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CHAPTER ONE  ï NEW PLAYER, OLD GAME  

Irene heard the sailors, of course, long before they 

dragged her into the conversation. 

ñYou can tell the difference, easy like,ò said the 

shipôs bosun. Irene hadnôt caught his name, but he always 

wore the same patchwork hat. ñVampires canôt hide from a 

watchful eye, mark me.ò 

ñI might be young, bosun,ò said Third Mate Mai 

Leng, ñbut this sailor girl has been to Telloria plenty of times 

and stayed in plenty of dockside taverns. Thereôs no way to 

tell, believe me.ò 

ñWhich I donôt, maôam, meaning no disrespect,ò said 

Bosun Hat. ñIôve ranged the Tellorian coast up and down 

these past fifteen years, and Iôve seen plenty of vampires, 

like.ò 

Mai Leng narrowed her eyes. ñThen why are you still 

breathing, mate?ò 

The conversation started heating. ñôCause they know 

betterôn to attack a sailor, see? Water stops ôem, mark me.ò 

Irene turned to hide her smile and looked out across 

the sea at the craggy coastline creeping along. Fructus Isle, 

her new home. Light green grasslands waved from 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 the deep blue sea. She 

looked back and suppressed a sigh. 

She heard Bosun Hat say, ñWell thereôs a Tellorian 

right there. Youôre on friendly terms, right? Letôs ask, and 

five crowns says Iôve got the right of it.ò 

Mai Leng spat in her hand, and they shook on it. ñTen 

and done.ò They came aft. Mai Leng asked nicely, ñIrene, I 

wondered if we might trouble you a moment.ò 

Irene turned and leaned on the rail. ñYes, I heard. 

Keep your purses. Youôre both wrong, but about different 
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things.ò A little ways forward, the helmsman shot her a 

glance, and listened. Irene continued, ñVampires are hard to 

spot at night, and easy in the daytime. Water means nothing to 

them, and they donôt give a fig about whether youôre a sailor. 

If one takes a liking to you, thatôs it.ò She snapped her fingers. 

ñDinner.ò 

Mai Leng nodded to Bosun Hat. ñThere. You see?ò 

But the bosun wasnôt done. ñWhich of course dayôd 

make it easy to spot óem. Theyôd turn to ash, like.ò 

Irene shook her head. ñNo, they can go out in the 

daytime, but they look like corpses. All skin stretched over 

bones. At night, itôs different. The mystique, as we call it. 

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, if youôre trained. But in the day, no. You canôt 

mistake them for anything else.ò 

The helmsman shifted uncomfortably at the wheel. 

Even Mai Leng frowned. ñNever heard of that, Irene.ò 

ñItôs not well known,ò she said. ñThey can be killed in 

sunlight as easy as you or me, which is the main reason they 

avoid it. You can kill them at night, sure, but itôs difficult. 

Very, very difficult, believe me.ò She got contemplative and 

murmured, ñBelieve me.ò 

Mai Leng glanced at the bosun, who clearly didnôt 

like the sound of that. Nor did anyone else. The deck had gone 

completely silent. She got a sly expression and said, a bit 

loudly, ñSheôs pulling our chains, mate. You know how 

Tellorians are. They love scaring the sense out of sailor 

types.ò 

Irene snorted. ñHalf the army is vampires. They 

couldnôt well defend Telloria only at night, could they?ò 

The bosun said, ñNo, no, thatôs what them 

werewolves are for. Guards their crypts in the day, like.ò 

Irene didnôt laugh, but the absurd notion widened her 

smile. ñSorry, itôs not you, buté letôs just say the political 
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map of Terlloria would be vastly different if only werewolves 

could walk the sun. Where did you get this notion?ò 

Bosun Hatôs defensiveness betrayed the wound sheôd 

dealt. ñWhich itôs common knowledge, like!ò 

Irene shook her head. ñSuperstition more like.ò 

The bosun pushed back his hat and smirked. ñWhich 

Tellorians take all the cakes for superstitions, donôt they, 

miss? Not meaning any offense and all, but yeôd hear more 

tall tales dockside in Lusk than all other ports put together.ò 

His mention of Lusk brought a memory of home. Her 

motherôs face, ghostly in time, smiling. Bedtime stories. 

Heavy wood smoke from the blazing hearth. Her own tiny 

room. Which sheôd never see again. 

Unless you give in, of course.  

Irene blinked the alien thought away. Stop it! she 

thought to the black place in her soul. 

The bosun confided in Mai Leng, ñFables and 

nonsense, maôam. And not a lick of truth among óem. They 

just like black moods is all.ò 

Ireneôs good mood had vanished. ñEven if theyôre 

fables, thereôs a grain of truth at each oneôs core.ò 

The bosun kept on, ñThe whole countryôs like that. 

All gray cloaks and buildings like mausoleums. They all got 

that thousand-yard stare, and itôs practiced well enough.ò He 

glanced at Irene. ñLike that, exactly, miss. Not to be telling a 

passenger their business, and no offense intended, but I never 

met a Tellorian what couldnôt scare the life out of a party with 

a single ghost story, like.ò 

Ireneôs mouth drew into a thin line, and she locked 

eyes with Bosun Hat. ñAnd why not?ò Her blood stirred. 

ñOurs is a land of deep shadows and silent forests where the 

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 sound beneath 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, what evidence remains of the nightôs passing? Scraps 

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 visitor that came calling. That is 

Telloria, my dear sir, land of blood and darkness, where only 

an old wivesô tale might shepherd you through to dawn. So 

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

unawares beneath the moon.ò 

Everyone within hearing stared at her, Mai Lengôs 

eyes big, and the bosunôs mouth slack with shock. Mai Leng 

recovered and stepped close. ñYour eyes have turned solid 

black.ò 

ñHelmsman!ò shouted the captain from the 

quarterdeck. ñClap a hand on that wheel, you whoreson 

beast!ò 

The sailor jerked away from Ireneôs discourse and 

wrestled the ship back to her proper course. Irene blinked, and 

stepped back. She took a steadying breath. ñIôm sorry!ò 

Mai Leng glanced from her to the bosun and back. He 

was looking for words. 

The captainôs shadow fell across them. He spoke to 

all three. ñWhatôs going on here?ò 

The bosun pointed at Irene, ñSheôsð!ò 

Mai Leng pushed a purse into his hand. ñðhelping us 

with a wager. Your winnings, bosun, though I reserve the 

right to win them back ashore at the gambling house, if youôre 

game.ò 

The bosun looked at the purse, then Irene, then back 

to Mai Leng. ñIðwell, Ié Aye, thatôs fair.ò 

The captain said, ñFine. You have duties, bosun.ò 

The bosun saluted, ñAye, sir.ò He headed forward 

with many backwards glances at Irene. 
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The captain continued, ñThird Mate, weôll make port 

by two bells in the first dog. Your watch, I believe? Youôll 

take us in.ò 

She saluted. ñAye, sir.ò 

He bowed briefly to Irene, and went below. 

Mai Leng looked at Irene with cautious eyes. The 

deck was still silent and all eyes were on them. 

ñIôm sorry,ò said Irene. 

ñGo below,ò she murmured. 

ñItôsðñ 

ñTrust me, and go. Now.ò 

Irene went below to her tiny cabin and sat on the 

rickety stool beneath a lonely, swaying lamp. Why take orders 

from a mortal? the darkness asked, the voice neither male nor 

female. Simplyé ominous. Like a creaking branch beneath 

darkened boughs, or a dark shape lurking outside dirty 

window panes. This was the blessing and curse of her nation. 

The Gift, it was called. 

ñSheôs my friend. She was trying to help. And that 

was a filthy trick you pulled.ò  

That amused the Gift. I? You brought it forth. 

ñI am not listening to this. Go away.ò 

It receded form her mind, like thinning fog on a 

moonlit night. 

She sat and thought about nothing for a long while in 

the creaking cabin. Water hissed along the boatôs side and she 

heard sailors working the deck. The shipôs bell tolled through 

the watches, every half hour. She tried to get a little sleep, but 

it wouldnôt come no matter how comfortable the hammock, 

the first sheôd ever used. 

Irene dug out her journal and wrote 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 her personal code, one 

taught by her mother and known to no one living. 
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I shouldnôt have gotten angry at the bosun. Mai Leng 

is a gentle soul, and was only teasing, and the bosun was an 

ass, but Iôd already scared him. I should know better. But the 

thing in my head pushed me. I can see it now, looking back, 

but I couldnôt keep it in check. Is this exile weakening my 

resolve already? Thatôs exactly what the Sovereign wants. 

And if I let this damn thing get hold of me on ship when 

talking to a friend, then what can I expect when we reach 

Fructus City? Thereôll be people, people, and more people, 

and none of them near as friendly as Mai Leng. 

Iôm glad thereôll be work, even if Iôm stuck dealing 

with Gregorio. At least Iôm not the old batôs subordinate. The 

Sovereign made that very clear. 

At work Iôm playing a role, keeping my head in the 

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. It was the young masterôs mate, voice cracking with 

adolescence. ñThe deckôs compliments, maôam, and the 

officer of the watch asks if youôd like to join her on the 

quarterdeck.ò 

Mai Leng was the only female officer who stood a 

watch. ñTell her Iôll be up shortly. With my thanks.ò 

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. 

Mai Leng motioned her over to the quarterdeckôs 

windward side. She pointed over the darkening sea. ñPort 

Fructus and the city beyond.ò 

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 cathedral 

and on down the hillside, tiny lights winked on in increasing 
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numbers as the cathedralôs shadow stretched towards the 

harbor, like spreading a black velvet cloth dusted with stars. 

The harbor itself bustled with activity as fishermen 

brought their vessels in before dark and merchantmen were 

towed into the offing for the tide that would soon turn. 

ñClew up,ò Mai Leng told the bosun, who kept his 

eyes deliberately off Irene. ñSingle-reefed tops, and stand by 

the anchor. Make the signal for a pilot.ò Mai Leng looked at 

Irene as the bosunôs pipe got to work and hands swarmed the 

deck and rigging. She smiled wide, and kept her voice low. ñIf 

Iôd had no suspicion you werenôt a merchant, your expression 

now wouldôve planted one. Youôve clearly never been here 

before.ò 

Irene shook her head. ñIôve never seen anything quite 

like that.ò 

ñAnd Fructus City is nothing. You should see Qualat 

Mon. Or my home city, Kol Han. We know a thing or three 

about seaside fortresses in Achrion. So, since youôre clearly 

not a merchant, what are you doing out here? Escaped 

prisoner? Refugee? Ohh wait, youôre fleeing a fixed marriage! 

Thatôd be very romantic.ò 

Between the shining cathedral and Mai Lengôs bright 

smile, Ireneôs spirit lightened. ñNothing so amazing, I assure 

you.ò She thought of half a dozen cover stories in an instant, 

but somehow that seemed to be a darker road. She liked Mai 

Leng. She could win more with the truth. ñIôm an exile.ò 

ñEven better! What was your crime? Was it 

scandalous?ò 

ñAlmost. I refused the Gift.ò She felt better after 

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

Mai Leng shrugged. ñAnd? Iôve refused all kinds of 

gifts. You wouldnôt believe some of the disgusting things 

sailors think will impress a ladyðñ 

Irene kept her voice low. ñNo, not a gift. The Gift. 

Remember earlier? When my eyeséò 
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Mai Leng sobered. ñOh. What was that? I mean, 

youôre not a vampire. é Are you?ò 

Irene shook her head. ñNo. At leasté Itôs something 

that can happen to Tellorians. Or really anyone that spends 

too much time there. The Gift comes. When you give inðò 

Mai Lengôs eyes flared. ñYou turn intoðintoðñ 

ñVampires or werewolves. Or worse.ò 

Mai Leng took a step back. ñItôs not catching is it?ò 

ñKeep your voice down. No. Itôs not like that. The 

stories you hear about being bitten arenôt true. Again, if they 

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

the nobility could pick and choose who got Giftedé I 

shudder to think at some of the regimes that wouldôve cropped 

up after Old King Goritsi was murdered way back when.ò 

ñYour Sovereign is Queen Goritsi, though, and sheôs 

a vampire now. Wasnôt she married to him before?ñ 

Irene shook her head. ñNo. Sheôd have you believe it, 

but even she isnôt that ancient. The Goritsi title is for her 

house and all those brought in. There are some mortal 

Goritsiôs, of course, óchildren of the damned,ô as they hate to 

be called. Theyôre nobility but only technically. Not many 

gain any true power without the Gift. And if itôs like that for 

the nobles, imagine how the lower classes are treated.ò She 

thought back to her mother, long gone. ñItôs why I do what I 

do.ò 

ñAnd what is it you do?ò 

ñIðhelp where I can. The Sovereign isnôt the kindest 

soul, but she has a care for the underclasses. She was ecstatic 

when the Gift came upon me. But I donôt want it, for lots of 

reasons. And thatôs why Iôm exiled to Fructus. She was 

furious.ò 

Mai Leng had stopped smiling, but she betrayed no 

hint of fear. ñSoé youôre an almost-vampire political refugee 

who knows Queen Goritsi?ò She grinned. ñIôd stick with 

merchant.ò 
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Their laughter drew attention across the deck. They 

quieted quickly, and Irene wiped away tears. ñOh, that felt 

good. I havenôt laughed in a long, long time.ò And even the 

darkness in her soul had lightened. 

ñWell Iôm glad. Iôm sorry I snapped at you before, 

butðñ 

ñNo, no. You thought fast.ò 

ñIôm glad weôre nearly ashore. This is a good crew, 

but my payoff wonôt hold long. You did get pretty scary 

there.ò She paused and considered. ñListen. I wonder if you 

might not put some of that scary to use on my behalf? By way 

of a favor. I may have some trouble waiting for me ashore.ò 

Ireneôs slight smile vanished. ñWhat kind of trouble?ò 

ñI owe a guy money. Gambling debt, basically, and I 

just handed the bosun most of my spare change. Iôve got the 

cash, and I can pay him back, but Iôm not so sure he wonôt 

pull a fast one.ò 

ñIôm familiar with the type. Yes, I can help.ò 

ñThings shouldnôt turn ugly. I was thinking to bring 

some of the crew, but I donôt want them involved. Last timeé 

well, the captain will throw me off the ship if I cost him any 

more prime hands.ò 

ñLast time!ò Irene snickered and was about to inquire 

further when the lookout signaled. The pilot was coming 

aboard. 

He came up the side, a thorough seaman, but 

decidedly harbor trash, foul-smelling and leering. Irene 

ignored him, but couldnôt help overhear. ñOh, yer the third 

mate, is ye? Message.ò He passed Mai Leng a stained note. 

ñNow, letôs get me my coin and get yer ship in. Tideôs a 

slackinô, anô you know how the bar shoals when sheôs on the 

ebb.ò 

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, 
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and secured her weapons: a long blade at her hip, a matching 

dagger, and two knives hidden up her sleeves. 

Expecting a fight, are we? 

ñShut up.ò 

Mai Leng met her back on deck, still a little skittish. 

ñHeôs here. I thought Iôd meet him at the tavern, but heôs on 

the dock. He brought some friends.ò 

They were fully in the Cathedralôs shadow now, and 

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 intended to 

go farther than the dock. 

Irene said, ñDonôt go ashore just yet,ò and climbed 

the shrouds into the top. She scanned the dockyard. Snipers? 

None. Backup? None. Official ówitnessesô? None. ñAmateur 

night,ò she muttered. But, they were five to her two, and she 

had no idea how well Mai Leng could fight. Irene herself 

might do five. Maybe. With a surprise attack. A lucky surprise 

attacké. 

Or help. 

ñShut up.ò She climbed back down. ñSeems simple 

enough. Youôre just paying him off, right? Okay. Iôll be right 

behind you.ò 

Mai Leng let out a long breath and gripped her saber 

hilt. ñOkay.ò Her spine straightened, but her body went taught 

as she set foot on land. She was nervous to Ireneôs eye, but 

Mai Leng walked with a sailorôs rolling gait, feet freshly 

ashore, and planted herself squarely in front of the greasy 

leader. ñHello, Sarghen.ò 

He grinned, gap-toothed and yellow. ñLittle Leng. 

What, no crew? Was looking forward to thumping some 

wetfeet.ò 
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ñThe ship isnôt even fifty yards away, and we sailors 

have loud voices. But we donôt need my crew to handle you 

and yours.ò 

ñôWeô is it?ò He looked Irene up and down. ñPretty 

little thing. Too pretty by half. Is she the ópaymentô, I hope?ò 

Mai Leng spat. ñSlavery is your trade, Sarghen, not 

mine.ò She pulled out a leather purse and bounced it in her 

hand, jingling. ñHere. You want to get rid of the welcoming 

committee before I hand it over?ò 

His ugly laugh had no humor. ñWell, see, thereôs this 

thing. Paymentôs gone up. Interest, you know. And youôre not 

paying me anymore. Iôve sold your debt for a shiny coin or 

three. So, youôre coming with me to the new debt holder. Itôs 

up to him now.ò 

The purse stopped moving in Mai Lengôs hand. ñYou 

canôt sell me. Iôm a citizen of Achrion.ò 

ñSold your debt, Little Leng. Not you.ò He scratched 

the back of his neck. ñCourse, I dunno. Maybe heôd let you 

pay it off by those real generous terms I offered last time.ò 

Mai Lengôs hand went to her blade. Everyone tensed. 

ñNot on your life.ò 

Irene saw her next few moves clearly. None of them 

had neck protection except Sarghen. Two knives to two 

throats. Theyôd start to move then. Sarghenôs weak points 

were his armpits, face, and the backs of his knees. Her blood 

stirred. If he made a grab for Mai Lengð 

One of the thugs tapped Sarghenôs shoulder. ñUh. 

Boss?ò He pointed down the cobbled street. 

A bald vampire approached with two bodyguards. 

The guards wore very ill -fit ting armor built for frames half 

again their size. They spread out to flank the thugs by some 

unseen signal. Pack tactics. 

Irene sucked in a breath. ñOh, for fuckôs sake.ò 
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The vampire stalked forward, surveyed the scene, and 

smiled at her, all fangs. ñLady Irene. What interesting 

acquaintances you make.ò 

ñGregorio,ò Irene said. ñThis is Sarghen. Local thug, 

amateur bather, and aspiring corpse.ò 

His smile broadened. ñDo you require assistance, or 

shall I just handle the betting pool?ò 

ñIt wasnôt my move.ò She looked at Sarghen, who 

couldnôt keep wide eyes off the vampire. 

ñIé look, no trouble to be had here, your lordship.ò 

He started backing away. ñLeng, weôll talk later.ò 

ñI wouldnôt advise it,ò Irene said. 

Sarghen gulped. ñAinôt up to me, buté well.ò He and 

his thugs beat a hasty retreat. 

Mai Leng didnôt relax. She stared at Gregorio with 

morbid curiosity, hand still gripped on her hilt. 

Gregorio spread his hands wide, fingers a bit too long, 

and talons instead of nails. ñSo, who owes me a thank you?ò 

ñNo one,ò Irene said. ñI had it handled.ò 

ñCome now. Youôre good, but Iôd have put my money 

on the other side, if only by a neck.ò 

ñWhy are you here?ò 

He shrugged. ñYouôve been expected these last three 

days. Iôm glad to see your ship is finally in. Iôm rather amused 

to find you meeting Sarghen. Was it truly coincidence?ò 

Her turn to shrug. ñWhy? Who is he?ò 

ñAh,ò he said. ñAn agent. Of sorts.ò He spared a 

glance at Mai Leng. ñOh, and forgive me stealing her away 

from you, missé?ò 

ñThird Mate Leng.ò 

ñAh ha, so we have you to thank for her safe passage. 

House Goritsi extends its good graces to you, madam.ò He 

bowed in courtly fashion. ñIf you would be so kind as to 

forgive a mere verbal invitation to your captain, it would be 

my singular honor to entertain you and your officers at dinner 
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in Goritsi Tower tomorrow evening. For now, however, 

adieu.ò He motioned to Irene. ñCome, Lady Irene. Let me 

acquaint you with the rules of your new home, and the 

intriguing games we play.ò 

Irene grumbled at his retreating back, but started to 

follow. 

Mai Leng grabbed her arm. ñHe called you Lady 

Irene! So itôs true? All of it? You really are an exiled vampire 

noble?ò 

Irene sighed. ñYes. My full name is Irene von Goritsi. 

ôMerchantô wouldôve been so much easier, no?ò Her smile 

was wan. ñBut Iôm not a vampire yet. Iôll see you tomorrow.ò 
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CHAPTER TWO  ï 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 angry, but this time the 

words wouldnôt leave his head. óNo human woman would love 

a monster such as you,ô Ambassador Jahroon had sneered. 

And laughed at him, too! 

That puffed-up, blue-skinned, self-important 

simpleton. Who did he think he was? Sure, he was Hadrossôs 

representative on Frutcus. Sure, Ooroth was captain of his 

house guard, and therefore his servant. But nobody got sent to 

Fructus for their health. Jahroonôs hands were no cleaner than 

Oorothôs. Theyôd all been disgraced, in one way or another, 

and exiled from the depths. 

Ooroth didnôt long for the sweet, salty sea. Quite the 

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. Now he 

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 heôd forgotten the ointment jar. 

He looked up at the moon rising over the Celestial Cathedralôs 

central spire and sighed. The night air eased the itching. But 

not by much. 

The Deep Voices woke in his mind.  

Thhrrruuuummmmmmmé. 

ñOh, what now?ò he demanded. 

No words. No, never any words. But a feeling. A call. 

Like a whaleôs song, but deeper. Sinister.  

Thhrrruuuummmmmmmé. 

ñThat way?ò The Voices urged him along one of the 

Cathedral Districtôs many tree-line boulevards. The Voices 

didnôt respond, but he felt their presence. He kept moving, 



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley 

 

19 

slowly. At least heôd remembered his greatsword slung across 

his back. What would he find this time? Was it assassins? 

Thieves? An informant, perhaps? 

Thhrrruuuummmmmmmé. 

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, 

and he slumped. ñA cat?ò he demanded of the distant sea. 

ñYou brought me out here for a cat?ò 

Thhrrruuuummmmmmmé. 

ñBrilliant. Bloody brilliant. Tide and teeth, donôt you 

have anything better to do?ò 

The cat meowed again, pleading. From somewhere 

back the way heôd come, a child called, ñJodo! Jodo! Here 

kitty!ò 

Ooroth sighed at the eyes. ñJodo, I presume?ò 

The cat mewed, dolefully. 

He shambled down the alley, possibly the cleanest 

alley heôd ever seen. But then, this was the Cathedral District, 

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 pushed the bins aside with his chin tentacles, 

and picked up Jodo in his arms. The cat purred and licked his 

hand. ñWell, youôre an odd one,ò Ooroth said. ñMost surface 

dwellers run in terror at the sight of me. Or is it just that I 

smell like a fish?ò 

Thhrrruuuummmmmmmé. 

ñYes, yes, Iôll take the cat to the girl. Noisy bloody 

busybodies.ò He shambled out of the alley, muttering. 

ñSaving cats. I know the Depths move to mysterious currents, 

but this is ridiculous.ò 
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He followed the calls of ñJodo! Jodo-bean! Kitty!ò to 

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 hand after her. ñWait! Iôm notð!ò 

Too late. He shambled as fast as his pods would take him. 

And itched. And grumbled, ñBloody bipeds and their long 

bloody legs.ò Jodo purred. 

He neednôt have rushed. The girl reappeared with a 

Watch officer in tow, and pointed. ñIt has my cat!ò 

The Watch officer took in the scene in an instant. She 

relaxed and took her hand off her heavy mace. ñChild, thatôs 

not a monster. Itôs a Deepman of Hadross. Have you not seen 

one before?ò  

The girl shook her head, eyes still huge. 

Ooroth moved forward. He couldnôt help but notice 

the Watchwoman had very pretty eyes, and there were marked 

curves beneath that chain-linked armor. óNo human woman 

would love youé.ô He shoved the thought away and held Jodo 

out. ñHe was stuck. Heôs a pudgy thing, to be sure.ò 

The little girl hesitated, then snatched Jodo from his 

arms. ñHeôs not slimy at all! Deepmen are supposed to be 

slimy.ò 

Ooroth put fists on his hips. ñOf course not. And Iôm 

not a Deepman. Theyôve got legs and look more human. Iôm a 

Sevridan. Weôre squishy, but none of us are slimy. Well, not 

unless we work with the krakens. Those things are disgusting, 

believe me.ò 

The girl swallowed and looked at the Watchwoman. 

The officer smiled at her. ñRun along home.ò They watched 

her go and the Watchwoman said, ñWell. Sorry to have 

disturbed you. Though Iôm curious as to why a Deepmðer, 

what was it?ò 
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ñSevridan. Or just Hadrossian, if you prefer.ò 

ñðwhy a Sevridan would be up here so late at night.ò 

Ooroth waited for the Deep Voices to speak. They 

had gone the moment he handed the cat to the girl. So what 

had their purpose been? He glanced at the Watchwoman. Very 

pretty eyes, indeed, Ooroth thought. Wait. Could they have 

led him to meet this woman? ñIôm Ooroth. Captain of the 

ambassadorôs personal guard. Iôm here on his business,ò he 

lied, though only by half. ñListen, I donôt suppose thereôs a 

tavern open late up here? This is hardly Dockside.ò 

She blinked at him. ñYou can drink?ò 

ñOf course I can drink! Tide and teeth, where do you 

surfacers get these notions?ò 

ñHadrossians keep to themselves, mostly. And my 

watch is usually Park, Cathedral, or Back Meadow.ò 

óNo human womanéô Ooroth grunted. ñWell. I donôt 

suppose youôd care to join me? You can tell me about Fructus 

City, and I can regale you with horrors from the depths.ò 

She thought a moment. ñWhy not? My watch is done 

shortly, and Iôm beat. This way.ò 

Oorothôs heart sped up, and he felt the blood rushing 

to his face. He was thankful surfacers could rarely read 

Sevridan body language. His intentions had been betrayed by 

a purpling blush far too often in front of Hadrossian women. 

The human variety, that 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 self-loathing. 

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, ñDo you sit? Chairs or stools oré?ò 

ñWe do pretty much everything you can do. That 

table would be fine.ò He felt keenly conscious of the eyes on 

him. A vampire across the room stared at him as hard as the 
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others. Nevermind that the vampire was just as inhuman as 

Ooroth. He looked human, and Ooroth didnôt. As simple as 

that. 

He set his greatsword against the nearby wall, and 

squeezed into a narrow chair and she watched him from 

across the table. ñYou certainly cané compress quite a bit.ò 

He shrugged. ñMy bones work differently. More 

cartilage, really. As I told the child, weôre squishy. So, I didnôt 

catch your name.ò 

ñOh, Iôm sorry, where are my manners? Lieutenant 

Jendara Hall.ò She held out her hand from habit, but paused. 

He took her hand in his and touched a beard tentacle 

to it, in proper courtly manner. ñCharmed, maôam. So, yes, we 

Hadrossians do drink. What do you recommend?ò 

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. Warmth spread through him. ñMuch 

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

watching me like a moray.ò 

Watchwoman Jendara didnôt even pause. ñSo your 

mouth is in there somewhere?ò 

ñYep. Seen a squidôs mouth? Like that.ò 

ñHow do you breathe air?ò 

ñEnchantment. The Felskars are trying to sell us some 

kind of breathing apparatus, but I prefer the magic. Far more 

reliable, and it doesnôt weigh anything. My turn.ò He 

contemplated, óSo, do you live nearby?ô But that reeked of 

desperation. ñJust what makes up the óHadross Districtô? I 

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

district markings on any map. I gather itôs ouré óterritoryô, I 

guess youôd say. Or something of that nature?ò 

She grinned. ñIt can be confusing. You know a bit of 

our history right? How the Celestial religion was centered 

here about a hundred years back?ò 
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ñStill is, as far as I know.ò 

She nodded. ñRight. But there hasnôt been an Archon 

for more than a century. Not since the Betrayal. So, since 

then, all the nations send their exiled nobles and inconvenient 

convicts here.ò Her manner grew confidential. ñItôs like its 

own little continent of Arikania, but populated with political 

troublemakers and neôer-do-wells, and theyôre all bottled up 

in our city. Alliances shift from week to week, and changes 

the map from month to month and year to year.ò 

He set down his stein. ñYou make it sound like 

thereôs open warfare, but the city seems peaceful enough.ò 

ñTrue. Itôs not quite that bad. Not unless youôre just 

so poor you have to live on the north side in Redwater. That 

place is a nightmare. The Watch barely goes there. But, back 

to your question, what Iôd call Hadrossôs District consists 

ofé letôs seeé Hadross Tower of course, a fifth of Cathedral, 

the east end of Merchantôs March (for now), and about half of 

Dockside. Itôll probably be that way for another couple of 

months. Believe it or not, all your ambassadors showing up 

for these talks has really stabilized things. Everyoneôs playing 

nice.ò 

Ooroth snorted, a distinctly watery sound. ñUnless 

youôre in on the talks. My ambassador has met with Felskar 

twice now. Blistering. Thatôs the word. Got another dawn 

meeting before the big show tomorrow afternoon when all of 

them get together in the Cathedral for the conference.ò 

ñIs that why you were up here?ò 

Ooorth purpled slightly. ñI shouldnôt really say 

anything else about it. Sorry.ò 

ñFair enough. My turn. How do normal people live in 

Hadross?ò 

ñDefine normal.ò 

ñWell....ò She gestured at the other drinkers. 

ñHumans. I mean, we breathe air. Most of your country is 

underwater.ò 
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ñMagic again, mostly. There are some contraptions 

they use too, but the Deep Ones see to it all.ò 

ñThose are your gods.ò 

Theyôd have us think so, he thought. ñMore or less. 

Theyôre the ones that change us.ò 

She stared a moment. ñChange you?ò 

ñIé didnôt start out like this. I was born human. All 

of us, Deepmen and Sevridan, we start out human.ò 

ñThatôs horrible!ò 

A wry tone escaped him. ñHow kind.ò 

ñI didnôt mean it that way, butð Well, what I 

meantðñ 

ñNo, youôre right. Itôs pretty horrible, and all because 

of an arms race with Kartoresh. Not many know about that. 

Have you heard the tale?ò 

She shook her head. 

ñThe short version, then. Hadross and Kartoresh have 

been sniping at each other for centuries. Everyone knows this 

is because our two leaders are brothers, and, despite living for 

centuries, still fight like children. Anyway, Kartoreshôs king 

made a pact with 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 born inside our borders and brought up 

in the Neridan religion stands a good chance of transforming 

after puberty.ò 

Jendara was ashen. ñIé I donôt even know what to 

say.ò 

Ooroth shrugged fluidly. ñThereôs nothing to say. Itôs 

the way things are. The transformation is seen as a blessing by 

most. Something to be sought after. Humans actually have a 

bit of a stigma against them, no offense.ò He thought a 

moment. ñAs a loyal Hadrossian, I canôt complain. Thereôs so 

much to see beneath the waves. So much room to expand, 
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even if the wilderdepths are more hazardous than your most 

barbaric hinterlands. And the citiesé the Aquapolis of 

Ophion is stunning. A coral reef of light and civilization. The 

Opal Palace puts the Grand Cathedral of Fructus to shame.ò 

He took a long draw on his stein. 

ñBut?ò she prodded. 

ñBut.ò He paused. ñIf asked, would I have chosen 

this? No. I preferred my bipedal self, and not itching like 

crazy at the slightest hint of dehydration. I like the sun a lot 

more than a jellyfish should. It complicates matters. 

Especially when dealing withðwith other nations.ò Heôd 

almost said óreal womenô. He went on, and couldnôt keep the 

bitterness from his voice. ñIf youôll forgive a little political 

commentary, the prejudice against my kind is less-than-

amusing when dealing with Telloria or Kartoresh. Vampires 

and Ashmen have nothing on us for beastly physical 

transformations. Itôs just they look vaguely more human.ò 

Jendara was staring at him, her stein immobile on the 

table. 

ñSorry,ò he said. ñI get a little intense.ò 

ñNo, itôs okay. I guess youôre right. Iôve seen my 

share of vampires and not blinked.ò 

Ooroth grunted. ñLike the one in the corner.ò 

ñIn the corner?ò 

It was his turn to set down his stein. He motioned 

surreptitiously with his face tentacles. ñYes, that one over 

there. The bald one talking to the man with the mustache and 

cigar.ò 

She glanced. ñOh! Wow, I didnôt even see him. Are 

you sure?ò 

He tapped the three tiny eyes on the side of his head. 

ñMy kind can see heat a little bit. Helps when youôre down in 

the depths where even light is hard to come by. That guy is 

almost room temperature. Also, I can look directly at almost 

anything that isnôt straight behind me.ò 
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She smiled wide. ñThat would be so useful in my line 

of work. I canôt tell you the number of times Iôve found 

myself alone on the streets wishing for a little more lightéò 

She went on, but Oorothôs attention was drawn to Mustache 

Man. Something about him is familiar. 

He studied Mustache, easy to do with his extended 

field of vision. Big and burly, he looked 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 out-of-the-way tavern in the dead of night. Innocent? 

Not? And where had he seen Mustache before? Why couldnôt 

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 well-being for once? 

Jendara had stopped speaking. ñAre you listening? 

Itôs hard to tell.ò 

ñIôm very sorry, I wasnôt. I was thinking about 

another ógiftô that comes with the transformation. The Deep 

Voices. Those I know youôve heard of.ò 

ñYour gods again, right? Itôs said they talk to you.ò 

ñWonôt shut up, is more like.ò 

She blinked in surprise, then grinned. ñIôm not sure I 

could ever speak so irreverently about my gods.ò 

ñTheyôre not exactly my gods. Sure, thereôs a religion 

around them and all, buté I hear them. A lot. More than 

most, if you want to know. I try not to spread that around. 

Tonight they led me to the cat.ò 

Jendara crossed her arms. ñThe cat. Youôre telling me 

your sea gods care about a lost cat?ò 

He shrugged. ñThere are worse things for gods to care 

about, no?ò 

She thought a moment, then smiled. ñGood point.ò 

ñBut no, they didnôt bring me up here solely for the 

little girl or her cat. I donôt think so anyway. Usually their 
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intervention is more grandiose. Maybe it was seeing the 

vampire there.ò He didnôt say óOr to meet the woman of my 

dreams?ô Talk about sounding desperate. 

She glanced. The bald vampire and Mr. Mustache had 

risen and shaken hands. Mustache left, trailing cigar smoke. 

ñAre they important to your Deep Voices?ò 

ñI have absolutely no idea,ò Ooroth admitted. ñBut 

theyôve never, ever led me wrong. Sometimes itôs when to 

stay hidden beneath a reef when a megalodon shark is on the 

prowl. Other times itôs when to speak out of turn in the 

Scionôs throne room at the Opal Palace. That went over well, I 

can tell you. Sometimes itôs when an assassin is sneaking up 

behind my ambassador. Other times itôs where a cat is. I 

cannot fathom them, no pun.ò 

ñI canôt imagine my gods talking to me like that,ò she 

said. 

ñYou worship the Celestials?ò 

She nodded. 

ñMaybe you should stop. I quit worshipping the Deep 

Ones when I changed. They havenôt shut up since.ò 

She laughed and finished her stein. ñWell, this has 

been fun.ò 

His heart warmed. ñIt has. Listen, umé. Iôm around 

until the conference is over. Can I see you again?ò 

She shrugged. ñSure, I like meeting new peopleðñ 

Her eyes flared. ñWait, are youðOh, no, I, uh, Iôm notðñ 

He held up his hands. ñOh I didnôt meané Oh, thatôs 

not true, I did mean as more than friends. Thatôs the other part 

of this curse. When I changed, my liking for human women 

didnôt. Iômé I know I make you uncomfortable. We just 

talked so well that Iéthoughtéò 

She stood, blushing. ñIôm sorry. Ié Iôm sorry.ò 

Jendara hurried out without a backwards glance. 

Ooroth sat at the table for another long minute. He 

stared at his stein and his tentacles twitched between anger 
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and sorrow. óNo human womané.ô He drained the last in one 

draw, and left.  

That morning, after a night of wandering, he arrived 

early to Ambassador Jahroonôs opulent house overlooking the 

harbor just before dawn. Below, Dockside still lit the waters 

with red and orange lights from busy tavern windows. 

Dockside never slept. 

The honor guard, two trusted Deepmen, was already 

stationed in the antechamber. They saluted his nod. ñHas his 

eminent self been seen yet?ò Ooroth asked. 

ñHe has,ò said the ambassador from the top of the 

stairs. He descended, attended by two stunning slave women 

draped in silks and jewels. ñAnd Iôll thank you to moderate 

your sarcastic tone, captain.ò 

Ooroth glanced at the slave women. óNo human 

womané.ô There was 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. ñThey need to stay here. We donôt want 

to draw attention.ò 

Jahroon glared, looking rather human. Deepmen 

werenôt nearly so altered as Sevridan. ñI decide upon my 

retinue, captain. And this meeting is merely a formality to 

conclude our negotiations with Felskar.ò 

ñBefore the actual talks begin.ò 

ñOf course. You know nothing of politics.ò 

Ooroth knew more than he wouldôve liked, but 

politics were not his concern. ñAmbassador, what better way 

to wreck the conference than by killing a dignitary? I 

wouldnôt put it past any faction, Kartoresh especially.ò 

Jahroon rolled his eyes. ñIf you fear so much for my 

life, then should I not have convenient cover to stand 

behind?ò He caressed one of the women. ñAnd such pretty 

cover too.ò 
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The slave girlsô vapid smiles didnôt waver, but Ooroth 

sensed their sudden rigidity. Jahroon valued his flesh above 

anyone elseôs. Everyone knew it. ñThatôs what my men and I 

are for. Or would you prefer panicked and flighty cover thatôs 

never seen a fight to steadfast and loyal Deepguards?ò 

Jahroonôs facial tentacles twitched. He motioned, and 

the girls returned upstairs, somewhat hastily to Oorothôs eye. 

Jahroon gestured at him. ñLet us go.ò 

One Deepman led the way through the darkened city. 

He marched ten paces ahead, the other five paces behind. 

Ooroth shambled along beside Jahroon. His wide-angled 

vision saw many people up and about in the predawn. Normal 

for Fructus from what heôd seen since heôd been there. Market 

vendors, fishwives, very early risers, and the City Watch with 

their dark 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 Ambassadorôs stately townhome, 

Ooroth dismissed the men with a word to stay close. He was 

about to wander in search of the kitchens when Jahroon said, 

ñCaptain, attend me. The Deep Voices command it.ò 

Ooroth sighed. ñIôm sure they did.ò 

ñSuch blasphemies. Or is it my word you doubt? A 

serious charge, to speak false of the Deep Voices.ò 

ñNo, Ambassador, forgive me. Itôs been a long walk, 

and my tentacles were meant for the sea. Of course Iôll 

attend.ò 

An armored guardsman showed them into the grand 

conference room. Gilt furnishings reflected gas-lit lamps in 

steady, even hues. Their unwavering glow reminded Ooroth 

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 most Felskars wore. ñMy friends!ò He 

shook their hands clasped in his. ñSuch pleasure it is to be 

seeing you this morning. And youôll forgive the early hour, 

no? Best we finalize things before this afternoon, eh? Am 

liking our arrangement more and more. But first, some 

refreshment. Dreski! Served freezing cold. Just the thing to 

prepare one for busy day.ò 

Ooroth watched Rotakin pour three glasses. He and 

Rotakin toasted each other and sipped. It had almost no taste, 

and went down smooth in a spreading warmth that extended 

to every tentacle tip. And Ooroth didnôt die. He twitched a 

signal to Jahroon that no surfacer would understand. Jahroon 

nodded and drank. Yes, Ooroth liked Ambassador Rotakin, 

but he didnôt trust him. Not even close. 

Most of the details seemed settled. Hadross and 

Felskar would both benefit from free trade and mutual 

defense. Really the only outstanding issue was an óincentiveô 

payment to Hadross. Specifically to its ambassador for 

brokering the deal. 

At this, Rotakin sighed. ñAh, but now, is difficulty. 

Only minor complication, to speak true,ò said Rotakin. 

Ooroth his his surprise, and paid closer attention. He 

did not like complications. 

Rotakin continued, ñInstead of vulgar base gold, 

ambassador, we offer to you personally gift of credits owed to 

Felskar. Is worth easily fifty percent in excess of formerly 

discussed value, no?ò  

Jahroon watched him from narrowed eyes. ñAn 

interesting alteration. Not that any personal gifts are required, 

of course, but weé had agreed on gold.ò 

Rotakin smiled and spread his hands in a grand 

gesture. Felskars often spoke with their hands in this manner. 

ñYes, but our ship has not arrived, you see? And am thinking 

best to avoid any hint of notice, no? That we meet for drinks 
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on rare occasion is one thing. But for exchange of currencies, 

wellé. Is best not seen or heard, no?ò 

Jahroon considered. ñFifty percent more? And how 

distant are these debts? And how many?ò 

Ooroth boggled that Jahroon would even consider 

accepting a bribe of this nature. But he kept silent. It was the 

ambassadorôs bribe, not his. 

Rotakin said, ñNineteen, mostly within Fructus itself, 

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 in, no?ò 

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. ñVery well. This treaty appears 

sound, and your terms are fair. I am pleased to put my name 

beside yours.ò 

Ooroth plucked the quill from Jahroonôs hand. 

ñCaptain! Whatð!ò 

Ooroth ignored Jahroon and leaned across the table. 

ñShow me these debts.ò 

Rotakin was flustered, the first time Ooroth had ever 

seen him so. He recovered quickly. ñOf course!ò He clapped 

his hands and a retainer came in. The same mustached man 

that Ooroth had seen earlier meeting with the bald vampire. 

Ooroth grinned behind his tentacles. He should have 

recognized the man sooner, but all the surfacers looked the 

same. 

Rotakin untied the bound documents and handed the 

top one across. 

Ooroth shook his head. ñNot that one. One from the 

bottom.ò 

Rotakinôs good nature left his face, though his smile 

remained. ñIs customary in Hadross for functionaries to 
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question their superiors? Forgive my ignorance in this matter, 

Ambassador.ò 

Jahroonôs tentacles twitched with displeasure, but he 

said, ñShow him.ò 

Rotakinôs smile got even more wooden. He handed 

over the document. 

Ooroth read it in seconds. ñThis is a servitude bond 

for an Achrionian woman. A sailor, if Iôm reading it right.ò 

He dropped it in front of Rotakin. ñFirst, how in the depths do 

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, indentured 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 jokeôs on you, and youôre trying to 

pass it to the ambassador here. So, whatôs your game, 

Rotakin? You pocketed the gold yourself, didnôt you?ò 

Rotakinôs smile was gone. ñAm thinking perhaps we 

should discuss this further without our functionaries.ò 

Jahroon stood. ñAnd I am thinking that weôre done 

here. The gold. Or nothing. As it stands, Felskar shall receive 

no maritime protection from Hadross, nor will we grant a 

free-trade zone bordering the free cities for Felskar convoys. 

Youôll pay your tariffs and tolls along with everyone else, or 

find a way to ship your goods over the mountains. Good 

morning, sir.ò 

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 the Hadross estate, the ambassador was 

barely inside the door when he rounded on Ooroth. ñHow dare 

you embarrass me in front of Rotakin!ò 

Oorothôs tentacles writhed in shock, then anger. ñI 

just saved you from getting royally cheated!ò 
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ñAnd ruined four weeks of careful negotiation! Those 

agreements will secure our western borders against any 

possible conflict. If these talks fall through, Iôll know whom 

to mention prominently in my report.ò 

Oorothôs temper got the better of him. ñTeeth and 

tides, youôd do this too, wouldnôt you? If things donôt go well, 

youôll pin this on me, all for want of your ócustomary bribe.ôò 

ñNot one more word! Not a single one!ò The 

ambassadorôs mouth spewed spittle as he raged. ñYou donôt 

understand politics. You had best pray to the Depths that 

Felskar comes up with the right payments, or, I 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 

family name and what I can only believe is raw luck. Theyôll 

chain you to the biggest boulder they can find and roll it into 

the Sysor Deep. On my word, see if they donôt!ò 

Ooroth had purpled with rage, and his tentacles 

writhed as furiously as Jahroonôs. His hand twitched for the 

greatsword across his back. 

But no. No, it wouldnôt do. Ooroth forced himself 

back from the precipice and left without Jahroonôs 

permission, though the ambassador said nothing. 

Ooroth trudged back out into the streets, heart heavy. 

Dockside called. 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. ñYour pardon, sir? Iôve a delivery for a 

Hadrossian at the ambassadorôs residence, but I donôt have a 

proper name.ò 

Thhrrruuuummmmmmmé. 

Ooroth sighed. ñWhoôs it from?ò 

ñShe didnôt say. A little girl up in Cath District. She 

was at Karotresh Tower, of all places.ò 
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ñIôll take it. Here, for your trouble.ò He handed over a 

coin and received a rolled up parchment. 

Ooroth unrolled it to see a childôs drawing. A fat, 

smiling cat, and a little girl waving at him beneath the 

Cathedral. óThank You!ô was written large across the top. 

Ooroth crushed the drawing to his chest, and tried 

hard not to weep. 

The Deep Voices slept. 
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CHAPTER THREE ï POTENTIAL UNCHAINED  

 

Gulraast drummed his tiny fingers on a desk too large 

for him. He couldnôt tell if the woman was lying, mistaken, or 

simply confused. Such uncertainty didnôt happen often for 

him. ñAnd your captain, he is not being seen these last four 

days?ò 

Third Mate Mai Leng shook her head, annoyed. ñNot 

since dinner at Goritsi Tower. Both him and the first and 

second mates. Three people. Just missing.ò 

Gulraast frowned. ñAlong with my shipment, no? But, 

and forgive my not speaking common language so well, but 

this phrase: ódinner at Goritsi Towerôé It could have many 

meanings, yes?ò 

The sweet woman, barely more than a girl to 

Gulraastôs eye, looked a little sick, but laughed. ñHeh. Yes, 

but in this case it was actually just a dinner. A thank-you 

dinner. It turned out one of our passengers was Tellorian 

nobility. We got her here without incident.ò 

Gulraast settled in his high-backed chair, nodding. 

ñAhhh, yes. Always with Goritsi is circles within circles. But 

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 for ódinner,ô and my shipment goes missing. She plays you 

for catspaw.ò 

The third mate slammed her fists on the desk. ñShe 

wouldnôt do that! And she didnôt find the shipment when she 

was aboard!ò 

From behind him, Gulraastôs enormous bodyguard 

growled, a porcine grunt full of menace. The girl stared at the 

huge pig-man and sat back, cowed. Gulraast waved it off. 

ñThere, you see? Voy is agreeing with you. And would not do 

for me to be discounting Voyôs word, no? Voy often speaks 

truth.ò He sat back and stroked his graying mustache. The girl 
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certainly believed what she was saying about the Tellorian 

passenger. As for the rest thoughé Gulraast had his ways. 

ñBut now is difficulty. Shipment and officers go missing. 

Shipment is gold. Many chests. Much weight. And this is 

being Fructus, an easy port to lose gold in, no?ò 

The third mate sat silent. Her eyes flicked from 

Gulraast to the hulking Voy and back. ñWell, Iôll certainly 

keep looking. I canôt see the captain abandoning his ship. 

Even for that amount.ò 

Gulraast shrugged. ñIs unfortunate, but I can. Speaks 

poorly of my trust in human nature, no? Ah, but perhaps you 

do not think us addanii fully human? Is common Achrionian 

prejudice.ò 

ñWhat? Oh, no, no, I would neverðñ 

Again Gulraast waved it away. ñShe is polite for 

sailor, yes, Voy? No, miss, it would be speaking untruth to 

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 

they fear Felskarôs triumphant example, for what place have 

ónobilityô in good, honest government? My countrymen did 

not need addanii intellects to see this.ò 

The third mate shifted in her chair. ñLook, Iôm a 

sailor, not a politician.ò 

Gulraast clasped his hands together. ñAh, and Voy is 

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.ò 

The pig-man produced an ornate silver bottle and 

poured off two shots of crystal-clear liquid. He handed glasses 

to each with deft fingers for such a large creature. 

ñZavas!ò Gulraast toasted, and tossed it back. 

The third mate did the same and gasped. 
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Gulraast grinned. ñIs surprise, no? Dreski is greatest 

gift my people bring to Arikania. 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 illusions 

are often being metaphor for life, no? Which brings us to 

unpleasant business over missing shipment. And, in absence 

of captain and superior officersé you are responsible party, 

no?ò 

She shot to her feet. ñI am a citizen of Achrion! You 

canôt hold me against my will, nor can youðñ 

Voy growled again, louder. 

She pointed. ñKeep that thing on a leash!ò 

Gulraast grinned to himself. This girl had fire! He 

raised his hands in conciliation. ñAh, Voy is rebuking me, for 

my words must sound like threat. Please, no, please! Do be 

sitting. Is being this common language, you see? We Felskar 

are always having difficulty, no? When am saying 

óresponsible partyô am meaning you are commanding officer 

now, yes?ò 

The third mate nodded, mute. 

He slid documents across the desk one by one. ñThen 

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.ò 

Mai Leng looked over the documents, eyes angry. She 

lingered on the notice of termination. 

Gulraast shrugged his apology. ñIs unfortunate, no? 

Your captain, man of authority and trust for 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. Forgive this 

old revolutionary. It was my honor and privilege to play part 

in glorious peopleôs uprising. I cannot help but think fondly of 

those days.ò 

She held up the second document. ñSo this means my 

crew is dismissed? I thought Felskar was about the working 

man. And your óHumanum Revolutionô was about freedom 

from over-reaching authority. Yet here you are seizing a ship 

and turning out her crew ófor want of your shiny metals,ô as 

you put it. Where will they find work? Fructus is awash with 

sailors looking for berths!ò 

Gulraast grinned. ñHa!ò He slapped the table. ñHa! 

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 

is due, eh?ò He passed Mai Leng her own letter of debt. 

Her eyes flared and she threw the parchment to the 

desk. ñAnd how in nine heavens can I pay this back without a 

job? And how did you get this? And why?ò 

ñHa ha! Yes! Is truth she speaks, does she not, Voy? 

Concern for men, concern for self, these things I hear ringing 

with depth and conviction. A woman rich with ill-gotten 

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 such debates they haveé my 

ears ring to even think on them.ò 

Mai Leng was still angry. ñYou havenôt answered my 

question.ò 

ñBut you have answered mine. And either you are 

being phenomenal charlatan, or you truly know nothing of 

missing gold and captain.ò He drew another letter from his 

stack of papers and touched his quill to his tongue. ñAm 

pleased to be putting name to commission, warranting you as 

captain of ship.ò He handed the signed warrant across. ñYou 
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will be noting rate of pay. Is higher than most navies, along 

with percentage of shipments safely arrived to destinations for 

captain and officers.ò 

Mai Leng scanned the document, her surprise plain. ñI 

could pay off my debt in a single voyage!ò 

ñEh, let us not be so hasty. Not put all cogs in one 

contraption, no? This debt will remain with myself, and let us 

look to banish it within three voyages.ò 

She lowered the letter. ñBut what of the captain?ò 

He shrugged. ñWho cares? If he is being found with 

missing gold is one matter. Am thinking unlikely, however. If 

myself is finding no trace, then there is being no trace to find. 

Am liking new arrangement.ò 

ñThat gold couldôve bought two ships like mine.ò 

Gulraast shrugged again. ñIn time, perhaps, but a ship 

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

wonderful 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 tenets, no?ò 

She looked back at the offer, re-reading. ñIômé going 

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

maybe an instrument or two, if I canôt find the captainôs 

sextant andðñ 

ñBah! Instruments. Are we not Felskar? Is our house 

not Teknes? Such precise tools we can offer, wonders of 

technomancy and science. For you, I write waivers, and port 

authority sees me for fees, no? As for officers, your profession 

is yours. I am no judge of sailors, nor is Voy, despite his 

many talents with dreski.ò He laughed again and scribbled 

two quick notes. ñBe handing these to steward downstairs. 

She will assist.ò 

Captain Leng looked over the writs, took a breath and 

nodded. ñOkay. You have a ship and a crew, those that are 

willing. What are your orders?ò 
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ñHa! More and more you are reminding me of third 

son and 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. I make height joke, no? Ha! 

You smile! Is fun and games when good friends talk! But, for 

now, is not known when we depart or what destination.ò 

Mai Leng was indeed smiling, but she persisted. 

ñWell, if you have some hint as to how long the voyage might 

take, I can lay in the non-perishables at least. It can take a few 

days to properly stock for even a trip of modest length, to say 

nothing of stowing the hold properly. Thatôs easy enough to 

do at dock, but at sea it takes a bit of luck with the weather.ò 

Gulraast mulled. ñHm, yes, is good sense you make. 

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 

chance, no? Is like playing cards. Decks can be stacked. That 

is being my function. Am dealer in luck. Preparation is 

stacking. Foresight is stacking. Intelligence, ehé spying, to 

be blunt. This too is stacking, no? 

ñSo, listen when am saying, war is not far off for 

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 one side 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 for journey as far as Ophion in Hadross. By 

radius, would take us anywhere in Felskar or Achrion or even 

to Telloria, should needs arise.ò 
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At the door, Captain Leng paused. ñI wonôt fight my 

country. Just so you know.ò 

ñNo, no! Of course not! Your ship is fast one, yes? Is 

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 good way. But he is new to 

Fructus, and knows not the rules of our fine cityôs game.ò 

Gulraast watched 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 sub-levels. He and Voy trooped past secret 

labs where dangerous experiments could go safely awry and 

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 didnôt like the prison. He didnôt like what it was 

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

occasion as both an incentive and a recruitment center. 

Ambassador Rotakin and the former shipôs captain 

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

each other for the debacle theyôd wrought. 

ñYou said this was foolproof!ò shouted the captain. 

Rotakin growled back, ñAnd you should not be 

moving gold until ordered!ò 

ñHow was I supposed to know theyôd steal it?ò 

ñYour crew is being your responsibility! I should not 

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

pay.ò 

ñGood. Get us out, and then weôll find that gold.ò 

Rotakin sneered. ñOh no, no, my friend, I am not 

deserving this treatment. You, on other hand, you are staying 

here.ò 

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. ñPlease, do be continuing. Is not often Voy 

gets belly laugh.ò 

The pig-man behind Gulraast simply glared. 

Rotakin puffed himself up. He was a tall man, but 

then all true humans were tall to Gulraast. ñGulraast, you will 

be releasing me now, or Ruling Committee will be having 

your head!ò 

Gulraast ignored the ambassadorôs threats like a duck 

ignores rain. He said to the captain, ñWill be pleased to know 

that third mate has graciously accepted offer of captaincy. Am 

certain she will be taking good care of crew and ship.ò 

ñMai Leng?ò the captain spat. ñThat girl can barely 

find noon! I wouldnôt trust her with a launch let alone a ship!ò 

ñAnd yet she was being third mate, no? Do not sow 

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. Ah, but Voy is reminding me even this is lost 

on some people, is not so, Rotakin?ò 

ñI will not accept judgment from mere Ironward, 

Gulraast. I am leader of delegation, and am highest ranking 

member of government on Fructus Island. Is you who are 

reporting to me, and is you who will be releasing me, and 

begging for leniency while I am considering transgressions.ò 

Gulraast unlocked the cell and considered Rotakin for 

a moment. He turned to the captain. ñYou see this man here? 

He is reason Felskar earns bad reputation, no? Consider 

words. óMere Ironward.ô As if honored rank within Humanum 

Revolution is simple thing for dismissal, no? As if 

óambassadorô is so much more grand, so much more vital. Is 

true, society function well with hierarchy, but is thin thing, 

captain, is very thin indeed.ò 

ñIs not so thin as ahhhhð!!ò Electricity coursed 

through Rotakin and ozone burnt the air. 
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Gulraast released his grip on Rotakinôs leg and held 

up the crackling gauntlet. ñYou see, captain? Rotakin is very 

poor example of humanum principles. Thinks himself in 

untouchable position. Is why he believes good, honest bribe 

for Hadross Ambassador is being his to steal, no?ò Gulraast 

shocked the chained ambassador again. ñMoney is useful 

thing. Few know this so well as myself. Is what moves 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 

elements. Is supplies wins battles before they are fought. Is 

gold that is buying supplies.ò Another jolt. ñSo, am 

wondering what victories my countryôs gold is buying instead, 

hmm? And is being bought by who?ò 

Rotakin screamed in pain. ñI do not know!ò 

ñAm not asking you, Rotakin. No, your fate is fixed. 

Am asking captain.ò 

The captain strained against his chains. His eyes 

bulged, desperate to flee the sight. ñI donôt know! I swear it!ò 

Gulraast sighed. ñAh, and Voy is reminding me that I 

trust too easily. You are sounding sincere, no? Is difficult to 

judge. Trust is difficult matter.ò He wiggled his fingers in the 

gauntlet. Hissing sparks played between them. ñYou are 

Kartoreshian, no? You have not seen something like this in 

your country? Ah, is wonder of technomancy. I like your 

Scion Nasier, but he is being too taken with magic and 

elementals. Is true, they grant significant advantages, 

particularly in military might. But is needing ódealsô and 

óbargainsô with alien powers. Is no trustworthy, yes? Not 

without proper control.ò He shocked the nearly unconscious 

ambassador again. 

ñTaking Rotakin here. Trusted by Ruling Committee 

to come to Fructus and conclude negotiations which are being 

planned these last seven years. Is why I have been here. 
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Laying groundwork, you 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 him with this.ò He produced one of the 

syringes and poked Rotakinôs leg. Rotakin murmured and 

drooled.  

Gulraast motioned. ñVoy.ò 

The pig-man leaned down and pinned Rotakinôs legs. 

Gulraast climbed on Voyôs back and lifted one of Rotakinôs 

eyelids. Gaze vacant, eyes dilated. Gulraast grunted, nodding. 

He held up the syringe for the captain to see. ñAnother 

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. Voy is being 

much the same.ò Gulraast jammed the syringe deep in 

Rotakinôs chest and pushed the plunger. ñRotakin is being 

lucky. In years before gauntlet, could take days of pain to 

lower mindôs defenses. Now, zap-zap! And is ready in 

minutes. With minimal damage to host, no? Is wonderful 

thing, science.ò 

Rotakinôs eyes flew open. He struggled and kicked 

and screamed. Gulraast hopped down and away. Voy shoved 

off, as Rotakin fought against the chains. The transformation 

didnôt take long. Flesh ran as molasses and human screams 

took on animalistic tones. In mere moments, the ambassador 

was gone, and a pig-man sagged in the chains, grunting and 

drooling, quite unconscious. 

Gulraast turned to the captain who stared, speechless 

with horror. ñThere. You see? Can trust Rotakin again. He is 

good Union man, and now he is worth something once more.ò 

He held up the remaining syringe. ñScience is means by 

which humankind can honestly and safely trust outsiders. All 

these forces in the cosmosé eh, they are not seeing humans 

as equals, no? Elemental lords and spirits, Hadross Deep 
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Ones, even Celestial gods, all these things are being intruders 

on manôs world. Learn world. Learn its ways, and its 

workings. Learn how is powering itself. And now you are 

learning true independence. Freedom from magic and gods 

and other foolish whimsy. These things become resources to 

be properly exploited and controlled. Is how we empower 

Union men like Rotakin and Voy here.ò 

ñYou canôt do this!ò the captain cried. ñYou canôt! 

Iôm not a Felskar! And I donôt know where the gold is!ò 

Gulraast nodded. ñAh, am believing you. Yes, am 

hearing truth. But there is matter of conspiracy to steal 

peopleôs gold, no? Is crime to steal even in Kartoresh, yes?ò 

The captain was desperate. ñIf anyone can find my 

thieving officers itôs me. Let me loose, and give me a day. Iôll 

track them down. I swear it!ò 

Gulraast felt tired. ñIs always same with criminals. 

They beg for trust they have thrown aside. They are being 

very sorry, but only after being caught. Let you free? Of 

course. But you are not being needed in old job. Ship has new 

captain. And her I am trusting. And youé well, not so much. 

Not in that state.ò Gulraast raised the gauntlet and grinned. 

Five minutes later Voy led two slack-jawed pig-men 

from the dungeons to the Union barracks for quarters and 

uniforms. Gulraast returned to his office and meditated the 

variables until Voy silently returned. 

ñYou are being right, of course, Voy. Now must be 

conducting negotiations myself. Bah! I 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 fronts at same time. Reason 

must now win out where gold could have prevailed. And 

Hadross Ambassador is not steeped in reason, no?ò 

Voy stood mute. 

ñAh, and you are right, of course. Have not seen last 

of missing shipment. Only am getting feeling that there is 
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more to stolen gold than petty officers. Am making another 

joke, no? Ha!ò 

Voy still stood mute.  

Gulraast sighed. ñAh, my talent for humor is wasted 

some days. Send for Sachen. There are tasks he can be 

performing while I am stuck playing ambassador, no? Each 

man to his talents. This is the humanum way.ò 
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CHAPTER FOUR ï MASK OF TRUTH  

 

Alyana Heska hit the ambassadorôs office door like a 

battering ram. She wasnôt wearing her war mask. ñHave you 

seen this?ò She threw the dispatch on the startled 

ambassadorôs desk, nearly upsetting the decanter all over his 

lunch. She didnôt notice. ñSix ships! Gone! In four days! Six!ò 

The Kartoresh Ambassador to Fructus spoke calmly. 

His ambassadorial half-mask sat beside his lunch. All 

Kartoreshians wore masks in the performance of their duties. 

ñYes, I have, and thereôs one other thingðñ 

But Alyanaôs blood was up. ñRight beyond the harbor 

at Qualat Mon! Six merchantmen, straight to the bottom. And 

what does Hadross have to say? óSaddened by the losséô and 

óregrettable happenstanceéô and other meaningless 

diplomatic drivel! Theyôre planning a move on Qualat Mon. 

Iôll bet my blades on it.ò 

The ambassador said quietly, ñHeska, listenðñ 

She slammed her fist on his desk. ñYou have got to 

put more pressure on the Free Citiesô envoy for us to 

strengthen our garrison.  This afternoon! Itôs the only way to 

ensure Qualat Mon stays out of Hadross hands.ò 

The ambassador sat back heavily. He put his half-

mask on. Its white lacquered surface covered his eyes and 

forehead. ñAnd puts it into Kartoresh hands. Our hands.ò 

ñNo! More troops will deter Hadross from these 

blatant attacks. We can increase patrols and scour the bay, or 

they could let us station a warship or two. That would put a 

stop to their games. Plus, itôll ensure the security of Qualat 

Monôs interests!ò 

He shrugged. ñIt was our ships that were sunk. Not 

Free City tradesmen.ò 

Her hands shot into the air. ñYes, of course, but they 

were full of Free City goods!ò 



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley 

 

48 

ñWhich had already been paid for, losing Qualat Mon 

nothing.ò 

ñNothing except our good will!ò 

A humorless grimace. ñWhich is exactly why they 

should let us station yet more enraged Ashmen in their city? 

And warships in their harbor?ò 

She grit her teeth. The old man was dodging, buté. 

ñTheyôd say all these things, wouldnôt they?ò She ran her 

hands over her bald head, an old habit borne of frustration. ñI 

suppose I can see your point. I hate it, but I see it.ò 

He released a breath, and removed his mask. ñThank 

you. Now, Iôveé well, thereôs one unpleasant thingðñ 

But Alyana was muttering again. ñTheyôve never 

been so bold. This is a ploy. They risked a lot to pull this off. 

Six merchantmen. In four daysé.ò 

ñFive merchantmen. One troop transport.ò 

Her angry pacing faltered. ñWhat?ò 

The ambassador handed her a well-thumbed stack of 

papers. ñIôm sorry, Alyana. Your brother was aboard.ò 

She seized the message, ran through the names. It 

burned back at her. Arikalin Heska, Ashman, Junior Hakar. 

She didnôt feel faint. Her eyes didnôt brim. None of 

the usual afflictions that sheôd heard about and seen when 

struck with sudden grief. Sheôd cried when her parents died. 

But sheôd been a girl then. She felt hollow. Then grim. Then 

angry. Someone had to pay for this. ñHadrosséò she hissed.  

ñYes. But, thatôs what they want: anger. You said it 

yourself, did you not?ò 

She wrestled with her rage. Fought it down. Her voice 

was still hot. ñI did. They want us off-balance.ò 

ñThey do. You are wise, Senior Hakar.ò 

She dropped the sorrowful message on his desk. Her 

voice had depth. ñI doubt itôs any accident my brother was 

there. How long have you had this?ò 



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley 

 

49 

ñTwo days. And the attacks took place three weeks 

ago. The messenger fairly collapsed from fatigue. Though I 

understand there was a delay. An effort to send a complete 

report.ò 

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 

her blood-red war mask. ñDo you require me for this meeting 

with the envoy?ò 

ñPerhaps.ò He sipped his wine. ñYouôre right, of 

course. This harassment canôt go on, and I know for a fact the 

envoy received a similar message just yesterday. She 

requested this meeting shortly thereafter.ò 

She had no breath. But still, she said, ñInteresting.ò 

 ñI thought so.ò He coughed. Another sip. ñKeep 

busy, if you can. It helps, believe me.ò 

ñWell, if you need military arguments, I can furnish 

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

your second. Control of Qualat Mon would give Hadross the 

perfect base to bottle up the Scion Gulf and seize uncontested 

mastery of the Arikan Sea. More than even now.ò 

The ambassador cleared his throat and coughed. ñYes, 

but the envoy is from Nyrkem, across the eastern seas. They 

have more dealings with Hadross than with us. Sheôll be less 

sympathetic to our views.ò He coughed again and washed it 

away with more wine. 

ñSympathetic to our viewsé,ò Alyana muttered. 

ñThere are six Free Cities. Seven if you count Lochesh. And 

they send just one woman to represent all their interests. One 

wonders that she has any power to make any real decisions at 

all.ò 

The ambassador coughed again, harder. ñShe has the 

power to make our work far more difficult if she chooses. But, 

I donôt believe she knows much *cough* about our *cough* 

countryéò He was taken with a fit of coughing. 
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Alyana peered at him. ñAre you all right?ò 

He pulled his hand away from his mouth, covered in 

blood. He stared at it a moment before he collapsed. 

Alyana ripped off her mask, seized the wine, and 

smelled it. Nothing. ñGuards!ò 

An hour later the Surgeon gave her the news in the 

ambassadorôs office. His eyes were grim behind his traditional 

mask. ñHis lungs are filling with fluids.ò 

ñHe was coughing blood.ò 

ñThat was the first symptom created by a lesion in the 

throat and exacerbated by the toxin. If heôd had more of the 

wine, we never would have saved him. The lungsô natural 

function to vacate phlegm is paralyzed. If he survives the next 

twelve hours, he may recover, though heôll need a warm 

climate for many months.ò 

Heat rose within her, but now was the time for calm. 

ñDo you require anything?ò 

ñNo. He must drain his lungsô natural fluids, yet he 

must not become dehydrated so the body may purge the 

poison properly. Iôll attend to him personally.ò 

ñCan you identify the poison? Perhaps its origins?ò 

He shook his head. ñIt is an ingested paralytic, thatôs 

all I know for now.ò He hesitated, then stated, ñAnd it would 

be foolish to speculate at this time.ò 

She narrowed her eyes at him. ñAlert me of any 

change.ò 

The Surgeon bowed, hand on his heart, ñSenior 

Hakar,ò and left. 

She fumed at the closed door. Foolish to speculateé. 

She didnôt need to speculate. Hadross would certainly profit 

from the ambassadorôs sudden demise in a way few others 

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, the timingé. Well, the Hadrossians could burn 

if they thought this would delay the meeting with the Free 

Citiesô envoy. Alyana was no diplomat, but sheôd been placed 

as the ambassadorôs second for a reason, and she knew the 

Kartoresh position and the Nasier heart. They were fair, 

equitable, and interested primarily in peace. Surely the envoy 

would agree. 

Alyana greeted the envoy in the ambassadorôs office, 

a smallish woman, older but not bent, her hair shot through 

with gray. Her eyes swept the room, taking it all in at a 

glance, and fell on Alyana. 

Instead of her war mask, Alyana wore the 

Ambassadorôs white half-mask of state. Sheôd never liked the 

thing. She understood why it was a half-mask, allowing 

dignitaries to see a far greater range of expression from her 

Ambassador. Yet, it didnôt sit well on her. It was a trifle large, 

and far lighter than her own war mask. 

The envoy advanced and introduced herself with an 

extended hand. ñJeyna Harig. Envoy to Fructus from the Free 

Cities.ò 

ñSenior Hakar Alyana Heska, Ashman Legions, 

acting as ambassador for His Royal Majesty, the Scion King 

Nasier. I apologize for the ambassadorôs indisposition.ò 

ñYes, Iôd heard this thing.ò 

Alyana paused. ñHe fell ill less than an hour ago.ò 

The envoy shrugged. ñIf Iôve learned any one thing 

during my time, only news runs faster than wind.ò 

Alyanaôs mouth soured. ñYes, Iôm sure. Shall we sit?ò 

They settled across a low polished table on 

comfortable velvet divans. Alyana ordered tea, brewed hot. 

ñAlthough we can let it cool, if youôd prefer.ò 

ñThank you, no, maôam, I would prefer it warm. For a 

southern island, Fructus stays too cool by far, do we agree?ò 
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Alyana smiled at the accent, an unusual combination 

of lilting cadence and clipped words. She nodded. ñI do. We 

Nasiers prefer warm buildings, food, and drinks.ò 

ñYou are called óNasiersô? Not óKartoreshiansô?ò 

ñEither, but the second is a bit cumbersome. We 

usually name our people for our Scion King.ò 

The envoy nodded and thanked the servant for the tea. 

ñSo, are you permitted to negotiate on behalf of this king?ò 

ñBehind this mask, I am. Normally, I am the 

ambassadorôs military advisor, but, in his indisposition and 

the absence of his junior ambassador, Iôm head of this 

delegation.ò 

The envoy pursed her lips. ñYou are very young for 

this post, I am thinking.ò 

Alyana didnôt bristle. Sheôd heard it said more than 

once. ñI am lucky, madam. I came from a very humble 

beginning, and had the good fortune to distinguish myself 

more than once for my country. The rank of Senior Hakar is 

not one often given before oneôs third decade, though that is 

not far off for me.ò 

ñModest, too, I see.ò She quirked a smile at Alyana. 

Alyana matched the smile and inclined her head. 

ñYou did ask, madam, and would it have been better if Iôd 

said ówell, no one else was around to meet youô?ò 

The envoy smiled and sipped her tea. ñThat is fair. 

You are a military woman? I see your skin is gray. It is a 

lovely tone, if I may be informal.ò 

Alyana smiled. ñThank you, madam. Yes Iôm with the 

Ashman legions. Do you yourself hold a martial title?ò 

She laughed, a sudden clear sound that set the crystal 

to ringing. ñOh, skies, no! Iôm just a simple girl from the 

delta. Humble beginnings, like yourself. But, as you say, 

óbehind that maskô you are theé what? Face of your nation?ò 

ñTo a degree. Masks are important in Nasier culture. 

Our Scion King carried the tradition on from his father.ò 
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The envoy shifted uncomfortably. ñYes, our cities 

have not been free so long that weôve forgotten the war mask 

of Ancient King Arikan. To be frank with you, we do not seek 

any return to that time.ò 

She nodded. ñTo be equally frank, my country has no 

desire to conquer anything. We do seek more security for our 

interests, however.ò 

ñYou refer to the problems at Qualat Mon, of course? 

Yes, we had heard this thing.ò 

Alyana clenched her jaw, but didnôt speak 

immediately. Problems? Her brother was dead! A sodden 

corpse! ñThe deaths of our sailors and soldiers is more than a 

simple óthingô.ò 

The envoy set down her tea. ñPlease, forgive my 

artless words. No offense was intended.ò 

ñAnd forgive me if my tone was harsh. I intend no 

offense either. And yet, offense has been given. Not by the 

Free Cities, but by Hadross.ò 

The envoy sat back, calculating. ñI was not aware 

responsibility had been established.ò 

Alyana pointed to the documents on the desk. ñI can 

make that portion of the report available to you, if you wish. 

The shipsô keels were shattered. Torn away as if by some 

great beast. This is well within Hadrossôs capabilities and 

tactics. And, there is other evidence: a brief eyewitness 

account, suction marks.ò She paused. ñChewed bodies. And 

so on.ò 

ñAnd what would you be asking for, then?ò 

Alyana spread her hands. ñI can speak most 

effectively from a military standpoint. Itôs the territorial 

waters for the coastal Free Cities that are most at stake. We 

already provide patrols and escorts for the continental Citiesô 

overland trade routes.ò 

ñAll prudent nations do.ò 
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Alyana inclined her head. ñQuite. And, once out to 

sea, such attacks are much more difficult to execute. Worming 

away at the ship bottoms is the work of hours. Possibly days. 

Itôs only at the docks where our ships are most vulnerable. We 

need day and night patrols of the harbor floor, inspection of 

all ships, entering and leaving, and, most importantly, an 

increased garrison size to accommodate these expanded 

duties. I believe weôve put this issue to the Cities before.ò It 

felt good to say it. If she could get a concession here, perhaps 

Arikalinôs death would not be in vain. 

The envoy rose, and began to pace, hands clasped 

behind her. Her long skirts trailed across the polished floor. 

ñAnd so you give me the option of more armed troops in our 

borders? And if I do this, then surely Hadross will demand 

similar privileges.ò She had stopped pacing and leaned 

towards Alyana, brows raised. ñAnd once we have more 

soldiers walking our streets with their swords and spells, then, 

and only then, will our Free Cities be safer? Hm?ò She 

resumed pacing. ñI am thinking this would only ensure we 

had Cities by the end, without troubling with the óFreeô 

portion.ò 

Heat rose to Alyanaôs face, but her ashen skin 

betrayed only the slightest flush. She wished for her full war 

mask rather than the ambassadorial visage. ñThat is simply 

not so. Our troops are disciplined, professional, and self-

assured. Madam Envoy, I vouch for them personally.ò 

ñWould not any proper leader do so?ò 

Alyana was brought short. ñWellðOf course.ò 

ñAnd when they are not in your barracks? Not at your 

drills? What of when they are off-duty, 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 

all my peoples safe? Miss, you stretch my credulity.ò 
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Shock shot through Alyana. ñTo not follow our 

dutyé. Madam Envoy, it is inconceivable that a masked 

Nasier would not follow their duty.ò 

ñAnd so you simply remove your masks before a 

breach! Itôs a very thin strap about the head that binds 

Kartoresh to its duty, Iôm thinking.ò 

Alyana fought against her temper. This seemed like a 

test. Yes, these ambassadorial types did so enjoy their 

cleverness, particularly when dealing with ómere soldiers.ô 

She spoke firmly, but kept her strong voice moderate. 

ñMadam, our masks are part of us, in a very real way, 

especially in the military. Youôre aware of our primary 

religion? We worship the Efrenti.ò 

ñYes. The Fire Lords have temples in my city too.ò 

ñIt is a partnership, in truth. As we serve them, so too 

do they serve us and our Scion King. We bind such spirits into 

our masks. Theyôre more than just totems, theyôre part of who 

we are. In many cases, the mask becomes one with the 

individual. There is no removing it without retiring from our 

duty. At least not easily.ò 

The envoyôs skeptical expression said more than 

words. 

ñPerhaps a demonstration. If you would come with 

me, Madam Envoy?ò Alyana issued two quick orders to a 

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 iron-like skin. A pair of 

hulking Arkazan Longhorns, greatly transformed masses of 

muscle and horns, wrestled like bulls in the dust. 

ñMuster!ò Alyana shouted. 

Inside the count of ten all activity ceased, and the 

troops stood in orderly rows by rank and file. Alyana led the 

ambassador down the line. ñYou know of the Ashmen, of 
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course. Certainly the backbone of our legions, but perhaps 

you have not seen our Bloodmasks in action?ò 

ñAre they all female?ò 

ñAlmost. Much as Ashmen tend to be male. Iôm a 

very rare exception.ò 

ñDo all the women in your forces shave their heads?ò 

Alyana shrugged. ñIt is the fashion. I do myself, as do 

most of my sisters here.ò 

ñAnd are they alwaysé nearly naked?ò 

Alyana grinned. ñTheir war masks make their skin 

tougher than armor. And they feel almost nothing.ò She 

stopped by one, a huge woman with arms and legs like tree 

trunks. ñGive me your mask.ò 

ñNo, Ambassador.ò 

The envoy pursed her lips. ñShe calls you by your 

mask?ò 

Alyana gestured at the troops. ñAt the moment, to 

everyone here, I am the Kartoresh Ambassador.ò She tapped 

the white half-mask. ñAlthough his mask has no elemental 

bound within. It gives him no powers. War masks, on the 

other hand, transform us into weapons.ò She turned back to 

the Pelegarth. ñWhy will you not give me your mask?ò 

ñYou do not have that privilege, Ambassador.ò 

ñYet you serve me.ò 

ñYes, Ambassador. But you are not my superior 

officer.ò 

Alyana turned back to the envoy. ñYou see?ò 

ñI see what I would expect. Discipline from your 

troops.ò 

Alyana nodded. ñThatôs my point. If we give orders 

that Hadross will not be harassed, then Hadross will not be 

harassed.ò 

ñAn easy thing to say on a bright, sunny day with no 

Hadross at hand. How can I trust this?ò 
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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, familiar way. She took a deep breath. 

ñKindly attend, Madam Envoy.ò 

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, who was not a short woman. Their 

massive horns, like blades themselves, added to their height. 

ñGive me your mask.ò 

The Longhornôs voice rumbled like an organ note. 

ñHave I given offense, Senior Hakar?ò 

ñYou have not. Give me your mask.ò 

ñAm I relieved of my duties, Senior Hakar?ò 

ñYou are not. Give me your mask.ò 

ñI regret that I cannot perform my duties without it, 

Senior Hakar. I must decline unless I am relieved or killed.ò 

Alyana said to the envoy, ñYou see? We are bound to 

our duties. In some cases, such as the Longhorns here or the 

Howlers there, it is as literal as figurative. You will find this 

attitude universal in the legions.ò 

ñAs I would in Hadrossôs forces too, no doubt.ò 

Alyana wasnôt getting through. ñPerhaps something 

more direct.ò She addressed the Longhorn. ñWe will duel. 

You will try to kill me. You may yield, but only if beaten.ò 

ñYes, Senior Hakar.ò 

She heard the envoy sigh as they stepped to opposite 

sides of the courtyard. Alyana wasnôt sure what to make of 

that. 

When the signal dropped, the Longhorn roared but, to 

Alyanaôs surprise, did not immediately charge. They circled 

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 Longhorn expected the move, but not the speed. She 

landed both blades on his leg and felt air from the return 

swipe rush past her scalp. The Longhorn growled. 

From there, the battle went more as she expected.  It 

was speed and agility versus strength and brutality. She hadnôt 

quite counted on his cunning, though. In a quick scuffle the 

Longhorn pretended to fumble his blade. Alyana seized the 

opening and received the bucklerôs edge to her chest for the 

trouble. She staggered, the air knocked from her. She twisted 

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 the Longhornôs chin. The 

blow sent him reeling, eyes watering. His vision cleared to see 

one blade at his throat with its twin pointed at his heart. ñI 

yield,ò 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 Alyanaôs bloody wound. ñAnd 

what does this prove? That you can fight. I 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 

issue, maôam. I put it to you thus.ò 

Frustration welled within her as Alyana changed back 

to the ambassadorôs white mask. What was she on about? Was 

it a riddle? Alyana looked for the right words. ñI agree that the 

issue is one of trust. I trust that the Free Cities intend 

Kartoresh no ill will. I do not believe the same of Hadross. If 

the Free Cities are unwilling to aid us in securing our citizens 

and trade, then perhaps it is in our interest to seek friends 

elsewhere.ò 

The envoy laughed, though the sound had no joy. 

ñAnd your country would willingly give up its interests and 

trade?ò 
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Alyana locked her jaw at her error, but sheôd made 

the threat. She couldnôt back down now. ñWe canôt get the 

goods out of your cities, can we? And the military can be put 

to many uses elsewhere. The Tellorian border, for one. But, I 

tell you frankly and freely that the Free Cities cannot remain 

neutral for much longer. A decision is called for. I know itôs 

beyond your scope, and belongs ultimately to your governing 

council, but your recommendation will carry the most 

weight.ò 

The envoy crossed her arms and leaned back, 

skeptical. ñI think perhaps you overestimate the words of a 

simple girl from the delta. And what option do you give us 

beyond óNasierôs road or none at all?ô Hmm? I agree to your 

terms, or your legions abandon my cities and your merchants 

buy elsewhere?ò 

Alyana struggled with her temper. This old woman 

simply had no faith in Alyanaôs word! And was she not 

Nasierôs representative? Didnôt Kartoresh always honor its 

agreements? ñThen, expel them. Or allow us greater numbers, 

as Iôve suggested. Or even both. We will not strike the first 

blow, of that you have my personal guarantee and, with this 

mask on, that of Scion King Nasier. I put the question to you, 

madam: whom do you trust more?ò 

ñIt is difficult to trust a people who shield themselves 

so wholly from their duty. It is the person beneath the mask 

that matters most, for the mask without a face is simply wood 

or metal or porcelain.ò 

Alyana thought a moment. Realization dawned. She 

removed her mask, and the troops unvesally glanced at one 

another in surprise.  

ñYouôre right,ò Alyana said. ñI bare my true self 

before you. I am Alyana Heska, and my brother was aboard 

one of those ships. He and several hundred others are dead 

because of our desire to maintain the Free Citiesô 

independence. We could patrol the harbor bottoms ourselves, 
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and youôd never know. We could establish blockades beyond 

your territorial waters, and you could not stop us. We can 

position troops in the hinterlands beyond your city borders, 

and youôd have no recourse. We do not do these things, 

because you are our friends, and we trust you. 

ñMy country is built on principles of self-control and 

respect. If youôve read our history, you know that Scion King 

Nasier melded a dozen warring nations under his banner. He 

could not have done this by brute 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 blood-for-blood.ò 

She paused, and thought of her brother a moment. She smiled, 

though it felt somewhat bitter. ñI do not like Hadross as a 

nation. As individuals, Iôve met very few, and they seem fair 

enough. But Iôve fought their armies most of my life, and now 

theyôve killed my brother. I will grieve, and can accept it.ò 

She took a deep, shuddering breath. She looked directly at 

Envoy Harig. ñWe may cover our faces, but his attackers 

never revealed themselves. We have proof of their actions. 

What trust did Hadross show you? They simply saw an 

opening, a way to wound their old 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?ò 

Not a sound came from the yard as every ear strained. 

The envoy didnôt notice, but focused wholly on Alyanaôs 

eyes. The envoy pursed her lips, then smiled. ñWe too have 

proof of Hadrossôs misdeeds. And their ambassador would lie 

to my face. Your argument is fair, and compelling. It will be 

my recommendation to expel Hadross troops from the Free 

Cities until such time as redress is made.ò 

A whoop went up from the courtyard, startling the 

envoy. Alyana held up her hand for silence, and bowed low. 



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley 

 

61 

ñMy thanks, madam, for your kind consideration. I look 

forward to the next session.ò 

ñLet us hope that wisdom is amongst your many 

talents, Ambassador Alyana Heska.ò She bowed, and was 

shown out. 

Alyana let out a breath and, for just a moment, felt 

very much like a nap. Instead, she affixed her war mask, and 

turned to the Longhorn. ñExcellent feint. Another go? But you 

get a practice blade this time.ò 

The Longhorn grinned. 
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CHAPTER FIVE ï GAME CHANGER  

The Winterhawk worried at his tea. Not obviously, 

not quite visibly, but anyone who 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 the old vampire had a hand in Hadrossôs 

game, heôd send assassins. If he decided the debt was too long 

passed for collection, heôd ignore the request. Worst case, 

however, would be if Gregorio sent a catspaw. The 

Winterhawk wouldnôt put it past him to pay his debt with 

foolôs gold, giving it the proper appearance, but lacking 

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 

his table at the outdoor caf®. It wasnôt a matter of looking for 

something specific, but seeing the whole. The waiter brought 

more tea. 

And there. Something stood out, only slightly. A 

stooped old woman with her cane. White hood, shapeless 

robe, gray hair straggling 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 

were an assassin, she relied wholly on her disguise to mask 

her approach. He centered himself, and shifted his walking 

stick, his only weapon, to his right side. 

She stopped by the Winterhawkôs table and said, 

ñYou are very public, for a spymaster.ò 

Exactly on time, he thought. And not someone I know. 

Excellent. He smiled and set down his tea. ñAnd you are very 

young, for a crone. Please, do sit. How do you take your tea?ò 
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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. ñA strange time for a meeting of 

this sort.ò 

Winterhawk stroked his snowy beard. ñMidnight in a 

shadowy courtyard is more traditional. But then, it would be 

past my bedtime. Iôm an old man, after all.ò 

More tea arrived in a painted jar. The Winterhawk 

brewed and poured, deft motions, well-practiced. He got the 

honey right this time. ñI am Ylae Tei, and I have the honor of 

being the Winterhawk. Is there something I should call you, or 

would you prefer to remain anonymous?ò 

ñAnonymous is fine.ò She sipped her cup delicately.  

He grinned. ñYou do not fear poison?ò 

She shrugged. ñKilling me here would gain you 

nothing but a very public corpse to dispose of. But, if my 

disguise were so easily penetrated, perhaps we should 

postpone this meeting.ò 

His eyes crinkled to slits as his grin deepened. ñThe 

il lusion is nearly perfect. Even beyond a glance, everyone 

sees the crone. I received only one clue. One part that did not 

quite fit the whole. But, Iôm certain there are more pressing 

questions in your mind. Please, do ask. Although I was owed 

a great favor, I fear what I must ask of you buys a debt of 

equal size.ò 

She considered him a moment. ñWeôre being 

watched, you know.ò 

ñI should think so.ò 

ñAre they all yours?ò 

He sipped. ñSome are. Others may not be. Itôs of no 

consequence.ò 

Her voice acquired an edge. ñYouôre very flippant 

with my life. What if I hadnôt come disguised?ò 

ñYou would likely have dropped a note to move the 

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 interesting to watch. Yes, I 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 Gregorio would have shown 

me his hand.ò He finished his cup. ñNone of these things 

came to pass, and I am very pleased. It seems he took my 

request seriously, if he sent you.ò 

ñYou know who I am?ò 

He held up a finger. ñAh, I know whom you might be. 

But it is of little consequence. Time is short, and you certainly 

have more questions.ò 

She got to the point. ñWhy did Gregorio owe you a 

great favor?ò 

His smile remained, but he looked down. The 

memory of a dark night, soaked in rain. Fangs, lightning, and 

assassinôs blades. He looked back up. ñArrogance is a light 

that abandons men in their darkest hours.ò 

She sighed. ñFor an Achrionian proverb, that one 

actually makes a bit of sense. If you know Gregorio.ò 

Her tone confirmed his theory. ñYou are not one of 

his usual associates, and yet, here you are by his command.ò 

Her eyes hardened. 

ñAh,ò he raised a finger. ñNot his command. So much 

the better. Then his debt to me is repaid, and I must convince 

you to take up my burden. This is good.ò 

ñYou know so much about me to make that judgment 

already?ò 

He sipped his tea. ñI have seen you move. You are 

cautious. I have heard you speak. You are straightforward. I 

have glimpsed your spirit. You are self-assured. In our 

business, these are admirable traits.ò 

ñOur business is that of lies and deceit.ò 
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ñAh,ò he raised a finger again. ñWe trade in truth. The 

lies and deceit are but trappings.ò 

ñFor some theyôre a way of life.ò 

He grinned again. ñBut not for you.ò 

She looked down at her tea, cooling on the table. 

The Winterhawk saw a sadness there. Now she looks 

like her disguise. Now I would have been fooled. 

She looked back up, the sadness gone. ñWhat is it 

youôre asking?ò 

ñI seek a truth that eludes me. You are aware of the 

attack on the Kartoresh Ambassador?ò 

She nodded. ñI know he lived.ò 

ñYou are well-informed. Then you know that no guilt 

has yet been assigned.ò 

ñEveryone blames Hadross. It seems most likely. 

Their ambassador is a disgusting worm.ò 

Winterhawk grinned. ñIn a room full of false smiles, 

the blind man is never deceived. It makes sense, does it not, 

that two old enemies would poison each otherôs wells? It is 

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 things. The Achrionian mind is 

very much attuned to the proper way of things.ò 

ñI suppose thatôs the nature of a caste-based society.ò 

ñYou know of my peopleôs ways!ò His eyes twinkled. 

ñWe are not so rigid as is widely said. Some, itôs true, cling to 

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

may leave his caste, given time and dedication. I 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. Chaos. Which is what one feels now 

regarding Kartoresh and Hadross.ò 

She leaned forward and spoke softly. Her voice was 

hard to hear in the crowded caf®. ñSo you believe Hadross is 

not to blame for the poisoning?ò 
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ñOh no, no, I perfectly believe that.ò He leaned back. 

ñThere are attacks planned for all the ambassadors. This was 

but the first.ò The shock on her face made him smile even 

wider. He saw straight through to the forthright young 

woman. ñYou are amazed?ò 

ñIðWell, no, I suppose not entirely, but youôll talk 

about that here? In the open?ò 

He gestured around. ñAnd how can we be overheard? 

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 server is harried. 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 

comforting to those who watch us.ò 

Her mouth was a grim line. ñAnd Iôll have to elude 

whomever follows me from here.ò 

ñOf course. But youôre talented and intelligent, and 

you certainly have a plan.ò 

She grumbled and finished her cup. ñWell. Weôre off 

topic. You have proof of these plans against the 

ambassadors?ò 

ñNo, no definitive proof.ò 

ñAnd itôs this proof you want me to find?ò 

ñOh, no, not at all.ò 

She blinked. ñThe assassins then? You want them 

located?ò 

He chuckled. ñNo, weôll find nothing there.ò 

ñWell, proof then of their masters?ò 

He shook his head. ñA voice might be heard by one 

man alone, but written words have an infinite audience. Only 

a madman puts ink to an assassinôs contract.ò 

She was agitated. ñMore proverbs. Well, what then?ò 
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He sipped his tea and set it down. ñThere has been 

news from Qualat Mon delivered to our fair city. Yesterday 

evening, in fact.ò 

ñNasierôs sunken ships?ò She shook her head. ñNo, 

no, that got here almost a week ago.ò 

He raised a finger. ñAh. There is something new. 

Something 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 I do not have time to uncover before 

tomorrowôs sessions. Something that must be known, perhaps 

to all. This is the truth that eludes me.ò 

Now she set down her tea and sat back. ñYou want 

me to infiltrate Hadross Tower and find some mysterious 

thing. We donôt know what it is, or what it might look like. 

All we know is itôs somewhere in there.ò She glanced up the 

mountain towards the Celestial Cathedral. Hadross held the 

southeastern spire, rising high like an arrow towards heaven. 

ñIt is likely information. But yes, that is your 

challenge.ò 

ñThatôs suicide.ò 

He picked up his tea. ñIt is the Achrionian way to face 

a daily challenge. This is mine: to convince you of the 

necessity despite the apparent insanity.ò 

She stood. ñWeôre done here.ò 

ñWhy does the vampire want you dead?ò 

She sat. ñDid he tell you something?ò 

The Winterhawk sipped his tea. ñA manôs position is 

best told by his feet, not his tongue.ò 

The woman thought for a moment. ñYou mean the 

fact that Gregorio sent me says more than anything he might 

have said.ò 

The Winterhawk was delighted. ñGiven time, you will 

move mountains! 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.ò 

ñLucky me.ò 

He held up a finger. ñAh, but he did not send an 

underling, a mere spy, a mindless assassin. No, 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 dragon in his tower.ò 

She was angry. ñAll the more reason to refuse.ò 

 Winterhawk pursed his lips. She hadnôt thought 

Gregorio a true enemy. Interesting. ñI would say it is the 

reason to succeed.ò 

ñPlay his game? Do what he wants?ò 

ñWhat he truly wants is for you to die. Donôt.ò 

She scoffed. ñYou make it sound so simple.ò 

He shrugged. ñAs a concept it is.ò 

ñIn this case, the practical application is just slightly 

more complicated.ò 

He spread his hands. ñAnd yet, if it were truly 

impossible, I sense you would not still be sitting across from 

me. Only a fool gives no ground before foolish odds. You are 

no fool.ò 

She grumbled a moment. ñWhy not send your own 

people? Why ask Gregorio?ò 

Winterhawk sighed and raised a weary finger. ñAh. 

You detect the weakness of our position. Good, very good. 

You know Achrionian military doctrine? No? We follow the 

tenets of our late Scion Queen Shael Han as handed down 

from Achrionôs founding days. Flexibility. Adaptability. 

These are key. For a sapling that bends before the gale still 

stands where a mighty oak is torn away. Alas, it leaves little 

room for this kind of specialized work.ò 

She stared at him. ñYou have no spies?ò 

He poured more tea and chuckled. ñOf course we 

have spies! Knowledge is the key to understanding the world, 
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and our place in it. There is nothing more important 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. 

ñBut this missionôs nature is more of espionage than 

true spycraft. There may be two dozen in all our military that 

could accomplish what Iôve asked. Alas, they are not here. 

And, while I could discover this truth in its own time in the 

usual ways, the methods available with the tools at hand do 

not count great speed as an attribute. Gregorio was a gamble I 

chose to make. I daresay it has paid well.ò 

She watched him, hands folded in her lap. 

She wavers, he thought. Perhaps I would too, in her 

place. ñPlease, have more tea,ò he said. ñYou are not without 

means in this venture. I do not believe in forlorn hopes.ò 

She thought a moment, then accepted a new cup. 

ñDesperation doesnôt sound very óadaptableô to me.ò 

He grinned. ñAdaptability in this instance allows me 

to seek outside assistance. In warfare, fluidity is key. Attack 

an enemyôs weakness. Redirect their strength. Do not clash 

head-on in mighty charges as Kartoresh prefers.ò He sipped 

his tea and sat back. ñI was not always a spymaster, you 

know. Indeed, I was a 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 thought as the other nations 

do, and never would have sought assistance beyond our own 

ranks.ò 

She smirked. ñAnd Iôd always heard the Achrion 

legions were infallible.ò 

He laughed. ñCelestials above, no. No one ever is. To 

admit no weakness is a failing of youth, and, in those days, I 

was extremely young for my age, if that makes sense. No, 



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley 

 

70 

back then, when we faced Felskar, still frothing over their 

óglorious revolutionô, our footmen didnôt even have basic 

metal armor, let alone the powered armor of today. Steam was 

very dangerous, and our dragon cavalry was unpredictable. 

And there were no Children.ò 

She paused. ñChildren?ò 

ñYes.ò He raised a finger, ñAh, but you may not have 

heard of them. You know how Hadrossians are transformed 

by their Deep gods, and Kartoresh dons masks imbued with 

elemental power?ò 

She nodded. 

ñThe Children are much the same: skin like stone, 

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 random nor forced upon them 

as a mask.ò He stroked his beard. ñNo, given equal force, the 

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 preferred 

stratagems. And looking beyond oneôs own camp for aid, 

especially in a vital matter of intelligence such as this, must 

seem baffling to them.ò He chuckled and grinned. ñVery 

baffling indeed.ò 

She thought a long minute, and returned to the 

original subject. ñHow do you know whatever Hadross 

discovered has potential to upset these talks? Maybe the 

ambassador simply got good news from home.ò 

ñGood news is shared, bad news is spread, but only 

secrets remain caged. Besides, why all the security then?ò 

ñWhat if Gregorio uses the information to his 

advantage?ò 

Again to the vampire. He must vex her extremely. 

ñWhat if the sun rises in the east? Of course he will do this. 

But I would rather this knowledge be known to more than just 

Hadross. The drums beat for war, and Hadross marches in-
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step. I 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. I would see it 

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

one of the Hadross Ambassadorôs.ò 

She wavered. He could see it in her hesitation. The 

Winterhawk didnôt smile, blink, or twitch a whisker, such was 

the balance. She asked the vital question. ñAnd what will you 

use this information for?ò 

He stroked his beard and thought a moment. ñYou 

seek to know my heart.ò He thought back over the years and 

smiled. Regrets. ñIôve told you a little. In my youth I fought 

myself, unaware as I was of the world and my place in it. In 

my prime I fought my enemies, believing myself a righteous 

judge of good and evil. And now, in my twilighté.ò He 

sighed. ñWell, I am tired. There is always one more battle. 

There is always one more trial. This is the way of things. The 

time approaches when I must lay aside my dalko and pass 

along my burdens. If I can see this one task finished, that of 

keeping the peace during these talks, I can rest.ò 

ñWar might still come.ò She spoke guardedly. 

ñAlas, history, once learned, is often forgotten. But 

the signs are right for peace. An extended peace.ò He finished 

his tea. ñIf the ambassadors can be brought to a mere 

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 their fatherôs ancient throne. 

Thatôs at the heart of it, you know. Hadross and Nasier act as 

young children fighting over toys.ò He shook his head and 

sighed heavily. ñAnd though they are many centuries my 

elder, I feel as a parent watching froward younglings. Perhaps 

wisdom is not a function of age but rather proximity to death. 

If that is the case, then both may have many centuries left!ò 

He chuckled. ñCelestials, forgive me. I speak with the 

privilege of age. It is not my place to dictate to kings. You 
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have asked after my heart, my wishes in this matter. There 

you have it.ò He sought to pour another cup, but the jug was 

empty. He frowned and set it down. He simply waited. 

She closed her eyes a moment. When she opened 

them, her expression said more than her words: ñOkay. Tell 

me more.ò 

He pulled a bound packet of letters and documents 

from his silken robe and handed it across. ñHere are maps, 

dossiers, and schedules. Do you require anything from me? 

Equipment? Backup?ò 

ñWhat kind of backup?ò 

ñNo one who might accompany you, of course, but a 

signal for a distraction could be arranged at some particular 

time.ò 

She thought a moment. ñCan they loiter unseen 

outside the tower? Better than the three you have watching me 

now, I mean.ò 

He grinned. ñAnd who are they?ò 

She tilted her head towards each as she spoke. ñThe 

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 curled in that red-leafed shrub over there.ò 

He laughed. ñYou should only have seen the dragon 

and the girl. And the man, if spotted, should have appeared as 

my observer, not yours.ò 

ñYour man watches me more than you, and hasnôt 

touched his wine.ò 

He clucked his tongue and shook his head. ñAnd lo, I 

was saying I believed my work nearly done.ò 

ñI gathered the girl was intended to be obvious. She 

may have done her job a little too well with the armor and 

all.ò 

ñShe is my student, though her training is nearly 

complete. She is no spy.ò 

The woman snorted. ñA bodyguard? That little girl?ò 
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He grinned. ñShe would chafe to hear you say it. I 

fear patience and youth are not close friends. But do not let 

her height deceive you. She is a woman grown. And I had no 

idea whom Gregorio would send. I do have enemies, after all. 

And me without my armor.ò 

ñOr a weapon.ò 

He raised a finger. ñAh, but I have my walking stick. I 

am a tempting target this way. The spymaster beyond Achrion 

Towerôs walls wearing naught but his robe accompanied by a 

girl and a yearling dragon.ò 

ñYou make yourself a target?ò 

He shrugged. ñIt is best to dig a well before thirst sets 

in.ò 

ñHow useful might the dragon be?ò 

ñHis name is Rau. He is not stealthy, if you are asking 

that. He is very intelligent. All the fulung are. When fully 

grown, he will be ridden into battle, quite possibly by my 

student.ò He clicked 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 

across his shoulders. The tiny dragonôs glittering red eyes 

stayed locked on the woman. He patted the dragon and 

clucked soothingly. ñI think, however, he may be too small 

for what youôre wanting.ò 

ñPossibly. I need to look over these documents, but 

my suspicion is that ingress and egress are the most probable 

points of failure.ò 

ñI can arrange for a distraction. My student would 

enjoy the exercise.ò 

She took a deep breath. ñVery well. I have a lot to 

study and prepare for. Iôll expect the distraction towards 

dusk.ò 
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ñAnd I shall wait in the Cathedral courtyard, beneath 

the oak by the pond.ò 

She stood and leaned on her cane. ñI will be very late, 

if I come at all.ò 

ñI will bring plenty of tea.ò 

She turned away, paused, and turned back. ñIt was the 

cane. Thatôs how you knew I wasnôt old. I should have leaned 

on it more.ò 

He grinned, delighted again. ñAs I say, miss: you will 

move mountains in your time.ò 

ñYou can call me Irene.ò 
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CHAPTER SIX ï KNIGHT OF BLADES  

 

Oorothôs tentacles twitched as he dreamed of 

sensuous curves, murmurs 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 awake, and 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 Ooroth in a sing-song voice. ñôOh, my dear one, 

oh, beloved.ô Har har hoom!ò 

ñYou fucking stabbed me!ò Oororth yelled. Then the 

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 laughed and continued, ñAnd just who is this 

sweet lovely? Another Dockside whore? Shall I buy her for 

you? A present for the Scionôs Ascension Day? Or perhaps I 

should keep her for myself, hm?ò 

Ooroth blushed to his core, furious. ñThereôs no 

woman. And why are you in my quarters?ò He glanced 

around, surprised. ñAndé how did I get to the Tower?ò 

Jahroon sheathed the blade, still snickering. ñTo hear 

it told you were found wandering Cathedral District calling 

for someone named Jodo until the Watch brought you back 

here. I wanted to see if youôd finally poisoned yourself to 

death.ò 

Ooroth certainly 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, calling for that little girlôs cat? He 
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purpled to think of it, and hoped she hadnôt seen him. ñSadly, 

I still live. Was that all, ambassador?ò 

ñNo. Your security arrangements for the Tower are 

inadequate. I require revisions to three areas in particular.ò 

Oorothôs tongue felt like heôd been chewing on sand. 

ñCanôt this wait until tomorrow? Iôm not on duty today.ò 

ñYouôre on duty when I command it.ò Jahroon 

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

leather scroll case with a beard tentacle. ñAnd what is this 

thing, anyway?ò 

Ooorth chilled. ñThatôs private property!ò 

ñYes, youôve been cradling it like a royal commission 

the better part of a week.ò He unscrewed the cap. 

ñGive me that!ò Ooroth reached for it, but Jahroon 

took one step back, and Ooroth fell on his face. 

Jahroon unfurled the crinkled parchment, boggled, 

then hooted with obscene laughter. ñOh, how precious! 

óThank you!ô says the badly drawn girl and her cat. Hoo 

hoom! And what service did you do? Is her mother one of 

your regulars? Do you keep this urchin fed and clothed 

through your nightly exertions?ò 

ñShut up! And give me that!ò 

ñTut tut,ò Jahroon held the parchment as if to tear it. 

ñThis looks fragile.ò 

Oorothôs guts froze. ñOkay, looké Just, please put 

that away.ò 

Jahroonôs face lit up. ñWhat have we here? Is the 

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?ò He tugged lightly and the 

parchment tore a tiny bit. 

ñNO!ò 
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Jahroon laughed again, his mirth genuine. He rolled 

up the parchment and put it back in its case. ñIôll just be 

keeping this.ò 

ñYou canôt steal my property!ò 

Jahroon smirked. ñOh, please. Such destructible 

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

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

word would anyone take? An ambassadorôs? Or a 

drunkardôs?ò He slung the scroll case over his shoulder. 

ñNow: the security arrangements.ò 

Ooroth had never felt so helpless or defeated. Jahroon 

had gotten away with things like this before. Heôd seen it, and 

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

end, it was ten times worse. ñFine. Yes, ambassador. As you 

wish. Can we just go to the kitchens? I could really use some 

water.ò 

Jahroon remained amused. ñI shall be generous.ò 

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 Jahroon? 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 Tower was silent. 

ñWhere are all the guards?ò 

ñIôve sent most of them to the estate. It needs to be 

more secure.ò 

Ooroth stopped dead. ñThe estate?ò 

ñItôs easier to secure against incursion, and the sea is 

at hand for an easy escape. Besides, my treasures are there.ò 

ñHadross Tower is our embassy!ò 

ñBut itôs the Ambassador thatôs most important, 

wouldnôt you agree?ò 
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No. He glanced at the scroll case. ñYes, Ambassador.ò 

He felt filthy for the forced agreement. They resumed their 

journey. ñIf I may point out the obvious, however, you are 

relatively unguarded now.ò 

ñPah. The Deep Voices demanded my presence. They 

would never put me in danger.ò 

Ooorth pursed his lips. The Ambassador did seem to 

lead a charmed life in that regard. 

In the kitchen two Deepman guards sprang to 

attention from their meal. The Ambassador ignored them. 

Ooroth said, ñTake your meals to the common area, 

and give us a moment.ò 

The Deepmen complied. 

Ooroth poured himself a massive jug of seawater and 

downed it in one go. It helped, if only barely. Itôd be another 

long recovery. 

Jahroon watched him, utterly amused. ñWhy anyone 

would voluntarily do that to themselves is quite beyond my 

grasp. This failing will be your doom.ò 

Ooroth twitched, but bit back any reply. The last thing 

he wanted was one of Jahroonôs characteristic rages while the 

ambassador held the little girlôs drawing hostage. Heôd been 

soberé ïish. 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 unsuccessful propositions had left 

him depressed. And heôd had a drink or ten, and that was all 

he remembered. He drained another mug. ñYou wanted to 

discuss security. Have you only sent away guards from the 

Tower?ò 

ñAs a first step. Iôm unhappy with the flooded levels.ò 

Ooroth frowned. ñWhy? They donôt trouble us at all. 

And theyôre a fantastic barrier against surfacers.ò 

ñIt is difficult to receive dignitaries and other guests 

when they must swim up three levels.ò 
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Ooroth scratched his head, annoyed. ñThere are 

Deepcallers onhand specifically to escort them in an aura of 

air. Tide and teeth, visitors donôt even get their feet wet!ò 

Ooroth stopped suddenly. ñWait. This is about your pretties. 

You donôt like the Deepcallers hassling you about your 

harem. Thatôs it, isnôt it?ò 

Jahroon was indignant. ñWho I invite to my offices is 

my business. I will not be questioned by you or anyone else.ò 

ñThe security is my business. Iôm here to keep you 

alive!ò 

Jahroon fingered the scroll case. ñIs that truly the tone 

you wish to adopt, Captain?ò 

Oorothôs mouth went dry. He took a sip of seawater, 

brain churning. ñWellé. I suppose we could have some 

respiration gems on-hand. Under lock and key with a 

dedicated guard. And if we enchant them to last maybe ten 

minutes at besté yes. I think that might be doable. 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. Assuming your pretties donôt mind being a 

little soaked for their... rendezvouses.ò 

Jahroon leered. ñI should hope not.ò 

Ooroth suppressed a shudder with another long gulp 

of seawater. He didnôt even want to contemplate the sort of 

depredations his vile Ambassador put those women through. 

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 could get it up. ñYou said 

there were three things, Ambassador?ò 

ñYes. The free-roaming orsund krakens are all well 

and good, but they leave rather a mess on occasion. I would 

prefer that they confined themselves to the lower levels, 

stayed out of the main hall, and didnôt go near the harem, my 

chambers, or my offices.ò 
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Ooroth understood that one. The two enormous 

orsund krakens were another excellent measure, but they were 

far from house-trained, and they tended to mark their territory 

with sticky ink every so often. ñIs it solely the mess you 

object to, or their presence?ò 

ñThe mess, obviously.ò 

ñThen perhaps weôll employ additional cleaning staff, 

and restrict their movements from your office. If we confine 

them only to the service levels, theyôre not really guarding 

anything important. So weôll keep them out of your office, but 

they can have free range at night from the flooded levels on 

down. Would that be acceptable, Ambassador?ò 

Jahroon smiled. ñYou see how agreeable you can 

be?ò 

Ooroth wasnôt feeling terribly agreeable, but what 

could he do? ñYes, Ambassador. Though I wish youôd 

consulted me about the guard change before simply 

implementing it. Youôre exposed here.ò 

ñBah. The Deep Voicesðñ 

A distant shriek echoed through the Tower.  

Jahroon and Ooroth looked at each other a moment. 

ñWhatðñ Ooroth began. 

THHRRUUUUMMMMMMMé.!! The Deep Voices 

roared a warning in Oorothôs mind. 

 ñOh, shit.ò Ooroth drew his blade. ñAmbassador, get 

behind me.ò 

The door burst open and a Deepman ran in. 

ñAssassinsð!ñ He gurgled and fell forward. A bladed 

throwing star was embedded in his back. 

Ooroth motioned for Jahroon to get down behind the 

counter, and stepped up beside the door. He heard running 

footsteps. He poised his blade, waited a moment, and brought 

it down like a guillotine. 

The unprepared assassin died instantly, his face 

cleaved off. Oorothôs leg tentacles grabbed the corpse, yanked 
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it clear, and he slammed the door shut. Heôd gotten a quick 

glance. ñThe hall is full of them.ò He slammed the bolt home. 

Itôd 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 

that chugged away on his back despite its ownerôs death. But 

there was no time to speculate further. Shouts came from 

beyond the door, and someone battered against it. 

Jahroon was staring at the corpse. ñThey werenôtð

Iôm not supposed to beð!ñ 

Thhrrruuuummmmmmmé. 

ñUh huh,ò said Ooroth. ñServantôs warrens. Follow 

me. Weôll find the back door.ò 

They ran through the servantôs door, which Ooroth 

shut and bolted. A splintering crash announced the first doorôs 

failure. They hurried past quarters and storage rooms. 

Bewildered servants peered out or passed them in the halls. 

ñIntruders,ò Ooroth said often. ñHide, bolt your doors, or 

whatever. Just keep out of the way.ò 

Jahroon urged him on from behind. ñMove faster!ò 

ñI donôt exactly have feet, Ambassador.ò 

ñThen let me past, depths take your eyes!ò 

ñOutrunning your only guard isnôt the best idea. And 

do you actually know the way through this maze?ò 

ñI have your drawing!ò 

Ooroth grit his teeth, and for a moment thought of 

simply letting the assassins have the man. 

Thhrrruuuummmmmmmé. 

He stepped aside, with a bow, ñAfter you, my lord.ò 

Jahroon trotted ahead. Ooroth shuffled, starting to 

pant. Adrenaline had banished 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 least they hadnôt been sent to the estate. One worked 

to open the doorôs many bolts. 

Ooroth threw out a hand. ñWait!ò 

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 tentacle. 

ñIôm wounded!ò 

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 spun, and his leg tentacles 

swept them from their feet.  Heavy Deepman swords killed 

two, and his great blade took the others in a whirling double-

stroke. But the tide was rising, and a sea of assassins flooded 

in. 

Oorothôs arm stretched to shocking length, and he 

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 defeated a vicious 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 dodged the blade and got to his feet with an 

acrobatic leap. 

Ooroth was panting hard now, and sweating precious 

liquids that he really didnôt have. His wound stung, but wasnôt 

bad. Heôd been lucky. The guards fought defensively, but 

were losing ground. Five assassins crowded through the door, 

with more beyond. One 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. ñLeave them!ò he shouted. ñGet 

me out of here!ò 

Thhrrruuuummmmmmmé. 

Ooroth sighed. ñSome days I hate you.ò 

ñIs that any way to speak to me??ò 

ñWasnôt talking to you,ò Ooroth said. He pulled the 

wounded Deepman to his feet. ñStay with the Ambassador. If 

my ploy doesnôt work, barricade him in one of the servantsô 

quarters and keep quiet. Trust the Voices.ò 

The Deepman saluted with his offhand. The other 

hung limp. 

Ooroth took a deep breath. ñMake a lane there!ò 

The Deepmen, shoulder to shoulder, hurled 

themselves aside. Ooroth surged past. His blade took one 

assassin, and the pommel 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 threshold. ñGet ready!ò he yelled to his men. 

He rushed into the alley past two assassins, and lost a 

beard tentacle for his trouble. At least a dozen more assassins 

waited in disciplined ranks, arrayed to hurl their deadly 

throwing stars. Oorothôs eyes widened and he dropped his 

blade. He seized the two behind him and squished between 

them as he held them up as human shields. Their bodies 

jerked with star impacts and one steam harness began 

spluttering, a vital line severed. He dropped them, surged 

forward and grabbed his blade with a leg 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 neck. He 

yelled back behind him to the Deepmen. ñClear that spike and 

get it closed! But leave me enough room to squeeze by!ò 
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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 labored 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 stroke-for-stroke. ñHurry!ò 

The stuck blade came free. ñItôs clear, Captain!ò 

Ooroth was surrounded, and he couldnôt make 

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 

extra vision, he was slowing, and couldnôt counter every 

stroke. A quick slice tore a gash across the back of his head. 

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

inward. 

A man in the back rank, their leader, pointed at the 

closing door and barked a command when Oorothôs back was 

turned. The two assassins directly 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 a distraction, and 

grabbed the front oneôs tunic with his free arm. The seized 

assassin whirled, and stabbed Ooroth in the ribs, straight 

through the armor. 

Shock swept over Oorothôs face, and he dropped his 

greatsword. He heard Jahroon inside. ñLeave him! Close it! 

Close it now!ò 

Oorothôs poked the assassin in the eyes with his beard 

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 compressible 

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 without, but theyôd never get 

through without siege equipment. 

Ooroth looked up at Jahroon. ñôLeave him? Close it 

now?ô Thank you so much, Ambassador.ò 

Jahroon sniffed. ñIf itôs you or me, then the choice is 

clear.ò 

Ooroth looked at the scroll case, and didnôt respond. 

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

the blade, but at least an inch had gotten through. It hurt like 

anything, and his breathing was labored. 

Thhrrruuuummmmmmmé. 

ñWeôre not done yet,ò he said. Ooroth yanked one of 

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

stared back. An Achrionian male. Young. And his harness 

was indeed that of the Dragon Legions. Ooroth shut it off. 

ñTheyôre really after you this time, Ambassador.ò 

ñThis is a mistake. It has to be. I wasnôt to be a 

target!ò 

Ooroth sat back. ñAnd just who was?ò 

ñEveryone else.ò 

Ooroth hung his head and groaned. He patted the 

assassinôs corpse down, and felt a solid lump in his belt 

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 Felskar seal. He held it 

up. ñWell, well. Looks like your bribe made it to the Tower 

after all.ò 

Jahroon seized it, eyes furious. ñI will skin that old 

bat alive! Then Iôll heal his wounds and do it again!ò He was 

frothing in rage. ñHeôll be drowned, crushed, consumed, and 

shat out!ò 

Ooroth got to his feet amid tingles and wracks of 

pain. ñWell, maybe Iôll help you with that. But first, we have 

to get you to safety. Donôt forget. There were some behind us. 
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Weôve lost them in the servantôs maze down here, but they 

could show up at any time.ò 

ñMy office, then.ò 

Ooroth nodded. ñItôs the only way.ò 

Jahroon sneered. ñBut youôve lost your sword.ò 

ñAmbassador.ò He plucked two short blades from the 

fallen and held them up. ñThere are more.ò 
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CHAPTER SEVEN ï HIDDEN HANDS  

 

Irene stepped out from her alcove behind the last 

black-clad assassin in their group. Her arm encircled his neck 

and yanked him back. He struggled, of course, and his steam 

harness lent him strength. It was hot against her chest, almost 

too hot. But she held him locked in the choke hold 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. But heôd gone under 

bloodless and soundless. Exactly what she needed. 

The perfect predator, the Gift said in her mind. She 

could feel how it relished the silent takedown. In truth, so did 

she. Oh, indeed? the Gift crooned. 

She ignored it and started stripping the assassin. 

Achrionian, of course, with a winding tiger tattoo up his right 

arm and across the back. Battle harness, military grade with 

Dragon Legion markings. She shook her head in surprise as 

she strapped it on. Sheôd asked for a distraction. She didnôt 

think the Winterhawk would fill Hadross tower with soldiers 

playing assassins. Poorly disguised soldiers at that. There had 

to be something else in play here. You didnôt just take troops 

and dress them head to toe in black satin to make them 

stealthy. This assault was anything but. 

She powered up the steam harness. Invisible energy 

encircled her as the harness puffed 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 her greatest skill, admired by nearly 

everyone sheôd worked for, and even a few sheôd worked 

against. 

In addition, most Hadrossians could see heat, and the 

alchemical salve sheôd coated herself with would only 

dampen her bodyôs warmth, not the harness. Sheôd worried 
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about the salveôs chilling effect, 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 than she was, and his black 

satin clothes fit nicely over her own leather armor. His 

throwing stars were perfectly balanced. A nice addition to her 

own knives. She ignored his sword. 

A small gold ingot in his belt pouch made her pause. 

Felskar makerôs mark. Interesting. She put it back in the 

pouch and dropped it on the manôs naked chest. 

She checked his breathing. Shallow and ragged. She 

mightôve done her job too well. 

He still might wake up, you know. He could raise the 

alarm as to your presence. 

She dismissed that. ñAnd say that his attacker is 

wearing clothes like the other fifty attackers in here.ò 

Still, it pays to be thorough. 

ñAll I want is to get to the towerôs peak, find this 

document, and get out. Undue carnage is not my mission.ò 

Why this nervousness then? Youôre more agitated 

than Iôve ever seen, even when Gergorio baits you. 

ñShut up.ò 

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. The lack of hard 

corners made keeping hidden much easier, as eyes tend to be 

drawn towards disrupted patterns. The organic Hadrossian 

architecture defied such order. And the Hadrossiansô lowlight 

eyesight meant an abundance of shadows for her to step into. 

The décor touted wealth from the ocean floor: coral 

sculptures of living color, polished marble and gemstones of 

impressive size, and mother-of-pearl paneling so iridescent 

that it fairly 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 twoôs and threeôs. Sometimes an assassin. It 

didnôt add up. There should have been far more dead guards, 

unless the Winterhawkôs notes were inaccurate. She doubted 

that. Perhaps theyôd barricaded themselves higher in the 

Tower? The clash of arms occasionally echoed through the 

Tower, but nothing near the scale sheôd expected. 

She turned a corner and nearly walked straight into 

five assassins coming the other way. The leader, marked by 

his dual longblades, said, ñWhere is your unit?ò 

ñDead,ò she answered in his language. 

ñThen why do you still live?ò 

She thought fast. ñHit on the head. They left me. 

Trying to find my way now.ò 

The leaderôs eyes narrowed behind his mask. ñWho 

was your keeper?ò 

ñShae Wen.ò A common Achrionian name. 

ñI know no Shae Wen. What was your muster? And 

why isnôt your harness steaming?ò 

She was running out of answers. ñHarness is 

damaged.ò She didnôt address the other questions. 

Two Deepmen moved around the bend far down the 

hall.  

She gasped and pointed. 

The Deepmen shouted. The assassins shouted. 

Everyone charged. 

Irene hung back, and faded into the shadow behind a 

sculpture. 

Lucky. 

 ñShut up,ò she muttered. 

The Deepmen werenôt alone. Two more ran forward, 

followed by a big Sevridan, and the vile Hadrossian 

Ambassador. Sheôd met him before at Goritsi Tower. Even 
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though sheôd been introduced with her full titles and status, 

heôd still spend the entire time leering at her figure. He had no 

respect for women, the worm. 

And he acted every bit the scrub now by cowering 

while his men did the fighting. It didnôt take her expert eye to 

see the Sevridan was the key to this defense. He was likely the 

captain of the guard, a hard-drinking 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 made short work of the assassins. 

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 Deepmen would prove little challenge with the 

element of surprise. 

And you can settle that ambassadorôs account once 

and for all. 

Tempting, but she shook her head. It wasnôt her 

mission. 

The ambassador was upbraiding the Sevridan. ñI 

should ban you from drinking. How will you ever keep me 

safe if you collapse into a puddle after every bout?ò 

ñItôs not the hangover, Ambassador. Iôm pretty sure 

Iôve broken a rib, and there might be something bleeding in 

there.ò 

ñUseless,ò the ambassador spat. 

The Sevridan gestured down the hall. ñWell, by all 

means, donôt let me slow you down.ò 

The ambassador held up a scroll case. ñDonôt forget 

what I carry, Captain.ò 

The Sevridan shoved himself up and headed down the 

hall without a word. Theyôd pass her hiding spot in just a 

moment. 
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Ireneôs eyes lingered on the scroll case in the 

ambassadorôs hands. That must be the information she 

needed. It was important enough to keep the Sevridan 

moving, despite his wounds. 

Unseen, from surprise, she was confident she could 

take them all. And yet, killing the ambassador would likely do 

more harm than good. Although she smirked to think of that 

vile wormôs lifeblood flowing across the floor. 

Now is your moment. 

The guards walked past, not an armôs reach from her 

hiding spot. 

Strike! 

Her vision grew tight, intense. She held her breath as 

the Sevridan slogged past. She could hear him wheezing. 

Before itôs too late! This may be your only chance! 

She clamped down on the Gift. It was not the time. 

The ambassador went past. 

Coward. 

ñFocused,ò she said with only the faintest whisper. 

ñItôs not my mission. Maybe I can lift it off him.ò 

Not with it in his hand like that. 

ñBut maybe if they get into another fight. Either way, 

I follow.ò 

She slipped from her hiding spot and ghosted after 

them, mindful of the Sevridanôs expanded eyesight. 

Fortunately, his wounds would sap his concentration and 

alertness. At least the alchemical salve had proven itself 

against the Hadrossiansô enhanced vision. One less worry on a 

night of apprehension. 

The hall wound its way to the exterior wall. She could 

see the waning moon outside, and avoided the silvery shafts it 

cast into the corridor. They passed a security station (its 

guards slaughtered where they had stood) and moved into 

another grand foyer. 
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High above, an impossibly thick glass ceiling 

refracted light from submerged hydrolanterns that dappled 

glimmering shafts across the foyerôs dark marble floor and 

stately furnishings. That would be the flooded levels sheôd 

read about, where the Hadrossians would be in their own 

element, and sheôd be slow, vulnerable, and very exposed. 

The Hadrossians quickened their pace to the leftmost 

elevator, itself the size of a small room. The big Sevridan 

suddenly stopped, and grabbed his Ambassadorôs arm. 

The ambassador yanked it away. ñYou will not 

touchðñ 

ñWhere are the Deepcallers?ò 

The ambassador shrugged. ñBarricaded in their 

chambers. Hiding in my office. Who knows? Letôs not wast 

time.ò 

The Sevridan watched the elevator door for a 

moment. Then pointed to the foyerôs center. ñGuards, get the 

ambassador into cover behind that couch. Iôll get the door.ò 

The ambassador glared, but did as he was bid. 

The Sevridan keyed a fist-sized 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. ñFool me once, etcetera!ò He 

was past in seconds, and two of the eight waiting assassins 

were down. The rest charged. 

ñFlanking!ò he shouted. 

Three Deepmen leaped from behind the couch and 

charged in. For a moment everything was going the 

Hadrossiansô way. 

The assassinsô leader cupped his hands and shouted a 

single sharp syllable. The other elevator behind Irene opened 

and ten more assassins ran out. 

The Gift was bemused. Did your employer depopulate 

the whole of Achrion for this endeavor? 
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Irene wondered much the same. She held stock-still, 

curled around the base of her pillar, and thankful for the dark 

marble flooring. The assassins stormed 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 Achrion had no part in this, no one had any 

illusions about Scion King Hadrossôs good will towards any 

nation. ñShit,ò she muttered. 

She rose and peered around the pillar. The Sevridan 

and his guards almost had the first group down. The 

ambassadorôs final guard lay dead, and the old Deepman fled 

towards his men.  

The elevator door closed. ñNO!ò he shrieked. 

Irene picked her target. The leaders all carried paired 

long-blades. She flicked her wrist, her star whisked through 

the air, and it sprouted from the base of the second leaderôs 

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. 

ñHells,ò she said, and threw again. It clanged off the 

front-most assassinôs steam harness, and he whirled, shocked. 

She let herself be seen, just for a moment. He pointed 

and shouted, ñTraitor!ò 

The confusion bought the Sevridan the opening he 

needed. He dashed forward, trailing two limp tentacles, and 

hacked an assassin down. His Deepman supported him.  

Two assassins ran towards Irene. The rest engaged the 

Hadrossians, but one slipped past and charged the 

ambassador. 

Irene feinted a throw at one assassin. He dodged, off 

balance a moment, then died as a throwing dagger embedded 
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in his eye. The other assassin was on her, but no match for her 

single-combat skills. A sidestep, a parry, a duck, and her short 

blade sliced his throat. 

She saw the ambassador cower back, just in time to 

dodge a savage blow. His eyes blazed with azure light. He 

shouted something incoherent, stretched out his hand 

wreathed in violet energy. The assassin froze, caught in the 

power, and was lifted from the floor. He started screaming 

and thrashing. The manôs scream foundered in a gurgle as 

blood gushed from every orifice, nose, eyes, and the pressure 

ripped away his silken mask. Over ten seconds, the manôs 

entire life fluids coagulated in a huge glistening red ball 

hovering before the Ambassador. 

Irene watched, stunned. Her briefing had said nothing 

about the Jahroonôs magic. 

The withered husk collapsed, and the massive bloody 

sphere splashed to the ground, soaking everything in rich red. 

The ambassador fell to his hands and knees in the gore, 

wheezing. 

Only the Sevridan remained standing, 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 raised 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 the man was 

dragged inexorably into the orsund krakenôs fanged maw. 

ñNo! NOO! AAAHH!!!ò The thing bit down on his arm, and 

began to chew. Bones crunched, blood flowed, and the 

hapless man wailed for a quick death. 
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The Deepcaller in the elevator took in the situation, 

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. 

Irene couldnôt watch, the sound of it slurping away at 

the broken bones set her to trembling. 

Well, well, well, said the Gift. I suppose everyone has 

an irrational fear. With some itôs rodents or heights. With you 

itôs being eaten. 

ñShut up!ò she hissed. Her eyes were solid black. 

Consumed. 

She slammed a fist into her head. Her vision exploded 

in a whirl of lights.  

Well, thatôs just rude. 

The pain brought her around. She could hear the 

Deepcaller speaking. ñWill he be alright?ò 

The Sevridan answered. ñI donôt know. Heôs still 

conscious, so thatôs something. If incoherent. You of all 

people know how much the Voices can take out of you.ò 

ñTrue words.ò 

She heard the ambassador mumble something. 

ñI agree,ò said the Sevridan. ñHow many more 

upstairs with you?ò 

ñNone. The others made their way down. Itôs likely 

theyôve gone to the estate for reinforcements, if they escaped 

the tower.ò 

ñGood. Letôs get up there and barricade ourselves in 

his office. Command the orsund to stay in this room. Let only 

our own past.ò 

ñYes, Captain.ò 
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ñAnd there was one of their number that turned coat 

at the last minute. Did you see him?ò 

A pause. ñNo, Captain.ò 

ñWell. Heôd better get the fuck out of here, for their 

sake, if they still live. Help me guide the ambassador up.ò 

She heard the elevator door close, and the orsund 

snuffling along the corpses. 

The opposite elevator stood open not fifteen feet from 

where she hid. 

You know, I wonder if their 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 step. Slow. Even. Steady. She 

could see the orsundôs mottled gray head beyond the central 

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 stopped. Her breathing quickened. 

The thing shuffled around the furniture, 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 tentacle wedged between them. 

She sliced it off, and the doors shut. It flopped around on as 

the elevator rose, and she wedged herself in the corner, far 

from it. 

Youôve assassinated magicians, nobles, merchants, 

and most of those were vampires or werewolves. Youôve stood 

face-to-face with Her Royal Majesty and told her óNo.ô Youôve 

seen dozens of battlefields from the winning and losing sides. 

Youôve been stalked through the Tellorian night by things far 

more powerful than that critter, and yet here you are, cowed 

like a child. 

ñLeave me alone!ò 
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No, not this time. Let me help you. Let me take away 

this fear. 

ñI could have killed it without your help.ò 

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 

pumping in her carotid artery. ñListen well. I will not be 

bullied or coerced by my own mind. I want no Gift. I want no 

part of it. If you keep on, I will  end myself. It has gone that 

far. Do you understand?ò 

The Gift was silent a moment. I do believe you mean 

it. 

The chamber began filling with seawater. She popped 

a gemstone into her mouth like a pacifier as the surface closed 

over her head. She breathed through the gem. The doors 

opened, and she pushed out, her eyes darting everywhere. 

Nothing waited for her. 

Mark me, Irene. 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. But, I can be patient. I 

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 sometimes the ceiling. But a Hadrossian in here 

would have every advantage. Her throwing knives were 

useless, and she darenôt trust her last throwing star, an 

unfamiliar weapon. Sheôd already missed with those more 

than she liked. 

The Deepcaller had spoken the truth, however. It was 

deserted. She 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 heat-cloaking salve on her skin was still effective. The 

alchemist had said it was ósomewhatô waterproof, but she 

couldnôt tell if the chill she felt was from her wet clothes in 

the cool air, or if the salveôs properties still acted on her skin. 

There wasnôt time to apply more. Sheôd do her best not to test 

it. 

She crept down a curving corridor and heard voices 

from the farthest chamber. She paused beyond the open door. 

ñIs that all your vital documents, Ambassador?ò She 

recognized the Sevridanôs voice. 

ñI said yes, Depths take you.ò He still sounded weak, 

though much more coherent. 

ñBecause weôre abandoning the Tower when the 

reinforcements arrive.ò 

ñI demand that you leave at least some here to guard 

our treasures.ò 

She heard the Sevridan sigh. ñAs you pointed out, you 

are theé ótreasureô.ò The last was said with such distaste that 

even Ireneôs mouth went sour. ñThe orsunds can wander 

unattended for a time. When youôre secure at the estate, Iôll 

send a large detachment back up here.ò 

A long pause, but the Ambassador finally said, ñIt 

will do.ò 

The Deepcaller spoke. ñYou should look to your 

wounds, Captain.ò 

ñVery well. You head down into the tower, and 

release the remaining orsunds, then wait for reinforcements. 

Iôll tend to myself, then wait here with the ambassador.ò 

ñYes, Captain.ò 

ñAmbassador, will you be alright for a few minutes?ò 

ñOf course,ò he mumbled faintly 

ñVery well. By your leave then.ò 

Irene slunk away from the doorway and hid. 
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The Deepcaller and Sevridan emerged, nodded to 

each other, and went in opposite directions. 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 armor. 

She waited for a full count of twenty when he was out 

of sight, then slipped to the doorway and peered in. It was a 

huge office with couches, elegant bookcases, and a massive 

desk of pure black marble. Vast curtained windows looked out 

over Fructus city by 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 desk. Jahroon was 

lying beside a bundle of documents. The 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 not the 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 

mundane bill of sale apparently, and heard a noise from the 

door. She slunk behind the chair, and heard shuffling tentacles 

on the hard floor. 

ñAmbassador?ò It was the Sevridan. ñJahroon, are 

you awake?ò 

Snoring. 

ñWell, let that be a lesson. Next time you send off all 

your guards you can fucking defend yourself.ò 

The ambassador murmured, ñDeep Voicesé saidé 

not speak to me like that.ò 
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ñUh huh.ò 

She heard a wooden creak. She eased herself in a 

crawl around the desk. The Sevridan had settled into a big 

chair, facing the 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. 

ñAlready?ò he asked the air. He paused, then 

grumbled. ñFine.ò He got up and packed the ambassadorôs 

things into a satchel. ñCome on. Theyôre here. Wait, whereôs 

my scroll case?ò His head jerked up again. ñI heard you the 

first time. Just whereôsðñ He listened again. ñTide and teeth, 

fine! Come on, old man. Up we go.ò 

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 

the sofa. 

She held her breath. She shouldnôt have been 

watching so intently. She dared not duck back or even blink. 

The movement would give her away. The lighting was 

terrible, but if the salve was no longer effectiveé 

His head jerked upward again, listening. ñYes! Gods! 

Impatient tonight are we?ò He moved out into the hall, still 

grumbling. ñAnd where were you when all this beganéò 

His voice faded, and she breathed a deep, shuddering 

breath. Her heart quieted after a moment. 

Youôre still trapped in here with who knows how 

many of those krakens running loose. 

ñWho said anything about walking down?ò 

She checked the desk quickly, found nothing of note. 

She pulled out a glass-cutter, removed two window panes, 

then anchored a climbing line to the huge, immovable desk. 

Clever. Why didnôt you climb in? 
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ñWalls are sheer. No handholds. But down, well, 

thatôs a lot easier.ò 

And did you bring enough line? 

ñFelskar technomancy. Ever-lengthening out to a 

mile. The tower isnôt near that tall. And why the third 

degree?ò 

Just making conversation. 

ñShut up. Youôre disappointed you didnôt get the 

chance to scare me again.ò 

The Gift was amused. Maybe 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 

arrived at the Cathedral pond, however, she didnôt find the old 

man. It was his student, the white-haired young woman in the 

crimson and gold armor. The Winterhawkôs student. 

ñYou are late,ò she stated. 

ñAnd youôre not the Winterhawk,ò Irene replied. 

ñI am Kae Howun, and I have the honor to be the 

Deathbloom.ò 

ñGreat. Whereôs your master?ò 

Her eyes darkened. ñAssassins attacked our 

ambassador tonight. If not for my master, they would have 

succeeded, and we would now be at war with Kartoresh.ò 

Irene half laughed, to the young womanôs 

astonishment. ñItôs a stars-damned epidemic. Hadross tower 

was under siege. Achrionians with Dragon Legion gear.ò 

Her mouth opened with shock, then snapped shut. She 

glared at the distant tower. ñSo thatôs what happened to my 

men. I found them dead before they had even begun the 

distraction that wouldôve let you into the tower. Did you 

succeed?ò 

ñI did. But I want to be present when we go through 

these.ò She held up the diplomatic packet and scroll case. ñIs 

your master still fit for service?ò 
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ñHe is. You are certain the attackers were 

Legionnaires?ò 

She shrugged. ñHow would I tell?ò 

ñYou wear a harness. Did you strip one? Did they 

have any tattoos?ò 

ñA tiger, in the Achrionian fashion. Across the back 

and left arm.ò 

She hissed. ñMercenaries. Much like our assailants. 

Meant to look like members of the military. And did they 

carry gold?ò 

Irene nodded. ñAn ingot of goldðñ 

ñðwith a Felskar stamp.ò 

They were silent a long minute. The Deathbloom said, 

ñLet us see my master. He will know what to do.ò 
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CHAPTER EIGHT ï 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 him the night before, and he always came to the 

same sad conclusion. 

To the novice there are many possibilities. To the 

master, there are but few, he 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 present, but each nation 

had come represented. And guarded. The Grand Cathedralôs 

vaulted central nave felt like a prison, despite the brilliant sun 

filtering through the stained glass. Fortunately, all had agreed 

to limit the guards to four per delegate. Gulraast, the Ironward 

representing Felskar, had heartily endorsed 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 respected his dedication to these talks, especially 

that he had come when he should really be in bed. His 

military advisor, the volatile Senior Hakar Alyana Heska, 

stood behind his chair, arms crossed, horned war mask in 

place. Her powerful physique dwarfed the ambassador, 

making him appear even more delicate, and she watched 

everyone with narrowed eyes. 

Her ambassador concluded with, ñI would remind 

everyone that the eyes of the entire world are upon Fructus 

Isle. We must maintain an open and honest accord, and, above 

all, clear and truthful dialogue.ò 

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. 



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley 

 

104 

ñAmbassadors, delegates, and honored colleagues, as 

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.ò He laid his hand on a silk-bound packet. 

ñDocumentation has reached us implicating a second guilty 

party in the sinking of Kartoreshian shipping in Qualat Mon 

harbor.ò 

Murmurs. Only Hadross and Gregorio had no reaction 

beyond a respective glare and a tight smirk. The Free Cities 

Envoy was, predictably, startled. ñYou are saying that 

Hadrossian forces had assistance to sink these ships? I had not 

heard this thing.ò 

ñI should be very surprised if you had, Madam 

Envoy.ò All eyes watched the packet as it was handed down 

to the envoy. 

She untied the ribbon, broke the seal, and began to 

scan the top page. Her eyes widened, and she sucked in a 

breath. ñBut this would implicate Kartoresh!ò 

The Karotreshian Ambassador sat with his head 

bowed, unmoving. His advisor stood stock still, completely 

rigid. The Winterhawk recognized extreme shock in her 

posture, despite the mask. The Ambassador had known. The 

advisor had not. Interesting. He said, ñYes, Madam Envoy. 

Karotresh has been conducting a clandestine military buildup 

in Qualat Mon. An underground base, for which the troop 

transport was destined. It was disguised as a mechant ship.ò 

The news rippled through the table as well, but he spoke over 

them. ñAcrhion deplores this violation of the Free Citiesô 

time-honored neutrality, and moves to censure Kartoresh for 

these actions.ò 

Gregorio said, ñTelloria seconds this motion.ò 

ñImpossible!ò said the Senior Hakar. ñMadam Envoy, 

how can we be certain this isnôt a ruse?ò 
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The envoy held up the damning document. ñThis is 

King Nasierôs official seal, is it not, hm? And his direct orders 

to the commanding officer of this secret outpost. And you 

would smile at us behind your masks, and have us accept you 

as friends, yet all the while you turn our cities into forward 

camps foré for whatever evil purposes you intend!ò 

ñWe had no knowledge of this! On my word of 

honor!ò 

The Winterhawk said, ñYour ambassador would 

disagree.ò 

Indeed, the Kartoreshian sat, head still bowed. He 

raised his eyes to the Envoy and said, ñKartoresh apologizes 

to the Free Cities for its role in damaging relations between 

our sovereign states. We will accept censure.ò 

His advisor was shocked again. ñYou canôtð!ò 

ñBe at peace, Senior Hakar.ò It was the first time his 

voice had raised above a murmur, and the effort strained him. 

ñIt stands with the Envoy now.ò 

Envoy Harig was angry, that much was plain. ñIn 

light of these new developments, the Free Cities have no 

choice but to expel Karotreshian assets and interests from our 

borders.ò 

Ambassador Jahroon spoke. ñAnd, on behalf of our 

most exquisite Scion King Hadross, we respectfully request a 

return to normal relations with the Free Cities.ò 

ñNo.ò 

That stung the old fish. ñNo?!ò 

ñJust because your old enemies are caught in a lie 

does not excuse your complicity in sinking those ships in the 

first place.ò 

ñIt was we who discovered this duplicity!ò 

ñAnd did what with that, hm? Seized the initiative? 

Conducted your preemptive strikes? Without a word to us.ò 

Jahroonôs tentacles twitched, but he was enough of a 

politician to moderate his tone. ñThis information was to be 
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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.ò 

The Envoy was unimpressed, and crossed her arms. 

ñYet you see fit to initiate military action in our territorial 

waters, and without 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 Hadross and Kartoresh shall remain in 

expulsion until redress is made.ò 

Heska leaned across the table. ñYou would put us in 

the same category as those backstabbing liars?ò 

Jahroonôs tone got harsh. ñHadross takes exception to 

this coarse language and unfounded accusations.ò 

The Kartoreshian Ambassador began weakly, ñSenior 

Hakar Heskaðñ 

But she was having none of it. ñUnfounded! Youôve 

seen the proof. You murdered those troops!ò 

Jahroon was in his element. His voice was smooth 

and calm. ñWe halted your illegal buildup. Hadross will take 

any action necessary to secure its borders.ò 

ñYour borders do not include Qualat Mon!ò 

Jahroon stood, fists on the table. A calculated gesture. 

ñNeither do yours.ò 

The Winterhawk held up a finger, ñAh. Rising 

passions grow like flames: 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 Qualat Mon is now a matter 

of record. More on that cannot usefully be said here.ò 

Jahroon had none of it. ñYou merely seek time to 

cover up your wrongdoing. Hadross Tower is filled with your 

assassinôs corpses.ò 
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The Winterhawk shook his head. ñAcrhion had 

nothing to do with that assault.ò 

ñExplain then how the attackers were using military 

hardware.ò 

ñStolen.ò 

Jahroon scoffed. ñAm I to believe that nearly fifty 

combat harnesses bearing Dragon Legion markings could so 

easily go missing?ò 

ñFor the love of money, even the truth falls silent. 

Such forgeries are a simple matter for one wealthy enough to 

pay their assassins in gold ingots.ò 

ñYou admit you know how they were paid.ò 

ñI know they carried ingots, all of a kind, with 

identical markings. As did the assassins that struck at my 

ambassador in her residence. As Iôm sure others have 

discovered.ò He swept his hand around the table. Gulraast of 

Felskar grinned. The Winterhawk continued, ñWe have not 

heard opinions from Felskar or Telloria.ò 

Gulraast spoke first, ñAm thinking is wasting time to 

track assassins to employer. Attacks are being clumsy effort to 

spread blame amongst delegations.ò 

The Winterhawk nodded. ñAgreed, but even the 

clumsiest blade still bears a fatal edge. If but one attempt 

succeeded, it would be sufficient cause for war, to any nation 

with a grievance, and one must admit, between our two 

nations at least, there are many grievances.ò 

Gulraast smiled. ñIs being true words. Still, am not so 

hasty as to mobilize peopleôs glorious revolutionary army 

over simple failed assault. Am thinking delay also plays to 

enemiesô hands, no? Agreements are being what our nations 

send us here to reach, and agreements are forging stronger 

bonds. Is being clear that hidden hands on Fructus move 

against any such accords.ò 

Heskaôs fist jarred the table. ñKartoresh agrees!ò 
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Her ambassadorôs head was back, his mouth open. 

His breathing seemed steady, but labored. He nodded his head 

weakly. 

Ambassador Jahroon sneered. ñPerhaps a short recess 

would be in order so that Kartoresh can collect itself.ò 

Her finger stabbed the air. ñThis delegation does not 

take orders from that side of the table.ò 

The Winterhawk said, ñPatience in a moment of anger 

averts a hundred days of sorrow.ò 

ñAnd you! Stop spouting proverbs, and give us the 

truth! How did you know about those ships?ò 

Jahroon crossed his arms and addressed the 

Winterhawk. ñHadross would like to know this as well. 

Esepcially since the esteemed Achrionian dignitary has come 

bearing the very proof of King Nasierôs criminal intentions 

that was stolen from our tower last night.ò 

The Winterhawk was prepared for this. He couldnôt 

admit to the espionage without handing Hadross a diplomatic 

incident, nor could he lie bold-faced to the assemblage when 

the truth may yet be substantiated. And yet it was a truth 

everyone knew. He had to be cautious. ñTo know the road 

ahead, one should inquire with travelers in the opposing 

direction.ò 

Everyone was silent a moment. Heska growled, ñThat 

doesnôt say anything.ò  

The Sevridan behind Jahroon said, ñYes it does. It 

means there was a spy, but not necessarily one he hired. Ié 

may have seen them, in fact.ò 

Jahroon rounded on him. ñAnd you did nothing?!ò 

The Sevridan glanced around the table. ñAmbassador, 

do you really want to go into the circumstances here?ò The 

Winterhawk appraised the Sevridan, whom he believed to be 

Jahroonôs captain of the guard. He looked well enough, 

though his armor was new and he bore fresh scars. The fact 
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that he had spoken in Winterhawkôs favor interested the old 

spymaster. 

Jahroonôs tentacles twitched and his eyes were like 

black coals. ñWe will discuss this later.ò He turned back. 

ñWell, Achrion? What say you to this accusation?ò 

The Winterhawk shrugged. ñI would humbly ask for 

definitive proof of Achrionôs wrongdoing in this situation.ò 

 Jahroon pointed at the packet in front of the envoy. 

ñThere it sits.ò 

ñWith respect, that is proof of Kartoreshôs 

wrongdoing, not ours.ò 

Senior Hakar Heska leaned across the table, her voice 

low, but furious. ñAgain you seek to equate us with Hadross. 

We took no lives.ò 

The Winterhawk countered, ñYet you rattled the 

saber.ò 

Heska wasnôt having any of it. ñNo one knew about 

this! Itôs only saber-rattling if the threats are made into 

words.ò 

ñThe hidden blade is often the most lethal.ò 

She threw her hands up in frustration. ñWe havenôt 

even substantiated that this document is legitimate. You said 

yourself that forgeries are easily obtained for those with 

enough money. There is clearly another interest at work here.ò 

He held up a finger. ñAh, and hence Achrionôs 

humble request for a two week recess. Substantiation can be 

made by communicating with our governments. I believe I 

can speak for everyone here when I say that we would be 

most relieved to hear that the death of your troops, however 

tragic, was thanks to a foolôs errand.ò 

She seemed to swell, and anger rolled off her in 

waves, and she couldnôt speak for a moment. The Winterhawk 

wondered what could possibly have touched a nerve. 

Gulraast cleared his throat. ñAm thinking perhaps 

reconvening until tomorrow would suit, no?ò He indicated the 
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Kartoresh Ambassador whose eyes were closed, and mouth 

hung open, breathing hard. ñYour man is being far from 

well.ò 

Heska didnôt even look. ñNot until we settle this 

point!ò Her fist punctuated her statement hard enough to rattle 

the glasses on the table. 

The huge pig-man behind Gulraast growled. 

Gulraast said, ñAh, and Voy is reminding me that 

hour is now well past mid-day. Is time for brief respite, no?ò 

The Envoy added her voice. ñThe Free Cities would 

agree, and move to recess until tomorrow morning.ò 

Ambassador Jahroon would have none of it. ñNo! No, 

we are not done with Achrionð!ñ 

Heska shouted at Gulraast, ñYou can have food 

brought! This isnôt even closeð!ñ 

Gulraast was saying, ñBah! Raised voices are being 

difficult to hear. Am being but poor old man whoðñ 

Everything was disintegrating around the 

Winterhawk. He caught Gregorioôs eye. The bald vampire sat 

with hands folded, cool as a winter breeze. He didnôt smirk. 

He didnôt frown. He didnôt even blink. 

Sit atop the mountain to watch the dragons squabble, 

Winterhawk thought. He clapped his hands loudly for several 

moments until everyone quieted and glared at him. ñAs 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.ò 

Heska shook her head. ñKartoresh does not agree.ò 

ñPlease, Senior Hakar Heska, we cannot fully 

recognize your authority to speak on his behalf at this time.ò 

ñMy delegation speaks with one voice!ò 

Her ambassador groaned audibly and tumbled from 

his chair. 
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ñAnd yet the deepest anger does not conceal the 

deepest pain. Those in favor of recess until tomorrow morning 

on humanitarian grounds?ò 

The vote was unanimous against her. Only then did 

the Heska seem to take in the situation. He could read the 

expression she shot him through her mask. Hatred and rage, 

the likes of which he had almost never seen. 

The delegates gathered their things and departed, one 

by one, amid the general murmur of conversation. Heska 

directed the guards to carry the ambassador, and departed 

through an opposite door. She even left a number of papers on 

the table. 

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 see the Free 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 quietly, ñShouldnôt you really 

be sitting down, master? The doctor was very clear that you 

should rest as much as possible.ò 

ñWhere did Gregorio and Gulraast go?ò 

ñRight behind each other, headed to the main 

corridor. Opposite Kartoresh.ò 

He sighed, and lowered himself 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. 

ñNever grow old, my student. Or rather, never grow old, fight 

a battle, then stay up all night to fight another one.ò 

ñYes, master.ò 

ñWhat went wrong there? Can you spot the flaws?ò 
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She pursed her lips. ñToo many tempers. It was right 

to advise an extended recess.ò 

He held up a finger. ñAh. Right for us. And right for 

peace. But not everyone at that table wishes peace.ò He 

looked up at the high dais and the empty throne where the 

Archon, the supreme voice of the Celestial religion, once sat. 

ñI am missing something. Something about Heska. It has 

eluded me, and it was vital today. It was not my intention to 

provoke. And yet, it is a poor craftsman that blames his 

tools.ò 

A messenger hurried in. He wore the green-belted 

sash of the Free Cities. He handed Deathbloom a note, and 

scurried out. 

She read it and groaned. She passed it to him with a 

sigh. 

He read it aloud, ñHonored Colleague, it is now clear 

to me that you must have been unaware that Senior Hakar 

Alyana Heskaôs brother was killed aboard one of those ships 

that drowned in Qualat Mon Harbor. Your remarks may have 

touched off more ire than intended. Yours, FCE Jeyna Harig.ò 

He crumpled the note and hid his eyes in a wave of 

sudden weariness. ñI have spent too long considering forests 

at the sake of the trees. I must apologize.ò 

ñApologize! You had no idea!ò 

ñWords and swords can both cut to the quick, yet 

injury to the body heals much easier over time. No. I was 

wrong. And it is likely that sheôll be heading the talks 

tomorrow. I fear for her ambassadorôs health. No. Iôll make 

my apology public.ò His hip was still aching. It was time to 

change the dressing, and he definitely needed the tonic. ñBut 

tomorrow. Tomorrow. For now, let us return to the estate.ò 
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CHAPTER NINE ï DANCE 

 

Gulraast called to Gregorio as they neared the grand 

cathedral doors. ñAmbassador. A word?ò 

Gregorio glanced at the doors, flung wide with 

brilliant sunlight streaming in. ñOf course, but let us step over 

here.ò He led the way between two of the grand concourseôs 

many vast pillars. ñIf we must pause, at least let it not be in 

direct sunlight.ò 

Gulraast grinned. ñIndeed. You are not looking quite 

yourself today.ò 

The bald vampire smirked, a ghoulish expression with 

his pointed ears and sharp chin. A monstrous visage, 

especially when he grinned. ñIn fact, after sunrise I look far 

more like myself than with the mystique upon me after dusk. 

But what can this humble servant do for you, Ironward?ò 

ñOh, just asking moment to catch up. Is long since we 

talk, and your silence in council was being notable.ò 

Gregorio grinned. He did that often, showing his 

fangs. ñGood.ò 

Gulraast grunted. He didnôt trust Gregorio to do 

anything but look after Gregorio first, and Telloria a distant 

second. ñIs not it being in Tellorian interests to be keeping 

Achrion and Karotresh on friendly terms? Neutral at least? 

Telloria is being rather poorly placed between these two 

powers, no? Geographically, am speaking.ò 

He shrugged, the picture of innocence, for a vampire. 

ñNot at all. They share a border.ò 

ñThey are sharing mountainous border. With only 

three passes, if am recalling. Passage via Tellorian interior is 

being much simpler matter.ò 

He shrugged again. ñBut why should they invade us 

to get at each other? Of the Free Cities, only Falour stands in 

the way.ò 
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Gulraast was nodding and wore a tight-lipped smirk. 

ñOh, and would also violate what little is remaining of Free 

Cities neutrality, no?ò 

ñAchrion did that when they annexed Tymour during 

your own disagreements.ò 

ñIs exactly so! And Free Cities are not forgetting. 

And, so, they become more nervous. And tensions rise! And 

the drums grow louder! Is longer game you play, am 

thinking.ò 

Gregorio feigned modesty. ñWell, I am a vampire, 

after all. And this certainly helps you and Hadross in your 

endeavors.ò 

Gulraast narrowed his eyes. ñHm. Yes, this is being 

true. And now am wondering at wonderful gift given last 

night.ò 

ñGift?ò 

ñYes. Entire legion of Tellorian mercenaries descends 

upon humble townhome. Was much exercise. So timely. Voy 

was growing soft.ò 

ñSuch a shame you donôt have an exercise room, 

down in all those sublevels. How many is it now?ò 

Gulraast smirked. ñOh, a few. Although, perhaps 

exercise room, too, would have suffered much damage from 

invasion. My laboratory is now being shambles. Many 

chemicals destroyed. Many devices smashed.ò 

Gregorio shook his head sadly. ñUnruly houseguests 

are truly a trial, are they not?ò 

ñThough not all was lost. Must be showing you latest 

invention from Teknes University. Uses time itself as 

distillate! Can un-make chemical reaction in very small 

quantities. Amazing!ò 

Gregorio shrugged. ñIf you say so.ò 

ñAh, but am getting off topic. Was not much sleep. 

And, is sad, but some houseguests escaped with many, many 

papers.ò 
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Gregorio tskôd. ñCareless to leave such things lying 

around.ò 

Gulraast grunted. ñWould be true, but Voy is 

excellent housekeeper and has great disdain for clutter. And 

my safe is being but simple solid steel with technomantic 

temporal lock and voice key. Thus, have only self to blame. 

Such a crude mechanism was childôs play, surely.ò 

Gregorioôs lips twitched, amused. ñOh, surely.ò 

ñBut am thinking now: so many attacks, same night, 

and done in same ways. Is appearing clumsy attempt to sow 

discordðñ 

ñWhich very nearly succeeded between Hadross and 

Achrion.ò 

ñIndeed, but is going deeper. Was appearing as simple 

ploy perpetrated by same mastermind thanks to commonality 

of payment. These gold ingots with Felskar makerôs mark, 

you see. My gold ingots, no? And who would know most 

about their disappearance, eh?ò 

Gregorio appeared shocked. ñYour gold, sir? You 

amaze me!ò 

Gulraast waved that away. ñBah! You and I are not to 

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 ship comes 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 writ small under large banner of 

attempted murder. Is clever. Very clever.ò 

Gregorio said nothing, but simply smiled. ñAnd you 

can prove nothing.ò 

ñAnd if could, why should I now? Is true, stolen gold 

causedé ah, let us say inconvenience at time. But now, with 

tensions rising further stillðñ He broke off when he heard the 

Winterhawkôs unmistakable golden armor coming down the 

central hall. The old man passed by their conversation spot, 
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and Gulraast noted how he leaned heavily on his dalko. His 

student hovered nearby. 

Gregorio and Gulraast both nodded to him as he 

passed. He returned the nods with gravity. 

When his shadow on the marble floor had receded 

past the great doors, Gregorio picked up. ñMy dear Ironward, 

with tensions still rising, and in mostly advantageous places 

for Felskar, you have no reason to voice your suspicions at all. 

And, in fact, every reason to drop your investigation.ò 

ñOh, well, perhaps not to be dropping investigation. 

But fervor for resolution is, ehé lessened. Am still being 

somewhat off-balance due to skillful maneuvers by esteemed 

opponent thoughé. Whomever this hidden hand may be, of 

course. A tiny bit more leverage might be called for. Is 

troubling matter, after all.ò 

Gregorio grinned. ñBy all means then. Search away. 

Youôll find nothing before itôs too late.ò 

Gulraast raised an eyebrow. ñBefore is too late for 

what?ò 

ñEverything.ò He paused, listening as the room 

brightened with the sunôs return. A smile touched his lips and 

he said loudly, ñMay I change the subject? Could you believe 

the way the Winterhawk goaded that poor woman in council 

today?ò 

Gulraast narrowed his eyes at Gregorio. The bat was 

up to something. He glanced around, saw no one, but most of 

the room wasnôt visible from their position between the 

pillars. He lowered his voice. ñEh? It seemed was being she 

who brought fighting words to table. Even to point of ignoring 

own ambassadorôs extreme distress.ò 

Gregorio continued in the same loud voice. Not 

shouting, but projecting. ñOh, come now. The Winterhawk is 

cagey at the worst of times. Certainly enough to push an 

opponent off-balance in a verbal debate. He was trying to 

enrage her. It was obvious.ò 
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Gulraast teetered his hand one way then the other. 

ñEh, perhaps. Am not thinking anything was said was 

necessarily being untrue.ò 

ñWhy all those damned proverbs then? He was 

talking down to her the entire time. To all of us.ò 

Gulraast grimaced. ñHa. Is true, one can tire of 

Achrionian ówisdomô in large doses. Such trite sayings is 

being designed to hold people in their place, their so-called 

óstations in life.ô Bah!ò 

ñExactly. And surely he knew about her poor dead 

brother, rotting in the harbor. Exactly the kind of statement to 

enrage her. Calling his death a ófoolish errandô and all.ò 

Understanding dawned on Gulraast. ñAh, am seeing it 

now! Yes, was not believing such fire would be welcome at 

council. Now this is sense am hearing.ò 

Gregorio wasnôt done, this last he turned his head and 

his voice echoed in the grand hall, ñAnd did you catch the one 

about anger concealing pain? He certainly knew about that 

brother, and used his death to run circles around that poor 

woman.ò 

Gulraastôs brows were drawn together. ñTo whom am 

speakingð?ñ 

Alyana Heska rounded the pillar, a tower of fury, and 

bore down on Gregorio. 

Gregorio gasped in surprise. His werewolf bodyguard 

sucked in a breath and began to transform. 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 him. ñHold! Everyone! Senior Hakar Heska, hold!ò 

She did not. She seized Gregorio by the throat and 

lifted him off the ground. ñWhere. Is. He?ò 

Gregorio struggled weakly. His voice was strangled. 

ñWé whé Who?ò 
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Her roar echoed through the entire room. ñThat old 

man!ò 

ñJusté left. Caé carriage.ò 

She threw him against the pillar, and charged off. 

Gregorio was on his feet in an instant. His distress 

had fallen away like a shroud. In fact, he was gleeful. 

ñPerfect. Absolutely perfect.ò 

Gulraast was still a little stunned. ñYou are being 

unhurt?ò 

ñShe forgot that I need air to speak, not to live. And 

when have I ever moved that slow, even when surprised? 

Wait, are you saying you didnôt hear her come in? She doesnôt 

have the quietest step.ò 

He hadnôt. ñAt my age, my ears are not being what 

once were.ò 

ñWell, if this doesnôt kick off an incident, nothing 

will. If Kartoresh murders the Achrionian delegate, theyôll 

break off diplomatic relations. At the very least!ò 

Gulraast had to admit, the old bat had played her 

perfectly. ñOf course, is assuming Winterhawk does not 

prevail.ò 

Gregorio scoffed. ñOh, please. He was injured last 

night. Didnôt you see him leaving? Even his armor could 

barely keep him upright.ò 

ñHis prot®g® was accompanying. And Wrath guards 

too, no?ò 

Gregorio shrugged. ñHave you ever seen a senior 

hakar in action?ò 

Gulraast had. ñWould be fight to be seeing.ò He 

paused and they looked at each other a moment. Gulraast 

gestured. ñWe are taking my carriage?ò 

ñIôd stand naked in sunlight to watch this one!ò 

They eagerly hurried after the enraged Heska. 

Their galloping carriage bounced over Cathedral 

Districtôs cobbled streets as Voy roared at people, startling 
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them out of the way. They caught up just in time to see Heska 

seize the Achrionian carriageôs wheel with her bare hands. 

The thing jerked to a stop in the middle of a tree-lined 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 from their 

positions as the vanguard. The Winterhawkôs prot®g® and two 

guards shot out of the carriage. 

She met them all, blade for blade. Her fury 

overwhelmed even the massive Wrath. Her swords sliced the 

air in a savage dance. She shattered weapons, drew blood, and 

kicked one human guard square into one of the many trees 

lining the street. He hit face first, and slumped against the 

trunk. 

Gregorio and Gulraast watched from their high 

carriage.  

Only the protégé (the Deathbloom she was called) 

proved any challenge. Their weapons met, clashed, 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. 

ñEnough!ò The Winterhawk had finally emerged 

from the disabled carriage. His pet dragon lounged across his 

shoulders. ñTroops, disengage!ò His voice was strong, though 

he leaned on his dalko as 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 formation at the Winterhawkôs side. 

Heska paced furiously back and forth before them, 

not even slightly winded. She clutched her blades in a 

deathgrip. Her voice filled the street. ñOld man, you have 

dishonored me, my brother, and my nation. You will answer 

for this in blood!ò 
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His pet dragon hissed at her from his shoulder, but the 

Winterhawk stilled it with a touch. ñIt is foolish to battle in a 

burning house. We are not enemies, Senior Hakar Heska.ò 

ñEnough of your proverbs! You have asked for this 

battle!ò 

The Winterhawk sighed, and lowered his head. ñYou 

refer to my inadvertent use of your brother.ò He bent down on 

one knee, put his hand on his heart, and said, ñMy sincere 

apologies. I truly did not know.ò 

Her pacing halted. Gulraast heard Gregorio suck in a 

breath. The entire street was still, and the wind rustled the 

trees. 

ñI donôt believe you,ò she said, her fury unabated. 

Gregorio hissed with pleasure. Gulraast wasnôt so 

sure he agreed this time. But the art of diplomacy was to serve 

his nationôs interests. He had done shameful things himself, 

many a time. 

She continued, ñYou know too much to have missed 

that, spymaster. The vaunted Winterhawk of Achrion, with 

documents fresh from Hadross Tower had no idea what 

information he was using?ò She shook her head. ñNo.ò She 

began pacing again. ñNO!ò 

ñSuch rage,ò Gregorio cooed. 

ñIs partly war maskôs influence, am thinking,ò said 

Gulraast. ñElementals bound within can sway unguarded 

mind. And in her stateé.ò He just sighed. 

The Winterhawk rose. ñThen, may I humbly and 

respectfully point out that the odds are somewhat heavily 

against you? I have no desire for further unnecessary 

bloodshed.ò 

ñOdds? Pah! Your legionnaires are weary, your Wrath 

are wounded, and your student is weak. And what of you, old 

man? You use your weapon as a cane. Iôd call this acceptably 

even.ò 
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ñI assure you, I am in perfect form.ò He was standing 

straight now, weapon in an easy grip. 

Gulraast raised an eyebrow. Yet more deception? 

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 a monster of horns and crimson 

skin. They formed up around their leader, and the crowd 

inched backwards from the thickening tension. It grew for a 

long minute as the groups faced off. 

Heska spoke first. ñYou say youôre in fighting form?ò 

ñOf course.ò And the Winterhawk looked it. 

ñThen I challenge you formally. My people will not 

interfere.ò 

The Winterhawk took only a moment to decide. ñI 

accept.ò 

His protégé looked at him sharply, but said nothing. 

His pet dragon leaped to her shoulders.  

The Winterhawk continued in a very loud voice, ñLet 

it be clear to all that this is a private matter, and our nations 

are uninvolved.ò 

Gregorio snorted. ñSure, thatôll stick. Look at the 

Wrath. Look at his student. Look at the body language of the 

Kartoreshian troops. óPrivate matterô. Nice try.ò 

Gulraast could read the situation like a letter. ñAh, is 

being possible. So long as battle is not to death.ò 

Heska continued formally. ñName your weapons.ò 

Gulraast knew the Winterhawk had little choice here. 

Dueling code did not allow for trickery such as óour mindsô or 

óplaying cardsô or óflower bouquetsô. He could choose 

anything, so long as it was sufficiently lethal. 

ñOur own will suffice. Name your satisfaction,ò said 

the Winterhawk. 

Heskaôs choice surprised no one: ñDeath.ò 
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The Winterhawk sighed and looked suddenly very, 

very tired. ñSo be it.ò 

Gregorioôs grin was predatory. ñIôll give you three to 

one against the old man.ò 

Gulraast looked at Gregorio with suspicion. ñGold or 

bills?ò 

Gregorio grinned. ñIngots.ò 

Gulraast snorted. ñHmph. You make joke.ò Gulraast 

didnôt really feel like joking. They were watching a war start, 

and it was happening far too quickly for his calculations. He 

shook on it anyway. ñAm betting twenty. And done.ò 

Senior Hakar Alyana Heska squared off against the 

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, 

dalko behind him, free arm stretched forward with hand 

raised. Heska held her blades tight, crossed low. 

She charged. No roar, no shout, just movement, 

sudden and rapid. Her blades sliced like scissors, but the 

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 the dalkoôs long reach. 

Heskaôs blades trailed falling vapor in the humid air. Gregorio 

said, ñHmm. I thought she used fire, like almost all Nasierôs 

people.ò 

Gulraast had seen this before. ñShe is being 

exception. See how frost is coating ground as she passes?ò 

Gregorio spoke admiringly. ñVery nice. And the old 

man is slowing down.ò 

It was true. The Winterhawkôs breath hung in the air, 

and it came a little more rapidly than expected after just one 

exchange. 
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The Winterhawk struck first this time. A feint for her 

head, and a sudden reversal to bring his polearmôs blunt end 

swinging in a sweeping arc. 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, reversed again, and 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 Winterhawkôs blade darted at her head, chest, and legs in 

rapid thrusts. She parried with flat-bladed slaps, and was 

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

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

blade passed between her maskôs horns. In an instant, she was 

in a crouch, tensed, and launched herself at him. He spun 

aside, but her blade ripped a conduit free from his back. It 

spluttered, writhing steam, then fell limp. 

Yet the Winterhawk was unmoved. ñOne trips not on 

mountains, but stumbles on stones,ò he said. ñYou must be 

more aware.ò 

She glowered, now breathing hard and growling. 

Gregorio chuckled. ñAnd still he prattles. She nearly 

had him.ò 

Gulraast kept his own counsel. There was something 

working in the Winterhawkôs mind. 

This time Heska roared, swelled, and launched 

herself, blades first. The Winterhawk backpedaled and 

sidestepped behind a tree. Her blades sliced the tree cleanly 

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 fallen treeôs thick green foliage, 

and her blades were as frozen scythes. Leaves, branches and 

twigs flew as she sought the Winterhawkôs flesh. He erupted 

from the fallen canopy behind her, leaping high, and his blade 
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came down before him. She deflected his falling blow, but it 

was wrenched from her hand, and skittered across the 

cobblestones. 

Yet, the Winterhawk landed hard, and his foot caught 

on a branch. Only long training kept him upright, and Heskaôs 

remaining blade sought his head. It settled for his bracer, 

which cracked and fell away amid a glistening, bloody arc. He 

spun through the momentum, out of the fallen canopy, and 

into the clear street. He dropped into a defensive posture, the 

dalkoôs long haft across his back. Heska stalked out of the 

fallen canopy, ominous and inevitable. 

ñBeating the grass only alerts the snake,ò he said. 

ñYou should be more cautious.ò And yet his face was scraped 

badly from the canopy falling on him. 

Her breathing quickened, and her growl sounded 

animal. Alien. Rage fell off her in waves, and she looked 

every inch a tower of death. 

Gulraast grinned inwardly as the Winterhawkôs ploy 

dawned on him. To Gregorio he said, ñAm thinking to 

sweeten pot, no?ò 

Gregorio looked at him, surprised. ñYour man is 

losing.ò 

Gulraast shrugged. ñEh, perhaps. But ingots is being 

mere coin. Perhaps my old friend has no taste for 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 and rattled windows 

in their panes, such was their might. 

Gregorio spoke without looking at Gulraast. ñSweeter 

pot? Iôm listening.ò 

ñAm thinking letter of friendship and non-aggression 

is being in order, no? Above and beyond what ordinary 

treaties our glorious nations currently enjoy. Further, 
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agreement to host Felskar troops within Tellorian border foré 

for protection, let us say. In case of most unfortunate incidents 

between Felskar and Achrion.ò 

Gregorio glanced at Gulraast for a half second, but he 

only had eyes for the battle. ñThatôs quite a lot to wager on 

that old manôs staggering steps.ò An epic crash shook their 

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 the Achrion carriage, startling 

the driverless horses. They ran, and the carriage disintegrated 

as it bounced down the street. 

The Winterhawk leaned heavily on his dalko, 

breathing very hard. 

Gregorio looked at Gulraast. ñAnd if I win, I want 

constant updates on the situation between you and Hadross. I 

want to know exactly when you intend to strike Kartoresh, the 

Free Cities, and I want it all with three monthsô advance 

warning. I want a formal condemnation from your 

government for Kartoresh and Achrionôs ill-treatment of each 

othersô delegations at these talks. And Iôll also want a 

personal favor from you, to be called in at some later date.ò 

The Winterhawk said something else to Heska that 

Gulraast did not hear. She roared, ñSTOP TALKING AND 

FIGHT! DAMN YOU!!ò 

Gulraast licked his lips. ñIs asking much. Much and 

much again more than I wager. And with three to one against 

my mané.ò 

Gregorio grinned, ñYou wanted to up the stakes. 

Consider them upped.ò 

In an instant, Gulraast measured everything he knew 

of the Winterhawk versues everything he knew of Gregorio. 

He shook on it. ñIs done.ò 

Now Heska pressed her attack, literally towering over 

the Winterhawk and staggering him with every swing. 
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Gregorio murmured, ñIs it me, or has she gained a 

foot of height?ò 

Gulraast nodded. ñIs war mask. Self-sustaining loop. 

Fury feed mask, mask feed fury. Is dangerous cycle.ò 

ñDoes it have an end?ò 

ñWhen heart stops. Or killed.ò He grinned wide. 

ñThat is old manôs strategy.ò 

Gregorio stared at him a moment. Then grimaced. 

ñHa. Well done, my old friend. Very well done indeed. But 

you only win if he can hold out that long. Something tells me 

the final verse is being written.ò 

Gulraast tended to agree. He licked his lips, the only 

hint of nervousness he betrayed. Funneling secret war plans 

would earn him no friends in Felskar, no matter the ploy. And 

owing Gregorio a favor was very nearly worse. 

Heska had finally recovered her second blade, and the 

Winterhawk brought his weapon 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 in the 

final mile. He looked at his broken weapon, then at her. 

His prot®g® yelled, ñMaster!ò She threw her dalko to 

him. 

He knocked it away. ñNo! This is a private matter. 

The lesson is not yet over.ò He dropped the broken half of his 

weapon, and held the blade by the remaining haft like a 

battleaxe. ñOnly the young find their fury intimidating.ò 

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 slice at her legs. 

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 Winterhawkôs lethargy vanished, and he rushed, 

shouldered her over, and his blade was on her throat. 

The crowd gasped, and Gregorioôs mouth dropped 

open. 

The Winterhawk spoke loud enough for all to hear. ñI 

yield to you, in peace! Do you accept?ò 

The entire assemblage held its breath for a very long 

moment for the answer.  

ñIé accept your yield.ò She dropped her remaining 

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 weapon next to her head, and walked 

away. 

Heska did not rise. After several seconds, almost a 

full minute, the crowd began to disperse. 

Gulraast turned to Gregorio. ñDid your sharp ears 

make out what was said?ò 

Gregorio shook his head. ñNo, maybe it was the one 

about óage and treacheryôðoh. Sharp ears. Cute.ò 

ñHa! I make joke, no?ò Gulraast was all grins. 

ñYes, yes, very amusing.ò He was annoyed and ran a 

hand over his bald pate. ñWell. Itôs not a complete loss. I 

know heôd said óprivate matterô, but I doubt itôll change much. 

This still counts as a diplomatic incident. If I know King 

Nasier, heôll take it as an insult.ò 

Gulraast shrugged. ñPerhaps yes, perhaps no. And, is 

lie to be saying Achrion will not exult in victory. The duel, 

the personal challenge, is integral to their corrupt society.ò 

Gregorio didnôt comment on that. ñWell. Youôll have 

your sixty ingots by then end of the week. And, when shall I 

expect this treaty?ò 

ñThe same time. Will not take long to hammer details, 

and Voyôs calligraphy will amaze you.ò 

Gregorio grumbled. ñVery well.ò 
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ñCan be dropping you somewhere? Goritsi Tower, 

perhaps? Is not far.ò 

Gregorio was annoyed. He hid it failry well, but 

Gulraast knew the old vampire. ñI thank you, no, Master 

Ironward. I believe Iôll step out and enjoy the sunshine. 

Congratulations again.ò 

He left, walking away from the destroyed plaza. 

Shopkeepers surveyed the damage, and the Watch was on 

hand to keep order. Heskaôs troops had wandered off. And 

still she lay there in the street. Unmoving. 

ñIs hard thing, defeat,ò Gulraast said to himself. 

ñHave lain there myself many times.ò He sighed, then called 

out the carriage window. ñVoy, home.ò 
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CHAPTER TEN ï DROWNING SORROWS 

 

Alyana took many hours to walk back to the 

Kartoresh compound. Sheôd lain in the street for too long, 

stunned, if that could describe it. Sheôd been beaten. Beaten! 

By a nattering old man. And the last thing heôd said, for her 

ears onlyé. She shoved the words away, and refused to give 

them another thought. People on the street made way for her, 

though she barely noticed. 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 was his blade at 

her throat, no matter how heôd tried to spin it by yielding to 

her. And sheôd accepted, despite her own terms for death. Did 

that make her a coward? The question made the bile rise in 

her throat. 

She wondered what reception sheôd face from her 

troops. Or the Ambassador. 

Dusk was nearly done when she arrived at the 

compound. The gate guard had doubled. They saluted, and she 

asked the Pelegarth Howler in command, ñWhat news of the 

Ambassador?ò 

The howlerôs expression was hard to read due to the 

transformed nature of her face. Yet her eyes were as guarded 

as any humanôs. ñRecuperating, though he has asked to see 

you the moment you returned, Senior Hakar.ò 

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 she thought 

possible. His mask was on, but he seemed asleep, head back, 

mouth open, breathing labored. 

The Surgeon was in attendance and spoke quietly to 

her, ñIf you could be very brief, Senior Hakar. He has had 

several shocks today. I fear for him surviving the night.ò 
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She nodded. ñLeave us.ò 

She settled into the big chair beside the ambassador. 

He looked so tiny and weak. True, he was old, buté. She 

looked away, and the weight of her failure pushed her 

shoulders down. 

ñHeskaéò he croaked. ñWater, please.ò 

She helped him drink. 

He lay back, gasping. Even those few short gulps 

seemed like heavy exercise. 

ñHeska, what have you done?ò 

She blushed fiercely behind her mask. ñIt was aé 

private matter.ò She echoed the old manôs words, but they 

rang hollow. 

ñI have received the Acrhionian Ambassadorôs letter 

of protest. Be thankful theyôre not asking for an extradition.ò 

Some heat crept into her voice. ñExtradition? It was a 

duel! And Ié won.ò The word almost stuck in her throat. 

ñBut before that? You assaulted their troops. Attacked 

their delegation.ò 

She thought to argue, but any counterpoint sounded 

weak. And worse, false. She lowered her eyes. ñI was justðò 

She sighed. ñFurious.ò 

ñI know. Your mask had a hold on you. It was 

obvious at the council table.ò 

She couldnôt look at him. ñI canôt blame the mask 

entirely.ò 

He nodded, feebly. ñIt is good that you can admit that. 

But now, I am left with a very serious problem.ò His eyes 

were open, and he was looking straight at her. ñOur position 

has never been weaker. Weôve been expelled from the Free 

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

they annexed Tymour decades ago. And these talksé.ò He 

caught his breath, but didnôt cough. ñé These talks, which 

were intended to cool tensions, have done nothing but escalate 

them.ò 
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She said nothing. What could she say?  

ñOn top of It, I am dying.ò 

Now she spoke. ñNo, the Surgeon saidðñ 

ñI can feel it. If Iôd taken the time to rest, oré if the 

deputy ambassador had been hereé. Well. Whatôs done is 

done. I have done my duty. My deputy will arrive in the next 

day or two, and sheôll take over.ò 

Alyana nodded. That might help stabilize the 

situation. 

He held out his hand. ñYour war mask.ò 

The words struck her harder than any of the old manôs 

blows. She didnôt move immediately. ñAm I dismissed?ò 

ñNo. You are suspended and stripped of rank for the 

duration. I cannot have you at the council table until 

restitution has been made. ò He gathered himself and said 

again, ñYour mask.ò 

ñBut what if the deputy ambassador needs adviceðñ 

ñIn an emergency only!ò The exertion set him to 

coughing. She helped him drink from the glass again, but his 

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

he could continue. ñAlyana, please. You are a valued 

colleague, and I regret this extremely. Yet, it is my duty to 

serve the interests of the crown. As it is yours.ò He didnôt 

hold out his hand this time. ñYour mask.ò 

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 be a day or two before the power seeped 

from her body, when her skin would return to its normal 

softness and color. Her strength would fade. She wondered if 

sheôd experience the withdrawal sheôd heard about. 

He was looking at it, a hand on its lacquered crimson 

surface. 

She asked, ñShould I leave the compound, 

ambassador?ò 
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ñYour choice. Without rank, you are but a servant. 

Your former troops have loved and respected you like few 

hakars, but now you are far beneath them. The interaction 

may prove difficult.ò 

She nodded and stood. ñAm I excused?ò 

ñYou may go. And, Alyanaéò 

She paused at the door, hand on the handle. 

ñIf we donôt meet again, this has been my saddest 

duty. I hope you will yet be redeemed.ò 

She nodded without looking back, and moved slowly 

beyond the threshold. Before she closed the door, she heard 

him say, ñIôd forgotten how heavy these things are.ò 

She wouldnôt stay in the compound, nor at the Tower. 

There was no way. She gathered a few belongings in a small 

satchel and made her way 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 and wandered. 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 the bar. Her 

footsteps thumped on the wooden floor. She didnôt meet any 

gazes. She took a seat on one of the only empty stools, in 

front of an abandoned tankard. Two nervous patrons beside 

her got up and moved to the standing bar along the back wall. 

ñWell, thatôs just great,ò said a voice behind her. ñGo 

to the can, and someone takes your seat.ò 

She turned to see a Sevridan with hands on hips. She 

recognized him as the Hadrossian Ambassadorôs captain of 

the guard. 
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Her gaze hardened. ñIôll move.ò 

ñDonôt trouble yourself,ò he said, and grabbed his 

mug from in front of her. He sat in a vacated stool, one over. 

ñSeems like everyone that had a hard day is in here.ò 

ñIôm not in the mood for conversation, Hadross.ò 

ñI agree, Nasier. Or do you prefer Kartoresh?ò 

She didnôt answer and signaled for a mug of 

something toxic. Her metabolism would still be phenomenal 

for at least the next day or three. She drained the mug in one 

go, and signaled for another. A numbing warmth spread 

through her throat and belly. ñStop staring at me, Hadross.ò 

ñSorry. I kind of canôt help it, Nasier.ò He tapped his 

eyes. ñI can see most of the bar.ò He indicated her empty 

mug. ñThat was an impressive display. And, coming from me, 

thatôs no small statement.ò 

She grunted. ñChildôs play.ò For the moment. 

ñA hard-drinking woman are you?ò 

ñAlmost never.ò 

He turned towards her. ñHa. Whatôs the occasion?ò 

She shot him a suspicious glance. ñWhy do you 

care?ò 

He shrugged. ñCuriosity, really. Plus Iôm about a 

quarter drunk, so my natural shyness around women is on the 

wane.ò 

She grunted. ñWhat about around an enemy?ò 

He shrugged again. ñAre we enemies? Seems itôs our 

countries that like to bicker.ò 

She faced him. ñI saw you at council today supporting 

your disgusting ambassador. What does that say about you?ò 

He regarded her for a second, expression alien and 

unreadable to her eyes. He replied slowly, ñThat Iômé 

Hadrossian? And heôs my boss? Even if he is a wretched, vile, 

putrid excuse for a Deepman.ò 

That surprised her. ñSo you donôt like him either?ò 
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ñTide and teeth, no! Thatôs pretty well known, I think. 

Almost no one likes that worm. But heôs got the Scionôs 

commission, and his house is very influential. Iôm kind of 

stuck with him. Why else can I be found in places like this 

when Iôm off duty?ò 

ñYouôre a drunkard.ò 

He raised his tankard in salute. ñTakes one to know 

one, etceteraéò He was silent through three draws between 

them. Until he said, ñSay, Nasier, a question. Did you really 

throw a building at the Achrioninan?ò 

She scoffed. ñWhat?ò 

He shrugged. ñThatôs what Iôd heard.ò 

She turned back to her drink. ñA flagstone. Or two. 

Maybe. Itôs a bité hazy. There was a tree, as I recall.ò 

ñIôd heard he ran through the treetops with you 

cutting them down as he jumped.ò 

She rolled her eyes. ñIs the entire city filled with 

gossips?ò 

ñItôs one of the most exciting things to happen around 

here in a while. And thatôs saying something.ò He waved his 

empty mug at the bartender. ñEven all these attacksé Iôve 

honestly never seen anything like it. The enemy body count in 

our tower was forty-four. Thatôs not a hit squad, itôs a hit 

platoon, if there is such a thing.ò 

ñYour security was lacking. No one even tried to hit 

us.ò 

His tentacles twitched. ñYour compound is the most 

secure of anyoneôs, because youôve got close to a hundred 

troops. We now have sixty. Thatôs why you got poison, and 

we got the knife.ò 

ñWell, youôll pardon me if I weep no tears for 

Hadross. Itôs a shame they didnôt succeed.ò 

ñAlmost did.ò He paused. ñAnd, well, in factðñ He 

thought better of his words, and tried to conceal them with a 

long draw. 
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She waited a moment, then prodded, ñIn fact what?ò 

He took a deep breath, which had a strange, 

ballooning effect on him. ñIf I tell you, will you answer a 

question for me?ò 

She shrugged. ñDepends if the answers are of equal 

quality.ò 

He chuckled. ñFair enough. In fact, I really, really, 

really thought about letting the assassins have Jahroon. Itôs 

treason to even think it, buté think it I did. Or kill him 

myself. All that fighting, and in the heavy meleeéò He took a 

deep breath. ñMistakes can happen. Well, I guess I donôt have 

to tell you that.ò 

Alyana smiled tightly as a half dozen memories 

rippled in her mind. ñNo. So, what stopped you?ò 

He suppressed a belch. ñPardon me. Two things: 

First, my nosey gods. Every time the thought occurred, or 

when heôd jab at me, or make some petty insult, they were 

there. Warning me of the next squad. Keeping me on task. 

Relentless.ò He shook his head, and looked away. He took a 

very long draw. 

To Alyanaôs eye he looked annoyed. But Sevridans 

were alien things, and she had little experience with them 

beyond the battlefield. ñAnd the other?ò 

He turned towards her. ñI donôt want a full-scale war. 

Itôs that simple. We have our squabbles and skirmishes, of 

course, but thatôs one thing. If Jahroon is murdered, thatôs all 

the excuse my king needs to march us off. Tide and teeth, 

heôll probably march us off anyway. But, at least I wonôt have 

had a hand in it. Not if I can help it.ò 

She peered at him. Sheôd never heard a Hadrossian 

speak this way. ñYou know, I think I believe you.ò 

He snorted. ñZavas.ò He toasted with his mug and 

drained it. ñSo, my question for you, then?ò 

ñGo ahead.ò 
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ñWhat set you off so badly at the council table? I 

mean, the Achrionian can be annoying beyond endurance, but 

you were fit to chew coral.ò 

She glared at him for a moment, but it melted in a 

wave of fatigue. Sheôd been so angry for so long. She took a 

drink. ñMy brother was murdered by Hadrossians in Qualat 

Mon harbor.ò 

Understanding hit the Sevridan. He was nodding, 

ñThat would make sense. I wondered why everything the old 

man said hit you like a blow. Was he just trying to piss you 

off? That would be perfectly in keeping with his tactics.ò 

It was probably the ale, but suddenly she felt like 

talking. ñAt first, no. He didnôt know. I believe his 

explanation now, but it really didnôt seem that way at the 

time. It was like everything that was said was calculated to 

dishonor my brotherôs sacrifice. I shouldôve seen the haze 

coming down, but Iôve been angry about it for so long. I made 

myself easy prey for my mask.ò 

The Sevridan signaled for another. ñIôd heard about 

that. In fact, when weôre studying tactics and doctrine against 

Nasier, the first line is: Make them angry.ò 

She chuckled. ñBad idea.ò 

ñNo doubt. Do it wrong, and youôve bloodied the 

waters for the shark. Do it right though, and they run straight 

into the net.ò 

She stared into her mug. The foamy ale was reddish. 

It reminded her of frothy blood. ñThatôs what the old man did 

during our duel. He wouldnôt shut up.ò 

ñOh, let me guess: proverbs?ò 

ñConstantly.ò 

The Sevridan laughed, a gurgling kind of sound that 

wasnôt unpleasing. ñI couldôve told you not to dance with 

words against that old man. Even if youôve got him beat in 

logic, heôll whip out some new proverb and twist the 

conversation. Tide and teeth, I think he makes half of them up 
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on the spot. His ambassador is capable, but sheôs new to the 

post, and she relies on him heavily, so Iôve seen him do this a 

dozen times.ò 

ñWell, it worked. The elemental bound into my mask 

didnôt help, but the blame is on my shoulders, Hadross. You 

say the first thing youôre taught about us is ómake them mad.ô 

That might work on the rank-and-file, which Iôll add is 

playing with fireðñ 

ñTrue. I got shield-slammed by a Pelegarth once. I 

think Iôm still a little flat on my right side.ò 

She grinned, amused. But the grin faded. ñThe thing 

is, I amðwas a Senior Hakar. Our masks are powerful 

instruments that are only kept in check by our strength of will. 

It should be nearly impossible to enrage us beyond reason. 

Yet, thatôs exactly what happened, and I didnôt see it.ò 

ñYou were manipulatedðñ 

She slammed the mug down, startling the tavern into 

silence. ñNo! No. Every enemy will 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. You cannot succumb. I did, and I 

lost, and I will make no excuses for that. Iôll pay my price, 

and not wriggle out of it like aða child.ò 

They stared at each other for a long moment as life 

returned to the tavern. 

The Sevridan said, ñYou were going to say 

óHadrossianô, werenôt you?ò 

She shrugged. ñYour people are not well-regarded 

where I come from. Itôs not my intention to offend.ò 

He waved it off. ñOh, none taken. We do wriggle 

pretty well.ò He waggled his beard tentacles at her. 

She half-smiled, and turned back to her drink. 

ñWell, I admire your position on that, if you donôt 

mind the observation,ò he said. ñBut, you won your duel, 

right? I mean, technically.ò 
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The ale soured in her mouth. ñTechnically, yes. 

Honor is appeased, but I lost. Everyone knows I lost. He had 

me. And his last words were just soé mockingé.ò She was 

grinding her teeth. She made herself stop, and drained her 

mug. 

ñWhat did he say?ò 

She grunted. ñJust another damn proverb. But it was 

his blade at my throat. I accepted his yield only becauseéò 

She couldnôt go on. 

ñBecause?ò 

She felt tired again. So weary. It was probably the ale. 

Or maybe the ebbing power. ñWhy do you even care, 

Hadross?ò 

ñCuriosity again.ò He paused, then shrugged. ñAnd, I 

wonôt lie. Itôs good to know your enemyôs mind.ò 

She smirked and echoed his words from earlier. ñAnd 

are we enemies?ò 

He caught it, and chuckled. ñWell, not with this much 

booze in us, no. But Iôm still curious.ò 

She took a moment and put words to the thoughts that 

had been swirling in her head since sheôd been lying in the 

street. ñIf Iôd refused his yield, heôd have killed me. That 

would have been fine with me. You donôt see so many battles 

without learning death is sudden, immediate, and almost 

always without warning.ò 

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

ñAnd this was a matter of honor. My brotherôs honor. 

So, I was quite prepared to die over that. But then, when I felt 

his blade here, against my arteryé Clarity. Just a moment. 

Enough for me to wrestle myself back from the brink. And, I 

realized just why I was so enraged.ò 

The Sevridan shrugged. ñHe was taunting you. And 

there was the mask.ò 

She shook her head. ñMore than that. He reminded 

me very much of my brother. Of Arikalin.ò 
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The Sevridan signaled for two more. 

She went on, ñWhen we were kids, we fought. Like 

kids do. He was a little bigger than me, but I usually won. 

And he joined the army before I did, but I shot right past him 

in rank. I never was sure why. But I had thought it was hisé I 

donôt know. Hesitancy? Iôm still not sure.ò 

The Sevridan took a drink and said nothing. 

She continued. ñHe thought more than he should. He 

didnôt seize opportunities when they occurred. Thatôs why I 

usually won when we competed. Thatôs why I usually win at 

everything I do. Until. Wellðñ She broke off and drank. 

ñToday,ò he said. 

ñToday.ò She choked up for a moment, and hid it in a 

long draw. She felt faint, but it wasnôt the booze. ñHe was a 

thinker. One of those who knew what youôd do, unless you 

completely surprised him. Thatôs why the old man reminded 

me of him. And thatôs why I knew Iôd win. I always surprised 

him. That was my strength. But Iôm starting to think that, 

given time, Iôd have started losing. And maybe never beaten 

him again.ò 

ñWas your brother ever holding back?ò 

She scoffed. ñInfernals, no. Heôd get as angry as I did 

when he lost. He was male, and older. Bigger, stronger, but he 

just didnôt have the fire. If that makes sense.ò She thought a 

moment. ñBut thereôs a big difference between childrenôs 

games and what we do, Hadross.ò 

ñSometimes Iôm not so sure. Youôve seen our 

ambassadors ótalk.ô If you want to call it that.ò 

She laughed. Definitely the booze. ñWell, you may 

have a point.ò She held his gaze a long moment, then sighed. 

ñThatôs what it was, Hadross. For a moment, I saw my 

brother. I meané look at what happened! I tripped! On a 

discarded haft. Me! Foot went right out from under me, and 

there he was. Blade at my throat. Arikalin couldnôt have done 

better.ò 
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The Sevridan regarded her a moment. ñStill not 

seeing why youôd yield.ò 

ñIn that moment, I went past the fight. I saw it from 

above, if that makes sense. Yes, he was goading me. Yes, he 

was trying to enrage me, so Iôd make a mistake or lose control 

to my mask. If Iôd just dropped dead, his hand wouldnôt have 

slain me, and the incidentôs impact would have been much 

less. I saw, in that moment, that he was desperate to avoid an 

incident.ò 

ñBut you had the advantage, right?ò 

ñDefinitely. Heôs skilled, but heôs old. He got very 

lucky twice. And I got unlucky. He deliberately didnôt 

capitalize on any of that, and, in that moment of clarity, I 

realized that he mightôve ended it decisively much sooner.ò 

He peered at her. ñôMight have?ôò 

She shrugged. ñHard to say, but, if it had been me, Iôd 

have had my own head. And that, plus the memory of my 

brother, made me reconsider the basis of our duel.ò 

ñThatôs an awful lot for an instant.ò 

She turned towards him. ñThereôs a reason itôs a 

ómomentô of clarity. In that half second, I thought maybe he 

and I were in that street for an entirely different reason. 

Maybe someone else had put us there. It was just my own 

rage that brought us that far in the first place. The mistake was 

mine. I think he knew it, and here he was handing me a 

technical victory to thwart his enemy. Not me, but whatever 

hidden hand has been shoving us around.ò  

He was peering at her. Staring maybe, she couldnôt be 

sure. She turned back to her drink. ñThatôs the impression I 

got anyway. So, I yielded. And now Iôm disgraced.ò 

ñYou mightôve been disgraced regardless. Am I 

right?ò 

She said nothing, but nodded and drank. 

ñIôve been getting the same impression,ò he said. 

ñNot about disgrace, but about a bigger pictureé.ò He trailed 
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off. ñWho would gain most from a rift between Kartoresh and 

Achrion?ò 

She scoffed. ñYou, Hadross. Who else?ò 

He brushed that aside. ñOf course. My king wants the 

Empyrean Throne, as does yours.ò 

ñKing Nasier has the better claimðñ 

ñYeah, yeah, yeah, look, Iôm not talking politics right 

now. A war between us was coming, no doubt at all. But, that 

was just between us. The Scion Brothers bickering again. 

And, if we brought Felskar in on our side, what would 

Achrion do?ò 

She shrugged. ñProbably intervene.ò 

ñRight. But not if there was a rift. A deep divide.ò 

Her eyes narrowed. ñAre you confessing to something 

here, Hadross?ò 

ñNo, but that would be two to one against you, and 

the engagement wouldôve been limited. Probably over in a 

year or three. Right?ò 

She choked back her defiance. She was a military 

woman. While Kartoresh was rich and powerful, Hadross was 

similarly endowed. ñMost likely,ò she agreed. ñBarring 

brilliance or luck, two against one is never a desirable fight.ò 

He drummed his fingers, thinking a moment. ñBut 

someone has been working to divide Felskar and Hadross too. 

They donôt want us to have allies when the time comes. There 

have been just a few too many lose/lose scenarios lately. 

Stolen shipments and unreliable intelligenceé. Iôd have 

assumed it was Kartoresh, but then why send Achrionian 

mercs to attack my ambassador? Why not Nasiers? Why not 

lay that final straw?ò 

It made sense. She took it a step further. ñSomeoneôs 

not done amping the tension. And, who has been silent 

through most of this? Who has been content to sit and 

observe?ò 
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ñTelloria,ò they said together. They clinked mugs and 

drank. 

She continued. ñIt was even the vampire that sent me 

chasing the old man.ò 

ñHow did he manage that?ò 

ñI forgot some stupid documents at the table. I went 

back myself to walk off my fury, and I overheard him talking 

to the addannii.ò She thought another moment, but the 

satisfaction of their revelation was fading. ñBut we canôt 

prove anything, Hadross. And moreôs the point, how would 

Telloria benefit from a four-way conflict?ò 

He deflated a bit too. ñNo idea.ò 

ñPlus, itôs a lot to base on my single moment of 

clarity. And, when I think about the old manôs final words in 

the fighté. I donôt know, maybe he was just gloating after 

all.ò 

ñYou mentioned that before. What did he say?ò 

She had to take a long drink first. It was etched in her 

mind. So painfully. ñHe said, óFailure is not the fall. It is the 

refusal to rise.ô Then he dropped his blade, and walked away. 

Not even really breathing hard. Made me wonder if heôd been 

faking the whole time.ò She paused, and the Sevridanôs beard 

tentacles were twitching and writhing. He looked like he was 

laughing silently. She was annoyed. ñAre you having a fit or 

something? What is it?ò 

He gasped out through a couple of gurgling laughs, 

ñOh, Nasier! Donôt you see? He was helping you!ò 

ñWith another infernal proverb? After all the others 

meant to goadð?ñ 

ñNo, no! Think about it! I think he knows about all 

the intrigue, or at least suspects. I think he needs a strong 

Nasier delegation, and, without you, theyôre measurably 

weaker, right?ò 

She nodded. 
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ñAnd, just how well do you Kartoreshians handle 

failure in matters of honor? Despite the technical win, he had 

to know youôd be personally disgraced and insulted. Thus, the 

advice. You lost this one, yes, but you only ever really lose if 

you never stand up again.ò 

It made sense. Perfect sense. She felt, somehow, that 

her brother would be smiling now. Maybe it was the ale, but 

her heart lifted. ñYouôre a very smart fish, Hadross.ò 

ñAnd you are a formidable woman, Nasier.ò 

She held out her hand. ñAlyana Heska.ò 

He took it in a firm grip. ñOoroth.ò 

They toasted again and drank. She felt light. The 

weight on her shoulders had lifted. Then reality set in. ñWell, 

so, assuming weôve got it all figured out, but what can be 

done? Iôm suspended. No one would even listen to me.ò 

He nodded. ñAnd itôs not as if a mutual enemy is 

going to bring our particular nations together. Youôre still 

Nasier scum, after all, right?ò 

ñOf course, Hadrossian lapdog.ò 

He bowed. ñQuite. Iôm betting itôs not long before 

Telloria pushes this into the endgame.ò 

From a military perspective, she agreed. ñIf itôs really 

a plot, and Ambassador Gregorio is really the mastermind, 

then, yes. Heôs running out of shadows to hide in. Heôs taking 

risks, like with me today, assuming I was simply an 

opportunity he exploited. And, as I say, I can do nothing until 

Iôm reinstated. If that happens.ò 

ñWhat are the conditions on that?ò 

She sighed heavily. ñThat depends on the deputy 

ambassador. Her ship will return tomorrow. Possibly the next 

day.ò 

ñSurely you can send a note or something?ò 

ñI can, but only my ambassador can act on it, and 

heôsé well. That poison and the stress may have done him in 

by now.ò 
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Ooroth groaned. ñKarotoreshian hierarchy in action. 

If the house is on fire, you have to report it up the chain until 

someone with the right mask says óOh, we should probably 

leave.ôò 

She rolled her eyes. ñItôs not like that. But what actual 

proof do I have? This is entirely supposition.ò An image of 

the grinning Gregorio flashed through her mind. Anger 

sparked within her. ñIf I did have proof, theyôd listen. Itôs not 

like Iôm dead to them. Well, not completely, butðyou know 

what I mean. It would feel sooo good to lop that batôs head 

off, though.ò 

ñBut, isnôt being impulsive what put you here in the 

first place?ò 

She sighed. ñItôs true. And, as I say, this is all still 

supposition.ò 

ñItôs good supposition, though.ò 

ñRight, and didnôt I just say that if I was still the 

Senior Hakar, Iôd be all over it? I am not, and thatôs the end of 

it. What do you plan to do, Captain of the Hadrossin Guard?ò 

He leaned on the bar and raised his mug. ñYouôre 

looking at it. Everything that can be done has been done. 

Much as I hate to say it, Jahroon was right about a great many 

things. The Deep Voices probably had a hand in that.ò 

She hefted her mug. ñI donôt hold to your Deep 

Voices, but, this is an excellent plan. My brother hasnôt had a 

proper waking yet, so Iôm going to enjoy my enhanced 

metabolism while it lasts.ò 

The Sevridan brightened. ñA wake before the end of 

the world? Alyana Heska, it would be my honor to join you.ò 

ñAccepted.ò 

They toasted and drank. 
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CHAPTER ELEVEN ï BITTER DRAUGHT  

 

Gulraast drummed his fingers on his desk. It wasnôt 

the early hour that annoyed him as much as the news. ñAnd 

are certain is being Tellorian ships?ò 

Captain Mai Lengôs firm nod left no doubt. 

ñAbsolutely. No one else sets their gammoning like that. 

Those were Tellorian sailors on Tellorian ships. Despite the 

lack of colors.ò 

ñAnd was unloading how many troops?ò 

ñAt least a hundred per ship, and I gathered that 

wasnôt the first time theyôd used that dock. It was new timber, 

but badly constructed. Rickety. Who knows how long theyôve 

been landing in that cove?ò 

Gulraast didnôt like it. Not one bit. Fructus Isle was 

neutral territory. If Gregorio was landing troops, actual troops, 

then the endgame was upon him, and he still didnôt know all 

the rules. ñIs only five daysô march from City. And could 

have been sending in troops in small groups for months. 

Fructus may be full to bursting with enemy soldiers, no?ò 

Mai Leng looked a little green. ñI should see to the 

ship. The shakedown went well, but Iôve still got a little more 

work.ò 

ñIs good. And must be prepared for sudden 

departure.ò 

ñYes, sir. That all depends on the tide to an extent, of 

course. Not much gets past the bar in the outer harbor at low 

tide.ò 

ñHmm. Well. Am thinking have made excellent 

choice for captain. Sharp eyes. Quick mind. Is earning bonus, 

no?ò He grinned. 

She smiled and rose. ñBy your leave?ò 

ñOf course! Will be seeing one another again soon.ò 

His smile vanished as the door closed. 

ñAh, Voy, you were being right again.ò 
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The pig-man stood silently, as always. 

Gulraast stroked his mustache. ñOur old friend is 

playing even larger scheme than had been supposed. And 

Sachenôs disappearance is making sense now, no? But he was 

not sole fence in Fructus City.ò He pulled out paper and quill, 

and set to writing a half dozen missives. ñWe shall see what 

smuggler friends are having to say about strange ships along 

coastlines. Perhaps offer bounty for capture and information, 

no? And, if is true that troops are moving overland, then this 

thing would be known to farmholds and tradesmen. Let us be 

inquiring in markets and taverns.ò 

He finished his letters, read them over for accuracy. 

He nodded to himself. ñThere. Is done.ò He handed them to 

Voy. ñSteward will arrange delivery. Now, is true that 

Gregorio is sending hard-won gold today, no? Treaty is 

prepared, and if all goes according to plan, we make exchange 

and everyone is walking away happy.ò 

He stroked his mustache and considered the variables 

while Voy was out of the room. When the pig-man returned, 

Gulraast continued as if heôd never left. ñBut if rumor of 

troops is proving more than rumor, and if Gregorio is truly in 

his endgame, then today may be provingé eh, eventful. That 

is right word, no?ò He hopped down. ñCome. Twice prepared 

is forever victorious. Is Humanum way.ò 

Later that evening, as dusk touched the western sky, 

Voy ushered in three large men in armor two sizes too big. 

Two carried a weighty chest between them, and the third 

greeted him with a wide smile and deep bow. ñIronward, it is 

my privilege and honor to bring you greetings and esteem 

from Gregorio don Sissora, Marquis of Forseno, and 

Ambassador of Telloria to Fructus Isle.ò 

Gulraast was amused. ñAnd I remain but humble 

Ironward in Peopleôs Glorious Revolutionary Army. And 

whom do I have honor of addressing?ò 
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ñThe Ironward is too kind,ò he bowed again. ñI am 

Draga don Sissora of Genoris. Alas, I have no titles, but it is 

my duty and pleasure to serve as intermediary to cousin 

Gregorio on this happy day.ò 

In fact, the werewolf did seem pleased. A little too 

pleased. It put Gulraast one edge, but he didnôt show it. He 

smiled widely. ñAnd óhappyô is indeed word, no? First and 

foremost is rendering service to both homelands in form of 

non-aggression pact, and secondé well. Would be lie to say 

shiny metals are not joy to possess.ò 

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 neat rows. 

ñYes, is very satisfactory. Will not bother with counting. 

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.ò 

The werewolf rapped the table. ñHear him. Well said, 

sir.ò 

Gulraast pulled the unbound treaty from his desk and 

handed it across. ñAnd allow me to extend hand of friendship 

via paper.ò 

Draga accepted the document graciously and scanned 

through it. ñYes, this is excellent. Perhaps not what we would 

have authored, of course, but a wager is a wager.ò 

ñIndeed.ò 

ñWe should drink to this occasion.ò He produced a 

very old bottle with a wavy neck and crackling label. ñA 

special vintage, from my familyôs own winery.ò 

Suspicion again tickled Gulraastôs mind. But hadnôt 

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. ñOf course! Voy will do honors.ò So that no one 

could poison Gulraastôs glass. 

The enormous pig-man uncorked, sniffed, and poured 

two drinks in long-stemmed 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 then, he thought, and drank. ñAh, a 

superior vintage. Is from family holdings, yes?ò 

ñYes, our ancestors began as vintners long before 

Ancient King Arikan came to Telloria. But those were mostly 

coastal endeavors as the Tellorian interior is too cold for many 

kinds of grape.ò 

ñAh, was wondering. Forseno is somewhat northerly, 

no?ò 

ñIt is, sir. Fortunately, many cases were saved when 

we abandoned our lands in the face of that war and moved to 

Forseno. Since then weôve repurchased a few of our vineyards 

and wineries. Nostalgic, perhaps, but worth the effort to 

reclaim our heritage.ò They finished their glasses, and Voy 

poured another. 

A pleasant warmth was spreading through Gulraastôs 

chest. ñAh, heritage. Where would any of us be without it, no? 

Though sometimes am wondering 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 can be having 

playthings? Bah.ò He finished another glass. 

ñIt is true,ò said Draga. ñAlthough one must admit, 

the Ancient King saw much that we mere immortals cannot. 
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Itôs a common view in Telloria that he wished the strongest of 

his Scions to ascend to the throne.ò 

Gulraast coughed. ñAh, but at what cost? Could be 

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! Is no good.ò 

Draga smiled and poured more wine. ñWell, I would 

remind my honored interlocutor that the Tellorian aristocracy 

is alive and well, and often takes great pains to see to the 

common man.ò 

Gulraast coughed, and washed it away with a long 

sip. ñOf course! Is not for friends to be lecturing. Must forgive 

this old revolutionary.ò 

Draga spread his hands. ñThere is nothing to forgive. 

It is right and proper that you would promote your viewpoint, 

even as we promote ours.ò He patted the treaty. ñAnd with the 

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.ò 

Gulraast coughed hard. ñChanges? Am not 

understandingð *cough cough!*ò He looked at the wine, and 

at Dragaôs empty glass. Poison! 

Dragaôs grin revealed his inner wolf. ñI, of course, 

took the antidote before we arrived.ò 

The two guards transformed in less than a second and 

hurled themselves at Voy. Dragaôs grin transformed into a 

snarling snout and snarl, and he leaned across the desk to grab 

Gulraast. He caught Gulraastôs shirt, and they struggled. 

Gulraast was shockingly strong for his size, something the 

wolf clearly hadnôt anticipated. 

A wolf guard tackled Voy around his midsection and 

pinned him against the wall. The other smashed his fist into 

the pig-manôs face. This merely annoyed Voy. He caught the 

next punch, and twisted. The wolf yelped as his wrist snapped 
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like a twig. Voy brought both meaty hands down on his 

grapplerôs back. But the werewolf held him fast while the 

other reached for his sword with 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 slashed at Dragaôs fingers. The wolfman 

let go, and Gulraast 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 

electricity exploded throughout the room. Everything metal 

acquired an intense magnetic charge. Two nearby sculptures 

slammed together, a pair of pictures yanked each other off the 

walls, and the wolf guardôs sword stuck halfway out of its 

sheath. He yanked and yanked but couldnôt pry it free. The 

metal doorknob was now completely fused. The guards 

immediately outside yanked and yelled, but couldnôt get it 

open. 

Voy brought his knee up three times into his 

grapplerôs chest. The third blow sent the werewolf reeling 

back. The second guard abandoned his blade and flew into a 

frothing rage of claws and fangs. His first swipe slashed 

Voyôs throat, and thick rich blood flew. 

Gulraast grabbed his gauntlet off a low shelf built into 

the desk, and forced his hand into the fused fingers. 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 gauntletôs fingers, and Gulraast 

seized Dragaôs hand. He let Draga yank him out, then ramped 

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 wielded the weapon still 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 Voyôs arms, but the pig-man was undeterred. He 

reversed his grip and with a mighty heave smashed the 

pommel into the werewolfôs gut. Despite the armor, air flew 

from its lungs. Another bash across the back of the head 

brought the wolfman down. Voyôs cloven hoof smashed its 

head like a grape. The other werewolf leaped at him, but he 

caught it by the throat and hurled it bodily through the thick 

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 frequent coughs. ñChain him 

*cough* in labé And take poison wine bottle tooð*cough 

cough*ò 

A human Lineman guard picked it up. ñIt fell over. 

Thereôs not much left.ò 

ñ*cough* Bring anyway. Voy, assist please.ò He 

glanced, saw the prone Voy, and his eyes went wide. ñIf Voy 

still lives, take him as well *cough*.ò 

Gulraastôs lab was ordinarily a study in mad science 

and technomantic wizardry, complete with electric arcs 

zapping to and fro between copper coils and specimen jars 

that lined shelf after shelf. But cleanup from the destruction 

wrought by the attacks on all the ambassadors was still 

ongoing. Pig-men cleared away debris and scooped shattered 

glass coated with dangerous chemicals into bins for the 

incinerator. Half his equipment had been wrecked. But luck 

hadnôt completely abandoned Gulraast. The one device he 

needed remained undamaged. 
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The guards chained Draga to the wall by wrists and 

ankles. Four powerful Union pig-men 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. 

ñSo. Is conscious? Good. Will give one chance to be naming 

poison. *cough* Or things willé ehé escalate. Is proper 

word, no? *cough cough hack*ò He spat again. 

Draga still clung to his predatorôs grin. ñI donôt even 

know it. And, with the amount you consumed, you likely have 

less than ten minutes. Youôre a dead man. If addanii can be 

called ómenô.ò 

Gulraast ignored the barb and went to his table for a 

syringe with an imposing needle. He turned back to Draga and 

said through coughs, ñIs true. Am feeling numbness very 

much. *cough* And mass is factor, no? Despite *cough* 

superior constitution, am but half size of óreal manô, no? But 

am thinking Voy is in very much more difficulty. *cough 

cough*. Wound is being too deep for bandage. Even 

surgeonôs skilled hands might prove insufficient. No, what is 

needed is coagulant. *cough* Ah, but lab is smashed, no? 

Most chemicals and mixtures destroyed. *cough cough* Is 

predicament!ò 

Indeed, blood streamed freely down Voyôs table and 

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 needle into Dragaôs leg and 

pulled steadily on the plunger. 

Draga squirmed and grit his teeth, but did not call out. 

ñThat wonôt help you.ò 

ñDo not be lecturing. *cough* Is time for listening.ò 

He was wracked with a coughing fit for a long moment. He 

waved off a Union pig-man that stepped up to assist. He 



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley 

 

153 

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 from spindles at its periphery, and several collection 

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 wafted through the air. 

Gulraast was starting to feel a little faint, and his 

vision dimmed for half a second. But Voy needed him. He 

looked at Draga. ñSo, is time for science lesson, no? *cough*ò 

ñWaste your minutes as you wish, addanii. You dare 

not destroy me. Iôm cousin to our ambassador.ò 

Gulraast was working at his table, and kept his 

breathing shallow, but steady. ñLesson in science and politics, 

am thinking.ò He took as deep a breath as he could and 

wracked himself with coughing. He spat up a shocking 

amount of phlegm into a collection jar. ñForgive poor 

manners.ò A dropper dribbled equal portions of greenish 

plegm on glass slides. He glanced at Draga and spoke 

between coughs. ñAre being aware of poisonôs interaction 

with lungs? No? Is same poison was used on Kartoresh 

Ambassador am thinking? *cough cough*ò 

Dragaôs grin said it all. ñGuess.ò 

ñ*cough cough* All science is guess, yes, is true. But 

is being educated guess. Gregorio has guessed, and guessed 

wrong. Nasierôs house surgeon consulted many apothecaries 

on Fructus. And, as being humble man of science, such 

queries 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. *cough cough*ò 

ñI care not. So long as it works. Your wizardry will 

not save you.ò 
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Gulraast spat. He could feel the fluid moving in his 

lungs. ñIs most effective, this toxin. Action is clotting agent, 

in truth. Binds up lungs. Can no longer clear fluids. *cough* 

Victims drown selves, no? *cough cough cough*ò Another 

wracking fit hit him. When he recovered he found he couldnôt 

draw more than half a breath. Not much time at all, for him or 

Voy. ñBut where coagulant is very bad for lungs, is very good 

in deep wounds.ò 

He watched the centrifuge whirring and crackling. 

ñYou see, science is gathering of knowledge. *cough* 

Technomancy is tool to aid science and drive industry. Is 

often one is mistaken for other.ò The device dinged and 

halted. He gathered samples from each jar, even the one that 

was obviously blood. A Union man carried them to his table.  

ñBut, as was saying, poison is being coagulant, no? 

Precisely what Voy is needing. Relies on properties of 

proteins and interaction with phelgm and oxygen within 

lungs. *cough* Lungs begin to clot. Is very bad.ò 

He used a fresh dropper to add a bit of each chemical 

to the phlegm droplets on the slides. One did nothing. Three 

fizzed at varying energetic degrees. The last erupted in a spark 

and smoked. His brows lifted, and he chuckled.ñHmm. Not be 

using that one. But thiséò He picked up the second most 

energetic fizzing sample and examined it carefully under a 

monocle amid random coughs. ñ*cough* Ah, but Voy would 

be reminding me that initial coagulation is result of platlet 

interaction with air, and platlets of bloodstream cannot clot 

with wound that flows too free. He is very knowledgeable, our 

Voy.ò He coughed long and hard again. He was feeling even 

fainter. 

He continued. ñ*cough* No, what is needed is much 

stronger clot. More like scab, which is being made of many, 

many millions of tiny strands. Is fibrin, these are being 

called.ò In the monocle he watched tiny strands form from 

nothing and wrap themselves around one another. In seconds, 
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a scab had formed on the slide. He nodded and coughed. 

ñThis is being poison.ò His eyes fluttered again and he 

swooned. The Union man steadied him, and Gulraast patted 

his hand. ñBe getting breathing mask. The ones meant for 

Hadross demonstration.ò The pig-man rushed off. 

Draga addressed the nearest Lineman. ñWhen your 

master is dead, youôll release me immediately. Otherwise my 

cousin will bring full Tellorian might down on your heads. No 

one will survive. Am I clear?ò 

The Lineman glared, and looked to Gulraast who still 

worked at his table. 

Gulraast shook his head, and doused all the remaining 

harvested poison onto a heavy bandage. He hacked up more 

phlegm and spat on the bandage. He handed it to the Lineman. 

ñ*cough* Be applying immediately to Voy. Bind it tight, no?ò 

The Lineman nodded, and the pig-man 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 stop-gap. He turned back to Draga. ñAnd now, have 

done best for Voy. Is not being most sanitary procedure either. 

Eh, but infection is distant concern to blood loss, no? And, 

have guessed at several factors. But, when time is short, the 

ends must justify the means. This is the Humanum way.ò 

Draga took a moment to gloat. ñYour pet is nothing. 

And you have no idea which of those might be the antidote. 

And besides, that trifiling amount wouldnôt be near enough.ò 

Gulraast held the mask away. He couldnôt keep from 

wheezing. ñAhé, but still is in your bloodé, yes?ò 

ñPoisons and antidotes counteract each other in 

varying amounts. I may not be a wizard, but this is simple 

herbology. Youôll never get enough in time.ò 

Gulraast grinned behind his mask. ñAh, herbology. Is 

quaint practice, but perhaps 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 

non-lethal. *cough*ò  

He showed Draga the other two collections jars. Each 

held a thimble-full of clear and green liquid, respectively. ñIs 

temporal sieve. Wonder of technmantic engineering. Can 

separate mixtures at chemical level using time itself. *cough*. 

Ah, but now is weighty question:  

ñWhich one is being usless components of 

bloodstream and digestion, and which is antidote, hm? Is time 

for guess, hm? *cough* *COUGH!*ò He nearly dropped the 

vials with his hacking. 

ñFine, you win. Itôs the clear one.ò 

Gulraast smirked. His brain was clouded, and even 

the breathing mask did little to lift the fog. ñAm not to be 

accepting word. *cough*ò His voice was getting weak, and he 

had to sit on the floor. ñFinal science lesson, Draga. Science is 

observation, hypothesis, and experiment. This is essence. 

*cough*. Observation: clear fluid has viscosity of water. 

Would mix well with wine. Green is oily. Would not mix 

well. Hypothesis: green is antidote. And, *cough* as for 

experiment, wellé Poisons is being metabolized enough that 

simple oral consumption will prove inadequate. Must aerate, 

and breathe.ò He unscrewed the filter cap from his breathing 

apparatus and poured the runny green fluid in. ñNow, we see, 

no?ò 

It didnôt take long. Dragaôs eyes hardened as Gulraast 

breathed as deep as he could. The aerated antidote filled his 

nose and mouth with a strong, saccharine scent. ñIs strange,ò 

he said through the mask. ñMost medicines are being bitter.ò 

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. But he could breathe a 

little better. 

He poked at the substance. ñHmm. Am thinking lung 

capacity may be permanently damaged. Must be certain to 
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thank Gregorio for unexpected gift.ò He coughed and spat 

again. ñAh, but can tell, this amount is not being nearly 

enough. Will need more antidote, no?ò 

Draga sneered. ñWhat a shame. Youôve used it all 

up.ò 

Gulraastôs eyes hardened. ñAnd now is lesson in 

politics. Gregorio has overstepped bounds at long last. Was 

pushing such with attack on ambassadors, but did well to lay 

blame at my door with gold makerôs imprint. *cough cough* 

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 bet. And for what? Sixty ingots? Treaty? Pride? 

I may never be knowing. *cough*. But again, can guess.ò 

Draga was gritting his teeth. ñWe can accept the terms 

as they are. Release me, and Iôll discuss it with him.ò 

ñAh, and is other fault he is making by sending 

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. Politics is to be serving interests. Nationôs interests. 

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 samples.ò 

Three Linemen, one after the other, picked up long-

needled syringes and converged on the bound werewolf. 

Dragaôs eyes widened. ñIôm warning you! There will 

be blood for this.ò 

Gulraastôs voice was still weak. ñHa! You make joke! 

*cough cough coughhhh*ò 

ñIôll tell you anything! Anything you want! Likeé 

the troops!ò 

Gulraast held up his hand. The Linemen halted.  

A glim of hope crept into Dragaôs voice. ñYes, we 

have about four hundred men inside the city staying in taverns 
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and houses we own, and down in Redwater District. And 

beyond the walls there are five times that number! But youôre 

not the first target! Itôs Kartoresh. They have the most troops, 

so we have to take them out first. You, Ironward, you have 

plenty of time to get away with the gold and the treaty! But if 

you kill me, the treaty is impossible.ò 

Gulraast nodded sagely. ñIs true. And Voy would be 

reminding me that is Humanum Way to serve nationôs 

interests above own.ò 

Draga nodded, relieved. ñThis is very wise.ò 

ñAh, but am still needing antidote for self. Temporal 

sieve is not so efficient. And Voyéò He looked at the pig-

man, breathing shallowly on the table behind him. ñWell. He 

is having nap.ò Gulraastôs grin went savage. ñLinemen. Do 

your duty.ò 

The screaming and snarling stopped after the fifteenth 

syringe. And, once Dragaôs heart finally failed, further draws 

were useless. 

Gulraast was breathing much easier, though he didnôt 

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 large bucket nearby. He waved a Lineman over. ñGregiorio 

is having many troops. Is first step in war, to seize Fructus 

City. Is time we returned home. Be using evacuation plan 

gamma. Remove Dragaôs corpse to upper levels and burn 

entire townhome to ground in morning. Then we evacuate to 

ship, and leave with tide. But first, bring quill and ink. Must 

be sending Gregorio messenger. One he will not expect.ò 

When the Lineman returned, Gulraast sat next to the 

unconscious Voy. The huge pig-manôs breating was shallow, 

but stable.  

Gulraast was musing his options. He finally settled on 

one. ñYes, a messenger to match monster for monster. Is best 

to fight fire with fire sometimes, no? Message begins: To 

Alyana Heska, Senior Hakaréò 
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CHAPTER TWELVE ï PARAGONS 

 

Alyanaôs skin was flaking off. She peeled at a patch 

of ashen skin on the back of her hand. It came away in flecks 

and dust to reveal her normal light olive tone beneath. It had 

been more than a decade since sheôd seen it like this. 

Morning sunlight streamed across the bar, and she 

examined her hand as if it were an alien thing. Itôd all be back 

to ónormalô soon. Within the day most likely. It itched a little. 

ñWell. That didnôt take long,ò 

The Sevridan, also using the bar as his only means of 

support grunted. ñWhatôs that, Nasier? Wait, did you catch 

leprosy or something?ò 

ñShut up, Hadross.ò She finally noticed the daylight. 

ñOh, shit, the sun is way up. Gotta be mid-morning. I havenôt 

slept this late in years.ò 

The Sevridan, Ooroth was his name, opened an eye or 

three. He hid them behind his arms. ñSad to say. But the 

world turns on.ò 

ñNo mask. Thatôs why I passed out.ò 

ñAnd I only have my poor judgment to hide behind. 

You have me at a disadvantage, madam.ò 

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 thanks and drank heavily. 

Oorothôs mug smelled like seawater, but the Sevridan 

wasnôt drinking. 

She pointed. ñWouldnôt that help?ò 

ñDonôt tell a drunkard his business,ò said the 

Hadrossian. But he pushed himself up and drank as deeply as 

she did. He looked at her again. ñAnd are youé er, smaller?ò 

She shrugged. ñI wasnôt built very tall.ò 

ñWhy do your clothes still fit?ò 

She laughed. ñResidual magic. I mean, youôve seen us 

in battle. Our size is a bit variable. Itôs another reason some of 
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our troops donôt wear much. I mean, really, when your skin 

alone can turn a blade, why wear clunky armor?ò She plucked 

at her robe. Normally it was tight-fitting, but now it was a tad 

large. ñThere are limits though. These will probably be pretty 

really loose by tomorrow. Hells and death, Iôll have to get 

new clothes.ò She slapped the bar. ñI despise shopping!ò 

Ooroth held his head. ñPlease, donôt do that.ò 

She regarded him. Her head hurt, but it wasnôt bad. 

But then, sheôd passed out long before Ooroth. ñYou do this 

every night?ò 

He shrugged fluidly. ñWhen I can.ò 

ñI donôt understand.ò 

ñWe talked about this last night.ò 

She tried to think. Blank. ñI donôt remember.ò 

ñWell. To each their own ways.ò He turned back to 

his seawater and nursed it for a time. ñIôd ask my gods for 

guidance. But Iôm not sure I trust them.ò 

She was on her third flagon of water, and was feeling 

like she should get some food. ñI feel the same about our 

gods. Itôs a matter of record that the old elemental religions 

enslaved humankind. We have to be wary. But, in theory, our 

deities see us from a vastly different perspective. Sometimes 

thatôs a good thing. Like having drinks with you here. If it 

helps, I donôt think of all Hadrossians as slimy, wheedling, 

sycophants any longer.ò 

He snorted. ñThanks so much.ò He picked up his 

mug. ñItôs true, you and I donôt seem terribly different as 

humankind goes. Iôm pretty sure now that not every Nasier 

wants to scourge the ocean floor with fire. Just as not every 

Hadrossian wants to drown the land beneath the waves. Some 

of us still like the surface.ò He paused and glanced at her. ñé 

and the beauty to be found there,ò he said into his mug. 

She did a double take. ñAre you flirting with me, 

Hadross?ò 
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He purpled. ñOh, sure, now you notice. Sorry. I know 

how disgusting I am.ò 

She smiled and patted his hand. ñYouôre not so bad. 

But, if this war starts, and if I ever get my rank back, we may 

face each other across the battlefield. Kind of dampens any 

romantic possibilities.ò 

He sighed. ñLikewise.ò 

She raised her mug. ñTo our renewed enmity.ò 

He laughed as they toasted. 

ñCaptain!ò called an armored Deepman from the 

door. He hurried over to the Sevridan. ñIôm glad to have 

found you so quickly. A large armed force has gathered in the 

market and is marching towards the Nasier compound.ò 

ñBanners?ò she demanded. 

The Deepman shot a questioning glance at his 

captain. Ooroth nodded, and the Deepman told her, ñNone. 

Mercenaries is the rumor.ò 

ñGregorio,ò she hissed. 

The Deepman continued, ñCaptain, the ambassador 

wishes an armed escort to the Tower.ò 

ñWhat?! Tide and teeth, why?ò 

The Deepman looked helpless. ñHe didnôt say. And 

he sent two Deepcallers off with a third of our force for a 

ósecret mission.ôò 

ñFucking frozen depths! This very circumstance is 

exactly why he moved our seat to the estate! And then, just 

when I actually need our entire force, he sends them away! 

Brilliant. Depths damn his eyes!ò He thought a moment. 

ñRound up everyone else you can find and muster at the 

estate. If we go, we go en masse. Iôll be there soon. Donôt 

worry. I wonôt let him throw our lives away on nonsense.ò 

The Deepman saluted gratefully and hurried out. 

Ooroth ordered three mugs of seawater while Alyana 

fumed. ñLaying siege, your man said. I wish heôd had more 

details. What numbers? What equipment? Whatôs their 
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posture? Attack or containment? And will they start lobbing 

in fire to smoke us out? Weôve got preparations for these 

contingencies, but none of my hakars have actually been in a 

siege. Giving or receiving.ò 

ñTheyôre not trained?ò 

She scoffed. ñOf course theyôre trained! They know 

all the strategies, but theyôve only learned the concepts and 

done the drills. Thereôs a big difference between mock 

enemies and real ones.ò 

ñPoint.ò  

Her fists clenched. ñI canôt even go up there to fight. 

Let alone command.ò 

ñYou still have your skills.ò 

She pointed to her flaking face. ñNot like this!ò 

ñThereôs more to a commander than their personal 

prowessðñ 

ñNot my skin, Hadross. My mask! Iôm not in 

command!ò The frustration tore at her heart. ñIôd only be in 

the way. Plus, how would I even get into the compound if itôs 

already under siege? I donôt have any intelligence on the 

situation.ò 

ñYouôve surely got a bolthole or two.ò 

ñOf course, buté well it depends on their numbers. I 

need more information.ò 

Ooroth had no answers. He started downing mugs as 

quick as he could swallow. ñTime is short, but I can try to find 

out, if you want.ò 

She had never felt quite so uncertain. She hated the 

feeling. 

A grubby mustached man in a dusty longcoat tugged 

at her sleeve. ñYou are being Senior Hakar? Alyana Heska, 

no?ò 

She looked him up and down. ñClose enough, 

Felskar. What do you want?ò 
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ñWas not expecting to be finding you here. Took 

many hours. Message.ò He handed over a folded note, sealed 

with the symbol of House Teknes of Felskar. He left quickly. 

She broke the seal and read. Fury began to build. She 

grit her teeth. 

Ooroth drained his mug. ñTrouble? I mean more than 

an active siege and troops marching throughðñ 

She hurled it to the bar in front of him. ñRead that!ò 

Ooroth scanned it, and his eyes bulged, which was 

saying something. ñTwo thousand troops under march? How 

in the depths did Gregorio move all those? And keep them 

hidden?ò 

She already knew the answers. ñIt can be done. You 

rely too much on the sea for your sneak attacks, Hadross. 

Fructusô southern half is riddled with caves and inlets, and 

there are several uninhabited valleys where you could easily 

hide two or three platoons. Keep cold camps. Donôt hunt or 

forage, but bring all your supplies. Active sentries, and kill 

anyone who approaches.ò She had to admire the maneuver, 

even if it spelled doom. ñIt can be done,ò she said again. 

ñAnd four hundred inside the cityéò Ooroth was 

shaking his head. ñWell. If theyôre focused on you, then at 

least my troops can get to the Tower on Jahroonôs fool errand. 

Even if it does leave your people outnumbered at least four-

to-one. Before the city walls breakéò 

The bartender had begun by listening surreptitiously, 

but now she gaped openly. ñPardon, Sevvy, did you say four 

hundred foreign troops inside the walls?ò When Ooroth 

nodded, the bartender dropped her mug and fled. The few 

morning patrons followed suit. 

Ooroth stared at the abandoned tap for a long 

moment, but shook his head. ñA dream come true, and Iôve 

got duties to perform. Dammit. And what about you, Alyana? 

What will you do?ò 
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She was still furious, but she kept her head. She 

wondered if the lack of a mask was helping at all with that. 

ñDoing some math. Two thousand beyond the walls, and four-

to-one inside. If Gregorio is taking Fructus, then we canôt stop 

him, but at least the Watch is competent enough to hold him 

at the gates for a time.ò 

ñAssuming he hasnôt bought them off. This is 

Gregorio weôre talking about here.ò 

ñHells and death! Youôre right. And they wonôt 

simply throw their lives away. A token defense, perhaps, and 

not much more. Itôs time to leave. But not before burning 

Gregorioôs mansion down with him inside!ò She surprised 

even herself with her savagery. But she deflated. ñAt least, 

thatôs what Iôd advise, if I wasnôt stuck sitting in a hell-blasted 

Dockside bar without my mask!ò She held her arms wide and 

yelled to the skies. 

Her instinct was to go. But to accomplish what? She 

drew one of her blades. It felt heavy, overbalanced. Tulus 

swords were built that way deliberately, of course. The better 

to capitalize on the Ashmenôs great strength. A strength that 

was fast seeping from her muscles. ñI could still fight. At least 

a little.ò 

ñWant to borrow mine?ò He offered her his 

greatsword. ñGo on. I can get another at the estate.ò 

She pulled the blade from its sheath. ñItôs light! And 

the balance is unusual.ò She tapped the smooth ivory surface. 

ñIs this bone?ò 

ñA reinforced ceramic. Magical construction. Metal 

weapons and salt water donôt usually mix.ò 

She grinned, tight-lipped. ñOf course.ò It was a 

graceful weapon. But she hadnôt fought two-handed in years. 

It wasnôt her style. Her reflexes were for paired blades. She 

sighed and handed it back. ñYouôre very good to offer, 

Ooroth. I should stick with what I know, and hope that I can 

be of some service to my people. At the very least, someone 
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in authority needs to see this note. Itôs enough proof for us to 

act on, and bring that vampire to justice.ò She pocketed the 

Ironwardôs message. 

Ooroth nodded. ñWell, if youôre going, then at least 

disguise yourself. Here.ò He grabbed the barwomanôs heavy 

cloak, abandoned on its peg, and held it out. 

She wrinkled her nose at the thought of a disguise, 

buté ñYou make a good point.ò She shrugged into the cloak 

and drew it tight about her. The hood was deep. Good. ñWell. 

Thanks for the drinks.ò 

He laughed. ñMy pleasure.ò He got to his feet. ñNow 

for the ambassadorôs idiocy.ò 

She squeezed his shoulder, oddly firm. ñYouôre a 

hero, Hadross. Your men see it, even if you donôt. Die well.ò 

She left him looking troubled, and she made her way 

into the streets. The panic hadnôt begun yet, but there were 

signs. Closed shops, citizens hurrying, and a steady flow of 

harried traffic towards the docks. She hoped the guards on the 

Nasier galleon would prove sufficient. 

She scooped up a flower basket from some townhouse 

steps, apparently abandoned. She walked quickly but steadily, 

and did her best to mimic the distraught mood in the streets. 

Without her mask, it wasnôt that hard. 

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 the destitute, 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 dangerous-looking men in blackened chainmail marching 

northeast. They carried grapples and siege ladders. She 

counted the rungs on one. Perfectly sized for the Nasier 

compoundôs walls. This had definitely been planned in 

advance, and she knew Ravenscar Mercs when she saw them, 
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with or without their banners. Perhaps they werenôt here on 

Telloriaôs behalf, but they were certainly acting in Tellorian 

interests. 

More than a few onlookers lined the streets. They 

murmured to each other, obviously nervous. But this was 

Cathedral District, affluent and important. Surely theyôd be 

safe. Right? Alyana knew better. Once this started, it wouldnôt 

stop. ñItôs time to leave,ò she muttered to herself. ñBut not 

before Gregorio pays with his head.ò 

Redwater it was. Sheôd have to find her way in 

through the sewer entrance. 

It took time, more than she wanted, but she finally 

made her way to Redwater. The rotting district stank of feces 

and despair. Sheôd smelled worse, of course, but the hopeless 

miasma about the district always depressed her. She wondered 

who could live there, but then, very few actually chose to live 

in such places. They simply lacked the means to escape. 

Today, however, conversation buzzed about the troops in the 

city. Many eyes turned upwards towards the Nasier 

compound, high on the overlooking cliff. She could hear the 

siege underway. She felt disconnected from it, echoing down 

from the high cliff.  

She should be there. Her place was there! She kept 

moving. Fortunately she didnôt have to deal with any criminal 

elements on her way. Redwater was safe enough in daylight, 

and the siege had called a holiday on casual muggings. 

The sewer entrance was a one of many wide drain 

pipes cut into the cliff face. Cathedral Districtôs foul refuse 

spilled straight onto Slate Street, whose once-ornate sign had 

been scratched out to read Shit Street. Even Redwater 

residents avoided it. And when it rainedé. Even Alyana 

shuddered to think, hardened veteran that she was. 

She found the right drain pipe, large enough for two 

men abreast, and wrenched open the grate. Its lock had long 

since disappeared. A large óXô was chalk-marked just inside. 
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Alyana studied it a moment with narrowed eyes. Not sure 

what to make of it, she turned to the darkened tunnel. A 

lightstone held aloft lit her way. Two right turns, straight past 

the left, then up a flight of wide service steps, cut straight into 

the stone, and so on. More and more time passed, but getting 

lost in the labyrinthine sewers would win her nothing. She 

found chalked arrows and Xôs along the route. Her suspicions 

grew as she made her way steadily upward until she smelled 

something above the miasmic reek. Torch smoke? She 

proceeded even more cautiously. 

Voices ahead. She memorized the ground to the limit 

of her stoneôs light, then doused the stone. She made her way 

with a hand on one seeping wall. Sure enough, light flickered 

around a distant corner, and the voices were louder, more 

distinct. Two men, one woman. She was in charge. ñNo, make 

the chalk marks wider. Thatôs too small. Weôve got to find 

this place again, and fast.ò 

ñItôs not like itôll rain,ò a man complained. 

ñDo as youôre told.ò 

ñYes, sergeant.ò 

Soldiers then? Not Nasiers or their voices wouldôve 

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 wide corridor 

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 charged the next 

stunned merc. This one had a sword in his offhand. Heôd 

dropped his chalk and was in mid-draw when Alyana hit him. 

He parried badly, lost some skin through his bracer, and 

counter-attacked. The bloody Ravenscars were nearly 

unflappable. 
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The sergeant had 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 back and again. 

She knew his tricks, and parried, ducked, and blocked. 

But the air wasnôt chilled, as it would have been with 

her powers. She was but a normal human. Skilled, but weak. 

Slow. And wielding weapons too heavy for her. What would 

have taken mere seconds took 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 sergeantôs crossbow twanged. Alyana felt the 

impact above her right breast 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 crossbow twanged, but Alyanaôs desperate slap 

ruined its aim. The bolt whizzed into the darkness down the 

tunnel. 

Now they fought in desperate quarters. Ravenscar 

crossbows were incredibly well-made weapons, and this one 

had a triple-bladed bayonet for stabbing. But stabbing and 

quick slashes 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 wouldnôt break, and the sergeant managed to 

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 to the 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 mercôs dropped weapons in hand. 

She stabbed up at the sergeantôs chest. The sergeantôs own 

weight finished the job, impaled through armor and heart. 

Alyana watched the womanôs mouth work noiselessly 

in complete shock, then her eyes rolled back and she 

collapsed. 

Alyanaôs own breathing came in gasps. Her right lung 

was on fire. She suspected it was filling with blood. She spat. 

Blood indeed. 

The sergeantôs dropped torch was guttering, so she 

pulled out her lightstone and had a look at the map the 

sergeant had been following. It was a direct route from the 

entrance to the Kartoresh compoundôs underground entrance. 

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 

sheôd stopped them for the moment. 

She found her second sword easily enough, but it took 

more effort than she expected to yank her sword free from the 

dead merc. Her heart hadnôt slowed down at all. Another 

danger sign. She followed the tunnel to the end. The 

Ravenscars had chalked the route perfectly in thick, heavy 

marks. She thought about rubbing out the marks, but theyôd 

had a map. They could easily have more. At best, sheôd just 

delayed the inevitable. 

It hurt to breathe, and deep breaths were impossible. 

She reached the door and used the secret knock. Three 

taps, two second pause, four taps, one second, two taps. The 

peephole slid open, and a masked Ashman glared out. 

ñItôs Heska,ò she wheezed. 

The peephole slammed shut and hurried hands undid 

the many locks and bolts. The Ashman flung open the door in 



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley 

 

171 

time to steady her from falling. ñSenioðer, Citizen Heska! 

What has happened?ò 

ñMercs in the tunnels. They know about this 

entrance.ò 

ñYouôre wounded!ò 

She smiled weakly. ñTheyôre worse off. But now, I 

need to get this message to the ambassador.ò 

The Ashman shook his head. ñHe is dead. We found 

him cold this morning.ò 

She looked down a moment. Damn. 

ñBut the deputy arrived yesterday afternoon. She now 

has charge of the mission.ò 

She put the Ironwardôs letter in his hands. ñYou must 

get this to her. This entire mission has been sabotaged by the 

Tellorian ambassador.ò 

ñWhat?! He will pay! Let me get you to the Surgeon 

first.ò 

She shook her head, panting. ñThereôs no time.ò 

She could sense the smirk behind his mask. ñKnow 

your place, citizen. Besides, I believe heôs with the 

ambassador. Just let me secure the door.ò 

He didnôt have to carry her, and Alyana wouldôve 

hated that, but most of her weight was on his arm as they 

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 many beds in the hospital wing. The Surgeon performed 

triage. In truth, most wounds to masked combatants would 

heal in time if they could be stabilized quickly. Still, more 

than a few corpses lay 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 Ashman got her to a bed. She didnôt lay down, 

but sat heavily, and concentrated on breathing. The bleeding 
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hadnôt stopped, and her clothes were soaked through. She saw 

the Ashman hand the note to the new Ambassador, then point 

to her. The Surgeon looked between her and the Howl he was 

treating. He shook his head and kept working. The 

Ambassador hurried over. 

ñHeska, when did you get this?ò 

ñAbout two hours ago. I apologize for not getting here 

sooner.ò 

The Ambassador waved that away. ñYou did well. 

And there were mercenaries in the tunnels?ò 

ñI killed them, but more will follow. May I ask how 

the battle fares?ò 

Her mouth was a line. ñNot well. Weôre vastly 

outnumbered, and this letter says it will only get worse.ò 

ñGregorio must pay.ò 

ñI agree, but thatôs impossible at the moment. We 

need every man for the walls.ò 

No, they didnôt, but she was having trouble 

concentrating. ñIé Iôm sorry, Iôm just a little weak right 

now.ò 

An explosion thudded outside. The Ravenscars were 

known for their pyrotechnics. The Ambassador looked up for 

a moment, then back. ñI was made aware of your suspension 

yesterday. Iôd intended to interview you at length, but thereôs 

no time. Vengeance has always been a great weakness of 

yours. Itôs well known in the service.ò 

She nodded, head low. It was getting hard to think. 

ñYes, Ambassador.ò 

ñAnd how do I know youôre not just telling me what I 

want to hear?ò The Ambassadorôs indecision was palpable. 

ñThe hakars are unsure whether to barricade ourselves or 

evacuate through the tunnels. And now you tell me the 

mercenaries know of our escape route. Weôre surrounded, 

outnumbered, and desperate.ò Another explosion echoed dully 
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through the room. ñI have just one question. Can you get us 

out of this?ò 

Alyana nodded. ñI can try.ò 

The Ambassador put Alyanaôs mask into her hands. 

ñThen do so.ò 

Two minutes later, the masked and mighty Alyana 

Heska slammed open the estateôs huge front doors and strode 

forth. Her voice echoed through the courtyard. ñHowls and 

hakars to me!ò 

Many eyes turned her way, and she heard someone 

yell, ñItôs the Senior Hakar! Heksa! Heskaaa!ò 

Whoops and triumphant roars followed, and the chant 

began, ñHes-ka! Hes-ka! Hes-ka!...ò 

It felt good.  

The first of the Pelegarth Howls to reach her had a 

grin from ear to ear. She saluted. ñSenior Hakar itôs good toð

Youôre wounded!ò 

Alyana looked down at the drying blood. ñItôs 

nothing. Not anymore. Iôm myself again. Situation?ò 

Over the next few minutes she learned nothing new 

except from one Ashman Hakar. ñAnd weôve spotted a 

battering ram coming up.ò 

ñAnd their losses versus ours?ò 

The Howl shook her head. ñOne-sided the wrong 

way. What do we do?ò 

ñThe unexpected. Ravenscars without banners are still 

Ravenscars. They fight through attrition. Make them pay 

enough, and theyôll withdraw. Weôre sallying forth.ò 

Grins and nods all around. 

She continued. ñPelegarth will form a phalanx. 

Ashmen form the core. Longhorns on the flanks, and the 

greathorns will take point. Weôll move outward in an ever-

widening arc, then collapse back to the gates. Battle shamans 

will keep to the walls. Single out anyone with a crossbow and 

watch for anyone that appears to be giving orders. Cripple 



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley 

 

174 

their command structure, and the rest are but rabble. 

Questions?ò 

ñWhatôs our ultimate objective?ò 

ñBreak the siege. Then kill an ambassador. Anything 

else? Then get to it.ò 

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 call to glory. 

The walls depopulated save Pelegarth Bloodmaks in 

pairs to shield for Rathor Battle Shamans. Lances of living 

fire shot from the shamansô staves and cooked mercs in their 

boots. The emptying walls had a secondary effect. Enemies 

moved from the impenetrable main gate to man the ladders. 

Just as they should. 

She took her place in the center at the lead.  

ñPelegarth! Shield wall!ò Shields bashed together beside her. 

ñGreathorns! Make a lane!ò The three huge beasts tossed 

aside the front gateôs iron bar and slammed open the doors, 

crushing more than one hapless merc. With deafening roars, 

flames and fury, and they charged. Burning footsteps 

dwindled in their wake. 

ñNasiers! By threes! Advance!ò 

They set off at a three-step pace, following the raging 

Greathorns. Outside theyôd already caused much chaos, and 

drew fire from nearly every crossbow Not a one of them 

didnôt have a half score of quarrels stuck in their thick hide. 

Heska concentrated a moment, and the air chilled 

perceptibly around her. The ground 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 death. The Pelegarth held formation 

against an ill-conceived counter-rush, 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 rearguard had brought itself into 

something resembling order, and, whatever one might say 

about mercenary professionalism, they held. 

ñNasiers! Walking withdraw! Greathorns: to the 

rear!ò 

The formation moved backwards, one-two, one-two, 

threading past and over Ravenscar bodies. Some still lived, 

but they moaned or screamed in agony. One was pleading for 

a mother that heôd never see again. They collected masks 

where they could. Pelegarth and Ashmen. She personally 

retrieved the Greathornôs mask. He had died badly, brought 

down by crossbow bolts and stabbed through the eyes. To her 

it was irrelevant. Just another battlefield. Just another tactical 

problem to solve. She wondered a moment if that mental 

detachment was her or her mask. 

The Ravenscars advanced cautiously, but altercations 

were few over the thirty-second withdrawal. They had almost 

no fight left. Even the crossbows had taken time to pause. 

The gates closed, and the two weary Greathorns put 

the bar back into place. Everyone relaxed, if for just a 

moment. 

Alyana said, ñWell done.ò The answering cheer made 

her smile. But there was still work to do. She told a nearby 

hakar, ñSee to the wounded. Prepare for another sally.ò 

He saluted, and a shout came from above. ñTruce 

flag! Approaching the gate!ò 

ñHold fire!ò She yelled, and ran up the steps. There 

was indeed a uniformed officer approaching under the white 

flag. She ran her eyes over her remaining force. Theyôd lost 

thirty percent. She surveyed the Ravenscars. Their afterguard 

was fresh, and the battering ram would be ready in five 

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. ñWhat do you want, Tellorian?ò 

He was an old, grizzled veteran with bright white 

scars on his weather-beaten face. How heôd kept both eyes, 

she didnôt know. His voice was like gravel. ñItôs Captain, 

actually, not Tellorian. Hereôs the thing, hakarðñ 

ñSenior Hakar.ò 

ñRight. Senior Hakar. Well, hereôs the thing: our 

orders are to loot and burn this compound. Doesnôt mean you 

have to be in it.ò 

She narrowed her eyes. ñWhat are you saying?ò 

ñIôm saying that Iôm not interested in losing any more 

troops than I have to. Weôre mercenaries, not patriots. And 

you lot fight to the death, donôt you?ò 

ñBelieve it.ò 

He nodded. ñI do. Fought your kind before. Thing is, 

a quick run of the numbers tells this story. Did you know 

weôve got troops outside the city? Our numbers? Well, theyôre 

in sight of the walls right now. Weôre taking Fructus. You 

canôt stop it. No one can. Youôre outmaneuvered and beaten.ò 

She would not grind her teeth. No matter how right he 

was. ñSpeak plainly, Captain.ò 

ñYou got a ship? Provisioned? Then you can go.ò 

ñAll of us? Just like that?ò 

He nodded. ñAye.ò 

ñWounded too?ò 

His expression got wry. ñMy medics are just a bit 

busy right now. Take everyone. But youôve got to decide right 

now. Fighting? Or leaving?ò 

Her brain seethed, and she longed to try her luck just 

one more time. She didnôt think his troops would hold another 

charge or two. é But then, would hers? Noble and honorable 

though they were, she didnôt have the numbers. And how 

much of this was her, and how much was her mask? 
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A name made its way through. Arikalin. What would 

my brother do? 

She nodded. ñAccepted. You have half an hour to 

clear a path down to the docks. Any treachery, and Iôm 

coming for you.ò 

He didnôt blink, but he bowed. ñHalf an hour. But, no 

tricks.ò 

She sneered. ñPlease. Iôm Nasier.ò 

She watched from the walls as he left, flinging orders 

left and right. The Ravenscars picked up their wounded and 

began to withdraw. She really, really wanted Gregorio dead. 

Maybe sheôd find the time in the coming war.  

But she felt it in her heart: Withdrawal was the right 

call.  

She could imagine her brother smiling. 
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CHAPTER THIRTEEN ï BAD BLOOD 

 

Irene was going to kill that old bat. 

She found him in his office at the Goritsi estate, his 

back to the windows and the small lake beyond. The sun 

stained the clouds a ruddy red, the color of blood. 

ñTroops! Our troops? Are you insane?ò she 

demanded. 

He put down his quill and folded his fingers in front 

of him. ñIôm aware of no Tellorian national forcesðñ 

She slammed her fist on the desk. ñDo not lie to me! 

Ravenscars in the streets! And at the walls! And you know all 

about it. Was this your plan from the beginning? Seizing 

Fructus?ò 

ñNothing so mundane.ò 

She waited, but he said nothing. ñWhat then?ò 

ñOh really, Lady Irene, you must learn patience. If 

only you mortals had the luxury of time.ò 

ñThose ótroopsô are out looting the Cathedral District! 

Were you aware of that?ò 

He shrugged. ñIôm sure the Watchðñ 

ñThe Watch surrendered the gates without a fight! 

Fructus has no standing army!ò 

He grinned, showing his fangs. ñWell, it does now.ò 

She was going to kill him! 

Good! Go with that feeling, said the Gift. 

She ignored it. ñThere are people out there losing 

their lives! And itôs your fault!ò 

He scoffed. ñMore mortal nonsense. Do you honestly 

care so much about that rabble? The óaristocracyô of Fructus 

was corrupt. Wasteful. Pathetic. Jumped-up pirates and 

smuggling lords. Paint them however you wish, and drape 

them in expensive finery; theyôre still just filth. Honestly, is 

this how you behaved at court? The Sovereign takes a very 

dim view of protecting the chattel, you know.ò 
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She was fuming. ñThe Sovereign values her most 

humble subjects. She cares very much for their well-being. I 

canôt believe she authorized any of this.ò 

He positively crooned. ñOh, but she did.ò From his 

desk he produced a document written in the 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 

Legions 

Ireneôs hands were shaking. ñThisé This canôtéò 

He laughed. ñShe was furious with you, no? You 

refused the Gift. No one refuses the Gift. Not for long, 

anyway. Tell me you didnôt at least suspect!ò 

You did, you know. Youôve been so close to the edge 

so many times these last weeks. Just a bit more pushingð 

She looked up, shocked. He was hard to see, 

silhoueted by the blood red sun. ñBut she was angry with me! 

Not the Fructansé.ò 

He leaned forward. ñWait! Is it truly that easy? I had 

no idea you cared so much about these cretins! Iôll make it 

simple. Accept the Gift, or every last Fructan dies. How does 

that suit?ò 

Kill him. Here. Now. The sun is up. I can help 

Her breathing was fast and shallow. Such fury welled 

within her as sheôd never felt. Her vision was tight. Focused. 

He grinned wide. ñYour eyes tell the tale. Black as the 

darkest iron, and twice as hard. Ha! Irene the Iron-eyed. Or, 

Old Ironeyes. Yes, I like that better. There. You have a new 

title.ò 

His absurd mockery had the opposite effect. She 

forced herself to calm down and breathe deeply. ñDoes the 

Sovereign know how far youôve taken this? How far you 

would take it in her name?ò 
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He shrugged. ñI wouldnôt presume to know her mind. 

Efficiency is a virtue, or so the Achrionians tell me. Theyôre 

very wise in some things.ò 

ñSo, you have a greater scheme! I knew it! You know 

that Telloria canôt control Fructus. No one can. Itôs neutral 

ground by international treaty. All five Scions signed that 

treaty!ò 

ñAnd who am I to break with such a noble and 

ancient document? Though I admit, it has kept any major 

power from putting down this den of villains and scum. With 

no Archon to rule the city properlyðñ He broke off at her 

sudden expression. ñWhat are you looking atð?ò 

ñGet Down!ò she yelled. 

A gigantic mutant crab smashed through the 

windows. Glass flew, and it crushed Gregorioôs chair right 

where the vampire had been. Gregorio practically flew to the 

weapon rack by the door and took up his greatsword. 

Ireneôs weapons were out. This was a Calith Reaver, 

one of Hadrossôs pets. Its qualities raced through her mind. 

Clumsy, but strong. Pincers like vices. Shell all but 

impenetrable to her mortal strength. Weak points: eyes, groin, 

armor linkages, joints. 

The Reaver batted the massive desk aside like a toy 

and rushed her. Irene tumbled backwards into a roll, sprang 

up, and used the wall as a springboard to dodge its crushing 

claws.  

Gregorioôs captain-of-the-guard burst in. His eyes 

went big, then red, and he swelled into his oversized armor. 

Claws, muzzle, 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 glance showed more 
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Hadross rising from the lake. She had no idea how theyôd 

managed that. Itôs not like they could swim upstream. The 

artificial lake was fed by underground pumps and wells. 

Gregorio had vanished. 

That coward. Kill him. Take his place. Itôs the only 

way to truly protect the people. 

ñShut up! You donôt know that!ò she was yelling out 

loud. 

Oh, but I do. The Gift positively crooned. Gregorio 

and I are old friends. Heôll give the order. Heôs just that 

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 

needed both arms to keep the Reaverôs single claw from 

closing on his midsection. His fangs tore at its face, but the 

crabôs animal mind was unfazed. They staggered and crashed 

around the room. 

Irene discarded her long blade and leaped on the 

tumbled desk. She waited half a second for the opening, then 

hurled herself on the Reaverôs back. There were plenty of 

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 gave up on the dagger, 

and rolled away. It charged, claw raised and she threw a long-

bladed throwing knife. It thudded to the hilt in the soft flesh 

beneath its arm. The Reaver simply collapsed, its heart 

pierced. 

There was no time to celebrate. Hadross forces were 

advancing fast. Skorza werewolves had flung themselves at 

the advancing troops and now 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 their astonishing incursion into this remote 
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body of water. Hadrossian hydromancers set the standards for 

their art. 

No one was heading directly toward the shattered 

office window. The Werewolf Alpha moved up beside her. 

His armor was dented, and he was wheezing. But he stood up 

straight. 

ñAre you alright?ò he asked. His voice guttural, 

fierce. 

ñFine. Did you see where your illustrious leader ran 

off to?ò 

ñLikely his sanctum. It is still daylight for at least an 

hour.ò 

She kept her own counsel on that. ñI donôt think you 

can hold these numbers with Skorza alone.ò 

ñWhat choice do we have?ò 

ñIôll rouse the War Dancers. Itôs only Gregorio who 

fears death.ò 

The hulking beast looked at her. ñYet, I have fought 

beside him manyðñ 

ñYes. At night. Heôs as fearless as they come, but 

with the sun up heôs like a cowardly child.ò She shook her 

head. ñDo your best. Send for reinforcements from the 

Ravenscars, if necessary, whatever he might say about their 

óneutrality.ô Do not throw your lives away.ò 

The Alpha inclined his head. ñBy your order, Lady 

Irene.ò He leaped through the window and was off. He barked 

commands, quite literally, and the ranging Skorza circling the 

Hadross formation rapidly came together for a hard-hitting 

assault. They all carried weapons, but they often used claws 

and fangs, and ripped bloody mouthfuls from their enemiesô 

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 spears proved baneful to 

many a charging wolf. From the rear the Deepcaller raised his 



Wrath of Kings / Eric Kelley 

 

183 

staff, and she saw a Skorza tear his own skull apart as he 

shrieked. 

Grim-faced, she turned from the scene, and ran down 

two levels to the darkened crypts where lonely torches stood 

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. ñHadross?? They dare?ò 

ñThey do. I still donôt know why, but the Skorza will 

be overrun if you donôt help.ò 

ñWhere is Lord Gregorio?ò asked the Dancing 

Master. 

Ireneôs tone belied her words. ñTactical withdrawal. 

Donôt worry. Heôll be there.ò 

The vampire nodded and raised her horn to her lips. 

The blast echoed through the long chamber, and the tombs 

slid open. War Dancers leapt from their graves by the rank, a 

score in total. 

ñFight well. Do not throw your lives away,ò Irene told 

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 

caught up with him another level down, just entering his 

sanctum. Heôd taken his time. ñGregorio, stop!ò she called, 

running up to him. 

He turned at the heavily reinforced wooden door. 

ñAh, Lady Irene. Showing the better part of valor are we?ò 

ñWhat are you doing down here? Your men are dying 

upstairs!ò 

ñI canôt very well fight the Hadrossians without 

weapons or armor.ò 

She paused. ñWell, at least youôre not trying to hide.ò 

He scoffed and grinned. ñOf course Iôm going to hide. 

Iôm not stupid. The sun is up. Iôm as fragile as you are.ò 
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He tried to go through the door, but she yanked his 

shoulder. ñYou coward!ò 

He slapped her hand away and got in her face. ñKeep 

your place, mortal.ò 

His breath was a charnel house. She didnôt bat an eye. 

ñKeep yours, ómy lord.ô Did you ever wonder why you were 

sent to Fructus? Itôs not because your sept is in decline. Itôs 

because you fell out of favor, and this kind of behavior is 

precisely why!ò 

Thatôs it! Keep pushing him! 

His eyes were going black and shiny. ñAnd I have 

more than earned my triumphant return.ò 

ñWith what? Breaking international treaty? Starting a 

war?ò 

He shouted in her face. ñPerfectly positioning our 

Sovereign to ascend the Empyrean Throne!ò 

She was taken aback by the audacity. 

Heôs but a pawn playing at knighthood. Kill him. 

Strike now, while the sun still holds sway. You want to, and he 

deserves it. Again, I offer my humble assistance. 

She gripped her head. ñSHUT! UP!ò 

Gregorio laughed. ñPersistent, isnôt it, our great Gift? 

Not that I needed much persuasion, mind you. Yet, you do. I 

continually wonder why....ò 

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 went inside. Irene 

followed. 

Gregorioôs sanctum displayed his treasures. 

Sculptures, trophies, and paintings adorned the room. Ionic 

columns supported the high ceiling, and intricate tapestries 

depicting Telloriaôs greatest victories hung between them. He 

went to his custom-built armor and removed it from the 
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mannequin. ñIf youôre coming in, kindly bolt the door.ò His 

conversational demeanor had returned. 

She slammed it shut and threw the huge bolt. Even an 

earthquake wouldnôt dent its reinforced steel. ñYou still 

havenôt answered my questions.ò 

He paused, and grinned. ñInfuriating isnôt it?ò 

She knew him. Heôd say nothing. Not without a knife 

against his throat.  

Then why not put that knife there? The Sovereign 

loves you far more than Gregorio. 

She ignored it. ñWhat can I do, short of the Gift, to 

spare Fructus?ò 

He paused again, set his cuirass aside, and turned 

towards her. ñYou know of the Ironward? Gulraast? Kill him, 

and Fructus shall be spared.ò 

She couldnôt believe him. ñAnd pull Telloria into a 

war with Felskar?ò 

ñPrevent one, actually.ò 

She narrowed her eyes at him. ñExplain.ò 

ñA minor miscalculation. Gulraast is far too 

intelligent for his own good. But, have no fears, this will be 

seen as an act of retribution. Heôs killed my cousin, after all.ò 

She thought a moment. ñThat idiot Draga?ò 

ñTrue, he was, but proved useful enough as a 

messenger. He botched his assignment, paid the price, and 

now I can capitalize on it. And, if I might be so bold, so can 

you. Kill the Ironward, and Fructus is spared, the Gift is kept 

at bay, and the Sovereign regales us with accolades and 

wealth. Just put your knife in that little addaniiôs heart. I even 

know where he is.ò 

She found herself considering it. 

Bah! Do you really think heôll prove honorable in any 

of this? 

ñWhere?ò she asked. 

ñRemember that ship you came in on?ò 
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That surprised her. 

ñMai Lengôs ship?ò 

ñHe bought it or something like that. Made her 

captain even, when the old one vanished. Heôs hiding there 

now, probably just waiting for the tide to turn tonight. You 

have time.ò 

The sanctum door 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 could withstand an earthquake, 

but not the tide. 

It flew off its hinges at the final blow. The Deepcaller 

strode in, and held the Alphaôs dripping head high. ñThere 

you are.ò 

Four Deepmen rushed in, spears leveled at Gregorio. 

Irene slipped behind a tapestry and flattened 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. Gregorioôs good, but he doesnôt have his 

armor on. Maybe you can kill two birds here. With my help, of 

course. 

ñHere I am,ò said the vampire. She could hear his 

grin. ñIf Ambassador Jahroon wanted to send a message, a 

simple note would have sufficed.ò 

ñSeize him,ò said the Deepcaller. 

She heard the scuffle, and a gurgling 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 tapestryôs edge near a column and 

saw the Deepcaller walk past. She risked a look. Gregorio was 

on his back, one leg impaled. Two Deepmen lay dead, and the 
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other two held Gregorio down by his arms. All backs were to 

her. 

The Deepcaller stood over Gregorio and raised his 

staff. ñThe message is not from Jahroon, but from the Deep 

Gods. Hear their sweet songðhurrk!ò 

Ireneôs dagger whisked in and out of his ribcage and 

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 Gregorio towards 

Irene, but he seized oneôs leg and yanked it to him. He 

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. She killed it in short order, then 

finished the last one that Gregorio had mesmerized. 

ñTook you long enough,ò he said, and plucked at his 

sodden clothing. ñThis was good velvet.ò 

She stood over him, breathing hard. She wasnôt 

wounded, but the fight had drained her. 

What a tremendous opportunity, the Gift whispered. 

ñWell. A hand up, if you please,ò he said and 

gestured. ñMy leg wonôt heal for another half hour.ò 

She reached down, grabbed his arm, and yanked him 

to his feet. He didnôt see the descending dagger in her other 

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. 

ñWhat have you done??ò He could barely whisper. 

She stood over him, and brought out her sword. ñIôve 

severed your spine. The Sovereign herself taught me that one. 

You donôt need to breathe, and you have no circulation. But 

youôve got nerves.ò 
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ñI will have your head! The sun will be down any 

minute now!ò 

ñTrue. In the meantime, um, how do you put it? 

Youôre as mortal as we are.ò She saw the fear creep into his 

eyes. Her smile was dark.  

Oh, youôre going to enjoy thisé 

ñYouôre damn right,ò she murmured. She put the 

rapier tip to his eye and asked, ñWhy?ò 

ñMy sept, if you really want to know. Weôre 

hemorrhaging money. All this peace is very bad for a house 

that makes its living selling weapons.ò 

She spoke through clenched teeth. ñMoney. All this 

death, over filthy money.ò 

He sneered. ñAn easy thing for you to say, oh mighty 

Goritsi. Sissora Sept supports your war efforts for centuries, 

and then, when peace breaks out, where are we? Ignored. 

Forgotten.ò 

ñThe Sovereign isnôt responsible for your septôs 

ineptitude.ò 

He grinned. ñItôs all moot now. Everyone is at 

everyone elseôs throats. Except ours.ò 

ñYouôve seized Fructus!ò 

His whispering laugh was more chilling than ever. 

ñThat may be Ravenscars in the street, but the documentation 

will show Kartoreshian strings. They even have orders to let 

Nasierôs troops leave relatively unscathed. And those masked 

buffoons walked right into the trap. Felskar and Hadrossôs 

alliance is in ashes, and even Achrion has made everyoneôs 

lists these last weeks. Iôve played this perfectly. We can act as 

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 Cities. Sissora Septôs 

factories will 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.ò 

It was true. All of it. Except: ñThen why kill the 

Ironward?ò 

He tilted his head. ñWell. One mistake. Easily 

corrected. And you save the Fructans in the process. I think 

the decision is simple.ò 

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 eternity. 

There was no way out. She had no way out. é Except 

that Gregorio always had a way out. She raised her blade 

again. ñHow do I stop it?ò 

He started to laugh, then cut off. ñWhat?ò 

ñYouôve left yourself an out. How do I stop this?ò 

He scoffed. ñNo one canðAAAHHH!!ò She flicked 

her wrist and his eye was put out. His whispering shriek was 

oddly satisfying. 

Irene moved her blade to his other eye. ñHow?ò 

ñYou are dead! DEAD! As soon as darkness falls, Iôll 

tear out your heart! AAAAHHHH!!!ò He lost his other eye. 

ñThat wonôt stop me! Iôll have my sight by dawn!ò 

She put the tip against the bridge of his nose. ñNot if I 

stab your brain. Tell me. How?ò 

ñWill you let me live if I tell you?ò 

She considered. ñPossibly. Will you spare the 

Fructans?ò 

He smiled through bloody tears. ñNo. Iôd rather perish 

than let you walk away with that kind of victory. You donôt 

get both. Choose now.ò 

ñYouôre in no position to bargain.ò 

ñAnd youôre nearly out of time. I can feel it.ò 

She agonized for only a moment. Such brutally 

simple mathematics. ñThe war. How do I stop it?ò 

ñJahroon is the key.ò 
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ñHadross?ò 

He nodded. ñThe first tile to fall, as it were. Theyôll 

strike first. Within six months, everyone else will be on the 

march. But not if you convince him otherwise.ò 

She thought hard. ñWhereôs the proof I need?ò 

ñThere is none, but heôs no fool. Whatever you might 

think of him personally, he knows that a general war would be 

devastating. Convince him to counsel Scion Hadross against 

it, and you have your peace. Though youôll never be allowed 

to see the old worm. Heôs as paranoid as he is ancient.ò 

She thought about that for a long minute. ñIf his 

captain-of-the-guard still lives, Iôll get in. And, as for youéò 

She shoved the sword into his eye, angled for his brain. 

His corpse sat there, open mouthed with the sword 

quivering in his eye socket. 

Then he coughed and began to laugh weakly. ñToo 

late.ò His fingers started to twitch, and his arms jerked as if on 

a puppeteerôs strings as his severed spine began to knit. ñOh, 

when Iôm healed, the things Iôll do to you, mortal. The 

Sovereign will never find all the pieces, Gift or no.ò 

Irene didnôt respond, but ran upstairs. In his office she 

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, then asked, ñWhere is 

Lord Gregorio?ò 

ñIn his crypt, indisposed.ò 

ñShall I tell him where youôve gone?ò 

ñNo need,ò she muttered, and vanished into the 

deepening night. 
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CHAPTER FOURTEEN ï KNIGHT FALL  

 

Oorothôs sortie had made it to Hadross Tower with 

Ambassador Jahroon just before the looting began in earnest. 

The Watch had raised the gates for the overwhelming 

Ravenscar force outside the city right after dusk. Half an hour 

later, the slaughter began. 

Ooroth had spent most of the afternoon gathering 

sufficient troops for their march on the Tower. They had still 

gone through with the excursion against his better advice. 

Jahroon had merely shrugged and said, ñThe Deep Voices 

command it.ò 

Ooroth couldnôt tell if Jahroon was lying or not, but, 

given how placidly he accepted Oorothôs conditions to wait 

for sufficient force, Ooroth concluded that this was the real 

deal. He even tried asking the Deep Voices himself, but they 

didnôt answer. It made him grumble. They never answered. 

Not when he really needed them. 

The trip up to Cathedral 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 night, Ooroth looked out 

over a city writhing in pain. Jahroonôs office at the peak of 

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 that would have 

overflowed with boisterous 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 

clear night air didnôt even augur a hint of rain to come. 

The Grand Cathedral sat untouched. Like an impotent 

king in his burning palace. Ooroth didnôt know if it would 
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stay that way long. The sooner the Deep Gods were done with 

Jahroon, the better. But there was no hurrying them.  

He looked out to sea, and surveyed the harbor. More 

than a few ships waited in a huddled mass near the barôs 

deepest point. In another few hours the tide would be right, 

and theyôd weigh their anchors and be free. Tiny rowboats 

circled them. He could even imagine the people begging 

desperately for a berth, any berth, on 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 stood out, 

easily discernable even from this distance on their well-lit 

dock. They guarded the dock against the angry crowd that 

hadnôt worked up the courage to charge them yet. Theyôd be 

fools to do so. But desperation made fools of even the wisest. 

He thought he could make out Alyana, even. But it 

was hard to say. From this distance all Ashmen looked 

similar. He hoped sheôd gotten her rank back. It meant so 

much to her. 

He thought back to the night before. Deep in drink, 

their conversation had rambled far afield. Theyôd started with 

why theyôd come to Fructus in the first place. 

The question had annoyed him. ñYou really want to 

know?ò heôd asked. ñUnfair and unwelcome judgments are 

part of why Iôm here. They sicken me, and theyôve cost me so 

much. Did I tell you about my family already?ò 

Sheôd shaken her head.  

ñShort version: they were overjoyed when I changed. 

When I became this inhuman thing, without even a scrap of 

my old self. Yet when I confessed, privately, to my mother 

that I wasnôt nearly so enthused, that I rather regretted it, she 

gave me no comfort. She yelled at me. Branded me a heretic. 

She demanded that I recant. And, when I didnôt, they sent me 

away. Disowned.ò 
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She had countered: ñWhereas my family was 

murdered before my eyes, and my brother has just drowned. 

Iôm the only one left. And itôs not like I ever really wanted 

children, or could have them while in the service anyway. Iôd 

have to give up the mask to have a family. Is that better than 

getting disowned? Should I join you at the bottom of the 

bottle? You said yourself it doesnôt solve anything. And at 

least your family is still there. Earn enough respect, and you 

can could go back. Beat them over the head with your laurels, 

if that would make you feel better.ò 

Sheôd missed his point, and it had annoyed him. ñIf I 

were an object of respect, I wouldnôt have been sent to this 

forsaken island in the first place. No Hadrossian is here for 

their health or as a mark of favor to the crown.ò 

Her obvious shock surprised him. ñBut your nation 

has a duty to participate in these talks!ò 

He had shrugged. ñJahroon does whatever Jahroon 

wants. And I have no idea what secret orders heôs had. For all 

I know, heôs obeying our Scionôs wishes implicitly.ò Heôd 

said this with such disgust he could taste it even now. His 

self-loathing was evident, he was sure, even on his alien face. 

She had sighed. ñAnd itôs not what you want.ò 

ñI donôt want war. Not of the scale that Jahroon seems 

to be courting.ò 

ñThen your duty and self-respect are at odds. And 

maybe this is why you drink. Something to think about.ò 

The memory faded. ñSomething to think about,ò he 

murmured. Gods, he wanted a drink. 

A Deepman guard knocked on the Ambassadorôs door 

and entered. He reported to Ooroth, ñCaptain, thereôs a 

Tellorian below claiming an urgent need to speak with the 

Ambassador.ò 

ñA Ravenscar?ò 

The Deepman shook his head. ñShe didnôt say, but 

her armor is not like theirs.ò 
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Ooroth looked to Jahroon who shrugged. ñGo and see. 

The Deep Voices have no opinion.ò 

Ooroth descended the tower, and the Deepman led 

him to the small antechamber where the woman waited with 

three Deepmen keeping wary eyes on her. 

ñIôm Ooroth, captain of the guard. Who are you, and 

what is this urgent matter?ò 

She spoke intensely. ñIrene von Goritsi. Iômð well, a 

noble from Telloria. Please, I must speak with Ambassador 

Jahroon. Itôs about these attacks. About everything that has 

happened over the last few weeks.ò 

Warnings went off in his head. ñThe Ambassador is 

indisposed. Thereôs a bit of a riot going on, you see.ò 

She was peering at him. ñWait. I know you. Iôve seen 

you before.ò 

He grunted. ñLots of people have.ò 

She pulled a familiar scroll case from her modest 

pack. ñI think this is yours.ò 

Ooroth accepted it into his hands like a fragile egg. 

He barely breathed as he unscrewed the cap. Sure enough, it 

was the little girlôs drawing. He couldnôt help but smile. 

ñHowð?ò Then his quick mind put it together. ñYou were 

here. The night Achrion attacked. You were the spy that 

helped us fight the mercenaries.ò 

She looked uncomfortable. ñYes. I took this, because 

it looked important to my mission. I didnôt have time to look 

inside. I just remembered your Ambassador goading you with 

it, and thought it was some secret information. What is it, 

anyway?ò 

He put it back in the case. ñExactly what it looks like. 

You want to see Jahroon? Fine. No weapons. None! Do you 

understand? Even the hidden ones, and my Deepmen will 

search you very carefully, with apologies for the 

inconvenience.ò 
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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 last one. ñA souvenir, of sorts.ò 

Ooroth grunted. ñI remember them. Come. Guards, 

with us.ò He led the way, and she followed surrounded by 

four Deepmen. 

As the elevator/airlock filled and ascended, Ooroth 

felt the scrollcaseôs weight float from his back. He fingered 

the strap, and wondered where the little girl and her cat were. 

Hopefully on one of those boats heôd seen. Her clothing had 

shown her to be well off, if not exactly wealthy. He shoved 

his worries aside as they swam through the flooded levels, and 

handed her a towel. ñSorry about the mess. All the 

Deepcallers are dead,ò he said. ñThis has not been a good 

day.ò 

Irene soaked up as much moisture as possible. ñFor 

anyone.ò She tossed the towel aside, though her leather armor 

still dripped. 

They left a trail of wet footprints to Jahroonôs office. 

Ooroth stepped inside. ñAmbassadorðñ 

ñYes, I know. Iôve been informed.ò Jahroon sat 

behind his desk, looking superior. ñShow her in. Just her and 

you.ò 

Ooroth wondered if the Deep Voices had a hand in 

that. Probably. His worries increased. 

He brought Irene in and stood just off to one side 

between her and Jahroonôs desk. ñAmbassador Jahroon, Irene 

von Goritsi of Telloria.ò 

ñYes, weôve met,ò Jahroon crooned. ñAnd what 

brings you to me this evening, my dear?ò He always used that 

tone with attractive women.  

Ooroth was watching her carefully. She didnôt 

shudder, but Ooroth wanted to. 

She took a breath and began: ñAmbassador, this entire 

situation has been orchestrated by Gregorio don Sissora. It has 
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been a campaign of manipulation and deception with the sole 

goal of throwing Arikania into chaos.ò 

He leaned forward, still smiling. ñDo go on.ò 

ñHe has made Hadross, your nation, the key. If you 

march to war, the others fall into lineé.ò Over the next few 

minutes she outlined the situation, and both Ooroth and 

Jahroon listened intently. 

Halfway through Jahroon got up and began pacing. 

He did that when he was thinking hard, or annoyed.  

Ooroth put the pieces together as she laid them out. It 

all fell into place: the stolen bribe, the misinformation, the 

expensive mercenaries, the impromptu óduelô between the 

Acrhionian spymaster and Alyanaé even the invading óarmyô 

with falsified patronage from Kartoresh. It was excellent. 

ñBut you, Ambassador, are the key,ò she concluded. 

He stopped pacing. ñYes, I see that.ò Whatever else 

one might say about Jahroon, he was intelligent and cagey. 

ñAnd the Deep Voices have led me to hear you, and, 

therefore, preserve Hadross. So wise they are. Such 

foresight.ò He stood there stroking his beard tentacles and 

musing for a long moment. ñBut, if I may be so bold, why? 

Why come to me? Telloria does nothing but profit from a 

four-way conflict.ò 

She thought a moment. ñNo one profits from war. Not 

on such a scale. But, more importantly, this was not our 

Sovereignôs will. This is Gregorio don Sissora, who will be 

labeled a criminal the instant I return home. Heôll face our 

Sovereignôs justice, and sheôs likely to extradite him to you. If 

youôd like, I can take her a message.ò 

He grinned. ñYes, I do think a message is in order.ò 

Jahroonôs hand shot forward, wreathed in violet 

energy. Ireneôs body convulsed as the power lifted her from 

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 open and 

staring at Ooroth. The desiccation had turned them solid 

black. Ooroth thought he might be sick, but his warriorôs guts 

had turned to iron long before. It was a horrible way to die. 

Jahroonôs hand dropped, and the vast sphere of gore 

splashed into the plush carpeting and oozed into the fibers. He 

stepped over her towards Ooroth. ñThat is how you send a 

message.ò 

Ooroth was shocked, mouth wide open. ñThat was 

unnecessary.ò 

He scoffed. ñShe was the spy that stole my glory. 

Donôt think I missed the portion of her tale about the 

Acrhionian attack on the Tower. Highly detailed. And, Iôll 

note, you have your scroll back.ò  

Ooroth fingered the strap. He could find no words. 

Jahroon chuckled to himself and walked to the 

window. That same spell had drained him to near 

unconsciousness just a week before, but now he seemed 

perfectly fine. ñHave the corpse mummified. I want it 

delivered to Vorstoi and placed at the Sovereignôs feet. Ironic 

that she sought to avoid a war, and succeeded only in turning 

all nations against Telloria. Weôll require some fabrications, 

of course, but Gregorioôs scheme can be modified to suit our 

ends. I wantðñ 

ñAmbassador,ò said a feminine voice behind them, 

sing-song and terrible. ñThat was a mistake.ò 

Both of them turned to see Irene crouched, 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. 

ñAmbassador, get behind me.ò 
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The Deep Voices spoke to Ooroth. 

Thhrrruuuummmmmmmé. 

Ooroth looked up sharply, shocked. ñWhat?? 

ThatôsðYouôre joking!ò 

Thhrrruuuummmmmmmé. 

He glanced at Jahroon in utter disbelief, then back at 

Irene. ñVampire. Heôs all yours.ò Ooroth lowered his blade 

and stepped aside. 

Jahroonôs eyes bulged. ñWHATðNO!!ò 

The vampire struck like an eel. She was faster than 

anything Ooroth had seen. One moment she was crouched in a 

pool of her own lifeblood, the next she had Jahroonôs arm 

broken behind his back, and his neck bared. She bit. Hard. 

Jahroon struggled and roared. ñGet her off! GET HER 

OFF!! You traitor! TRAITOR!!ò His struggles weakened as 

his body shriveled. Great tears stood in his bulging eyes. ñIôm 

noté supposed toé dieé.ò 

Ooroth watched dispassionately as his abusive lord 

thudded to the 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 herself now, and yet different. Where sheôd been athletic 

and attractive before, now she was powerful and stunning, a 

deadly combination of allure and might. A predator without 

equal.  

He spoke after a long minute. ñWell. Thatôs one way 

to get your blood back. What now?ò 

She was somber. ñEnjoy the war.ò She turned and 

leaped through the window. 

Ooroth shuffled over and looked down. He didnôt see 

her at all. ñCreature of the night,ò he muttered. A glow caught 

his attention. Someone had set a fire in Cathedral District, and 

it was spreading. It was time to leave. But he wouldnôt go 

alone. 
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He looked out to sea. ñRight. I did what you wanted. 

Now, do something for me. Where is that little girl? Is she 

safe?ò 

The Deep Voices said nothing. 

ñLook. I just helped you start a war. Not the little 

thing we were working on against Nasier, either. This is the 

proverbial Big Deal. If what she told us about Jahroon 

stopping it was true in any way, then you wanted this. Or you 

needed this, and Iðñ he almost choked on the words, ñI was 

your faithful servant.ò He thought a moment, and had to add, 

ñDidnôt hurt that I despised Jahroon anyway, but maybe 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 is she?ò 

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. 

Thhrrruuuummmmmmmé. 

Ooroth grinned, and raised his blade in salute. ñThank 

you.ò He moved as fast as his pods would carry him. 

The guards outside were clustered at the door. 

ñCaptain! What happened? Whereôs the Ambassador?ò 

ñThe Ambassador has been assassinated. The vampire 

killed him.ò 

They were aghast. ñShe wasnôt a vampire when she 

went in!ò 

ñYeah, well. Jahroon had that effect on people. Sheôs 

long gone, and itôs time for us to leave Fructus. Gather every 

last man, and retreat en force to the sea. Go to the rendezvous 

two miles east, near the first shelf. If Iôm not there by dawn, 

summon the leviathan, and return to Ophion. Tell them 

everything that happened here.ò 

They all looked at each other for a moment. ñWhere 

are you going?ò 
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ñRescue mission. Wish me luck.ò 

One guard caught his arm. ñCaptain! Let us help 

you.ò 

Ooroth grinned. ñIôm not going to risk your lives on a 

personal errand, no matter how important it is to me.ò 

ñCaptain, if itôs important to you, itôs important to us. 

And, Iôm not sure even you can stand against two thousand 

mercenaries,ò said the guard. The others nodded at that. 

Oorothôs heart swelled. He clapped the Deepman on 

the arm. ñLetôs be about it.ò 

Downstairs, in the vast foyer, word of Jahroonôs 

demise and Oorothôs errand spread quickly. He stood on the 

sweeping staircaseôs central landing and had only a few brief 

words. ñMen, our time in exile here is done. I just have one 

brief errand before I depart. Itôs risky, and strictly volunteer. 

Anyone who wants out, just raise your hand. No one will 

think less of you for thinking of home and family.ò 

No one raised their hands. They didnôt even look 

around to see who might. 

Ooroth smiled inwardly. ñRight. Orsunds take point, 

Reavers to the rear. Kaxes, form your units into double 

columns, and be ready for a phalanx if I give the word. 

Sevridans, do what you do best. And, everyone, remember: no 

unnecessary risks. Weôre Hadross. Weôre of the sea. And, like 

the tide, weôre unstoppable. Follow me.ò 

No cheers, no rousing war cry. Just a general sense of 

satisfaction and absolute faith in Oorothôs ability. ñWeôre with 

you, Captain,ò he heard said as he walked through the ranks. 

ñFollow the Captain, and weôll all see home.ò 

He hoped that was true. With any luck, the 

Ravenscars were more interested in looting than fighting.  

Beyond the Grand Cathedralôs gates, the district had 

become a warzone. Ooroth led the Hadross column from the 

front. The Deep Voices prompted his path at 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 

dôart, and had little taste for fighting. They saw few Fructans, 

and those were just as terrified of the Hadrossians as the 

mercenaries. 

Until they moved into the estate areasé. Bodies. 

Everywhere. Some cut down while fleeing. Some executed. 

Men, women, and children. Those were the worst. Ooroth 

knelt beside a little boy, his throat slit. ñThis isnôt a sacking,ò 

he muttered. ñItôs a pogrom.ò 

ñWhat should we do?ò asked a Kaxes.  

It wrenched Oorothôs heart to say it. ñNothing.ò He 

stood. ñWe donôt have the numbers. Itôs as simple as that. If 

we show any resistance, theyôll overwhelm us. No. The 

sooner weôre away, the better. Come. Not far now.ò 

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. Even had a servantsô entrance whose door 

hung limp on a single hinge. 

Thhrrruuuummmmmmmé. 

Ooroth nodded, and gave orders to a Kaxes, ñThis is 

it. Secure a perimeter. One unit comes in with me.ò 

Ooroth and his guards went in, cautiously. No lights 

in the house kitchens and servantsô quarters, though the dark 

troubled their heat vision little. There was enough variation 

between the walls and air to let them move with ease. 

Everything was shattered, wrecked, and thoroughly 

ransacked. 

ñCaptain.ò A Deepman pointed at a pile of burlap 

sacks that moved and twitched. Ooroth approached, dreading 

what heôd find. He pulled back the sack to see a fat little cat 

sit up and mew at him. 

ñJodo?ò Ooroth said.  

The cat leaped down, purring, and rubbed against his 

pods. Ooroth almost laughed from joy. He picked the cat up. 
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It rubbed against his face. ñOkay, thatôs one. Now, whereôs 

your mistress?ò 

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. 

Jodoôs owner lay atop the mound, covered in blood. 

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 warm. Yet, this 

slaughter had happened hours before. 

ñLittle girl? Jodoôs here.ò 

One eye opened, then both as she saw Ooroth. ñItôs 

you!ò She leaped at him and threw her arms around his neck. 

ñMy Seven-man!ò 

Ooroth juggled child and cat to hug both tight. Now 

his tears were joyful. 

She was talking. ñThey broke down the servantsô 

door. Papa always said it never locked right. Then they started 

hurting people andðñ she broke off, choked up. 

ñEasy. They canôt hurt you now. Where is your 

papa?ò 

She pointed at the pile to a man with graying hair in 

cookôs clothing. ñThey killed him first because he fought. 

Then Mister Faster, and Ariko.ò Tears started running down 

her face. ñI ran and hid, and they chased me. They couldnôt 

find me. Ariko and I would play sometimes, and no one ever 

found us. But he didnôt get away. When I heard noises 

downstairs, I didnôt have time to hide, so IðIðñ 

ñCovered yourself in blood, and hid in plain sight. 

Youôre very clever, child. You know, I donôt know your 

name.ò 

ñVayala.ò 
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ñVayala,ò he repeated, smiling. ñDo you have any 

other family on Fructus? Whereôs your mother?ò 

ñShe went to the Celestials when I was born. And 

grandmamma went last year.ò 

ñNo one else?ò 

She shook her head. 

Ooroth got grim. ñYou canôt stay here.ò 

ñCan I come with you?ò the hopefulness in her voice 

caught in his heart. 

ñNo, Vayala, I must return to the sea. And all our 

Deepcallers areé gone. We have no way for you to breathe 

water for more than a few minutes. And I donôt think Jodo 

would like the ocean much anyway.ò 

She looked pathetic. Lost. Alone. Orphaned. 

He remembered something. ñThereôs a way though. 

Iôm going to take you to my friend. Her ship is leaving soon. 

She can take you and Jodo home with her.ò 

ñBut I want to go with you!ò 

ñItôs just not possible. Not right now. But, Iôll come 

for you. It might be a long time, but Iôll come for you.ò 

She was trying not to cry. ñDo you promise?ò 

He grinned. ñSeven-men always keep their word. 

Come on. My friends are outside, and theyôll help us get to 

the docks. Have you ever seen a kraken?ò 

She shook her head. 

ñTheyôre scary at first, but they act like big cats. é 

With tentacles, that is,ò he admitted. 

The Hadrossian force moved deliberately, resolutely 

through the city. Only once did they encounter trouble as they 

moved through the Market District. 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 an orsund 

kraken in the eye. It charged them, grabbed all three, and 
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began pulling arms from torsos amid horrified wails. Ooroth 

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 surrounding the 

Kartoresh wharf parted easily enough for the heavily-armed 

Hadrossian column. 

The Nasiers themselves had seen their approach, and 

a double-column of Ashmen and Pelegarth stood in defensive 

formation behind Alyana and the two Greathorns. 

Ooroth motioned for his troops to keep back as he and 

Vayala approached alone. 

Alyana was unreadable behind her mask. ñWhat do 

you want, Hadross?ò 

ñAlyana, this is my friend, Vayala. Vayala, this is 

Alyana Heska, a Senior Hakar from Karotresh.ò 

The little girl bobbed in curtsey, though her hands 

were full of cat. 

Alyana looked from the girl to Ooroth. ñAgain, what 

do you want?ò 

ñCould we speak in private for a moment? Just you 

and me?ò 

She took a deep breath. Whether in irritation or no, he 

wasnôt sure. She looked at a Greathorn and motioned with her 

head. The beasts and her column moved a respectful distance 

away down the dock. 

Ooroth said, ñVayala, please go stand with the Kaxes 

there. Itôll be just a moment.ò She went obediently, and he 

said to Alyana, ñWell. Youôre looking taller.ò 

ñOorothðñ Alyana began warningly. 

He cut in. ñI need a favor. As in, the biggest possible 

favor one can ask. Sheôs my friend, and her family was 

slaughtered. Youôve seen whatôs happening, right?ò 

ñWeôve heard. Black business.ò 
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He nodded. ñCan you take her with you to Kartoresh, 

and keep her safe until I come for her?ò 

She gestured angrily, but kept her voice low. ñI have 

no time to play nursemaid! Nor do I wish to. We are at war! 

Or will be, the moment this gets out.ò 

ñItôs worse than you know.ò He mapped it out briefly. 

ñThe last chance died with Jahroon.ò 

She tilted her head. ñThe Tellorian killed him? How?ò 

He sighed. ñVampire.ò 

She was surprised. ñAnd you didnôt intervene?ò 

ñI wasé persuaded to step aside. Look. Can you take 

Vayala and her cat?ò 

Alyana didnôt answer, but began pacing angrily. Like 

a caged great cat. 

He continued, ñIôd take her with me in a heartbeat, 

but we have no way for her to survive down there. Sheôs an 

orphan now. She has no one, and nothing. We both know 

what that feels like.ò 

ñAnd what happens when all this begins? Weôre 

warriors on opposing sides! I might have to kill you some 

day!ò 

He was just as forbidding. ñI know! What else can I 

do? Thereôs no other option for her, except to stay here and 

brave the city. I will  come for her. I promise you that.ò 

ñIt could be years!ò 

He sighed. ñI know.ò 

She was fuming. ñAnd, if she grows up in my 

homeland, she could well grow up hating Hadross. Hating 

you!ò 

He drooped. ñI know. But, at least sheôll grow up. She 

deserves that chance.ò 

She stopped, and took a deep, calming breath. ñFine. I 

suppose I can use a page. Or maybe a cook. She canôt march 

with me, but I can find a place for her at the academy, 

perhaps.ò 
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ñAnd the cat?ò 

She threw her hands up. ñAnd the infernal cat. But, if 

I hear one snide word from you about sticking me with your 

squalling bratðñ 

He held up his hands, defensively. ñNo, no! I would 

never be so clich®.ò Such a weight had come off his heart. ñI 

canôt thank you enough.ò 

ñNo,ò she said. ñYou canôt. I have my own reasons 

for this, otherwise, youôd be out of luck.ò 

ñI understand.ò 

She motioned to Vayala and called, ñCome, child.ò 

Vayala trotted over. 

ñHow old are you?ò Alyana asked. 

ñEight. And three quarters.ò 

Alyana shook her head, and muttered. ñI was eight 

tooé.ò Her voice returned to normal. ñYouôre coming with 

me. Ooroth has spoken well of you. If you promise to be 

obedient, Iôll keep you safe until he returns.ò 

The little girl looked at Ooroth. His heart was 

breaking again, but in a kinder way. ñGo on. Iôll be back. I 

promise.ò 

Vayala dropped Jodo, and threw her arms around 

Ooroth again. ñThank you. For everything. I promise Iôll 

make you proud.ò 

Alyana watched them for a moment, then spoke. 

ñHadross, as one last condition, keep the dock clear of 

civilians while we cast off. I donôt want them charging the 

ship.ò 

Ooroth let Vayala go reluctantly. ñWeôll do it.ò 

He watched the ship make sail into the dark harbor, 

and head for the bobbing lights from the other ships lying at 

anchor, waiting on the slow, slow tide. Vayala stood at the 

taffrail with Alyana close behind. The little girl waved until 

he couldnôt see her any more. 
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ñIôll be back,ò he whispered. ñI promise.ò He 

addressed his troops. ñMen. To the sea.ò The Hadrossians 

slipped silently beneath the dark waves. 
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CHAPTER FIFTEEN ï DYING HOPE 

 

The Winterhawk could feel his studentôs eyes upon 

him again. He finished his draught, and stoppered the bottle. 

Heôd taken twice the usual dose. ñYou worry,ò he said. 

The Deathbloom never did hide her feelings well. 

ñMaster, the Surgeon said too much was dangerous.ò 

ñIn fact, he said it would eventually kill me. Yet, all 

mortals face the same fate. Mine is simply more definitive.ò 

The pain in his hip was easing. He put a fist on it and 

stretched. ñI always wondered why people my age 

complained about their hips. Now I know.ò 

His student crossed her arms at him. ñAn assassin put 

a sword through it.ò 

ñAnd I didnôt thank him for the knowledge.ò He tskôd 

to himself. 

His student was in no mood for his humor. ñYou 

should not have taken the entire bottle that day in the carriage. 

I could have fought that Nasier for you. Youôve been 

bedridden for days!ò 

ñThe Senior Hakar would have accepted no blood but 

mine. And, what is done is done. I am mobile when necessary. 

Tonight, it is necessary. I should have taken this hours ago.ò 

He could see from her expression that she understood. 

She hated it, but understood. ñYou donôt need any more tonic 

tonight. I could go on this errand myself. Itôs less than two 

hours until dawn, and the tide will be at peak soon. The ships 

will be leaving. Many smaller vessels have already passed the 

bar.ò 

ñThus, time is the essence, and four eyes are better 

than two.ò He looked at her. ñBesides. Iôm more familiar with 

Gregorioôs mind. If he is still there, in his seat of power, weôll 

both be needed. The note from the Goritsi spy implied as 

much. Come. Let us prepare.ò 
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Their armor was wrapped in loose-fitting black tunics 

and leggings, and their dalko 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. ñThere. Now we look like 

assassins. Proper shadows. Remember their numbers. We 

fight only to flee.ò 

She inclined her head. 

ñLet us away.ò 

They both dropped out the window of Shael Han 

Tower and slid down the nearly vertical wall. Halfway down 

they leaped to the broad Grand Cathedral dome and tumbled 

into a run. They flitted from rooftop to rooftop in 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, transient across 

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 late-partying revelers. The 

Winterhawk could smell the ale and wine. They hadnôt 

bothered posting a guard. 

They slipped through the camp on silent feet that 

made cats sound lead-footed. The scent of cooked crab came 

from a surprising 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 

damning to the Winterhawkôs eyes, not that he needed further 

proof of the mercenariesô true origins. The mansionôs many 

rooms had new inhabitants, officers, no doubt, but only 

snoring and the sounds of slumber came through the doors. 
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They sought Gregorioôs office, in any case, and the 

Winterhawk knew the way. 

A man sat at the battered desk, upright, 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 the Winterhawkôs neck from 

behind and a dagger pressed against his artery, just below his 

left ear. His maskôs silk would prove no protection.  

ñYou are very public, for a spymaster,ò a voice 

whispered in his ear. 

His student across the room whirled, shocked. She 

leveled her dalko, but didnôt call out. 

The Winterhawk smiled. ñAnd you are no crone. But 

neither are you quite your old self, Irene. Your hands are chill 

as the grave.ò 

ñWhy are you here?ò 

ñI received your note, though at a very late hour. I 

seek answers. And, as this commander is dead, I presume you 

seek much the same.ò 

The blade withdrew, and she released him. He 

stepped back, and turned. Irene had taken on a lethal aspect, 

cold and merciless.  

ñAh,ò he said. ñAnd so Gregorio got his wish, and 

you are finally dead.ò 

She looked troubled for a moment, but only just. ñI 

wanted to find evidenceðany evidenceðof Gregorioôs 

misdeeds. This war is of his making, and it should be on his 

head.ò 

ñI agree. I presume he has fled?ò 

She nodded. ñOverland. A hidden dock on the 

islandôs west coast.ò 
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He nodded and went to stroke his beard, but it was 

bundled up in his mask. He patted his chest instead. ñHave 

you searched his vault?ò 

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 tapestry aside to 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 

vaultôs natural state. He examined a few pages. 

Irene said, ñThere was nothing.ò  

Bills of sale, estate expenses, a few formal requests 

from subordinatesé ñIt would appear you are correct,ò he 

said. 

ñIôd hoped to get back before he got away.ò She was 

sitting on the desk, shoulders slumped. ñIôd left him hereé. 

Mutilated. It was the only way heôd tell me how to stop this 

conflict.ò 

The Winterhawk had the sudden sense of witnessing a 

confession. He motioned for the Deathbloom to watch the 

open window. No mercenaries were camped nearby, but he 

would take no chances. ñAnd what did he tell you?ò 

ñThat Hadross was the key. That their ambassador 

could stop it.ò 

His fingers sought his beard again. Heôd never 

realized quite what a habit it was. ñOf course. Hadross would 

strike first. What did you do?ò 

She shrugged. ñI told him. And he killed me for the 

favor.ò 

Winterhawk pursed his lips. ñAnd then, you killed 

him?ò 

She nodded, mute. Her eyes gazed at nothing. ñI gave 

Gregorio exactly what he wanted. I accepted the Gift.ò 

ñYou survived,ò he said. 




