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CHAPTER 1
 
    
 
    
 
   Metal. 
 
   Slice!
 
   Bone.
 
   Slice!
 
   Death. 
 
   Slice!
 
   Three underlings lay in pools of blood, dying at Venir’s feet. Blood dripped from Venir’s axe, Brool. The mystic axe seemed to hum with new life, glinting in the moonlight. He stepped on the corpses and waded back into the darkness of the City of Three’s network of buildings. 
 
   Nothing like a nighttime stroll. 
 
   Venir’s big frame half-filled the next alley he ventured in. The walls were sheer on either side. The tiny stone window shutters were closed. The City of Three was in chaos. It was just what Venir wanted. A war had finally begun between the men of the races and the underlings. Now, it wasn’t just Venir and his comrades fighting, but a small part of the city also battled the fiends. 
 
   Helm throbbed. 
 
   Eh? Venir slowed his pace. The hairs on his neck rose. 
 
   Toowah! Toowah! Toowah!
 
   Battle-hardened muscle sprang into action. He snapped his shield over his head. Darts ricocheted off the metal. Underlings surged in a tight knot down both sides of the alley, hemming the big fighter in. 
 
   “Ah, the little worms want to die some more. Good!” He pulled his shield to his chest, raised Brool up high, and charged. “Feel my wrath!”
 
   The throng of fiends lowered their small spears. It wasn’t the typical underling patrol, rather a heavily armed unit designed to hunt renegades like Venir down. Their hate-filled eyes were bright ruby gemstones, their chitterings sheer horror to mortal ears. 
 
   Venir brought his war axe down with an angry laugh. 
 
   “Ha!”
 
   Spear shafts snapped. Striking swords clattered off his shield’s metal. The underlings fought like wild cats. Jabbing. Stabbing. Screeching. 
 
   Brool and Venir sang their own song. 
 
   Slice! Chop! Crunch! 
 
   He gored an underling through the chest with Brool’s spike. 
 
   Glitch! 
 
   He slung the impaled underling over his shoulder like a shovelful of dirt. The underling’s corpse landed on top of the oncoming others. 
 
   Outrage! 
 
   The angry fiends redoubled their efforts. Attacked with vigor. They made sharp whistles. 
 
   Brool whistled back. 
 
   Slice! 
 
   An underling’s head popped off. Blood spurted from its neck. It dropped to its knees, still swinging. The next attacker met a more grisly fate. Brool split its face in half. 
 
   Chop! 
 
   Venir wrenched the blade from the bone. Coated in gore, blood charging his veins, he continued the onslaught until the breath of life in the underlings was no more. Venir slung the blood off of his axe, plucked a few darts from his body, and limped down the alley. 
 
   Helm warned. 
 
   Thump-thump.
 
   Venir whirled at the sound of an underling heartbeat. 
 
   An underling crawled out of the heap of flesh and darted down the alley at inhuman speeds. 
 
   Venir gave chase in great strides, but the underling’s mystic dash was too fast. The alley opened into the moonlit streets, offering the sanctuary of escape. 
 
   It glanced back, offered a mocking chitter, and turned away. And then it tried to slow down, but too late. 
 
   A man larger than Venir stepped into the alley. He towered over the underling, reached down, and snatched the little monster up by the neck in two hands. 
 
   The underling flailed its arms and kicked. 
 
   Snap!
 
   It moved no more. 
 
   The huge man tossed the fiend aside like a rag and wandered deeper into the alley toward Venir.
 
   “Aren’t you supposed to be in bed?” Venir said to the man. 
 
   “And let you have all the fun?” Brak said, laying his hand on Venir’s shoulder. “Sorry, Father, but sometimes I just can’t sleep at night. Not when all these devils are running loose.” 
 
   Venir peered up into his son’s face. Brak stood nearly seven feet tall and was built like a bull. There was contentment in his soft eyes. Venir shook his head. “I guess I’ll have to make sure Jubilee tucks you in better. Come on,” Venir said, nudging Brak forward. “And don’t slip on those entrails.”
 
   Brak smiled. “All right, Father.” 
 
   Venir went back down the alley, twisted and turned through a couple more, and hunkered back behind an abandoned tavern wall. Brak did well for a big person. He was an observant young man and did his best to shadow Venir’s moves. It made Venir’s heart swell a little. He just didn’t want to get Brak killed. 
 
   Brak slumped back against the wall beside him and peered into the gloom. 
 
   Even with the assistance of Helm, Venir didn’t hear any enemies close by. He dared to speak softly. “How did you find me?”
 
   Brak shrugged. “Not sure. Just wandered until I heard some noise or sniffed out fresh corpses. Lo and behold, there you were.”
 
   Venir huffed a laugh. He needed one. The last few months had been nothing short of intense, since they’d blown up the underling hive. “You could at least put some more armor on.” 
 
   Brak brushed his hand over his leather tunic, decorated in metal studs. “I’ve got thick skin.” 
 
   “You have a thick skull.” 
 
   “I believe it’s inherited.” Brak drummed softly on his knees and glanced up at the tower tops in the sky. “Do you think she’s up there?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “You know who.”
 
   Venir did, he just didn’t want to admit it. Brak was talking about Kam, and he didn’t want to talk about Kam. It made him think of Fogle. It made him mad at her. He squeezed Brool’s handle. “No idea.” 
 
   “Fogle came by before I left. Looked really tired.” Brak cleared his throat. “Said he’d seen Kam, but only for a bit. I asked if she was well, and he said, ‘Well as can be expected, given the nature of the inquisition.’ I wonder what he meant by that? Do you think they’re hurting her? Aren’t they her family?”
 
   “Families can have very sordid ways. You never know unless you live with them.” He clenched his jaws. It burned him up that Fogle had access to Kam and he didn’t. After all, he was the father of Erin, and that made it even worse. Fogle, however, had the connection with the wizards in the towers, and they wouldn’t permit anyone else inside. At least that was what Fogle had told them, and there was too much of a reason not to believe him. “I like to think she’s safer in those clouds among her own than she is down here.” 
 
   Brak bobbed his chin. “True.” 
 
   Venir popped upright. 
 
   Helm burned on his head. A sudden, powerful, pulsating warning. 
 
   “What is it?” Brak asked, gathering himself up to his feet. His eyes were alert and ready. 
 
   Venir’s nostrils flared. His eyelets gleamed. “Don’t know.” 
 
   A fiery ball of red and orange light streaked across the sky and collided into the top of one of the towers. 
 
   Ka-booooooom!
 
   The ground shook. The tower toppled over. 
 
   Gaping at the burning sky, Brak said, “Sonuvabish!”
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CHAPTER 2
 
    
 
    
 
   “I think it’s high time you stopped looking over your little shoulders,” Pall the Blood Ranger said back to Lefty. “Ain’t no one gonna be following us out here.”
 
   “You said that last week,” Lefty replied, picking up his pace along the big dwarf’s side. “And the week before that and before that and—”
 
   “Pah, I get it. You ain’t dead, and you ain’t going to be. Not with me around, anyway.” Pall blew snot out of his nose. “Did I ever tell you about the battle with the Balfrog? They have horns, you know.”
 
   “Yes, you’ve mentioned it.” Lefty rolled his eyes. “No need to mention it again.” He glanced behind him. For several weeks they had been traversing the barren Outlands. The bright suns glared above, beating on him all day, only to dip and leave him shivering at night. As refreshing as the suns had been, he was getting tired of sweating. His legs were chafed, and his feet blistered. “Can we stop for a bit?”
 
   “Stop? We just started.” 
 
   Lefty slunk down to the ground and dusted the sand off his big feet, which were red and swollen. Grimacing, he pinched pus out of the blisters. 
 
   “You should have worn boots,” Pall stated. “Dwarven leather keeps out the weather.”
 
   “I don’t have any boots, remember? And they only slow me down.” 
 
   “The only thing slowing you down now is yourself.” The brushy-faced dwarf squinted his brows toward the horizon. The weathered dwarf was one with the elements. Nothing bothered him. Not a fly, scorpion, snake, or mosquito. It was all the same as the wind to him. He cocked his head. His nostrils flared. “Smell that?”
 
   Lefty crinkled his nose and took a whiff. “I’m downwind from your dander, but I’ve a feeling that’s not what you’re going for.”
 
   Pall cupped his hand to his ear. His bloodred brows lifted. 
 
   Since they’d departed from the marsh, they’d been in one scuffle after another, all of which could have been avoided. The orcs had been at least a mile away, but Pall had ambushed them. A band of underlings’ trail was found. Pall ambushed them. There had been gnolls, kobolds, more orcs, and an ogre that seemed lost. Pall ambushed them all. Slaughtered them. “Give evil the same respect it would give you: none,” he said. 
 
   Lefty quickly got the drift of this extreme prejudice. He gathered himself up on his knees. “What do you hear?” Or see. Or smell.
 
   “Riders. Lots of them.” Pall’s meaty hands fell on his machetes. “I think they’re coming this way.” 
 
   Lefty eyed him. “Perhaps they’re hunting us. Maybe they’ve become wise, and they’re ganging up on the Outland vigilante.” He huffed. Lefty’s plan had gone awry. Instead of heading where he hoped, back to the City of Three, he’d wound up on a wild dwarven excursion. Or rather execution. Bloody Blood Rangers. “Maybe we should hide.”
 
   The dust-coated warrior spun around slowly. “Where? Besides, I’m not one for hiding. Now ready yerself.”
 
   “Of course you aren’t,” Lefty said, gathering himself up onto his feet. He pulled out his hand axe and sighed. “Do I really have to do this?”
 
   Pall took a knee and pointed. “Get in there.” 
 
   Lefty climbed into the rucksack on Pall’s broad back. It had been altered so that Lefty’s legs dangled out of either side of the bottom. To make matters worse, his face looked out from Pall’s back, not over the shoulder. It was how Lefty had seen some parents carrying children. This is humiliating. What would Georgio think? He’d laugh his butt off. And Melegal? He’d never let me live it down. A faint smile formed on his lips. I think it’s good that I miss them.
 
   “Get yer helmet on,” Pall said. 
 
   “I don’t have a helmet.” Lefty turned in the rucksack to peek in front of the dwarf. A cloud of dust was coming their way. Lefty’s heart jumped. That’s a lot of riders. 
 
   “Hum,” Pall said.
 
   “‘Hum’? What do you mean, ‘Hum’?”
 
   “Er, well, I’m thinking maybe evading this horde wasn’t such a bad thought after all.” The Blood Ranger scooped some dirt into his hands, spat on them, and readied his machetes. “I suppose it’s too late to conceal ourselves now.” 
 
   “Oh, great.” 
 
   The riders thundered right up to them. They were the size of men, faces covered in cowls, clad in dark, heavy cloaks unusual for the Outland. Their horses nickered as they came to a stop and surrounded Pall and Lefty. Scalps of hair hung from the riders’ belts. Heavy swords were strapped to their saddles. The riders encircled the two and lowered their spears. 
 
   Lefty sunk into his sack. 
 
   “You’re a strange-looking fellow, Red Beard,” said one of them in a low, rugged, and dry voice. “I’d know where you’re heading.” 
 
   “I’m heading where I’m going,” Pall fired back, “not that it’s any concern of yours.” 
 
   “The Outlands are especially dangerous to be traveling in such a small number,” the rider said. “And you’re far from any settlements. I can’t help but wonder how you managed to make it this far.” 
 
   “Wonder no more, and be off with you, man.”
 
   “No need to be so defensive. If anything, we only came to offer protection. After all, this world is filled with underlings.” The man pulled his cowl down. He had a thick head of brown hair and very light eyes. A jagged scar was on his chin, making for a sinister look about him. “We can escort you and”—his eyes fixed on Lefty—“your child to the next settlement for a price.”
 
    “Not familiar with your custom of offering help at the point of a spear,” Pall said. He stepped up to the man and pushed his spear aside. “We’ll take our chances.” 
 
   “A wise man would accept assistance.” 
 
   Lefty felt the muscles in Pall’s back knot up. He took a closer look at the rough lot. They all had scalps of one color or another. Their horses’ gear showed Royal insignias. These men were not Royals. They looked more like scavengers. 
 
   One of the riders sidled up to the leader and whispered something in his ear. 
 
   The leader’s eyes widened. “A Blood Ranger, you say?” He studied Pall. “That would explain the beard as red as a brush fire.” He toyed with the scalps on his belt and ran his tongue across his lips. “And I bet those blades are fine dwarven steel. Hmm, so,” he said down to Pall, “is this true, are you a Blood Ranger?”
 
   Pall squared off on the man. “Aye.”
 
   “Excellent,” the rider said, lowering his spear. His eyes flashed. “Kill him!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 3
 
    
 
    
 
   “Did you sleep well?” Jasper said, sliding out of Melegal’s cot. She put her feet on the floor and stretched her arms out. 
 
   Melegal caressed the soft skin of her bare back with the back of his hand. “I don’t get much sleep when you’re around.” 
 
   “You slept much better than me,” she said, covering her yawn. She stood up, wrapping the blanket around her waist but leaving her back to him. She moved with feline grace and a nice sway to her hips. “But that’s probably because you’re old.” 
 
   Cold demeanor, warm body. I like it.
 
   “Don’t let these silver locks fool you,” he said while toying with his hair, which rested over his narrow shoulders. “Now fetch my coffee, wench.”
 
   She turned halfway around and said with flaring eyes, “Wench?”
 
   “Do you have trouble hearing me from such a short distance? Perhaps you are old. Nothing but a shape-shifting crone of a sorceress.”
 
   “Perhaps,” she said, gliding over to a small wood-burning stove. Her fingers flicked into fire and the wood inside the stove crackled with burning life. “But you’ll never know.” 
 
   Oh, I’d know. “If you say so.” Melegal strapped on his dart launchers. He’d become quite fond of the weapons. He stared at them with admiration. Saved my skinny arse more than once since all Bish broke loose. Slathead underlings. They ruin everything. “Be sure to put a little honey in my mug, honey.” 
 
   Jasper rolled her eyes. 
 
   She’d been frosty at first, but once her city began to fall apart around her, it hadn’t taken long for her to find someone to cozy up to. Melegal liked it. He found her mysterious charms both appealing and interesting. And she had finally come on board about the underlings’ evil ways. She hated them now too. 
 
   “Are we heading down to the Nest?” she asked, bringing over a cup of coffee. 
 
   He took it and eyed it.
 
   “Oh,” she said, irritated. She went to the cupboard, picked out a clay jar, and brought it over. She drizzled honey into his cup with a spoon. “Better?”
 
    He sipped and shrugged. “It’ll do.” 
 
   She huffed, dropped her blanket, reached down, and slipped into her sorceress garb. It was a short tunic dress in dark greys and blues with dull sequins woven on it in intricate designs. It enhanced the curves of her figure, and her pale skin was ghostly against the dark cloth. “Are you going to the Nest today?”
 
   “No… we’re going.”
 
   “Me?” Her face brightened. She’d been begging to go down there for weeks, but wizards weren’t welcome. “They’ll allow it?”
 
   “I’ve made arrangements.” He put on a grey long-sleeved shirt that did well to hide the dart launchers. He flipped his cap on his head and smoothed it over the side. “You aren’t feeling uncertain, are you?”
 
   “Me? No.” She leaned over and straightened his cap. She kissed him on the lips. “I can’t wait to show you how grateful I am.” 
 
   He ran his hands up her thighs and squeezed her rump. “Why wait?” 
 
   “Because the wait will be worth it.” 
 
   Ka-boom!
 
   Melegal sprang toward the tiny window and pulled open the shutters. One of the wizard towers was burning. Another huge ball of flame brightened the night sky and blasted into the tower. The entire city shook. 
 
   Ka-booom! 
 
   The magnificent piece of architecture teetered and fell. Huge clouds of smoke filled the streets. Cries of alarm erupted from once-sleeping throats. Melegal closed the shutters. 
 
   “What did you do that for?” Jasper said. 
 
   “Because the view is horrible.”
 
   A hard knock sounded on his apartment door. 
 
   “A moment, Zurth,” Melegal said, jumping into his trousers and stuffing his feet into his boots. He slugged down his coffee and buckled his sword-belt on. He looked at Jasper. “Open the door.”
 
   She stepped across the tiny apartment and twisted back two dead bolts and opened the door. 
 
   Zurth stood in the doorway, eyes wide, big, and ranging. Towering behind him, the uniquely svelte half-orc, Slom, waited. “What’s going on, boss?” Zurth said. 
 
   “The sky is falling. It’s falling all around us.” He took Jasper by the hand. “To the Nest.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 4
 
    
 
    
 
   “It’s wrong. Bloody well wrong,” said a Bloodhound named Foxmire, a heavyset man. He wiped the sweat from his clammy brow. Corrin and he were posted in one of the castle turrets, manning the ballista. It was well after nightfall. “That’s three more this month already.” 
 
   Corrin leaned against the framed window of the turret house, sharpening his blade on a whetstone. It made slow scraping sounds. Below, the front gates of Castle Bloodhound were being opened. Good Bloodhound men, accused of treason, were being banished from their life-long home. Insanity or greed. Sometimes hard to tell the difference.
 
   “Corrin,” Foxmire said to him, blinking, “you’re an outsider but family now. What do you make of all this?”
 
   He lifted his shoulders. “I keep my tongue as silent as my mind.” 
 
   The puffy man’s neck rolled. He blinked repeatedly. “Aye, I see. I see.” He wiped his hands on the sides of his trousers and took his place back behind the ballista. “But for the Bish of it! No one is talking about anything. And we’re talkers. Especially me. Not to mention I can’t sing anymore.” 
 
   “You can still sing,” Corrin said, putting away his knife. “Just make sure you don’t end up singing with a noose around your neck.” 
 
   Foxmire shook his head. “I’m beginning to think that might not be so bad. Better than being fed to the underlings.” 
 
   The front gate groaned, and its gaping iron maw started to open. Bloodhounds bearing torches formed an aisle leading outside into the black streets. The lampposts were no longer lit in the streets, making for a darker night. Three men, stout and shackled, were marched at spearpoint outside of the front gate. 
 
   “Those are my brothers,” Foxmire said. “Poor bastards.” 
 
   The gate started to close. Children sobbed. Women wailed. These men had families. They all did. But treason, or the slightest murmuring of it, was not tolerated. Not by Lord Grom. Corrin’s gaze glided over to the bearish figure standing at the battlements that overlooked the wall. He was surrounded by three men and a dozen dogs. Huddled at his side, Lorda Almen stood in dark robes with the wind in her hair, shivering. Lord Grom lowered his paw on her shoulder and pulled her into his side. Corrin sucked his teeth. It’s going to be murder trying to murder that maniacal mongrel. 
 
   The gate closed, and the courtyard fell silent. Outside the wall, one of the banished Bloodhounds reached his shackled hands high in the air and pleaded, “Lord Grom, mercy! Please!” The other two Bloodhounds pulled down the man’s arms. He fought them off. “Please! I’m not guilty! I swear it by my dog!”
 
   “He needs to shut his mouth,” Foxmire said. “He’s only drawing a swifter death to himself.” 
 
   “A swift death would be mercy,” Corrin said, eyeing the streets. His blood went cold. Along the walls of the buildings, something scurried. They’re dead already. 
 
   “He should give them a fighting chance,” Foxmire said. “They’re men, unlike those vile vermin they’re being fed to.” 
 
   “Aye.” 
 
   Two of the banished Bloodhounds sprinted down the street. Their shackles rattled on their arms and legs. Driven by fear, they plunged into the shadowy darkness and disappeared. A sharp cry ripped through the streets. “Aaaiiieee!” 
 
   “Please, Lord Grom. My commander! My liege!” The last remaining man dropped to his knees. “Save me!”
 
   Lord Grom didn’t budge. A pair of underlings riding on the backs of spiders crept toward the kneeling man on silent legs. Lorda Almen turned her head into Grom’s side. The kneeling man turned and rose up on two legs. He took one last pleading glance back at Lord Grom. The Lord turned his back and started to walk inside the castle. The banished man sprang into a full sprint. 
 
   Spider webbing shot out from the insects. Zzzzit! Zzzzit! The man was jerked from his feet and smacked hard onto the ground. 
 
   Click. Corrin whirled around. Foxmire had unlocked the ballista and aimed it at the underlings on the other side of the wall. Corrin pushed the man off the pedestal and secured the weapon. “Are you mad?” He pressed a blade to the man’s throat. “You’d have a hundred bugs crawl inside here and kill us! All over three men. Gather the wits you have left, fool!” 
 
   “B-But—”
 
   Corrin pressed the blade in harder, drawing blood. 
 
   “S-Sorry.” 
 
   “I like you,” Corrin said, removing his knife, “but I hate stupid, understand?”
 
   Rubbing his neck, Foxmire nodded.
 
   “Aaaaiiiiieeeee!”
 
   Outside the wall, the man had fallen. A pair of underlings with glittering blue eyes hacked into him. Their curved blades rose and fell with bloody precision. Spattered in blood, they chittered with glee and chopped off the man’s head. One held it up, swung it around and around, and hurled it high over the wall. 
 
   The mortified women and children screamed. 
 
   The underlings strolled back into the shadows with mimicking laughs. 
 
   I still can’t decide who I’d rather kill: Lord Grom or those fiends. Corrin’s fingers twitched on his sword pommels. He felt eyes on him and turned. Lorda was standing inside the archway one level below. They locked eyes. Her expression was sour. He nodded. She left. 
 
   ***
 
   “It’s preservation,” Lorda said inside Grom’s ear. Inside her quarters, she rubbed out the knots on Grom’s brawny shoulders. You’re such a hairy beast. A disgusting hairy beast. “You’ve done what must be done.” 
 
   Grom clenched his fists. “Why don’t they understand that? What I do, I do for their own good. All of their own good.” He swallowed down a goblet of wine and wiped his forearm across his mouth. “Yet they turn against me.” 
 
   You turn them against yourself, fool. Rather, I turn them against the fool. “They will thank you for it once it’s all over.” 
 
   “You keep saying that.” 
 
   And I’ll keep saying it until you’re convinced. I’ve already convinced you you’re a tiger in bed, when it couldn’t be the more otherwise, you fat sot. “Why don’t you lie down so I can walk on your back, hmmm? Your mighty frame is more than my tiny hands can handle.”
 
   Knees popping, he rose from the chair, lumbered to the bed, and collapsed on the mattress face first. “Put another log on the fire, will you?”
 
   She kicked her way through the dogs lounging on the floor and tossed another log on the fire. She dusted her hands off and turned and glared at the network of hounds between her and the bed. Mangy curs. You’ll all be underling soup once your master is gone.


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 5
 
    
 
    
 
   “Yes, Mistress?” Eep said, buzzing along Trinos’s side. His clawed fingers clutched in and out. “How may I be of service?”
 
   Trinos sat upright on Oran’s couch, running her hands over its plush red velvet cushions. The underlings had odd tastes, loving the beautiful just as much as the horrible. Comfort had a place in their diabolical consciences. Behind her, on either side, the Nameless Two stood silent. Alert. Ready. Nothing had passed in Oran’s lair since she brought them here. 
 
   “You can still find him?” she asked of Eep.
 
   “Yesss.” 
 
   “Hmmph.” She took a breath and let out a sigh. She’d been patient in her search for Scorch. It had taken weeks, but now she had him, thanks to Eep. Scorch knew many things, but he didn’t know more than her when it came to the world that she created. The mystic realm, an invisible place, where Eep traveled and could spy on all things, gave her the edge she needed. When the time came, she would strike and end Scorch, the Meddler, once and for all. She patted the cushions with her hand. “Sit.”
 
   Eep’s orbish eye widened a bit. He drifted over, black wings buzzing. The wings came to a stop, and he plopped onto the cushions.
 
   Trinos caressed the bumps on his hard skin with her fingers. “You are a gruesome little thing, aren’t you?” 
 
   The imp cocked his head. 
 
   She touched his hawkish nose. “Such a terror, but amusing.” 
 
   “Eep go kill something now. Make funny.” He wrung his hands. His long red tongue snaked out of his mouth. He eyed the Nameless Two. “Yes?” 
 
   Trinos could tell that her presence did little to curb the appetite of the bloodthirsty minion. After all, he’d been created to hunt and destroy. The deadly familiar almost made her feel guilty for holding him back. It continued to stir the conflict within her. Bish, her entertaining world, wasn’t so entertaining when the innocent filled the lands with their blood. She needed to stop it, but she had long ago realized that she didn’t have the power to do that anymore. She’d given that up. The only thing she could do was stop Scorch from taking over her world. Maybe take a few more underlings down with him. 
 
   All of this fighting is exhausting. But it’s not boring. “Eep, show me where he is. Let me see.” 
 
   “Yes, Mistress.” Blink.
 
   Eep’s sight was hers. He raced through a colorful mystic realm of fog and magic. Below him, the world of Bish zipped by until the imp came to a stop. Scorch hovered in the night sky, miles away from the City of Three. He was bright eyed, with a mane of golden hair. His robes were white and accented in deep blue. He was a perfect specimen. He was talking.
 
   Behind him, another man, a long-faced warrior wearing a suit of chainmail, floated. Eyes as big as saucers, he stared at the ground hundreds of feet below. 
 
   Scorch stopped speaking and began to scan the sky with eyes that glowed with yellow fire. He tilted his chin right at Eep. 
 
   A shiver went up Trinos’s arm, standing the fine hairs on end. Come back!
 
   Blink! 
 
   “Did he see you?” she said with shortened breath. 
 
   “Sensed me, perhaps.”
 
   She rubbed the chill out of her shoulders. I need to be more careful.
 
   ***
 
   Scorch glanced over at the soldier suspended near his side. The winds were tearing through the man’s scraggly beard. “Did you see that… what do you call yourself again?”
 
   The man swallowed, forced himself to look over, and said, “Cappy. I’m Cappy.”
 
   “Its best that you don’t look down,” Scorch said, peering into the clouds. “The longer you look, the more likely you’ll fall. Now, did you see anything?” He cocked his head. “Of course not, you were looking down.” He brushed his tawny locks from his eyes. Something had been there. A wink. A twinkle. “Hrmph.” He pointed at the city below his feet. The tallest tower was still hundreds of feet below. He said to Cappy, “Yonder.” 
 
   “Yonder?”
 
   “It’s an expression. Please, take a gander at your fair city. It’s about to light up the night.” 
 
   A monstrous fireball streaked through the sky. One of the tall towers erupted in a flash of light. It became a gargantuan torch. It crumbled and fell.
 
   “Listen for it,” Scorch said, cupping his ear. The screaming and wailing began, soft and distant, yet clearly discernable to his keen ear. “Can you hear that?”
 
   Cappy nodded. He wiped his sweat-soaked face. “Did you do that?”
 
   “No, the underlings did. They are such a merciless breed. Are you hungry?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Hungry?”
 
   Cappy vomited. 
 
   Scorch frowned and shook his head. “I suppose you’ll be hungry in a bit. Cappy is what you call yourself?”
 
   “Aye.” Cappy squeezed his eyes shut and spit the grit out of his mouth. “Can I please go down now? What do you want with me, anyway?”
 
   “You’re a sordid man, Cappy. I like it. Do you like pickles?”
 
   “I suppose.” Cappy popped one eye open. 
 
   “What about jig? Have you ever had jig?”
 
   “That’s the swill they make in Hohm, I believe. I’ve been there before.”
 
   “Ah, well perhaps we have something in common. Did you ever meet a fellow named Morley Sickle?”
 
   “No.” Cappy closed his eyes again.
 
   “Just keep your eyes on me, Cappy. You’ll be fine. Did you ever meet a gal named Darleen?” 
 
   “Can’t say that I have.”
 
   Scorch rubbed his lip. “I don’t suppose you’re friends with any underlings either.”
 
   “No. I’m not friends with much of anybody.” He clutched his stomach.
 
   “Why is that?”
 
   “People don’t like me much.”
 
   “How come?”
 
   “Because I don’t like them.” Cappy tried to walk toward Scorch but went nowhere. “Please let me down.”
 
   “Do you like me?”
 
   “It’s hard to like someone who terrifies you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 6
 
    
 
    
 
   Muscles bulging, Venir lifted a stone half his size onto his shoulder and heaved it aside. Two children climbed out of the hole and scurried away. Nearby, Brak carried a wooden post and wedged it between the busted wood of a crushed building. There were voices pleading for help inside. He put his weight down on the lever, lifting part of the building and opening a foot-wide crease. A woman started shoving her toddler outside. Venir scooped the girl up. 
 
   “Hurry, woman,” Brak said in a strained voice. 
 
   Another child crawled out, followed by another and another. They cried and screamed for their mother. 
 
   “Be silent,” Venir growled. “We’ll get her.” 
 
   The air was thick with dust, and what was left of the area was covered in sediment. The tower had crushed everything nearby. Thousands must have died in the night. 
 
   “Is that all, lady?” Brak said. His face reddened. 
 
   The mother crawled out of the hole. The fleshy woman was scraped up, and several bad cuts showed through her torn gown. “Thank you! Thank you!”
 
   The wood groaned just as Brak eased off the lever. He wiped the sweat out of his eyes. 
 
   “Well done,” Venir said, handing Brak a crying toddler. “Look, you made a new friend.” 
 
   “Thanks.” Brak stared at the screaming child. “Uh, lady, will you please take your baby?” 
 
   The woman gathered all of her children up and led them away. 
 
   Brak dusted off his hands. “Now what?”
 
   “Keep working,” Venir said. “I don’t sense any underlings.”
 
   They worked hours past dawn, digging bodies dead and alive from the rubble before they headed back to the Magi Roost. The doors and windows were boarded up. They went around back and knocked. “It’s Venir!” 
 
   Joline opened the door. “Thank Bish, you’re alive!” She rushed up and hugged Brak, then Venir.
 
   “You didn’t really think I’d be dead, did you?” Venir said, removing Helm, grabbing a tankard, and filling it with ale. He quaffed it down in one gulp.
 
   “I guess I should know by now that it would take more than a Wizard’s Tower falling on you.” She pinched his cheek. “I’ll fetch you some stew.”
 
   “Come on,” he said to Brak with a nod. He meandered out of the kitchen and onto the tavern’s main floor. No fires burned. The stonework was cold. The mystic twinkling lights from the chandeliers were dim. He set Helm on the table. The chair groaned when he sat down. Brak’s did the same. “I bet you’re hungry.” 
 
   “It’s bad, but it’s been worse.” Brak used his finger to wipe the dust off the table. “Everything’s going in the slatter, isn’t it?” 
 
   Venir cocked a brow. “Well, it isn’t all in the slatter yet.”
 
   “Sure seems like it.” 
 
   “Don’t fret. You’re doing well, Son,” Venir added. He felt eyes on his back and glanced over his shoulder. Jubilee stood on the balcony with baby Erin in her arms. “Aw, see, Brak? Things are all the brighter.” He stood up and spread out his arms and spoke in a gentle voice. “Erin, come to Father.” 
 
   Jubilee started to walk her down. Erin started to cry. 
 
   “Set her down,” Venir said. 
 
   “But—”
 
   “Just do it. You’re making her mad.”
 
   With a sigh, Jubilee set Erin down on her feet. The toddler wrapped her tiny hands on the rails of the stairwell and began her descent down the steps one at a time. 
 
   “She’s doing it,” Brak said with a big smile. “She’s really doing it. Come on, Erin!” 
 
   Joline bustled in with two large bowls of steaming stew and a loaf of bread. She noticed Erin. “Jubilee! You pick up that baby!” 
 
   “She’s fine, Joline,” Venir said. “Let her go.” 
 
   “You men make my heart explode.” She set the food on the table and began chewing on her nails. 
 
   One step at a time and a few minutes later, Erin reached the bottom and teetered right for Venir. He scooped her up in the nook of his massive arm and tickled her belly. She giggled while he swung her around. “That’s a good baby! You’re growing so well.”
 
   “She eats like she’s yours. That’s for certain,” Jubilee said, pulling up a chair. She looked at Brak. “Hi.” 
 
   “Hi.” 
 
   Venir set Erin on the table. In her royal blue gown, she crawled over and sat alongside the spiked helmet. She made a fist and pecked on it. “Dah!” She clapped, looked at Venir, and said, “Dah!”
 
   Joline stretched her arms out for Erin and said, “Oh, get away from that gruesome thing.” 
 
   Erin crawled behind the helm.
 
   Venir, Brak, and Jubilee started laughing. 
 
   “Oh, never mind. Just eat your stew, you bloody freaks.”
 
   ***
 
   Throughout the morning, there were people pounding at the door. Venir and Brak’s dark looks through the windows turned them aside. Their gruff tones helped too. 
 
   “People need sanctuary after all of this,” Joline said, wiping her hands on her apron. “They’ve lost their homes.” 
 
   “We’ll hold our ground a little longer,” Venir said. He had some nails in his mouth and was in the middle of tacking up more boards over the windows. “They’ll shove on. Get a plan, and you can open your doors later. I imagine there are many that will pay well and keep good order. We’ll get that sorted out later, but we’ll need some help.” 
 
   Jubilee handed a plank of wood over to Venir. “Do you think Kam was in that tower that fell?”
 
   Brak shot Jubilee a look. 
 
   Venir pounded more nails in with his hammer. “I doubt it.” 
 
   “What if she was killed? Aren’t you even worried about it?”
 
   Venir kept hammering at the planks, pounding in one nail after the other. Whack! Whack! Whack! “Why don’t you go and take a look for yourself, little Slerg?”
 
   “It’s just that you should be worried,” Jubilee fired back. “After all, she’s Erin’s mother, and you should be concerned about that. Don’t you have any feelings at all?” 
 
   “Jubilee!” Brak said. “Shut your mouth hole!”
 
   “You shut your mouth hole!” Jubilee said. She grabbed a plank and slung it aside. “You’re a bunch of heartless bastards.” She grabbed another plank and swung it at Venir. 
 
   He caught it in his hand and glared into her eyes. “I’ve a good mind to paddle your rump with this.” He ripped it from her hands. Jubilee had an irritating tone that could rile any man. He bent the board until it snapped in half. “Yes, I’m worried. Does that satisfy your nuisance curiosity about my feelings?”
 
   Jubilee stepped back and shrugged. “Sure. But you could have just said it without killing the board, though.”
 
   “It was that or you.” 
 
   The tawny-haired Slerg swallowed and started to walk away. “I’ll go check on Erin… huh?” She froze. Her eyes fixed on the Magi Roost entrance. A man in dark green and gold-trimmed wizard robes was stepping through the wall. It was Fogle Boon. His eyes had dark circles under them. The bottom of his robes was in tatters. 
 
   “It’s a lie,” Fogle said, shuffling toward a table and taking a seat in a maple captain’s chair. “It’s all a lie.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 7
 
    
 
    
 
   Slom paddled the gondola down through the dark stream. Zurth sat in the front, holding a lantern that glowed with a pale-green light. In the middle, Melegal sat in the small craft with Jasper tight at his side. She clung to his arm. Her dark eyes were wide in the light. 
 
   “Almost there,” Slom said, letting out a soft, hoarse chuckle. 
 
   Jasper’s nails dug into Melegal’s arm. “Are you sure you want this?”
 
   “I thought I did,” she said, her voice barely a whisper. 
 
   “It’s not such a bad swim back,” the half-orc added. “Just follow the light, and watch out for the snakes and underlings.” 
 
   Melegal’s neck tightened. Thanks for reminding me. He’d only made his way down to the Nest a couple of times. He hadn’t stayed long either time. “Just row.” He eased his arm around Jasper’s tiny waist. 
 
   She shivered. “Is it much farther?”
 
   “The trip in is always longer than the trip out,” he said, listening to the paddles dipping into the waters. “A few more minutes at least.” I think. He glanced up at the faint lights that twinkled high above. He liked the dark at night, but the dark underneath the belly of the city was different. There was only water below and ground above and nothing but blackness in between. His Adam’s apple rolled. A thief’s got to do what a thief’s got to do. 
 
   “Archway ahead,” Zurth said, holding the lantern high. The big man glanced back and smiled. “Almost there.” 
 
   The craft glided through the black bricks that made up the archway. The tunnel was long and narrow. Slom did well to squeeze the craft through without touching either side. 
 
   Suddenly, Jasper sneezed. “Achooo!” 
 
   The sound echoed off the hard walls. 
 
   “No surprise now,” Slom growled. 
 
   “Sorry,” Jasper said. “Sorry.” 
 
   “It’ll be fine,” Melegal reassured her. Assuming you didn’t wake up any underlings. Women.
 
   The craft slipped out of the mouth of the tunnel and into the lake that surrounded the Nest. The subterranean city was a grungy star amidst the gloom. Torches decorated the waterfront city’s storefronts. Behind it, a tremendous smokestack of red brick breathed fire and smoke from its holes. 
 
   “What do you think, little witch?” Slom said, digging the oars into the waters. “We’re gliding over a graveyard now.” 
 
   Jasper glanced over the side. 
 
   “I wouldn’t do that,” Zurth said. 
 
   “Why?” she asked. 
 
   “The dead don’t like you gawking at them,” Slom replied. “Huh-huh!”
 
   “The dead can’t see,” she said, shifting in her seat. “Can they?”
 
   “Just get us to land, eh, Slom?” Melegal said. 
 
   “Sure, Boss.” He coughed. “Looks like they’re ready for us. All of them.” 
 
   Melegal noted the bodies lined up on the waterfront and docks. It looked to be two hundred thieves or more. Sharp steel glinted in their hands and at their hips. A small fleet of watercraft cut through the waters. Armed men rowed along their sides, flanking them. Slat.
 
   “Is something wrong?” Jasper said. 
 
   “Can’t say for sure,” Melegal said. Slom slowed his efforts. “Keep rowing. I’d rather make it to land than die in these waters.”
 
   “Why did you say that?” Jasper said.
 
   “Because it’s true.” Another craft cruised in behind them. “No turning back now.” 
 
   Their craft butted up against the dock. Cutthroats seized hold of the ropes and tied them down. Melegal took Jasper by the hand and led her onto the dock. He glanced at the oily faces of the men. Fingers drummed on pommels. Teeth shined with silver and gold. As Melegal approached a short flight of steps, a lanky man with long, greasy hair barred his path. A bandolier of knives was strapped over his chest. 
 
   “Those are sorceress markings,” the man said, looking down at Jasper. “Her kind is not—”
 
   “My escort is no concern of yours. Now step aside, buffoon,” Melegal said, “before I put a dozen holes in you.”
 
    The man’s face drooped. He eased out of the way. 
 
   Melegal made his way up the steps, onto the main dock. The crowd of cutpurses and kidnappers were hard-faced men, taciturn dwarves, broad-nosed half-orcs, curved mintaurs, and the most surly-looking halflings he’d ever seen. The path to the waterfront was cut off by the oily throng. 
 
   “That’s far enough,” a dwarf said, stepping out of the crowd. His brown beard had many bands with metallic links in it. “Don’t take another step.” 
 
   Melegal stopped. He heard metal scraping out of scabbards behind him. “Breathe easy,” he said back to Zurth and Slom. The metal hilts clicked back into place. “I’ve stopped, now what? Shall I dance?” 
 
   The dwarf’s hard eyes set on him. His thick fingers combed through his beard. “So, yer the slayer of Palzor? The man who removed his skull from his head? Huh.” 
 
   “I think that’s been established.”
 
   “Huh. You’ve brought the wrath of the wizards upon our heads. Huh.” The dwarf twitched. 
 
   “And I suppose I’m to blame for the underlings as well.” 
 
   “Absolutely,” the dwarf growled. He slid a dagger with a finely crafted brass pommel out of his belt and approached. He pointed the blade at Melegal’s chest. “And yet, huh, things have never been better.” He hoisted the blade high in the air. “All thieves hail the slayer of Palzor!”
 
   The brigands hoisted their weapons high in the air and chanted, “Aye! Aye! Aye!”
 
   The dwarf extended his free hand and said, “I’m Jubbler, the ranking thief of this nest. Come, we’ve much to talk about. I’d have met up with you sooner, but we’ve been busy getting those black squirrels out of our nest.” He eyed Jasper from her toes to her forehead. “Not a spark, lass, hear me?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “Good.” 
 
   The gathering of thieves parted, and Jubbler led them up to the wharf. The small city was a network of shanties and small wood, brick, and stone buildings. Most in the Nest were men, but there were women and children too. They stood in windows and leaned over the railings of the balconies. Their eyes were wide with interest. 
 
   Melegal noticed Jasper covering her nose. A foulness lingered heavily in the air, made up of the rank waters, burning trash in the Smoke Stack, and a mysterious sulfurous smell. She asked for it.
 
   “You’ll get used to it, huh, lass,” Jubbler said. “And one day, huh, the fresh air will be a pleasant poison to you, huh.” He marched them down streets that weren’t so different from any other small city Melegal had been in—other than the constant night. Jubbler pushed his way through the double doors of a tavern. “This’ll, huh, better suit you, huh.” 
 
   A bar, tables, and chairs. Men played cards and drank. Women, a small sorted bunch, winked and waved as they sat on the laps of others. Melegal tipped his cap. Jasper dug her claws into his ribs. As the room began to quiet, Melegal noticed something disturbing behind the bar. Overhead, mounted on a wooden plaque, was a rotting head. It was mostly skull with dry skin and hair on it. 
 
   Palzor! “Awfully macabre, don’t you think?” he said to Jubbler. 
 
   “A reminder, huh, or a trophy perhaps. I thought you, huh, might like it. The others do, huh.” 
 
   “I don’t need any reminders, but perhaps the men do,” Melegal said, scanning the room. “Over the bar seems distasteful.” He pointed his dimpled chin. “Perhaps over one of those mantels would be better.” 
 
   “Huh. It shall be done.” Jubbler snapped his fingers. Pop! A pair of rogues rose from their chairs. The dwarf pointed at the head. “From there to, huh, there!” He made his way to the stairs that led up to the balcony. A man stood at the top with a crossbow in his arms. One eye was missing. All of his hair was gone. “Eh,” Jubbler said, looking back at Slom and Zurth. “Just the, huh, three of us?”
 
   “I’m not very keen on the disadvantage.” 
 
   “Well, sir, you’ve, huh, never had better protection, huh. You are, huh, heralded.” 
 
   Melegal straightened his cap and motioned to his two goons, Slom and Zurth. They sidled up to the bar. 
 
   “Give them, huh, whatever they want,” Jubbler said to the barkeep. “We’ll be, huh, gone for some, huh, time.” Up the steps he went. The bald man with the crossbow backed up and knocked on the lone door at the top. Knock. Knock. Knock-knock. 
 
   The door swung open, and Jubbler led them inside. There was a great table accompanied by grand chairs. A fireplace with a large mantel burned along the wall. The decorations were exquisite and unique. Paintings, rugs—and stacks of gold, silver, and small piles of gemstones on the table. A man sat there. He was slender and long-haired. His shoulders stooped a little. 
 
   “Please, huh, sit if you wish,” Jubbler said. 
 
   Jasper’s eyes were like saucers. The firelight reflected in them. Another man sat in front of the fireplace, slumped over in his chair. His hair was ratty and robes dingy. He mumbled. 
 
   “That’s Palzor’s, huh, son, Palos,” Jubbler said. 
 
   Melegal recalled everything Kam had related about the incorrigible man. His hand slid to his dagger. He should be dead.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 8
 
    
 
    
 
   “I’ve a thousand years on you, Sinway,” Sidebor said. He was shackled to a cave wall by mystic black links. “I know him. You need me.” He tugged at his bonds. “So crude. A sign of weakness.”
 
   Sinway sat on his pewter throne, rubbing his finger under his lower lip. At his feet were two cave dogs, and behind him a pair of Vicious. He took a swallow of port, wetting his dry throat. Months had passed since he’d taken Sidebor prisoner, but it only seemed like a day to him. Now he was ready to address his mentor.
 
   “I should have finished you off the last time. It was an error of mine. I showed mercy.” 
 
   “Pah, you did not show mercy. You honored me.” Sidebor’s deep-red eyes burned with everlasting fire. “You knew the day might come when you needed me, and you need me now.” 
 
   “No, I don’t need you. No one needs you. I’ve proven that for centuries.” He glowered at Sidebor with his iron-colored eyes. “You’re barely a footnote in our history now.”
 
   “Yet these dripping walls whisper my name. You need me.”
 
   “Your suggestions are futile, Father.”
 
   “Oh, are they now, Son? These are not vain remarks. They are saving remarks.” He eyed the lustrous black robes that Sinway wore. “You’ve stolen my robes, my creations. Common thievery is how you beat me. Why don’t you once and for all try to earn something rather than take it?” 
 
   Sinway’s nails dug into the pewter. “None can match me. Not now. Not ever.” 
 
   “I can. Scorch can. I’ve seen power that you will never understand.” 
 
   “I’ve experienced him firsthand. Don’t take me for a fool.” 
 
   “Then you know that in order to take what he has, we must do it together. Together, we can not only have this world, but we can have others. Not to mention immortality.” 
 
   Sinway took a breath and eased back into his chair. His father was right. He’d felt more. The world of Bish was changing. Growing. Getting stronger. It had a life of its own. He wanted to harness its power before its power harnessed him. “Ready the inferno.”
 
   The Vicious stepped away toward a nearby furnace. The large metal bin clamped shut like a great mouth. One of the cat-like monsters grabbed a chain in its clawed hands and—hand over hand—started pulling the loop of chain. Hot warmth washed over the grey fuzz of Sinway’s skin. A bright-orange glow illuminated the dim room.  
 
   Sidebor glared at the firelight. “I offer a truce. I believe you should take it. It’s only a matter of time before Scorch comes back for you. He won’t tolerate any threats, and you and I are threats.” 
 
   “He does not want to run the Underland.” 
 
   “Don’t be a fool. He wants to run everything, and he’ll ruin everything as we know it, too.” 
 
   “Well, Father,” Sinway said, “you won’t have to worry about it once you’re dead.” He glanced at the Vicious. “Take his eyes and throw them in.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 9
 
    
 
    
 
   Creed dug his spoon into the bowl and finished off his last bite with a grunt. He’d given up keeping count of the days, but if he were to guess, it had been a couple of months since his situation had improved, maybe three. He swallowed down some water from a bucket and scrubbed his teeth with his finger. 
 
   Why do I bother? 
 
   He slid the metal plate through the bars and banged it on the floor. “Where’s my next course? My next course! I need three at least, if not four!” A rat bigger than his foot scurried across the grimy stones on the floor. He leaned back his head and started laughing. “Ah-hahahaha! That’s it, rat! Fetch me some sweet cakes, and give the galley my best!” He banged his head into the bars. “Ah-hahahahaha!” He rubbed his forehead. 
 
   That hurts a bit. 
 
   He pulled down his ragged sleeves and crawled over to his bed. It was a pile of fresh straw covered with a cotton sheet. The guards had even brought him a heavy green blanket. He crawled underneath it and fluffed up the straw where he rested his head. 
 
   Much better. 
 
   Clasping his hands over his chest, he stared up at the ceiling. There were 742 stones in the roof. Five archways kept the roof in place. The crack that brought forth the light of the day shone on his fingers. There was little warmth to it, but it was something. It was hope. 
 
   “You know, it’s not so bad,” he said to himself. “For one thing, I don’t have to listen to anyone stupider than myself. I don’t have to bathe, either. I hated that as a child, but it wasn’t half bad with a woman.” He screwed up his face. “Bone, I can’t even picture one right now. Perhaps that’s a good thing. The last one got me into trouble, I think.” 
 
   He made some sword-like motions in the air with his finger. 
 
   “I wonder how much my skill has deteriorated.” He replayed his battles, stroke by stroke. It was the one thing he clearly remembered. All the rest he assumed he’d just forget about. It was steel that mattered. He made a tight fist. A vision of his grandfather came to mind. “I’d do anything for another stroke with a sword.” 
 
   He coughed and cleared his throat. After the fever passed, the food had started to come. One plateful a day, then two. Then one, and none for days again. Today was a good day. “Somebody somewhere still fancies the likes of me. I only wish I could thank them. I think. Tee-hee.” 
 
   Focus, Creed.
 
   Inside, he didn’t burn for vengeance, but he simmered enough to keep him alive. Just enough that he might see his grandfather, Lord Grom, again. Run a blade through him. The bloody thought came and went. 
 
   Could I do that? Murder one of my own? 
 
   He slid off his bed and started doing push-ups. “One. Two. Three. Four—” He gasped and collapsed onto the cobblestone floor. Wheezing, he crawled back onto his bed of straw and closed his eyes. “I think I’ll call it a day. Perhaps I’ll meet with death tomorrow.” He closed his eyes and dozed off. 
 
   Clankety-clank. Clankety-clank.
 
   Creed’s eyes popped open. There was no sound more distinct than the door to the dungeons being opened. He rubbed his languid eyes and grabbed his spoon. He noted the crack in the wall had dimmed. He sniffed the air. 
 
   I don’t smell dinner?
 
   He started toward the metal bars and sat back down. 
 
   Don’t look desperate. You’re the best swordsman in Bone. Well, the former best swordsman in Bone.
 
   One of the Bloodhound guards led the way. He wore a studded leather tunic dyed red. He’d been the one to bring Creed most of his meals and had even offered almost ten words of conversation. 
 
   What’s this? His hands are empty! 
 
   His arm with the spoon in hand sagged. Behind the guard, another man followed down the stairs. Lumbering like an ox, the man was built like two. Chains rattled on his ankles. His very presence filled the room. Shaggy, dark hair hung over his face, covering his downcast eyes. His hands were cuffed and bound, huge and meaty. Behind him was another Bloodhound with a halberd pointed at his back. 
 
   The first guard unlocked the biggest cell in the room, located at the back wall, across from Creed. He pulled the creaking cell door open and said, “Get in.”
 
   The behemoth of a man stooped down and stepped inside. 
 
   The guard closed the door behind him and headed back toward the stairs without a word. 
 
   “Pardon,” Creed said to the guard. “Pardon, but if you can barely manage to feed me, how do you expect to feed him?” 
 
   “We don’t figure to feed the both of you,” the second Bloodhound said. “Because one of you is going to hang on the morrow. Heh-heh.” He glanced back at the new man in the cage. “And I don’t think a rope will hold that one.” He winked at Creed. “So it might be your death that’s due.” 
 
   Creed sank back on his bed, watching his former brethren go. “Perhaps I will meet Death tomorrow after all.” He shot a look at his new cell mate. “But I want to live.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 10
 
    
 
    
 
   “What do you mean, Fogle?” It was Joline who spoke up. “Sit, tell us, what’s a lie?”
 
   Fogle made his way over to the table and took a seat beside Brak, across from Venir. The warrior’s face was creased in a frown. He cleared his throat. “I’ve been investigating the matter at hand on my own. The Order of Wizards is not operating in accordance with its own laws. They are subverting the system.” He pulled the sleeves back on his arms, revealing a nasty blister on his forearm. “I paid for what I’ve found, and I’ll pay more. We must go. All of us.” 
 
   “All of you, maybe,” Venir said. “I wasn’t nosing in their business. Don’t bring your sorcerous treachery down on all of our heads. Perhaps you should go.” 
 
   “Venir,” Joline said, “at times like this we need to stick together. What of these lies? What of Kam?” 
 
   “I haven’t seen Kam in a month,” Fogle admitted.
 
   “A month?” Brak said. “All this time, I thought you were visiting.”
 
   “I’ve been trying, but I’ve not been permitted. Not since the last visit anyway. She was well cared for, at least it seemed that way. She’s strong.” He glanced at Venir. “If something’s wrong, she won’t admit it. Seriously, we need to go. I came to warn you.” 
 
   “We just got here,” Venir said. “Odd that you arrive in such a timely fashion. I’d say you’ve been waiting for us to arrive.” 
 
   No fooling him. Why is that so surprising?
 
   “Yes, well, I’ve been exercising caution in these matters. For your safety as well as my own. I’ve been waiting for you to arrive, but it’s only been a few hours.” He cleared his throat.
 
   “Have a drink,” Joline said, offering some wine. “And what of these lies?”
 
   “Yes, tell us of these lies that you boast about,” said Venir. 
 
   “The tower that fell… it was empty.”
 
   “What do you mean?” Brak asked, finishing off his last spoonful of stew. 
 
   “The wizards knew that it would fall.” He rapped his fist on the table. “They planned the entire thing.” 
 
   “I’m certain the underlings were behind that attack. I felt it myself,” Venir said. 
 
   “Yes, they did it with help from the Royals. Don’t you see? The city is divided. Now they are uniting it under the Royal banner. They don’t want us fighting the underlings. They want us under control.” 
 
   “It’s madness!” Joline said. 
 
   “Agreed,” Jubilee said. “He’s just blowing magic smoke up our arses.” 
 
   “Jubilee!” the woman cried. 
 
   “What? It’s true.” 
 
   Fogle sighed. He turned and faced Venir. “And what do you think, Venir? Do my words ring true, or do I speak lies?” 
 
   The jaw muscles in Venir’s face tightened. His fingers drummed on the table. He said, “I hate to admit it, but I believe you.” 
 
   “You do?” Brak said with astonishment. “But the Royals, that means they’ve killed their own people. Hundreds of them. Maybe a thousand.”
 
   “Yes, but remember, they are Royals. Some good, most bad. They’ll do anything to maintain power. It seems that this civil war is getting to them.” The maple chair cracked when he leaned back and smiled.
 
   Fogle lifted his brows. “And you’re pleased… why?”
 
   “Because we’re doing something right.” He slid his long hunting knife out of his belt and thumbed the blade. “We need to keep up the pressure.”
 
   “We are not an army,” Fogle said. “They catch us and stick us in a hole with no bars, no windows, and no doors. I know this.” He tapped his finger on the table. “You have to listen to me and go.”
 
   “And what of Kam?” Venir said. 
 
   “Yes, what of her?” Joline added. “We can’t abandon her.” 
 
   “She’s safer in there,” Fogle said, shifting in his seat. Buckled brows bore down on him. Bish, they all want to kill me. “And it is her wish.”
 
   “But you haven’t seen her in a month. Perhaps her mind has changed,” Venir said. 
 
   “I can’t even get in to see her,” Fogle said, not hiding his irritation. The order of wizards had told him not to leave, that there would be a trial, but there had only been delay after delay. Now, he’d been cut off from his sources. “Listen, her concern is Erin’s safety. I pledged to do what is best for the child.” 
 
   In an effortless heave, Venir’s massive arm flipped the table aside. He snatched Fogle by the collar and pulled him up to his toes. “She is my child,” he growled. 
 
   Poor choice of words on my part. “Sorry, I meant no disrespect. I’m only honoring Kam’s wishes.” 
 
   Venir lifted Fogle clear off the floor, holding him in a grip of iron. “Does she not think I’ll take care of my own?”
 
   “You have a bit of a reputation for not being there when needed,” Fogle said. His thoughts raced over a protective incantation. “I don’t think you can deny that.” 
 
   “Venir,” Joline said, putting her hand on his arm. “Put him down. This resolves nothing.”
 
    “No,” Venir said. “It doesn’t.” He dropped Fogle. 
 
   The mage straightened his robes. 
 
   Venir poked him in the chest, knocking him backward a full step. “You do know what tower she is in, don’t you?”
 
   “I know the last tower she was in,” Fogle said, “but they might have moved her. Why?”
 
   Venir picked Helm up off the table, placed it over his head, and buckled the leather chin strap. “Because I’m going to get her.” 
 
   “You’re a fool.” 
 
   Venir hefted his axe over his shoulder and said with burning eyes, “And you’re a coward.”
 
   ***
 
   Kam lay strapped to a slab of white marble. Her auburn hair was matted to her face. Her cotton robes were soaked with sweat and clung to her body. The fullness of her body was gone and replaced with a bony frame. Her cheeks were sunken, and she was hollow eyed. 
 
   Don’t break. Don’t break. 
 
   One minute she’d been surrounded by robed figures, and in the next they had all gone, only to return as a cluster of ghostly apparitions. They probed her mind. Her body. They assaulted her with question after question that were both meaningless and meaningful. She fought. She cried. She screamed. 
 
   Don’t break. Don’t break. 
 
   Dried-up tear streaks were on her face. Her mouth was dry. Her body shivered. Her mind was scrambled. The group of inquisitionists showed no kindness. Day after day, hour after hour, they took pleasure in it. How could her father do this to her? It angered her. It frightened her. She needed to get out of there. 
 
   “Submit!” they said a thousand times. 
 
   “I won’t!” she fired back ten thousand more.
 
   Don’t break. Don’t break. Don’t break.
 
    
 
    
 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 11
 
    
 
    
 
   The other man at the table spoke up. “Here’s Slat for Brains now.” He smiled at Melegal and Jasper. “Poetic.” 
 
   Melegal sized the man up. He must have been fifty or older. His clothes were made from fine linen. The jewels on his fingers were polished. 
 
   “They call me Satchel. A master thief, not unlike yourself.” He reached for a jug on the table. “Wine? It’s some of the finest in all of Bish.” 
 
   Jubbler walked over and took the bottle from Satchel. “What’s left of it anyway, you sot. Huh.” 
 
   “Do I look like a sot?” Satchel said to Jasper. 
 
   “Just because you don’t look like one, huh, doesn’t mean you aren’t one.” Jubbler snatched up a couple of crystal goblets and poured the dark-purple wine. “Sit and drink, huh. We can eat if you like. If you want rest, huh, there is a bedroom behind that corner.”
 
   Melegal and Jasper took their chairs. She whispered in his ear, “Is that a golden bath tub?”
 
   He gave a little shrug. 
 
   Jubbler filled his own glass and raised it high. “A toast, huh. To your new home below the, huh, city, Master Thief.” 
 
   “New home?”
 
   “Aye,” Jubbler said. “This is your home, huh, as in your apartment.” 
 
   “As in my gold?”
 
   “You can dispense of it as you will, huh, but the pickings have been much leaner these days, huh, thanks to those black rodents. We expect you’ll, huh, resolve it though, Master Thief.” Jubbler drank. “Ah. Of course, huh, you can’t enjoy it if you aren’t free to spend it all, huh, now can you?” 
 
   “I see.”
 
   “Humph,” Satchel said. “Of course, you don’t have to accept the honor. After all, there are many who would be willing to take your place. Me, for one. But the Nest has voted. By their decree, they want an outsider to take charge. A hero. The vanquisher of Palzor.” He flicked a red grape high in the air and caught it in his mouth and chomped down. “It’s foolishness.”
 
   “It’s final? I’m in charge?” Melegal said with a little doubt in his voice. 
 
   “Eh, almost, huh,” Jubbler said. “Of course, that’s why you are here, huh. To find out if you want to take on the Mantle of Rogues or not, huh. There have been votes, huh. You have them. But there are, huh, challengers.”
 
   “Yes,” Satchel said, cocking a brow. “Many. I’d enjoy yourself and this place while you live.” 
 
   Melegal sipped his wine. No problem enjoying this. He reached over and squeezed Jasper’s knee. “If this is my place, then I want that babbling mass of flesh out of my sight.” He frowned. “Why is he even here? Let him rot in the dungeons.” 
 
   “The dungeons are, huh, full,” Jubbler said. 
 
   “Then unfill them.” 
 
   Satchel sat up in his chair. “Are you saying let them loose?” 
 
   “Send them down the black waters. Let them roost with the underlings for all I care. Now, begone.” 
 
   Jubbler and Satchel glanced at one another and back at him. Jubbler said, “There is much to, huh, discuss.” 
 
   Melegal narrowed his eyes on him. “Begone, the lot of you.”
 
   ***
 
   “I have to admit, this isn’t what I expected,” Jasper said, soaping her body in the golden tub. “But I like it.” She blew a handful of bubbles out of her hand. “Why don’t you join me? That furrowed brow”—she rose her leg up out of the tub—“needs to be unfurrowed.” 
 
   “Perhaps,” Melegal said. He sat at the end of the table nearest the fireplace. His clothes felt like a warm blanket on his back. Strange turn of events, indeed. 
 
   “You’re missing out,” Jasper said, giggling. 
 
   Am I? Or am I missing something? The campaign for Melegal’s invitation to the Nest had begun within a week after Palzor’s head was delivered. Slom and Zurth had spoken of the account. The pair of them, respected guards of Palzor’s, were guild members as well. They had made their case for Melegal. The rogues had listened, responded, and ushered him into the guild. 
 
   With their forces divided, the rogues beneath the city had been ready for a change. Melegal had seized momentum, telling them everything they wanted to hear, with a tongue as swift as a politician in Bone. The majority had eaten it up, and now he sat on the edge of the throne of the under city.
 
   He grabbed three coins and juggled them with one hand. I wonder if I could spend it all as quickly as I acquired it. 
 
   “So,” Jasper said, “how are you going to bridge the ties with the Towers? And what about the challengers? No offense, but you aren’t exactly the fighting type. Can they name a champion? A brawler, perhaps?”
 
   One thing at a time. “That’s where you come in, Jasper.” 
 
   “Me?”
 
   “Yes, you. You didn’t think I’d bring you along just because you’re pretty, did you?”
 
   “You think I’m pretty?”
 
   “Gorgeous.” 
 
   “Irresistible?”
 
   If you were made of gold, maybe. “Absolutely.” 
 
   “Then why aren’t you in this tub with me?”
 
   Good question. “Stay on point, dear. Now tell me everything about everyone you know in connection to the Towers.” 
 
   “Not unless you bathe with me first.”
 
   Melegal kicked his boots off the table and started to undress. “Oh, all right, then.” 
 
   Knock! Knock! Knock-knock! 
 
   He sighed. “Enter!”
 
   The bald, one-eyed man pushed the door open. 
 
   I really should have locked that.
 
   Jubbler and Satchel entered. 
 
   “What is it?”
 
   “Underlings. Huh.” 
 
   “What about them?”
 
   “A barge full of them sits out on our, huh, waters.” 
 
   “Then sink it.”
 
   “We tried. Huh. We can’t.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 12
 
    
 
    
 
   The Magi Roost was rife with tension.
 
   “Venir, you can’t just barge into a tower. You’ll be deader than stone the moment you knock on the door,” Fogle said. 
 
   “Just point it out.” 
 
   Brak started buckling on his sword belt. 
 
   “What are you doing?” Jubilee said to Brak. “Do you want to get killed too?” 
 
   “Better to die on my feet than on my arse.” 
 
   “You are an arse.” 
 
   Brak made his way over beside Venir. 
 
   They’re both mad! I suppose I should be used to it by now.
 
   Fogle folded his arms together. “You can’t go anywhere unless I tell you where she is. At least, where I think she is. And I’m not going to let you get yourselves killed. You might not like me, but I don’t want to see you dead either.” He eyed Brak. “At least not him. You, well, you’re difficult.” 
 
   “At least I’m not indecisive.” 
 
   “Indecisive!” Fogle’s hands turned into fists. “I’ve been risking my neck too, you know! Irritating oaf!” 
 
   Eyes all on him, Fogle felt something stir inside his gut. His blood started to race. It wasn’t anger or irritation, rather something uplifting. The urge to do what was right. He’d been playing by the Royals’ rules long enough. It had gotten them, most of all Kam, nowhere. “Slat. Give me a moment.”
 
   “For what?” Venir said. 
 
   “You’ll need my help,” Fogle replied. He removed a tiny leather tome from inside his robes. “Whether you like it or not. Joline, Jubilee, be still. I’ll take care of the three of you first.” 
 
   “And then what?” Brak said. 
 
   “Then,” Fogle said, opening and closing the spellbook, making it larger and larger, “we are going to stick it to the arseholes in the towers.” 
 
   ***
 
   “You haven’t enough supplies,” Fogle said to Joline. 
 
   “A week’s worth,” she said, meeting his gaze. “You’re certain this will work?”
 
   “So long as you don’t leave.”
 
   “Let’s go, then,” Venir said. He looked at Brak. “You don’t—”
 
   “I know, but I am.” The oversized teenager leaned his head side to side, cracking his neck. “It’s best for my sister.” 
 
   Jubilee walked over to Brak and wrapped her slender arms around his waist. The top of her head rested against his stomach. “You come back, Brak. You hear?” 
 
   “I will.” 
 
   “It’s the three of us, then,” Fogle said, collapsing his spellbook and hiding it back inside his robes. “So, what’s the plan, Venir? I suppose I show you the tower, and you chop it down with your axe?”
 
    Venir’s firm jaw allowed a sliver of a smile. He’d only had one plan, and that had been getting Fogle stirred up enough to help them. Now, he’d have to rely on Fogle and venture into the unknown of the towers. “You read my mind. Well done, mage. Now show me the tower.” 
 
   “It’s broad daylight out there.”
 
   Venir shrugged. 
 
   “Can we at least be a little more discreet?”
 
   Venir looked up at Brak and back toward Fogle. “Do you really think it will make a difference?” He took his helmet off, plucked a cloak off a nearby hook, and wrapped up Brool’s blades with it. “Better?” 
 
   “Fine.” Fogle then said to Joline and Jubilee, “Remember, the spells hold so long as you don’t leave. And the doors are sealed tight until we return. Be safe.” 
 
   “We will.” 
 
   Venir kissed Erin on the forehead. “I’m bringing your mother back.” 
 
   “Dah!”
 
   ***
 
   Venir gazed into the sky. A tall tower made of black brick and highlighted in white marble stretched toward the clouds. “That’s it?”
 
   “That’s the one,” Fogle said. He sat on a crate and scratched his cheek. “Give me a moment, and I’ll see if I can find her.” He put his fingers to his temples. “They have mystic eyes and ears everywhere in that tower. Very private, they are.”
 
   “I’m sure you’ll find some way around it once you put your mind to it.”
 
   Perched on top of an apartment building, Venir glanced down into the streets. The people milled about in a swarm of activity. They fought for food, supplies, and tools. It was chaos. The City Watch was out in full force, maintaining order. Night sticks cracked disorderly skulls. 
 
   “Probably a lot more peaceful in the Outland,” Brak said, sitting on the edge of the roof with his legs dangling over. “This place is about to fall, isn’t it?”
 
   “It’s fallen already, but that doesn’t mean we have to fall with it.” He glanced over his shoulder. Fogle’s eyes were closed, and his face was strained in concentration. “You get anything yet?”
 
   The mage didn’t flinch. 
 
   “He’ll probably be hours.”
 
   “He might be asleep,” Brak said. “He looks tired.”
 
   Fogle’s eyes popped open. “A little quiet would aid my efforts, if you don’t mind.” He took a deep breath and stood up. “Never mind.” 
 
   “So do you know where she is?” Brak said, swinging his legs back over the side. 
 
   “There are too many wards guarding the tower. I can’t see inside without being noticed.”
 
   Venir put his fists on his hips. “Just get us inside. We’ll do the rest.” 
 
   “I’ve another angle. I know where to find someone who does know where she is.”
 
   Venir cocked a brow. “And who might that be?”
 
   “Ruut.”
 
   “Another wizard,” Venir grunted. 
 
   “A mage who’ll know where she is.”
 
   “And he’ll help us?”
 
   “No,” Fogle said, “not right away. It’ll take some convincing. That’s where you two come in.”
 
   “What do you want us to do?”
 
   “Squeeze out of him the information that we seek.”
 
   “Let’s go, then,” Venir said. “Where is he?”
 
   “In the same tower, and I can take you right there if you let me.” Fogle pulled back his sleeves. “Do you consent? It takes a willing mind to do this.”
 
   Brak’s heavy eyes were on Venir. 
 
   “It’ll be fine.” Venir had some idea what Fogle was talking about. It turned his stomach queasy. “Just keep us all in one piece.” 
 
   Fogle put his fingertips to his temples and sat down. His face became a mask of concentration, and he started to mumble. Seconds later, the air shimmered, and a door blacker than night appeared behind them. Forehead beaded in sweat, he turned and faced the portal. “I’ll go first.” 
 
   Venir pulled him back by the shoulder. He untethered the burlap over Brool, strapped on the helmet, and readied his shield. “No, I will.” He stepped through. His body spun like a top. He landed on his hands and knees on a smooth, cold floor. The room was spinning. He glanced behind him. The black portal closed. Helm started to throb. I’ve been betrayed. Bone!
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 13
 
    
 
    
 
   Out on the inland lake beneath the City of Three, more small underling boats glided toward the Nest. There were eight in all now. Dark blots in the blackness. Gemstone eyes sparkled with an eerie glow. 
 
   Melegal took a head count. There were four underlings to every craft. Thirty-two. We have numbers, at the moment.
 
   “What do you think they want?” Satchel said, squinting his eyes. “They hoist a flag. Do you think they wish to parlay?” 
 
   Melegal’s skin crawled. “Those cockroaches aren’t here to parlay. Of that I am certain. What means does the Nest have to defend this place?”
 
    “Our location has always been our defense, huh.” Jubbler said. “No one has ever, huh, bothered us down here.” 
 
   “The underlings aren’t no one. Slat! Have you any range weapons? We need to shoot them. We need to shoot them now!” 
 
   “Maybe we should hear them out,” Satchel suggested.
 
   Melegal gave him an exasperated look. 
 
   “Why don’t you paddle out there and ask them?” Jasper said to Satchel. 
 
   “Watch your tongue, little witch. I don’t take sass from women.” Satchel sneered at her and walked away, his footfalls silent on the planks.
 
   The rogues of the Nest were all gathered along the piers and docks. Some steely eyed men sharpened weapons. Stone scraped on steel. Others were silent. A little wide-eyed. No rogue had ever felt unsafe inside the Nest. Not until now. 
 
   Another underling craft emerged from another archway. Melegal’s skin prickled. Many of the underlings were covered in armor from head to toe. Others wore mage robes. This is bad. Very bad. 
 
   “What do we do, huh. What, huh, do, huh, we do?”
 
   Flee or die. “Certainly this hive of cutthroats has options, eh? I find it hard to believe this place is defenseless.” 
 
   “It’s every guild member for himself, huh. “ Jubbler said, raking his beard. “We don’t have a militia, if that’s what you’re calling for. Huh.” 
 
   Melegal scratched his chin with the back of his thumb. Maybe the underlings did want to parlay. It wouldn’t hurt to find out what they wanted. “Are there other ways up to the streets aside from the waters?”
 
   “The smoke stack, huh. But it’s dangerous that way, huh,” Jubbler said. 
 
   “Get the women and children out,” Melegal said. He glanced at Jasper. “You should go too.” 
 
   “No.” She folded her arms over her chest. “I’m staying.” 
 
   Another underling craft drifted out of one of the black pipes. 
 
   “Get moving, Jubbler.” 
 
   Jubbler spoke Dwarven to another dwarf. In seconds, a small group of rogues divided up and disappeared into the small city that rested on the docks. Weapons started to rustle on hips. 
 
   “Can we stop them from coming in?” Melegal said, eyeing the distant archways standing in the lake. “Certainly you can seal those tunnels?”
 
   “That we can do, huh,” Jubbler said. “But we’ll have to get through them to, huh, do it.” 
 
   Melegal faced Jubbler. “You muster some defenses. I know you have something somewhere. I need a hundred men on crafts in the water behind me. I’ll do the talking.” 
 
   “Huh.” 
 
   “Just round them up, Jubbler, and I’ll address the throng. In the meantime, you put some Dwarven ingenuity to work. I know you have something.”
 
   Minutes later, Melegal stood on the dock, encircled by a knot of gritty faces. I hope they buy this bullslat. He smoothed over his cap, and his head began to tingle. “My fellow cutpurses, it seems the black fiends are among us. You can follow your instincts, run and hide like the women and children, or you can defend the Nest with me. We can do it with steel, cunning, and our wit. After all, underlings can’t swim.” A lie. Or truth, perhaps. “I’ll take the first craft out and engage. I need the rest of you at my back.” 
 
   The men murmured. Some nodded, others shook their heads.
 
   “I need a pair of oarsmen.” 
 
   Zurth and Slom pushed through the crowd and stood by his side. 
 
   “You wanted a leader,” Melegal said, pulling back his shoulders. “You have one. Now man your craft, ready your ready, and be prepared to spill black blood into our stagnant waters.” 
 
   Zurth slapped his hands together. “You heard him. Let’s move.” 
 
   Melegal rested his hand on Jasper’s hip. “Will you stay?”
 
   “No, I’m going.” 
 
   “Stubborn, stupid, or both.” He slapped her on the rump. “So be it. I just hope you can swim.” 
 
   “It’s the City of Three,” she said, following him off the dock and into the boat, “we can all swim. I just hope you’re not lying about the underlings.” 
 
    Slom and Zurth helped them into the craft. Their eyes were heavy on Melegal. 
 
   “Let’s go.” 
 
   With the two of them digging the oars into the water, the small craft took the lead. Ahead, a lone craft with three underlings separated itself from the small fleet. A small, bare-chested underling stood at the fore. His hair was braided, and his body was knotted in dark muscle. He wore a necklace of bones, teeth, and metal around his neck and held a white cloth in his hand. 
 
   “This will do,” Melegal said. Behind him, three dozen crafts full of thieves were ready. Some stood with harpoons and fishing spears, while others sat. 
 
   Twenty feet away, the underling glared at him. 
 
   Melegal spoke first. “What do you want?”
 
   Nothing was said. 
 
   “I don’t chitter,” he continued. “So speak up. I know you understand me.” 
 
   “We’re here to trade,” the underling said. He rolled a small blade between his fingers. “Your lives for your home.”
 
   Sonuvabish! I thought so. Arms folded in front of his chest, Melegal said, “No.”
 
   The underling chuckled. “Then our blades will drink your blood.”
 
   “That’s your counteroffer?” Melegal said, shaking his head. “Are you in charge of this, uh, fleet?”
 
   “Yes,” the underling said with a frown. “Don’t be coy, human.”
 
   “I’m not being coy. I just want you to sweeten the pot a little.” 
 
   The underling’s eyes became narrow, bright-green slits. “We did not come to barter. We came to slaughter.” 
 
   “So you say, but you’ve been buying off men since you arrived in the City of Three. You’ve bought the wizards and the Royals, yet you have nothing to offer us?” He dusted his nails on his vest. “I’m insulted.”
 
   “I don’t care. Surrender or die.”
 
   “You really are a horrible negotiator. I wonder what Catten and Verbard would have to say if they were still around.” 
 
   The underling’s eyes widened, and his jaw dropped. A whisper of chitters erupted behind the leader. 
 
   “Yes,” Melegal said, cleaning his nails with a thumb knife. “I was there, in Bone, the day they died.” He only knew pieces of what Venir and Fogle spoke about them. “They screamed so loud that it shook the foundation of the castle.”
 
   The underling’s face tightened up. He started rubbing the thin grey fur on his arms. “You speak lies.” 
 
   I speak partial truths. Now for another bluff. 
 
   “And this fair city behind me, I don’t think you can handle who’s in there. It’s his lair.”
 
   The underling rose up on his toes and looked past Melegal’s shoulder.
 
   “Whose lair?”
 
   I can’t believe I’m going to say this. “Why, the Darkslayer’s.” 
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CHAPTER 14
 
    
 
    
 
   “It’s a rare thing,” Foxmire said, stuffing a hunk of biscuit into his mouth, “making an outsider a Bloodhound. Never seen it in my life, but they say it used to happen, long ago.” 
 
   Corrin shuffled through the kennels, feeding the dogs and refilling their water. “Can’t say I know what to think of it, myself.”
 
   Foxmire, a man in his forties, shadowed him. “Well, I know what I think of it. I’m glad.” He slapped his heavy hand down on Corrin’s shoulder. “You’ll make a fine Bloodhound. The beasts really take a shine to you. Have you picked one yet?”
 
   Corrin scanned the cages in the kennel. They were fuller these days. Several of the big dogs had found a new place since they’d lost their masters. Corrin saw the sadness in their eyes. He’d never had a thing for people, animals, or anything living, but being with the dogs had changed some of that. Trinos had, too. He tossed a ham bone into Creed’s dog Manx’s cage. The shaggy beast didn’t move. “I haven’t given the matter any thought.” 
 
   “There will be a ceremony,” Foxmire added. He picked up a bucket of water and refilled a dog’s bowl. “I think it’s all for show. A morale booster. The other Bloodhounds are fine with it, which is good for you. However, they’re downcast, overall.” 
 
   Corrin turned and faced Foxmire. The affable man made for good company, but sometimes he talked too much. “I’m honored. I really am. I’m just not used to ceremonies or accolades. I’m not used to having a family, either.” 
 
   Foxmire smiled. “Well, you know what they say. Families that slay together, stay together. Haha.” 
 
   “You made that up, didn’t you?” 
 
   “Let’s go to the galley and get a drink, eh?” Foxmire took the bucket of dog food from Corrin’s hand and set it aside. “The ceremony’s tomorrow, but I say we celebrate tonight. Besides, I’m hoping to get a closer look at Lorda. My, she’s something else. Makes all the other women so jealous. Have you ever heard them squabbling about her?”
 
   “I haven’t noticed.” I’ve heard more than you, I’m sure.
 
   “It’s titillating.”
 
   Corrin eyed him. 
 
   “What?” the husky man said. “I’m an eavesdropper. You know that.” 
 
   Well, be careful what you hear. It might get you killed. “All right, a few drinks, then.” 
 
   “Excellent. And we can try to guess what the other surprise will be tomorrow.” 
 
   “What other surprise?”
 
   Foxmire slapped him on the back. “That’s what we’re going to talk about.” 
 
   ***
 
   “I know you,” Creed said to the behemoth of a man in the cell across from him. “But it’s been so long. “You’re that boy, aren’t you? The mute. The laborer. You had a name. Aw, what was it?” He fingered his chin. “Of course, I can barely remember mine some days. Sometimes I have to make myself say it. Creed. Creed is my name, but it comes funny from the tongue, doesn’t it?”
 
   Shaggy head down, the mute sat on a bench with his back against the wall. His big sausage-like fingers were clasped in his lap. His corded forearms looked bigger than Creed’s legs.
 
   “I can’t imagine what you might be in here for. Usually they just banish laborers.” Creed remembered seeing the man as a boy. Big for his age, he had used a mallet to bust block and stone beneath the case. He had helped in the forge sometimes too. He never said a word. “Do you understand what I’m saying? Nod once for yes and shake for no.” 
 
   The man didn’t move. 
 
   “Oh, please.” Creed banged his head on the bars. “I’m dying for some conversation, and this is what I get?” He rubbed his head. “I probably shouldn’t do that. I want to look my best for my hanging or whatever tormenting death it will be.” He sat back down on his straw bed. 
 
   Across from him, the imposing figure moved. 
 
   Creed scurried up to the bars and said, “Did you say something? Eh? Anything?” He studied the man, and in a flash of memory he said, “Lunk! That was your name, wasn’t it? Lunk! Ha! At least that’s what they called you anyway. Please nod, shake, do something!”
 
   Lunk remained still and seated. 
 
   “You could at least tell me which one of us is going to die tomorrow? Surely you know.” 
 
   Nothing. 
 
   “I guess I’ll find out in the morning, then. I better get a fine meal if I’m hanging. Maybe another glimpse at Lorda would be nice.” 
 
   Lunk’s head rose. His eyes found Creed’s. The man’s eyes were the brightest of blues, his gaze penetrating. Creed eased back. “You know that woman I’m talking about, Lorda? Lorda, uh, Almen?”
 
   The man rose from his seat, stood at the front of his cage, and locked his hands on the bars. He took a sharp breath, set his feet, and began pulling the bars. The metal groaned and started to bend. 
 
   Creed’s jaw dropped. Marveling, he said, “Are you here to set me free?”
 
   The man shook his thick head. His face became deep red, and veins rose like roots on his neck. The metal gave. Lunk stopped, leaving an oval hole between the bars. He huffed a breath, eyed Creed, pointed at him, and made a disturbing gesture. 
 
   Creed swallowed hard as the odd man ran his finger across his throat. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 15
 
    
 
    
 
   The black dimension door closed a second after Venir stepped through it. 
 
   Brak grabbed Fogle by his robes and jerked him up off the ground and screamed in his face. “What happened!” 
 
   “I can’t say.” 
 
   Brak shook him. He was no fool. “You’re lying.”
 
   “You have to trust me, Brak,” Fogle said, hanging by the young man’s thick wrist. “It’s for all of our own good. Now put me down.”
 
    Brak, feeling light-headed from the suggestion, lowered Fogle back down onto his feet. “Why did you…” He stumbled backward. He shook his head. Blinked his eyes. 
 
   “Listen, Brak. Your father is a distraction. I need you to be strong for the next step.” 
 
   “What?”
 
   “Venir should be as fine as a cat in a birdcage. I wish I could see it.” Fogle began gesturing with his hands and muttering unintelligible words really fast. Another black door in space appeared beside him. “Come now, Brak. Quickly. Time is pressing.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “Must I hold your hand? Fogle grabbed Brak’s wrist and pulled him along. We want Ruut.” He held up his hand. An image of the envoy appeared. “If you see him, grab him.” He pulled Brak through the portal. 
 
   The world went black. 
 
   ***
 
   Hot with fire, Venir sprang. Brool sang. Slice. A head flew through the air. It was an underling. Its face spun in mid-air with a frozen stare in its glittering azure eyes. 
 
   Helm throbbed a warning. 
 
   Venir leapt aside. Lightning skipped over the floor and blasted through a stone column. Venir gathered himself along the wall and hunkered down. 
 
   Mages. Men. Underlings. A coven of them. The walls were smooth as glass and made from emerald and stone. There were many high-back chairs made from brass with their backs against the oval walls. Anger and confusion in their faces, the men shrunk away. The underlings attacked. 
 
   An underling howled. His fingertips flared. Snakes of lightning crawled over the floor, striking at Venir’s toes. He hopped over a streak and bore down on the underling. It floated up. Venir jumped, caught the hem of its robes, and dragged it down. With a vice-like grip, he crushed its throat. 
 
   Ssraaaz!
 
   A great shock struck him in the back. Tiny needles poked up and down his spine. “Argh!” Venir twisted away and popped his shield up. Bright darts of red light ricocheted off the metal and clipped a human mage who soared through the air. 
 
   The man screamed and crashed into the emerald floor. Others came to his aid. Venir pounced on the nearest underling. Its hands turned brighter than stars. A blast shot from both hands. It knocked Venir from his feet, sending him sliding across the floor. He shrugged off the bone-jarring impact, gathered his feet, and sprinted for the exit, barring everyone’s path. 
 
   “No one is going anywhere, you magic-sucking jackals. Tell me where Kam is!”
 
   The robed men and underlings backed off. There were ten of them. Some wrung their hands. Others clutched their robes. 
 
   “One more time—where is Kam!”
 
   “Kill him,” one of the underlings said to one of the wizards. “Prove you’re loyal, and kill this vermin.” 
 
   Blood dripped from Brool’s blade and splashed on the floor. The air around Venir began to shimmer. Helm pulsated. Jaws clenched, he sprang into action. He smashed into a row of mages. 
 
   Whop! 
 
   The ginger-limbed men crumpled under his girth. He socked spell casters in the mouth with his fist and shield. He didn’t shed the blood of men unless he had to, unless given no other choice. “You picked a bad day to pick a fight, you men in dresses!” 
 
   Zing! Zing! Zing!
 
   Glowing missiles glanced off his helmet and shield. Something burrowed deep into his body. Blood racing like fire through his veins, Venir let loose. Lifting Brool high, he dropped it like a hammer. 
 
   Split!
 
   The razor-sharp blade severed off a man’s shoulder. 
 
   Slice! Slice! Slice!
 
   Hands, fingers, and legs were loose. Blood ran like water on the emerald floor. Venir was speed. Terror. He tracked down two remaining underlings and pinned them in a corner. Mystic blue shields of energy popped up around them. They hissed and chittered. Brool’s well-honed metal collided into the shields with awesome force. The magic barriers cracked and dissipated. 
 
   “Chitter now, mangy dogs!” Venir jabbed the great axe into one underling’s throat. He ripped it out and aimed for the other. The underling crouched behind his arms. “Die, black-hearted fiend. Die.”
 
   “That’s quite enough!” A commanding voice shook the entire room like thunder, rattling Venir’s bones. 
 
   Limbs frozen, Venir’s grip on Brool’s shaft quavered. 
 
   The underling lowered his arms and grinned. 
 
   Venir’s grip became white knuckled. “No, it isn’t.” He rammed the axe spike straight through the underling’s chest. Glitch. 
 
   “Drop the axe, fool of a man!”
 
   Venir jerked the axe out. The underling sagged, black blood running freely on the floor. Venir turned. 
 
   The man who had spoken was strongly built for a wizard and wearing crimson robes trimmed in gold. His hair was auburn and wavy. 
 
   “I don’t believe we’ve met.” 
 
   “No, Venir, we haven’t. I’m Kam’s father, Kavell.” He made a quirky motion with his fingers. 
 
   An unseen force tugged at Brool and Helm. 
 
   “Don’t do that,” Venir warned. 
 
   “This is my tower. I do whatever I want here.” Kavell dropped his oversized hands. “I’m not here to make friends, Venir.” He surveyed the bloody carnage of his magi on the floor. “What you’ve done is beyond repairable, sorry. Now I have to kill you.” 
 
   “Then you’re just going to wind up like all the others that tried.” Axe ready, Venir started forward. His feet were held fast to the floor. And then they started to sink into the floor, as if it were quick sand. In seconds, he was knee-deep in the terror. “Slat on you, sorcerer!” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 16
 
    
 
    
 
   Pall’s machete cut the end off the rider’s spear.
 
   Slice!
 
   “Watch where you point that thing, human,” Pall growled. “I’ll end you. I’ll end all of you.” 
 
   The party of scavengers pulled their mounts back. Their wide eyes darted amongst one another. A feverish look started among them. 
 
   “He can’t take us all,” the leader said, ripping his blade from the sheath mounted on his saddle. He raised the blade over his head. “Trample him! Trample him over!” His horse reared up onto its hind legs, neighed, and came back down. “Onward!”
 
   A bright flash of light ripped through the air. 
 
   Sssssrazz! Boom!
 
   The leader on horseback exploded into chunks and pieces. The smell of burnt flesh filled Lefty’s nose. What just happened? Pall exploded into motion, jostling Lefty in his sack. 
 
   Clatch-Zip! Clatch-Zip! Clatch-Zip!
 
   A bolt tore through one man’s throat. Another impaled the nearest rider. Horses whined, reared up, and galloped away. Brilliant light followed. 
 
   Ssssssrazzz! Boom!
 
   Another scavenger’s arm exploded off his shoulder. He teetered out of the saddle, dead before he hit the ground. 
 
   The marrow in Lefty’s bones froze. He caught the first glimpse of his assailants. 
 
   Underlings. Little black men closed in, chittering and pointing sharp and pointy weapons at them. Another one in dark robes hovered above them. He chittered angry commands. His fingertips twinkled with life. Terror rained down on the humans. 
 
   “Pall! What are you doing?” Lefty started to climb out of the backpack. 
 
   “You stay put!” Pall shouted. 
 
   Zip! Zip! Zip! 
 
   Crossbow bolts whizzed through the air. I’m a dead halfling in here! Suddenly, Lefty felt himself lifted through the air. In the next second he was galloping away on horseback. Pall bellowed loud and clear. “Woooooo Hoooooo!”
 
   The underlings gave chase, as many as thirty in number. They ran on foot. They rode on the backs of spiders. They screeched and chittered. 
 
   I need to get out of this pack! “Where are you going?” Lefty yelled.
 
   “Just hold on, little man!”
 
   With his tiny heart pounding inside his chest, Lefty weighed his options. Pall hadn’t run from anything before. This shook his confidence in Pall. The dwarf had managed to make quick work of the small companies they’d come upon, but this was different. This time there were well over a score. Maybe more. I can hide. He can’t. He started out of the pack. 
 
   Another bolt zinged over their heads. 
 
   Lefty climbed back in and gripped his axe. Never mind. If I die, I deserve it. If I fall, I might as well fall with Pall. 
 
   “You still back there?” 
 
   “Yes!” 
 
   “Hang on, then!” Pall said. 
 
   The horse leapt over something and bounded over another. It rushed over a steep slide of rock and shale. Lefty squinted at the dust cloud behind them. The underlings came through it unfettered. He’d lost sight of the mage. He scanned the sky as they raced down a dry creek bed. Where is he?
 
   Shards of bright light streaked through the sky. Ssssraz! The ground exploded beneath them. Boom!
 
   Lefty was pitched into the air and came back down hard. Pall scrambled to his feet and rushed back down the dry ravine. His long strides slowed, and he came to a stop. He took his time turning all the way around. 
 
   Gemstone eyes glimmering with ravenous evil, the underlings had them surrounded. 
 
   “Don’t worry, boy,” Pall said, spitting into the dirt. “I’ve handled half as many before.” 
 
   “Half?”
 
   “Maybe half.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 17
 
    
 
    
 
   “We want immunity,” Melegal said, cleaning his nails. “No prosecutions from your kind or those Royals in the towers. And our gold stays our gold.” 
 
   “I tire of your silly demands,” the underling said. His clawed hand squeezed the hilt of his sword. “You keep your lives and whatever you can carry. That is it.”
 
   Melegal huffed a laugh. The small watercraft wobbled. He’d been making a list of demands, one absurd thing after the other. Parlay. Delay. What’s the difference? He’d somehow managed to chew up about thirty minutes without getting all of their throats slit. But the underlings were easing in. Two more craft had appeared through the tunnel. He noted the craft that the underling he spoke with was on. It was the same kind the citizens used on the lake at the three great falls. Blasted Royals are supplying them. 
 
   Jasper tugged on the cuff of his pants. 
 
   He made eyes at her. What?
 
   Her eyes glanced up at the cave ceiling and back to the underlings. She gave him a wink.
 
   The underlings spoke in low voices and began to fan their boats out. Their gemstone eyes were intent on the building behind the wharf. 
 
   “I don’t believe the Darkslayer is in there.” The underling plucked a jagged-shaped dagger from his belt. “If he’s there, call him out.” 
 
   “You know as well as I do that no one really knows where he is. He may be lurking in these waters for all I know.” 
 
   The underling leaned his head over the side. Others’ eyes searched the black waters. 
 
   Venir really is a pain in their arse, isn’t he. Heh. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I gathered your name, underling?” 
 
   The underling’s lip curled back. “I did not give it, human. And my patience has run out.” 
 
   “So, going forward, I would like to be a liaison between you and the Royals. Or rather, us, you, and the Royals. They need us. We supply their goods, and I’m assuming part of the reason you are here is to take control of that part on their behalf, or cut them off from it. Am I right?”
 
   “Underlings only serve underlings,” it said. It waved more craft forward with its hand. “We control everything.” 
 
   “Give us until tomorrow, then. We can gather our things and remove our families.” 
 
   The underling shook his head. He lifted his hands, palms up. Half a dozen robed underlings, scattered among the craft, rose up into the air. Their fingertips and eyes started to glow with a faint red light. 
 
   I’m not dying in these black waters. “It seems you’ve come to a decision. Eh, what did you say your name was?”
 
   “I didn’t.” The underling flicked a finger forward. An underling mage hurled a ball of fire through the air. It exploded into one of the buildings. The fires started to spread. “Enough chatter, human. Time has run out. Depart or we’ll burn you all out!”
 
   “Fine,” Melegal said. He nudged Slom with his foot. “Take me closer.”
 
   The half-orc glowered. “What?”
 
   “Do as I say.”
 
   Slom dug the paddles into the water and the boat eased closer, bumping into the underling’s craft. 
 
   Melegal offered his hand. “You offer free passage and all that we can carry. Agreed, underling.” 
 
   The underling huffed and offered his hand. 
 
   Melegal pulled his away. “But I’ll need your name to prove your word to any other of your kind if needed, won’t I?”
 
   “You can have my name, but you can’t have my hand. I don’t coddle to your weak breed’s customs.” 
 
   Melegal looked down on the underling’s wiry frame. It was no bigger than Jasper’s. Remember. Small like a woman but strong like a man. Little fiends. He extended his hand. “I’m Melegal, and as for our custom, you might as well get used to it. Glad handing goes on all the time.”
 
   With a raspy hiss, the underling offered his gray hand with black nails like sharp files. “I’m called Kinas.” 
 
   Melegal took his hand. The grip was cold and strong like iron. “Well, Kinas, there’s a saying down here. ‘Mess with the Nest, die like the rest.’” He summoned a charge from Sefron’s ring. 
 
   Zap!
 
   Kinas’s hair stood on end. His body went upright.
 
   In a fluid move, Melegal slid a dagger between Kinas’s ribs and pushed him into the water. 
 
   The underlings’ high voices erupted with wrath. Two other underlings in Kinas’s craft jumped up with their swords. Melegal pushed the craft away, toppling them both into the waters. Splash!
 
   A bolt of green zipped toward Melegal’s head. He ducked under it. “Earn your salt, Jasper!” Another bolt tore through his sleeve, singeing his clothes. “Zurth! Get those sluggards started.”
 
   Zurth’s voice boomed. “Defend your gold, Rogues! Death to the underlings!”
 
   A raucous chorus rang out. Swords were hoisted high. “Aye!”
 
   Jasper gestured, and a large boulder dropped from above and smashed through an underling craft. Stones bigger than men’s heads splashed into the waters, busting up more small craft. 
 
   Katoom! Katoom! Water splashed. Boards cracked. Crash! Crash! A boulder crushed an underling’s upward face. Thud!
 
   The rogues let out a triumphant cry and paddled across the waters. 
 
   Underlings in armor sank. Others splashed in their own waves. Some swam through the dank lake. 
 
   “I thought you said they couldn’t swim,” Slom said. 
 
   “First time I’ve seen it,” Melegal replied. He whisked his blade from the scabbard. “Let these roaches have it!”
 
   The underlings lit the cave ceiling up with fire. Rogues hidden on well-concealed networks of catwalks caught fire and plunged headlong to watery deaths. Within seconds, the underlings and purse snatchers clashed. Some of the steely men took to the waters and toppled underlings’ boats over. Others jabbed at them with long spears. 
 
   A flash of fire ripped into Slom’s shoulder. “Aargh! That burns!” He slapped at the seared flesh. “That’s it. Someone else can row!”
 
   “Stay on those oars!” Melegal said. “Jasper, have you anything to counter—”
 
   A bright-purple shield of energy crackled to life in her hands, shielding their craft. “How’s that?” 
 
   “Late.” 
 
   Slom and Zurth guided the craft through the watery wake. Jasper’s shield countered the assault of the minions. More fiery bolts ripped through the air, hitting flesh and charring bone in the craft around them. Men screamed. Others drowned in burbling woes. An underling craft with four of the bright-eyed fiends bore down on them. 
 
   “Prepare to be boarded,” Zurth said, brandishing his sword. As the underling craft closed in, the well-knit man pounced onto it. His sword came down on an underling shoulder. It screeched out in pain. 
 
   “Fool!” Melegal yelled. The underlings were crafty fighters. An underling slid in behind Zurth with its knife poised to strike a fatal blow. 
 
   Dart launchers ready, Melegal fired. 
 
   Twing! Twing! Twing! Twing!
 
   The attacking fiend lurched. Zurth clocked it in the face with the pommel of his blade. “Got him!” 
 
   The third underling jammed a blade in the big man’s side. Zurth’s eyes widened. He made a desperate cut, glancing off the underling’s skull. He began hacking like a wild man. The underlings latched onto his legs and arms and dragged him out of the craft and into the waters. 
 
   “Zurth!” Melegal and Jasper yelled. 
 
   “The fool is lost,” Slom said, shaking his head. “Wearing armor on the waters. Pah.” 
 
   Bubbles burbled to the surface, but there was no sign of Zurth or any of the underlings he’d been fighting. 
 
   Why did the fool do that? 
 
   With bloody skirmishes all around, Melegal readied his launchers and took aim. 
 
   “Melegal!” Jasper cried out. “We have company!”
 
   A great shadow hovered over them with long black billowing robes. Its pewter eyes bore into all of them. It pointed its hands, whispered a word, and a circle of lightning appeared. 
 
   Melegal fired. 
 
   Twing! Twing! Twing! Twing!
 
   It laughed. With a flick of its finger, the circles of lightning darted right at them. 
 
   Melegal grabbed his cap and sprang into action. Jump! 
 
   Too late. The boat exploded. Boom! His teeth clacked together. The white flash of light turned cold, wet, and grim. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 18
 
    
 
    
 
   Brak stumbled, crashed into a chair, and fell down. 
 
   “What is the meaning of this?” Ruut said. The man sat behind a desk, eyes wider than moons. “Fogle! How dare you!”
 
   “Be still, Ruut,” Fogle said, fingers twitching at his sides. “I’m here, and I’m not toying with you.” 
 
   Holding his stomach, Brak rose to his feet and glanced at Fogle. The mage gave him a nod. He closed in on Ruut.
 
   “You jest,” Ruut said. With a flick of his wrist, he sent Brak careening into the wall, shaking the entire study. 
 
   Fogle flicked his fingers at the bookish man. Golden bands of mystic energy cuffed the man’s hands. 
 
   “Are you mad, Fogle?” Ruut said. His face became a mask of concentration. “Invading my privacy. Wrecking my study.” His eyes narrowed. “You always were cocky.” 
 
   “Brak!” Fogle said. “Get moving.”
 
   Rubbing his head, Brak grumbled. Slowly, he made his way up to his feet. 
 
   Ruut snapped the bands and counterattacked Fogle. Tiny missiles shot from his fingertips. 
 
   Fogle brought up a shield. The glowing needles ricocheted and dissipated. “Brak, do something before he escapes.”
 
   “Fine,” Brak said. He grabbed the edges of a decorative rug that half covered the room and gave it a heave. The desk, tables and chairs shifted toward him. Ruut lost his footing and cracked his head on the edge of the desk. Brak marched over. Ruut was out cold. “Done.”
 
   Fogle walked over, looked down at his former colleague, and said, “Unconventional but effective. Well done.” He kneeled down, withdrew some silk rope, and bound the man. “That’ll hold him.” 
 
   “Did you really need me?” Brak said.
 
   “You want to have a hand in rescuing Kam, don’t you?”
 
   “Yes, but…”
 
   “But is a conditional word, Brak. What is your condition?” Fogle dragged Ruut up into a chair. “Well?”
 
   “I think I was a decoy, like Venir. I don’t like that.” 
 
   “As big as you are, you’ll always be a decoy. Nothing I can do about that.” He secured Ruut to the chair with more rope. “But I needed you. Don’t doubt that. You see, magic users like us aren’t used to scuffling with brutes like you. We can wrestle with our powers, but not so much with our bodies. So I needed you in case he one-upped me. A little blunt force trauma always helps. Understand?”
 
   “You’re the mind, and I’m the muscle.” 
 
   “Something like that.” Fogle found a handkerchief inside the desk and stuffed it in Ruut’s mouth. “Can’t have him talking. Most good mages have an escape word.” He patted Brak on the side of the arm. “That was a good move with the carpet. I’m impressed. I never would have seen that coming.”
 
   “Hmm,” Brak said. “So how do we find Kam?”
 
   “We wake him up and have a grumble.” 
 
   “Ah.” Brak’s face showed concern. “Am I doing it?”
 
   “No, no. That’s the other thing I need you for. You have to protect me while I’m locked up with him.” 
 
   “Don’t you need another mage to do that?”
 
   “You’re very observant, Brak. But a mage the likes of me has ways around that.” He slapped Ruut on the cheek. “We just need to wake him up first.” 
 
   Brak reached over and pinched the meat of Ruut’s arm.
 
   The man lurched up, and his eyes popped open. He screamed a muffled “Ow!”
 
   “Ruut the Envoy,” Fogle said, pushing up his sleeves. “I don’t suppose you’re going to make my request easy, but here it is. Tell me where Kam is.”
 
   Ruut shook his head.
 
   “Brak!” Fogle said, eyeing the giant teen. 
 
   “What?”
 
   Fogle wedged himself between Brak and Ruut and said under his breath, “This is where you slap him. Loosen his teeth. Scare him.” 
 
   “Why?”
 
   “You know why.”
 
   “I thought you were going to handle this encounter with your grumble.”
 
   “That’s option two,” Fogle said with a sigh. “Fine, if you won’t rattle him, I will.” He turned and swatted Ruut across the cheek, knocking the gag free.
 
   “Fool!” Ruut said. His lips became a blur. The air sparked and crackled. A blinding flash followed.
 
   Brak saw black and purple spots. The room spun. His stomach was queasy. He stumbled into the wall. Ceramic crashed on the floor. “My eyes! My eyes!”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 19
 
    
 
    
 
   Sinking into the floor, Venir cursed again. 
 
   Kavell laughed. “The more you squirm, the quicker it gets.” With a motion of his hands, an ornate chair slid across the floor and behind the wizard. He sat down. Perched with an air of superiority, he studied Venir. “You are a unique specimen. I’ll give you that.” 
 
   Venir stretched his fingers out, grasping toward the nearby curtains. He wasn’t close enough. “Bone!”
 
   “You should have stayed in Bone, Venir.” Kavell surveyed the fallen. The elegant chamber had turned into a blood-slicked battlefield. “You’re the one stirring up all the trouble. Do you not realize that your efforts are futile? Change is in order. Men and underlings will have peace and work together.” 
 
   Venir barked a laugh. “You’ll change your mind once they hang you by your entrails.”
 
   Gazing at the gaudy rings on his fingers, Kavell said, “I’ll take my chances. Do you have any last words for my daughter? I think I might share them with her.”
 
   Sunk past his waist, limbs feeling cold, Venir said, “Tell her I said her father was an arsehole.”
 
   Kavell’s face soured. “Time to collect the bounty.” He snapped his fingers. Pop!
 
   Helm throbbed.
 
   A half-dozen underlings entered the chamber dressed in dark leather armor. Shiny black steel weapons jangled on their hips. Their gemstone eyes were narrow slits.
 
   “As I understand it,” Kavell continued, “you and the underlings have quite the history. Humph. I can feel the heat rising off their backs.” He leaned forward in his chair, resting his elbows on his knees. “You see, Venir, this was never about my daughter. It was about you. She was just the bait. But if it makes any difference, she’ll be just fine after this. After all, your disappearance won’t come as a surprise. I won’t tell.” He pushed his finely combed hair back. “Perhaps I will next time she steps out of line. Who knows, but she’ll never hear your last message. That’s for sure.” 
 
   “You’re a sordid man,” Venir said. 
 
   “A very rich and successful one, I might add.” Kavell nodded to the underlings. “And I’m always making new friends.” He leaned back and switched his speech to that of the underlings. He chittered a phrase that was unnatural to human lips. 
 
   Venir, with the aid of Helm, interpreted it all. Kavell said, “Do what you will with him.” 
 
   Gliding over the hard floor with the slithering grace of lizards, the underlings encircled Venir. 
 
   Brool licked out and clipped the ankle of the closest underling. 
 
   It fell away, grasping at the wound and howling. The underlings’ blades lashed out, striking at his arms and face.
 
   Venir countered, swinging the big axe left and right with one hand and covering his back side with the shield. “Come on, fiends!”
 
   Steel clashed, rattled off his shield. But some of it got through and began carving Venir’s arms into bloody ribbons. Deeper and deeper he sank. Chest-deep, he fought for every swing. Blades bit into his arms and jabbed his back. The underlings chittered and howled. 
 
   “Marvelous! Simply marvelous!” 
 
   Kavell’s words infuriated the man, but sunken neck-deep and tasting his own blood, all he could do was yell. 
 
   ***
 
    The floor engulfed the mighty warrior. The shield first, Venir in his helmet, and finally, the battle-axe, from the blades to the tip of the axe. 
 
   Kavell huffed a laugh. “Weak mind, powerful illusion.” He got up from his seat, lifted the hem of his robes, and stepped among the throng of underlings that came up to his shoulder. 
 
   Illusion dissolved, Venir lay still on the bloodstained floor. Not a death twitch nor a moan. 
 
   “Death by imaginary suffocation. Of course, those wounds are real.” Kavell eyed the blood sliding off the helmet and axe. “Interesting trophies. Whatever will you do with this brute’s husk now? Never mind that, I don’t want to know. Just get this dead cretin out of here.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 20
 
    
 
    
 
   Cough. Cough. Hack. Melegal spat up a mouthful of foul water. Limbs throbbing head to toe, he forced his eyes open. Someone had him by the back of his shirt and was dragging him over a sandy bank. Somewhere he heard screams and the roar of fire. He slid his hand down his belly and withdrew a small, concealed blade. Wait for it. 
 
   The figure stopped and released him. “You breathe. You live.”
 
   “Slom?” Melegal said, squinting in the darkness. 
 
   “Aye.” 
 
   Melegal pulled himself up into sitting position. They were on the shore of the Nest, deep underneath the docks. Another figure was huddled beside a pile of plank driftwood, breathing easy. He noted the water-soaked lithe frame. Jasper.
 
   Slom squatted down beside him. “She did well helping me swim your carcass back to the shore line. Should be dead. All of us.”
 
   “There’s always a remnant.” My cap! He ran his hands over his head and patted down his body.
 
   “Here,” Slom said, holding out the damp cloth. 
 
   Melegal reached for it. 
 
   Slom jerked it away, showed some teeth, and said, “What do you say?”
 
   “Give it back.” 
 
   “Not the eloquent thanks I was expecting, but here, have back your ugly cap.” He tossed it over. “And we haven’t survived yet. We still have to get out of here.” 
 
   “What are we waiting for, then?” 
 
   “You,” Slom said. He glanced at Jasper. “And her. She’s exhausted, but I can carry her.” 
 
   Melegal crawled forward, getting a better look at the lake. The battle was still being waged. Metal. Magic. Mayhem. Bodies floated on the waters. The cave ceiling burned. Heavy smoke lingered in the air. Master thief for the day, what a joke! He thought about all of the gold and jewels inside that upstairs tavern room. Probably looted already. 
 
   “We need to move,” Slom said, plucking Jasper up into his sinewy arms.
 
   “You know the way through the Stack?” 
 
   “I’ve tried it once. It won’t be easy carrying her. The stairwell is narrow.”
 
   “I suppose we’ll have to wake her up at that point, then,” Melegal said, donning his cap. “Lead the way.” I’m as good as lost in this bug-ridden Nest. 
 
   Slom trotted underneath the docks, to the exposed area below the wharf. Several rogues hunkered down in the shelter. “You better move on,” Slom suggested. 
 
   “Nay. Nothing to move on for. We’ll take our chances with the underlings.” 
 
   “It’s your life to waste.” Slom moved on and found a ladder that led to a trapdoor below the wharf. He nodded his head at Melegal. “Might want to take a peek first.” 
 
   Above, footfalls fell over the wharf, moving from all directions. Melegal eased himself up the ladder and pushed up the trapdoor. Peeking through the crease and seeing only wooden crates, he said, “Clear.” He slipped onto the wharf and held the door open. They were on the supply end of the wharf.
 
   Slom’s head popped up. He eased Jasper’s limp frame onto the boardwalk and lifted his long limbs out of the trapdoor. 
 
   Melegal closed it. Grinding his teeth, he hated to ask the next question. “Where to now?”
 
   Slom stretched up, peering over the wooden crates. Melegal joined him. Fighting and fleeing were everywhere. The rogues were on the receiving end of a whipping. “We don’t make much of an army,” Slom said. 
 
   “Of course not. We’re cowards, for the better part.” Melegal scanned the area. Underlings had made their way onto the shore and had unleashed an onslaught on the docks. More of their floating craft had populated the underground lake’s waters. “I imagine things are even worse above.” 
 
   Slom turned to him and grunted. He pointed his long finger toward the red brick smoke stack. It was a massive structure surrounded by the under city. A great smoking tower. A living and breathing thing. 
 
   Melegal briefly wanted to ask what made it burn so. Who cares, so long as it’s not burning me? The hairs on his neck stood on end. He snaked a dagger from his belt and whirled around. A pair of underlings appeared on top of the crates. Bright red slits in their eyes were full of hatred. Together, they pounced on Melegal and drove him hard to the boardwalk. “Oof!” 
 
   Claws dug into his arms and side. One locked his arm up. Another bit his leg, sinking teeth deep into his flesh. 
 
   “Argh!” Melegal jerked his arm away and lashed out, driving the point of his blade in its neck. Glitch! 
 
   It clasped its hand over the gaping hole and let out an angry screech. 
 
   Melegal poised his dagger to strike again. Something hard clocked him in the side of the head, drawing blinding spots of pain. He lashed out. Blade hit to the bone. A fist slammed into his jaw. Teeth bit into his hand and wrenched his dagger free. Fighting for his life, he drove his boot into an underling’s ribs. It swatted his legs aside, straddled his abdomen, lifted a crockery plate high over its head, and drove it down two-handed with all of its might. 
 
   Glitch!
 
   The front of a sword blade exploded from the front of its chest. It gurgled blood and fell over. Behind it, Jasper stood on her knees, body quavering. 
 
   Shaking his head and rubbing his skull, Melegal said, “Well done, little witch.” His head whipped around at the sound of a nearby scuffle. 
 
   Chop! Chop!
 
   Slom wielded a heavy blade that sunk in and out of an underling’s skull. Four underlings lay dead on the wharf. Slom limped over with a nasty pair of gashes on his legs. “The cockroaches fight well for little people.” He spat blood. “Let’s go.” 
 
   Melegal found his dagger, took Jasper by the hand, and followed. 
 
   Slom cut through the wharf, holding his bleeding leg. He traversed a series of ladders that led up to the now-ashen catwalks. Holding his injured spots, he pushed them all back into the shadows. A small knot of underlings ran by. “Come.” 
 
   Across the street and into the nearest alley they went. 
 
   Jasper coughed. 
 
   “Keep silent,” Melegal said to her. Her eyes were watering. The smoke had thickened around them. His own eyes and lungs burned. “Can you do it?”
 
   Squeezing his hand, she nodded. 
 
   Slom half-limped, half-trotted through the back alleys. Chitters echoed from the stone walls. Wherever they sounded the loudest, Slom moved the opposite way. Finally, they reached the bottom of the stack. It was a dozen stories high, and the red bricks inside the black mortar were giant objects, each a quarter the size of a man. The clean-shaven half-orc led them along the bottom side of the rim. He stopped in front of a great iron door. “This is it.” 
 
   “It’s closed,” Melegal said. “Can it be locked?”
 
   “Only a fool would lock himself in.” Slom grabbed the iron handle and turned the wheel. His arms bulged from the effort. “Of course, no one said opening it would be easy.” With a groan, the wheel began to turn. 
 
   A clamor of chitters rose. Jasper screeched. Underlings appeared from the nearest alley and charged. 
 
   Melegal grabbed the wheel and put his back into it, helping Slom. “Why must everything be so difficult?” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 21
 
    
 
    
 
   Lord Grom stood on a balcony overlooking the courtyard. He was dressed in a fine leather tunic dyed forest green. He wore ornamental, bronze-colored garb over it. Beside him, Lorda Almen stood tall in a sleek, midnight-blue gown. Mustered in the courtyard were more than fifty men and their dogs of Castle Bloodhound. The earlier sun had crested the castle’s highest spire, and light twinkled off the hardy men’s weapons. 
 
   Corrin, standing front and center, stood with his fingers locked behind his back, thumbs fidgeting. Somebody say something. I want to get this farce over with. 
 
   “Bloodhounds!” Grom said in a voice of thunder. 
 
   The wind died down, and the scuffling in the courtyard fell silent. Every chin lifted his way. 
 
   “These are perilous times. Enemies surround us. Our allies are lost. Brethren have turned against us.” He shook his thick head and grabbed the stone railing with his hands. “But that does not mean we cannot find good times during the bad.” He fastened his eyes on Corrin. “It is time we added a new brother to our ranks.” 
 
   The crowd of men rustled. Some stiffened and muttered under their breaths. 
 
   Corrin didn’t expect anything less. All of these men had been born within these very castle walls. They have more important things to worry about. Like being food for the underlings. He gave Lord Grom a curt nod. 
 
   “Corrin,” Grom said, “Are you ready to be initiated among us?”
 
   “I am,” he said, getting a catch in his throat. He said it louder. “I am.”
 
   Grom made a motion to one of the Bloodhound lieutenants standing near Corrin. 
 
   His name was Avery, a well-knit man with a salty attitude. He turned and faced Corrin and withdrew a dagger with a long, sharp blade. “Give me your hand, and repeat after me.” 
 
   Without hesitation, Corrin extended his palm. 
 
   Avery continued. “I, Corrin of Bone...” 
 
   “I, Corrin of Bone…”
 
   “Swear on my life…” 
 
   “Swear on my life…”
 
   The recital went on about another minute with each phrase wrapped around Corrin like a tight, heavy cloak. He’d never sworn his loyalty to anyone for anything except the money that he was paid. This was different. It was a real commitment that he wasn’t sure he wanted or not. What choice do I have, with my own neck on the line? And to think, I’m swearing loyalty to the man I must kill. Will that make it easier or harder?
 
   Avery finished up, and Corrin repeated, “I am a Bloodhound, by my blood, from now and forevermore. And if I am unfaithful, may you stretch my neck for all eternity.” 
 
   Avery slit Corrin’s hand open, making a bloody gash. 
 
   That stings a bit. 
 
   The Bloodhound lieutenant shook his hand and howled like a dog. All of the other Bloodhounds followed suit. Their dogs joined in, and the howling became louder and louder. The entire moment charged Corrin’s blood. It was invigorating. The men lined up, and one by one they shook his bloody hand. Some had kind words. Most were just gruff. But it was clear to him that he was part of something. He was a Bloodhound. Bone.
 
   Lord Grom rose his meaty arms up. His men fell silent. “Corrin, your care of the hounds is well known. Take one you want to be yours, now and forever.”
 
   He nodded. There was one he was fond of, a lean but shaggy beast, several months old, that he called Burk. The pooch had a clever personality about him. “Thank you, milord.” 
 
   “Now,” Lord Grom continued, “as the day brightens, there is much that we all must deal with. And sadly, as one member is now honored among us, another traitor must go.” 
 
   Corrin swore he heard hearts stop in the men’s chests. He swallowed. At least the women and children are no longer present. Bish! Who is to die now? Is it me? Has he figured out my traitorous intent?
 
   “I’ve decided however,” Grom said, combing his black-and-white beard, “that given the festive event, I’ll make it a sporting matter.” He turned toward the back wall of the city. “Hound guards, bring them in.” 
 
   Two men with hoods covering their heads were marched through the outer archways. Their arms and legs were shackled. Corrin recognized the one with the massive frame immediately. It was Lunk the laborer. Little taller than the other man, he looked three times as thick. The pair of men was led into the center courtyard and then circled by the Bloodhounds mustered there. 
 
   Corrin eased back into the ranks and turned to face the circle. What is this all about? 
 
   Lord Grom spoke up. “As we all know, Challenges are a big part of Bone’s history.” He beat his chest. “They’re how we men like to show our bravado.” 
 
   Some men cheered. 
 
   “We test our mettle. Our spirits, cunning, and daring.” He reached behind him and produced two long hammers with heads like anvils and raised them high. “Today, I challenge these two men that you see to the Battle of the Hammers.” He tossed them inside the circle of men. They landed with deadened thunks. “Unshackle them.” 
 
   The two guards executed the order, took the chains, and disappeared through the ranks of men. 
 
   “You may remove your hoods,” Grom said. 
 
   Slowly, Lunk removed his, revealing his long locks of frizzy hair. His close-set eyes squinted in the light. 
 
   He looks more monster than man. 
 
   The other man pulled his off. His hair was long, auburn, and greasy. He was tall, but his wrists were bony. 
 
   Huff, the mallet’s handle is as big as his legs. 
 
   The second man kept his head down. He rubbed his scruffy moustache and spat on the ground. 
 
   This won’t be a challenge. This vagabond will be slaughtered. 
 
   The men began to murmur and whisper. A name caught Corrin’s ears. 
 
   No, it can’t be. 
 
   The second man lifted his head, and his bright-green eyes scanned the crowd of men. His nose twitched. He looked up higher and locked his eyes on Lord Grom and said, “Hello, Grandfather.”
 
   Corrin’s heart thumped in his chest. Creed! 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 22
 
    
 
    
 
   Eyes squeezed shut, Fogle staggered back against the desk. He grasped it, fighting against the spinning room. He had closed his eyes in time to avoid the sunburst Ruut cast, but the spell still packed a punch. Disoriented but opening his dazed eyes, he dove on top of Ruut, who had freed himself of his magic golden bonds. 
 
   Ruut, quick for a bookish man, darted away, pulled up the hem of his robes, and made a bead for the door. 
 
   Fogle gathered his feet and charged after the man. What am I doing? He summoned his power and shot a missile at Ruut’s backside. A turtle-like turquoise shield popped up, deflecting the ray of light. 
 
   Ruut let out a laugh, clasped the handle of the door, and said, “You are such a fool, Fogle. A late one at that. You’ll die for this.” The man turned and tugged on the massive oak door.
 
   Once Ruut made the outer chamber, it would be over. The entire tower would close in on Fogle. Desperate, he snatched a melon-sized bust of an ancient wizard’s sculptured face and hurled it at Ruut. The heavy object sailed through the air, passed through the shield, and clocked Ruut in the back of the head. 
 
   The wizard crumpled to the floor. 
 
   Fogle seized the man by the collar, jerked him up, and punched him hard in the face. Bap! 
 
   “What are you doing?” Ruut said in astonishment. “You hit me, with your fist?”
 
   “Unconventional for a wizard, isn’t it?” Bap! Bap!
 
   “Stop! Lords of the Tower! Stop it!”
 
   Fogle didn’t. “Where is Kam?” Bap! “Where!” Bap! “Is!” Bap! “Kam?” Bap! Bap! Bap! “Tell me now!”
 
   “No,” Ruut wailed.
 
   Fogle grabbed the wizard’s arm and twisted it behind his back. 
 
   The man screamed. “All right!” Face busted and bleeding, Ruut started to sob. “Stop,” he moaned. “I’ll tell you. I’ll tell you.” Gasping, he added, “She’s in the Nexus Chamber.” 
 
   “What? Why there?”
 
   “Testing and experiments for the students.” 
 
   “She’s a guinea pig!”
 
   “Not by my doing,” Ruut said, grimacing. “Can you ease off the pressure now?”
 
   Seeing red, Fogle wrenched on the arm, dislocating it. 
 
   “Yeow!”
 
   “Brak,” he said. “Fetch me that gag!”
 
   “I can’t see.” 
 
   Fogle grabbed Ruut by the collar and dragged him across the floor. Again, he bound the man to the chair and gagged him. Quickly, he cast a spell on the man’s bonds and made them secure. “You’re such a sissy, Ruut. I didn’t even have to have a grumble with you. Perhaps it’s for the better. The way I’m feeling, I’d have turned your mind into goo.” He balled up his fist. 
 
   Ruut’s eyes went wide.
 
   “Pah.” Fogle dropped his fist and turned to face Brak. 
 
   The big fellow was rubbing his eyes. 
 
   “Does it sting?”
 
   “A little,” Brak said, tilting his ear. “Everything goes bright and black. When will I see again?” 
 
   “A few years.” 
 
   “A few years?” Brak jerked up and banged his head on a low-hanging lamp made from lapis lazuli. “Ow!”
 
   “No, fool,” Fogle said, checking the scrolls on Ruut’s desk. “Hours, perhaps days, though. One never knows. Depends on the person.”
 
   “What do I do?”
 
   “Being silent often does wonders for one’s health.” Fogle made a quick search through the chamber, picking up on the oddities and looking for anything useful. But like most good magi, Ruut didn’t keep much, just the necessities. Pen and parchment, garish oversized pillows, and morsels of dried rations. Everything else was customary décor that came with the study the man earned. “Breathe easy, Brak. I can always…”
 
   “Always what?” Brak fumbled around the room and took a seat on a pillow. 
 
   Zap you out of here. That would be the safe thing to do. You’re no good to me now. Another dimension door would do it. He couldn’t tell Brak that, however. The young man had proven wise to many things, and there was only one more that Fogle could cast. After that, he’d be trapped. “I can always think of something. Just give me a few moments. Maybe you’ll see something.” 
 
   “It’s like a bright sunrise.”
 
   “See, it’s pretty. You should be happy.” 
 
   “Makes my eyes ache.” 
 
   You make my head ache. “Just hold on.” Fogle continued his search, poking and tapping on shelves and objects. It must be here somewhere. He glanced at Ruut. His former classmate’s eyes were intent on every move he made. “Yes, you know what I’m looking for, don’t you? Heh.” 
 
   “What are you looking for?” Brak asked. 
 
   “His spellbook.” 
 
   “Don’t you have yours?”
 
   Fogle pulled some books out of a mahogany shelf and tossed them on the floor. “Yes, but I want his.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He might have something useful in there.”
 
   “Like getting me my eyesight back?”
 
   “No, we’re not ones to repair the damage we’ve wrought. Certainly you know that?”
 
   Brak stood up from his pillow. “I’m starting to tire of your tongue. I want to find my father and Kam. Where did you send Venir, anyway?”
 
   “He’ll be fine.” Maybe not. So what. “He aids us, whether you believe it or not.” 
 
   “No,” Brak said, lumbering around and knocking things over. “Something’s wrong. I can feel it in my bones.”
 
   “It’s the blindness.” 
 
   “No, it isn’t!”
 
   “Don’t be a fool, and keep your voice down!” Fogle hissed. He grabbed hold of a thick book bound in hide leather with a dyed red leather cord wrapped around. His fingers tingled to the touch. “Ah, now this looks promising.” He caught Ruut’s eye. “Yes, this is it, isn’t it?” 
 
   “What?” Brak growled, making his way toward the sound of Fogle’s voice. 
 
   “Spellbook.” Fogle muttered an enchantment. The cord glowed. “Well done, but as expected, Ruut. I don’t suppose you’ll give me the word, will you. I could unravel it with my power, but that would take some time, and I can’t spare any at the moment.” He made his way over to the lamp, twisted off the bottom, and poured the oil on the book. 
 
   Ruut made a startled groan. 
 
   Fogle put the book in the lamp’s flame. The fire burned atop his finger. “So you can let me look in your book, or,” he said, lifting his brows, “I can burn the entire thing.”
 
   Ruut’s narrow shoulders sagged. Through his nostrils, he sighed. 
 
   “I’ll take that as a yes.” Fogle removed the gag but kept the flames on his finger close to Ruut’s eyes. “Don’t be tricky.” 
 
   “You always were a big-headed bastard,” Ruut said. 
 
   “Is that the word?”
 
   “No,” Ruut said with a frown. “Red Spice.” 
 
   Fogle placed the rag back in Ruut’s mouth. On the table, the cord on the spellbook unraveled. He headed for the book. Brak stepped into his path. 
 
   “Step aside, if you don’t mind,” Fogle said.
 
   Brak murmured something angry and unintelligible. 
 
   Fogle’s head snapped up. 
 
   Brak’s glowering eyes showed pure white. His powerful arms lashed out and snatched Fogle off the floor.
 
   “Brak, no! Ulp!”
 
    In an angry and effortless heave, Brak sent Fogle crashing through the window. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 23
 
    
 
    
 
   One underling tried prying Brool from Venir’s iron grasp. It grunted. Another clutched at the helmet, while two others toyed with his shield. Their chitters were excited and the sounds triumphant. 
 
   Kavell laughed. “Enjoy your trophies, no thanks to me.” His eyes scoured the room. “It’s going to take a dozen apprentices to clean up this mess.” 
 
   The underlings paid him no mind. Obsession with their prizes was in their eyes. One whipped out a long knife and started to saw off Venir’s hand. 
 
   “Not here!”
 
   The underling stopped, glowered at Kavell with deep-red eyes, and hissed, “Where, then?” 
 
   “You have the means. Move him into one of your holes below. We already have enough gore in the chambers.” Kavell scoffed. “Unheard of.” He had another pressing matter. Someone had sent Venir here, and he could only assume that someone was Fogle Boon. It was time to track the man down. Eliminate another threat to his power. 
 
   The underlings poked and prodded Venir with sharp fingernails and daggers.
 
   Kavell sighed. “What are you doing now? Did you not hear me?”
 
   “They say he cannot die,” one said. It was red-eyed and swarthy. A wavy bladed dagger was gripped inside its palm. He raised it over Venir’s heart. “I need to make sure before we move him. After all, all you used was an illusion.”
 
   “Not to mention the quarts of blood you spilled from the man,” Kavell said. He lifted his nose. “Fine. Do what you must and get out, you little black trolls.” 
 
   “Mind your tongue, Kavell,” the underling said. “You don’t want to fall from our favor.” 
 
    “No, of course not. Certainly not after I manhandled the scourge of your kind without even lifting a finger.” He checked the hem on his sleeve. “On with it, then. Now I’m as curious to see if he’s dead as you are.”
 
   The underling plunged the dagger deep into Venir’s heart. A bright flash washed over the room. Venir sat up straight. He gasped. He scowled. Glancing at his chest, he grabbed the dagger, ripped it out, and tore it through the underling’s throat.
 
    “Preposterous!” Kavell said. His limbs became numb at what he beheld.
 
   The musclebound, gore-splattered warrior tore into the underlings. In lighting-fast strokes, he sliced. He impaled. Showers of red-black rain coated Kavell’s fine robes. The devastating blade tore through two underlings at once. In seconds, they were all dead. 
 
   Impossible! Kavell’s lips fought for words. “Mah, mah, mah…” He found none. He wanted to run, but his feet would not move. 
 
   Stepping over the corpses, Venir closed in, clasped Kavell by the throat, and squeezed. Through the eyelets of his helmet, he glared at the wizard with savage eyes. “Take me to Kam.”
 
   Kavell made a feeble nod. 
 
   Venir spun him around and pinned him up against the wall with his forearm. “Don’t move, don’t speak, or I’ll gut you.”
 
   Feebly, Kavell nodded. 
 
   Venir retrieved Brool and his shield, securing them over his brawny back. He then hooked his arm over Kavell’s shoulder and kept a long hunting knife to his throat. “Lead the way.” 
 
   Swallowing, Kavell led them both out of the chamber and into the hall. Every surface was polished marble from top to bottom. The candelabras and chandeliers were pewter and twisted in alien patterns. The waxy sticks were all lit with a smokeless, yellow, mystic flame. 
 
   Think of something, Kavell. 
 
   His mind raced. His body and his will didn’t seem to be his own. Instead, he was under the power of a stone-cold killer. Elemental. Powerful. The likes of which he’d never seen before. 
 
   “No tricks, Kavell,” Venir growled. He pressed the blade against the mage’s soft skin. “I can make it hurt, or I can make it quick.” 
 
   He felt his warm blood running down his neck. “This... this way. She’s down... downward in the Nexus Chamber. Unharmed, I assure you. After all, she is my daught—ulp!”
 
   “Just walk.” 
 
   At the other end of the hall, two brass doors waited. They didn’t have any handles on their shiny and smooth surfaces. 
 
   “Push that,” Kavell said, eyeing a pair of pearl buttons, one above the other, about the size of an eyeball. “Top is up and bottom is down.” 
 
   “You do it,” Venir said, scanning the area. 
 
   Kavell stretched his finger toward the button. 
 
   Venir’s ape-like arm squeezed him harder. “No tricks.” 
 
   “This will be strange, but it’s no trick, just something clever.” He poked the bottom button. 
 
   The brass doors split open, revealing a tiny room without any exits. 
 
   Kavell felt Venir’s muscles tense when the huge man said, “Dead end, wizard. Is this a jest?”
 
   “No, no, not at all, I assure. It’s a means of traveling up and down. Like a shaft, similar to the mines, or in the great kitchens in those castles in Bone.” 
 
   Venir’s throat rumbled. “I see.” He pushed them both inside. The door slid shut. “Which one?” Venir said, eyeing the rows of pearl buttons with arcane symbols on them.
 
   “Might I?” Kavell said, poking out his finger. The shock was wearing off, and his sharp wit was returning. The reassuring words of a spell eased back into his mind. You can handle this, Kavell. Just outsmart him. This should do it. He started to touch a button.
 
   Venir pulled him back. “Think of us as one body. Whatever happens to me,” the man said right into his ear, “will certainly happen to you.”
 
   Kavell’s finger drifted down to another button and he replied, “Certainly.” He punched in a combination of buttons. They lit up one at a time with a soft eerie glow. We’ll see about that soon enough. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 24
 
    
 
   Melegal braced his foot against the Stack’s brick wall and tugged. Muscles bulging in his sweaty neck, Slom pulled the door free. Jasper slipped inside. 
 
   The underlings spat a barrage of darts at them. 
 
   Toowah! Toowah! Toowah!
 
   Melegal ignored the burning sting in his arm and returned fire from his dart launchers. 
 
   Twing! Twing! Twing!
 
   An underling took one in the eye and fell down. 
 
   “Get inside,” Slom said, shoving him in. 
 
   Both inside with Jasper, they fought to close the door. Underling hands clasped at the rim, trying to tear it open. Slom braced his back against the door and dug his heels into the dirt, pushing against the underlings in the doorway. “There!” He pointed. “Go up those stairs!” 
 
   Melegal gaped. The dry heat inside seemed to suck his marrow dry. The air was suffocating. A bright-orange glow came from the belly of the stack. A volcano of sorts. Hot. Fiery. A lumbering fire giant in heavy sleep, daring to be awakened. A stone staircase crept upward and around the interior wall. It was only a foot wide or so. 
 
   “I’m not going up those stairs,” Jasper said, wiping the sweat from her eyes. Her robes clung to her damp body. “I can hardly breathe the air.” 
 
   “Go!” Slom shouted. “The longer you take, the more likely you suffocate and fall.” 
 
   Coughing, Melegal jabbed into the prying hands of the underlings. Howls of pain erupted on the other side. He kept hacking underling flesh into bits until the tattering skin disappeared. 
 
   Slom shoved the door shut. His chest heaved. “We need something to hold it.” 
 
   Melegal snatched up a large plank of wood and anchored it against the door and some set stone in the floor. “That’ll have to do.” 
 
   “You know,” Slom said, “I wouldn’t have done the same for you.” 
 
   “Of course not, bastard.”
 
   Slom smiled. 
 
   Melegal took Jasper by the arm and darted for the steps. Up they went. Jasper held back, gawping at the great chasm of fire below. “I can’t. I can’t.” 
 
   “You must,” Melegal said, “just hold on to me.” He coughed. 
 
   “No.” She started to crouch.
 
   Back pressed against the wall, Slom said, “I can carry her.”
 
   “You’ll have to guard our backside.” Melegal huffed, squatted down by Jasper, and said, “I’ll take her. Jasper, just keep your eyes closed and trust me.” He scooped her up, pushed up on his legs, keeping his back tight against the wall, and renewed his ascent. Jasper trembled in his arms. 
 
   “Move faster,” Slom said to him.
 
   “I’m going as fast as I can,” Melegal admitted. 
 
   “Go faster,” Slom said. “We have company.” 
 
   Melegal shifted his head to the other side of Jasper. The underlings surged through the door. The three of them were only a third of the way up the spirally wall that eased in a gentle slope around and around the stack. “Have they not any handholds going straight up?” 
 
   “A good thief can make the climb.” 
 
   “I’m not worried about me.” 
 
   “Oh.” 
 
   The underlings closed in on agile feet. Some stopped, firing dart after dart. 
 
   Jasper let out a painful cry and jerked. Melegal’s fingernails dug into the wall. “Be still, girl! You’re going to turn us into coal.” 
 
   “But…”
 
   “They’re only darts! You’ll live!” Melegal pushed himself, stone after stone, up and up. He glanced up. It was a long way to go to the tiny portal at the top. I’ll suffocate before I get there. Every step was agony.
 
   Clang!
 
   “We have contact,” Slom said. He fought against the underlings that caught up. 
 
   Clang!
 
   “I can swing steel forever! Rawr!”
 
   An underling fell off the stairs and plunged into the furnace. 
 
   “One down,” Slom said, “too many to go.” 
 
   Melegal continued his climb. Each step took longer. His legs had started to burn. The heat was quickly draining his strength. Almost a dozen underlings were racing up the steps now. It was only a matter of minutes, maybe seconds, before they cut Slom down. That left only him to defend himself and Jasper. And the slightest imbalance would send them into the roaring flames. 
 
   “Jasper,” he said in her ear, still climbing, “if you have anything left, now is the time to use it.”
 
   She squeezed him harder. 
 
   “Melegal,” Slom roared, “it’s been good. Alas, my steel can swing no more.” 
 
   “Then let your orcen side swing it for you, sissy! Do I have to swing it for you?”
 
   “Har!” Slom chopped. 
 
   Another underling fell. More of the fiends swarmed. Hand over hand, they sent a long spear to the battlefront. 
 
   Grim. Such a very grim way to go.
 
   “Yonder!” Slom yelled. 
 
   “What?” Melegal said. 
 
   “Down and across the chasm!”
 
   A large man was making his way up the steps with a very long spear in his hands. 
 
   “It’s Zurth!” Slom yelled. “Kill ’em, you big bastard! Kill ’em all!”
 
   Palzor’s former guard ran one underling through after the other and pitched them into the furnace. 
 
   The underlings screeched in horror, off guard. 
 
   Slom seized the spear they had sought to skewer him with and turned it against them. He impaled. He pitched. The two scoundrels weaved a path of death until they met in the middle. Together, they lanced the last underling, hoisted it high, and tossed it and the spears into the fire. 
 
   Fighting for his breath, Melegal wanted to scream but held it in. Don’t die now, Rat. We might have victory. 
 
   Minutes later, and unmolested by any more underlings, they all climbed into a chute at the top. On hands and knees, they squeezed through the crawlspace, panting for breath and dying for water. Melegal found a hatch and popped it open. The air was a cold blast against his skin. 
 
   One by one, they all exited into the dark of the red moons’ light. They were sweat-soaked and covered in soot. Now, they rested in the foul sanctuary of the Waste District. It was the place where all of the refuse of Three was dumped into the stack. Melegal had never given it much thought until now, never made the connection. What better place to hide than beneath piles of slat. 
 
   “We made it,” Slom said, coughing. His grin bore his canine teeth. He squeezed Zurth’s shoulder. “I thought you were a watery corpse?”
 
   “You know me. I could always hold my breath longer than the others.” Zurth checked the wound in his side. “Can’t go much longer without stitches though.” His nostrils flared. “Don’t suppose there’s any healers around here.”
 
   “Grog will suit you better,” Slom added. 
 
   “How is Jasper?” Melegal said to the sorceress, rubbing her knee.
 
   She coughed. “Dirty.”
 
   “Filthy is more like it.” He wiped some soot from her face. “That’s better.”
 
   Out of nowhere, Scorch’s voice spoke. Golden haired and donning exquisite white-robed attire, Scorch stood with his hands on his hips. His blue eyes shone like moons, and his smile was brilliant white. “Ah, henchmen,” he said. 
 
   Melegal lifted his chin and swallowed. Out of the flames and into the slatter. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 25
 
    
 
    
 
   “Right!” Lefty cried out. Steel banged against steel. Pall cut down another underling that was charging his blind spot. “Left!” the halfling yelled. The Blood Ranger whirled around, a powerful figure. The sound of his machete cutting to bone followed. 
 
   “Come on at me, ya black fiends!” He banged his blades together, showering Lefty and the ground with drops of black blood. “I’ll finish every last one of you!” 
 
   The underlings circled. Their bright eyes showed wariness. Anger. Fury. Their brethren were scattered all over the ground: dead, moaning, or bleeding. Pall’s onslaught was merciless. Skulls were cleaved. Arms severed. He sucked in deep draws of air. His gait was unsteady. 
 
   He’s wounded. Wounded bad, maybe. “Pall, are you—”
 
   “Stay focused, halflin’” He let out a watery cough. “It’s far from over yet.” 
 
   Lefty tightened his grip on his bloodstained axe. He’d become proficient with it. 
 
   An underling darted right for him, jagged blade first, and pounced. 
 
   Lefty shifted out of its path, swung hard, and severed its fingers from its hand. 
 
   Pall’s broad stroke did the rest. 
 
   Glitch! 
 
   Wading through the bloody sands turned to a grave of underling bodies, Pall charged them down. “Huzzah!”
 
   Lefty hollered as well. “Huzzah!” This was it. Fueled by the heat of battle, he was ready to make his last stand. Bish on the underlings! They might take me, but I’ll take more of them! 
 
   Steel rang against steel. Pain-filled cries were shouted. Destruction was in the air. Death followed. 
 
   “Huzzah!”
 
   The underling warriors fell back. The underlings on the backs of the sand spiders closed in with javelins ready. The long, black darts ripped through the air. 
 
   “Jump!” Lefty said. “Duck!” 
 
   Glitch! Glitch! Glitch!
 
   “Argh!” Lefty cried out. A javelin had lanced him through the shoulder. 
 
   Pall crashed down on his knee. 
 
   Wincing, Lefty grabbed the javelin and wrenched it out. “Ah!”
 
   “Hang in there, halfling!” Pall growled. “Now they got my blood rising!” He ripped another javelin out of the back of his thigh and threw it through an underling’s neck. “Bull’s-eye!”
 
   Cords of webbing shot out from the spiders. 
 
   Thwp! Thwp! Thwp!
 
   The webbing stuck to Pall’s arms and legs. The underlings let out triumphant chitters. The bonds held the Blood Ranger fast. They started to reel the giant dwarf in. 
 
   “Har! So it’s a closer look you want, do ya! Well I’ll give it to you!” Pall wrapped his thick wrist around one set of the cords, set his feet, and gave them a powerful heave. The spider and rider left its insect legs. Pall brained the underling with the machete in his free hand and rammed his boot into the spider’s maw. It screeched. Pall stomped it into a pile of goo, leaving its legs twitching. 
 
   The air shimmered. Lefty’s eyes snapped upward. The underling mage was drifting back into the scene. His fingertips were brighter than candlelight, and Lefty’s hair stood on end. “Pall, watch out, he’s spellcasting again!” 
 
   Thwp! Thwp! Thwp!
 
   Webbing spewed all over the both of them. Lefty’s hands were stuck to his chest. A bright flash erupted. Sssraz! 
 
   Lefty’s body exploded in a thousand darts of pain. His mouth tasted like metal, and the hair on his body smelled singed. He sagged inside the rucksack, yet the webbing kept his head up. He watched the underlings close in. He could not hear them, but he could see them screaming. He started to yell for Pall. The Blood Ranger swayed on his knees, shaking his bushy head. Fight, Pall! Fight! The dwarf wasn’t moving at all. 
 
   Through the webbing, Lefty saw Black Death with shiny steel blades closing in. Racked with pain, he was pretty sure he wouldn’t feel a thing. So long, lousy world. It’s about time. So long. His eyes flickered up toward the mage floating in the sky. 
 
   Its citrine eyes widened. Its mouth filled with sharp teeth dropped open. A shard of blue magic zipped through the air and buried itself inside its chest. It screeched. Its hands clawed at the flesh on its body. It exploded. 
 
   Boom! 
 
   Chunks of flesh, bone, and skin showered the sky and rained down on the evil brethren. The underlings froze in their tracks. Their heads scanned left, right, and all around. 
 
   Clatch-Zip!
 
   A bolt tore through one underling’s chest and knocked it back into another. An arrow feathered the eyehole of another. Twang! 
 
   Pall stirred. On shaky legs, he rose to his feet and started swinging. A big man cut across Lefty’s path. His gleaming sword flashed down with such power that it split an underling in half. An underling blindsided the man, ramming a javelin into his back side. In a stroke of lightning, his sword tore its head clean off. 
 
   Slice! 
 
   Dark blood spurted from the neck. Its head rolled in the dust. 
 
   In pain, Lefty fought to keep his eyelids open. He was woozy. Bleeding. His vision darkening. He wanted to thank the men before he expired. Focusing, he concentrated on the brawny figure chopping down underlings with a javelin sticking out of his side. Lefty’s axe slipped from his grip. Underlings closed in. 
 
   The brawny man pulled out the javelin and jammed it into the nearest underling’s chest. The other, he strangled. 
 
   My, what a fighter!
 
   The sky filled with white light, and the air cracked. A silver snake of deadly bolts tore through one underling and branched out into another and another. The underlings fell to the ground, smoking but dead. Pall’s body slowed. He took a knee and collapsed, with Lefty still stuck to his back. 
 
   “Pall!” Lefty tried to cry, but he could not find his breath. Pall.
 
   “What did you do that for?” the voice of an agitated man said to another that Lefty could not see. He could barely make out anything now.
 
   “Do what?” a strong voice fired back. 
 
   Lefty’s senses began to fade. No, not yet. Not yet.
 
   “You know what! You killed them. You said you weren’t going to do that.”
 
   “Aye,” said another man, his voice very deep. He sounded older. Wiser. 
 
   “Well, I couldn’t let you have all the fun,” the older man said. “Besides, I hate them more.” 
 
   “Do not!”
 
   “Do too!”
 
   “Do not!”
 
   “Will all of you shut up?” said another man. At least Lefty thought so. It had a familiar ring to it. “Just help these people, will you?”
 
   Through the webbing, Lefty noted three silhouettes. Well-built men. He couldn’t make out their faces, since their backs were to the sunlight. 
 
   “This one has a baby on his back,” said the one with the really deep voice. “It’s all bloody and sticky. Too bad. I think it’s a dead baby. Uck.” 
 
   Lefty summoned his strength and kicked his feet. 
 
   “Look. That baby’s got awfully big feet.” 
 
   “I’d say.” 
 
   “Back away. Back away,” the older man said. He pointed at Lefty and murmured some very strange words, and his fingertip ignited with golden fire. He touched the webs, and they melted away. 
 
   Lefty rubbed his bleary eyes and managed to croak out the words, “Thank you.” He started to black out. 
 
   A big pie face topped off with long, blood-caked, curly locks looked him in the eye and said, “Lefty?”
 
   He stretched out his feeble hand and touched the man’s cheek. Georgio! Blackness swam his consciousness away.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 26
 
    
 
    
 
   Fogle twisted and turned in midair. Below, the ground rushed for him. He was moments from being nothing but splattered guts on the road. It can’t end this way. It can’t! You’re wasting time complaining. Cast something! He closed his eyes as the wind tore at his robes and ears. 
 
   The speed of thought could not be measured. Fogle’s were much faster than most. His mind opened doors to different channels and began pulling syllables together. A dozen yards above the terrified onlookers, he blurted it out. 
 
   “Osswatchem!” 
 
   His body became weightless. Righting himself, he softly landed on his feet, and the onlookers marveled. Head beaded in sweat, he said to them, “Show’s over, but I saw some underlings coming from around the corner.” 
 
   Startled gasps were followed by the footfalls of fleeing feet. 
 
   Fogle gazed up, squatted down, and leapt high into the air. His weightless body ascended high up toward the sky. His spell worked. It was one he had created long ago during his training. Most of the students wanted to master the free-fall spell, a slower version. In order to test them, school masters would take them on the top of the towers. Have them cast and jump. Every year, there were a few who didn’t make it. Fogle, however, had a better idea. Rather than a soft free fall, he created the reverse he called the upsurge. Instead of falling down, he fell up. It won him an accolade. He’d never used it again until today. 
 
   Thank Bish!
 
   He was eyeing the tower from whence another figure was hurtled out of the window. Wide-eyed and still strapped to the chair, Ruut came rushing down. 
 
   Move, Fogle! Move!
 
   Running in suspended animation, there was nothing he could do to get away in time. Ruut smacked right into him. Down the pair of them went, spinning around in the sky. The fall was slower than normal, but still it was fast enough to break bones once they hit. Clutching the man, he shifted his body around on top of Ruut. Just drop the worm, Fogle. 
 
   Ruut begged and pleaded behind his gag. 
 
   Fogle ripped it out and said, “Save yourself if you can, Ruut. It’s a better chance than you deserve.” He released the man and started back upward, while Ruut’s descent quickened. He turned his head away. I’m not even going to look. Up he went. The closer he got to cresting the ledge of the busted window, the more terrible sounds he could hear. 
 
   “Rrah!”
 
   An entire desk sailed out of the portal, busting more glass and sprinkling Fogle with shards of the stained window. He hung onto the window sill, holding himself down from descending farther up. 
 
   Inside, Brak tore into everything. The berserk man picked up a bronze urn, crumbled it in his mitts like parchment, and slung it into the wall. He grabbed a built-in bookshelf and ripped it free of the wall. Eyes rolled up inside his head, chest heaving in fury, Brak was a force. Tall, brawny, and insanely angry, he picked a stone pedestal up off the floor and threw it from one side of the room to the other. 
 
   Heart in his throat, Fogle fought to keep his body held down. His toes kept trying to float upward. Gripping the edge, he cut his hand on the broken glass. “Ah!”
 
   Brak whirled. Nostrils flaring, he stormed toward the window. 
 
   Can he see me? Fogle thought. 
 
   Brak’s lips curled up into a sneer. He glowered right down at Fogle. His muscles bulged. Great blue veins pulsated in his arms. He took a giant stride forward. 
 
   He can! Fogle summoned his last dimension door. 
 
   Faster, Brak closed in, with his white eyes intent on destruction. When he was one stride away and gaining speed, the air shimmered between them. A black portal appeared. Enraged, Brak charged right into it, making an ear-splitting howl. It cut off a second after it started. 
 
   “Whew!” Fogle climbed inside the tower. Still floating up, he held his hands up to keep himself from hitting the ceiling. Heart racing, he looked down on the portal. “I’ll give it a few seconds,” he said, catching his breath. “Clever of you, Fogle. A bit impromptu, but clever, nonetheless.” He cancelled the upsurge spell and floated back toward the floor. On the way down, he noticed Ruut’s spellbook. Landing, he picked it up. “This will come in handy.” 
 
   With a word, he collapsed it down and tucked it into his robes. Eyeing the portal, he mentally ran through his catalogue of memorized spells. I’ll need that. And that. His fingers charged with fire. A thought struck him. Without thinking things through, he’d sent Brak to the Nexus Chamber. It would be a great surprise to them, but he’d forgotten all about the safety of Kam. Without further hesitation, he rushed into the portal. Oh no! I hope she’s safe from Brak.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 27
 
    
 
    
 
   Venir kept the blade tight on Kavell’s neck. The man’s once-shaken body had regained its stiff composure. The shock in the wizard had worn off. Kavell was in his home. Venir was far from his element. Uncertainty in the warrior remained. 
 
   The room that held them moved and bumped, jostling his stomach. It went downward, Venir understood that much, and it was moving fast. 
 
   “She’s my daughter, you know,” Kavell said. “I’d never truly harm her.”
 
   “Just imprison her.” 
 
   “You’re a man of the world, are you not? You understand how this works. You do what you have to do to survive.” He cleared his throat. “But in my case, I’m responsible for an entire city. Or at least mostly responsible, and the majority of my kind agree: it’s safer for all to work with the underlings than against them.” 
 
   “Foolish words from a foolish man.” 
 
   “Our actions will save this city.”
 
   “Your lack of action has condemned it.” Venir felt the room come to a stop. He gave Kavell another squeeze and said, “Kam better be on the other side of those doors.” 
 
   “She will be,” Kavell said coolly. 
 
   Venir didn’t like it. He felt the man’s composure return. On the other side of the door could be anything. A trap was ready to be sprung. The doors split apart, revealing a corridor decorated in a kaleidoscope of colors and arcane symbols. The walls seemed to move. 
 
   “It’s a strange place down here, Venir. It takes some getting used to.” 
 
   “Walk,” Venir said. 
 
   “As you wish.” Kavell eased into the corridor the best he could with Venir hanging over his shoulders. “It’s not a long walk, but there will be plenty of encounters. After all, this is a place of custody. If you notice those symbols on the wall, well, to put it simply, they are wards that keep transgressors from getting out. They take issue with getting in as well.” 
 
   Underneath Helm, Venir’s eyes slipped over to the side. A pinwheel of colors seized his mind. His arms and legs loosened. His knees became jelly. His strong frame sagged, and the walls began to bend. 
 
   “Come now, Venir. Keep up,” Kavell said. The sound of his voice became distorted, long and garbled. “We’re almost there.” 
 
   When Kavell’s body separated from his, Venir took a stab at the man. His blade bent. The hallway twisted. No! He heard laughter. Arrogant. Mocking. Venir squeezed his eyes shut and let Helm take over. The floor beneath him righted itself. The sound of soft running footfalls caught his ear. The rustling of robes was shifting away from him. Venir flung his long-handled knife. 
 
   “Gah!” Kavell cried out, flopping to the floor. 
 
   Blind as a bat but just as aware, Venir caught up with the man, took him up in his strong arms, and head butted him in the face. “I warned you, Kavell!”
 
   “What manner of man are you?” the mage said in exasperation. 
 
   “One that has no more patience.” Venir slugged Kavell in the belly, lifting him off of his feet. Whop! Upon opening his eyes, the hallway no longer moved. He pulled his knife out of Kavell’s leg and sheathed it. He put Kavell in a headlock next. “Where to?”
 
   Kavell pointed a shaking finger at a pair of separate doors at the end of the hall. “In there, on the left. That’s the Nexus Chamber.” His face was beet red. The imposing man was little more than a child in Venir’s ape-like arms. “I warn you. They won’t turn her over just because of my consent.” He coughed. “The council made the decision, and I’m certain they are already aware of our presence. They’ll be ready.”
 
   “You and your forked tongue,” Venir growled. “We’ll both see soon enough, won’t we?” He stopped in front of the two doors. Both were equal in height, about ten feet tall, and trimmed in polished black stone. The crimson doors were wooden, and no hinges showed. “What’s inside the one on the right?”
 
   “Observation of the Nexus Chamber.” 
 
   A disturbing feeling overcame Venir. What kind of observation? What had they done to Kam? “Open it.” 
 
   “But the chamber that holds her is in there.” He motioned to the left. “I swear it.”
 
   “Do as I say!”
 
   “But—urk!” 
 
   To make a point, Venir butted Kavell’s head into the door on the right side. “This door.” 
 
   The mage placed his hand on the door. Silently, it swung open. The chamber was built like a theater, with row after row of curved benches. It faced an enormous glass window. All of the seats were vacant. Venir dragged Kavell inside. The glass showed many pictures of people and strange creatures inside cold cells. 
 
   “We observe all of the chambers from here. For the purpose of knowledge.” Kavell struggled against Venir’s frame. “I’m bleeding to death, man. Show some mercy.” 
 
   Venir noted the wound in Kavell’s leg then fixed his eyes back on the glass. “You won’t die from that.” 
 
   Inside one of the chambers was a distraught halfling plucking his hairs out. A mintaur banged his head against iron bars. A strider held its head, shaking like a leaf and huddled up in a corner. There were insects bigger than men, the likes Venir had never seen before. Even a pair of underlings shuddered together. 
 
   “Where’s Kam?”
 
   “May I?” Kavell asked, stretching out his hand toward the glass images. 
 
   Venir allowed it. Another image came into view. Venir’s heart jumped into his throat. Kam was tied down on a slab of stone. Her body was frail, her lustrous red hair thin and wispy. Eyes sunken. Surrounding her were more than a dozen mages. Men of all sorts. Tall, heavy, short. They had disturbing features about them. Scars, tattoos, and carvings in their skin. They carried an arsenal of staffs and wands made from dark hardwood. Gemstones glowed within the engravings. 
 
   “You’ll never get through them,” Kavell said. “Not even with my help. The best thing is a compromise. Your life for hers perhaps. I can guarantee that.”
 
   “I say your life for hers instead,” Venir said. 
 
   “Do you not understand, man? You charge in there, you might get through some, but one way or the other, they will kill you and her. And I guarantee that they’ll kill her before you get there.” 
 
   “That’s your daughter!”
 
   “I have others, one of which she killed. And you know as well as I that I’m capable of making more.” Kavell coughed again. “I’m afraid the only way out of here, Venir, for you or her, is death.”
 
   Venir fought the urge to snap the man’s neck. “Then I say we go meet death together.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 28
 
    
 
    
 
   “I’m no family to you,” Lord Grom said, leering down at his grandson. 
 
   Creed rubbed his wrists and breathed deeply. Despite the dreadful situation, his environment was almost delightful. There was greenery. The smell of flowers. Colors in the courtyard and on the banner he never noticed before. His eyes found Lorda’s. Her bright blues were intent on his. Her invigorating look gave his weakened frame vitality. “So what will it be, Lord Grom? You must have let me out for some reason. I’d be happy to know what that is.”
 
   “It’s time you paid the penalty for your treason.”
 
   “I haven’t been doing that already?” He brushed his gritty locks of hair back out of his eyes. He glanced at the hammer on the ground. “Am I to bust rocks? I hear there are some as hard as your head.”
 
   Grom let out a throaty chuckle. “You are a fool, Creed. Let a brutal death end your mockery. Lunk! Arm yourself. ” 
 
   Lunk reached down and lifted the other hammer off the ground with one hand. He twirled it around like a stick and grinned. 
 
   “Creed, arm yourself,” Grom said with a nod. “Be glad I’m letting you die on your feet. That’s a greater honor than I’ve done for the others.” 
 
   “Honor? Hah.” Creed spat on the ground. “You know nothing of it. What kind of man murders his own innocent flesh and blood?” He reached down and picked up the mallet. He groaned. Slat, it’s heavy! He had practiced with heavy blades for years and turned his arms to iron. He swung the weapon up onto his shoulder and lost his balance a little. “I don’t suppose I could have a little time to practice?” He glanced at Lunk. The huge man’s mallet looked like a child’s rattle in his meaty hands. “I think my opponent sports an unfair advantage.”
 
   “No,” Lord Grom said. “Bloodhounds, secure the circle.”
 
   The men of the castle withdrew their blades, resting them on their wrists and standing at the ready. If either contestant tried to flee, they’d be cut down. Creed eyed some of his brethren and said, “Don’t be hasty. It’s me, Creed.” 
 
   “Just get in there and die,” one man said. His name was Malley, and he and Creed had never seen eye to eye on anything. “I’ll be sure to have Manx lick up what’s left of you. Huh-huh.”
 
    The air was rife with tension. Creed watched sweat begin to drip from the Bloodhounds’ faces. The excitement of battle lathered him up. He set the hammer down and tied his long hair back in a knot. That’s better. He spat in his hands, rubbed them together, and picked the mallet back up. 
 
   Suddenly, Grom cried out, “Let the challenge begin!”
 
   Lunk rushed. 
 
   Creed froze for a split second and twisted away. 
 
   Wham! The hammer busted up the cobblestones. The Bloodhounds let out a raucous cheer. The fight was on. 
 
   Sliding away from his aggressor, Creed sucked for air. His chest was heaving. 
 
   Lunk charged again, swinging side to side in bludgeoning chops. 
 
   With desperation, Creed drifted away from the assault. He watched Lunk’s feet. The shift in his shoulders. Creed’s battle-trained eye knew exactly what the man was going to do a split second before it happened. 
 
   The hammer fell again.
 
   Wham!
 
   Stone chipped up from the ground. 
 
   Creed darted away, slipped on the loose rock, and fought to regain his footing. 
 
   Lunk crashed into him and knocked him from his feet. 
 
   He hit hard. 
 
   The crowd roared. 
 
   Blast the clumsy fool I’ve become! 
 
   The mallet came down, smashing in between Creed’s dodging legs. 
 
   In a great effort, he rolled up to his feet and danced away again. His chest heaved. Sweat dripped in his face, and his lungs were on fire. I’ve hardly done a thing, and I feel like I’m dying. 
 
   Lunk attacked. Creed evaded. The crowd grumbled. The huge man was tireless in his efforts. His swings were mechanical but accurate. Creed’s mind was sharp, but his body was fading. Got to take a shot. Make it count. Before he connects. One hit, and I’m a dead man. If I only had a sword, I could end this really quickly.
 
   “Stand still!” a voice from the crowd shouted out.
 
   “Take it like a man!”
 
   “Crush his skull, Lunk!”
 
   “Die, Creed, die!”
 
   He shuffled backward from a powerful swing. 
 
   A blade poked into his back, drawing blood. “Watch yerself,” said Malley. 
 
   Strength fading, Creed sidestepped away. 
 
   Lunk’s blows got closer and closer. 
 
   Swish! Swish! Swish!
 
   Creed slid on the gravel and tumbled flat on his back. 
 
   The crowd gasped. 
 
   “This is it, boys!”
 
   Lunk towered over him. The hammer went up, and the head came down. 
 
   With both hands holding his mallet by the handle, Creed blocked it. 
 
   Clack!
 
   His arms juddered to the shoulders. His hands exploded in pain. He screamed. “Yaargh!” He drove his heel into Lunk’s crotch. 
 
   The mute managed a grim smile, readied, and swung. 
 
   Exhausted, Creed summoned everything he had left. He sat up fast and busted Lunk in the knee with the head of his hammer. 
 
   The big man let out a howl and hopped away. In a couple of seconds, Lunk regained his composure. Wary, he came back to finish the task. 
 
   Creed stood on his knees, swaying. There was nothing left inside him. Fire burned, but his engine wasn’t running. Panting, he raised the hammer over his head one last time. “Have at me, you muted beast.” 
 
   Lunk closed in, swung his shoulders back, set his feet, and put his hips into it. 
 
   Clatch-Zip!
 
   Something rocketed through the air. Lorda Almen screamed. Lunk froze and stared up high. Creed turned. 
 
   On the balcony, Lord Grom stared at the ballista bolt jutting from his chest. Blood spilled from his mouth down onto his beard. He staggered forward, teetered over the rail, and crashed head first into the courtyard and died. 
 
   All Bish broke loose.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 29
 
    
 
    
 
   As soon as he stepped through the portal, Fogle’s eyes fixed on Brak. The monster of a man stood within the tight confines of a grey corridor filled with many doors. Slavering at the mouth, Brak was pulling bars out of a door’s window one by one. Inside, someone was screaming. 
 
   “Go away! Go away!” 
 
   “Brak!” Fogle yelled. “Brak!” 
 
   The monstrous young man didn’t respond. 
 
   Fogle checked inside one of the rooms. A kobold sat on a bench, glassy eyed and drooling. There were dozens of doors, and Kam could be in any one of them. But there was Brak to contend with. And the guards he was certain would arrive at any moment. Mage guards. Well-armed with staves and wands that could blast a man’s innards inside out. Where are they?
 
   “Rawr!” Brak growled. He was shoving his arm through the portal. Doing so, his eyes set on Fogle. His berserk eyes widened like great white moons. He let out a ferocious howl and charged. 
 
   Fogle backpedaled and bumped into the door that led directly into the Nexus Chamber. He swung it open and peered through. Kam! The woman was bound to a slab, surrounded by a throng of mage guards called the Savasons, men and women specially selected to carry out questionable deeds. Deranged students who were hungry for power were sought for those services. Fogle’s lip curled into a sneer. 
 
   Have at them, Brak! I’ll have what’s left! Sickos!
 
   He recalled a spell and cast it on himself. 
 
   Powerful neck-snapping fingers outstretched, Brak grasped for Fogle. He passed through the apparition of a man and let out an angry growl. 
 
   Fogle, now a shade of himself, spoke right into Brak’s ear. “It’s not me you want.” He pointed at the room of Savasons. “It’s them!”
 
   Brak turned and faced the Nexus Chamber. A bloodcurdling battle cry burst from his lips. He hunkered down to spring. 
 
   Crash!
 
   A robed man burst through the glass overlooking the disturbing chamber. Fogle knew the figure immediately. Kavell! The magi in the room softened his fall with their sorcery and formed a circle around the man. 
 
   Above, glowering down on all, stood a juggernaut of a warrior. His helmet’s eyelets burned with black fire. His huge axe’s blades shined razor sharp. 
 
   Oh my, this is perfect!
 
   Brak paused in his position, chin turned upward toward the menacing warrior. He let out an enraged howl and sprang. 
 
   Great axe raised high in his powerful arms, the Darkslayer leapt high into the air. Down came fury. Down came wrath. He dropped into the throng, chopping and yelling. Two Savasons fell, cloven through shoulder and neck. 
 
   Brak slammed into the next group. He held one man up by the neck and crushed the face of another with his fist. 
 
   A bright shower of sparks lit up the room. Bright shards of powerful light blasted from staves and wands. Brak’s shoulder caught fire. He tracked down a lone mage that fired a bolt right into him. The angry giant snatched the wand from the wizard and stuffed it into the man’s throat.
 
   Venir, now under full assault, shrugged off missile after missile. He chopped through one man’s staff, only to be hit in the back by another. The charged staff made the sound of a clap of thunder. Kaboom! Venir dropped to his knees. Another blow smote him in the head. 
 
   Bish! They’re going to knock his grey matter out, Fogle thought. He was an apparition now. He couldn’t cast anything to defend his friends until it faded. The Savasons had recovered from the initial onslaught. Now organized, they cast spell after spell, knocking Venir and Brak off balance. The monstrous men slipped and fell. They sprang up, only to be knocked down by another strike or a skin-searing missile. The mages were picking them apart. 
 
   Focus, Fogle. He made his way to Kam. Just get her to safety. We all have to make sacrifices. He would want it that way. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 30
 
    
 
    
 
   “Isn’t this nice?” Scorch said. 
 
   He sat behind a grand table the likes of which Melegal had never seen before. The pitch-black slab was speckled with bright spots like the stars in the sky. Food was stacked up in piles. Wine flowed freely from its own fountain, and there was an extraordinary amount of cheese and pickles. Melegal didn’t respond. 
 
   “It is, Master Scorch. It is.” Seated to Scorch’s left was a sluggard of a man. He had a warrior’s body underneath a thick layer of fat. His name was Cappy, and Melegal knew the name. Billip had mentioned him before. Cappy wiped his greasy hair back over his shoulder. Stuck his shiny chest plate out. “It’s poor manners to not accept when you are served,” he said, eyeing Melegal. 
 
   “I’ll eat plenty when I’m ready.” 
 
   Also at the table, Zurth and Slom sat and ate from large plates of food piled up to their chins. Both of them ate, drank, and giggled while Jasper chewed on wine-colored grapes bigger than her eyeballs. She winked at Melegal and patted the seat next to hers. 
 
   He turned his back and peered out the window. They were in the top of one of the towers on the edge of the city. There was a spectacular view of the three great falls. Beautiful, but no thanks. He recalled his last encounter in the towers. Jaen had thrown him out, sending him plunging to his death. Thanks to some bizarre happenstance, the appearance of Fogle Boon had allowed him to avoid death once again. 
 
   “Do not fret, henchmen,” Scorch said in a strong and soothing voice. “No harm will come to you so long as you execute my orders.” 
 
   “Are we the only ones here?” Melegal said, eyeing the empty lakes that seemed impossibly far from where he stood. 
 
   “Well, the humans are all gone.” Scorch bit down on a crunchy pickle, chewed it up, and swallowed. “The chambers below us are all filled with underlings now.” 
 
   The grand room at the top of the spire fell silent. All eyes fell on Scorch. 
 
   The powerful being lifted his golden brows and slapped his hand on the table. “Did I say filled? Mostly-filled would be more accurate. Now be at ease, my henchmen. They won’t harm you so long as you stay close to me.” 
 
   Jasper set her grapes down and pushed her plate away. Cappy, Slom, and Zurth resumed their eating. Melegal made his way over to a brightly colored pillowy chair that sat next to a mystic green fire. He had a much better idea what Scorch was than the others did. They figured him to be some powerful Royal who had zapped them up into the tower. Scorch had even healed Zurth’s wound. Only Jasper showed signs of hesitation. Surely she’d never seen a wizard who could teleport six people at once. 
 
   “Milord,” Cappy said, thumping his chest and letting out a belch. “Pardon. As I was about to say, these henchmen you’ve chosen. I’m not so sure they can be trusted. I have plenty of able men and women who would be highly honored to be at your service.” 
 
   “Oh, shut up, Cappy,” Scorch said, waving him off. “I like these people. And the truth is, much to my disappointment, I’ve found you quite boring.” 
 
   Zurth and Slom snickered. 
 
   “Er… milord, I’ve hardly had time to make a lasting impression,” Cappy said. His head beaded in sweat. “Perhaps—”
 
   “Perhaps nothing, Cappy.” Scorch threw a pickle. It bounced off Cappy’s head.
 
   Slom and Zurth burst out in laughter. “Bwah-hahahaha!”
 
   Jasper erupted in giggles. 
 
   Slack-jawed, Cappy’s face reddened. “Stop laughing at me, you fools!”
 
   Scorch hit him in the face with another pickle. 
 
   Zurth’s fist started pounding the table. Slom held his belly. 
 
   “Now, that’s more like it!” Scorch said. “My, I’d forgotten the joy that comes with the sound of laughter.” He chuckled. “It’s contagious.”
 
   “Now, Scorch,” Cappy said, wiping the pickle juice off his face. “I think that’s plenty of fun for now.” 
 
   “Aw, don’t be such a humorless toad,” Slom said. He slung a turkey leg that glanced off Cappy’s head. 
 
   Cappy jumped up from the table. “You dare!” His long sword scraped out of his sheath. “On your feet, you half-orc bastard!”
 
   Slom and Zurth both stood up. Hands fell on hilts. “Do you want a food fight or a sword fight, fool?” Zurth said. 
 
   “I can take you both,” Cappy said. He tore his handkerchief off his neck and slung it to the floor. 
 
   Melegal eased back into his chair and kept the dart launchers on his wrists pointed in the man’s general direction. Jasper crawled under the table. Melegal noted the delighted expression on Scorch’s face. Troublemaker.
 
   “Gentlemen,” Scorch intervened, “let’s not have blood sport over a few pickles. My, you should lighten up, Cappy. Sometimes you have to roll with it. Pick up one of those desserts and throw it back. Here, let me help you.” A custard pie floated up off the table and hung beneath Cappy’s chin. “Go ahead, take it. Have a little fun. You know, like when you were a kid and riding on a merry-go-round.” 
 
   “A what?” Cappy said, reaching for the pie. 
 
   Scorch flicked his finger. The pie splattered into Cappy’s face. 
 
   Zurth and Slom fell to their knees, holding their bellies and bursting out in raucous laughter. 
 
   “Shut up, you two!” Cappy dug the pastry out of his eyes, leapt onto the table, and started kicking away at the food. “Shut up!” He jumped off the table, sword arcing high and bearing down straight on Slom’s laughing face. 
 
   The half-orc dove under the table. 
 
   Zurth, half laughing, sprang up to his feet and delivered a solid punch into Cappy’s pie-encrusted face. 
 
   The older soldier’s knees wobbled. Making a desperate cut, he clipped Zurth’s shoulder, drawing first blood. 
 
   Zurth, the bigger man, ripped his sword out and said, “You really need to work on your sense of humor.” He parried the blow. Clang! 
 
   “The only thing I need to work on is cutting you in two!”
 
   “That was a little funny,” Scorch said. He picked up another pickle and nibbled on the end. “But hardly good material.” 
 
   Melegal locked his fingers behind his head and watched the men try to carve their names in one another. Cappy’s skill with a blade was much more formidable than his appearance suggested. Zurth backed away, parrying blow after blow. Slat! Now I’m about to lose one of my henchmen!


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 31
 
    
 
    
 
   Sustaining blast after blast, Venir was flattened on the floor. Seared flesh. Rattled bones. It was all part of the battle. With Herculean effort, he fought on, rising to his feet. Brool licked out, clipping through a mage’s leg. A moment later he was lifted from his feet and suspended in the air. Across from him, floating above the throng of men, was Brak. His son’s face was savage. Inhuman. 
 
   “Cowards!” Venir yelled. 
 
   An odd chuckling arose from the wizards. The sordid lot of men pointed their fingers at him. Tiny glowing needles were flung and sticking to his skin. 
 
   Venir smelled his own flesh burning. He bellowed in laughter at the pain. “Is that all you have?”
 
   The Nexus Chamber was now a bloody battlefield. Half of the mages were dead, face down in pools of blood on the floor. Blood smeared all of their robes. None were unscathed. Venir caught a subtle movement out of the corner of his eye. Fogle huddled near Kam, unseen by the others. The man locked eyes with him for a moment. Venir dipped his chin a hair. Get her out of here.
 
   “Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you about this outcome, Venir.” It was Kavell. The High Wizard revealed himself, stepping out of his protective group. “And who is this madman we have over here? Your son, I presume?” Kavell stroked his chin. “Is he slobbering? Like father, like son, eh? I’d expect such behavior in your taverns, but we cannot have that in our towers. It’s”—he held his palm out, facing Brak as it charged with power—“uncouth.” He let loose a golden bolt, striking Brak square in the solar plexus. It blasted through one side and out the other. Brak’s chin sunk to his chest. His smoking body spasmed and quivered. 
 
   “Noooooo!” Venir screamed. He fought against his unseen bonds. His limbs were frozen. Minds assaulted his, holding his actions at bay. “I’ll kill you for this.” 
 
   “You had your chance. Now, for all the blood you’ve shed, you must pay your debts. First with your son, and then with my daughter.” Kavell stepped toward the dais where Kam was bound. The brood of wizards parted, clearing a way to the slab. Kavell’s jaw hung open. Kam was gone, Fogle with her. 
 
   Venir started laughing. “She’s gone, you proud fool.” 
 
   Kavell’s brow furrowed. He glared at Venir. “You are the fool! I would have let her go in return for you. Your brainless son would have been spared.”
 
   Venir’s body strained and flexed against his bonds. It was his will against all the others. A collective of strong intellect and debased minds fighting against his. Forcing him to do their will. “You lie,” he managed to say through clenched jaws. 
 
    “You’ll never know, will you? Now all of you will die. I’ll hunt her and Fogle Boon down soon after I turn the both of you inside out.” He pointed at the remaining Savasons. “Torment these two until only one last breath remains.” He turned to Brak. “Start with his son first. I want him to see it all. I’ll start.” 
 
    Brak’s head snapped up. He started screaming.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 32
 
    
 
    
 
   Sidebor sat back in a pewter chair, holding a cloth over his face. His own dark blood smeared his face. A searing pain throbbed in the socket where his right eye had once been. Grinding his teeth, he then said, “You didn’t have to do that.”
 
   “Didn’t I?” Sinway said. The all-powerful underling mage stood in front of the roaring furnace, holding his father’s eyeball in his hand. “Get it? Didn’t eye?” He chittered a laugh and casually tossed Sidebor’s ruby-red eye into the furnace. 
 
   A flash of bright light exploded, billowing Sinway’s robes. He dusted off his hands. “Since you are my father, I have chosen to be merciful. It’s much better than being dead, is it not?”
 
   “If you want me to say that I’m grateful, I won’t.” He glanced at the Vicious looming nearby, the one that had carved out his eye. “I even created that one.” He grunted. “I’d call you a bastard, but I know you aren’t. How’s your mother?”
 
   Sinway’s face split open with a smile. “She’s well, but we won’t be making any plans for a reunion. After all, I can’t have you spawning any more children. You never know how they might turn out.” 
 
   “It’s been quite some time since I’ve copulated. If you don’t have any immediate plans, I could use some leisure.” He pulled the soiled cloth away from the gaping hole in his socket. “And a few bottles of port for the pain will help.”
 
   “I can’t have you out whoring the streets,” Sinway said. 
 
   “I’m in a new body, and I’m missing an eye, you fool.” He threw his cloth at the Vicious. “And I wasn’t suggesting I wander about. Rather that you bring them here.” 
 
   “We don’t have time to make concubines. Those days are gone for you.” 
 
   Sidebor murmured under his breath. For hundreds of years, his essence had been hosted only by his red gemstone eyes. It had been a miserable existence. Formless. Lonely. By chance, an underling loyal to him had come to his rescue. Oran. Now, missing one eye, a portion of Sidebor’s power was gone. He was hardly a threat to his son, Sinway, now. He was almost as proud of his son as the amount he hated him. Just play along.
 
   “Much has changed since you’ve been gone, Sidebor,” Sinway continued. “We have a stronghold in the Outlands, we nearly have complete control of the City of Bone and its Everwells, and the City of Three is nearly ours as well.” 
 
   “Let me have command of a regiment. I’ll finish what needs to be finished in Bone.” 
 
   “No one knows you,” Sinway said. He glided over to his pewter chair and sat down. “Sorry, but you’ll have to stay close to me. And when I don’t want you around, which is now, you’ll remain inside this castle.”
 
   “And what about Scorch and all of that power you wish to usurp? You know you’ll need me to help with that.” 
 
   “I need to trust you first. In the meantime, I can be patient.” 
 
   The longer you wait, the more power will slip from your hands. “You sound awfully sure of yourself.” Sidebor chuckled. 
 
   “You find it amusing?”
 
   “I’ve been down the path you’re on before. So close to that trophy, but something unexpected always intervenes.” 
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “Oh, you should have figured that out for yourself already.” 
 
   “If you’re talking about the Darkslayer, I don’t think that is a factor we need to worry about. Since our alien friend arrived, things have changed.” 
 
   There’s nothing new under the suns. “Just a warning, Son.” 
 
   “Noted. Vicious, see him to his chambers. Keep him alone and under lock and key until I return. And no port or any other amenities either. Let his suffering be a chronic reminder of who runs the world around here. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 33
 
    
 
    
 
   “Oh, where are we?” Kam said, trying to sit up. 
 
   “Easy,” Fogle replied, putting a damp cloth on her head, “we’re in your bedroom. Back in the Roost.”
 
   “What? How?”
 
   Fogle brought a cup of water and put it to her lips. They’d only been back a few minutes. The cup trembled in his hand. The spell he’d read from Ruut’s spellbook had drained him. In his transparent form without a solid body, he couldn’t cast his own spells, but he could read one from a book. Or so he had hoped. It was a risk he had taken, and it had worked. He and Kam were far from the dangers. For now. 
 
   Kam managed to make it all the way up into a sitting position. Her features were gaunt and haggard, her robust body unhealthy and diminished. “What about the others?”
 
   “Sorry?” Fogle said, wiping water off her chin. 
 
   “Venir? Brak? Where are they?”
 
   Fogle’s skin turned a little clammy. “You saw them?”
 
   “Bits and pieces, but they were there with me, in the Nexus Chamber, weren’t they?”
 
   “Yes,” Fogle said, showing a sad look. “And they made quite a sacrifice.”
 
   Kam somehow got hold of the hairs on his chest, pulled him down into her burning green eyes, and said in her demanding voice, “Go back and get them.” 
 
   “Uh, I hardly have the means.”
 
   “Don’t be a worm, Fogle.” She pushed him away, put her feet on the floor, and headed out of the bedroom. Her knees buckled, and she collapsed. Fogle came to her aid. “Get off me and go and get them.” 
 
   “They understood the consequences, Kam. They gave up their lives for yours. We all agreed that your safety came first.”
 
   Her eyes became hot green flames. “Don’t you dare coddle me! After all I’ve been through. The mind grumbles. The twisting of my mind. The assaults on my body. In all that time, Fogle, it wasn’t you I was thinking about. It was him. Sorry.” She pushed herself up to her feet. “And dead or alive, I owe him an apology and I shall give it. With or without your aid!”
 
   Him. The words stung. Kam was a special woman, no doubt—fierce, beautiful… loyal. He’d have left her rotting in a cell. Venir had fought his arse off to get her out. Head down, he said, “I’m a bastard, aren’t I?”
 
    “No, you’re just a man.” She caressed his cheek. “And you aren’t all to blame for this. But slat, I’m the mother of his daughter, and I should do better by that infuriating goon. Will you go get him?”
 
   With a sigh and another crack in his heart, Fogle said, “I’ll try.”
 
   ***
 
   Brak’s white eyes returned to normal. Still suspended in the air, he swung and flailed at unseen enemies. “Father! Make it stop! Please!” 
 
   “My, he’s a loud one, isn’t he?” Kavell said, covering his ears. He looked up at Venir. “Torture, isn’t it? Your young giant has a very feeble mind. It’s very easy to toy with.”
 
   “You’ll pay for this, maggot,” Venir growled. His arms flexed against his invisible bonds. He had some idea how wizards did their work. Beneath his feet, four of them had him circled. Holding hands, they had intertwined their wills to use their powers against him. “Let my boy go, and just take me!”
 
   “I already made that offer, and you declined.” With a turn of his finger, he turned Venir upside down. “Your entire world is upside down now, isn’t it?”
 
   Now eye level with Venir, the Savasons clucked with laughter.
 
   Snarling, Venir channeled all of his inner strength. Arms and neck bulged and strained. The host of magi’s willpower weakened on the link. Venir’s fury surged. The bonds that held his mind in control shattered. “Big mistake, Kavell!” Brool lashed out in a full swing. Slice!
 
   One of the wizards’ heads hit the floor at the same time as Venir. An armored panther, he plowed through the knot of inferior men, axe first. In three great strides, he severed out the backside of one wizard in the group that tormented Brak. They all scrambled. 
 
   Brak hit the floor hard. 
 
   Thud! 
 
   Cutting two more men down, axe dripping blood, Venir stood guard over Brak. He locked his eyes on Kavell. “Let’s make this between me and you, you magic-sucking dog!”
 
   Kavell’s refined features became a mask of fury. Bright-orange fires erupted from his fingertips. 
 
   Venir caught the blast on his shield and marched forward. The searing flames kept coming, curling up the hair on his arms. Yelling, Venir pushed harder against the storm. One great stride at a time, he fought against the blast, each step getting hotter and hotter. Face beaded in sweat, shield red hot and burning his arm, he cocked Brool back to strike. 
 
   “No!” Kavell bellowed. “It’s not possible! No!”
 
   Venir struck. Brool’s tip lanced through the fire and sunk deep between Kavell’s ribs. The fire went out. Venir dropped his shield, eyed Kavell’s awestruck dying face, and said, “You should have let your daughter go.”
 
   “Screw you, barbarian.” 
 
   “Skewer you too.” Lowering Kavell’s dead figure to the ground, Venir shoved the man off the spike with his boot. He turned. 
 
   The Savasons were gone. 
 
   Brak sat on his knees, wheezing and clutching his chest. His eyes blinked rapidly. 
 
   Venir rushed to his side and said, “Are you alright, Son?”
 
   “I have no idea. What happened?” 
 
   Suddenly, a black portal appeared in the blood-splattered room. Fogle appeared. The big-headed man’s eyes scoured the room and rested on Kavell’s dead body. “I knew you’d be fine.”
 
   “No thanks to you,” Venir said in a harsh voice. He helped Brak up to his feet. “Now jump back into your black hole where you belong.”
 
   “Come now, Venir,” Fogle said, backing away from the oncoming man. “You wanted to go in. I sent you in. You know as well as I know that you’d somehow survive. Am I right, or am I wrong?”
 
   “You’re wrong. You almost got Brak killed.” 
 
   “If it gives you any pleasure, you’ll be happy to know that your temperamental bastard nearly killed me moments earlier.” 
 
   “Is that true?” he said to his son, whom he was holding up with his shoulder. 
 
   Brak shrugged. 
 
   “Go away, Fogle,” Venir said. 
 
   “You won’t get out of here without me. Even without Kavell, the Savasons will be back and in greater numbers. The rest of the Royals won’t take this well.” 
 
   “I’m not going into the black hole again, you snake. Probably a hundred underlings on the other side of it.” 
 
   “More like a thousand,” Fogle replied, and then held his hands up. “Only a jest! Shall I go first, then? Bear in mind, our time is limited.” 
 
   Venir pointed Brool’s tip at Fogle’s chest. “I should gut you now.”
 
   “Then we’d all be”—he pushed away Brool’s tip—“stuck here. No pun intended.” 
 
   “Come on, Venir,” a soft voice said.
 
   Venir whirled at the sound. 
 
   Kam stood within the portal with her hand stretched out. “Please, hurry.”
 
   Venir eased back, eyeing the battered woman. 
 
   “Don’t be stubborn, Venir. I won’t say I’m sorry until you come home.” 
 
   Caked in blood, he took her hand in his. There was warmth and strength inside her palm. She led him and Brak both inside, and they exited to her room at the Magi Roost. There, she hugged his big frame as tight as she could and said, “I’m sorry.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 34
 
    
 
    
 
   “Ow!” Lefty said, jumping up into a sitting position. Rough hands forced him back down. 
 
   “Be still,” a man said. “You don’t want to bleed to death, do you?”
 
   Wincing, Lefty eased back onto the hot ground. His shoulder throbbed, but the black-bearded man was working on it, running a needle and some sort of thread through the wound. He sucked through his teeth, and his eyes watered. Blinking, he looked at the man. “Billip?” 
 
   “Aye,” the archer said. He broke the thread with his teeth and tied it off with deft fingers. “All finished.” He rubbed the hair on Lefty’s head. “Never thought I’d see you again, boy. It’s a wonder you’re among us.” 
 
   “Thanks, Billip.”
 
   He pulled off the cap of a water skin and poured it over the wound. 
 
   “Don’t waste that,” Lefty said, pushing it away. 
 
   “It’s all right,” Billip said, offering it to him. “Drink, and drink heartily. This skin hasn’t emptied since we left Three.” 
 
   Parched, Lefty gulped down the cool liquid as if it were a magnificent nectar. “Ahhhh!”
 
   “Thatta boy.” 
 
   Lefty’s heart swelled inside his chest. He’d never thought he’d see any of his friends ever again. He stiffened. “Say, where’s Pall?”
 
   “Who?”
 
   “The Blood Ranger, Pall?” He started up on his feet. Wooziness assailed him. 
 
   Billip steadied him with his strong hands. “Easy. He was fine after we plugged about a dozen holes in him.” Billip snorted and smiled. “Told us to fill them with dirt, and he’d be fine. I said he was crazy. An hour later, he walked again, and now he’s heading to camp with the rest of them.” 
 
   “Was that Georgio I saw?”
 
   “Yep. Come, they aren’t too distant, I don’t suppose.” 
 
   “Why’d they leave us?” 
 
   “Didn’t want to move you, is all.” Billip cracked his knuckles. “They only broke free an hour or so ago. Of course, it’s hard to tell in this Outland weather.” He glared up into the setting suns. “But you get used to it. The heat. The misery.” He shook his head. “Well, maybe not. At least we have plenty of water.” 
 
   Lefty got in step with Billip and followed along. “What are you doing out here?”
 
   “Building an army.”
 
   “An army? What kind of army?”
 
   “The kind that kills underlings. What other kind is there?” 
 
   “Is Venir leading it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Lefty’s expression soured. He didn’t want to know if Venir was alive or not, but he had the feeling that even Billip wasn’t certain.
 
   “Don’t fret. He has a way of turning up, but I’ve not seen him since days before we departed Three, and that was months ago.” Billip adjusted the bow on his shoulder. “Underlings have penetrated the belly of the beautiful city. I hope it doesn’t fall like Bone, but we left Melegal in charge, so there’s hope.”
 
   “Melegal? Really?”
 
   “Hah. No, of course not. But I figured you’d want to know that he was still breathing.” 
 
   Lefty fired off more questions, and Billip caught him up with all that he knew. So much had happened since Scorch sent him away. But everyone had survived. Including Kam and Erin. 
 
   “Listen, little man,” Billip said down to him. “What is done is done. Forget the past. We move forward now. Together to the end. You got that?”
 
   Lefty nodded. “I do. I do.”
 
   “Good.” Billip stepped up on the edge of a jutting rock that overlooked a rocky ravine. A large group of men were huddled inside. There were strange humanoids too, that had four arms and insect heads. “Those are striders. Fast and fierce warriors. The other men, the ones that wear their cloaks like drapes, are called the Jung. They know these Outlands better than anyone. Mind your tongue around them. They’ll cut it out. Their disposition is as forgiving as the suns.”
 
   “Oh.” Forgiveness. Could any of his friends forgive him for all that he’d done? He had been horrible to Georgio in their last days together. Gillem Longfingers had turned his thoughts inside out. “Are we going down there?”
 
   “If you want to eat, we better.” 
 
   The walk was long. Down the hillside they went, wading through the camp of strange men and striders. Billip greeted some of them and pressed on, stopping just outside a canvas tent that was stretched out over the rocks. A handful of men stood in the shade it created, with their backs to him. Georgio’s curly locks covered his upper back. He was much bigger than Lefty remembered.  
 
   Billip said, “Ahem.”
 
   Georgio turned. He was sucking on a chicken bone and tossed it aside. His face was without expression. “Lefty,” he said in a solemn tone.
 
   He wanted to hide behind Billip but managed to reply. “Yes.”
 
   Georgio took a knee, opened his arms, unleashed a smile, and said, “Boy, am I glad to see you!”
 
   Lefty rushed into his friend’s arms and hugged him tight, ignoring the blinding pain in his shoulder. Tears streaming from his eyes, Lefty sobbed a reply, “Thanks.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 35
 
    
 
    
 
   Some Bloodhounds cried for order. Others just fought. Lunk froze his swing. 
 
   Malley screamed, “Finish him! Finish him!”
 
   A throng of men surged between the pair of challengers. Corrin was one of them. 
 
   Creed averted his attention elsewhere. 
 
   What scheme is this? Eyeing the turrets, he noted the ballista that Foxmire had manned was empty. The heavyset man stood inside the turret, overlooking the scene. 
 
   The Bloodhounds yelled up at him, screaming his betrayal. The sound of another ballista being loosed silenced the suddenly crouching crowd in the courtyard. 
 
   Clatch-Zip!
 
   A long bolt was launched from another nearby turret and lanced Foxmire through the chest. He tipped over the turret’s ledge and fell three stories to the ground. Thud!
 
   Now, Lord Grom was dead, and his assassin was dead. 
 
   And I’m still alive? Corrin thought. He searched the balcony for Lorda Almen. She stood with her hands on the balcony rail, surveying the scene. There was a satisfied look in her eyes but shock and alarm in her expression. She’s a clever lass. I’ll give her that. He shook his head, pushing back against the ranks of men that pawed at Creed. Poor Foxmire. Did he do it because of a romp that she gave him or for a romp he was promised? 
 
   “Turn Creed over!” Malley cried out. The man’s face was red, his tone fierce. “He must finish the challenge!”
 
   “His accuser is dead!” said another man. 
 
   “Aye!” 
 
   “Creed is the heir!”
 
   “I am the heir!” Malley said.
 
   “Nay!” 
 
   “Yea!”
 
   The men bickered among themselves. The dogs began to howl. Corrin and some of his roughneck brethren picked Creed up by the crooks of his arms and dragged him under the archways to safety. 
 
   “Bone, there’s not much left of you, is there,” Corrin said to Creed.
 
   Creed nodded. His jaw sagged, and his eyes were half-rolled up in his head. Exhausted, he muttered, “Probably not enough meat left for the dogs. Thank you, Corrin. Brethren, what happened? My senses fled. Why all the commotion?” 
 
   “Your grandfather just got skewered,” a Bloodhound said. “He’s dead. You’re next in line to be his successor, as all the rest of his kin are dead.” 
 
   “Who killed him?” Creed asked, resting his back against the base of the pillars. 
 
   “Foxmire.”
 
   “Really?” Creed rubbed his chin. “Anyone got a drink of anything?”
 
   “No,” Corrin said. 
 
   “Get him something,” one man said to another, “with some bite to it.” A Bloodhound jogged away, daggers jangling on his hips. 
 
   Corrin took a closer look at Creed. He was about half the man he had been. His nails were dirty and cracked. Dirt covered his face, and he smelled worse than the kennels. “Yer alive, but you don’t look much like it.” 
 
   Back in the courtyard, the scuffling turned from pushing and shoving to shouting and cussing. Corrin had learned enough about the Bloodhounds to know that they wouldn’t hurt each other, not now anyway. But Foxmire’s attack had been an extraordinary event. Why the man had done it wouldn’t make much sense at all to them, but they’d figure it out. Eventually. Assuming he was right, it would point back to Lorda.
 
   Creed forced a smile. His strong teeth were intact but grubby. “It’s good to be among you again. All of you.” A man returned with a flask of ale. Creed took it and gulped it down. The golden ale spilled all over the hairs on his chin. “Ah! Now that is divine! And to think I never had a tongue for it before. Pardon my manners.” He chugged down the rest of the flask. Buuuuurp!
 
   ***
 
   Three days of clamor among the Bloodhounds went by before they had Lord Grom buried. It was a long day, but tensions began to ease. The tyrant was dead, and no more blood was shed. Back at the courtyard, every Bloodhound had gathered. A large brass set of scales sat on a wooden plank table. An older man in brown leather stood behind the table, stacking up stones of equal size. He cleared his throat and spoke very loudly. 
 
   “Bloodhounds! You will cast your lot on the Judgement Scale.” He took two stones and placed them on either side of the scales. They tipped evenly. “Cast left, and brother Creed must finish the challenge. Lord Grom’s accusation of treason stands. Cast right, and brother Creed is found innocent—and being the last in Lord Grom’s line, he is the heir to the castle and lord over all of its men.” 
 
   The men stirred. They were unpredictable, and Creed’s hands turned clammy. He found Lunk towering behind the crowd. At least I’ve more strength in me now. 
 
   Corrin stood beside him, scanning the turrets. They weren’t manned. The balconies were empty, and Lorda Almen was nowhere to be seen. 
 
   The older man continued. “All that are present, stand before me. Cast your vote and step behind.” He pointed at the man standing in front. It was Malley. “You go first.” 
 
   Malley marched right up to the table with his chin high and dropped the stone on the left side. It dipped down an inch from the table. He leered at Creed and said, “You’d be wise, brothers, not to save this treasonous dog.” 
 
   “Hold your tongue!” the old man snapped. “The time for politicking is over. Next!”
 
   One by one, the Bloodhounds cast their votes. The scales teetered back and forth. They all grumbled and cursed at one another. 
 
   I thought I was a little more popular than this. Seems I was wrong. Creed could still admit he wasn’t much of a leader. But he was a fighter. They knew that, and who better to lead them against the underlings than he? He’d killed more of them than any.
 
   Another stone plunked down out of his favor. The left side sunk again, and the voting ranks were beginning to thin. 
 
   “At least I had a few good days,” he mumbled to Corrin. 
 
   With only three men remaining, the scales were tilted left. Every eye in the courtyard was on the scales. One by one, the last three cast their votes. Right. Right. Right. The scales teetered even. 
 
   “Hmmm,” the old man said, rubbing his chin. “It seems we have a tie, and in that event, we honor Lord Grom’s decision.” 
 
   Corrin stepped forward and said, “I have not voted yet.” 
 
   “No!” Malley yelled storming into the courtyard. “You are not a Bloodhound!”
 
   “The bone I’m not! You shook my bloody hand! The whole lot of you.” 
 
   “Lord Grom died.” 
 
   “Lord Grom died after the fact. I’m a Bloodhound, witnessed by all, and if you don’t honor that, then you honor nothing at all.” He shoved Malley away and stopped in front of the table. He scanned the crowd. “Does anyone else want to tangle?” 
 
   There were plenty of murmurs, but all of the men held their peace. 
 
   Corrin picked up a stone and held it over the left scale, showing a wicked smile at Creed. 
 
   Creed’s chest tightened. This would happen.
 
   Corrin laughed. He tossed the stone on the right scale, and it sank the pile down. He walked over, took his friend by the arm, and held it up. “Long Live Lord Creed!”
 
   All the hounds and Bloodhounds howled. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 36
 
    
 
    
 
   Cleaned up, Kam made her way down the stairs inside the Magi Roost. Joline and Jubilee waited for her at the bottom of the steps. Joline’s face was filled with worry. 
 
   “Will you go back to bed?” the older woman said, putting her hands on her hips. “Now.”
 
   “As much as I’ve been through, this is resting.” Holding onto the rail, dressed in a warm cotton robe, Kam made her way down, hiding the pain inside as best she could. Everything ached from head to toe. The magi had done horrible things to her. She hit bottom. “See? I’m fine.” 
 
   “I’ll get you some coffee,” Joline said. “Jubilee, stay by her side.” 
 
   “I will.” The young girl wrapped her arm around Kam’s waist and said, “You look terrible.”
 
   “I suppose I do.” 
 
   “I’m sorry.” 
 
   “For what?”
 
   “It was me that should have been tortured, not you.” 
 
   Kam leaned down and touched her head with Jubilee’s. “It was me they wanted.” A chair scraped over the wooden floor nearby. Glancing over, she saw that Venir and Brak had stood up at the table near the fireplace. It seemed so cold without a fire, but she was sweating a little. 
 
   Brak pulled out a chair and smiled. Both father and son looked worn out. Venir held a sleeping Erin in his arms. Kam kissed Erin, sat down, and opened her arms. Venir handed their little girl over. 
 
   “She’ll sleep better now that you’re back,” Venir said. 
 
   “That will make two of us.” She placed her hand on Venir’s stitched-up forearm. “Maybe you’ll get some sleep as well.” She turned her head and scanned the room. “Where’s Fogle?”
 
   “He’s keeping an eye on things,” Brak said. “Shall I fetch him?” 
 
    “No need. Just curious.” She smiled at Venir and rubbed his arm. How she felt about Fogle, after all she’d been through, shouldn’t matter, but it did. The shock and hurt in his eyes couldn’t be hidden. There was a pit of guilt inside her. She’d led the man on, fueled by her anger toward Venir. It wasn’t right. She truly liked him, just not like Venir. While she had been tormented over and over, it had been Venir she hoped would come to her rescue, not Fogle. “He’s a big boy. He’ll be fine.”
 
   Joline returned with a tray loaded with mugs and a large metal carafe filled with steaming coffee. “I can only hope we’ll have enough peace to enjoy this pot. I can’t handle any more of these dilemmas. My heart just can’t take it.” 
 
   “I don’t think there will be any rest for any of us in this city,” Venir said, eyeing Kam. 
 
   “I’m not going to scold you, Venir. I just don’t think it will be safe anywhere.” 
 
   Jubilee spoke up. “Maybe we should go back to Bone. How much worse can it be? You can kill underlings anywhere.”
 
   “The closer the better,” Venir said. He grabbed a mug of steaming hot coffee and slugged it down. “But the food’s still better here. Coffee too.” 
 
   “Everything used to be better here,” Jubilee said with a frown, “but that all seems to be changing.” 
 
   Kam studied Venir’s face. There was a mask of pain hidden behind Venir’s burning blue eyes. For the first time, she saw him in a new light. For what he really was. A man who fought. Sacrificed. Put his life on the line for others a hundred times. He was brazen. Skinned and scarred. Ornery and hard. But he was honest. Trustworthy. Valiant and brave. If the entire world stood with the underlings, Venir would still fight against them. “Venir, what do you want to do?”
 
   “Get everyone to safety.” 
 
   “And?” she said, rubbing his arm. 
 
   The chair moved as he shifted in his seat. He pulled his shoulders back and showed a fierce grin above his battle-scarred chin. “And fight those black devils until there’s none of them left.” 
 
   “You don’t have to do that alone you know, Father.” Brak clasped his bigger hand over Venir’s fist. “I’m with you to the end.” 
 
   “So am I,” Kam said, smiling at her baby girl, “and Erin too.” 
 
   “What about me?” Joline said, fanning her face with her hand. “I’ve never been outside of this city.” 
 
   “Do you want to feed underlings?” Venir said.
 
   “Lords, no.” 
 
   “Then pack a bag. To the Outlands we go.” 
 
   “What about Melegal and Jasper?” Jubilee reminded them. 
 
   Excited, Brak interrupted, “Are we going to meet up with Billip and Georgio?”
 
   “You know what they say on Bish, don’t you Son?” 
 
   Brak gave him a funny look. “No, what do they say?”
 
   “Friends that stay together, slay together.” 
 
   Kam laughed. He’s much more charming when he’s not brooding. 
 
   “That’s a horrible saying,” Joline said. She untied her apron and slung it on the floor. “And somebody’s going to have to teach me how to wield something other than a ladle.” 
 
   Everyone at the table erupted in laughter. 
 
   Kam wiped a tear from her eye. She couldn’t remember the last time her gut had hurt from laughing. “Oh, stop. Please stop. I’m still sore from the inquisition.” She slapped the table. 
 
   Venir’s voice was rumbling with laughter, and Brak let out the oddest squeal. It sent Jubilee to the floor. 
 
   “What was that sound, Brak?” the young girl said. 
 
   Laughing, Brak said, “I don’t know. Hooyeeek!” 
 
   Venir slammed his fist into the table so hard it broke in half. 
 
   “You’re mad,” Joline said. “Every last one of you is mad! I’m going to pack!” She stormed away. 
 
   Kam regained her composure. Her eyes fixed on Venir’s laughing face. She recalled the first time she met him. He’d been younger and had a smile that could melt her world. He caught her looking. 
 
   “Sorry about the table, Kam,” he said. “I’ll repair it.” 
 
   She grabbed his hand and led him up to his feet. “No, come on. Let’s get you cleaned up and put Erin to bed.” 
 
   Venir’s eyes widened. “Really?”
 
   “Yes, but I’m a little tired, so you’ll have to carry us.” 
 
   Venir scooped her and Erin up into his arms. With a smile bright as the moon, he said, “I’ll carry you to the other side of Bish if you wish.” 
 
   “The bedroom will do.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER37
 
    
 
    
 
   Cappy’s sword tip took a hunk of flesh from Zurth’s arm. “Let’s see how you laugh when you’re dead!” Cappy yelled. His sword arced high and came down for a fatal blow. 
 
   Zurth snatched a vase off a nearby table and slung it at Cappy’s battle-glazed eyes. 
 
   The old soldier slid his head to the side and halted his swing. “Coward!”
 
   Slom sprung from underneath the table and plowed into Cappy’s back. The rogue and the soldier tussled on the floor, locking hands on wrists. Slom had a dagger in his hand, trying to drive it into Cappy’s throat. 
 
   Cappy kicked at the half-orc’s ribs. “Get off of me, half-beast!”
 
   Slom forced his superior weight down on the pinned man. The dagger’s tip closed in on Cappy’s fat neck. 
 
   Melegal caught the glimmer in Scorch’s eyes. Men were about to die, and this was little more than entertainment to him. Perhaps this is what he wants. He probably caused it all. He’s just as sick as the Royals. 
 
   “Oh, I’m not sick, Melegal,” Scorch said, still eyeing the battle. “Far from it. And I didn’t cause this. Cappy’s temperament lacks refinement.” 
 
   A thousand tiny spiders raced up and down Melegal’s spine. He reads my thoughts. Bone!
 
   Scorch chuckled. It would do you well to get used to it. You’re an interesting man. Rail thin but durable. Still interesting. 
 
   Wringing his cap, Melegal shouted back in his mind, Get out of my head!
 
   “As I said, you’ll have to get used to it.” 
 
   Melegal put his cap back on his head. His worries eroded. 
 
   “What just happened?” Scorch said, eyeing him. 
 
   Melegal slid his cap back off. “I don’t know. You tell me.” 
 
   “Screw you, half-breed!” Cappy spat in Slom’s face. 
 
   The rangy rogue put all of his strength and weight behind his dagger. Cappy’s arms gave out. The blade sunk into his neck. 
 
   Slom leaned back and mopped the sweat from his eyes. “I didn’t think he’d ever shut his mouth.” He pulled his dagger out and wiped it clean on Cappy’s sleeve. 
 
   “Thanks,” Zurth said, pressing a tablecloth to his wound. 
 
   “That hat,” Scorch said to Melegal. “Let me have it.”
 
   “Get your own.” 
 
   Scorch beckoned with his hand for the hat. 
 
   The dark cap tried to pull free of Melegal’s grip. It stretched out his arms and then dragged him over the floor toward Scorch. 
 
   “Just let go of it!” 
 
   “No!” Melegal shouted back, with his boots dragging over the floor. “You have enough. Get your own!” 
 
   Scorch jerked his arm back, ripping the cap free from Melegal’s fingertips. The thief sat on his knees, scrawny chest heaving. “Give it back,” he gasped. 
 
   Scorch twirled it on his finger, eyed it, and took a whiff with his nose. “It’s a sorry looking thing, yet it tingles.” He placed it over his golden mane. His azure eyes brightened. “Ah! I like it.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 38
 
    
 
    
 
   In the early dark of morning, Fogle reentered the back door of the Magi Roost into the kitchen. The last few days he’d been lying low and doing a little self-exploration. Making his way over to the cabinets, he grabbed a pouch of coffee grinds. With a flick of his finger, the fires to the stove came. His eyes found a buckskin satchel on the table. 
 
   They shouldn’t be leaving this lying about.
 
   He picked up the decanter. It was the one filled with Everwater. A mystic stream of fluid that never ran out. He refilled the coffee kettle with it, found a stool, and sat with his head down. I’m an arse. He’d almost gotten Venir killed. He’d sent the man into the middle of a tower as a distraction and rationalized that the man could not die. That the warrior would be fine. There was some truth to that, but Venir had suffered greatly on the gamble. The man had died. Suffocated by Kam’s father, Kavell. Fogle had learned that while eavesdropping on the two of them. He’d felt an inch tall afterward. 
 
   He sighed. 
 
   Joline and Jubilee were the only ones he talked to, and there was little of that. Joline said they wanted to find Melegal and Jasper before they departed into the Outlands. He’d agreed to help, but he hadn’t had any luck with it at all. 
 
   I don’t even know why I’m here. They don’t need me.
 
   On cat’s feet, someone pushed through the pair of swinging doors between the kitchen and bar. Venir’s silhouette filled the room. 
 
   Great.
 
   “Who’s making coffee?” Venir said. 
 
   Fogle formed a spell on his lips. He could conceal himself until the man passed by. Show a little backbone, Fogle. If he kills you, he kills you. “Help yourself,” he replied, rising up from his spot.
 
   Venir turned the key on one of the oil lamps. The growing flame brightened the room. “Any sign of Melegal?”
 
   “No,” Fogle said. Venir wasn’t armed. He wore a brown tunic and was only equipped with hands that Fogle had seen him crush walnuts with. “I have ways of letting him know what happened if he ever comes around.”
 
   Venir leaned back on one of the kitchen counters and crossed his arms just above the waist. “Kam’s informed me of the same thing.” 
 
   The sound of Venir saying her name stung. “Venir, I can easily find my grandfather. I can tell you where Billip and them are, or at least get you close to them. Besides, you know the Outland better than anyone.” 
 
   “What are you saying, Fogle?”
 
   “I feel it’s best that we part ways.”
 
   Venir bobbed his chin. “Is that what you want?”
 
   Fogle readied the coffee grinds. “As I said, I feel it’s best.” 
 
   “It would increase my chances of survival.” 
 
   Fogle’s neck tightened as he twisted around to face Venir. He swore the man’s brooding face was smiling. He rubbed the back of his neck. For some reason he felt like he was a hundred years old. And he’d be lying if he said he hadn’t been thinking about what Venir and Kam had been doing. “I erred.” 
 
   Venir pushed himself off the table and said, “What’s that?”
 
   “Venir, if you want to throttle me, you would be in your right. I was arrogant.” He cleared his throat. “And I’m ashamed to say, I let my loins get the better of me. So much to the point that I wanted you out of the way. Even dead. And you’ve been nothing less than a friend.” 
 
   “You know, that would be the second time you tried to kill me.” 
 
   “And over a woman on both accounts.” The coffee’s aroma began to strengthen. “Honestly, it’s time we parted ways.” 
 
   “Don’t get all crossed over, Fogle.” Venir dropped his big paw on Fogle’s shoulder and squeezed. “Plenty of renowned men have fallen between the heaving breasts of many women. It’s just how we are.” He slapped Fogle on the shoulder, jostling the man hard. “But if you ever set me up again, I’ll have to kill you.” 
 
   “I won’t,” Fogle said, rubbing his shoulder. “At least not without your permission.” 
 
   “Good.” Venir eyed the pot. “Is that ready yet?”
 
   “Almost.” 
 
   “So you’re going to ride it out with us. Into the Outlands?”
 
   Fogle frowned. “It seems awkward.” 
 
   “Better to feel awkward among company than to die alone.” Venir picked up the coffee urn and poured a mug of the steaming brew. He took a drink. “It’s good enough. Strong.” Venir turned and headed back out of the kitchen. “Go ahead and do what you sorcerers do so as to leave a note to Melegal. We’re heading out at dawn.” Venir vanished through the swinging doors. 
 
   Fogle poured himself a cup of coffee. The first sip burnt his lip. “Ow! How in Bish did he drink this swill?” He poured it into the sink. Why does he want me along, anyway? I can’t even look Kam in the eyes. It will be impossible. He thought about Cass. That wispy-haired albino druid. This is her fault. Dragon-loving wench. You really know how to pick them, Fogle. 
 
   He pulled his small spellbook out from underneath his robes. He opened and closed the worn leather tome several times until it expanded and filled his lap. He stuck his nose down in it. 
 
   Maybe I should conjure up my own woman.
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 39
 
    
 
    
 
   “Look at how they move. So well organized. So methodical,” Scorch said. “How can one not have admiration for them? They are far more determined than the other breeds. Why shouldn’t they be rewarded?” 
 
   “They’re evil. They destroy everything,” Melegal said from his chair. 
 
   “You have to admire their consistency,” Scorch replied.
 
   Melegal shook his head. Over the past few days, he, Jasper, Zurth, and Slom had been staring at one of the Tower’s great windows. Its transparency was gone, replaced by live and detailed scenes from all over the City of Three. He saw the underlings taking control of the Nest. Swarming and attacking in the wards and districts. He even saw battles miles distant from the grand city itself. 
 
   “Aren’t these big screens a marvelous invention?” Scorch said while pointing his finger at the oversized glass. He flipped from one landscape to the other. “I have to give these local sorcerers some credit for this one. It’s no wonder they’ve been able to control things for so long, until now.” He took a sip from a golden goblet of wine. “Ah, I just remembered something. Watch this.” He snapped his fingers, one-two-three. More windows came to life with new views. 
 
   “Oooh,” Slom, Jasper, and Zurth said in unison. They all sat in plush chairs that reclined back and were stuffing their faces with food. Fascinated by the imagery, they’d hardly moved in days. 
 
   “I knew they would like it,” Scorch said, fanning himself with Melegal’s cap. “Why, sir, can’t you enjoy it?”
 
   “Those are real people dying down there. Innocent blood being spilled.” 
 
   “So?”
 
   “It’s sick.” 
 
   “It’s always been this way, has it not? It’s no different, except now the underlings are in control. And they should be.” 
 
   “If you are so fond of them, then why don’t you keep them company instead of us?” 
 
   Scorch cocked his head. “Hmmm, you do raise a good point. After all, the underlings are a bit canned. One dimensional. They don’t offer the same surprises that your kind offers. They’re very predictable.” 
 
   “Yes, if you aren’t one of them, they’ll kill you.” 
 
   “It’s called extinction, but it won’t happen to me,” Scorch said. He placed the cap back on his head. “My, this is a marvelous device. You had no idea what you wielded with this, did you?”
 
   “Certainly. Now let me have it back.”
 
   “Oh, I can’t do that. Then I wouldn’t know what you were thinking. And I like knowing what you’re thinking. It’s been very entertaining, picking your brain. You have been a wealth of knowledge compared to all of the others.” 
 
   Melegal sunk back into his chair. He’d felt ghostly fingers digging around inside his head. He couldn’t eat or sleep on account of it. The presence of Scorch was probing his mind. Chiseling away one tiny bit at a time. 
 
   “Oh, don’t clam up now, my clever friend. You have as much to gain as the underlings from all of this.” 
 
   “There is not much that I require.” 
 
   “Oh! Look at that!” Zurth blurted out with a mouthful of dried meat. He pointed at the screen. “That’s crazy!”
 
   The view was of one of the wizard towers. The top had erupted in a bright explosion. Human bodies streaming with entrails were being hurled out of the windows and splattering on the ground. 
 
   Slom started chuckling. 
 
   Jasper twisted her head around and caught Melegal’s eye. She eased out of her chair and took a place by his side. “Sorry. That isn’t right, is it?”
 
   “Not when the underlings are winning,” he said. 
 
   “I know, but some of them are dying. It’s just amazing to see it like this,” she said. “I knew they kept a watch on things, but I didn’t know that the wizards had power like this.” 
 
   “They don’t, but he does,” Melegal said, eyeing Scorch. The omnipotent man had gotten up and stood before the screens with his hands behind his back. Melegal wanted to slip a blade into his back. 
 
   “I heard that,” Scorch said without turning. 
 
   “Well, if I had my cap back, you wouldn’t have to hear any of it at all.” 
 
   “Tut-tut. However, your plan to stab me wouldn’t do you any good anyway.”
 
   Slom and Zurth took a quick glance back at Melegal then reattached their eyes to the screen.
 
   “Besides, you need to think about your other friends and comrades.”
 
   “What other…” Melegal stopped himself. He’d tried to hide his thoughts and memories, but it had done little good. “You have us. Can you leave the rest out of it?”
 
   “Oh, I can’t do that. It seems part of the rest of you is a bit of a problem.” 
 
   Melegal knew he was talking about Venir. Of course he is. “I don’t comprehend how you have any problems. You have the power to do whatever you want.” 
 
   “That, my pencil-necked friend, is beyond your comprehension.” 
 
   “What’s a pencil?” Jasper whispered to Melegal. 
 
   He shrugged his narrow shoulders. “Fine, Scorch. We’ve been entertained long enough. Now what do you want your henchmen to do?” He glanced at Cappy’s corpse. It had been picked clean to the bone by blood worms. The foul creatures had been tossed out of the windows for fun by Zurth and Slom two days earlier. “It’s getting stuffy in this place.”
 
   “Why be in a hurry? Can you not enjoy what I have to offer? Great food and entertainment. Why don’t you go and have a tussle with your little mystic concubine? She’s always thinking about it.”
 
   Jasper chewed on her nails and made a sheepish grin. 
 
   “And these gruesome fellows are both thinking about her, and she’s also entertained thoughts about them,” Scorch continued. “Something’s bound to give. Enjoy.” 
 
   “One doesn’t enjoy things he’s forced to do,” Melegal said. “I like having the freedom to do what I want when I want to.” 
 
   “My way is better. Just give it a try.” 
 
   “I’d rather stick a needle in my eye.” 
 
   A needle as long as his arm appeared out of thin air. Scorch clasped it in his hand and ran his fingers over the edges. “That can be arranged.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 

CHAPTER 40
 
    
 
    
 
   Maintaining a low profile, covered in traveling cloaks, Venir led the way, with Kam, Joline, and Erin in tow. Joline rode on the back of Quickster, with Erin in her arms. Kam walked by his side. 
 
   “How can you stand the thought of splitting up with them?” she said, rubbing her shoulders. “We need to stick together.” 
 
   “We’ve always done it this way. Brak knows where the rendezvous is, and Fogle will keep them all safe. This is what we used to do when we took scalps from underling heads.”
 
   “I don’t like it.” 
 
   “Too big of a crowd will raise suspicions. Besides, they’re looking for all of us. We can’t have them snatching us all at once.” 
 
   “If you say so,” Kam said with her eyes drifting up to him. “I just don’t want to be separated from my family any more that I have to be.” 
 
   Venir swung his arm over her shoulder. “I’ll do my best to keep us all together. I promise.” 
 
   “That’s good enough.” 
 
   The City of Three, unlike Bone, didn’t have a massive perimeter wall and hundreds of guards posted. Instead, there was a series of low-lying stone walls and lots of horse patrols. A pair of Royals patrolling on horseback galloped toward them just as they broke past the last barrier. They wore dark brown tunics, and curved swords hung on their hips. One carried a spear. 
 
   “What business do you have outside the city?” the soldier said. His square jaw jutted, and he spat tobacco on the ground. 
 
   “We’re going to stay with family in the City of Mist,” Venir said, stooped over a bit. “We’ve lost everything.” 
 
   “You’ll never make it. Stay in the city.” 
 
   “And be run through by the underlings or have another tower topple over on me? I’d rather bake to death in the dust.” 
 
   “You’re a big fellow. You need to stay and fight,” the soldier said. He had an irritating tone about him as he circled them and kept glancing at Kam. He nodded back to his comrade with the spear. “We’ll have to search you.” He eyed Venir. “Are you armed?”
 
   Venir lifted up his cloak, revealing his long hunting knife. The armament was secure inside the sack, resting between his broad shoulders in his pack. 
 
   The other soldier hopped off his horse, holding the spear. He began rummaging through Quickster’s pouches. He ran his hand along Joline’s knee. 
 
   “Do you mind?” she said, pulling away.
 
   “You’re awfully fit for an older woman,” the soldier said, licking his top row of teeth. He started running his hand up her leg. “I suppose you’re a widow now.” 
 
   “That’s not your concern,” Joline said, pushing her cloak down. “Please, go away.” 
 
   Venir’s jaw muscles clenched. He was beginning to regret refusing Fogle’s offer to move them outside the city with one of his portals. He’d had enough of that already though. “Please, leave my mother alone. She’s a difficult woman at best, sir.” 
 
   “I can see that,” the soldier shot back. “But we make the rules out here.” He pointed his spear at Venir. “Not you. Am I clear?” 
 
   “Clear enough.” 
 
   “Good, now let’s have a better look at what’s sitting on that saddle, milady,” the soldier said to Joline.
 
   Joline slapped him hard in the face. 
 
   “You old wench!” The soldier grabbed her by the back of her hair and started pulling her out of Quickster’s saddle. 
 
   Joline started screaming and fighting to keep her hands wrapped around Erin. “Unhand me!” 
 
   Venir’s legs coiled to spring. Out of the corner of his eye, he caught a green glow coming from Kam. 
 
   “Enough of this,” she said. A tiny green missile shot from her fingertip and popped the soldier in the head. He dropped hard to the ground. 
 
   The other soldier’s sword started to scrape out of his sheath. Venir closed in, pinning the man’s hand before the sword was clear out. “You made a big mistake today.” He jerked the man out of the saddle and knocked him out with one punch. Whap! “Is everyone all right?”
 
   “Yes,” Joline said, handing the baby over to Kam. “It’s not as if I haven’t been rough-handed before.” 
 
   “And you?” he said to Kam. 
 
   “We’re both fine, and I’d be lying if I said that didn’t feel good.” She hugged Erin tight. “Let’s just get moving. I’ve got a bad feeling about this.” 
 
   Venir noticed a cloud of dust coming their direction from the west. It looked to be a formation of men riding on horseback. A dark cluster in the smoke. There was something odd about the movement. He shaded his eyes with his hand and squinted. Something crawled up his spine. “How well can you ride?” 
 
   “Not so well,” Kam said. 
 
   “Me, neither.” 
 
   “Why?” Kam said to him. 
 
   He pointed toward the oncoming horde. It looked to be a dozen men. Maybe more. “I don’t think we’re going to be able to explain what happened here. It might be best to head back into the city and wait it out.” 
 
   “The others are waiting, Venir. We have to keep going,” said Kam, handing Erin to him to hold while she stuck her foot in one fallen soldier’s stirrup and pulled herself up into the saddle. “I can ride well enough. Joline, hang onto those reins. Just give me a few moments. Now everyone, gather close.” 
 
   Venir handed Erin to Kam, who put her in a baby satchel that hung in front of her chest. Then he hoisted himself up into the other fallen soldier’s saddle and gathered in. “I don’t know what you’re up to, but make it quick.” 
 
   “Hush,” Kam said, revealing a small vial that was concealed in her robes. She poured it out on each of the mounts’ heads while she chanted in a fast, soft tone. Her emerald eyes flared with mystic light. All the horses started to stamp their feet. Kam then said to Venir, “You lead, we ride.” 
 
   Venir tugged on the reins. His horse shot off toward the Outlands. Venir let out a thrilling cry. “Wooo Hoooo!”
 
    Wind whistling in his ears, thundering over the barren steppes, his mount seemed to soar on eagle’s wings. He glanced behind him. Kam was on his tail, head down, red hair waving like a red flag. Behind her, Joline rode on Quickster, screaming with her eyes squeezed shut. 
 
   He let out a throaty laugh. Their pursuers vanished. The great City of Three, with its grand towers, diminished. The Outland, its sunburnt plains, offered the environment that he thrived in. 
 
   Hard and fast, they rode for several minutes, covering the distance three times faster than they normally would have. The horses began to slow. Beneath him, the beast’s great lungs labored. It throttled down to a walk. Venir slowed, allowing Kam and Joline to catch up. One was on one side and one on the other. 
 
   “That was something,” Joline said, spitting dust from her mouth. “Yech. That’ll teach me to leave my big mouth open.” 
 
   Kam chuckled. Nuzzling Erin to her chest, she smiled at Venir and said, “What did you think?”
 
   “It was something, all right.” He scanned the landscape. They were miles west of the City of Three. It might as well have been a hundred. Not even patrols ventured out this far. The harsh landscape made it easy to get lost once you got too far away. “The rendezvous point is not too far ahead.” 
 
   “I don’t think I can handle all of this riding,” Joline said. “My rump hurts.” 
 
   “You’ll get used to it,” Venir said. “If not, maybe Kam can conjure you up a pillow.” 
 
   “I’ve enough pillow back there already.” 
 
   Kam giggled. “I’ll be glad to see the others. It’s good that you sent them out before us. I don’t think I could handle the waiting.” She fanned herself, eyeing the first of the rising suns. “I can really feel the heat. It’s going to be unbearable, isn’t it?”
 
   “It won’t be so bad,” he said. 
 
   “Somehow, I don’t believe you.” 
 
   Venir eyed all of the bone trees, fire bushes, and cacti in the area. Hard clay. Large stones. Lizards darting over the cracked landscape. The Outland warmed his heart for some reason. He took in a deep breath of the toasty air. “I’ve often wondered what you might look like with a little sun on your face.” 
 
   “You have, have you?” said Kam. 
 
   Venir let out a mirthful grunt. Ahead, a rock formation started to take form. He pointed. “That’s it.”
 
   “Great. But I suppose this is only the beginning of a very long day,” Kam said. “We’re going to become nomads, aren’t we?”
 
   “I prefer the term Outlanders.” 
 
   “There just isn’t a very pretty way to say it, is there?” Kam hefted Erin out before her eyes. “Erin the Outlander.” Erin drooled down on her clothes. “Yes, it sounds horrible. And she’s too old to still be drooling. From her father’s side, no doubt.”
 
   Venir forged ahead. Given what had happened earlier, he wanted to see for himself that the others were safe. Brak could handle himself well enough now, but it was Fogle he had to put even more trust in. The wizard should have been able to scurry them away from any trouble. Staring forward, he noted something odd in the landscape and grunted. 
 
   “What?” Kam said. 
 
   Standing against a backdrop of hills and great stones stood a fortified structure. 
 
   “Is that a building?” Joline said, dabbing her neck with a plum-colored scarf. “Oh, good. I’m ready for some shade.” 
 
    “That wasn’t there before,” Venir said. His back muscles began to tingle. It was a wooden structure, two stories tall, with many windows. There was a grand porch dressing the front of the building, and every window was adorned with red shutters that were closed. Compelled, he led them toward it. “Kam, do you see it?”
 
   “I see it,” she said, gawking, “but I don’t believe it. It’s not possible.” 
 
   Right in front of the building, they came to a stop and stared. Above the closed double doors, a painted wooden sign rattled and swung in the brisk wind. It read: The Magi Roost. It was perfect in every detail, all the way up to the cracks in the windowsill. The foundation and porch were bowed, one corner crumpled, and one side sagged as if it had been dropped on the ground from the sky. 
 
   “Oh my,” Joline said, looking up and squinting her eyes. “Does that sign say what I think it does? Venir, you sure are one for surprises, aren’t you? Is this where you’ve been all this time?”
 
   Venir swallowed a dry lump in his throat. “I didn’t do this.” 
 
   “Then who did?” Joline asked.
 
   “I have a feeling you’ll wish you never asked,” Kam said, nudging her horse toward Venir. 
 
   The front doors swung open. An all-powerful voice spoke from within. “Come inside if you want your friends to live.” 
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