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SHADOWING THE TWO PECWAE WAS RELATIVELY EASY FOR THE Vrykyl, Jedash. The elderly grandmother and her grandson walked slowly, stopping often to gape at the wondrous sights of the city of New Vinnengael.

A street filled with buildings as tall as giants, full three stories, one stacked atop another, astonished the diminutive, forest-dwelling pecwae. The two spent a whole quarter hour staring at this wonder alone. The gaily painted signs of the guild shops and alehouses were meant to attract attention, and they lured the pecwae with their garish colors and outlandish renditions of animals, objects, and people. The Prancing Porker, the Cocked Hattery (featuring a rooster wearing a hat), the Bishop’s Miter Alehouse—drew either a shake of the head from the knowledgeable pecwae (the pig had not been born who could prance), or a laugh.

The two pecwae had no notion they were being followed. They had eluded danger, or so they thought. The moment the Imperial guard had come in sight, bearing down on them and their companions, the instinct for self-preservation that had enabled their diminutive race to survive in a world populated by all manner of predators prompted them to flee. Their companions, including Baron Shadamehr and their Trevinici protector, Jessan, had been arrested. Having no orders regarding pecwae, the Imperial guard had not bothered with them.

Jedash had no orders regarding pecwae, either, but he had seen them arrive in company with a Trevinici. Recalling that Shakur, another Vrykyl, had been searching for a Trevinici traveling in company with pecwae, Jedash had thought this intriguing. He’d reported it to Shakur and taken it upon himself to trail after them. Jedash had been rewarded for his foresight. Shakur sent urgent word through the Blood-knife that Jedash was to capture the two pecwae and bring them to the palace, where Shakur was now residing, having murdered and taken over the body of the young king.

The question for Jedash was how to capture the two without drawing undue attention to himself. And in this, he had rivals.

The sight of pecwae wandering the streets of New Vinnengael was attracting a considerable amount of attention, some of it sinister. About four feet in height, of slender build, with wide eyes and a cheerful smile, the male pecwae had been disguised to pass for a human child, wearing a cap over his delicately pointed ears. The elderly female pecwae, however, had scorned to disguise herself. Small and gray-headed, with a face brown and wrinkled as a walnut, she peered and leered into the faces of everyone they passed; her long, colorful skirt, decorated with beads and bells, clicking and jangling around her ankles. Her walking stick was in itself a curiosity. Carved of wood, the stick was filled with knotholes and every single one of the knotholes was a polished agate, mounted in such a way that each resembled a staring eye.

Most of the citizens who stopped to stare at the pecwae and point them out were simply curious, pausing a moment to gawk at the funny-looking little people. But others were not. Some had a more material interest.

Years past, it had been the fashion among the wealthy of New Vinnengael to keep pecwae as pets. Pecwae children, stolen from their homes, were bought and sold in the marketplace. The wealthy exhibited them as curiosities or kept them as companions, dressing them up like dolls and walking them like dogs. Unused to city life, many pecwae sickened and died in captivity and eventually the Church put a stop to the practice. Dealing in pecwae was now illegal, a crime that could be punished by death.

People found ways around this law, however. Adoption was not only legal but encouraged, and wealthy families could now always “adopt” pecwae children. The Church had no quarrel with this, since introducing pecwae to civilization and the benefits of a Church education could only profit the savage race. The traffic in pecwae was severely curtailed, but a person could still obtain one, if he had the money.


Even on the black market, few pecwae were available, and those that were fetched a healthy price. In order to protect their children, the pecwae tribes had moved out of New Vinnengael and traveled west to the lands of the Trevinici, their ancient protectors. Those unscrupulous merchants who did not fear the Church had a healthy fear of the Trevinici. It was the ancient law of supply and demand.

The sight of two pecwae, alone and unprotected, calmly strolling the streets of New Vinnengael, brought gleams to the eyes of more than one black marketer.

Jedash understood the danger the pecwae were in better than the two pecwae, and he cursed his ill luck. Quite clearly, he stood a fair chance of having his prize snatched right out from under his nose. He recognized two well-known smugglers among the gawkers, smugglers said to trade in all sorts of contraband, from forbidden books of Void magic to night-shade and baneberry to orks’ teeth (thought by some to be an aphrodisiac) to pecwae.

Armed with the magical power of the Void, Jedash was not afraid to fight for his prize. The only weapons he feared—the only weapons that could slice through the Void magic that held his rotting corpse together—were weapons that had been blessed by the gods. Jedash was reasonably confident that neither of those two would have such a weapon in their possession.

That said, Jedash was well aware that the smugglers would not lightly relinquish the chance for such a windfall. If he moved in on his quarry, the smugglers would view him as a competitor and try to stop him. There would be trouble, a commotion, screams, blood. To make matters worse, the city was on edge, the streets unusually crowded, for rumors were circulating that New Vinnengael was about to go to war. Shopkeepers had shut up their stores. The wealthy who had country homes had packed up their valuables and were leaving the city. Soldiers went about looking grim and important, and it seemed that every person who could walk or hobble was out in search of the latest rumor. At the first sight of trouble, some nervous busybody would go haring off for the authorities.

Jedash could have dealt with any number of authorities, but he had orders to keep his true nature concealed. He was not to reveal to anyone that he was a Vrykyl. Dagnarus feared that someone might connect him with the undead Vrykyl, and such knowledge might upset his plans for the conquest of the city.

Traipsing after the pecwae, Jedash mulled over his dilemma, tried to figure out how to deal with the situation. His thoughts were interrupted by Shakur, who was able to speak to Jedash through the magic of the Blood-knives that both carried.

“I have just finished searching the Trevinici warrior. We did not find the Sovereign Stone on him,” Shakur stated. “But he was carrying Svetlana’s Blood-knife. The Stone must be in possession of the two pecwae. You said you were on their trail. Have you caught them yet?”

“No, Shakur,” Jedash replied. “There are…complications.”

“Another dragon?” Shakur asked, with a sneer.

“No, not another dragon,” Jedash muttered, adding sullenly, “If these two pecwae are so blamed important, why don’t you come get them yourself?”

“I cannot leave the palace,” Shakur returned. “My disguise forbids it. You are responsible, Jedash. See to it that you do not bungle this assignment as you did the last one. Lord Dagnarus was not pleased.”

Shakur severed the mental connection, leaving Jedash on his own.

The Vrykyl ground his teeth in anger, but he dared not say or even think a word of defiance. The last assignment Shakur had given Jedash had been foiled by the fact that the dwarf he’d been supposed to kidnap was being guarded by a dragon disguised as a human female. Vrykyl are powerful in Void magic, and there are some who might be able to fight and defeat a dragon—one such as Shakur, for example. Jedash wasn’t one of them. He had fled the premises, far more willing to face Shakur’s ire than the wrath of a dragon.

Consequently, Jedash needed to prove himself, needed to ingratiate himself to his lord and return to his lord’s good graces. Capturing the pecwae would be his opportunity.

Jedash was not brilliant. He was not even particularly intelligent, but he did have the low and desperate cunning of a trapped rat. Shakur’s mention of the Trevinici protector gave Jedash an idea, gave him a couple of ideas.

“If I hand over the two pecwae to Shakur, he’ll take them to Lord Dagnarus and claim that he found them. Why should Shakur be rewarded with my lord’s favor?” Jedash asked sulkily. “Why shouldn’t it be me? I’m the one who’s chasing them down, after all.”


Jedash kept on the trail. The crowds that he had previously cursed now worked in his favor. Vrykyl maintain their unhallowed life by feeding on the souls of those they murder. Once they have taken a soul, they have the power of transforming themselves into the victim. Jedash could take on the dead person’s appearance, his characteristics, his voice and manner. He could perform the transformation swiftly, as he walked.

There were dangers. Anyone looking at him directly would be startled out of their wits to see a person change suddenly into another person. And there was the uncomfortable moment between the two aspects when the hideous rotting corpse that was the true form of the Vrykyl would be clearly visible. Fortunately for Jedash, those in the streets were more intent on feeding their own fears than noticing a man changing his skin as another might change clothes.

Jedash underwent the transformation.

Settled into his new body, he closed in on his prey.

 

Bashae noticed the way some of the people looked at him and the Grandmother. He saw the way eyes glittered and fingers twitched, as if counting money, and he was uneasy. He recalled—a bit late—how Arim, the Nimorean kite-maker, had warned him that some unscrupulous people might kidnap them and sell them as slaves.

Bashae tried to explain his worries to the Grandmother, but she refused to listen. She had arrived in her “sleep city,” the other world to which pecwae travel in their dreams. Entranced by the sights, which she maintained she had seen in her dreams, she walked the streets and pointed out familiar landmarks, heedless of the stares, heedless of the danger.

Bashae was sorry he’d responded to his instincts and fled when the city guards came in sight. He had the feeling he would have been much more comfortable with his friends, even if they were all in jail, than wandering about the crowded streets, amidst the tall buildings that blotted out the sunlight and these people who stared and laughed and watched them with narrowed eyes.

“I wish we’d stayed with Jessan,” Bashae said, after stepping barefoot into some sort of stinking brown gunk.

“Bah!” the Grandmother scoffed. “If we were with them, they would be in more danger, not less.” She cast a knowing look at the knapsack Bashae carried. “We’re safer without them, and they’re safer without us. So it all works out.”

Bashae sighed and clutched the knapsack tightly. He had not known what was in it when he’d accepted the knapsack from the dying knight, Lord Gustav. Bashae had thought the knapsack contained only a family heirloom, meant to be delivered to a dear friend. He knew the truth now, knew that he carried with him the human portion of the Sovereign Stone, a powerful magical jewel. Bashae was not very clear on what the jewel did, but he was clear on two points: the first, that everyone in the known world was searching for it; the second, that most of those searching for it would kill to obtain it.

“Jessan will be worried about us,” said Bashae, thinking of his friend and protector, the young Trevinici warrior.

“Of course,” returned the Grandmother complacently. “He’s supposed to be worried about us. That’s why we brought him along. He’s probably looking for us right now. If he’s not in a dungeon somewhere.”

“Do you think he’s in a dungeon?” Bashae asked, concerned.

“Anything’s possible,” said the Grandmother. “Especially in my sleep city.” She seemed proud of that fact.

Bashae cast a hopeless glance at the crowds milling about in the street. He’d never seen so many people congregated in one place before in his life. They were thick as ticks on a bear. He didn’t see how Jessan could ever find them.

“Maybe it would be a good idea if we stopped somewhere and waited for him,” Bashae suggested. “You must be tired, Grandmother.”

“I’m never tired,” she retorted. A moment earlier she had been foot-sore, limping, her shoulders sagging. She stood up straight and glared at him. “If you’re tired, we’ll stop and rest.”

A door stoop being convenient, the two sat down. The Grandmother gathered her skirt around her ankles so no one would trip over her bells and placed her stick with its staring eyes across her lap. Bashae was somewhat inconvenienced by the stick, which poked him in the ribs, but he managed to find a comfortable position and settled himself to wait for someone to find them. If not Jessan, then Baron Shadamehr or one of his men. Maybe Ulaf, to whom Bashae had taken a liking.

They had run away in the morning, and by now the sun had sailed across the sky and buildings were beginning to cast long shadows. What clouds Bashae could see between the tops of the tall buildings had taken on an orange tinge. Night would be on them soon, sooner in this city than in their homeland.

At least no one will stare at us in the darkness, Bashae was thinking when his thoughts were scattered by the clanging and booming of what seemed to be hundreds of bells.

Every bell in the city gave tongue, droning in deep voices or singing out in higher-pitched tones. The clangor woke the Grandmother, who had fallen asleep with her head on the stick. Bashae stared about in wonderful astonishment. He’d never heard anything like this wild, sweet pealing.

Almost immediately after the bells, a man with a booming voice deeper than any bell could be heard three streets away. “By order of His Majesty the King, curfew has been imposed on the city of New Vinnengael. All people are to be off the streets and in their homes at the hour of Eventide. Anyone caught on the streets past that hour will be subject to arrest and imprisonment.”

The man boomed this on one corner, then stalked off down the street to boom it on another. The streets began to empty, with most people heading for their homes. Those inclined to linger were helped along by patrols of armed guards.

“What are we going to do?” Bashae wondered in dismay. “We don’t have a home. Where will we go?”

There is nowhere to go, which means that we’ll be arrested, he thought. Which means that we’ll be reunited with our friends. Darkness seemed to fall, all of a sudden, stranding the pecwae in this strange stone wilderness. He was on the point of calling out to the soldiers, when the Grandmother suddenly cried out, “Evil!” and lashed at something with her stick.

Bashae turned to see a man sneaking up on them, hands outstretched. The agate-eyed stick took the man across the knuckles. He howled and snatched back his hand, but his companion made a lunge at Bashae, seized hold of him by the hair.

“Quit squirming, you little bastard,” the man snarled in a rough, deep voice, “or I’ll pull your hair out by the roots.”

Tears stung Bashae’s eyes as he flailed about, struggling to escape his captor. The Grandmother shrieked at the man in Twithil and lashed at him with her stick.


This had little effect, and the man was about to drag Bashae away, when suddenly he gasped. The hand holding Bashae let loose, and he tumbled to the pavement, where he crouched, paralyzed, afraid to move.

Somewhere, close to him, men were fighting.

Bashae couldn’t see in the darkness. He heard scuffling sounds, then a splintering crash, as if someone had tumbled through a wooden gate, and a thud. A man slumped to the pavement and lay there staring at Bashae. The man gave a groan, his eyes rolled back in his head, and his body went limp.

Light flared. Bashae peered up, blinking at the sudden brilliance, to see a Trevinici warrior holding a torch.

The warrior was clad all in leather. His reddish brown hair was tied back in the traditional manner. He wore the gruesome trophies of his battle kills around his neck and a long knife thrust into his belt.

“Here you two are,” the warrior said, stern and unsmiling. “I have been searching for you everywhere.”

“You have?” Bashae said, confused. He did not know this warrior, did not recognize him. “How do you know about us?”

“Your friend sent me,” said the warrior.

“Jessan?” Bashae asked eagerly, and scrambled to his feet.

The Grandmother stood nearby, panting for breath, the agate-eyed stick clutched tightly in her fist. She stared at the Trevinici, her black eyes orange in the firelight.

“Jessan sent you?” she demanded, her tone suspicious.

“Yes, Jessan,” said the Trevinici. He prodded the bodies of their attackers, who lay in the street. “A good thing I came when I did.”

“Yes, it is,” said Bashae earnestly. “Thank you for rescuing us. Grandmother,” he added in low tones, pinching her arm, “what’s the matter with you? This warrior saved us. You should thank him.”

“Evil,” returned the Grandmother under her breath. “There’s evil about. The stick tells me.”

“Yes, Grandmother. The evil is lying at my feet,” said Bashae, exasperated.

The Grandmother grunted and shook her head.

Bashae gave the Trevinici an apologetic smile. “The Grandmother is also grateful to you, sir. Where is Jessan?”

“He is a long way from here,” said the Trevinici. “Outside the city walls. I will take you to him.”


“He left the city?” Bashae was troubled. “Without finding us?”

“He didn’t have much choice,” said the Trevinici dryly. “He was under arrest at the time. They were taking him to their prison that is in the middle of the river, when he managed to escape. That’s how we ran into each other. He could not come himself, because they are searching for him. But all this is a long story. Curfew has been declared, which means that everyone must be off the streets. You must come with me now.”

“Of course,” said Bashae, tugging on the Grandmother’s arm.

She ignored him. Staring at the stick, she gave it an irritated shake.

“Bashae! Grandmother!” a familiar voice called out, as a familiar figure came running down the street. “Thank the gods I’ve found you!”

“Ulaf!” cried Bashae, waving. “He’s a friend,” he added in Trevini.

“Some friend,” the Trevinici grunted, displeased. “To leave you two to wander the streets alone.” He took a firm grip on Bashae’s arm. “The man is a Vinnengaelean, and none of them are to be trusted. We will leave now.”

“Please let go of me,” said Bashae, respectfully but firm. Sometimes Trevinici did not know their own strength. “I know you don’t mean to, but you’re hurting me. I will go with you, but not just yet. Not until I explain to Ulaf. It’s not his fault that we’re lost. It’s our fault. We ran away when we saw the guards coming.”

The Trevinici let go of the pecwae, but he didn’t look happy. Bashae wasn’t surprised. The Trevinici had not been born who had any use for city people.

Ulaf’s fair-complected face was flushed from running, his hair tou-sled. A genial man, with a manner that was invariably friendly and outgoing, he appeared only mildly annoyed at the pecwae for running off.

“I’ve been looking for you two everywhere,” said Ulaf, grinning. If he was startled to find them in company with a Trevinici, he gave no outward sign of it. “Baron Shadamehr was really worried about you. Looks like there’s been some trouble.” He glanced at the two unconscious men lying on the pavement, then shifted a keen-eyed gaze to the Trevinici. “Who’s your friend? Is this his work?”

“I am Fire Storm,” said the Trevinici with a scowl. “I did what I had to do to protect the small ones, since others left them neglected. These ruffians meant to make slaves of them, as you must have known would happen if they went wandering alone about the city. I will take charge of the pecwae now. Tell your master that they are safe. Come along, you two. Jessan is waiting for you.”

“I’m sorry, but we have to go with Fire Storm, Ulaf,” said Bashae, settling the knapsack more comfortably over his shoulder and getting a firm grip on the Grandmother, who was knocking the stick against a wall. “Jessan sent his friend for us—”

“Jessan,” interrupted Ulaf in wondering tones. He looked more closely at the Trevinici. “Jessan is with Baron Shadamehr.”

“No, he isn’t,” Bashae explained. “Jessan was arrested and taken across the river. Fire Storm helped him escape or something like that. Anyhow, Jessan sent Fire Storm to search for us and so we have to be going.”

“Jessan arrested? And he escaped, you say? How very exiting.” Ulaf laid his hand on the Trevinici’s arm. “I have to hear this tale! There’s an inn nearby called the Tubby Tabby. I’ll buy the ale, Fire Storm, if you’ll tell your story.”

The Trevinici knocked Ulaf’s hand aside. Glowering, he turned to the pecwae.

“We have no time for such foolery. Are you coming?” he demanded dourly.

“You won’t be able to leave the city,” Ulaf remarked cheerfully. “Didn’t you hear the bells ringing? They’ve shut the main gates. No one in or out until morning and maybe not even then. You might as well come to the tavern where it’s warm and we can have something to eat.”

“What should we do, Grandmother?” Bashae asked in a low voice, speaking Twithil.

“Do about what?” demanded the Grandmother, looking up from the stick.

“Should we go with Ulaf to the tavern or go with Fire Storm to find Jessan? Ulaf says that they’ve shut the city gates. I want to find Jessan,” said Bashae, “but it’s a long way to walk, clear back to the river. And I’m really hungry. We haven’t eaten anything since morning.”

The Grandmother regarded the stick with a look of contempt. “The eyes see something terrible close by us, but they won’t tell me what it is or where.”

“Grandmother,” said Bashae, looking from the gutter that was awash with raw sewage to the two ruffians, who were groaning back to consciousness, “we’re in a city. There’s evil all around us!”


“This is my sleep city,” she snapped.

“I’m sorry, Grandmother. I forgot.” Bashae sighed.

The Grandmother knocked the stick against the wall again, as if she’d knock some sense into it, then whispered into Bashae’s ear.

“If you must know, I think I made a mistake. My sleep city doesn’t smell this bad, and there aren’t this many people. I don’t think I’ll die here, after all,” she concluded in a decided tone.

“I’m glad about that, Grandmother,” Bashae said. He could see that the Trevinici warrior was growing impatient. “But what do we do? Go to the tavern with Ulaf or go with Fire Storm?”

“Not much of a choice, if you ask me,” the Grandmother said with a dark glance for both tall humans. “As for this Fire Storm, he’s not telling all he knows. Why didn’t Jessan come for us himself? Jessan is not one to shirk his responsibility. He wouldn’t have sent another to find us unless something was wrong. As for this Ulaf, he licks us like a playful pup, and all the time he watches us like the cat. Still”—she shrugged—“as you say, it’s late, and I’m hungry.”

“So we’ll go with Ulaf?” Bashae asked.

“Will you find us something to eat?” the Grandmother demanded of Ulaf, shifting from Twithil to Elderspeak.

“I’ll buy you whatever you want,” Ulaf promised. “But we should hurry. It’s almost curfew hour, and the patrols will be coming through the streets, arresting people. You should come with us, Fire Storm. I don’t think you want to answer a lot of questions about what happened to these two wretches.”

“We had better go to this tavern,” the Trevinici said grudgingly. He reached out his hand, took hold of Bashae’s knapsack. “That looks heavy. I will carry that for you.”

Bashae clutched the knapsack close. Mindful of what the Grandmother had said, he was suddenly wary of this strange Trevinici. All his life, Bashae had been accustomed to trusting everyone. Now it seemed he couldn’t trust anyone. It was this city. He hated this city, hated it so much that his hatred made his stomach churn, and he wasn’t all that hungry, after all.

“Thank you, Fire Storm, but I can manage,” he said.

“Suit yourself,” said Fire Storm, shrugging.

“Oh, quit your whining,” said the Grandmother to the agate-eyed stick.











[image: map]




LIGHT! WE NEED LIGHT!” ALISE ORDERED, TRYING TO KEEP THE tremor of fear from her voice, trying to hold panic at bay.

She put her hand on Shadamehr’s neck, felt for a pulse, and found it. He was still alive. But his skin was cold to the touch, and his breathing was shallow and erratic. He’d been wounded—she’d seen the blood on his shirt as he ran from the palace. He had assured her, with his own jaunty air and self-mocking smile, that it was “just a scratch.” There hadn’t been time for more.

Having escaped from the palace by leaping out a window in full view of the public and a large number of guardsmen, the baron had caused something of a stir. The alarm raised, the guards set off in pursuit. Alise and Jessan in tow, Shadamehr had thrown off pursuit by dodging down alleys until they came to this tavern. He had made it as far as the back room, then almost immediately collapsed. The room was a storage room with no windows. They had to keep the door shut, in case the guards conducted a search, and no one had thought to bring a light.

“Go back to the bar, Jessan. Grab a candle, a lantern, whatever is available. Bring water and brandywine. And don’t say a word to anyone!”

An unnecessary warning, she realized. The taciturn Trevinici warrior had spoken maybe twenty words to her during the weeks she had known him, and those words had been in answer to some direct question. Jessan was not sulky or sullen. Like all Trevinici, he saw no need to engage in idle chitchat. He said what was important to say, and that was all.


Now, for example, he did not waste breath on questions. He simply left to go fetch light. Alise could hear him kicking boxes and barrels out of his way as he stumbled through the darkness. She heard him fumble at the iron door latch, heard the door scrape open.

Light and tobacco smoke and noise flooded the room. Bending over Shadamehr, Alise looked into his face, and fear coiled around her heart, squeezed it so that she very nearly stopped breathing. He was waxen white. No vestige of color remained in his skin. His lips had a bluish tinge, his cheeks were sunken hollows. His forehead was chill and clammy, his long, curling hair damp with sweat. When she put her hand on his forehead, he shuddered and grimaced in pain.

The door shut, the light vanished. Alise was left alone in the darkness. Alone with Shadamehr—the aggravating, irritating, annoying, reckless Shadamehr, generous of heart, noble of spirit, a damned fool. Beloved, detested, a pain in the ass, and dying. She knew he was dying as surely as she knew that he was her lord and she was his lady, whether they admitted it to each other or not. He was dying, and she could do nothing to save him because she didn’t know what was killing him.

A scratch, he’d said.

The door opened, light returned. Alise heard a woman’s voice asking if there was anything she could do. Jessan said no, and the door closed. The light remained. Jessan came forward carrying a lantern in one hand, a bucket of water in the other, and a pewter flask attached to a leather thong slung about his neck. He set the lantern on the top of a barrel, arranged it so that its light illuminated Shadamehr. He placed the bucket on the floor, handed the flask to Alise.

Squatting beside Shadamehr, Jessan looked at him and shook his head.

Now that she had light, Alise could examine Shadamehr. She ripped open the bloody fabric of his shirt and saw just what he’d told her she would see—a ragged, narrow scratch along his rib cage. The blow had been struck in haste. Aiming to penetrate to the heart, the blade had been turned aside by a rib. Alise ripped a piece from the hem of her linen chemise, dipped the cloth in the water, and washed away the blood.

The scratch appeared to have been made by a blade that was thin as a darning needle. The wound had punctured the skin, but had not gone deep; otherwise, there would have been more blood. Nothing serious, at first glance; nothing to cause such a reaction. Bending nearer, Alise noticed then that the edges of the skin around the scratch were chalk white, almost as if the wound had been packed in snow.

Alise had lived with Shadamehr and his cohorts for many years. She had been involved in numerous dangerous and daring escapades, and she had grown accustomed to working her healing magic on injuries of all types, from knife wounds to bite marks to ghoul clawings. She had never seen anything like this.

Or had she? She suddenly remembered Ulien, Shadamehr’s friend, who had been mysteriously slain. She and Shadamehr had gone to investigate. She remembered the sight of the man’s body as it lay in the morgue. He had died of a single wound to the heart—a wound that was small, almost bloodless, and ghastly white around the edges.

“Oh, gods,” Alise whispered. Her hands began to tremble. Don’t do this, she commanded herself. He needs you. Don’t fall apart now.

“Jessan,” said Alise, “what happened in the palace? Tell me everything. How did Shadamehr get hurt? Did you”—she looked intently at the young man, into his face—“did you see a Vrykyl? You know what one is, don’t you?”

“I know,” said Jessan, and there was a shadowed, haunted look in his eyes. He shook his head again. “I saw no Vrykyl. As for what happened—”

“You must be brief,” Alise interrupted. “I don’t think…” She swallowed. “I’m afraid the baron is in very grave danger.”

Jessan thought back, arranged his thoughts to make his recital as brief and succinct as possible.

“We were arrested and brought before the boy king and the woman who is the person truly in charge of New Vinnengael, or so Shadamehr told us.”

“The Regent,” said Alise.

“Yes. Shadamehr said that he suspected the Regent of being a Vrykyl, for they can assume the form of any person they have slain. Shadamehr believed that the boy king was the Vrykyl’s prisoner, that he was under her control. He planned to rescue the boy king, carry him to safety. The two elves who were arrested with us—Damra and her husband—agreed to help. The guards took the four of us into a room. The Regent cast a spell on me and on the elven Dominion Lord. The Regent said she was searching for the Sovereign Stone. She found the Sovereign Stone on Damra, but not on me. She seemed surprised and angry at that. There was another wizard, wearing armor and a sword—”

“A battle mage,” said Alise. “Hurry, Jessan, please hurry. What happened?”

“It was all confusion,” Jessan said grimly. “Damra began shouting strange words. Suddenly the room was filled with elves who looked exactly like her.”

“An illusion spell,” Alise murmured.

Jessan shrugged. The Trevinici have no use for magic, distrust all who cast it. “Her husband spit at the battle mage, and he screamed and fell down. One of the guards attacked Shadamehr. I knifed the guard. Shadamehr grabbed hold of the boy king and suddenly…”

Jessan paused, remembering. “Suddenly the baron made a strange sound, sort of a strangled gasp, and dropped the boy to the floor. Then he cried out that we had to run for it. He took hold of me, and the next thing I knew, he was running toward the window, dragging me with him. We crashed through the window. The ground was a long way below us. I thought we were going to die with our brains spattered on the pavement. But we floated down like thistle—”

“Griffith cast a spell on you,” Alise said. “Is that all?”

“Yes, we caught up with you then and came here.”

Alise gazed long at Shadamehr. Opening the flask, she daubed some of the brandy on his lips.

“My lord!” she called softly. “Shadamehr!”

He groaned and stirred, but he did not regain consciousness. She sighed deeply.

“Did the Regent stab him?” she asked Jessan.

“I don’t think so. I didn’t see her holding a knife.”

“You say that Shadamehr picked up the boy king and then he made an odd sound and he dropped him. Then he said to flee. No more talk of kidnapping the boy.” She recalled Shadamehr’s words, spoken to the elves as he sent them away.

There is no one to help Vinnengael. Not even the gods.

A thrill of horror raised the hair on Alise’s neck and arms.

“My gods! The young king is the Vrykyl!” Alise said softly. “The Vrykyl murdered the king, then murdered his son, and took the boy’s place. No wonder Shadamehr said there was no help for Vinnengael.

“I see now what must have happened. Shadamehr grabbed hold of what he thought was the young king, but, instead, he grabbed hold of the Vrykyl.”

Alise couldn’t help herself. She began to laugh. “What a shock that must have been to the creature. No wonder he stabbed you! Oh, Shadamehr, how very like you. One Vrykyl in the room, and you grab it and try to carry it off!”

Her laughter gave way to tears. She buried her face in her hands for a moment, long enough to regain control of herself. Resolutely, she drew in a deep breath, wiped her eyes, and began to consider what to do.

“You mean that the Vrykyl stabbed him?” Jessan asked.

“Yes, that’s what happened,” Alise said.

“The knight Gustav was wounded by a Vrykyl’s knife,” Jessan stated. “There was nothing the Grandmother could do to save him. He fought the Void for several days, but, in the end, he died. The spirits of our heroes battled the Void and saved his soul, so said the Grandmother.”

Alise flinched. Trevinici-like, Jessan was accepting of death. He spoke no lying platitudes, did not try to blunt truth’s sharp dagger. He had no idea that he had pierced her to the heart.

“Move the bucket closer,” she said, dipping the cloth in the water.

“I will summon the spirits of the heroes to fight for Shadamehr,” Jessan offered. “When his time comes.”

“His time isn’t coming,” Alise returned sharply. “Not yet.”

Jessan glanced at her. When he spoke next, his tone was more gentle. “Perhaps the Grandmother can save him. The knight was old. Shadamehr is young. I will go find the Grandmother and bring her back.”

Alise managed to work her stiff, chill lips into a smile. “I don’t think there’s anything she could do. But you are right, Jessan. You should go find your friends. The pecwae are lost, wandering about the city. Our people are searching for them, but the pecwae know you and trust you and might come to you when they would shun others. You should be with them. Your duty is to them. I will stay here with my lord.”

“I will bring back the Grandmother,” Jessan said, rising to his feet.

Alise saw it would be useless to argue. She was fast running out of time, and she needed to be rid of him.

“Our people are supposed to meet at a tavern called the Tubby Tabby. It’s not far from here. Go back to the main road. Follow it until you come to a chandler’s shop. You’ll know it by the sign of a candle that hangs in front. Turn left down that street. The Tubby Tabby is at the end of the alleyway. It will be the only building with lights blazing this time of night. If Ulaf is there, send him to me. Tell him to come quickly. No one else, though. Tell no one else about Shadamehr but Ulaf.”

Jessan gave an abrupt nod. He repeated the directions back to her and departed, without wasting time in useless well-wishes or lengthy farewells.

When he was gone, Alise blinked back her tears.

“I have to be strong,” she said to herself. “I’m all he has!”

She rose to her feet, looked around the room, making her plans. Picking up the lantern, she carried it with her to the door, dropped the latch, and made certain it was locked. Confident now that she would not be disturbed, she went back to Shadamehr and knelt beside him.

Alise was trained in Earth magic, the magic of healing. But she was also trained in another, deadly magic. Alise was one of the few wizards the Church deemed capable of handling the powerful and destructive magic of the Void. The Inquisitors taught her Void magic, intending that she could become one of their Order, who actively seek out Void practitioners with the intention of bringing them to justice. Alise soon found that line of work distasteful, for it meant spying on friends, family, even on fellow brethren.

A former tutor, a mage named Rigiswald, had introduced her to Baron Shadamehr. A wealthy noble, independent thinker, and adventurer, Shadamehr was the only person in history, so far as it was known, to have passed the Tests to become one of the powerful and magical Dominion Lords and then refuse to undergo the Holy Transfiguration, earning the ire of the Church, his king, and, most likely, the gods.

Shadamehr would never tell his age, but Alise guessed him to be in his middle thirties. He had a nose like a hawk’s beak, a chin like an ax blade, eyes blue as the skies above New Vinnengael, and a long, black mustache of which he was inordinately proud.

Alise smoothed back Shadamehr’s hair with her hand, noted a few silver threads among the curling black, and gray hairs in the mustache.

I will have to tease him about that, she thought, settling herself beside him.

Reckless and daring, Baron Shadamehr had peculiar ideas. He held that the various races of the world should stop killing each other and learn to get along. He maintained that men should quit whining to the gods to better their lives and start working toward betterment themselves.

How like him to come up with such a wild plan to kidnap the young king out from under the nose of a Vrykyl! How like him to convince a wise and sensible elven Dominion Lord to go along with him.

“Maybe this time, you’ve learned your lesson,” she said to him, although she was not very hopeful. Nor, on second thought, did she want to be.

She glanced back toward the door. If only Ulaf would come!

Alise could not use her healing magic on Shadamehr. She had cast a Void spell in order to rescue him and his companions from the palace guards, and now she was tainted by the foul essence of the magic that can only destroy, can never be used to save or create. If she tried to heal him using her Earth magic, the spell would crumble beneath her fingers like a burnt biscuit.

Ulaf might be able to help Shadamehr, for he was also a skilled Earth mage. She couldn’t count on him, though. He was out searching for the pecwae and, even if Jessan found him in time and sent him to her, she doubted if Ulaf could heal this wound.

The magic of the gods could not save Shadamehr, but the magic of the Void that had wounded him might.

Alise brought to mind the loathsome spell.

Void magic is dangerous and destructive, not only for its victims, but also for the magi who casts it, for the magic of the Void demands a sacrifice—a bit of a magi’s own life essence to power the spell, making the spell-casting painful and debilitating to the user. Even the simplest spell causes lesions and pustules to erupt on the skin, while more powerful spells can inflict such pain that the sorcerer falls unconscious or dies.

Prohibited from using the healing arts by the terrible nature of their magic, Void sorcerers had developed spells that could transfer a bit of the sorcerer’s own life essence into the body of another in order to save him. The spell was said to have been perfected in ancient Dunkarga, a land where Void magic is widely accepted. The spell was not often used, and then only under the most dire circumstances, for if the spell was badly cast or the sorcerer made a mistake, the result could be fatal for both caster and patient.


Above all, the textbooks cautioned, “The spell should never be cast by a sorcerer who is by himself, without someone else on hand to assist him. For in order to cast the spell, the sorcerer must place himself in physical contact with the person who is to receive the benefits. When the spell is cast, the Void magic drains the life essence from the sorcerer, sends it flowing into the body of the patient.

“The caster must know when to halt the spell and break contact, and this is where an assistant is necessary. As the life drains from him, the caster grows weaker and weaker. If the caster falls unconscious, while still touching the victim, the spell will continue to drain the caster until it steals away his life. Thus, this warning: Never cast this spell alone! Two sorcerers at least should be present—one to cast and the other to break contact should the spellcaster fall unconscious.”

Alise had never used this spell. She had studied it, of course, but she had not committed such a terrible spell to memory. She loathed the use of Void magic. She did not mind so much the pain of the spell-casting, although that was bad enough, or the disfiguring pustules and lesions. She hated the way the magic felt inside her, as if maggots were feeding on her soul.

But she didn’t have any choice. Shadamehr’s skin had gone gray. His breathing had altered from rapid, shallow breaths to struggled gasps. He shivered with the cold, his body writhed in pain. His nails were blue, his flesh chill, as if death had already claimed him.

Alise looked over her shoulder toward the door.

Never cast this spell alone!

She saw the words printed large in the books, heard her tutor warn her over and over. If only Ulaf would come!

But he wasn’t going to. She admitted that to herself. Ulaf was out searching for the pecwae, perhaps facing his own dangers. She could not wait. Shadamehr was very far gone.

Adjusting the lanternlight, Alise reached into a hidden pocket she had sewn into her dress and removed a small, slim volume bound in nondescript gray leather. The book appeared quite harmless on the outside. Even when it was opened, one would have to be a student of magic in order to recognize that this small book was worth the price of her life. If the Church discovered her with this book of forbidden spells, she could be sentenced to hang.


Even as she turned the pages, Alise could feel the heinous magic start to crawl under her skin.

She read over the spell, felt her stomach roil, and was forced to cover her mouth with her hand, so as not to retch. Simply reciting the words in her mind brought on nausea, made her so weak and dizzy she could barely concentrate. She couldn’t imagine what horror and pain would come with speaking them.

Alise bent down and kissed Shadamehr gently, tenderly on the lips. Clasping his hand, she pressed his hand to her breast and began to speak the horrible, maggot-ridden words aloud.
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THE ORIGINAL TUBBY TABBY HAD BEEN A FAMOUS TAVERN IN THE city of Old Vinnengael. Two hundred years later, stories were still told of the tavern and its fat owner and his fatter orange cat, in whose honor the tavern was named. The stories had passed into popular legend, and almost every minstrel tale of long-ago heroes always began with a fortuitous meeting in the Tubby Tabby.

When the city of New Vinnengael was in the planning stages, several would-be tavern owners came to blows in the desire to name their businesses after the legendary tavern. Then one stated that he could prove that he was the ancestor of that same fat owner, and he even produced a fat cat that he claimed was the descendant of that same famous cat. His proof was accepted. On the day the king moved into the palace of the newly constructed city of New Vinnengael, the man opened the Tubby Tabby Two. The tavern had remained in the family, and now the owner’s children’s children ran it. A descendant of the same orange tabby snoozed in the sunshine by day and lounged on the bar by night.

The tavern had always been a favorite of the members of the Shadamehr family, one of whom had, years ago, secretly helped the owner out of his financial difficulties. The tavern had a back door that led into a very dark alley bounded by a wall that was easy to climb and another door that led to the roof, with other roofs within easy jumping distance. Since the Barons Shadamehr—an eccentric and independent bunch—were tireless champions of the weak and downtrodden, they tended to be the targets of the strong and powerful, who weren’t at all pleased with Shadamehr meddling and took action to stop it, with the result that such means of hasty egress had proven most welcome to the various barons down through the years.

Ulaf was quite familiar with the tavern, for he found it an ideal place to meet with the people who kept him informed of what was going on in the world beyond the walls of New Vinnengael. The tavern was also the place where Shadamehr’s people would gather if there was trouble.

Having found the pecwae, Ulaf shepherded them to the tavern, moving as fast as he could, all the while keeping a watchful eye out for the patrols. The bells rang curfew just as they turned into the block on which the tavern was located.

The streets were mostly empty. The patrols were already on the march, looking for violators. The patrols were also looking for Baron Shadamehr, but Ulaf had no way of knowing this. He guessed that something had gone wrong, for he’d heard the blowing of the penny whistles used by Shadamehr’s people to alert each other in times of crisis. Ulaf had been about to go find out what was up, when he’d caught a glimpse of the pecwae, disappearing around a corner, and had instead gone after them.

He was certain to discover what had happened when he reached the meeting place. In the meantime, he had the two pecwae, and Bashae had the Sovereign Stone in the knapsack. Ulaf meant to keep hold of all three.

Ulaf would have been glad to rid himself of the Trevinici warrior, who had suddenly arrived on the scene.

“What a strange coincidence,” Ulaf muttered, “that in a city that never sees a Trevinici or a pecwae, they should both suddenly bump into one another.”

And then he remembered Shadamehr saying once that, “There are no such things as coincidences, only the gods’ practical jokes.”

So if this was a joke, who was getting the last laugh? Bashae and the Grandmother came from a land far from New Vinnengael, a land where the sight of a Trevinici—the pecwaes’ ancient protectors—was as common as a sparrow. They could not know that seeing a Trevinici in New Vinnengael was tantamount to seeing a whale floating in one of the city fountains. Ulaf supposed that Jessan was the first Trevinici to have set foot in New Vinnengael in the past twenty years—if not longer. For there now to be two Trevinici in New Vinnengael stretched credibility to the utmost limits.

And for that Trevinici to have “stumbled” upon the two pecwae…

Ulaf had been warned that Vrykyl were in pursuit of the pecwae—or rather, the Vrykyl were in pursuit of the Sovereign Stone carried by the one pecwae, Bashae. Ulaf was unfortunately all too familiar with the Vrykyl. He’d encountered them before, much to his regret. They could take the form of any person they had killed, and he guessed that the strange Trevinici, walking down the street alongside him, was one of the powerful and terrifying Vrykyl. Ulaf had no way of knowing for certain, short of forcing the Vrykyl to reveal himself, and he had no intention of doing that. If this Trevinici was a Vrykyl, then they were in extreme danger.

“On the other hand,” Ulaf argued with himself, “if this Trevinici is a Vrykyl, why didn’t he use his Void magic to turn me into a pile of greasy ash and take the pecwae and run? Why is he coming along tamely?

“The obvious answer,” Ulaf replied to himself, “is that the Vrykyl is under orders to keep himself and his magic hidden.”

This surmise was not much comfort, for it opened up another box of terrible suppositions and surmises, the main one being that there were more Vrykyl working on behalf of their master, the Lord of the Void, Dagnarus, whose armies were even now marching down on New Vinnengael from the north.

Ulaf decided that his wisest course was to take everyone—pecwae, Trevinici, Vrykyl, and all—to the tavern, where he hoped he would find Baron Shadamehr and the rest of the Baron’s people. Together they could figure some way to deal with this deadly situation.

The Tubby Tabby was located at the end of a block on Chandler’s Street. As they turned into the street, the raucous laughter could be heard a block away. The sign featuring a painting of the famous slumbering orange tabby swayed and creaked in the evening breeze.

The heat and noise from inside the tavern burst on Ulaf with the force of a dwarven fire spell as he yanked open the heavy wooden door. On the lower floor was the tavern proper and two large common rooms, where travelers could find a pallet for the night. An enormous fireplace at one end of the tavern provided light and warmth. Seeing a number of his friends and comrades among the crowd, Ulaf breathed a sigh of relief. Ulaf took firm hold of the pecwae, who stood frozen like terrified rabbits on the door stoop, and shoved them inside. The Trevinici hesitated in the doorway, and Ulaf hoped that he might be intimidated by the crowd and decide to depart. The warrior scowled darkly at the sight of so many people, but he followed the two pecwae inside and hung on to them like grim death.

An unfortunately apt analogy, Ulaf thought to himself.

He scanned the crowd hastily for Shadamehr. He did not see him, and that was a bad sign. Either the baron was still under arrest, or something worse had happened. None of Shadamehr’s people gave any outward sign that they knew Ulaf, who gave no sign that he knew any of them. The tavern owner, who knew Ulaf well, looked right past him, and the busy serving wenches cast him harassed glances, as if he were just another customer. All knew that Ulaf might be there on some important business, that he might be using any one of his assumed identities, and that if he wanted to be recognized, he’d give them the signal.

The tavern was crowded. Visitors to New Vinnengael had been caught by surprise by the curfew. They’d be sleeping four to a bed. In addition, some of the locals who lived nearby and who figured they could sneak home before the patrols caught them, were here to talk about the rumors of war. Every table was filled, but Ulaf was not concerned, and, indeed, shortly after his arrival, a table near the door opened up. He steered the pecwae in that direction. The two men who had been sitting there passed by him without a glance, although one did rub his nose in a peculiar manner.

Ulaf knew the man, knew that his signal meant that something dire had happened and that they had to talk. The man walked up to the bar. Ulaf didn’t dare leave the pecwae, not with the strange Trevinici hanging about, but he needed to know what was going on.

He settled the Grandmother in her chair, thinking as he did so that the normally feisty elder pecwae was unusually subdued. Every so often, the Grandmother lifted the agate-eyed stick, turned it this way and that. Then, looking grim, she would shake her head and the stick at the same time.

Some of the patrons were gawking at the pecwae and the Trevinici. Shadamehr’s people studiously avoided looking at them and did what they could to distract the attention of the rest. The man at the bar rubbed his nose again, and this time gave a loud sneeze.


The Trevinici did not sit down but stood leaning against the wall, his arms folded, his dark gaze fixed on the two pecwae.

“Bashae,” said Ulaf, “come with me—”

“Look, it’s Jessan!” cried Bashae. He waved his hand. “Over here, Jessan!”

Jessan entered the room, extremely pleased and relieved to see his friends; so pleased that his usually stern expression relaxed into a smile. He halted a moment to stare in astonishment at the strange Trevinici. He was about to greet this fellow warrior, then recalled his urgent message. Jessan turned aside, spoke in a low, urgent tone to Ulaf.

“I need to talk to you. Alone.”

Ulaf nodded and the two moved back toward the door.

“I have just left Alise and Shadamehr,” Jessan said. “The baron has been wounded. Alise wants you to come right away.”

“Wounded?” Ulaf repeated, shocked. “Is it bad?” It must be, he thought, for Alise to send for him.

“He’s dying,” Jessan said bluntly. “He’s in the back room of a tavern down that way.” He jerked his thumb. “Alise is with him, but I don’t think there is much she can do for him. He is in a very bad way.”

“Oh, gods,” Ulaf said, feeling his own life drain out of him.

His first impulse was to dash off immediately, but he forced himself to think the situation through rationally. He had the pecwae under his care, the pecwae and the Sovereign Stone. They were his responsibility, and he couldn’t abandon them. He glanced at the man at the bar, who returned his glance with an urgent look and an even louder sneeze. Jessan, meanwhile, had gone back to staring at the Trevinici.

“Jessan,” Ulaf said. “Do you know that man?”

“No,” said Jessan. “I’ve never seen him before. By his markings, he belongs to a tribe that lives far from my tribe, somewhere near Vilda Harn.”

“That’s strange,” said Ulaf, “because he claims to know you. He told the pecwae that you sent him to find them. He used your name to try to lure them out of the city.”

Jessan’s brow furrowed. “Why would he say that? I’ve never seen him before. I’ve been with Baron Shadamehr.”

“Jessan,” said Ulaf swiftly, “I’m going to tell you something that you won’t like to hear, and you must remain calm. You can’t react. I think that Trevinici is really a Vrykyl.”


Jessan stared at him for a moment. His eyes darkened, his frown deepened, but he said nothing.

“Don’t expose him,” Ulaf cautioned. “Not in here. I believe he’s after the Sovereign Stone, and he won’t hesitate to kill everyone in this place to get hold of it.”

“What do we do?” Jessan asked.

“You go over and talk to the Trevinici. Look at how nervous he seems. He knows something’s up. Allay his suspicions.”

“And then what?”

“All chaos is going to erupt in a moment. When it does, you grab the Grandmother and Bashae and hustle them out of here. Take them back to Alise and Shadamehr.”

“What about the Vrykyl? He’ll try to stop me.”

“Don’t worry about the Vrykyl. I’ll deal with him. Your only concern is the pecwae. Understood?”

Jessan gave an abrupt nod and walked over to talk to the strange Trevinici. Ulaf lingered a moment, expecting the worst and preparing to deal with it. Jessan knew what he was about, however, and the two were soon conversing. Bashae munched contentedly on bread and cheese and listened to the two warriors. The Grandmother sat staring into space, her mouth gaping slightly, her gaze glassy-eyed and vacant.

Ulaf didn’t like the looks of her. The thought came to him that perhaps she was having an apoplectic fit, as sometimes occurs with the elderly; but, if so, there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it. He pushed his way through the crowd, heading for the bar. As he walked, he nonchalantly lifted the penny whistle that he wore on a silver chain around his neck, brought the whistle out into plain sight. He toyed with it, but didn’t put it to his lips.

Reaching the bar, Ulaf took his place next to the man who had been rubbing his nose.

“What news, Guerimo?”

“There was trouble in the palace. Shadamehr and the Dominion Lord had to jump through a window. Now there are battle magi after him!”

“Battle magi!” Ulaf groaned.

“They’re probably on their way here now. They know this is where he holds court when he’s in the city. Do you know where the baron is? We need to warn him.”


As Ulaf listened, he kept his gaze fixed on the pecwae and Jessan and the false Trevinici.

“Strange as this may seem,” Ulaf said, “we have worse problems. I need to create a diversion.”

“The usual?” Guerimo grinned.

“The usual,” said Ulaf.

 

Jessan had made the decision to leave New Vinnengael before he had ever reached the Tubby Tabby. He’d thought it all out on his way to the tavern, which he’d managed to locate more by accident than design. He would retrieve the two pecwae and go back to their homeland, to a place where he could see the sun and breathe the air. Once there, he was certain he would be able to think things through and find again the answers that he seemed to have lost along the way.

In Jessan’s former life—the life he’d lived before he had set out upon this journey with the Sovereign Stone—he’d been a child. In this life, he had left childhood behind. He had fought and vanquished a powerful foe. He had taken his warrior’s name—Defender. He had been faithful to his promise to the dying knight, Gustav. He had visited strange lands, met strange people. He’d come to admire some of them, come to loathe and fear others. He had learned much, or so people kept telling him. On thinking it over, however, Jessan realized that they were wrong. In his previous life, he’d had answers to everything. Now, he had only questions.

He needed to be rid of this city, where he started out in the right direction, but always seemed to take a wrong turn and wind up in a blind alley or a dead end. He could not see the sky for the tall walls, he could not feel the sun for the shadows they cast, he could not breathe the air for the stench.

His arrival at the tavern, with its confusion of heat and noise and bright light, confirmed him in his decision. Nor was he particularly surprised to hear that the strange Trevinici was a Vrykyl. In Jessan’s other life, he would have scoffed at such a notion. In this life, he was suspicious of everything and everyone. He knew that evil could lurk in a friendly form and he hated the knowledge.

He was glad to see Bashae and the Grandmother, glad to see them safe and glad to see that they looked as lost and friendless and forlorn as he felt. One obstacle remained and that was the Sovereign Stone. They had fulfilled their promise to the dying knight, Gustav. More than fulfilled it, in Jessan’s opinion. Bashae had tried to give the Stone to Damra, then he tried to give it to Baron Shadamehr. Neither would accept it, leaving the enormous responsibility to Bashae. Looking at the small and frail-seeming pecwae, ringed round by large, ham-fisted humans and shadowed by the Vrykyl, Jessan burned with anger.

“This Stone is their worry. Let them take it,” Jessan said to himself. “We have done our part. We have done enough.”

Bashae scooted over on his chair, offered Jessan half of the seat and more than half of the bread and cheese.

“I’m glad to see you, Jessan,” Bashae said. “I was worried about you. Fire Storm said you’d been arrested.”

Jessan looked intently at Fire Storm, who was watching him warily. Was this man truly a Vrykyl? Jessan couldn’t tell. Fire Storm looked as a Trevinici warrior should look, right down to the fringe on his leather breeches.

“I am glad you came to the aid of my friends, Fire Storm,” Jessan said. “They are not used to the dangers of a city. But I am curious as to why you claimed to know me, when this is the first time we’ve met.”

Jessan felt that was a natural question, one that either a Vrykyl or a Trevinici would expect him to ask.

Fire Storm’s tense expression relaxed. “I must admit that I exaggerated the truth, though not perhaps as much as you might think. The fame of Jessan and his quest has spread among our people.”

“It’s my quest, too, you know,” Bashae pointed out, offended. “We’re in this together, Jessan and I. And the Grandmother.”

“Of course,” said Fire Storm politely. “My mistake.”

He might be telling the truth, Jessan conceded. My people would have shared the story of the dying knight and those who set off to take his “love token” into eleven lands with every other Trevinici they met. But that doesn’t explain what Fire Storm is doing here in New Vinnengael—a long way from our homeland.

On the other hand, no Trevinici warrior ever stoops to flattery. He is much more likely to insult you than fawn over you.

“Bashae,” Jessan said blandly, “I need to use the privies. Come along with me, so that you don’t get lost again.”

“I’m not the one who managed to get myself arrested,” said Bashae, indignant. Switching to Twithil, he went on to describe just exactly what Jessan could do with himself in the privies.

Twithil being a very descriptive language, Jessan couldn’t help but grin. He gave Bashae a look, nodded ever so slightly at Fire Storm.

Bashae slid a sidelong glance at the Trevinici. The pecwae’s right eyelid flickered.

“All right, Jessan. I’ll come,” he said.

“I will come, as well. Strange customs these city people have,” Fire Storm added with a shrug. “Building houses for people to crap in.”

Jessan was about to say that he’d changed his mind, he didn’t need to go that badly, when the Grandmother gave a screech that nearly lifted the hair off his head. Glaring at Fire Storm, the Grandmother struck him in the chest with the agate-eyed stick.

 

Ulaf heard the Grandmother scream, an eerie, primal sound like the shrill scream of the mouse caught in the hawk’s claws or the rabbit pierced by an arrow. The awful sound sliced through the noise of the tavern, caused a startled serving maid to drop a mug, and stopped the conversations of every person in the room. Shrieking in fury in her own language, the Grandmother struck the Trevinici, Fire Storm, in the breast with the agate-eyed stick.

The stick shattered in her hand, broke asunder. Agate eyes rolled and bounded across the floor, but no one paid them any attention. The Trevinici began to undergo a hideous transformation. The leather breeches and leather tunic he wore disappeared. The reddish hair and the stern, unsmiling face of the Trevinici warrior dropped off, the flesh rotting, revealing a horribly grinning skull. Armor, black and fell as the Void, flowed over his body. A black helm slid over the bony skull. Black gauntlets covered skeletal hands.

I was right, Ulaf thought. The gods help us!

The people in the tavern sat for a moment in stunned silence, then pandemonium ensued. Few knew what this evil creature was, but all knew that it was born of the Void and that where it walked, death and destruction followed. Some tried to flee, others tried to hide. Everyone cried out or screamed, leapt up or shrank down, fell over chairs or tried to dive under tables. Shadamehr’s people looked at the Vrykyl, then at each other, then at Ulaf.


He had a split second to make a decision. He was competent in magic, but he could never hope to fight the deadly Void magicks of a Vrykyl.

“Throw things at him!” he roared above the chaos. “Keep him occupied!”

Ulaf brought the words of the spell he’d been planning to cast to mind, spoke them aloud. The magic tingled in his blood. He pointed at the floor beneath the Vrykyl’s feet and magic flowed from him. The floorboards began to heave and buckle. The Vrykyl lost his balance, crashed to the floor.

Shadamehr’s people picked up crockery, bowls, plates, bottles, jugs, whatever came to hand, and hurled them at the Vrykyl. Plates smashed on the black breastplate, ale sloshed over his helm. The crockery barrage would not do him any harm, but it might rattle him, keep him from casting his own magic.

Ulaf was not a tall man. He couldn’t see above the heads of the crowd, most of whom were on their feet, either fleeing or fighting. He had lost sight of Jessan in the chaos, couldn’t see what was happening to him or the pecwae.

Ulaf dared not waste time searching for them. Commending them all to the gods, he ran behind the bar, thrust open a door and dashed up the short flight of stairs to the second floor. He crashed through another door and ran out onto the roof. Several patrons were already in the streets, shouting for the guards. Men-at-arms would be no match for the Vrykyl. Ulaf searched the darkness, straining his eyes.

And there they were. Six battle magi in full regalia—the most feared wizards in New Vinnengael, perhaps on the continent of Loerem. Only the best and strongest and most disciplined wizards were chosen by the Church to become her champions. Skilled in wielding both steel and magic, they were not only formidable wizards, but among the best swordsmen in the military. They fought as a unit, pooling their magical skills to forge spells that had the power to decimate a regiment.

A white aura surrounded them, for they were using their magic to light their way through the dark city streets. The magical light glinted off their swords and helms and their chain-mail halberds, illuminated the tabards of their high office that they wore over their armor. They were thorough in their search, taking their time, inspecting every building.


“Vrykyl!” Ulaf cried aloud. Investing the word with the wings of magic, he sent it flying off. “Vrykyl!” he said again. “The Tubby Tabby!”

He waited a tense moment, then had the satisfaction of seeing the heads of the battle magi jerk up, see them whip around, searching for the source of the voice that seemed to explode in their ears.

“Hurry!” Ulaf urged them.

The battle magi didn’t need the urging. They were already running through the streets.

Ulaf turned and dashed back down the stairs. He had gone about halfway when he heard an agonized cry—the shrill, high-pitched cry of a pecwae.
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