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Chapter 1

STREAM OF GOLD
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Syramont Qinjai Altavi sat upon the soggy earth, untroubled by the cold dampness seeping through his trousers. He had slept little. There was no dry spot for his weary body, and the early morning drizzle carried the moldy stench of the woods into his nostrils. It only deepened the nausea brewing in his empty stomach, born of a half-chewed apple sloshing inside him and the relentless sound of Vangkaim chomping through half a dozen prunes. 

Watching the gradual reddening of the morning sky, Altavi recited the ancestral words of the Qinjai family in his thoughts. Each day is a new life. 

Altavi noticed Isys’s troubled glances. She knew his moods well. He had known her nearly all his twenty-seven years. Her mother was a Braestani immigrant, who became a servant of his House after Isys’s father, a Valtasian soldier, died in battle against the Zintarian Empire. Being close in age, Altavi and Isys were playmates in their childhood, which led to a strong friendship as they grew together, and on few occasions, the relationship had gone further. They became equals the day they established the Dawn Power Dream Regime. Since then, she was his guildmate, his deputy, his blood-sister. They remained close companions, of course—not so much lovers anymore—sometimes bedmates, but not lately. Not for a long while.

Isys sat to the left of Altavi, her bottom also half-buried in mud. “Didn’t sleep much?” she asked him.

“Almost not at all,” Altavi replied, eyes still on the sunrise.

“I told you the tent wouldn’t be large enough for us three.”

“You had also told me to eat the apple, so I won’t go dizzy later, yet I’m dizzy now. Perhaps us three could’ve slept in that tent stacked on top of one another.”

Vangkaim laughed, brown juice dribbled down his chin—he didn’t bother wiping it. It wasn’t the raucous, high-pitched cackle of a madman Altavi and Isys had grown accustomed to over the years, it was a quieter version of it. “You’re always at your wittiest when your outlook is shit,” he said. “Despite rain beating down on our useless shelter and the inadequate amount of space for us last night, I slept well.”

Vangkaim was crouched down on his feet, refusing to settle upon muck, afraid of dirtying his impeccable attire. “Impeccable” was what he called it, anyway. To the eyes of the normal, the garments he wore over chainmail were a jumble of colors, a jerkin of indigo with yellow stars and white crescent moons, a red and blue checkered tunic, and breeches, a sharp emerald green. He fashioned his hair high, in the shape of a paintbrush bristle, painted his lips and the area around his eyes with blue dye. And when his swordbelt was on, many believed him to be a jester, who specialized in sword swallowing. 

“It wasn’t the rain that kept me up,” Altavi said. “Your snores make me picture a donkey mating with a hog, and Isys is the only person I know who sleep-punches.”

“All the times you’ve bedded her, and you haven’t gotten used to it yet?” 

Isys gave Vangkaim a sneer. She used to respond to his baiting with a fist to his eye. She had grown used to him, showed her affection for him by not disfiguring his face after grating remarks. 

“Each day is a new life, Altavi,” said Isys. She seemed to know those words were on his mind every time he watched the dawn. “Twige and his gang have to be somewhere in these woods. We’ll have this done before noon.”

Altavi replied with a weak nod. He finally removed his skyward gaze to look at her. Her dark eyes met his. One corner of her full lips lifted to give a small, encouraging smile. She reached over and stroked his hair. Warmth hadn’t come from her in so long. The gesture was odd yet comforting.

“I know you hate working for Mont Gune,” she said, “we all do. It won’t be long before we buy a ship and leave this place, leave Sebunign Port, the Capital Region...Valtasia...We’ll leave it all behind and go far.” 

Altavi gave another nod, one less weak than the first. He knew better that their small guild was far from that objective. That was only Isys’s way of reminding him what the objective was. 

Altavi rose from the ground. “We’ve rested long enough.” He looked to the sky once more. In the Capital Region of Valtasia, the weather was unpredictable during the spring month of Arapolos. “We should move while the day is clear.”

Vangkaim stood up and spat out a ball of brown slime. He slurped up the prune juice spilling from his mouth. “How many of these brigands did Mont Gune’s scout say there were?” 

“Four or five,” Isys said.

“Well then,” Vangkaim took the spear he had earlier set against a tree, “as I say to the untouched maidens, ‘time to bloody my spear.’”

Leisure moments with Isys and Vangkaim gave Altavi a needed peace. Now it was time for the “Dawn Power Trio,” as they were known as in Sebunign Port, to complete the tedious task set forth by Mont Gune, with their armor strapped and blades in hand. 

With Altavi leading, the three sprinted through the woods. The steps of their heavy leather boots were silenced naturally by moistened earth. Altavi had estimated the woods to be a one-mile stretch. The road leading out the south gate of Sebunini cut through the middle of it. It wasn’t an immense body of trees where one could hide for years without attracting attention from road travelers. As Isys had mentioned, Twige, the boy who had offended Mont Gune, would have to be somewhere within.

Twige was a quiet, teenage boy, short and frail, a servant of House Marlow who tended to Syramont Guneka’s horses. Altavi recalled a time when Mont Gune had beaten the poor kid over the head with a wooden bucket. It was Twige’s penalty for oversleeping—bad enough the boy slept in the barn with the animals. At the time, Altavi could only watch as Twige was on the ground cowering, crying, and pleading for his master to stop. Altavi, too, wanted to plead for Gune to stop, but what a syramont of Valtasia wished to do in their household was their absolute right. Isys, who since that incident, lost what little respect she had for Syramont Guneka, held in tears for the defenseless Twige, while Vangkaim laughed hysterically at the sight of the boy writhing and bleeding atop a mound of horse feces. It had astonished the Regime when Mont Gune’s messenger arrived at their base in Sebunign Port to bring the news of, “Twige the stableboy has run off with Syramont Guneka’s solid gold medallion!” On that medallion was the Guirix-Marlow family crest. For a servant to steal from his syramont master was a grave insult. “Wow, the foul-smelling retard actually has balls,” Vangkaim had said.

Altavi slowed his pace once several tracks on the forest floor came in sight. The trail appeared to lead out from the direction of the road. One set of footprints caught his attention, coming from a small set of feet, a woman’s size. The right foot of that pair bore a crooked indentation, matching the description of Twige’s walk where the right foot moved with toes pointed slightly inward. Altavi crouched down and slowed his saunter to a crawl. Isys and Vangkaim did the same. Somewhere amidst howling winds and rustling leaves echoed the sound of laughter. Altavi paused, with a lifted hand he signaled Isys and Vangkaim to keep still. The laughter transitioned to indistinct mutterings. The Trio continued toward the source of muffled voices. 

Altavi came to a halt. “I see them,” he whispered to his guildmates. “There’s Twige.” He could see three men sitting around a camp, while two younger men were up and moving. He recognized one of them as Twige. The boy walked like a tired old man, hunched and slightly limping. 

The Trio moved on with slow, soft steps until they found the ideal shrub to hunker behind.

“Nothing but clubs and dull blades,” said Altavi. “Vagabonds rather than brigands it looks. None in armor.”

“Dull blades and no armor?” said Vangkaim. “We can march into their camp, stab them all, and be done with it. Why are we wasting time hiding here? I want to harm someone.”

“No,” Isys said, “we can do this without shedding blood. They’re young boys and scruffy-looking men, too weak to be fierce. We can try to reason with them.”

“These are animals, Isys, not men. Shedding blood is easier, and if we kill them all we can take their belongings. I...really want to harm someone.” Vangkaim smiled and bit down on his lower lip. “I need to.”

“You want to negotiate?” said Altavi, pretending not to hear Vangkaim.

“I’ll talk to Twige,” said Isys. “The sight of a syramont will send them running.”

Altavi agreed with the notion. The syramonts were Valtasia’s elite, men and women of noble families trained in combat since the age of four. By the age of fifteen, they were invincible warriors who killed as easily and instinctively as breathing. “All right. Vangkaim and I will stay close and step in if things go bad.”

Vangkaim scoffed. “You two are no fun at all.”
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Isys rose from behind the brush and walked over to Twige’s camp, where men appeared twice her stature. They were not abnormally tall men, but she was a small woman. With the elevated heels of her boots adding three inches, she stood a little over five feet. Valtasian men of average height towered over her. Her left hand rested on the hilt of the rapier she had no intention of using. Still, the feel of it hanging on her swordbelt gave her security, and with Altavi close by, she had no worries of the potential foes ahead.

Neither Twige nor his band seemed to notice her approaching.

“Did you get tired of brushing horses, Twige?” she spoke loudly for their attention.

Startled, the three lounging men stood up hastily.

“Miss Isys?” said Twige. He made a peculiar expression of fret and surprise, with his nose wrinkled and front teeth exposed. “What are you doing here?”

Isys fought the urge to snicker at the hideous look on his face. There had always been something off about the boy, which was both humorous and pitiable. “You know why I’m here, Twige.”

“What is it you want, girl?” said a man with a scar across his cheek. He pulled a club from his belt, which looked to be a table leg with a chain wrapped and tied at one end. “Looking for a big hunk of meat, you stray little bitch?”

“It’s obvious what this Braestani whore wants,” said the man standing next to him who wore a black head wrap, “you all know what these dusky bitches are good for.”

Seldom is Vangkaim right, Isys thought, these are animals. Animals that learned to speak just so they could communicate their primal urges. In Valtasia, beasts were abundant, real men were rare. She had encountered men who pulled cerins from their purses and cocks from their breeches once they saw her brown skin. True many Braestani women in Valtasia were brothel workers or adornments in a syramont’s harem. Isys’s mother was a gardener of House Qinjai, who chose to dirty herself in soil rather than get dirty and soiled by a man with a lump on his pants and coins in his fist. Isys knew what to do with these kinds of men who uttered “Braestani whore” so casually in her presence. 

“Kade, don’t,” said Twige, “she’s not a whore.”

“Shut up, boy,” said the brigand called Kade. “Today she’s not, because whores get paid.” He unsheathed his dagger and approached Isys.

Isys stood with her hands rested on her hips, not intimidated, not backing away. She tried not to flinch from the horrid stench that spewed from Kade, which smelt of beer and rotten pork. 

“Yaaah, we should give the whore what she likes,” said a tall, cross-eyed, bald man, who spoke like a toddler learning his first words. The man had a certain peculiarity much like Twige. “She thinks we’re handsome. Yaaah, I know this because she doesn’t make an angry face at us like the other whores.”

Twige, with the other young boy, kept a distance, standing behind the three older men. “Kade, please leave her be,” Twige’s plea was a meek mumble.

“The last woman who crossed our path enjoyed her time,” said Kade, holding his dagger up, pointing the tip toward Isys’s face. “We scratched and punched her, pulled at her hair. She liked it all so much. The whole time she moaned and groaned and screamed. She was barely able to move when we finished.” Kade was now at arm’s length of Isys. 

Isys believed he was close enough. “Yes, I’m sure your mother begged for more afterward.” She grabbed his dagger hand, bent it backwards until she heard a snap and his scream. She released her hold once the dagger slipped from his fingers. She then shot to the ground with a spin and a leg out, sweeping him off his heels with the back of her boot. His back hit the spongy earth with an echoed splatter. Isys stood up, lifted her knee high, and drove her foot down into his manhood. 

Kade sat up in a convulsed manner and screamed like a little girl who had just witnessed her darling puppy hurled off a cliff.

Isys rotated her stomped boot, the pulp of Kade’s flesh crushed beneath. She clenched her teeth as she heard a lengthy crack. She released the pressure and growled out a sigh. She whipped a knee at Kade’s chin, producing another crack, sending his head to the ground.

“The words Braestani whore will pour out between your legs before it comes out your mouth again,” Isys said to the man lying at her feet. She looked up at Kade’s comrades standing before her, expecting them to raise their weapons, grunt dismal imitations of battle cries, and come charging toward her. The animals only stood still, eyes down on Kade, their faces conveying disgust and disbelief.  
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The high-pitched shriek of Isys’s victim was Altavi and Vangkaim’s signal to come forward. 

“That didn’t take long,” said Vangkaim. “You two always want to talk first. ‘We can do this without shedding blood,’” he mocked Isys.

“At least she didn’t kill him,” said Altavi, moving toward the right of Isys with his sword hand gripping the hilt of his katana. A feeling of dread came with that grip. He hoped not to use his weapon, the way Isys might’ve hoped not to use her boot so unpleasantly. These were poor men he was about to face, broken men lacking the will and smarts to escape their unfortunate lives. He sensed no true evil in them. Altavi always considered mercy to fools. Mercy to fools, words from his great philosophical father.

Vangkaim, with his spear readied, went to Isys’s left. “If my cock were as flat as parchment, I’d much rather be dead.”

Altavi nodded. “So would I.” 

“Syramont Altavi?” Twige said, with the same frightened expression he gave Isys. He looked over at the scarred man and the bald man who had weapons drawn. It seemed to give him enough assurance to step closer to Altavi. “Syramont Guneka sent you?” 

“We’re here to retrieve the necklace, Twige.” Altavi spoke with a delicate tone, hoping not to frighten the much smaller Twige, who stood an inch shorter than Isys. Altavi suspected there was a delay in the boy’s pubescent stage. “I’m hoping you didn’t sell it. Syramont Guneka requests that we return with either his property or both your hands. We don’t want to hurt any of you.” 

Twige sucked in a trembling breath. “He...He did nothing but insult me and beat me. He made me sleep in the stable with the animals, fed me spoiled food, and sometimes mixed in horseshit with my stew because he thought it was funny.”

Vangkaim chuckled. 

Twige licked his lips and glanced back at his gang. “I’m a man. I didn’t deserve the treatment. It wasn’t fair, sir.”

Twige still reeked of horse feces. Altavi’s morning nausea never ceased, and now he fought the gag reflex creeping in his throat. He also wanted to shield his nose, but he didn’t want to disrespect the boy who likely never experienced real respect in his life.

“I know it wasn’t fair, Twige,” said Altavi, “and I’m sorry. I’m sorry I didn’t defend you. And I’m sorry some of the nobles are the way they are.”

Twige studied Altavi with uncertain eyes. “You’re sorry?” It surely surprised him to hear a nobleman’s apology. “You did me no wrong, sir.”

“I offer you one chance, Twige, give me Mont Gune’s House medallion and I’ll let you all go free. You have my word.”

“Twige, please,” Isys added. 

“Let no one push you around, boy,” the scarred man told Twige. “You must be brave and strong. That’s the only way to survive this uncaring world.”

Twige shook his head. “This is Syramont Qinjai Altavi, Gryph, son of Syramont Qinjai Geo.”

“One chance,” Altavi repeated. He released his sword. The thin, curved blade hissed out of the scabbard.

“Rumors, boy,” said Gryph. “Any fool could carry Aibanese steel and claim to be Mont Geo’s son. This is an imposter.”

“Yaah, that’s right,” said the bald one, “syramonts wear the shiny silk and the shiny armor, and golden shiny things all over the armor. They have a lot of gold on their clothes and on their body. Yaaah, this man not a syramont, he don’t fool me.”  

“The son of Qinjai Geo wouldn’t travel with a Braestani woman and...” Gryph’s eyes squinted at Vangkaim, “...the Mad Vangkaim?”

Altavi could almost hear the smile pop on Vangkaim’s face. Always delighted when recognized the Mad One was. The colorful attire, high hair, and face paint, intentionally crafted for recognition.

“It is him,” the other teenage boy of the gang finally spoke—and with much enthusiasm. “The Mad Vangkaim, author of the book, Tales from the Mad Vangkaim. He is the fighting harlequin.”

The smile on Vangkaim dropped. “Why does everyone think I’m a harlequin?”

“No,” said Gryph, “another imposter he is, a fraud.”

“No,” Vangkaim said. “It is truly I, the Mad Vangkaim. And yaaah the man with Aibanese steel is Syramont Qinjai Altavi, his eyes gray like his father’s, and he is master of the katana like his father. And this Braestani woman you earlier threatened is...merely a Braestani woman—nothing special about her.”

Gryph gave Twige’s shoulder a rough nudge. “It’s time you be smart, boy. Just because you can’t read or write, doesn’t mean you should be utterly stupid in life.”

Twige unsheathed his weapon, a short blade of corroded iron. “I’m not afraid of you,” he said to Altavi. He forced a look of boldness to back his words, Altavi could see. “I don’t care who you are, or who you think you are.”

“You know who I am,” Altavi kept the delicate tone. “Is this how it’s going to be, then?”

“I said I’m not afraid of you!”

Altavi sheathed his blade. He grabbed Twige by the collar and threw a fist into that bold façade. Specks of crimson flew in all directions. Altavi released his hold, and the would-be brigand collapsed instantly.

The three members of the gang, who were still standing, charged at the Trio.
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The young one, who appeared Twige’s age, rushed toward Isys with a shortsword held high. He began a battle-ready grunt, which was cut short, as he lost footing and nearly slipped over the unconscious Kade. Isys stepped back and threw her foot into his gut. A kick hard enough to make him stumble. He spilled forward and landed on the edge of his weapon as he fell. The blade tore into his chest and out his back. 

Gryph swung at Altavi with his table leg weapon, catching only air as Altavi threw his head back without flinching. A second swing came downwards and Altavi dodged effortlessly with a quick pivot. While the scarred man tried to recover his strength after a third attempt, Altavi pulled his katana from its scabbard. With one precise, diagonal slash, the blade sliced through the brigand’s club and took out his right eye.

“Aaaargh, aaaaahhh!” Gryph fell to his knees.

Vangkaim fell back a step when he caught the bald man’s saber strike with his spear. The saber went up, over the hairless head of the hulking brute, and came down with greater force and a cry of “Yaaaaah!” along with it. Vangkaim pushed his spear up and knocked back the curved piece of iron. The spear wobbled in his hands. Vangkaim shuffled backwards and threw his spear up again, in time to catch a third strike that came from the slow-minded man who was surprisingly quick for his large stature. With the impact of the saber to the spear shaft, Vangkaim jerked his body back another step, this time with over-dramatic theatricality. He laughed, a piercing, giddy laugh, and again pushed the saber away with his shaft, then whacked Bald Man in the side with the blunt end. Bald Man grunted and clutched his ribcage. Vangkaim plunged his spear into his vulnerable foe’s neck. Steel broke out through the nape with a spray of red droplets, and still, Vangkaim pushed until the spearhead jammed into the thick trunk of an oak behind Bald Man. After a few seconds of gurgling and twitching, the brigand’s body loosened, his punctured neck slid down the shaft. Vangkaim watched in amusement. He attempted to retrieve his weapon by pulling at the blunt end, but the spearhead was too deep in timber to free.

In less than a minute, the Dawn Power Trio was victorious, though it did not go according to plan. 

With strands of rope found at the camp, the Trio tied the surviving brigands to a tree. Twige, Gryph, and Kade were in a seated position, their wrists and legs bound with their backs against the trunk. Kade appeared trancelike. His eyes bore no emotion, his head bobbed slowly and soundlessly. The crotch area of his trousers had a slimy patch of red, which may have explained the reason for his stupor. 

Twige and the now one-eyed Gryph could only watch as Altavi and Vangkaim raided their camp.
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Altavi stepped out from one of the tents. “Did you find the medallion, Vangkaim?”

“Yeah, it’s right here,” said Vangkaim, occupied by the interest of digging through a leather pouch he’d taken from Twige. 

Altavi saw the gold chain hanging from Vangkaim’s swordbelt like it was something as petty as a snot rag. 

“Oh, this is nice.” Vangkaim pulled out a palm full of silver cerins, five of them. Five silver cerins would be the daily earnings of a middle-class Valtasian worker. “Did you find anything good?”

“Some jewelry,” said Altavi, “a few things to bring back to Murshelute and Yan. And look at this.” He showed Vangkaim a copy of Tales from the Mad Vangkaim he’d found in the tent. On the book cover was a crude drawing of Vangkaim, big hair, blue face, and so forth. 

The book was comprised of short stories with an erotic and disturbing take on Valtasian folklore, tales that incorporated incest, human and animal “love,” human and corpse “love,” and all other taboo subjects that would scare and appall anyone with decency. The book had only sold at a few market stalls around the Capital Region. Most markets had banned it due to the disturbing illustrations within. After the publishing of those two hundred and fifty pages of filth, Vangkaim accomplished what he had intended, to establish a reputation. “If you can’t be loved, be noticed.” His motto.

“Oh no,” said Vangkaim. “Bring it with you. If we were to shit out here, we’ll use the pages to wipe ass.”

“Baxtias really liked that book, Mr. Vangkaim,” said Twige. “I really liked it, too. I can’t read, but Baxtias would read it to me.”

“Baxtias?” Vangkaim looked down at the dead young man with a blade imbedded in his chest. “You mean that idiot who killed himself? What a sick pervert he was. Baxtias...That’s an even dumber name than Twige. Yes, I’m sure you two read it together and borrowed each other’s hands after.”

“Where’s Isys?” Altavi asked. He hadn’t thought much of her walking off after they had tied up Twige and his companions.

“She was a little pissy earlier,” said Vangkaim, still focused on the leather pouch in his hand. “I don’t care where she is.”

Altavi spotted her a distance away from the camp, sitting against a tree. He decided to walk over to her. Attempt to comfort her, though he knew his efforts would prove pointless.

“Oh, now what’s this?” Vangkaim said to himself, examining what looked to be a brass ring he found in the pouch.

“That’s my mother’s ring,” said Twige. “She gave it to me before she died.”

“Your mother had horrible taste.” Vangkaim tossed the brass ring and leather pouch at Twige. “You can keep it.”
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Isys tried to calm her trembling, wrapped her arms tightly around her knees. The sight of the boy falling upon his blade rolled on in her thoughts, a life that ended in a second. Whatever hopes and dreams the kid had would never come to fruition. Perhaps he was young but not innocent. She wanted to believe he’d grow to be a vile man. Nonetheless, the thought didn’t put her at ease. It was like awakening from a nightmare, except a nightmare was an illusion produced by the sleeping mind. What she’d done was real and couldn’t be escaped by waking. The feeling in her now was paralyzing guilt. He was too young.

She saw Altavi approaching. He would sense her misery, if he hadn’t already, for it was in a syramont’s ability to perceive, to know one’s heart. He can feel what troubles me, she thought, but it doesn’t mean he’ll understand.

“What?” Altavi asked her. That one word sounded cold, despite the gentleness he offered in his voice.

“He was only fourteen,” said Isys, “fifteen, maybe, a child.”

“He made a choice to join the wrong people. At his age, Isys, Vangkaim and I fought the Kazteals in the Braestani Liberation. If someone so young could swing a sword with the intention to harm...That isn’t a child.”

She expected coldness from him. That was how he’d been since leaving his manor to be a guild commander—a commoner’s profession. Some days she felt his regret. She knew he’d chosen to be cold rather than regretful.

She looked him in the eye. “We should let them go. We can’t leave them tied up here to die.”

“We can’t do that.”

“Why? We have the medallion, Altavi. We did what we came here to do.”

“They’re outlaws. If we let them loose they’ll victimize others. If the Gods are good, some travelers may find them and take pity on them.”

Isys shook her head in disbelief. The Altavi she’d grown with never lacked sympathy. “What happened to mercy to fools?” 

“I’m not my father,” Altavi said. “I’ve tried to be, but I’m not him. He has never experienced the life of a commoner.”

“How much more ugliness must we encounter? Two and a half years we’ve been doing these meaningless tasks. I know you hate it. How much longer must we be pitiless to make a few cerins?”

Altavi kept silent for a moment, and then said, “All this is, is an awful morning. We’ll feel better once we arrive at Mont Gune’s, collect payment, eat a decent meal, and rest with decent sacks under our heads.”

“You really don’t understand,” she said.

“I do, Isys, more than you think.”
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Vangkaim continued his looting of Twige’s camp. He was on his knees struggling to loosen a silver ring from dead Baxtias’s pinky.

“Do I have to cut your finger off, you piece of shit?” Vangkaim asked the corpse.

“Have you no respect?” said Gryph.

Vangkaim paused and turned to face the one-eyed man. He released his sweaty grip on Baxtias’s ring. He got to his feet and walked over to the detained brigands. Gryph started to squirm in his constricting knots and pant anxiously. In Vangkaim’s face was a blank, distant look that hinted lunacy. By now, Gryph was familiar with the Mad One’s tendencies.

“Respect?” said Vangkaim, standing over Gryph. “Is that what you said?” He shot a look to Kade and faced Gryph again. “You and your companion here, who now has ground pork for a cock, spoke of violating my little brown friend.”

“No,” said Gryph, shaking his head wildly. “I wasn’t going to do anything to her. It was Kade’s plan. Kade gets hard watching dogs fuck in the streets.”

“I do, too.” Vangkaim unbuttoned his breeches, smiling as he did so.

A look of horror struck Gryph. “What are you doing?” 

A stream of gold shot out of Vangkaim and splashed against Gryph’s cheek.

“Haa ha ha ha ha.” Vangkaim roared out his laughter.

“Urrghh, urrrgah!” the brigand attempted to scream with his mouth shut, as Vangkaim aimed largely at the partially scabbed eye socket.

Vangkaim wagged his manhood to the right, shifting his secretion onto Twige.

Twige fidgeted violently. “No, no please, not me!”

“Ahaa, ha ha ha ha,” Vangkaim’s laugh continued. With childlike enthusiasm, he watched his liquids splatter on Twige’s face and trickle down his neck.

Vangkaim wiggled off his final drops before tucking it back in and buttoning up his pants.

Twige and Gryph whimpered and let out groans of shame and despair. 

“Let us hope the city watchmen find you three,” said Vangkaim, “before a pack of wolves do.” He walked away from the camp, smiling to himself, deciding to leave behind the valuable piece on Baxtias’s pinky.
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The journey to the Marlow estate was quiet. Altavi thought it best not to speak to Isys, not in her current temperament. It was also best not to speak to Vangkaim, who might become relentlessly garrulous at any given time. For the moment, Vangkaim appeared to be in thought, his demented eyes gazing into the air as he walked. Perhaps he pondered ways to fabricate his documentaries of their encounter with the brigands.

The silence saddened Altavi. When the three were young, they’d talk for hours and share similar dreams of venturing into different lands. Now they were grown, memories seemed bittersweet, and dreams became more improbable.

“What happen back there, Altavi?” said Vangkaim, who broke from his musings. “You struck that kid in the face.”

Altavi let a silent moment pass and awaited an impudent remark followed by an inappropriate chuckle from the Mad One. It didn’t come. The seriousness in Vangkaim surprised Altavi. “Could you really call him a kid?”

“It was mad what you did, striking one weaker than you, unprovoked. It’s nothing I would ever do.”

Altavi knew that wasn’t true. Vangkaim would torture the boy if he had the time and the tools. “You wouldn’t strike him in the face, but you’d piss all over him, Vangkaim?”

Vangkaim replied with his inappropriate chuckle, and in some odd way, it pleased Altavi to hear it now. “He didn’t smell any different after I pissed on him. But why did you strike him, Altavi? You could’ve held a blade to his throat and demand a surrender. This isn’t like you at all.”

“Do you hear me asking why you pissed on that poor boy?”

“If you must ask, Altavi, I’d simply tell you that I...am the Mad Vangkaim.”

“Is that your one and only excuse for being twisted?” said Isys.

“Yaaah.”

9

Close to noon, a guardsman suited in a worn-out leather cuirass, who appeared anything but vigilant, welcomed the Trio at the front door of the Marlow Manor. The massive, reinforced door sprang open, and a short, pudgy, old man dressed in yellow silks greeted them. 

“Good morning to you, masters, welcome,” said the plump, gray-haired servant.

“Good morning, Mr. Bogang,” said Altavi.

“Please, go on and have a seat at the dining hall, masters. I shall inform...” He straightened his posture and lifted his chin, “...SYRAMONT GUIRIX MARLOW GUNEKA of your arrival.” The little man scampered out the entrance hall to fetch his master. The Trio headed inside.

There was nothing lavish about Mont Gune’s dining hall. The rows of unlit torches set along walls of stone made the room appear dungeon-like. Aside from a long, sixteen-chaired dining table, there was a great fireplace on the wall opposite the entrance door. Suspended from the ceiling were yellow banners, displaying a silver shield and crossed axes, the same emblem on Mont Gune’s gold medallion. 

The Trio seated themselves at the far end of the table, near the head where Mont Gune always sat.

“It’s the dark one, the silly one, and, uh...the other silly one,” said Mont Guneka from the entrance of the dining hall, “I didn’t expect you all back so soon.” He was in a garish purple robe, silk with black fur trimmings.

Marlow Guneka was a flabby, wide set thirty-six-year-old, though Altavi and Vangkaim who had fought under his command in Braestanz over a decade ago, remembered a time when he was undeniably well-built and considered a strapping, beautiful man. Farfetched to what he is now. He had black, unkempt hair, short-cropped with specks of gray, chubby cheeks, and a wide chin covered with stubble. Generally, all syramonts were well-groomed, but not Guneka, who had very little guests come to his estate and lived only amongst his dozen servants. Without him in gaudy silk garments and gold jewelry, many would mistake him for a commoner. 

“My medallion?” said Gune, making his way toward the end of the table. “Give it to me.”

Vangkaim unraveled the necklace from his swordbelt and tossed the hunk of gold to Gune. “There you go,” said Vangkaim. “Though we could’ve easily sold it for ten times more than your reward.”

“Do you not think sixty gold cerins is suitable?” said Gune. He took his seat and donned his necklace. “I offered one hundred if you brought back his hands, or his head.”

Vangkaim looked at Altavi, then to Gune and shrugged.

“You know me better than that, Guneka,” Altavi said.

“You’ve let loose another delinquent in this land,” said Gune. “And these little delinquents grow up, become depraved men and women.”

“I’m not his executioner,” said Altavi, “nor am I your assassin.”

A minute later, the kitchen staff entered the room. 

Nearly a dozen silver platters were prepared for Mont Gune’s noon meal: a whole turkey, lobsters, lamb shanks, plates of assorted cheeses, biscuits flavored with cream and garlic, pickled vegetables, and sweetened gelatin. There were a variety of domestic fruits, strawberries, grapes, and pears, all drizzled with caramelized sugar, as well as exotic fruits, green-fleshed and orange-fleshed, imported from the northern nations of Aibana and Pioki. The Trio swarmed the platters the moment Gune’s servants set them upon the table.

Altavi attempted to eat at a moderate pace, discreetly shoveling large spoonfuls into his mouth. Vangkaim feasted on whatever was close by, not bothering with a knife and fork. He had a handful of cheese in his left and an unknown imported fruit in his right. All the food on Isys’s plate became unidentifiable, as she had mixed and mashed everything into a hodgepodge.

Isys paused and took a long, lingering look at everyone as they gorged. Gune watched her as he gnawed on a turkey leg.

“Is it true you gave Twige rotten meals?” she asked Gune.

“What?” Gune said. “I gave the boy my leftovers, as I do all my servants.”

“I’m surprised you’d even have leftovers,” said Vangkaim. Altavi and Isys snickered, just as a greasy turkey leg hurtled through the air and struck Vangkaim on the forehead. “Ow, bastard!” he yelled.

“Yeah, take that, you deranged man-bitch,” said Gune. “What I’m trying to say is...” He cleared his throat. “Most servants are fed hard biscuits and salted fish, but I give my people lamb and turkey, and...uh...octopus?”

“Lobster,” Altavi corrected.

“Yeah, lobster.” Gune continued, “It’d be wise for me to hire beggars from Sebunini to help me consume all this. Wasting such valuable resources such as food, in this terrible age, will anger the Gods.”

“Is that why there’s a turkey leg on the floor?” said Vangkaim.

“I’m feeding that to Bogang later.” 

Altavi set his spoon and knife down and took a sip of plum wine. “Do you really need all these courses prepared for you each day?”

“Yeah.”

“What about putting horse feces into Twige’s food,” Isys said, “was it true?”

Gune only grinned and released a muted laugh. 

Vangkaim also found it humorous, apparently. His mouth was full, so he chuckled through his nose.

“It was for fun,” said Gune, “a harmless prank.”

“Getting a kid to eat horseshit isn’t exactly harmless,” said Isys. Gune and Vangkaim exploded into laughter, and the red in Isys’s face was visible through her dark complexion. “You two are such asses.”

“There are syramonts and jayonaydas who do far worse to their servants,” said Gune. “How unfortunate it is to be a peasant in this age.”

“Not a good age to be a commoner, either,” said Altavi.

“If you feel that way, why do you choose to be one?” Gune flashed a gloating smile. “That’s why you’re the silly one.”

“We heard of your actions in Valabel, Mont Guneka. If you’re not careful, you’ll become something lower than a commoner, lower than a peasant even.”

“Offering angry protesters twenty-thousand gold cerins to assassinate King Aira Falon could be punishable by death,” said Isys. “Was that also a harmless prank?”

Gune took large gulps out of his chalice of plum wine, he then wiped his mouth clean with his sleeve. “King Aira Falon, that son of a whore, never once stepped onto a battlefield. I come to Valabel one day and see this forty-foot statue of him outside the cathedral. I cannot spread my seed because I took a spear to the balls when I fought in Braestanz. So, where’s my goddamn statue? I should have a statue for my balls, too, a statue in commemoration for my balls.” 

“Yes, Mont Guneka,” said Altavi, “Vangkaim and I recall your three days of moaning and weeping over your balls. But encouraging these anti-Falon protestors could provoke rioting. Things are already bad in Valtasia, with taxes rising and the price of all things with it. Nobody wants to see death on the streets.”

“Terrible things are being said about you in Valabel, Mont Gune,” said Vangkaim.

“Well, I am certainly a man worth speaking of,” Gune smiled. “Let this spoiled, new generation of Valtasians riot and bleed, then. Have you seen these protestors? They’re young. They think going on the streets shouting, complaining about the king, and holding up wooden signs is a real battle. No, these pretentious kids today only want to fight when there are no consequences. It’d be nice if Aira Falon brought back the draft and dumped all these young pretenders into the war with Zintar, otherwise, he won’t be punishing them because they hide behind their large numbers.”

Vangkaim nodded. “They’re quite useless. Yes, they have the numbers, but they’d never take up blades. Much like you, Mont Gune, the people of this nation once had balls.” He chuckled. “It’s mostly the peasants, the less fortunate ones who enter this war, and it’s not because they’re bold and seek glory, they join just to have their daily meals and make a livable wage. They don’t care that this second crusade is unnecessary—stupid, really. Surely our king knows this and will continue an offensive war in Zintar. Soldiers will keep eating well as many on this land feed on overpriced scraps. If he remains on the throne, Valtasia will plunge into a much darker age.”

Gune pounded his fist on the table. “That’s what I’m saying to you all. This stupid war is draining Valtasia. The higher prices rise, the more beggars shoving their filthy palms in my face, asking for caplings.”

“Those people are desperate,” said Altavi. “You travel from shop to shop all over the region, purchasing more clothes and jewelry, for what?”

“I can’t wear the same outfit twice, that’d be absurd. The Gods decide who’s born rich or poor. I for one am grateful for what Artium and Iova have given me.”

“Enough about politics and the economy, gentlemen,” said Isys. “Let us speak of something happy. Is there any happy news, good news?”

For a moment, the four glanced at one another, and then resumed their meals. 

The room was silent.
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Chapter 2

KOKO


[image: ]


1

Sebunini, the second major city in the Capital Region, formerly the home of the prestigious Champion’s Academy, where various martial arts and fighting styles were taught to any who could afford the high costs of tuition, room and board, books and materials, and so forth. Also instructed were modern science, ancient philosophy, and mathematics, attracting foreigners from the Allied Kingdoms of Eurilza, Braestanz, Andostanz, Laozune, Aibana, and Edonias. It was mainly the upper commoners, those as prosperous and prominent as the nobles, who sent their children to the Academy for the formal education and combat training of the syramonts. However, with the deterioration of Valtasia’s economy, the lack of funding forced the Sebunini Champion’s Academy to close its doors. 

The northern kingdom of Edonias became the center of advanced education and science. Many believed Edonias was developing into the great power of Vionsa. To salvage Valtasia’s world status, the Lord Syramont of Sebunini had reinvented the Academy grounds into a grand house of chance called the Fantasy Majestic. It became the largest gambling house and bordello in the nation, perhaps the world. From all over the continent, wealthy patrons of all religions and nationalities came to indulge themselves in revoltingly satisfying entertainment, expensive desires, and enough drugs (legal within the confines) and liquor to provoke the occasional public suicide of those who’d played away their fortunes (there were three in the last five years). With the Fantasy Majestic becoming the source of never-ending pleasures, the public soon forgot about the two-hundred-year-old Champion’s Academy.

The plaza of Sebunini was a lively setting as it was each day, with vendors organizing their booths and stalls in preparation for the morning’s bustling hours. The market was a rich spectacle of colors and textures, contrary to the buildings surrounding it. Establishments of the plaza had the dark, earthy tones of gray, brown, and green, as most were simple wood and stonework structures that stood for over a century. The city was a distinguished blend of old and modern. Since the opening of the Fantasy Majestic, Sebunini gradually became a cosmopolitan area, as seen through its architecture. Designs were of the influence of northern and southern cultures, a combination of the artistically and elaborately painted towers of Andostanz and Braestanz, the south, and the pagoda-styled buildings seen in Aibana and Laozune, the north. These updated structural styles began to spring up throughout the city’s once worn and dowdy atmosphere.

2

Bubette won’t be able to resist me.

Giavi Lychee sat upon a stone bench at the plaza. She awaited her company. She’d been watching the market set-up out of boredom and was now agitated that Bubette was minutes behind their decided meeting time. Patience had never come easy to Lychee. Waiting vexed her especially.

Lychee knew she was a woman of captivating beauty. I’ll have Bubette. It’ll be easy. Her wavy shoulder-length hair was as dark as a starless night sky, her eyes exuded an air of gentleness and mystery, and the orange glow to her complexion was a rare sight for full-blooded Valtasians who were typically tan or olive-skinned. Her nose had an upwards tip and a charmingly flawed crookedness. Her lips were small yet thick and plump. Most men desired her, she knew.

She’d chosen to dress elegantly this morning, not so much formal, but presentable. It’d been years since she’d seen Bubette and she wanted to make an impression. The tight peach-colored blouse she wore made her breasts appear larger and perkier. I’ll have him drooling. His blood will be warm. His cock will be stone. He’ll be mine. She had on burgundy trousers that accentuated her beautifully-shaped ass quite well, sandals with red leather straps, and a red and yellow striped sash around her waist. On that sash hung a sheathed dagger, for most streets in Sebunini were unsafe for a woman such as Lychee to walk alone.

3

She’ll have me in her mouth by the afternoon. She yearns for me. 

Siamprima Bubette swaggered elegantly through the crowd of vendors and market tables. His style and poise were eye-catching, as was his devilishly handsome face. His ocean-blue long jacket, shimmering green vest, and ivory-white breeches with gold trimmings were of formfitting silks. His boots had the three-inched elevated heels—normally for women—which complimented his slender physique. He had a head of dark, wild, stringy curls, with a single ornament made of short-trimmed peacock feathers, tassels, and beads dangling behind his left ear. His walk and posture, even his facial features were rather feminine. He was a beautiful man, he knew. At times, he’d stand facing a mirror, wanting to make love to that beautiful, curly-headed man in his sight, but he couldn’t. 

Sadly, he couldn’t.

“Finally, you’re here,” Lychee said as Bubette approached. “Yesterday, I said meet me here at sunrise.”

“Sunrise?” said Bubette. “Lychee, the sun is up there now.” He pointed at the sky.

“Sunrise means the sun as it rises.”

“Miss Lychee, let’s not waste this gorgeous morning with an argument. What are our plans for today?”

“I was hoping to get a drink, actually.”

“Lychee, it’s early in the morning. Are you serious?”

“What, do you not have wine or mead with your breakfast?”

“No, I drink my apple juice.” Bubette remembered that the beautiful Lychee was a married woman—he also remembered how liquor affects a person’s judgment...and intelligence. “Yes, I’d like a drink as well, Miss Lychee. To the Salty Pig, then?”

“Great.” Lychee stood from the bench. She examined Bubette’s ocean-blue long jacket with her fingertips. “You look quite dashing today, Mr. Bubette.”

“When do I not?”

“And I have the same boots at home.” 

“I’m sure they look better on me.” Bubette grinned like a mischievous child and offered his arm to her.

Lychee willingly took his arm as they strolled off.

Once they arrived at the Salty Pig Tavern, they seated themselves at the far corner and made their drink orders. A minute later, the barmaid returned with two ales.

Lychee got started on hers right away.

“You must be thirsty,” said Bubette. He had just watched Lychee guzzle half her tankard of Eurilzan ale. Eurilzan ale was the strongest beer in Vionsa, also the most expensive and foul-tasting.

“I’ve never been here before,” said Lychee, gasping for air after a long series of gulps. “It’s quite dead in here, isn’t it?”

The Salty Pig was unquestionably dead. Other than Lychee and Bubette, there was a pair of hairy, pot-bellied old men, who might as well have been furniture in the dingy tavern. The two men sat in the gloom, with their only movement being tankards lifted to their lips. 

“Maybe because it’s early morning,” Bubette replied, grinning.

“Oh, yeah, right.” Lychee cackled, already at the brink of inebriation it seemed. She slammed her tankard down on the table. “Barmaid, another!” she bellowed to their server, who sat lazily at the bar, drifting in and out of a doze.

“It becomes crowded here in the evenings,” said Bubette. “A lot of guildsmen. A lot of brawling.”

“Are you here every night?”

“I rent a room here,” he replied, in a low tone of embarrassment.

“You’re some sort of criminal, aren’t you?”

“What makes you think that?” Bubette took a sip of his ale.

“You’re dressed in silk and you stay in this shithole.”

“Shithole is too good of a word to describe this place,” the barmaid said, placing the second Eurilzan ale in front of Lychee. “What a place to bring a decent woman, Bubette.”

“Piss off, Imera,” said Bubette, “go screw yourself with a mop handle.”

“Doesn’t sound like a bad idea,” said Imera, walking off.

“So goddamn disgusting,” Bubette whispered to himself.

“Whatever you are Bubette, matters not,” said Lychee. “When I met you, you were a former pirate, living amongst outlanders.”

It relieved Bubette to be off the subject of his occupation. He was unsure how a woman like Lychee would respond if he told her what he was. “Technically, I was a hunter-gatherer at the time. After I left the Outlands, I tried to be a blacksmith. It didn’t work out well, because the man who hired me was a man-bitch.”

“Interesting. How did that go?”

“My stupid master disapproved of my efforts. The blacksmith job ended with me shoving a crooked-bladed knife in his ass. He bled a lot but didn’t die. He wasn’t too pleased with it—I don’t think he liked it at all. Or maybe he did. I don’t know.”

“Who exactly would be pleased at such a thing?” It was uncertain whether Lychee found it appalling or hilarious. “By the Gods that’s, that’s horrific.” Lychee exploded into laughter.

“It wasn’t a joke.” Bubette knew the liquor was settling in her. Perhaps it was taking effect in him as well. Otherwise, he would never have shared such a grisly tale. Bubette awaited the end of Lychee’s laughter before continuing. “How has life been after the Outlands? You were very much eager to meet your child, then.”

“No, you mean my stepchild.”  

“Yes, Kuzaire’s child, I mean.”

“Well, at first I was eager to meet Kuzaire’s daughter.” Lychee took a long sip of her ale. “Until I discovered what she was. A true bitch among bitches.”

“A teenager, I assume.”

“Fifteen, or sixteen—who gives a shit.” Lychee’s expression had haughtiness to it. “Luckily, Remy stays in Aviel with her aunt now. She’s no one I must concern myself with any longer.”

“Miss Lychee, were you not difficult when you were younger?”

“Sure, what child wasn’t? You wouldn’t believe how disrespectful and unstable this one was. She’d scream at me, threaten me, then one day she struck me...My knuckles bruised from giving her a smacking. She’d come home stoned out of her senses from a night of whoring herself, clothes and face stained with the juice of men.”

Bubette’s manhood stirred slightly at the thought. “Perhaps you could’ve went easy on that one.” He felt deeply upset with Lychee, still he chose his words carefully. “The poor child lost her mother.” 

“Remy needs to move on and grow up. Loathing me won’t bring her mother back from the dead.” Lychee burst into tears. Perhaps it was the drink. “I really tried, Bubette,” she sobbed. “Kuzaire is disappointed in me, I think. He’s still in the Outlands and hasn’t replied to my letters.”

“Lychee, calm yourself,” said Bubette.

“I’m sorry.” She sniffled. She wiped her cheeks with her palm and displayed an emotionless smile. “I’m greatly embarrassed. You must think I’m an awful stepmother. An awful person. Sometimes I think so.”

“I don’t think you’re awful,” Bubette said. “You have your own growing to do, that’s all.”

“Well, I just exposed a great deal about myself.” Lychee continued to brush the wetness off her cheeks. She then grabbed her red, silk coin purse that hung by a cord on her sash and pulled out a silver cerin. “I could use another drink. Will you be having another?”

Bubette didn’t have much coin to spare. “I don’t know, I...”

Lychee set the cerin on the table and tied the purse cords back on her sash. “I’m buying this round.” 

“OKAY.” His reply was immediate.

“Miss Imera, two more please!”

Once again, Bubette watched Lychee guzzle down her Eurilzan ale. Lychee set down her second empty tankard and wiped her lower lip slowly with her fingers. Their eyes met briefly. The always-perceptive Bubette interpreted the slow finger to lip motion as a signal of obvious sexual desire—but Bubette was aware of his vanity and perceived every woman desired him—he liked to believe he was right. I am right. He knocked back the rest of his ale and decided to play it casual and maintain his elegant poise.

“Honestly, Bubette,” said Lychee, “I’d like to know how you’ve been the last three years. I mean, I’ve been quite open with you.”

“Well, all right, then.” Bubette decided to impart on his exploits. And why not? He asked himself. Most whores were impressed with his lifestyle. “Do you know who Suvessi the Huntress is?”

“Yes, I’ve heard of her. She’s the vigilante from Valabel.”

“Vigilante?” said Bubette. “She’s a bounty hunter. Bounty hunters accept pay.” Imera came by and set the ale tankards on the table, then went about her business. Bubette picked up his mug and took a sip to clear his throat. “Suvessi has been after me for over a month now. The more I elude her, the angrier and more desperate she becomes. There’s a price on my head, you know.”

“What exactly are you wanted for?” Lychee asked.

“Of course, you know that Siamprima isn’t my real name.”

“Of course.”

“I made a deal with Syramont Siamprima Akarda. He doesn’t possess rich lands and doesn’t come from gold like most lords, so he must earn cerins many other ways. You see, I use his family name and pose as his bastard child.”

“You mean to say, you pose as a syramont?”

“Very good, Miss Lychee,” said Bubette, with sarcasm. “Mont Akarda takes a cut of my makings each month. I toy with the dumb and gullible young syramont women who desperately want love, and when I’m close enough, I walk off with all their valuables the very same day I disappear from their lives. They’ll believe their possessions stolen by Vonaedai members or some crooked guild, and I, a supposed lord, nabbed to be ransomed.”

“Perhaps you shouldn’t speak of this aloud,” whispered Lychee.

“There’s no need to worry, they love me here in Sebunini.” With a grin, Bubette turned and raised his tankard to the other patrons. The two old men nodded their heads droopily and went back to their cups. Imera presented her middle finger to him from behind the bar. “Yeah, they all love me, especially Imera. They’d never betray me. I’m somewhat of a hero. And I’m handsome.” 

“What a slimy bastard that Mont Akarda is,” said Lychee. “He hires you to victimize these poor souls.”

“Poor souls? Hardly. One syramont woman’s jewelry collection could feed three starving families for a year. As for Mont Akarda, yeah, he’s a bastard.”

“So, do you help feed families with your makings?” What a stupid question she asked.

Bubette chuckled. “Fuck no.”

“I knew it,” said Lychee, shaking her head. “I knew this was what you’d become.”

“Wait a minute now,” Bubette’s expression grew stern, “you said whatever I am matters not.”

“It doesn’t, Bubette. However, just because these people are better off than us, doesn’t mean they deserve misfortune. You can do so much better with your life.”

“You know what?” said Bubette, becoming further indignant. “At least I’m not some slaver and murderous rapist like your husband and those Archorder Paladins.”

“Kuzaire is no murderer and no rapist,” Lychee snapped. “He tried to help you back in Kulta—you’re the fucking rapist.”

“I’ve never in my life forced myself on a woman,” he said defensively. “Most women can...overpower me,” he added in a quiet mutter. He refocused his attention on Lychee. “I am proud of what I am.”

Lychee was now red-faced and belligerent. “Yeah, you’re so proud to be a merciless villain, proud to live in this dump that reeks of piss and vomit and all those...unpronounceable cock diseases.”

“What are you doing with yourself? You’re waiting alone like an idiot for your husband to return, while he’s likely screwing other bitches in the Outlands. Some life you have.” Bubette then tossed a small red object onto the table. “I won’t be taking this.”

Lychee threw her head back, stunned when seeing that the red object on the table was her silk coin purse. “How the—wait—how did you...?” 

Bubette finished his ale with an extended series of gulps, slammed the cup on the table, and staggered up from his chair. “I won’t stay and be insulted. I bid your sumptuous body farewell, Miss Lychee. Unfortunately for you, you and your sumptuous ass do not get to spend the night with me.”

Bubette tottered hastily toward the exit.

“Bubette, please wait!” Lychee pursued with quick steps and managed to seize him at the front door. “Please, wait.” She caressed his face. 

“You’re not very kind,” said Bubette, his expression was blank, but in his thoughts, he was cheering, jumping for joy, and laughing triumphantly. He had her exactly where he wanted. Stupid, drunk wench, he thought.

“I’m sorry,” she said, “it was wrong for me to say those things. You’re right,” she stroked his cheek with her fingertips. “I’ve been an idiot waiting for Kuzaire...and I’ve been lonely.”

Bubette fought back a smile and kept his face impassive. “Have you now?”

“Why don’t we continue this reunion at my home?”

“Okay, we can do that.” Bubette could smell the Eurilzan ale in her breath. “I’ve missed you,” he added to fan flames of desire.

“I’ve missed you, too.” Lychee wrapped her arms over his shoulders and held him.

Bubette returned the embrace and rubbed her lower back gently, his hand was a mere inch away from her bottom. With his chin rested upon her shoulder, he released his smile of triumph. He discreetly raised his left hand and gave Imera and the two old drinkers a thumbs-up. One of the men signaled a thumb back, the other displayed a toothless grin and nodded his head in approval, and Imera once again made an unpleasant finger gesture.

It was a ten-minute carriage ride to Lychee’s home. Bubette’s neck was sore from nodding his head to whatever Lychee was blabbering on about. In truth, he didn’t recall a single word. They stepped out onto the upper-commoner street, where rows of two-story townhouses looked nearly identical in design. 

As soon as she unlocked her front door, Lychee shoved Bubette inside. He had forgotten how strong Lychee was. She slammed the door shut and grabbed Bubette forcefully by his jacket collar. Her lips pressed hard against his, her thumbnails dug into his skin as she gripped his neck tightly. It didn’t give Bubette time to react. He struggled to keep balance as the drunk, horny Lychee manhandled him. Her tongue had the intense flavor of the Eurilzan ale, bitter and fiery. He felt her gnawing on his bottom lip. Lychee took steps backward, dragging Bubette along as she still clenched onto him, trying to keep her mouth on his. Her bottom knocked the edge of the kitchen table. Bubette pulled back when he felt her bottom tooth pierce his lip.

“Lychee, wait,” he said. 

“Wait for what?” Lychee said.

“You bit me.”

“Shut up.”

“Okay.”

Their lips joined again. Bubette lifted her blouse to caress her velvety skin and her curvaceous hips. This time Lychee pulled back.

“What?” Bubette said.

“Hold on,” Lychee wiped her lips hard with the back of her hand.

“Why?” In a split second, Bubette saw her eyes dart to the right. At his heels, he felt a mild thump on the floorboards beneath him. Out of suspicion, he let go of Lychee and turned around.

“Hello, Mr. Koko,” said a woman near the front door, who had a small, handheld crossbow—what Valtasians called a “spitbow” or a “prickshot”—loaded and aimed at Bubette. She looked to be nearly his height, if not a little taller. She wore thigh-high boots and a long gray jerkin that failed to cover up her voluptuous shape. 

Bubette recognized her. “Suvessi.” Lychee was the only person who knew his real name was Koko. He realized that the two were partners. He turned to confront Lychee. “You set me up, you—” 

A thunderous shatter and an explosion of ceramic shards that fell from his head interrupted him. Lychee had struck him with a clay pitcher. The burst of pain caused him to fall on his bottom. Now dazed, he at least managed to roll over onto his knees.

Suvessi approached. “You son of a man-bitch and whore.” 

Bubette acted swiftly and jumped to his feet. He charged Suvessi, ramming his already-aching head into her abdomen. He learned it was a mistake. Beneath Suvessi’s jerkin was steel plate armor. He fell on his stomach, his head numbed by excruciating soreness. Slowly he pushed himself up on all fours. He noticed the impact affected Suvessi as well, seeing she had an arm over her gut. 

With two blows to the head and still intoxicated, the room around Bubette started to spin. His eyes began to tire and flashes of pitch-black flickered in his sight. Bubette heard a muffled grunt from the Huntress—a piercing pressure struck his ribcage—suddenly he was flat on his back.

Standing over him was the inebriated Lychee, her arm outstretched high, her elevated hand gripping an iron hammer.

“Lychee, no!” said Suvessi.

“Huh?” Lychee replied.

“We need him alive.” Suvessi grabbed Lychee’s lifted forearm.

Lychee threw the hammer down. “Oh, oh yeah.”

The pitch-black flashes became more frequent for Bubette. 

“We got him.” He heard Suvessi say. “Look at you now, Siamprima Bubette, infamous rogue of Valabel.”

It was the last he heard before yielding to the blackness.
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Chapter 3

DISGRUNTLED EMPLOYEES
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1

“Do you think he means it?” Gune was in his sitting room, a chalice of Eurilzan brandy in hand. “Do you think he’ll stop working for me soon?” 

It was late morning, the day after Altavi and company had left fed, well rested, and with payment. 

“It’s not easy to read Syramont Altavi, Master,” said Bogang, who stood at Gune’s right. “You were aware of his discontent, weren’t you?”

“Do not refer to him as a syramont in this house. He’s no syramont.” 

“Yes, of course, Master. Lord Altavi is...”

“Don’t use any title for him. Altavi is nobody, because he chooses to be nobody. As you were saying?”

“Uh...Altavi is undoubtedly a skillful fighter, Master, in time his abilities will be sought after by many.”

“No way. How could someone as old as you be so dumb? Two years ago, no syramont or jayonayda, or any other being who mattered, would employ him because they all believed he was insane.” Gune wolfed down his brandy. “I mean, look who he associates with...A Braestani servant girl and—by the Gods, do not get me started on Vangkaim, he’s a frightening mess. I gave Altavi his start while all others laughed in his face. Now he wishes to turn his back on me.”

“If I may suggest, Master,” said Bogang, “perhaps you could offer higher pay for your contracts.”

“Altavi never cared too much for the pay, because he’s an idealist.” Gune set down his chalice and sank lower into the sofa. “Valtasians no longer care for the idealist.” Bitterness was in his soft-spoken tone.

“Uh...that reminds me, Master. Some of your faithful servants aren’t exactly idealists.”

Gune knew what Bogang was implying. “Oh no, are they whining about their wages again?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Then we shall hire a new staff and throw the old ingrates back on the streets of Sebunini.”

“Again, Master?”

“Again, my dear Bogang. But how about you, how do you feel about the pay?”

“I AM NOT PAID FIVE SILVER CERINS A WEEK TO FEEL, MASTER!” Bogang recited formally, the way Gune had trained him.

“Very good,” said Gune, “I owe you an eggroll, Mr. Bogang.”

Bogang licked his lips at the mention of an eggroll.

2

The blare of the entrance hall bells awoke Gune from an afternoon nap, for they weren’t out of earshot from where he slept. He had dozed off on the sofa after two cups of brandy, and the sitting room was not far from the staircase that led down to the entrance hall. Gune wasn’t expecting any guest, but he knew he had to look formal—decent, at least. He groggily heaved himself up from the comfort of the seat cushions, grabbed his medallion and purple robe from atop the side table, and threw them on. It might be a courier or a messenger at the door, Gune thought, stepping out into the hallway. He watched the
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