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DEDICATION

 


Heroes and Liars is wholeheartedly
dedicated to Stephanie Williams—not only because I promised when we
were teenagers that I would dedicate my second novel to her, but
also because without her there would be no Renegade Chronicles and,
most importantly, because she taught me love can sneak up on you
when you least expect it.

 


(Thankfully, it didn’t take a goblin invasion
to bring us together.)
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Passage I

 


 


A drizzling, overcast sky had haunted him all
the way from Hylan. His small team of horses plodded along uneasily
as the road grew slick with mud. Meanwhile, Mitto had nothing to do
but count the raindrops that pelted his hat.

With an empty wagon and two horses, the trip
should have taken no more than four hours, but he had had to stop
twice when sudden downpours forced him beneath the waterproof
covering.

He muttered an insincere thanks to the gods
when he finally pulled up to the city gates. After nearly two weeks
on the road—all the way from Kraken with stops along the way—he was
eager to get to an inn, order something warm to drink, and enjoy
the first of several days dedicated to doing absolutely nothing at
all.

Once I’m inside, it can rain for a week
straight for all I care, the merchant thought as his wagon creaked
to a halt.

A man stepped out of the gatehouse, a
cramped, three-walled structure made of unfinished wood. Although
he was covered in a long cloak and a deep cowl to protect himself
from the elements, Mitto knew him for a Knight of Superius. There
was no mistaking the stiff, proper march of the watchman as he
approached the wagon, no mistaking the rattle of a scabbard against
armored thigh.

And the city gates were always guarded by
the Knights of Superius. This was the capital, after all.

“State your name and your business in
Rydah,” the Knight barked, resting a hand against the hilt of his
sword. In the other, he carried a shuttered lantern that bathed the
area in a dull yellow light.

Mitto refrained from rolling his eyes. “I am
Mitto O’erlander, a traveling merchant.”

A traveling merchant of some renown in these
parts, he added silently.

“And what goods do you bring into the city?”
the Knight asked, his eyes narrowing as he thrust the lantern near
Mitto’s face.

Mitto squinted. “Nothing, good sir. I
dropped the last of my goods in Hylan.”

The lantern loomed closer, and Mitto felt
the heat of the flame against his face.

“What of Hylan’s harvest? Any trader worth
his wagon would have brought at least a keg or two of lager to make
the trip worth his while. Yet you come to the greatest city in
Capricon with nothing to sell? You are either a fool or a
liar!”

Mitto was momentarily speechless. The Knight
peered into the abysmally dark interior of the wagon. In spite of
himself, Mitto spun around in his seat and watched the lamplight
spill into cart’s interior. But the lantern’s glow couldn’t
penetrate the shadows at the far end of the wagon.

“I’d bet a month’s pay you’re hiding
something back there,” the Knight said. “Or someone. Might
be you’re a Renegade sympathizer sent to smuggle one of your rebel
friends into the capital.”

Cold sweat mingled with the raindrops
soaking his skin. “No, sir. You have it all wrong—”

“Silence!”

The lantern was positioned once again
between merchant and guard, making it impossible for Mitto to see
the man’s face. He knew several of the Knights stationed at
Southgate. Never had he encountered one as ornery as this fellow.
He was on the verge of dropping the name of an acquaintance—an old
friend who surely outranked this paranoid upstart!—when the sound
of deep laughter interrupted his thoughts.

“Ah, Mitto,” the Knight said between
chuckles, “you must forgive me for having a little fun with you.
Staring into the darkness for hours on end gets so boring.”

The voice the Knight used now was one Mitto
knew well, so even before the light was subdued by a shutter, he
knew the identity of the prankster. Old friend indeed, Mitto
thought.

“I’ll consider forgiving you, Baxter, if you
hurry up and open the gate before winter’s chill turns all of this
to ice.”

Baxter frowned and moved a hand back toward
his weapon. “That’s Sir Lawler to you, Renegade!”

“Oh, shut up and open the gate!”

Baxter Lawler laughed all the way to the
ironclad barrier blocking the road. After whispering the current
shibboleth to a comrade on the other side of the wall, he stepped
back and shook his head.

“You have to admit I got you good,” he said
to Mitto.

“Yeah, yeah, but he who laughs last, laughs
best.”

Despite the darkness, Mitto saw the Knight’s
smile. “Is that a threat, master merchant?”

Mitto urged his team toward the opening
gates. “I would never threaten a Knight of Superius.”

That earned another laugh from Baxter. As
the wagon passed, he said, “I’ll be sure to stop by Someplace Else
after my shift so you can buy me a drink.”

“I’d say it’s you who owes me
a drink,” Mitto called over his shoulder.

Now that the Knight couldn’t see him, Mitto
allowed himself a slight smile. Above the splashing rain and the
clip-clop of horseshoes against cobblestones, he thought he heard,
“Fair enough, old friend. Fair enough,” before the gates crashed
closed behind him.

 


* * *

 


The rain sounds like the hiss of a sea
monster. She remembers hearing stories about ferocious serpents
whose long bodies could wrap around a dozen times over, dragging
the doomed vessel and crew to the dark depths of the ocean.

Julian told her many stories she wasn’t
supposed to believe or to even think about—especially before
bedtime. But she is never afraid of the snakes in the garden, and
the monsters that show up in her dreams never harm her.

Anyway, she is on dry land now. She doesn’t
know how long they were on the ship that brought them here. She
doesn’t even know where here is, but she’s confident they
were at sea long enough for even the most sluggish of serpents to
find them. Maybe Larissa was right about there being no monsters.
Maybe Julian had been teasing her after all.

She can’t ask them now, though, because
they’re both dead.

The street is wobbly beneath her legs.
Toemis tells her she must be careful until she finds her land legs
again, but she doesn’t know what that means. Lately, Toemis says a
lot of things she doesn’t understand. But she has known him longer
than she did Julian. And since Larissa and Julian are gone, only
Toemis is left to take care of her.

Wherever they are, there is a lot to see,
lots of buildings. This place is bigger than where they lived. She
wants to see everything at once and gets dizzy trying to take it
all in. Toemis looks straight ahead. He walks fast, leading her by
the hand. It isn’t easy to keep up with him, even though he is very
old, but she does her best.

She wonders how long they will be out in the
rain. Larissa never let her play in the rain.

She catches a glimpse of people seated
around a table through a window when Toemis stops suddenly. She
stops too and looks at what he is seeing. Someone is leading two
horses and a wagon into a stable. She wants to run over and pet the
horses, to look into their big eyes, but she won’t leave Toemis’s
side. She hopes maybe he’ll take her to the horses because she
likes animals of all kinds—even snakes.

But instead of walking toward the horses,
Toemis leads her to the door of a different building, and they go
inside. It’s warmer here. The people gathered around tables drink
from big cups. She starts to take off her wet coat, but Toemis
doesn’t let her. He is strong for an old man. They sit down at a
table. She wants to touch the scratched surface but doesn’t want
Toemis to see her do it. Toemis doesn’t like it when she
fidgets.

A woman comes over to them. She has blue
eyes that remind her of Larissa’s. The woman asks Toemis if she can
get them anything, and he tells her warm milk. When she returns
with two cups, Toemis digs a coin out of his pocket. With Toemis
distracted, she quickly wipes her hand across the tabletop. Its
roughness feels good against her skin.

Toemis tells her to be careful with the cup.
It’s hot. She lifts the cup with both hands and trickles some of
the liquid into her mouth. She swishes it around a few times before
swallowing. She hadn’t had any milk since they left home, since
Larissa died. The milk could’ve come from a cow or a goat, but she
doesn’t care which. She likes all animals.

After another sip, she carefully sets the
cup down. Toemis does not touch his milk.

There is a lot to see inside the building,
which is bigger than their room on the ship and bigger than home
was. The milk-woman is sitting near a fireplace now. Toemis is
looking over at the fireplace, and at first she thinks Toemis is
staring at the milk-woman. But he is really watching the other
person over there. He watches the man for a long time, long enough
for her to make a handprint on the table. She wants to take off her
wet clothes.

When the milk-woman leaves the fireplace,
Toemis stands up quickly. She knows he wants her to do the same
because he takes her hand again. And she knows better than to leave
Toemis’s side. Toemis is the only one left to protect her.

Toemis walks over to the fireplace. She
walks beside him, but because her legs—land legs?—are smaller, she
has a hard time keeping up with him. It wasn’t always that way. He
used to walk slower. These days, though, he walks fast and says
things she doesn’t understand. When they reach the fireplace,
Toemis starts talking to the man.

She listens but doesn’t say a word.

 


* * *

 


Few people walked the streets of Rydah that
night. Mitto wanted to attribute the lack of passersby to the
deluge that had him shivering in his seat and futilely pulling his
sopping cloak tighter. But he knew it was more than that.

Situated on Capricon’s northeastern
peninsula, Rydah was no stranger to storms. The cityfolk never let
a little rain bother them. The heaviest of downpours never kept the
Rydans holed away for long.

Even when the Thief Guild was at their
worst, people refused to let that secret sect dictate where and
when they would walk the streets. If it meant one had to be a
little more wary of cutpurses, so be it. Rydah was a big city—the
largest in Capricon—so a little crime was to be expected.

Steering his team down the familiar avenues,
Mitto watched a young man run from building to building, using the
awnings of shops and inns to his best advantage. The fellow spared
the wagon and its driver hardly a glance. Mitto wondered if the man
was a member of the infamous Thief Guild, but he doubted it.
Guildsmen had a reputation for being nearly invisible.

Anyway, the citizens of Rydah had something
worse than thieves to worry about these days.

Mitto resisted the urge to watch the man
until he disappeared from sight. He, for one, would not give into
the paranoia that had people all over the island seeing rebels at
every turn. He hated Renegades as much as the next guy, but they
had no cause to interfere with his life. Or so he hoped.

He looked in the windows of the public
houses he passed and couldn’t help but notice there were far fewer
patrons within compared to a year ago. But that had been before
Edward Borrom and the other Kings of Continae forged the Alliance
with dwarves, centaurs, midge, and even ogres.

Before the rebels started making trouble out
of hate for the nonhumans, a desire to chip away at Superius hold
on Capricon, and gods only knew what other reasons.

Before Capricon and Continae Proper were
plunged into what some were already calling the Renegade War.

Mitto missed the days when his greatest
concern was keeping an eye on his purse. One never knew what
Renegades were up to or what trick they might use to strike at
their enemies. It didn’t matter he was an honest merchant who cared
no more for politics than fashion trends in the Deathlands. At
least one knew what the Thief Guild wanted—money.

Then again, there were rumors the Guild was
working hand-in-hand with the Renegade movement in Rydah…

Mitto let out a long sigh as he jumped down
from his perch. He hadn’t even been paying attention but had
instinctively known when to pull back on the reigns. He recognized
the stable boy that ran out to lead the horses to their shelter,
though he never could recall the lad’s name.

Smiling a preoccupied smile, he flipped a
copper coin into the boy’s hand and said, “Clean them up, and
you’ll get two more just like it. And let them eat their fill of
oats. Gods know they’ve earned it!”

Without waiting for a reply, Mitto walked
toward the entrance of the inn. An old sign hung on rusty hinges
from a post beside the door. Faded gray-white letters declared the
name of the establishment: Someplace Else. Mitto had always thought
it a terrible name for an inn, but the proprietress insisted it was
perfect.

“What if two people cannot decide where they
want to spend the evening?” she would propose whenever he brought
up the matter. “‘Let’s head over to Garland’s Feat,’ says the
first. ‘Naw,’ says the other, ‘that place reeks. Let’s try
someplace else.’ And sure enough, they’ll end up here.”

Mitto rolled his eyes—as he done the first
time she explained the origin of the inn’s name—and opened the
door. The light in the common room was bright compared to the
shadow-strewn streets outside. He saw a couple of familiar faces,
but there was no mistaking that Someplace Else had seen better
days.

He did his best to brush the water off his
cloak and removed the saturated, three-cornered hat from off his
head. He wrung the water from bedraggled hat with both of his
hands. The puddle at his feet swelled into a veritable lake, and a
wandering rivulet was meandering farther into the common room.

“Mitto O’erlander, quit dampening my
doorstep and come to the fire before you catch your death of
cold!”

The merchant’s eyes were inextricably drawn
to the owner of the voice. Although the woman who had spoken was
roughly his age—or perhaps a bit younger than his forty-odd
years—she spoke with the tone of a doting mother. Somehow, Else
Fontane had a way of making him feel closer to five years old than
fifty.

A wide smile stretched across her round face
as she snatched up a towel from behind the bar and hurried over
toward him. She was pretty—no denying that—and he had thought on
more than one occasion that being more than simply friends with
Else might be a grand thing.

But those thoughts tended to surface when he
was more than a little drunk. She had been a dear friend for the
past fifteen years. Too much time had passed for them to transcend
the status of their current relationship.

And yet whenever he crossed the threshold of
Someplace Else and looked into her big blue eyes, he felt as though
he had come home.

Mitto caught the towel a second before it
would’ve hit him in the face.

“Look at what the cats and dogs dragged in,”
she sighed, shaking her head sadly. “I’ve seen mermaids dance in
less water than you’ve brought into my inn.”

“If you’ve seen even one mermaid, then I’m
the Queen of the Sea,” Mitto replied, running the towel through his
dark curly hair. “Tell me you have a spare room, so I don’t have to
go back out into the rain.”

“I’ve always got room for you, Your
Majesty,” she said with a wink. “Without the money I make playing
dice with you, I’d have had to close the inn long ago.”

He gave a low chuckle but then thought she
might be serious. “Is business that bad?”

Now it was her turn to laugh. “Don’t you
worry about me, Mitto. It’ll take more than a measly war to shut
Someplace Else down. Come on now. Don’t make me drag you to the
fire. I meant what I said about winning your money, and it’s no fun
playing dice with someone in a sickbed.”

“All right, all right,” the merchant
muttered, allowing himself to be led to a high-backed chair near
the hearth.

“I’ll be right back with a cup of tea,” she
promised.

He opened his mouth to correct her—he never
drank tea!—but caught himself at the last moment. I must be getting
old, he thought. First Baxter makes me look more gullible than a
newborn midge, and then I almost believe Else would actually bring
me tea.

Shaking his head at his foolishness, Mitto
eased back in his seat and basked in the warm glow of the
fireplace. Out of the corner of his eye, he watched the innkeeper
pull out two glasses and a bottle of Dragon’s Hoard, his favorite
spirits, from behind the bar.

As she poured the drinks, Mitto looked
around the common room and wondered how many hours he had spent
there. He couldn’t remember why he had chosen the inn over all of
the others, but fifteen years after his first visit, Mitto now
spent most of his free time at Someplace Else.

Perhaps it was the name, after all. Since he
spent most of his life on the road, traveling from town to town, he
did not bother with a house of his own. His whole life was about
“someplace else.”

Of course, he’d never admit it to Else. She
was a swift-thinker and had a quick tongue to match. Someone had to
keep her in check. But he wasn’t so foolish as to believe he could
beat her in a game of riddles. No, Else Fontane was as clever as
they came.

Why, it had taken him more than a year to
realize she had managed to sneak her own name into the name of her
beloved inn.

 


 



 


 


 


 



Passage II

 


 


Mitto gazed contentedly into the fire,
watching the flames flicker and undulate in an almost hypnotic
manner. Suddenly, he was aware of someone standing behind him.

Perhaps it had been all of that thinking
about thieves and rebels because he was on his feet in an instant
to confront whoever it was. He didn’t recognize the man who had
stolen up on him as silently as a ghost. For that matter, the
stranger resembled a wraith, draped, as he was, in a tattered cloak
and cowl that cast most of his face in shadow. Dark, sunken eyes
peered out at him from between a sharp nose.

Mitto took a step back.

The intruder pulled back his hood, revealing
the wrinkled visage of a very old man. “I did not mean to startle
you, boy. I only want to talk. Please sit.”

His voice reminded Mitto of a creaky-hinged
door in want of oiling. Because he had no reason to deny the old
man’s request—because there was no reason to be afraid of the
ancient stranger—Mitto sat down and offered him the vacant
seat.

The old man set himself down with a
not-quite-stifled grunt. That was when Mitto saw the geezer wasn’t
alone. A second shorter form followed him to a spot on the other
side of the chair. Mitto tried to discern what he could about the
addition to his unexpected company, but the shorter stranger wore a
long hooded coat to match the old man’s.

A dwarf, maybe…or perhaps a midge? Mitto
thought sourly.

He couldn’t consider the bundled mystery
further because the old man spoke again, drawing Mitto’s gaze and
full attention.

“Was that your covered wagon I saw out
front?” he asked.

Mitto did not answer right away. He was lost
in the intense gleam of the old man’s dark eyes.

“Might be it is, might be it’s not,” Mitto
said at last.

He had never been one to jump at bumps in
the night, but there was something suspicious about the old
man—something menacing.

Swallowing despite his suddenly dry throat,
Mitto asked, “Who are you, and what do you want from me?”

“My name is Toemis Blisnes. I need a ride to
Fort Faith…whatever is left of it.”

Mitto sat back in his chair, letting the old
man’s croak-like voice echo in his mind. The stranger’s name meant
nothing to him, but the mention of Fort Faith left him
bewildered.

Fort Faith was a smallish fortification out
past Fort Valor, nestled up against the Rocky Crags. The place had
been abandoned since the Ogre War. Nobody lived there now, except
maybe the ghosts of the Knights butchered by the brutes. What could
Toemis Blisnes want with a deserted fort? The man was far too old
to be gallivanting halfway across Capricon…

“Will you take us there? I can pay.”

Toemis withdrew a fat purse from inside his
coat. The mention of “us” reminded Mitto that he and Toemis were
not alone. Mitto’s gaze wandered back over to the cloaked figure,
but as the small stranger had taken a seat on the floor on the
other side of Toemis’s chair, he saw only the top of a brown
hood.

“Look, Mister Blisnes—”

“Toemis.”

“As you like, Toemis,” Mitto said,
inspecting a seam staring of the three-cornered hat on his lap. “I
can’t guess what interest you have in that old heap of stone, and I
don’t care. Fact of the matter is, I don’t venture that far
west…not on that road, anyway. I’ve been known to make deliveries
to Fort Valor, but there’s nothing worth my while beyond.”

He glanced up at Toemis. The old man
returned his stare without expression.

“My route takes me to Hylan, Steppt, and
Kraken regularly. Sometimes, I’ll go up to the Port of Gust if the
money is right, but I’ve never even seen Fort Faith,” Mitto said,
filling the silence with facts. “There’s nobody at Fort Faith to
trade with.”

But then Mitto remembered a rumor he had
heard during his stop in Steppt while sharing a drink with Miles
Tentrunks. Tentrunks, a fellow traveling merchant and notorious
gossip, had heard on “good authority” that the Knights of Superius
were planning to reoccupy Fort Faith due to increased Renegade
activity in the region.

At the time, Mitto hadn’t put much stock in
his rival’s words, but now…

“I can pay,” Toemis repeated, holding a coin
purse out to Mitto.

He resisted the urge to take the purse and
look inside. The profit from his trip to Kraken and back was
considerable. That sum, added to what he would make from his last
run to Hylan before the first snowfall, would see him comfortably
through the winter.

It’s probably full of rocks…like the old
man’s head, he mused. And it would take a small fortune to tear me
away from Someplace Else. I’ve earned this little bit of
respite!

The veiny, wrinkled hand remained
outstretched, the coin purse just inches away.

“I can’t,” Mitto protested, forcing himself
to maintain eye contact with Toemis. His refusal didn’t seem to
dishearten Toemis Blisnes in the least. If anything, the old man
looked more insistent, more determined than before.

Without a word, Toemis loosened the purse’s
drawstrings. The firelight made the shiny gold coins inside within
sparkle and shimmer.

Mitto’s eyes widened. The old man was, in
fact, offering him a small fortune.

A certain fable his mother had told when he
was small came unbidden to mind, and Mitto had the ridiculous
notion he was face to face with the dastardly Goblin. In the
stories, Goblin would give gold in exchange for a favor. But in the
end, the man or woman in the tale always regretted helping Goblin
with his seemingly simple request.

Beneath his supposed generosity, Goblin was
as sneaky as they came.

Mitto had never considered himself to be a
greedy man—at least no greedier than any businessman. And yet he
couldn’t take his eyes off of the gold. With those coins, he
wouldn’t have to worry about hauling scratchy hay or heavy barrels
of Hylan lager for miles, praying to the gods to keep the snow at
bay.

Hells, with that much money, he’d not have
to leave Rydah for a year!

Suddenly suspicious, he looked up at Toemis.
Where had the old man gotten so much gold? Whose purse had been
pilfered? Whose throat had he slit to gain this treasure?

As though reading his thoughts, Toemis
crossed his arms and said, “It’s what’s left of a lifetime of
saving…and it can be yours for nothing more than a ride to Fort
Faith.”

The old man could be lying. Looking down at
the gold once more, Mitto was fully aware that Toemis, in spite of
his age, could be a thief—could be the fabled Guildmaster, for all
Mitto knew. And then there was Toemis’s diminutive accomplice.
Where did he fit into everything?

Mitto didn’t trust the old man, and yet
whatever deception Toemis and his companion might be weaving, the
gold looked real enough. Of course, in the stories, the gold was
always real.

“Are you two with the Guild?”

Toemis’s brow furrowed in momentary
confusion before he answered, “No.”

“Are you Renegades?”

“No.”

Even as Mitto recalled the terrible endings
of those childhood tales—orchestrated, always, by Goblin—he knew he
would accept the impossibly simple job. He silently cursed Toemis
for the tempting offer and then cursed himself for accepting the
shiny bait.

“Fine, I’ll do it,” he said, sounding as
defeated as he felt. At least the would-be hero in the story was
allowed a moment of joy before his downfall. Mitto, on the other
hand, felt nothing but worry. “What do you say, half now and half
when we arrive at the fort?”

Toemis closed the purse and thrust it back
into his coat. “Nothing until we get there.”

Mitto opened his mouth to argue but then
shrugged his shoulders in surrender. He couldn’t blame Toemis for
being cautious. Besides, with Goblin it was always all or
nothing.

“When do you want to leave?” Mitto
asked.

“Now.”

Mitto had thought that nothing Toemis could
say would surprise him. He was mistaken.

“Now?” he demanded. “It’s raining like mad.
The city’s half-flooded for gods’ sakes.”

Toemis’s piercing black eyes didn’t blink.
All or nothing, Mitto reminded himself. Well, I may be a fool for
gold, but I’m not completely crazy.

“Look, Toemis, even if the gatekeepers would
allow us to leave Rydah at such a suspiciously late hour and even
if the Renegade War weren’t lending courage to every rogue and
brigand this side of the Strait, I’d still have to insist that we
wait until morning on account of my horses. They need rest. It
won’t get you to Fort Faith any quicker if they collapse a mile
outside the city.”

That last bit was pure hyperbole, though the
horses deserved to rest—as did he. Out of the corner of his eye, he
noted a slight movement, a bobbing, as it were, of the brown hood
beside Toemis’s chair. The old man dropped a bony hand down atop
the other’s head, though Mitto couldn’t decide if the gesture was
intended to calm or control.

“Very well,” Toemis said, rising from his
chair. “We’ll meet here at sunup.”

Mitto nodded, and when the old man stuck out
his claw-like hand, he quickly got to his feet and extended his own
hand to seal their deal. Toemis’s skin was warm but not as sweaty
as Mitto’s was. And the old man was possessed of a strength that
caught Mitto off guard.

Without another word, Toemis Blisnes made
his way over to the bar, where Else was trying hard to look like
she hadn’t been watching them the whole time. The small, silent
other followed Toemis without hesitation. But the shrouded stranger
did pause long enough to take a quick glance at the merchant,
providing Mitto with an unobstructed, albeit brief, peek at the
enigmatic creature.

Which only left him with more questions.

 


* * *

 


An hour later saw an additional chair before
the fireplace. The few patrons who had shared the common room
earlier were gone except for Loony Gomez, who was using one of the
tables as a pillow and whose loud breathing could be heard all the
way to the fireside, where the three of them sat in silence.

Mitto chewed at his thumbnail as he stared
into the crackling fire. Now that Toemis had gone to one of the
rooms upstairs, he had come up with a long list of reasons why he
should’ve turned the old man down—fables aside. It might be Toemis
was planning on clubbing him over the head once Rydah’s alabaster
walls were out of sight, taking his horses and wagon as his
own…

“You can bet I’ll look into this,” Baxter
Lawler promised for the second time.

Mitto didn’t bother glancing over at the
Knight. His friend was talking more to fill the stillness than
anything. Mitto had told Else all that had transpired between him
and the old man after the two strangers left for their room. He had
repeated the story when Baxter showed up at Someplace Else not an
hour ago.

It was very late, but Mitto couldn’t bring
himself to head upstairs yet. He needed at least one night with his
friends before leaving Rydah again.

“The name doesn’t sound familiar,” Baxter
was saying, “but that doesn’t mean Mister Blisnes isn’t a wanted
man. Could be an alias. The Renegades are a crafty lot, and now
that the Guild has thrown in with them…”

The Knight let his unpleasant thoughts trail
off. Mitto just stared at the orange flames. He couldn’t shake the
feeling that accepting the job was akin to throwing dice with Else.
But would taking Toemis to Fort Faith prove as costly as a night of
gambling with the lucky innkeeper? The stakes were certainly
higher. He had more to gain…and more to lose…

All or nothing.

“I’ll talk to my commanding officer first
thing tomorrow morning,” Baxter continued, “even though it’ll mean
getting up at the crack of dawn on my only day off.”

“How downright gallant of you, Sir Lawler,”
Else said from her place on the other side of Mitto. “But given the
way you talk, I assumed you were the highest-ranking Knight
in all of Capricon.”

Baxter stuck his tongue out in reply,
looking more like a glib youth than one of the great defenders of
the realm.

Mitto turned to regard Else. After he had
filled in the gaps of what she had gleaned while eavesdropping, she
had said very little about her thoughts on Toemis and his offer.
Years as an innkeeper had forged Else Fontane into a reliable judge
of character, and Mitto respected her opinion. But aside from
stating the obvious—“If something seems too good to be true…”—Else
had kept her private thoughts to herself.

But Mitto had the distinct impression she
didn’t want him to go.

“It’s just so bloody suspicious,” Baxter
added, “a man willing to pay that much money to go to an old fort.
I suppose it’s possible he has a grandson stationed there and wants
to visit. Or maybe he’s really a wealthy nobleman in disguise and
wants a place to hide with Knights all around him…though there’re
Knights aplenty here in Rydah.”

“So the rumor is true,” Mitto said with a
wry chuckle. Perhaps Miles Tentrunks wasn’t the total buffoon after
all.

“Which rumor?” Else asked. “And isn’t Fort
Faith a wreck?”

When the Knight took a long swig of Dragon’s
Hoard, Mitto knew he and Else were in for a lengthy
explanation.

“Fort Faith was a wreck, but the
Knights have fixed it up some from what I’ve heard. You see, a
little while ago, a young commander and fifty or so Knights came
from Continae to reoccupy the fort.

“Why, you may ask? Well, on account of all
these no-good rebels roaming the countryside. At last count, there
a half-dozen different factions on the island, and now there’s talk
of a new Renegade Leader from the Continent United.”

“It’s only fair,” Else said sagely. “If the
Renegades can call on their friends from Continae, why not the
Knights?”

Baxter merely shrugged. “Maybe so, Else
dear, but I’d rather they take their blasted war away from
our idyllic island than the other way around.”

“You’ll hear no arguments here!” the
innkeeper laughed, throwing up her hands in mock surrender. “But
what about Toemis? Could he be one of the new Renegades, the
Renegade Leader even?”

“I don’t think Toemis is a rebel,” Mitto
heard himself say. He felt the others’ eyes on him. “I have no
proof, mind you. Just a feeling. Anyway, I’ve never heard of a
Renegade Leader traveling in the company of a little girl
before.”

Neither Mitto nor Else had gotten more than
a glimpse at Toemis’s companion, but she was the bigger mystery in
Mitto’s mind.

“And you’re sure she wasn’t a midge?” Baxter
pressed. “Many a man has mistaken one of those little scamps for a
human child…until the bloody thing starts throwing spells.”

“Have you ever known a midge to sit quietly
for more than two minutes?” Else countered. “No, I’d bet my inn she
was an actual child.”

The three of them shared the silence for
another few minutes, alternatively taking swings of Dragon’s Hoard.
When Mitto found his way to the bottom of his mug and stood and
said he wanted to get some sleep before his early start
tomorrow.

“You take care now, Mitto O’erlander,” Else
ordered. “If anything happened to you, I’d lose my best
customer.”

He promised to keep his guard up—as if he
were some green jaunt-about out to see the world for the first
time!—and told them both he would be back in Rydah before they knew
it. Then he said goodbye to both of them, though Baxter promised he
would meet him at the Westgate in the morning “to get a good look
at the old guy, if nothing else.”

Else would also rise with the dawn, he
suspected. She always seemed to get an early start on the days
Mitto left the city.

Since he would likely see them both in the
morning, what was the point of raising a glass to friendship or
exchanging heartfelt farewells? Anyway, Mitto hated goodbyes. When
one made a living by delivering goods from town to town, life was
one temporary goodbye after another.

Still, as he made his way upstairs and down
the dark corridor, he couldn’t shake the feeling this would be the
last time he shared a cup of Dragon’s Hoard with the irreverent
Knight and the lovely innkeeper.

 


 



 


 


 


 



Passage III

 


 


In the twilight of early dawn, Magnes Minus,
the Lord of Capricon, took leave of his sleeping wife and made his
way through the halls of the Celestial Palace. His pace was brisk,
though not hurried. Reflex directed his feet down the appropriate
corridors and stairways, inevitably leading him to the palace’s
library, his sanctuary from duty and distress.

There, in that shrine-like athenaeum, while
combing the archives to acquaint himself with the long-dead saints
and sinners who had shaped the world through their deeds, Magnes
Minus paid homage to history.

He barely noticed the elaborate tapestries
that graced the walls or the other ornamental embellishments of the
palace’s superb architecture. He passed by windows that provided
the most spectacular views in all of Rydah, in all of Capricon
perhaps, but paid them no heed. Even the archaic suits of armor
standing on either side of one particular doorway—costly relics
from the Wars of Sundering—even those souvenirs of centuries past
did not earn a second glance.

The few members of the palace staff who
crossed Minus’s path were greeted distractedly, but surely by now
those early-rising maids, attendants, and chamberlains were
accustomed to the lord’s faraway eyes, his furrowed brow. Some
might worry for him, assuming the burden of his position and the
stress of keeping Capricon safe from petty criminals, the Guild,
and Renegades weighed heavily on their lord’s mind.

But those who knew Magnes Minus understood
that mornings were reserved not for present concerns, but for the
past.

This particular morning, Minus found himself
lost in a conundrum that had him both stymied and excited. While
researching the life of Memndrake, Superius’s third king, he had
happened upon an obscure reference to one Sir Ryleigh Tristan, the
grandson of Sir Tristam El’Drake, who was allegedly one of the
first Knights of Superius.

Ryleigh’s lineage meant very little in
itself. Every great family in Superius claimed descendency from one
legendary warrior or another. And yet while no knew exactly how
many Knights had made up the original Order—whose virtuous
exemplars who had lived before the nation of Superius itself was
born—many records mentioned “Aldrake’s Twelve.”

Whether that number included the
warrior-king Aldrake or not was up for debate. Some scholars had
searched through every available resource and had managed to put a
name to each of the Twelve.

Tristam El’Drake was not among them.

Yet perhaps that was not so surprising.
There were so many inconsistencies in Superius’s early history.
Mostly people dismissed the old stories of King Aldrake and his
Twelve as myth. As those stories were passed down from generation
to generation, the names of the Twelve were changed, lost, and in
some cases reinvented.

Normally, Lord Minus had no trouble
dismissing such incongruities, history’s bastard children. But
there was something familiar about Sir Tristam, not to mention the
obvious similarity between the Knight’s surname and the given name
of the first King of Superius.

Were Tristam El’Drake and his connection to
King Aldrake a key to the monarch’s cloudy origins?

Minus had recalled another text that
referenced to a Sir Tristam, but it wasn’t until last night, on the
verge of falling asleep, that he had remembered a lyrical poem
about Aldrake’s heroic charge against the Midcanthian Emperor…

Now, as he walked ever faster toward the
library, Magnes Minus prepared to take the next step in unraveling
the mystery of Tristam El’Drake, the Thirteenth Knight. He felt his
heart beating rapidly in his chest and smiled. So many people found
the nuances of lore boring, but he reveled in it.

He took two steps through the library’s
threshold and stopped in his tracks. No one ever visited the
archives at this time of the morning. Everyone in the Celestial
Palace respected their lord’s privacy during his sojourns into the
past. But today, someone had gotten there first.

The intruder jumped to his feet and started
scooping up papers strewn about one of the library’s many desks.
“Apologies, milord. I had hoped to be gone before your arrival. I
am just finishing.”

Minus’s grin grew as he approached the man,
whose face had turned a deep shade of red.

“Why, Sir Walden,” he said, “this is surely
the first time I have ever seen you make use of the library.”

The Knight said nothing at first and busied
himself with organizing the sheaths of paper and returning them to
their place on a nearby shelf. Minus was dreadfully curious about
what the man had been looking at, but he decided to have some fun
with his old friend first. The Knight had provided him with
precious little ammunition over the years.

When Sir Walden returned to the desk to
retrieve his cloak, the lord cut off his retreat by interposing
himself between the Knight and the only way out of the library.

“Do you mean to become a scholar, then?” he
asked. “Will you exchange your sword for the quill?”

The Knight’s apparent embarrassment was
worth all the gold in the palace’s treasury.

Bryant Walden had resided at the Celestial
Palace for nearly two decades. As the High Commander of Capricon,
Sir Walden was the highest-ranking Knight in Rydah and a stickler
for protocol—more so than any other Knight Minus had ever met. Even
after so many years of friendship, the seneschal still insisted on
addressing him as “milord.”

“Hardly that, milord. I am here on official
business, but, by your leave, I will leave you to your work.”

Resisting the urge to roll his eyes at
Walden’s all-pervading civility, Minus said, “First, let me ask
what business you had here that could not wait until later in the
day. It is not every day that you breach your routine, Sir
Walden.”

The Knight looked hesitant, clearly not
wanting to take up more of his lord’s time. Minus crossed his arms
in mock impatience.

“It is probably nothing. One of my officers
asked me to investigate a suspicious character.” When Minus
inclined an eyebrow, he quickly added, “You need not worry, milord.
I came here to research the name more as a personal favor than out
of any real concern.

“One of my lieutenants, Sir Baxter Lawler,
has a friend who transports goods all throughout Eastern Capricon.
Last night, a peculiar stranger offered him a purse full of gold in
exchange for nothing more than a ride out to Fort Faith.”

“Fort Faith?” Minus shouted, and the words
echoed throughout the vast library. He frowned. “What is the
stranger’s name?”

“Toemis Blisnes, milord.” Walden shared the
description Sir Lawler had gotten from his merchant friend.

“And did you find any mention of Toemis
Blisnes in the criminal records?” Minus asked.

“No, milord. He has never been arrested
anywhere in Capricon.”

Magnes Minus’s fingers played at the hair of
his beard. “This is suspicious indeed. Prince Eliot had left Rydah
for Fort Valor just last week. Four days ago, we received word from
Commander Bismarc that the Crown Prince of Superius has moved on to
Fort Faith. As far as anyone knows, Eliot Borrom is still
there.”

Walden did not reply. As High Commander, he
had known of the prince’s movements. Obviously, he had not wanted
to trouble his lord with Toemis Blisnes.

“It could be a coincidence,” Minus said,
unconvinced by his own words.

Walden shrugged. “No one has heard of this
Blisnes fellow. It is best not to take chances.”

“What do you have in mind?”

“I intend to send an escort of two mounted
Knights. It may be better if they follow the wagon at a distance.
If nothing happens before they reach Fort Faith, Sir Lawler can
tell the Knights there what he knows…or, rather, what we don’t
know.”

Magnes Minus was already nodding. As
troubling as Prince Eliot’s visit to the Celestial Palace had
been—as much as the lord loathed the arrogant ass Eliot Borrom had
grown into—he would sooner die than allow any harm to befall the
Crown Prince of Superius.

Yet it was probably nothing at all…

Minus stepped aside and allowed Walden to go
about his business. Whereas the athenaeum usually wrapped him in a
cocoon of warm solitude, it now seemed like a lonely place. Modern
concerns had pierced his shield of scholarly pursuit. The distance
of centuries was no longer enough to keep present worries at
bay.

With a sigh, Magnes Minus blew out the
candle Walden had left on the desk and made a premature departure
from the library. The Thirteenth Knight would have to wait.

 


* * *

 


Though Mitto had never been one to have a
stiff drink before noon, he made an exception that morning.

He hadn’t slept well, hadn’t slept at all
really, so when Else knocked on his door to tell him that the sun
would rise within the hour, Mitto was already sitting up in bed,
staring at nothing and trying to remember a childhood tale that
contained Goblin, gold, and a happy ending.

Maybe Toemis isn’t Goblin, he thought, but
he’s not a wish-granting godmother either.

Mitto was still pondering all that might go
wrong on the way to Fort Faith when Toemis and the little girl
descended the stairs into the common room. The old man carried a
middle-sized leather bag, but they had no luggage aside from that.
When Else asked them whether they wanted breakfast, Toemis
declined.

Fine, let’s get this over with, Mitto
thought as he emptied his mug of ale.

“Wait here, and I’ll bring the wagon
around,” he told Toemis and the girl. Placing a coin on the bar, he
said to Else, “I’ll be back before the week is up.”

She smiled, but Mitto thought it looked
forced. Her worry only increased his own and seemed to confirm last
night’s feeling that this was more than a simple goodbye.

Forcing his thoughts from that pernicious
path, Mitto flashed a counterfeit grin of his own and strode out of
Someplace Else.

Ten minutes later, he was reaching down from
his perch on the wagon and taking the single, shabby travel bag
Toemis held up for him. For being the only piece of luggage between
his two passengers, the bag was not very heavy.

Toemis half-guided, half-pushed the girl up
into the back of the wagon. Mitto tried to help, but he was at an
awkward angle, so instead he took the opportunity to examine
her.

The girl was wrapped in the same hooded coat
she had worn yesterday. The rain had stopped at some point in the
night, but the dark clouds, which smothered all but a few rays of
the dawn, promised more showers to come. Mitto didn’t know whether
the girl was simply preparing for more foul weather or if the
concealing clothes were a part of her everyday attire. Either way,
Mitto’s attempt to get a better look had been foiled once
again.

That she had blue eyes and black hair was
all he could say about the puzzling passenger.

In spite of his reservations about Toemis’s
character, Mitto found himself reaching out to steady the old man
as he climbed up into the wagon. Not that Toemis needed any help.
His movements were quick and decisive. The arm Mitto had thought to
reinforce was scrawny and covered with age spots, yet holding it
felt like squeezing the roots of an ancient hickory.

Once Toemis cleared the opening of the
covered wagon, Mitto turned halfway around and said, “If you don’t
mind, Mister Blisnes, I’d like to see that gold of yours one more
time.”

He had to make sure the man hadn’t done
something tricky like bury it outside the inn so he could reclaim
it later. Toemis produced the leather pouch without complaint,
loosening the drawstring to reveal the coins inside. Even in the
gloomy light, the gold somehow managed to shine. If Mitto had any
concerns about whether the gold was genuine, he dared not take one
between his fingers.

Goblin gives up his fortune freely but only
when the time is right, Mitto thought.

As the old man plunged the purse back into
the folds of his cloak, Mitto took a deep breath and said, “I don’t
suppose you want to tell me what business you have at Fort
Faith.”

“I thought you didn’t care,” Toemis replied
before disappearing into the wagon’s shade.

“Fair enough,” Mitto muttered, though only
the horses heard him.

He jerked the reigns, and the wagon lurched
forward. As the wagon rolled noisily over the cobblestones, Mitto
spoke reassuringly to the animals. He apologized for the brevity of
their respite and promised them a long rest once they were back in
Rydah again. He knew, of course, the beasts couldn’t understand
him, but after spending so much time together on the road, they
were accustomed to hearing him speak.

Mitto’s gaze wandered from one building to
another. Most of the inns were still; their common rooms, empty.
The smoke of breakfast fires issued forth from a few chimneys, but
Mitto figured that most of the guests would sleep for at least
another hour before rousing. He envied those people.

The lethargy that had evaded him throughout
the night now accosted him, weighing down his eyelids and evoking
powerful yawns. The morning light, although filtered through
sponge-like nimbuses, stabbed at his tired eyes. Maybe I should
invest in a flask of strong spirits, he considered but immediately
dismissed the thought. That was probably how Miles Tentrunks
started out…

If visitors to the capital were content to
sleep the morning away, Rydah’s citizens were already getting a
start on the day. As Mitto steered the horses to the Westgate, the
road began to fill with other vehicles. Coaches bearing noblemen
and other officials wheeled toward to the Celestial Palace, while
merchants steered their carts toward the marketplace of their
choice or, like Mitto, toward the city walls.

In the twenty minutes it took Mitto to clear
the distance from Someplace Else to the Westgate, Rydah had become
transformed, trading the stillness of night for the bustle of
business, the cacophony of crowds of people all trying to
communicate at the same time.

By the time the city’s wall came into view,
a queue had already formed before the Westgate. The line wasn’t
very long, but inspections had been taking longer than usual
lately. Twice as many Knights guarded the gate than the Renegade
War.

Mitto waited impatiently for his turn,
keeping an eye out for Baxter Lawler all the while.

By the time he finally reached the open
gate, he was convinced his friend wasn’t going to show. That didn’t
surprise him. Baxter was likely sleeping off the effects of a night
spent in revelry. Despite the Knight’s best intentions—and Baxter
Lawler always had the best of intentions—he had probably
stopped at one or more taverns after leaving Someplace Else.

Mitto didn’t fault the man for his
unreliability. It was just Baxter’s nature. The Knight was too
friendly for his own good. He couldn’t refuse an offer stop for a
drink or a throw of the dice. And if Baxter had come across any of
his female admirers, then there was no guessing what time he
stumbled back to the barracks.

No, Mitto couldn’t fault the Knight for
being popular and well-liked. Baxter was eager to please, but
mostly he focused on keeping himself pleased.

For the hundredth time, Mitto wondered how
Baxter had managed to become a Knight in the first place. Or
perhaps the real question was how did the man keep up with the
rigors of his profession while simultaneously nurturing his social
life.

The officer on duty, a Knight whom Mitto
didn’t recognize, asked the routine questions, to which Mitto gave
his memorized responses. The Knight was understandably surprised to
learn Mitto was carrying not provender, but passengers. The wagon
was obviously not intended to transport people. When the officer
finished interrogating the driver, he moved on to the passengers,
and Mitto was probably even more eager to hear Toemis Blisnes’s
explanation than the Knight was.

“Fort Faith, you say?” the officer asked.
“What business have you there, Grandfather?”

Mitto held his breath. He half expected the
old man to refuse to answer, but Toemis paused only a moment before
replying. “Many, many years ago, I was a cook at Fort Faith. I have
many memories from that time and want to take my granddaughter
there before I die.”

There was nothing in Toemis’s tone that
indicated he was fabricating, and at that moment, Mitto really
wanted to believe the old man. Maybe it was just that simple.
Toemis was certainly old enough to have been at Fort Faith before
the Ogre War. And yet Mitto couldn’t help but suspect there was
more to Toemis’s quest.

Goblin always spoke out of both sides of his
mouth, mixing truth and lies in equal parts.

But the Knight was satisfied with the old
man’s story and gave Mitto leave to clear the gate. The wagon had
covered no more than a few yards before the first raindrop struck
him in the nose. Cursing his luck, Mitto retrieved his
three-cornered hat from the bag at his side and planted it firmly
on his head.

The dreariness of the morning suited his
mood perfectly.

 


 



 


 


 


 



Passage IV

 


 


“Stand and deliver!”

The order was followed by the sudden
appearance of three men on the road up ahead. Instinctively, Mitto
pulled back on the reins, though later he would regret not having
tried to drive over the highwaymen.

There could be no mistaking that the men
were, in fact, robbers. Even if the one hadn’t declared them all as
thieves with three words, their attire indicated their purpose. All
three were clad in dirty, ragged jerkins of brown and greenish hues
that allowed them to blend in with the trees lining the highway.
Two of them wore dark and dangerous expressions, but the third
man’s black mask hid everything but his angry eyes.

The man in the mask carried twin swords, the
likes of which Mitto had never seen before. The twin blades
thickened from crosspiece to tip, and while the dull edge of the
blade protruded at a ninety-degree angle from the hilt, the sharp
edge was slightly curved. Each of the other two brigands wore a
sheathed sword at his belt, which left their hands free to carry
crossbows. Both of which were currently aimed at their mark’s
chest.

Mitto registered all of this in the span of
a second and a half. He immediately discarded the thought of
reaching for the quarterstaff secreted in a niche behind his seat,
and it was too late to try to pull the wagon away. A sinking
feeling in his stomach, Mitto held up his palms to let the thieves
know that he did not intend to make trouble. He almost smiled too,
thinking how disappointed the rogues would be when they realized he
carried no goods at all.

But then he remembered Toemis’s
gold—his gold.

“Jump down from the wagon,” the man in the
mask ordered, “or we’ll kill you.”

Mitto complied, never taking his eyes off of
the crossbowmen. There was no telling how desperate they were, no
way of knowing what they were capable of. He worried the archers
would shoot his horses out of spite until he realized that they
were far more likely to shoot him and take the animals for their
own.

The notion that these filthy thieves could
end his life at any second made Mitto’s insides burn with rage. All
weariness vanished instantly, granting him an almost preternatural
alertness to everything around him. Too bad there’s not a damn
thing I can do about any of it! he groused.

“Zeetan, take a look in the wagon,” the
masked man called to someone who must have been positioned near the
wagon’s rear.

The bandit, presumably the leader,
punctuated his command by twirling the two peculiar swords. The
other men kept their crossbows trained on him. In the next few
seconds, while everybody waited for Zeetan to come forward, Mitto
considered the situation from a surprisingly detached
perspective.

First, he pondered the nature of the rogues.
Highwaymen were an extremely rare this near the capital. Even
though the thick woods provided cover, the Knights of Superius
regularly patrolled the area. And most traders traveled in groups
or hired armed escorts, which made robbing them all the more
difficult and less rewarding on the whole.

Another reason highwaymen were so scarce
near Rydah was due to the Thief Guild. Robbery had become a very
organized profession in the capital, and the members of the Guild
preferred to make their profit within the walls of the city. Rumor
had it that the Guild had a rather lavish hideout hidden somewhere
in the city itself. Mitto couldn’t imagine why these thieves would
forsake the comfort of the city for the wilderness.

Of course, there were other rumors too, talk
of changes within the Guild. According to Baxter, who felt the need
to keep Mitto abreast of the more interesting rumors in the
capital—the Thief Guild had signed a pact with Rydah’s Renegades.
But not every thief wanted to ally with the rebels, which caused a
schism within the ranks of the Guild.

Some, apparently, had left Rydah
altogether.

Two years ago, Mitto had been waylaid by
highwaymen en route to Steppt. He had managed to fight them off
with his quarterstaff. But there had been only two of the bastards
then, and neither had carried bows. And he had taken a few bruises
and cuts for his trouble.

His skill with a staff was modest at best.
Even at the prime of his life, he would have been no match for
three armed foes—four, counting Zeetan.

All thoughts of fighting his way out
vanished when Zeetan walked up beside him. The young man wore a
dark gray cloak decorated with myriad moons, stars, and other
strange symbols. His voluminous coat was tied together by a rope
belt, from which a dagger and several pouches dangled. He carried a
tall staff, though he wasn’t old enough to need it for a crutch.
The staff looked ordinary enough, possibly crafted from the branch
of a nearby elm or balsam, but Mitto suspected that the stick was
far more dangerous than it looked.

Surely, Zeetan was a wizard.

Without sparing the wagon a glance, Zeetan
addressed the masked man in a calm, measured voice. “The wagon is
empty, Falchion, except for two passengers.”

Mitto wondered if the wizard had peeked in
the back of the wagon or if he had made the discovery via magic.
There was little time to ponder it, however, for the swordsman,
Falchion, suddenly launched into a litany of oaths and curses.

“Of all the gods-damned luck. We spend the
morning squatting in the rain, and when a cart finally rolls by,
it’s empty! Bastard son of a filthy whore! Damn, damn, damn.”
Falchion was silent for a moment, before adding, “Who’s that in
your wagon, peddler?”

“What if they’re Knights?” one of the
crossbowmen asked in a whisper Mitto had no trouble hearing.

“Or Renegades?” the other added.

“Shut your mouths,” Falchion said.

The swordsman stomped over to Mitto and
leveled one of the heavy-bladed swords at his throat. “Tell me who
your companions are, and if you try to deceive me, I’ll kill you
where you stand.”

“It’s just an old man and his granddaughter.
They’re no threat to anybody,” Mitto answered.

“Is he a wealthy man…a nobleman?”

Mitto feigned a chuckle. “Not likely,
judging by the looks of him.”

Even as he bent the truth in hopes the
highwaymen wouldn’t find the gold, a part of his mind screamed,
“Just give them the money and be done with it!”

Falchion uttered another string of curses.
Then the thief, his dark eyes boring into Mitto’s from behind the
mask, said, “Fetch the passengers. I want to see them for
myself.”

Mitto felt his stomach drop down to his
boots. They would find the purse of gold, and Falchion would surely
slit his throat for lying. Then again, the highwayman had probably
planned on killing him from the start.

In response to Falchion’s latest decree, the
wizard slowly made his way up to the driver’s seat. Mitto had
sealed the interior of the wagon in order to keep the rain out. He
watched Zeetan fumble with the knots in the leather thongs that
secured the covering’s flap.

After a full minute, one of the
crossbowmen—a scar-faced man with a rodent-like face—yelled, “Just
cut the damn thing!”

“Shut your mouth, Critter,” Falchion
snarled.

Mitto couldn’t decide if the swordsman was
upset because he had not given Critter permission to speak or
because he feared the wrath of the wizard. Zeetan, for his part,
followed Critter’s suggestion, drawing his dagger and sawing
through the leather. When the wizard was finished with the strap,
he returned the blade to its sheath and pulled the flaps aside.

Now he’ll find Toemis and the gold, Mitto
thought glumly. At the same time, a part of him was glad to be rid
of the gold. If I live through this, I’ll be getting out cheap. I
can be back at Someplace Else before dinnertime.

Let Goblin choke on his coins. I’m through
with him and his secrets!

The sky flashed, followed immediately by a
loud clap of thunder, which startled the highwaymen, Mitto, and the
horses alike. At that precise moment, as Zeetan widened the slit in
the wagon’s covering, Toemis Blisnes sprang out of the dark recess
of the wagon and plunged his dagger into the wizard’s gut.

 


* * *

 


Less than an hour after Mitto passed through
the Westgate, two Knights astride purebred war horses followed the
road that would lead them to the heart of the island province. The
two riders kept their mounts at a moderate pace in spite of the
pouring rain. And although one of the Knights bore the distinct
reputation of being a verbose and convivial traveling companion,
the two comrades-in-arms said not a word to each another.

The higher-ranking of the two Knights, who
was wont to describe himself as Rydah’s finest lieutenant, lowered
his visor to keep the rain out of his eyes. He trained his
bloodshot eyes at the road ahead and tried to ignore the pounding
inside his skull as well as the disconcerting churning of his
entrails.

As the miles passed by—with nary a sign of
Mitto’s wagon—Sir Baxter Lawler cursed himself for getting mixed up
with the fool of a merchant.

If I weren’t such a good friend, he thought,
I’d be squandering my free day in a soft bed, warm and dry. But
look where my dedication to that lousy trader has landed me? I’m
tired, drenched to the bone, and I’ll be lucky if I make it halfway
to Fort Valor without vomiting in my helmet. Oh, you owe me plenty
for this one, Mitto…if that Toemis fellow doesn’t stick a knife in
your back first.

When they finally caught up to Mitto’s
wagon, he motioned for his companion, Sir Alban Damek, to slow
down. The two Knights kept on like that for the next few hours,
watching the wagon from a distance, never getting too close. Baxter
had no way of knowing for sure that Mitto was still alive, but he
craned in his saddle, searching for the tell-tale tricorn hat.

Baxter was alerted to trouble the instant
the
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