade
again. AHow do | stop it?0
He started to | augh, t hen cut
AYoubve | eft yoursthid?® an out.

He scoffecdd AAANIKBHIINed She f 1 ic
her wrist and his eye was put out. His whispering shriek was
oddly satisfying.

I rene moved her Dbl ade to his

AfYou are dead! DEAD! As soon
tear out your heart! AARAHHHH! I
iThat wondét stop me! I 61 | have n

She put the tip against the |
stab your brain. Tellmédio w? 0

AWill you |l et me live if | te

She considered. APossibly Wi
Fructans?o

He smiledthrogh bl oody tear s. ANo.
than | et you wal k away with that
get both. Choose now. 0

AYoubre in no position to bat

AAnNd youdre nearly out of ti:

She agonized for only a moment. Such brutally
simpl e mat hematics. AThe war. How

fiJahroon is the key. 0
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AfHadr oss?0
He nodded. #fAThe fiThayadalill e t
strike first.Within six months, everyone else will be on the

mar c h. But not if you convince h
Shethoughhar d. AWherebs the proof
AiThere is none, but heds no f

think of him personally, he knows that a general war would be
devastating. Convince him to counsel Scion Hadross against
it, and you have youbealwesce. Tho
to seeheoldworm Heds as paranoid as he

She thought about that for a
captainoftheguar d st il | i ves, I 61 I ge
She shoved the sword into fege, angled for his brain

His corpse sahere, open mouthed with the sword
quivering in his eye socket.

Then he coughed and began to
|l ate. 0 His fingers started to tw
a puppeteds strings as hisseveredpi ne began to kni

when | @m threealtehi ngs | 61 | do to vy
Sovereign wil/l never find all th
l rene didnot respond, but rail

penned a quick note, then went in search of a runner. Cooler
heads than hers needed to be informed.
The Hadrossians had perished to a man, but at the
cost of too many Skorza and Zeti. She found the Dancing
Master and put the note into her hands with quick, verbal
orders for delivery.
The Dancing Master nodded, t I
Lord Gregorio?0

Al nchypt, indisposed. 0
AShall I tell him where youo\
fiNo need, 0 s heishedintother e d, and

deepening night.
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN 1 KNIGHT FALL

Oor ot h 6 s madeitta Hadros$ Towerith
Ambassador Jahrogust before the looting began in earnest.
The Watch had raised the gates for the overwhelming
Ravenscar force outside the diight afterdusk. Half an hour
later, the slaughter began.
Ooroth had spent most of the afternoon gathering
sufficient troops fotheir march on the Tower. Thénad still
gone through with the excursiagainst his better advice.
Jahroon had merely shrugged and
command it. o
Ooroth couldnot tell i f Jahr
given how placidly he accepted@ ot hés conditi ons
for sufficient force, Ooroth concluded that this was the real
deal. He even tried asking the Deep Voices himself, but they
di dndét answer . |t neweahsverddi m gr u mb
Not when he really needed them.
The trip up to Cthedral Distract had been tense, but
none of the mercenaries had dared trouble thirty Deepmen
accompanied by Orsund Cavaliers. The ambulatory kraken
were often enough to send anyone with any sense running the
other direction.
Now, with dusk moving into nigt, Ooroth looked out
over a city writhing in pain. Ja
Hadross Tower gave him too good a view. The lamplights that
would normally have defined the streets in flickering golden
motes were missing. Taverns and alehouses thativiawie
overflowed withboisterous human activity were dark. Only
ruddy torches from wandering mercenary packs marked the
avenues and boulevards. More than one house blazed in the
darkness, and who was around to fight the fires? No one. The
clearnightaidi dndét even augur a hint o
The Grand Cathedral sat untouched. Like an impotent
king in his burning pal ace. Ooro
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stay that way long. The sooner the Deep Gods were done with
Jahroon, the better. But there was no hingyhem.
He looked out to sea, and surveyed the harbor. More
than a few ships waited in a hud
deepest point. In another few hours the tide would be right,
and theyodod weigh their anchors a
circled them. Heould even imagine the people begging
desperately for a bertany berthoon any ship.
And there was the Kartoreshian galleon, still tied
alongside the wharf and loading cargo as quickly as its crew
could haul the lines. Two immense Greathorns stodd
easily discernable even from this distance on their-litell
dock. They guarded the dock against the angry crowd that
hadnét worked up the courage to
fools to do so. But desperation made fools of even the wisest.
He thought he cdd make out Alyana, even. But it
was hard to say. From this distance all Ashmen looked
similar. He hoped shedd gotten h
much to her.
He thought back to the night before. Deep in drink,
their conversation had rambled far afield. fhed st art ed wi
why theydd come to Fructus in th
The question had annoyed hi m.
know?0 hed6d asked. AUnfair and u
part of why | 6m here. They si cke
much. Did | tellyouabouny f ami | y al ready?0
Shedd shaken her head.
AShort version: they were oVe¢
When | became this inhuman thing, without even a scrap of
my old self. Yet when | confessed, privately, to my mother

t hat | wasnot n e aherregretedit, et hu s e d
gave me no comfort. She yelled at me. Branded me a heretic.

She demanded that | recant. And,
away. Di sowned. 0
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She had countered: fAWhereas 1
murdered before my eyes, and my brother has justrard.
I dm the only one | eft. And itodos

children, or could have them whiletines er vi ce anyway.

have to give up the mask to have a family. Is that better than

getting disowned? Should | join you at the bottom of the

botle? You said yourself it doesnot

least your family is still there. Earn enough respect, and you

can could go baclBeat them over the head with your laurels

if that would make you feel bett
Shedd missed hisemgloihntm, d&nd i

were an object of respect, I wou

forsaken island in the first place. No Hadrossian is here for

their health or as a mark of f av
Her obvious shock surprised |

hasadutytopadii pat e i n the tal ks! 0o
He had shrugged. ahroon doce

wants. And | have no idea what s

I know, heds obeying our Scionos

said this with such disgust he could taste it even now. His

sef-loathing was evident, he was sure, even on his alien face.

s e
iJ

She had sighed. AAnd itbés not
il dondét want war. Not of the
to be courting. o
AThen your -redpedt grat addsdAng e | f
maybe thisiswhyyoudrink Somet hing to think
The memory faded. fASomething

murmured. Gods, he wanted a drink.

A Deepman guard knocked on thenb a s s dodror 0 s
and entered. He reported to Ooro
Tellorian below claiming an urgent reteo speak with the
Ambassador . o

AA Ravenscar ?0

The Deepman shook his head. i
her armor is not | ike theirs.o

193



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley

Ooroth | ooked to Jahroon who
The Deep Voices have no opinion.
Ooroth descended the tower, and Ereepman led
him to the small antechamber where the woman waited with
three Deepmen keeping wary eyes on her.

il dm Oor ot h, captain of the ¢
what is this urgent matter?0

She spoke intenseldwel@dl rene
noble from Elloria. Please, | must speak with Ambassador
Jahroon. Itds about these attack
happened over the | ast few weeks

Warnings went off in his heact
indi sposed. Thereds a bit of a r

Shewapeeri ng at hi m. AWait. [
you before. o

He grunted. ALots of peopl e |

She pulled a familiar scroll case from her modest
pack. Al think this is yours. o

Ooroth accepted it into his hands like a fragile egg.
He barely breathed as he arewved the cap. Sure enough, it
was the little girlds drawing. F
AHOW 0 Thaeuickniind put it together.
here. The night Achrion attacked. You were the spy that
hel ped us fight the mercenari es.
She looked uncomfatb | e. A Yes. I took t
it |l ooked i mportant to my missio
inside. | just remembered your Ambassador goading you with
it, and thought it was some secret information. What is it,
anyway?o
He put it bacHlywhatitldohkséke.c as e . i
You want to see Jahroon? Fine. No weapbiasie!Do you
understand? Even the hidden ones, and my Deepmen will
search you very carefully, with apologies for the
i nconvenience. 0
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She nodded. It took less than a minute. A sword, four
daggers, six throwing knives, and an Achrionain throwing

star. She pointed to the | ast on
OQoroth grunted. #fAl remember
with us. o0 He |l ed the way, and sh

four Deepmen.

As the elevator/airlocklled and ascended, Ooroth
felt the s cfloatfrdmdialsaekdHe fingrezed g h t
the strap, and wondered where the little girl and her cat were.
Hopefully on one of those boats
shown her to be wetff, if not exactlywealthy. He shoved
his worries aside as they swam through the flooded levels, and

handed her a towel. #ASorry about
Deepcall ers are dead, 06 he said.
day. o

renesoaked up as much moi sture
a n y o 8he togsed the towel aside, though her leather armor
still dripped.

They left a trail of wet f oot
Ooroth stepped damside. AAmMbassad

ifnYes, | know. |l 6ve been inf ol
behind his desk, | ononkisthegands uper i @
you. 0

Ooroth wondered if the Deep Voices had a hand in
that. Probably. His worries increased.
He broughtrenein and stood just off to one side
bet ween her and Jahroondés desk.

von Goritsi of Tell oria. o
fiYes,e weedtv, 0 Jahroon crooned.
brings you to me this evening, n

tone with attractive women.

Ooroth was watching her <caref
shudder, but Ooroth wanted to.

She took a breath and began:
situation has beeorchestratethy Gregorio don Sissora. It has
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been a campaign of manipulation and deception with the sole

goal of throwing Arikania into c
He | eaned forward, stil!] s mi |
ifiHe has made Hadrosgou your n:

march to war, the others fall i n

minutesshe outlined the situation, abdth Ooroth and
Jahroon listened intently.
Halfway through Jahroon got up and began pacing.
He did that when he was thinking hard, or annoyed.
Oorothput the pieces together as she laid them out. It
all fell into place: the stolen bribe, the misinformation, the
expensive mercenaries, the impromftuebbetween the
Acrhionian spymaster arilyanaé even t hdemypynvadi n
with falsified patronage from Kartoresh. It was excellent.
fi Btu you, Ambassador , are the
He stopped pacing. nYes, Il s«
one might say about Jahroon, he was intelligent and cagey.
AfAnd the Deep Voheacyo and,ave | ed me
therefore, preserve Hadross. So wise they are. Such
foresight. o He stood there strok
musing for a |l ong moment. A@ABut,
Why come to me? Telloria does nothing but profit from a
four-wayconf i ct . O
She thought a moment. ANO one
on such a scale. But, more importantly, this was not our
Sovereignoés wi | hSssolhwheswillbes Gr egor

|l abeled a criminal the instant |
Soverpughbdse, and shebs I|ikely t
youdd | i ke, I can take her a mes
He grinned. iYes, I do think
Jahroonds hand shot forward,
energy. l renebds body convul sed a

the floor. She screamed such a wail that became a gurgle as
blood gushed from her nose, ears, and eyes. Every pore, every
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orifice spewed forth her bodily fluids into a glistening
crimson sphere between them.

Her withered husk dropped to the floor, eyes cquaoh
staring at Ooroth. The desiccation had turned them solid
bl ack. Ooroth thought he might b
had turned to iron long before. It was a horrible way to die.

Jahroondés hand dropped, and t
splashed into thplush carpetingind oozed into the fiberkle
stepped over her towards OorathT hisihow you send a
message. 0

Ooroth wasshocked, mouth wideopen iThat was
unnecessary.o

He scoffed. fAShe was the spy

o]

Dondét think | offnértle @adutthehe porti n
Acr hionian attack on the Tower.
note, you have your scroll back.
Ooroth fingered the strap. He could find no words.
Jahroon chuckled to himself and walked to the
window. That same spell had drained homear
unconsciousnegast a week before, but now he seemed
perfectly fine. AHave the corpse
delivered to Vorstoli and placed
that she sought to avoid a war, and succeeded only in turning
allnationsagaist Tell oria. Weol | requir
of cour s e, but Gregoriobs scheme

ends. | ward f
AAmbassador, 0 said a feminine
singsong and terrible. AThat was a
Both of them turned to séeenecrouded, like a
panther ready to pounce. Her eyes were the color of black
iron. Her body was desiccated, but she was very much alive.
She licked her fangs.
Ooroth drew his blade slowly, and held it ready.
AAmbassador, get behind me. 0
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The Deep Voices spoke taoéth.
Thhrrruuuummmmmmme .

Ooroth | ooked up sharply, sht
ThadtYoosubre joking!o

Thhrrruuuummmmmmme .

He glanced at Jahroon in utter disbelief, then back at
Il rene. AVampire. Hebs all yours.
and stepped aside.

Jahr eenbilgedi WHANO! ! 0

The vampirestrucklike an eel. She was faster than
anything Ooroth had seen. One moment she was crouched in a
pool of her own I ifeblood, the n
broken behind his back, and his neck bared. She bit. Hard.

Jah oon struggled amwGHTHERar ed.
OFF!!l You traitor! T R A | T O&Isttuggles weakened as
his body shriveled. Great tears
noté supposed toé dieé. o

Ooroth watched dispassionately as his abusive lord
thudded tahe floor, stone dead.

Irene wiped her bloody mouth with the back of her
hand, and stared at it, wondering.

Ooroth shared the amazement. She looked far more
like herselfnow, and yet different. Wher
and attractive before, now she wamswverful and stunning, a
deadly combination of allure and might. A predator without
equal.

He spoke after a Il ong minute.
to get your blood back. What now

Shewasomber A ENnj oy the war. o0 She
leaped through the window.

Ooxr oth shuffled over and | ook
her at all. ACreature of the nig
his attention. Someone had set a fire in Cathedral District, and
it was spreading. I't was time to

alone.
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Helookedot t o sea. ARi ght . I di c
Now, do something for me. Where is that little girl? Is she
safe?0
The Deep Voices said nothing.
iLook. I just helped you st at
thing we were working on against Nasier, either. This is the
proverbial Big Deal. If what she told us about Jahroon
stopping it was truen any way then you wanted this. Or you
needed this,andli he al most choked on th
your faithful servant. o He thoug
iDi dndt hspiged Jahrobreanywady, bdt enaybe that,
too, was in your plans. All I want now is something for
someone else. If you have the slightest compassion for me,
then grant this request. Where i
He waited for a long minute, but the Deep Voices said
nothing.
Finally he sighed and lowered his head. He turned
away from the sea.
Thhrrruuuummmmmmmeé .
OQoroth grinned, and raised hi
you. 0 He moved as fast as his po
The guards outside were clustered at the door.
ifiCapt agth!hawhpened? Wherebs the A
AThe Ambassador has been ass:
killed him.o
They were aghast. fAShe wasn?ot
went in!o
ifiYeah, wel | . Jahroon had t hat
| ong gone, and iRrugtss. Gathenevery or us
last man, and retreat en force to the sea. Go to the rendezvous
two miles east, near the first S
summon the leviathan, and return to Ophion. Tell them
everything that happened here. o
They all lookedat@c h ot her f or a momer
are you going?¢o
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fiRescue mission. Wi sh me | ucl

Oneguardc aught his ar m. AfCaptain
you. o0

Oorothgr i nned. Al 6 m not going t
per sonal errand, no matter how i

AfCaptiaids important to you, [
And, | 6m not sure even you can s
mercenarie® said the guardThe othersrodded at that.

Oorothdéds heart swell ed. He ¢l
the ar m. iit.eot 6s be about

Downstairs, in the vast foyel
demi se and Oorothds errand spr ea
sweeping staircasebds centr al I an
wor ds. iMen, our time in eX|Ie h
brief errand before | depr t . ltds risky, nd s
Anyonewho wants ougjust raise your hand. No one will
think Iess of you for thinking o

No one raised their hands. T

around to see who might.
Ooroth smil ed iIsundsaakedpoint,. A RiI gl
Reavers to the rear. Kaxes, form your units into double
columns, and be ready for a pduaX if | give the word.
Sevridansdo what you do best. And, everyone, remember: no
unnecessary risks. Wedre Hadr oss
thet i de, wedre unstoppabl e. Foll o
No cheers, no rousing war cry. Just a general sense of
satisfaction and absolute faith
you, Captain,d he heard said as
fiFollow the Captain, andde 6 | le &lolmes &
He hoped that was true. With any luck, the
Ravenscars were more interested in looting than fighting.
Beyond the Grand Cathedral 6s
become a warzone. Ooroth led the Hadross column from the
front. The Deep Voices promptéds pathat irregular
intervals.
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Sure enough, most roving mercenary bands gave them
plenty of space. Many carried clinking sacks of loot or objets
doéart, and had | itt feeFractars,t e f or
and thosevere just as terrified of the Hadress as the
mercenaries.
Until they moved into the estate aréasBodies.
Everywhere. Some cut down while fleeing. Some executed.
Men, women, and children. Those were the worst. Ooroth
knelt beside a Ilittle boy, his t
hemutter ed. Altés a pogrom. 0O
AWhat should we do?0 asked a
I't wrenched Oorotho6és heart t
stood. fAWe dondét have the number
we show any resistance, theyodll
soonher webettawayComhe Dbot far n
In fact, the Deep Voices stopped him further down the
street in front of an opulent town house, four stories of solid
brick and stone. Evwhonsetioard a ser v
hung limp on a single hinge.
Thhrrruuuummmmmmmeé .
OQora h nodded, and gave orders
it. Secure a perimeter. One unit
Ooroth and his guards went in, cautiously. No lights
in the house kitchens aaki ser van
troubled their heat vision little. Thevgas enough variation
between the walls and air to let them move with ease.
Everything was shattered, wrecked, and thoroughly
ransacked.
ACaptain. o A Deepman pointed
sacks that moved and twitched. Ooroth approached, dreading
wh at findeHé pulled back the sack to see a fat little cat
sit up and mew at him.
AJodo?0 Ooroth said.
The cat leaped down, purring, and rubbed against his
pods. Ooroth almost laughed from joy. He pickedddigip.
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It rubbed againstehi Nofwaceheii®ka
your mistress?o

They found the bodies stacked upstairs in the foyer. A
single gaslight shed a flickering light on the grisly mound.
Blood pooled in a great puddle and trickled into a side room.

Jodoo6s o wthemourideyereadin o
She looked so peaceful.

Ooroth sank to his knees, still cradling Jodo, who
purred and purred. Tears welled in his eyes. He wanted to
shout at the Deep Voices, and rage against their cruelty.

She was even warm. Wait. A little too waryfet, this
slaugher had happened hours before.

ALittle girl? Jodods here. o
One eye opened, then both as
' 0 She | eaped at him and thre

you
AMy Smameho
Ooroth juggled child and cat to hug both tight. Now
his tears were jdul.
She was talking. fAThey broke
door. Papa always said it never locked right. Then they started
hurting peopleardli s he broke off, choked
AEasy. They candt hurt you noi
papa?o
She pointed at the pile to a man witlaging hair in

cookbés clothing. AThey killed hi
Then Mister Faster, and Ari ko. o
her face. il ran and hid, and th
find me. Ariko and | woulglay sometimesand no one ever
found us. But he didndt get away.
downstairs, I di da®th have time t
fiCovered yourself in bl ood, ¢
Youdbre very clever, chil d. You Kk

name. O
ivayal a. 0
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ifivayal a, 06 he mDeywehatcany, smi | i1
ot her family on Fructus? Whereds

ifShe went to the Celestials \
grandmammaventl ast year . 0O

ANo one el se?0

She shook her head.

OQoroth got grim. AYou canbdt

AfCan | come with vyherwdicé t he h
caught in his heart.

AnNo, Vayal a, I must return t
Deepcall ers areé gone. We have n
water for more than a few minute
would | i ke the ocean much anyway

She looked pathetic. Ist. Alone. Orphaned.

He remembered something. #AThe
Il dm going to take you to my frie
She can take you and Jodo home w

AiBut | want to go with you!od

Ailtdés just not possible Not
for you. It might be a |l ong ti me

She was trying not to cry. @l

He gr i nn-andnalwéySkeep¢hair word.

Come on. My friends are outside,
t he docks. Have you ever seen a

Sheshook her head.
ATheydre scthaygcl atk ef ibi gt c albb st
With tentacles, that is, 0 he adn
The Hadrossian force moved deliberately, resolutely
through the city. Only once did they encounter trouble as they
moved through the Market Distti A drunken merc band had
plundered an alehouse, and apparently partaken of most of the
loot. They lounged at the outdoor bar, and started throwing
plates and mugs at the Hadrossians.
Ooroth would have ignored it, but they hit@sund
krakenin the eyelt charged them, grabbed all three, and
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beganpulling arms from torsos amid horrified waifSoroth
signaled a unit to assist, and they killed the men in seconds.
Vayala watched with hard eyes. Jodo purred in her
arms.
Towards the docks the crowd surrding the
Kartoresh wharf parted easily enough for the heeaasityed
Hadrossian column.
The Nasiers themselves had seen their approach, and
a doublecolumn of Ashmen and Pelegarth stoodé@fiensive
formation behind Alyana and the two Greathorns.
Ooroth moioned for his troops to keep back as he and
Vayala approached alone.
Al yana was unreadable behind
you want , Hadross?0
iAiAl yana, this is my friend, \
Alyana Heska, &enior Hakaf r om Kar ot r esh. o
The little girl bobbd in curtsey, though her hands
were full of cat.

Al yana | ooked from the girl t
do you want ?0
ACould we speak in private f

and me?o0

She took a deep breath. Whether in irritation or no, he
wasnot s ur eaGreéthen ahdonotioreed with Her
head. The beasts and her column moved a respectful distance
away down the dock.

OQoroth said, AvVvayal a, pl ease
t here. It 611 be just a moment . 0
said to Al yaenal,ooikWenlg .t aYloluebrr. 0

i Oorddgit AMI yana began warningly

He cut i n. il need a favor. /
favor one can ask. Sheds my frie
sl aughtered. Youbve seen whatos

AWedbve heard. Black business.
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Henoddedi Can you take her with 'y
and keep her safe until I come f

She gestured angrily, but kej
no time to play nursemaid! Nor do | wish to. We are at war!

Oor wi ||l be, the moment this gets
Altds worksneow. mamHeyaonapped it
itThe | ast chance died with Jahroo
She ti | t eTde Thllerian kitlezl &i®. Hid w? 0

He sighed. AVampire.o
Shewas surprisedAAd you di dnét inter

il wasé per sua.damkCangoutmkeep asi
Vayala ancher cat®

Al yana didndét answer, but becq
a caged great cat.

He contliérdu @ dh,k efinhadheartbeat t h me
but we have no way for her to su
orphan now. She has no one, and nothingbdte know
what tha feels likeo

AnAnd what happens when all t|
warriors on opposing sides! | might have to kill you some
day! o

He was just as forbidding. Al
do? Thereds no other option for
brave the city. wilc o me f or her . I promi se

ilt could be years! o

He sighed. Al know. 0O

She was f yifrshergws ugiilimyd
homeland, she could well grow up hating Hadross. Hating
you! o

He drooped. Al know. But, at
deservesthat hance. 0

She stopped, and took a deep,
suppose | can use a page. Or may
with me, but | can find a place for her at the academy,
perhaps. 0
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AnAnd the cat?o

She threw her hands uip. iANnd
| hear one snide word from you about sticking me with your
squalling brad i

He held up his hands, def ensi
never be so clich®. 06 Such a weigdg
candét thank you enough. 0o

fiNo, 0 she said. oWwleasonsc anodt . I
for this, otherwise, youdd be ou

Al understand. 0

She motioned to Vayala and c:
Vaya Iatrottedover

i Ho old are you?0 Alyana as|
iEIi @ﬂrdlthree guarters.

Al yana shook herliwaseg, and mit

t oodé .Her voice returned to nor ma
me. Ooroth has spoken well of you. If you promise to be
obedient, I 61 | keep you safe unt
The little girl looked at Ooroth. His heart was
breaking againbut in a kinder way i Gollb@back. 11 6
promi se. 0
Vayala dropped Jodo, and threw her arms around
Ooroth again. AThank you. For ev
make you proud. 0
Alyana watched them for a moment, then spoke.

fiHadr os s, as one | ast condi tion,
civlianswhi | e we <cast of f . I dondét w
ship. o

Ooroth | et Vayala go reluctat

He watched the shimake sail into the dark harbor,
and head for thedbbing lights from the other ships lying at
anchor waiting on the slow, slowide. Vayala stood at the
taffrail with Alyana close behind. The little girl waved until
he coul dndét see her any mor e.
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Al ol | be back, 060 hHe whi spered.
addressed his tr obeHadrossiamden. To t
slippedsilently beneath the darkaves.
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN 1 DYING HOPE

The Winterhawk could feel hi s
him again. He finished his draught, and stoppered the bottle.
Hedd taken twice the usual dose.
The Deathbloom never did hide her feelings well.
i Mast &Surgeorda dnied t oo much was dange

iln fact, he said it would e\
mortals face the same fate. Mi ne
The pain in his hip was easing. He puist on it and
stretched. Al al ways wondered wh
compl ained about their hips. Now

His student crossed herarmsathimAn assassi n p
a sword through it. o

AAnd | didndét thank him for t
to himself.

Hisstudet was in no mood for his

should not have taken the entire bottle that day in the carriage.
I could have fought that Nasier
bedridden for days! o
fi T tSenior Hakakould have accepted no blood but
mine. And, what is done is done. | am mobile when necessary.

Tonight, it is necessary. | shou
He could see from her expression that she understood.

She hated it but damydnsore $ohim o d . iy

tonight. | could go on this erra

hours until dawn, and the tide will be at peak soon. The ships
will be leaving. Many smaller vessels have already passed the
bar . o

AThus, time is thebetessence, :
than two. o0 He | ooked at her. HfABe
Gregoriods mind. | f he is stildl
both be needed. The note from the Goritsi spy implied as
mu c h . Co me. Let us prepare. o0
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Their armor was wrapped in loeieting black tunics
and leggings, and theitalko polearms, normally polished to
brilliance, were blackened. His student wrapped her white hair
into a tight bun, and he folded and pinned his beard. They
both donned black silk masks tight about their heads.

He nodded to her. fnAThere.
assassins. Proper shadows. Remember their numbers. We
fight only to flee. o

She inclined her head.

ALet us away. 0

They both dropped out the window of Shael Han
Tower and slid down the nearly vertical wall. Halfwadgwn
theyleaped to the broad Grand Cathedral dome and tumbled
into a run. They flitted from rooftop to rooftdp this manner
through alleys and passages, all the way across the Cathedral
District.

If any mercenaries saw them, they gave no notice.
The Achrionians were but fading shadows, transémoss
the bright white moon.

Finally, they approached the Tellorian estate. Its gate
was smashed open, and many mercenaries had camped on the
grounds, especially around the small lake. Their fires danced
in the night air, amid a few latgartying revelersThe
Winterhawk could smell the ale and wine. Theydin 6 t
bothered posting a guard.

They slipped through the camp on silent feet that
made cats sound leddoted. The scent of cooked crab came
from a surprisig number of pots. Perhaps the kitchens had
kept a store.

The estate interior showed signs of battle and looting.
No slaughter, however. The lack of such evidence was

N o\

damning to the Winterhawkod6s eyes
proof of 't hee noerricgeinnasr.i eTshée tnraun s i

rooms hadewinhabitants, officers, no doubt, but only
snoring and the sounds of slumber came through the doors.
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TheysoughtGr egori o6s office, in any
Winterhawk knew the way.
A man sat at the battered desk,ight, and eyes on
the door. The single candle on the desk guttered as they
entered. The window behind him was shattered. He neither
moved nor blinked. The Winterhawk stepped over, and
checked his neck. His throat had been slit from ear to ear. A
fine line,very precise.
A slender arm encircled h e Wi n tneck fomwk 6 s
behind and a dagger pressed against his artery, just below his
l eft ear. Hi s maskds sil k would
AYou are very public, for a :
whispered in his ear.
His student across the room whirled, shocked. She
leveled hedalko, but di dnot cal l out .
The Winterhawk smiled. AiANnd
neither are you quite your old self, Irene. Your hands are chill
as the grave. o
AWhy are you here?0
il r eceite ¢hdughyabawery lateohour. |
seek answers. And, as this commander is dead, | presume you
seek much the same. 0
The bladewithdrew, and she released him. He
stepped back, and turned. Irene had taken on a lethal aspect,
cold and merciless.
AAh, 0 .heiAsnadi so Gregori o got
you arefinallyd e ad . 0
She |l ooked troubled for a mot
wanted to find evidenéeany evidencd of Gr egor i 00 s
misdeeds. This war is of his making, and it should be on his
head. o
il agree. b pred@me he ha
She nodded. AOverl and. A hid:«
i slandds west coast. o
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He nodded and went to stroke his beard, but it was
bundled up in his mask. He patte
you searched his vault?o0

She pointed to a tapestry on the south wall. It depicted
a regal vampire in full court attire. The Lady Sissora herself,
the Winterhawk presumed. He moved the tapestigeto see
the vault cracked open. The Deathbloom held the candle while
he searched.

Various papers and minor tokens were scattered.

Disturbed dust and smeared imprints told him this was not the
vaul tés natur al stat e. He examin

Il rene said, iThere was not hi.

Bills of sale, estate expenses, a few formal requests
fromsubordi nat esé #Alt would appear yo
said.

il 6d hoped to get back befor e
sitting on the desk, shoulders s
Mutil at ed. I't was the dahsly way h
conflict. 0

The Winterhawk hathe sudden sense of witnessing a
confession. He motioned for the Deathbloom to watch the
open window. No mercenaries were camped nearby, but he
woul d take no chances. AAnd what
AiThat Hadross was the key. TI
could stopti . 0

His fingers sought his beard
realized quite what a habit it w
strike first. What did you do?0o

She shrugged. Al tfdthee hi m. At
favor. 0

Winterhawk pursed his |ips. i
hi m? 0

She nodded, mut e. Her eyes g:

Gregoai 0 exactly what he wanted. I
fiYou survived, 0 he said.
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