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      The skald was singing again: Sukhen Sahtis’s daughter, Nyra. Her voice slid between the muffled thuds of her heartbeat, through the wet and the dark.

      Otto uncoiled, drawn like a flower to the light. Or a weed. He had to hear. Needed to.

      Patience, he told himself. You have to wait.

      He’d done it before and he do it again. Nine months was nothing compared with the thousand years it took him to escape the Abyss.

      He settled back down, drifting once more in the sea of endless memories.
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      “Mama!” he called as he ran through the house, a frog cupped in his hands. “Mama, you have to see.”

      Thwack!—The sound of her hand hitting his face.

      He dropped the frog and it hopped beneath the chaise.

      “Get that thing out of my house!”

      “But, Mama—”

      “Now! Then scrub your hands and change your clothes. I don’t know what you were thinking. Wait till your father comes home. He’ll have you before the bishop, walking the maze.”

      “The maze?” And now little Otto was terrified. “I didn’t mean to sin!”

      “Doesn’t matter if you meant to: a sin is a sin. No critters indoors. You know the rules.”

      “I’m sorry, Mama,” Otto said, down on his hands and knees, sniffing back snot as he looked for the frog. “I won’t do it again.”

      “Tell that to the bishop.”

      It took half a day to catch the frog—see, he’d been patient even then. And he’d been patient when he pinned it to a tree and watched it slowly die.
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      He chuckled in the dark. It felt like only yesterday.

      It was the singing, shaking him up inside, coaxing the past into the present, showing him where he came from, what he could be again.

      In time.

      The singing stopped.

      It made him wonder what was going on.

      The vibrations were different now—people talking? Nyra’s heartbeat quickened. He felt her shudder as she sobbed. Odd. He almost cared.

      A thud—the slam of a door. Did a lock click? Did they shut her in?

      He didn’t know.

      All he had to go on was the mystic code of sensations and sounds.

      Images started to fill the void left by Nyra’s singing: livid corpses, victims on spikes, a woman of incomparable beauty, diced into chunks—the price of her seduction.

      Hekata.

      Her name was Hekata N’Gat.

      She’d paid for the need she aroused in him, and she’d gone on paying for centuries, cursed to an eternity of undeath.

      Until the bitch had learned to fight back.

      She’d come close to ending him, with her army of enraged dwarves and her Ruby Scepter.

      So, now she had to pay again.

      This time, in full.

      When he had recovered.

      When he was restored.

      Sleep now, he told himself.

      Rest.

      Be patient.
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      Snuv Scavage stopped for a breather atop the crumbling cliffs that overlooked Arnoch. They weren’t crumbling now. The cliffs would be stable till dawn, which is why she’d set off so scutting early. Leave it till the suns came up, and the cliffs would be constantly falling into the sea and re-forming. That was a headache she didn’t need. The one she had was bad enough.

      She scratched under her eye-patch. The faen Abednego had fashioned it for her from ocras after she appeared at the gates of Arnoch, screaming in pain. Everything before that was one big shogging blank. About all she could say for certain was that she was a dwarf. More than that—her family, her real name, where she came from, was a mystery. Oh, and she could fight. There was no mystery about that.

      Hand shaking, she raised her costrel to her lips and finished off the remains of last night’s moonshine—Old Frufty’s, the one with the hot spices. It set her throat on fire as it went down, and tasted like goat’s piss. She should know, considering she lived in the pen with the battle goats.

      She wiped the grog from her beard and let out an almighty belch. Probably shouldn’t have done that. Not if the husk was near.

      Bastard thing had balls, she’d say that for it. Snatched a boy paddling on the shore of the inland sea. The other kids had seen it, but no one could describe the thing. They’d been too scared to speak.

      A posse had been sent, which was standard practice for a husk incursion. Six seasoned warriors—she’d be shogged if she could recall their names. She’d fought one of them in a tavern, not so long ago. Broke his nose with an Arnochian kiss.

      They left the city yesterday morning, with a tracker dog, following the trail towards the cliffs. No one came back.

      The Council got jittery then, so they sent for Snuv.

      She leaned on her spear as she studied the clifftop path each way. If there was a trail to follow, she couldn’t make it out in the dark. She didn’t like it, but it had to be done. And so she lifted her ocras patch to expose the crystal embedded in her eye-socket.

      She grunted as white exploded inside her skull, fading till she could see the clifftop path in shades of grey, and there… what looked like red rose petals on the ground, snaking away to the west. The husk’s spoor print. And it wasn’t just the sight she awakened: she could smell the echoes of screaming, hear the colors of dread. Faint sounds, barely a whiff—which told her they came from hours ago.

      She replaced her eye-patch, and her normal senses came flooding back. Her guts clenched and she vomited. Her throat burned and moonshine came up the back of her nose.

      “Well,” she muttered, as she wiped filth from her beard and lips, “that was right cheery.”

      They had a way of knowing things, her other senses, and she was sick of them being right all the time.

      The grim truth of the matter?

      They were all dead: the six dwarves of the posse, and even the dog.

      Not the child, though.

      She’d sensed nothing of the child.

      Nor the husk.

      Snuv went west along the clifftop path, following the trail of rose petals she’d seen.

      She’d gone maybe a hundred yards, when a moonlit fog rose up to surround her. Through the silver haze, she could make out a forest of skeletal trees that hadn’t been there moments before. That was Cerreth for you. The Land of Nightmare, they called it, but she could think of a better name.

      Snuv went on cautiously now, spear clutched in both hands, heartbeat a quickening thud in her ears. She cursed as she tripped on something and almost fell. Not a root or a rock: something soft and giving. She crouched down and felt around with her fingers, then hoisted the offending obstacle into the moonlight to see.

      Well, she’d found the dog.

      It was cold and stiff. Congealed blood covered its neck and chest, from where its throat had been cut.

      Gently, she lay the dog beneath a tree. Whatever had done this was going to get a taste of the same. She liked dogs. Dwarves, not so much.

      She found them next, deeper into the woods: six dead bodies. Died the same way as the dog, too, with their throats sliced open. A couple of them even wore gorgets, but the steel had provided no protection against whatever had cut into it.

      “Shog,” she muttered, moving from corpse to corpse, feeling for a pulse beneath each blood-drenched beard. One of them had his nose set crooked, and she recognized her own handiwork from the tavern. Six dead dwarves and a dog. And there was still the matter of the missing child.

      She stood and pressed her back to a tree, scanning the forest ahead.

      There, in the gloom, she could see a mansion now, ghostly light spilling from an upper floor window. It hadn’t been there before.

      As Snuv started toward the house, silver flashed. She ducked on instinct, and whatever it was struck the tree. She brought her spear up, but there was nothing there, just four score marks in the bark.

      Cold swirled around her, ruffling her beard. A second silver flash. She blocked it with her spear. Metal fingers clamped around the haft, but Snuv wrenched her spear away, holding it out in front of her as she backed up a step.

      There were two hands now, weaving through the air. A face appeared above them, featureless and white, glowing like the moon. She could make out the misty contours of a robe, little more than a shadow.

      It flowed toward her, spinning, hands glittery blurs. Snuv met it head on, thrust her spear at its face, but all she struck was air. A hand slashed at her throat, fingers raking across her ocras eye-patch as she twisted out of the way. The second hand followed, but Snuv deflected it with her spear. And then the creature was gone, dissolving into the fog and the dark.

      Snuv’s breaths came hard and fast as she turned a slow circle. Her heartbeat was a drum, pounding in her ears. Normally, she put her foes down with the first strike, rarely the second. Her fights never lasted longer than that.

      A chill prickled her spine and she turned as she ducked. A silver hand flashed over her head. The second came at her throat, but she threw up her arm. Talons raked deep furrows in the flesh of her forearm.

      Ignoring the pain, she jabbed her spear at the misty robe and hit nothing but air. The hands came back at her, swiping and slicing, and it was all she could do to bat them away with the haft—all defense and no attack. One blink, and she was finished.

      She gasped for breath, feet plodding as she tried to dodge, shoulders numb. Talons sliced across her cheek, and she roared in rage and frustration.

      Fire bloomed at the base of her spine, streaked upwards, scorching her veins, her bones, her mind.

      The attacks of the silver hands came slow and easy now—at least that’s how it seemed; how it always seemed when her blood was up. She bashed a hand aside, rolling behind the trunk of a tree so she could raise her eye-patch.

      White-hot needles pierced her brain. Blinding light. She gritted her teeth as the creature flowed around the tree, silver hands flashing. But she saw it differently now. At the center of the shadowy body: a glassy sphere, pulsing with violet light.

      Slipping the attack of one hand, then the other, she thrust with her spear. Steel met glass, and glass shattered. The gaseous body and the moonlit head swirled away into a single point where the sphere had been, then vanished. The silver hands clattered to the forest floor. Smoke plumed as the metal melted, draining away into the earth.

      And then there was nothing left.

      Silence.

      Stillness.

      Just the burning white in Snuv’s head.

      She replaced her eye-patch and leaned against the trunk to catch her breath. She was going to have to cut back on the grog.

      As if.

      She became aware of crying coming from the mansion, but as she headed toward it, the building dissolved into the air.

      There, where the house had been, a dwarf boy sat sobbing beneath a tree.

      Snuv started to run toward him, thought better of it and walked as fast as she could, heart still clamoring like a forge hammer.

      The boy looked up as she approached, snot and tears drenching his wispy beard. He’d soiled himself, but Snuv was used to the stink and mess of her goats. She rested her spear against the trunk and knelt beside him.

      “You’re safe now, laddie,” she said.

      “Safe?”

      She reached out and ruffled his hair. He drew back and covered his mouth and nose. “You smell,” he said.

      Probably she did, but there was nothing to be done about it. Came with sleeping in the goat pen.

      “You and me both,” she said. “Are you all right? What did that thing do to you?”

      “Nothing.”

      “Nothing?”

      “It put me in a room.” He glanced around at the trees, where the mansion had once stood. “With toys and a bed.”

      “What else?”

      “Nothing!” the boy said again. “There were no windows, no door. I couldn’t get out. I got hungry. Thirsty.”

      “But what did it want with you?”

      The boy shrugged. He really didn’t know. “Can I go home now?”

      “Aye, laddie, I’ll take you home.”

      She helped him up then retrieved her spear.

      “Quickly now, before the cliffs start crumbling. I ain’t swimming back to Arnoch.”

      She didn’t know how.
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      Malfen’s unwashed masses gave Venton Nap a wide berth as he roamed the lanes. They knew he was a wizard from his crystal-tipped staff. Pick his pockets, and your hand would wither. Try to slit his throat, and he’d turn you into a pool of pus. At least, that’s the impression he wanted to convey, and it seemed to be working.

      A chill wind blew down from the Farfall Mountains, making Venton glad of his long black coat and fur hat. It looked like rain soon, and maybe that was a good thing. It might wash away some of the filth in the gutters. The whole place stank like a latrine. There were rats everywhere, and half-starved dogs gave him doe-eyed looks in the hope of a treat. They reminded him of Grittel Gadfly, whom he’d left behind in Gabala. The reason he was here.

      He paused at an intersection and lit a weedstick, scanning both directions for anything remotely familiar. His eyes were drawn to a lean-to posing as a tavern with barely enough room for five men standing. Had that been here before? Maybe. Perhaps. Next door was a ramshackle Wayist church. Someone had painted lewd slogans on the gable—with no care for grammar. He supposed he could have passed the church on his way to Bellosh’s Emporium of Antiquities and Exotica when he’d come previously, but the truth was, he couldn’t remember. Last time he’d visited Malfen had been more than a century ago.

      Venton prided himself on having a mind like a library bookcase: indexed, categorized, neatly ordered. But, like a bookcase, there was only so much a mind could hold. Old memories gave up their place to slightly less old ones; while new experiences were heaped on a desk beside the bookcase until they could be alphabetized.

      “Give us a toke on that, mister,” a girl of no more than eight or nine said.

      “I beg your pardon?” Venton said. “Oh, the weedstick. Not on your nelly. Smoking’s bad for you.” And to demonstrate, he dropped the butt and ground it underfoot.

      The girl looked like she was going to cry.

      She was a grubby little thing, gaunt and undernourished. Filthy woolen dress, bare feet, matted hair, fever-bright eyes. In a strange sort of way, she reminded him of Mad Mora. Over a hundred years he’d known Mora, and now she was gone, lost to the second death. Sad. He forced himself not to think about it. Sadness led to the rope and the tree.

      “But,” Venton said, holding up a silver shekel, “I will give you this, if you can show me the way to Bellosh’s Emporium of Antiquities and Exotica.”

      “Eh?”

      “It may go by another name these days, but it was Bellosh’s a long time ago. A store that sells old stuff—nicknacks, books, odd wizardy things?”

      “That’ll be Yorky’s,” she said.

      “Yorky’s?”

      “The geezer what runs the shop. I’ll take you there, but only if you give me three shekels.”

      “Oh well,” Venton said. “If I must.”

      He bent down to pick up the weedstick stub and stashed it in his coat pocket, along with goodness knows how many others. Not because he was worried about littering Malfen’s litter-strewn streets: it was insurance against running out of smokes. In desperate times, he liked to fill the bowl of his pipe with the remnants of tobacco from the butts.

      The girl led him past the Wayist church and down a narrow alley he had no recollection of. Venton started to feel uneasy. At the far end of the alley they entered another lane. No one about, not even a rat, and as Venton had predicted, it started to rain. The shops were all boarded up, and it looked as though he had wasted his time, when the girl held out her hand for payment.

      “Where’s the shop?” Venton demanded.

      “There, you plonker. Right in front of you.”

      In between the boarded-up windows, there was a battered door that looked as though it made a habit out of being kicked-in. He recognized the hand-painted sign above it—the original! Only, someone had painted over Bellosh’s Emporium of Antiquities and Exotica with the less grand Baggard’s Books and Baubles.

      “Three shekels it is, then,” Venton said, counting them out.

      “Make it four,” the girl said.

      “Three. Our agreement is binding.” He leaned on his staff and arched an eyebrow.

      The girl scowled, then ran back down the alley.

      “Tosser!” she called over her shoulder.

      “Whatever that means.”

      Bells tinkled as Venton forced the door open. It caught on an edge of frayed carpet, and he had to squeeze through the gap.

      His eyes immediately started to water, and he sneezed.

      “I told you, I don’t need no protection!” a man hollered from somewhere behind all the junk.

      The whole store was in disarray. Dusty clothes hung from wooden racks randomly left all over the place. Bookcases were crammed, not with books, but with metal trinkets and coils of copper wire. There were displays of crystals: rose quartz, amethyst, malachite, carnelian…. A mountain of books was heaped in the middle of the floor, reaching almost to the ceiling. A cat slept atop the pile. The source of his sneezing.

      “Did you hear me? I told you, I don’t need no… Oh.”

      A swarthy man emerged from behind the book stack. Bald head, double chin, prickly with stubble. Untucked white shirt with sweat-stained armpits, buttons missing, revealing a flash of hairy belly. Polka dot necktie, worn loose. Pinstriped britches, frayed at the knees. Mud-caked shoes, one with the sole hanging off. If his arms had been any longer, the knuckles would have scraped the floor. And the smell! Alcohol and stale tobacco—cheap tobacco, not the quality blends Venton used to sell in his store in Vanatus.

      “You ain’t with the cartels?”

      “Alas, no. My name is Venton Nap. Perhaps you’ve heard of me?”

      The slightest of frowns preceded the widening of the man’s dark and piggy eyes. “Course I have.”

      “Really? Where?”

      “Where!” the man said. “Where, I ask you! You’re a wizard, ain’t you?”

      “Well, yes,” Venton said, tapping his staff on the floor. “I don’t disguise the fact. What else do you know about me?”

      “What’s this, the Wayist Inquisition? I said I’d heard of you, right? What’s it matter what I know or how I know it? The important thing,” and here, he stepped toward Venton, grimy hand extended, “is that I know. Baggard. Yorky Baggard. I would say ‘At your service,’ only, I ain’t.”

      “Forgive me if I don’t shake,” Venton said, raising a gloved hand. “I have an affliction.” He didn’t, but he also didn’t want to contract one.

      Yorky took a step back.

      “Oh, you’re quite safe,” Venton said. “So long as there’s no skin to skin contact.”

      He promptly sneezed, and Yorky retreated again, covering his nose and mouth with his tie.

      “Cats,” Venton said. “I’m allergic to their dander.”

      “Cats?” Yorky said through his tie. “Oh, that bleeding mog. I tell you, I don’t know where she came from. I was in the shop the other day, doing a spot of tidying, when I turned around, and there she was. I tried chasing her off, but she keeps coming back. Fur balls everywhere, and other things I won’t mention.”

      Venton could smell just what.

      “Do you feed her?”

      “Nah, there’s plenty of rats. More than enough to keep her happy. So, what are you after? Wizard like you, I bet my knackers it’s a lovely piece of tech.” He gestured to the shelves crammed with metal odds and ends and spools of wire.

      “Technology from the time of Sektis Gandaw?” Venton said. “I thought the Church of the Way had banned it.”

      “Not here they ain’t. This is Malfen, my old son. No, I tell you, that there’s genuine science stuff from the Mountain of Ocras.”

      “You scavenged it?”

      “Scavenged it? Scavenged it! Course I didn’t scavenge it. I borrowed it, when I used to work there.”

      “You worked at the Mountain of Ocras?”

      “Worked with Sektis Gandaw his self, back in the day.”

      “A likely story,” Venton said. “He was defeated more than two hundred years ago.”

      “You calling me a liar?”

      “Confused, perhaps.”

      Yorky’s attention seemed to turn inwards, as if he were trying to remember. His lips moved, but no sound came out. Mad Mora used to do that when she smoked too much red-cap. Claimed she was speaking to the voice of the great puffball in the sky.

      “Look,” Yorky said, “all I know’s that I worked with Sektis Gandaw. Granted, it was a long time ago, but two hundred years! You’ve gotta be having a laugh.”

      “I’m quite serious,” Venton said.

      “Huh,” Yorky said. “Wizards! So, you still haven’t told me what you want. It’s not like I’ve got all day. I was in the middle of something when you came in.”

      “I’m looking for a book.”

      Yorky gestured at the floor-to-ceiling pile. “I’ve got books.”

      The cat had gone. Venton hadn’t seen it move.

      “A particular book. Written by the man who founded this store.” And who was presumably turning in his grave at what had become of his emporium.

      “Oh, and who’s that, then?”

      “Noris Bellosh.”

      “Noris? Bellosh? Oh, Noris Bellosh! Why didn’t you say? I know Noris Bellosh.”

      “He’s dead,” Venton said.

      “I know that. But, I tell you, I knew ol’ Noris better than anyone. We was like brothers.”

      “He died before you were born.”

      “Well, maybe it was a different Noris Bellosh,” Yorky said. “Did he have kids? Grandkids?”

      “I haven’t the foggiest.”

      Yorky tucked his thumbs into his belt. “Me and ol’ Noris traveled through Cerreth together.”

      “You did?”

      “Oh, we saw some things, I can tell you. Good days. Happy days.”

      “Happy days in Cerreth?”

      “Well, we was discovering things, see. Exploring.”

      A descendant of Noris Bellosh, following in the family tradition? Or had Yorky really traveled with the Noris Bellosh all those years ago, in which case, why was he still alive?

      Not that Venton could talk. He’d been ninety-seven when he died. That would have made him—what?—a hundred and ninety-seven at least after spending more than a century in the afterlife. Ah, but it was good to be back.

      “So, you are familiar with Cerreth, then?” Venton asked.

      “Know it like the back of my hand.”

      “Even the parts that keep shifting? I’m impressed.”

      He wasn’t. Venton knew people, and Yorky Baggard was a confabulating conman if ever he’d met one. This was Malfen, after all, where a shopkeeper would sell you a hatchet for five thousand shekels, claiming it was the Axe of the Dwarf Lords.

      “You’re welcome to take a gander through them books, if you like,” Yorky said.

      Venton sneezed again. “I don’t think I could. This dander will be the death of me.”

      “I suppose you want me to look for you, do you?” Yorky said with a roll of his eyes. “All right, but I have to warn you, I charge by the minute. Time’s precious, and I’m a very busy man.”

      Then, where are all your customers? Venton wanted to ask, but his nose was streaming and tears stung his eyes.

      “Perhaps I could wait outside?”

      “If you have to, but you ain’t told me the name of the book.”

      Venton pulled out his dog-eared copy of Husk Life of Cerreth. “It’s the companion volume to this one: Bellosh’s Roots in Both Worlds.”

      “Ah, Roots in Both Worlds!” Yorky said. “I love that book.”

      “You know it?”

      “Do I know it! I dictated it to him.”

      “Now, why doesn’t that surprise me? So, it’s here? You have a copy?”

      Yorky stuck a finger in his ear and waggled it about. “You know the Ant’s Nest on Swill Street?” he asked, examining the wax on his fingertip.

      Venton nodded. He’d passed the tavern on his way to the lanes.

      “Meet me there in an hour.”

      “And you’ll bring the book?”

      “I’ll bring it, don’t you worry.”
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      Snuv heard herself snore, but that wasn’t what woke her. Something had nudged her as she slept. Nudged her again now.

      She turned her head and cracked open her eye. If she hadn’t been so hungover, she might have jumped. Two curling horns, long snout, shaggy mane. It looked like a demon from the Abyss.

      Snuv rolled over on the bench, turning her back on the big battle goat, but he was having none of it. He nipped her butt, and this time she really did jump, banging her head on the roof of the goat shelter as she sat up.

      “What, Manny?” she asked, rubbing her head. Manny was short for Mananoc. She’d named him herself. “I’m trying to sleep.”

      She blinked against the glare. The twin suns were high in the sky, which meant it was past midday. How long had she slept?

      The straw at the foot of the bench was dotted with goat turds and badly in need of mucking out. Later, she told herself as she reached for a bottle in the crate she kept beneath the bench. Empty. Half a dozen discarded bottles lay in the hay. She vaguely remembered drinking one or two. Maybe three or four….

      “Oh shog,” she said as her head started to pound. She went to lie back down, but Manny brayed and prodded her with his horns.

      There, across the goat pen, the kids and the nannies stood bleating, looking up in the hope of food from the dwarf standing on the other side of the gate. Chainmail, red cloak, war hammer slung over one shoulder; bushy beard that did nothing to disguise the look of disdain on his face. The shogger completely ignored her goats, as if they didn’t exist.

      Snuv took an instant dislike to him, which was nothing unusual.

      “What do you want?” she said, ducking out of the shelter and brushing straw from her clothes.

      “Come with me,” the dwarf said. “You’ve been summoned.”
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      “Oh, you’re back, then,” Snuv said as the surly Red Cloak led her through the gates of the citadel, and Abednego stood waiting for her.

      The faen had been to Jeridium on important business. “Discreet diplomacy,” is how he’d put it. Sounded a whole lot like spying.

      His dreadlocks were glistening with oil, and had been wound into a beehive atop his head. Even with the added height of his hair, he still only came up to Snuv’s chest. He was wearing his gold chain of office and white robe. Abednego had been re-elected to the Council of Twelve, following the death of Queen Thyenna at the Battle of Jeridium.

      “Good to see you, too,” Abednego said. “It’s all right, guard, you can leave her with me.”

      “Are you sure, Councilor?”

      “As sure as I am of anything. Snuv Scavage doesn’t bite. Well, not very often.”

      Snuv scratched under her eye-patch as the Red Cloak moved away.

      “How’s it holding up?” Abednego asked.

      The eye-patch was still new. When Snuv had first arrived, blinded by light and in excruciating pain, Abednego fashioned her a false eye to sit in front of the crystal embedded in her eye-socket. As well as blocking the crystal’s blaze, the faen claimed the false eye would stop Snuv standing out so much and give her a chance to fit in. Well, she’d squandered that chance with her drinking and fighting; and in any case, the false eye had caused repeated infections. After several modifications, Abednego gave up and settled on an eye-patch of ocras—to absorb the crystal’s power.

      “You never told me ocras itched like a goat’s flee-bitten arse.”

      “You’ll get over it. Come along, the Council’s in session, and they’re waiting for me.”

      Abednego led the way inside the citadel and along the Royal Passage, with its ensconced torches glowing mauve—a leftover from the pre-history of Arnoch. Statues of overly-muscled dwarves had been placed in between the doors that studded both walls. Most of them were women.

      “They’re new,” Snuv said.

      “Commissioned by Queen Thyenna several years ago,” Abednego said. “Before she fell under the spell of the Ruby Scepter.”

      “And they’ve only just finished them?”

      “You know the Council. Nothing ever happens quickly.”

      “So,” Snuv said, “Queen Thyenna had a thing for muscular women?”

      “Oh, you would have been quite safe. Your muscles are hidden beneath all that flab. And, from what I recall, Thyenna was a stickler for cleanliness.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “You might at least have made some effort.” Abednego fanned his hand beneath his nose. “There are some on the Council who find your lack of hygiene… disrespectful.”

      “Good,” Snuv said.

      Abednego stopped her midway along the corridor, beside the statue of an absurdly muscular king with a double-bladed axe and a flagon of ale.

      “Is that…?”

      “The Nameless Dwarf, yes,” Abednego said.

      “I thought you said he and Thyenna were enemies.”

      “Not always. But this statue wasn’t commissioned by Queen Thyenna. I proposed it, and the Council agreed. Unanimously, would you believe!”

      “Huh,” Snuv said. “No one has muscles like that.”

      She glanced down the corridor at the stone double doors that led to the Council Chamber. A black-cloaked Svark stood to one side of the doors, a Red Cloak of the Arnochian Guard on the other. She caught them looking at her. The Svark might have sneered.

      “Why’ve we stopped?”

      “Before we go in, I wanted an opportunity to speak with you alone,” Abednego said.

      “Faen!” Snuv said. “Always up to something.”

      “Not at all. I am merely concerned. I was hoping you might have started to settle in at long last.”

      “I have. Into the goat pen.”

      “Snuv, it’s been almost a year now since you showed up at the city gates, howling like a baresark in labor.”

      “And naked,” Snuv said. “Don’t forget naked.”

      “As if I could.” Abednego shuddered. “You still remember nothing before that?”

      Snuv shook her head.

      “I just don’t get it,” Abednego said. “The last three living Exalted fought at the Battle of Jeridium. All of them died.”

      “And then I showed up. Tell me something new.”

      “Out of nowhere,” Abednego said. “A total and absolute mystery, even to me. But you are undoubtedly Exalted. Your feats this past year have proven that.”

      “Which is the only reason the Council put up with me,” Snuv said. “Be honest, Abednego: they hate my shogging guts.”

      “Not all of them.”

      “But most.”

      “And why do you think that is?” Abednego said. “You drink too much, you stink, you live with the goats. You even act like one.”

      “I brought the missing boy back unharmed,” Snuv said in her defense.

      “And his parents are eternally grateful. Just not grateful enough to thank you in person. On the subject of last night’s mission, do you mind telling me how you defeated the creature that took the child, when a posse of seasoned warriors and a hunting dog could not?”

      “I’m Exalted,” Snuv said with a shrug.

      “What else? I’ve spoken with the boy, and I know what it was you faced. You are lucky to be alive.” He eyed her closely. “Even an Exalted should not have survived. Was it the crystal eye?”

      Snuv’s hand went to her eye-patch. “It showed me where to strike. After that, it was easy.”

      “And the pain in your head?”

      “Hurt like shog,” Snuv said. “But it got the job done.”

      “Indeed.”

      “No news on what the crystal is?” Snuv asked. “Where it came from?”

      “My contacts are still looking into it.”

      “The Sedition? How can you trust them? They’re faen.”

      “As am I,” Abednego said. “How can you trust me?”

      “Who said I did?”

      Snuv nodded at the statue of the Nameless Dwarf. “You told me it was the faen who tricked him into finding the black axe.”

      “It was also a faen—Shadrak the Unseen,” Abednego said, “who put a bullet between his eyes and ended his reign of terror.”
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      Eleven bearded faces glared at Snuv, as Abednego waved her ahead of him through the double doors. Snuv had the impression the white-robed councilors seated at the debating table had just been talking about her.

      Behind the councilors stood the stone dais that held the Throne of the Monarch. Since Queen Thyenna’s death, the throne had been covered with a black sheet.

      According to Abednego, the rest of the chamber had been painstakingly restored over the years: pointed arches, fluted pillars, and a vaulted ceiling with an enormous glowstone suspended at its center—the original glowstone, which had lost none of its brightness since the days of King Arios.

      Around the walls, blurry figures stood: Svarks in concealer cloaks. Wherever there were councilors, Svarks followed them like shadows, virtually invisible to the naked eye; but Snuv would have seen them clear as day, if she raised her eye-patch.

      Her palms were damp, and heat prickled her cheeks. She grew self-conscious under the gaze of the councilors. Abednego was right to chastise her: she should have washed; should have changed her clothes. She coughed to clear her throat, willed herself to say something polite, then bit her lip to stop herself saying what came to mind.

      Abednego slipped past her.

      “Ah, good,” the Voice of the Council said—a silver-bearded woman named Jannak, a dwarf lord who’d been raised on Thanatos, and made sure to mention the fact at every opportunity. “We are eager to hear your news from Jeridium. But first tell us, why is she here?”

      “I thought you might want to thank Snuv for what she did last night,” Abednego said as he headed round the table to the one vacant chair—his. “Although, there is another reaso… Where is my cushion?”

      The faen always sat on a purple cushion, so he could see over the edge of the table. “Or have I been ousted in my absence?”

      Abednego made no secret of the fact that his fellow councilors resented having a faen as one of the Twelve. Abednego had guided the Voices of old at Arx Gravis, and when Cordana Kilderkin had been the first Voice of Arnoch, she’d been shrewd enough to include him on the Council.

      “Ousted?” Jannak said. “Really, Abednego, you must try to curb your paranoia.”

      “Easier said than done,” Abednego said. “We faen see deception and betrayal everywhere. It’s in our nature.”

      A fat old councilor snapped his fingers. “For goodness’ sake, someone fetch his cushion.”

      A Svark stepped away from the wall and exited beneath an arch.

      “Why was it removed?” Abednego asked.

      “Perhaps the cleaners were worried about it gathering dust in your absence,” Jannak said.

      The faen folded his arms across his chest and tapped his foot until the Svark returned with his big purple cushion and set it on the chair.

      “Thank you,” Abednego said. He plumped up the cushion then took his place at the table, facing Snuv, along with the other councilors.

      “So, Abednego,” the Voice said, “your other reason for inviting Snuv Scavage…?”

      “Thank her first,” the faen said. “The rest will become clear following my report.”

      Jannak sighed. “As you wish. Councilor Anvrall, would you mind?”

      A black-bearded woman—another dwarf lord from Thanatos—pushed her fists into the tabletop and stood. She gave Snuv a tight smile.

      “The boy’s parents have expressed their gratitude to the Council for the safe return of their son.”

      “Aye, but not to me,” Snuv said.

      “They have sent a gift, which we will have delivered to your goat pen,” Anvrall said. “But you should not expect thanks for simply performing your duty. Or perhaps you think we councilors should be given a round of applause every time we conclude a debate!”

      “Like that’ll ever happen,” Snuv said. “Have you shoggers ever concluded anything?”

      “Snuv!” Abednego said. “A little respect, if you please.”

      “I think we can all agree,” the Voice said, motioning for Anvrall to sit down, “that Snuv Scavage performed this last task satisfactorily.”

      “Admirably,” Abednego said.

      Snuv cricked her neck and popped her back, and as she did, she let out an inadvertent belch. “Excuse me,” she said.

      “So, Abednego,” the Voice said, “what news from Jeridium?”

      “Nothing good,” the faen said. “In fact, it’s rather bleak.”

      “Does the Senate still govern?” an old greybeard asked.

      Abednego shook his head. “The city is under the control of Bishop Aldrich and a conclave of Wayist priests. The Senate has been disbanded. Some say disappeared.”

      “How did the Church take power?” a councilor with a trimmed beard and long plaited mustaches asked.

      “Not naturally, I’d wager,” Abednego said.

      “Is it the Lich Lord?”

      “Pah!” Anvrall said. “We found no trace of Otto Blightey at Arx Gravis after the war.”

      “Indeed,” Abednego said. “But Jeridium is not Arx Gravis. Furthermore, the Brenitch and Cawdor bank was shut down during the siege, but none of its staff were apprehended.”

      “And you still think the bank was Blightey’s foothold in Jeridium?” Jannak asked.

      “I know it.”

      “And the Cleaver?”

      “Caelin Claver still commands the legions,” Abednego said, “but as a Wayist, she is the Bishop’s to command.”

      “A worrying thought,” the Voice said, “should matters escalate beyond Jeridium’s walls. As a tactician, Caelin the Cleaver has no equal.”

      “And they say she is unbeatable in the fight circles,” Anvrall added.

      Snuv snorted, and Anvrall shot her a black look.

      “What of her lover, the skald Nyra Sahtis?” This from a bald-headed dwarf lord with a beard that coiled around his ankles. His face was all liver-spots and creases, his eyes rheumy and white. To Snuv’s mind, he must have been the oldest dwarf who ever lived.

      “Swollen with child, Councilor Cidruthus,” Abednego said. “I was unable to get close to her. The Bishop has her watched at all times. The Church claims it is a miracle pregnancy.”

      “It would have to be!” Anvrall said.

      “It is certainly concerning,” Abednego said.

      “You know what I think?” the man with the long mustaches said. “This pregnancy reeks of faen chicanery.”

      “Be that as it may,” Abednego said, “Nyra Sahtis lies at the epicenter of the darkness that has descended upon Jeridium.”

      “You know this how?” Jannak asked.

      “I have consulted.”

      “The Sedition?” Cidruthus said. “What do they know, and, more to the point, how do they know it?”

      “And why should we trust you, faen?” Anvrall asked.

      “Cordana Kilderkin trusted me.”

      “And look where it got her! Trust in you didn’t exactly save her from the Lich Lord, did it?”

      Snuv’s guts clenched. Fire burned in her veins. At once, the Council ceased their prattle, as if whatever Snuv felt inside had projected outwards into the chamber.

      Abednego watched her, one eyebrow raised. “Snuv?” the faen asked.

      Snuv glared at Anvrall, who swallowed thickly.

      “Snuv!” Abednego said.

      “I’m not a dog,” Snuv said. “You don’t get to command me.”

      “I wasn’t…” the faen started, then dried up as she switched her gaze to him.

      Snuv let her one eye wander over the rest of the councilors, and they each looked down. It gave the impression they were bowing to her, but the simple fact of the matter was, they were cowed. She’d seen this sort of thing before, in the taverns, when some shogger or other started on her. Her blood would boil and she was suddenly the predator, and they were prey.

      A Svark appeared behind each councilor’s chair. They were good. She’d not seen them move.

      Abednego stood and came round the table toward her. Warily.

      That snapped Snuv out of it. The faen had never been scared of her before. It wasn’t something she wanted.

      “What is it, Snuv?” Abednego asked, holding up a hand for silence as the councilors started to mumble among themselves.

      “I don’t know,” Snuv said, and now she felt foolish as her blood cooled. She realized then just how close she’d come to breaking Councilor Anvrall’s face.

      “Something one of us said?” the faen asked, reaching out and taking her hand.

      Snuv grounded herself in the faen’s touch, looked into his star-spangled eyes, then leaned in close to whisper. “Councilor Anvrall should show more respect… for Queen Cordana.”

      “For Cordy?” Abednego said, releasing her hand.

      “Speak up, so we can all hear,” Jannak said.

      Abednego waved her quiet. He narrowed his eyes at Snuv as he continued to whisper. “Why would you care? You never knew her.”

      “I don’t care,” Snuv said. “Maybe I just don’t like Anvrall.”

      “You’re not alone there,” Abednego said. “But for your Exalted blood to flare up like that… don’t you think it’s a bit of an extreme reaction?”

      “You want me to wait outside?”

      “No,” the faen said, as he headed back to his chair. “You need to hear this.”

      “She does?” the Voice asked.

      “Trust me, I’m a faen.”

      At a nod from the Voice, the Svarks moved back to the walls, where they blended in with the stone.

      “Now, where was I?” Abednego said. “Ah, yes, the Sedition. My colleagues and I are in agreement. We need to act, and act swiftly—a pre-emptive strike.”

      “First, we need to debate,” one of the non-dwarf lords on the Council said.

      “There isn’t time.”

      “That,” the man with the plaited mustaches said, “is debatable.”

      Nervous laughs passed among the councilors, but not a single dwarf lord joined in. Jannak, Anvrall, and Cidruthus were all watching Abednego, and slowly, the other councilors quietened down.

      “Let me ask you this,” Anvrall said. “What is Arx Gravis doing about the threat?”

      Abednego shrugged. “They don’t think it’s their problem.”

      “First sensible thing they’ve ever said!” Plaited Mustaches said, to murmurs of agreement from several councilors.

      “Arx Gravis has a long history of hiding away from the world and looking after its own interests,” Abednego said. “We do not have that option.”

      “How so?” Plaited Mustaches said.

      “Because this is Arnoch!” Jannak said. “Because this is the ancestral home of dwarf lords, not mice!”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” Abednego said, then winced at the glare Jannak shot him.

      “Are we no better than Arx Gravis?” the Voice said. “All we ever do is procrastinate and debate!”

      “Aye!” Cidruthus and Anvrall said.

      “I had hoped things would be different this time,” Abednego said, “but clearly Arnoch still needs a monarch.”

      “And who would that be?” Anvrall said. “We dwarf lords will only follow an Exalted.” She directed her gaze at Snuv and sneered. “But the only Exalted among us is hardly queen material.”

      “What is of more concern,” the Voice said, “is that no one knows where Snuv Scavage came from. It’s not even her real name! You gave it to her, Abednego.”

      “And it fits perfectly!” Anvrall said. “Although I’d have gone with Goat Breath.”

      “The reason for my choice of name,” Abednego said, “is so that Snuv would be only too happy to let it go once we discover her real one.”

      “Ah, an insight into the mind of a faen!” Jannak said. “Explains a lot. But back to the matter in hand. I’m inclined to agree with you. We must act. A quick show of hands.”

      Anvrall’s went up immediately. Then Cidruthus’s. Jannak turned her gaze on one councilor after another, and each raised hand seemed reluctant to Snuv, as if the Voice expected it, and the councilors lacked the balls to do anything but comply.

      She shook her head. Dwarf lords! Rule by intimidation. The only wonder was, there were just the three of them on the Council. It was a mystery why the dwarf lords permitted a council at all.

      “Unanimous decision,” Jannak said. “Perhaps we don’t need a monarch, after all. So, Abednego, what would you have us do?”

      “Bring Nyra Sahtis here to Arnoch. Let the Sedition examine the child in her womb.”

      “And if we can’t?”

      “Kill her.”

      “No easy task!” Anvrall said. “Have you forgotten her lover is a sluagh?”

      “A what?” Snuv asked.

      “Speak only when you are—” Anvrall started, but Abednego cut her off.

      “Sluagh are a rare kind of husk from the Ice Plains of Vayin. Perfect killers with an uncanny ability to anticipate an opponent’s every move. Presumably why Caelin Claver has never been beaten in the circle.”

      “Neither have I,” Snuv said.

      “Have you ever fought in the circle?” Jannak asked.

      “No.”

      “Councilors,” Abednego said, “I have always suspected that Snuv Scavage was sent by Witandos. In the past, the Supernal Father created the first twelve Exalted to lead the charge against the forces of Mananoc. If I am right—if Witandos did indeed create Snuv—it must have been because of some impending danger.”

      “If,” Snuv said, ignoring Anvrall’s glare.

      “You have a better explanation?” Abednego asked. “I think someone might have recognized you, if you’d come from Arnoch.”

      “Maybe I’m from Arx Gravis.”

      “Don’t you think they’d have noticed an Exalted among them? And besides, how does that explain your eye?”

      Snuv was wasting her breath arguing with Abednego. The faen had an answer for everything. She, on the other hand, only had thin hopes and straws to clutch at.

      “Councilors,” Abednego said, “the Sedition are convinced that something momentous is underway. We have entered the time of danger, and we dare not delay. Snuv must go to Jeridium.”

      “By myself?” Snuv said. “I don’t even know where it is.”

      “Which is why I have arranged a guide.”

      “And what’s in it for me?” Snuv said.

      “The same thing as always,” Anvrall said. “We let you sleep in the goat pen and provide you with booze. Unless you’d rather take a job for a living?”

      “How about your job?” Snuv said. “I could see myself sitting on my fat arse, talking shite all day.”

      “Snuv!” Abednego said.

      “All right, keep your beehive on,” Snuv said. “Don’t you faen have a sense of shogging humor?”

      “Not right now, I don’t. So, Snuv, will you go?”

      “Do I have a choice?”

      Abednego didn’t answer that.

      “Fine, I’ll go. But first I need to see the Axe of the Dwarf Lords.”

      “Yes, your pre-mission ritual,” Jannak said. “Considering the gravity of the situation, perhaps we should all join you.”

      Snuv swore under her breath, but she could hardly refuse them.

      Abednego led the way through the arch behind the throne and down to the crypt.

      “I’ve been meaning to pay my respects to Nameless and Cordy, and of course,” the faen said gesturing above the stone reliquary that held the bones of the former king and queen, “to the Paxa Boraga.”

      The broken blades were mounted on the wall, the haft between them.

      “I saw the axe during the Battle of Jeridium,” Jannak said, “shining like a sun. But now look at it.”

      A sad murmur passed among the councilors.

      The blades were beautifully intricate, but the gold had lost its sheen, no more than dead metal now.

      Snuv dropped to one knee, eyes locked to the broken axe.

      “Should we pray for your success?” Jannak asked.

      What Snuv wanted was for them to shut up and go away. She wanted to be alone with the axe, with the bones in the reliquary. Coming to the crypt centered her, prepared her for whatever task lay ahead, but with the councilors present, all she felt was foolish.

      Without waiting for her answer, Cidruthus started to chant words in Old Dwarven, the meaning of which Snuv couldn’t even guess at. Anvrall and Jannak joined in, the other councilors fumbling along.

      The chanting abruptly stopped as the blades of the Paxa Boraga flared golden, forcing Snuv to shield her good eye. When she opened it, the broken blades and the haft were gone.

      “What the shog?” Jannak said.

      “It is an omen!” Cidruthus said. “A portent of doom!”

      The councilors all started speaking at the same time: What did this mean? What should they do?

      Snuv turned to Abednego for an explanation, but found the faen frowning to himself and rubbing his chin, as clueless as the rest of them.
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      Snuv rode Manny from the barbican, her spear strapped to the battle goat’s side, saddlebags stuffed with hardtack. She’d brought costrels filled with beer, and the bottle of Taffyr’s Golden Honey Mead she’d been sent by the parents of the boy she’d rescued.

      Ribbons of red, orange, and purple streaked the horizon from where the suns had started to rise. There was mist on the ground and birdsong in the air.

      Manny brayed, and Snuv patted his shaggy head.

      “Aye, it’s been a while since we had a ride, laddie, but don’t say I didn’t warn you: we’re in for a long one.”

      The guide Abednego had promised her waited on the far side of the bridge that spanned the inland sea: a human cloaked in white and mounted on a huge white horse. Armor glinted from beneath his cloak.

      Snuv dug her heels into Manny’s flanks and rode across the bridge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            5

          

        

      

    

    
      Venton stubbed out his weedstick and lit another with his Gandaw-tech lighter. The ashtray was a metal dish that might once have been a piece of armor—a pauldron, most likely. He counted six of his weedstick butts in its shallow bowl. Thank goodness he’d brought a good supply, because it was doubtful he’d find anything of the same quality in Malfen.

      “Useless waste of time,” he muttered, picking the stubs out of the ashtray and dropping them in his pocket.

      Still no sign of Yorky Baggard.

      He’d chosen a table by the door, in case he needed to leave in a hurry. He ordered brandy, but the bartender brought him something oily in a mug. It might have been moonshine. Whatever it was, one sip was enough to dissuade him from taking another.

      The tavern was filling up, and he guessed that was on account of the smell of garlic and freshly baked bread that wafted from the kitchen. Venton rarely ate, but he was actually rather tempted.

      He glanced through the smeared glass of the window behind. An hour, Yorky had said. It must have been closer to two by now.

      Venton turned back, just as a young woman sauntered towards his table. Not young, he realized. Heavily made up, but in reality the far side of middle age. Skimpy top, leather skirt, black boots. He gave her his best “evil wizard” look, but she responded by blowing him a kiss. Good grief, was she going to sit with him?

      The door opened and a huge man ducked inside. Clean shaven, bald on top, and a protruding forehead that made it look as though he were permanently frowning. Venton almost smiled. The man’s frown reminded him of poor old Purg, burned to a crisp in the fight against Kunaga.

      Then he really did smile—with relief—when the whore rolled her eyes and moved away in search of other prey.

      The fat man was stooped beneath the weight of a massive back pack, pots and pans hanging from it. Not only that, but he wore two bulging shoulder bags. A short sword was scabbarded at his hip—legionary issue, if Venton wasn’t mistaken. Stolen, most likely.

      The man’s eyes roved the tavern until he spotted Venton, then someone shoved past him from behind.

      Yorky Baggard.

      He’d changed his clothes. Gone was the frayed and worn apparel of a merchant who wanted to be taken seriously by the banks. Instead, Yorky wore clothes more appropriate for traveling: tan britches, woolen shirt, deer-hide jacket with tassels; sturdy leather boots, red neckerchief, and to top it all, a brown leather hat with the brim pulled low to shade his piggy eyes. He had a satchel slung over his shoulder. The pudgy fingers of one grimy hand were wrapped around a walking staff.

      “You’ve changed hats,” Venton said somewhat acerbically.

      “I wasn’t wearing a hat earlier,” Yorky said.

      “I meant it figuratively. As in, you appear to have changed roles.”

      “And you’d be right. Man of many talents, is what they say about me.” Yorky tilted his hat. “What do you think? This here was Bellosh’s favorite expedition hat.”

      With nary a sign of wear or stain on it after all these years? That didn’t seem likely.

      “I suppose you’re going to tell me he left it to you in his will?” Venton said.

      “How’d you know?”

      Venton spread his palms. “I’m a wizard. I know everything.”

      “Except the contents of this book,” Yorky said, patting his satchel.

      Venton half-rose from his chair, but before he could ask to see the book, he turned at the sound of raised voices.

      “There he is!”

      “Baggard, you skronk!”

      “Where’s my bleeding money?”

      Three men pushed through the punters at the bar. Swarthy looking rogues in threadbare clothes, one wiry, one thin, the other positively skeletal. Two had broken noses, one a missing ear. All three held knives.

      Venton slid down in his chair and covered the side of his face with a hand. Nothing to do with me, he did his best to convey.

      The big man with Yorky slammed a fist into his palm and snarled.

      “Calm heads, lads,” Yorky said from behind him. “You don’t want to be doing this. I’d hate for any of you to get hurt.”

      “It ain’t us you want to worry about,” the one-eared man said—nothing wrong with his hearing, then. “Now, you gonna pay up, or what?”

      “If you don’t mind, gents,” Yorky said, “I’ll have my associate answer that.” He shoved the big man towards them. “That’s you, Krenn.”

      The big man—Krenn—grinned and drew his short sword. The blade was pitted with rust. Definitely stolen. No legionary Venton had ever met would neglect a weapon like that.

      “Take it outside, if you value your miserable scutting lives!” a barrel-chested man yelled from behind the bar. He slapped the haft of an axe into his palm.

      The three rogues glanced at the axe then at each other.

      “You don’t want to be pissing off Belkran like that,” Yorky said, peeking out from behind Krenn. “So, what do you say? How about you put your knives away?”

      The one-eared man sheathed his knife first, and his companions did the same.

      “You still owe us, Baggard.”

      “Bollocks, I do,” Yorky said, emerging from behind Krenn. “Now, sling your hooks, the lot of you. I got business to conduct with the wizard.”

      “You’re with the wizard?” the one-eared man said, licking his lips and backing away.

      Petrified! And Venton hadn’t even given his “evil wizard” look this time. He did so now, just for good measure, and the three rogues pushed their way back through the drinkers at the bar, muttering threats and curses as they went.

      Yorky slumped into a chair across the table from Venton.

      “What was that all about?” Venton asked.

      “Buggered if I know,” Yorky said.

      Krenn, came to stand behind Yorky’s chair.

      “Now,” Yorky said. “Down to business.”

      “May I see the book?”

      “Hold your horses.” Yorky made a show of patting his pockets. “Don’t suppose you’ve got a spare weedstick, have you?”

      “Sorry, I seem to have just smoked the last,” Venton said. He’d be damned if he was going to waste good tobacco.

      Yorky narrowed his eyes. Like that, is it? he seemed to say. He poked a finger in his ear and waggled it around, then shook his head as if to clear it.

      “Are you well?” Venton asked.

      “Never better. Why’d you ask?”

      He didn’t look well: fidgeting and twitching, cocking his head from side to side. Under Venton’s gaze, Yorky seemed to get a hold of himself. He leaned forward, interlacing his fingers on the table.

      “Listen,” he said, keeping his voice low. “There’s only one reason a geezer like you would want this book. You’re looking for the lily cats of Rhylion.”

      “What if I am?”

      “Then you’re going to need a guide.”

      “And that’s you, is it?” Venton asked. “I thought you were a busy man.”

      “I am, but I always like to help people in need. Got that from my ma, I guess, the Way rest her pious little soul. Don’t worry about the shop, I’ve got staff looking after it.”

      “By staff, I assume you mean the cat?”

      “Funny. You want my help or not?”

      “I wasn’t aware I’d asked for it.”

      Again, the finger in the ear, the tilting of the head—as if he were listening to something.

      “Suit yourself,” Yorky said. Krenn pulled the chair out from under him as Yorky stood to leave. “But the book stays with me.”

      “What I don’t understand,” Venton said, “is why you want to go with me to Rhylion. What’s in it for you?”

      “What’s in it…!” Yorky gave a good show of appearing offended. “That’s the thanks I get for trying to do a good deed! I ask you! No wonder the world’s gone to crap in a colander.”

      “All I require is the book,” Venton said. “I have money.”

      “Not enough, you don’t.” Yorky patted his satchel again. “This here’s a very rare book. Extremely rare.”

      “Name your price,” Venton said, reaching into his coat pocket for his coin purse.

      “The book ain’t for sale.”

      “Not for… But it was in your shop.”

      Yorky sat back down, and Krenn pushed the chair in for him. He sniffed and wiped his eye.

      “It has sentimental value. Last thing ol’ Noris Bellosh said to me from his deathbed was, ‘Yorky, my ol’ son, this book’s for you. Remember the good times.’ See, it was a token of his appreciation for all I did for him. Without my help, he’d have never made it to Rhylion. Never made it back home, neither.”

      “You went with Bellosh to Rhylion? So, you know where it is, then?”

      Yorky nodded enthusiastically.

      “You’ve seen a lily cat?”

      “Lots of them.”

      “Describe them,” Venton said.

      Yorky tapped the side of his nose. “Not till we settle on terms. And not here. Too many listening ears. So, here’s what I propose. I guide you across Cerreth to Rhylion. All I ask in return is a little something for my time.”

      “How much?”

      “Ten thousand shekels.”

      “Good day,” Venton said as he stood.

      “All right, call it five,” Yorky said.

      “Five thousand shekels?”

      “Half now, half when we get to Rhylion.”

      “I think not.” Venton said, then pulled the door open.

      “One thousand? Five hundred, and that’s my last offer.”

      “Fifty,” Venton said. “When we reach Rhylion.”

      Yorky sighed. He looked deflated. He glanced back at the bar, where the three rogues were once more glaring at him.

      “Fifty it is, then,” Yorky said. “And not a shekel less.”

      Venton stepped out into the street. It was more than a feeling: he knew he was making a terrible mistake, but what else could he do, save take the book by force?

      Yorky exited the tavern, Krenn looming over him.

      It was probably best to be prudent.

      But there was something going on here. Whatever Yorky Baggard was up to, it wasn’t just about money.

      “I would at least like to see the book before we commit to anything,” Venton said.

      “Course,” Yorky said. “Why didn’t you say so?”

      He opened his satchel and took out a book with cloth-and-board binding. The back cover was speckled with mildew, but the printer’s mark was still visible, embossed in tarnished gold: MPP. The Maranore Printing Press. The front cover, when Yorky turned the book over, showed evidence of kaffa stains, and the title had faded so much, Venton had to squint to read it:

      
        
        ROOTS IN BOTH WORLDS

        (Encounters with the Lily Cats of Rhylion)

        by Noris Bellosh.

      

      

      “May I?” Venton asked, reaching for the book.

      Yorky snatched it away and returned it to his satchel.

      “Like I said, I’ll be your guide, and Krenn here will provide the muscle.”

      “How very reassuring,” Venton said.

      “So, do we have an agreement or not?” Yorky asked.

      Without the book, Venton would have no chance of finding Rhylion, or preparing for what he might discover there. Much as he distrusted Yorky Baggard, he owed it to Grittel Gadfly to try. Because that, after all, was what this was all about. He’d made a promise to himself. The little dog-headed girl was family. The only family he had left, and he felt terrible leaving her all by herself in the afterlife of Gabala. It was his responsibility to bring her home.

      “Yes, we have an agreement.”
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      Nyra Sahtis looked up from her book—Seben Yilac’s Pleromalia, an Ancient Vanatusian epic, allegedly written under the influence of red-cap mushrooms.

      Muffled by the window drapes, the bells of Abenor Cathedral had started their daily tolling. Soon, the Wayist faithful would answer the bells’ call, and once the evening ceremony began, the Bishop would send for her.

      She set down the book on the nightstand and groaned as she rolled first one leg, then the other out of bed, wincing at a twinge in her swollen belly. She tasted bile as something writhed within.

      Something!

      A baby, she reaffirmed, as the healers had taught her to.

      Her baby.

      Bishop Aldrich called it the Miracle Child.

      Not a demon—that was her illness, playing tricks on her. A sickness of the mind, the Bishop said. Her thoughts were under assault from Mananoc the Deceiver.

      Despite the Bishop’s reassurances, she still couldn’t accept what had happened. How could she be pregnant? She’d not slept with a man for as long as she could remember. Last time had been when she’d needed money to pay the rent back in Malfen. Since then, it had always been women. A woman. Caelin.

      At times she knew it was the Lich Lord—some curse he’d laid upon her. At her worst, she would scratch and claw at her belly, screaming that she had been infested with evil. But then the priests would calm her with remedies and prayers. What she had felt as an icy slither in her womb was a baby once more, and she was its mother.

      Tears would fall then, tears of guilt and shame. She would sing to the child to say she was sorry; and she was sure, in some way, the baby sighed as it settled down within her.

      The Bishop had insisted on her and Caelin taking rooms in his mansion at the back of the cathedral. There were always priests and servants in attendance. Even now, someone would be right outside her door, waiting on her every whim. And how quickly she’d grown used to it! Nyra Sahtis, the skald who’d made a meager living from singing and telling stories in Malfen’s taverns, now living like a queen!

      Of course, she came from privilege. Her father had been a Slathian from one of the oldest families in Xanthus. But Nyra had been despised by the pure-blood Slathians, not least of all her grandmother. All because her mother had been human.

      She rose on unsteady legs—chicken legs, compared with the bulk of her belly. As her stomach grew, the rest of her seemed to waste away, as if the child within fed upon the very essence that defined her. She straightened the white robe she’d been instructed to wear as a sign she was under the Way’s protection. She almost pulled up the hood to cover her pointed ears—the Bishop had asked her to do so—but instead took her red headscarf from the nightstand and tied it in place. She’d worn the headscarf for so long, it felt part of her. The only part she still recognized.

      She’d been horrified by the face staring back at her in the mirror this morning: bloodless, hollow-cheeked, and sunken-eyed. Still, her hair had a healthy sheen, and the priests who came each morning to pray over her told her how much she glowed. Of course, they could have been lying.

      She drew back the curtains so she could watch the people flocking toward the cathedral. The scant congregation had grown so much during the plague, there was standing room only for those who came late.

      The bars on the window were for her safety, the Bishop said. Agents of the Lich Lord were still abroad in Jeridium after the war with the dwarves, and they would do anything to prevent the birth of the Way’s chosen one.

      There was a knock at the door. She turned away from the window, but before she could answer, the door opened and Caelin came in.

      Nyra’s hand flew to her mouth. Caelin hadn’t been home all week. She’d been staying at barracks all over the city, hard at work with the three hundred Elect knights who had been sent from Vanatus to retrain Jeridium’s legions. As Marshal, Caelin had also been busy implementing the lockdown of the city in response to the plague
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