

    
        
          The Five Perils

        

        
        
          Tales of Corenthal, Volume 1

        

        
        
          Al Onia

        

        
          Published by Al Onia, 2026.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      THE FIVE PERILS

    

    
      First edition. October 27, 2026.

      Copyright © 2026 Al Onia.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-1067832438

    

    
    
      Written by Al Onia.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Prologue

1 | Fire

2

3

4 | Interlude the First | Daryan the Bold

Earth | 5

Barnaby took a fresh swig to clear his thoughts. “Then I seek direct recompense.

6

7

“I wanted to get close, Barn. To hear them. She told him about Versette’s wares.”

8

Barnaby scrambled to his feet and stared at the sack in surprise. “I had no idea—”

9

10

11

12

13

14

“Pardon, Master Barnaby, but you’ve given me the full share from the feathers.”

15

16 | Interlude the Second | Daryan the Seeker

“Thank you, sir.” She swooped the coin into her pocket and reached for the second.

“An accident.” She shuffled away from him. “I don’t need a wizard spelling me.”

“Daryan, aye. Not the Bold, I’ve changed it to Daryan the Seeker. No, the Atoner.”

Daryan placed one boot on the gangplank. The wood trembled. Him or the ship?

Water | 17

Barnaby bustled down the street, already late for a rendezvous at the Pearl Tavern.

The man chuckled. “Not in character but your personal agenda isn’t relevant to my orders. You concentrate on my lord’s need for intelligence where you travel. Any sign of another nation’s activities will be noted and reported. Ships, fish stock declines, does the weather north cool abnormally like ours?”

Barnaby decided not to correct Shugg’s double negative. It would serve no purpose.

19

"Captain Olegson wanted the Crackin to attack us, didn't he, Master Barnaby?"

20

21 | Interlude the Third | A spy’s letter

Air | 22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

33

34

35

The governor beckoned Mythias forward. Elbeth aided the savant. “You can save

Mythias addressed de Richie. “To your second question, Baron, I have an answer. I

36

37 | Interlude the Fourth | Versette the Warrior

Thralls | 38

39

“Not necessarily the king. The Fungko and Ankhar may both be the wrong side,

40

41

42

43

44

“Ankhar’s reliance on my talent wanes. My plan at the marshland was useless. The

45

“No. I make this judgment. If your advice isn’t needed, Ankhar will release you.”

46

47

49

Ankhar appeared. “The main body under General Lagonda won’t leave until dawn.”

50

51

52

53

54

“He’s a wizard, Master Barnaby. A flying wizard. I’d as soon stay out here.” Shugg

55

56

57

58

Two hours later, they found the captain on the edge of the keep. The chaos Barnaby observed before had increased. Groad attempted to direct them to shelter. When he saw Barnaby, he pushed a woman with two children under an arch and bade them remain there until dawn.

59

60

61 | Interlude the Fifth | Daryan the Stalker

Natural Philosophy | 62

63

64

65

“If so, why does Ankhar not use his magic to buy them time to pick a wiser path?” | “Because something pushes him also?” Barnaby shivered at the thought of Ankhar’s

66

“And concussive charges. Scare the bravado out of ’em, or at least their animals.”

Barnaby watched the leaders file out, emotion in their bearing. They would fight.

Groad laughed. “Don’t see him charging the battlements, sword and shield ready.” | Elbeth froze him with a look. “I didn’t see you making speeches or lending insight.

67

68

Shugg pointed to a dimming beam of light coursing over the land toward the west.

69

“I need a volunteer to scout the waterfront,” said Flambeaux. “You may be needed

70

“Not to me. He is transparent. A non-entity.” Ankhar waved a hand in dismissal.

71

“It’s goods Barnaby wants, then. Nar’l tusk came in two weeks ago. Only one in

Piltson sucked until the leaf caught fire and reclined in his chair. “You may begin,

73

Bonus Short Story | Barnaby's Deceit

The end

Tales of Corenthal | Book 1: The Five Perils | Book 2: Pilgrims and Thieves | Book 3: Comes A Necromancer

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To Sara and Kelly at Cursed Dragonship who liked Barnaby's Luck enough to send it into the world.

      

    



  	
        
            
            The Five Perils originally published by Cursed Dragon Ship Publishing as Barnaby's Luck

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Prologue
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THE HARBOR CITY-STATE of Corenthal lies on the western coast of the largest continent on the world of Mentus. A nexus of trade in goods and ideas has brought the independent hub of commerce not to the cusp of what we would call a scientific renaissance, but to a point where the cusp is on the horizon. There are practitioners of more arcane philosophies who would return Mentus to an era of sorcery, its peoples controlled under the black arts. 

This tale begins with one opposed to the return, for thievery takes on a different risk in a world ruled by necromancers. The story concerns the thief as much as his beloved Corenthal. 
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Fire 
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BARNABY WOUND PAST a handful of waterfront dives. Tense with an evening’s excitement to come, he practiced his step so as not to make a sound. Not that any would hear the footfalls belonging to the dwarfish redistributor-of-wealth on this night and in this place. Celebrations marked the onset of spring caravan season, and celebrations overruled secular and religious protocol from sundown to sunrise. The inns were more raucous than usual, and the gentry marked their anticipated good fortune, earned on the backs of Barnaby’s class, in as crude a fashion as 

Corenthal’s most debauched inhabitants. 

From the top of one of Corenthal’s nine hills, in fact from within the walls of Baron de Richie’s grounds, ecstatic howls from men and women drifted down High Street. In challenge, fingers of the warm eve’s mists crept the other way, up from the city’s harbor, dimming the sounds as they lost altitude. The fog possessed a character, a smell not quite ... right. Barnaby shook clear of the suspicion. Fog, nothing more. Nerves. 

Barnaby pictured a stealthy intrusion to the party on the hill as he neared his secondary goal. The Pearl Tavern generated its own merriment, ignorant of the degenerate festivities enjoyed by Corenthal’s upper class. 

A drink to steel the nerves, rendezvous with his temporary but necessary partner for the night’s campaign, and review the plan with said associate. Barnaby paused in his visualization. The review would be the first daunting step, for his choice in partnership depended on a lack of mental strength, yet needed some measure of spontaneous creativity. Perhaps two drinks to fortify his nerve. He pushed through the beaded curtain of the Pearl’s front entrance. He recognized a few faces, thieves such as himself, caravan traders enjoying final nights of relative comfort before a trek inland to Hanappan—assuming the civil war battles were truly over, the new king installed, and trade travel safe again. Exotic aromas washed over him. The burnt camel-flesh roasting over Dothos’s fire, the salt-tinged sweat of sailors fresh off their boats, perfumes of half a dozen races and kingdoms, and the pungent sting of pipe tobaccos imported from near and far, all separated themselves to his keen nose. 

To his keen ear, he translated foreign tongues, thick accents, and new oaths among countrymen reunited after winter’s voyages south and west. The polyglot reborn in the promise of spring. 

He caught the eyes of a blonde female head before it became blocked by a sea captain. A new face, at least to the Pearl. And interesting. In the brief view, he sensed this woman appraised every party with potential in the tavern. Well, she would have to wait until later in the evening if she wanted to exploit his success. 

First things first, he thought. He sidled through the crowd, resisting the urge to lighten a pocket or two—just for practice, mind—and caught the publican’s attention. “Dothos, small brandy.” He jostled a knot of black-cloaked men speaking in a language unknown to Barnaby, who prided himself on picking a man or woman’s origin from speech and manner. Whatever the language, it carried an evil air. He moved as far away from the group as he could. 

The proprietor of the Pearl eventually appeared at Barnaby’s end of the bar with the requested drink. Barnaby hoisted it to the torchlight. “Bit milky.” 


“Ships are still unloading.” 


“And you’ve got this lot to get through before you can serve real quality. Hope your prices reflect the standard.” He pointed his glass toward the ill-speaking foreigners. “Wizards?” 


“I didn’t ask. Live and let drink.” 


“I’d say so. Still, if they become regular clientele, you’ll lose my trade in gaining theirs.” 


Dothos smiled. “An acceptable condition. They pay in coin, not promises.” 


Barnaby gave them one final glance with a shudder. “My coin will be as good as theirs before dawn. Have you seen Shugg?” 

Dothos swept coins from a departing seaman into his pocket. “Calm seas and strong winds to you, Andros.” He returned attention to Barnaby. “You’re a fool, Barnaby. Tools and fools have their utility, but my man Shugg is an oaf. He loses half his earnings in breakage.” 


“And eats the rest no doubt. Yet you still employ him.” 


Dothos, advisor to the thieving class as well as tavern keeper, wiped a wooden mug with his bar rag and set it out ready for its next user. “I do wonder sometimes. He showed up when I needed him, despite his limitations.” 


“I’d say the same. We both treasure a fool.” 


“Aye, more than a fool. Shugg the Thug’s good for keeping peace within these walls. On a job, he’ll get you both nabbed by the city watch or the baron’s men.” He squinted an eye at Barnaby. “I say this for my benefit as sure as your own. Your business with me ends with you in the Tombs or sent south to mine salt the rest of your life.” 

Barnaby set his glass down and signaled Dothos to refill. “Keep your voice down. Not everyone knows I plan to try the baron’s this night.” He swallowed the refill in one go. “My strategies are my own counsel. Shugg has agreed to be my associate for tonight’s venture, and that is that. As for your altruistic concern over losing my trade, I’ll be back before dawn with enough tempars to buy this smelly inn and all who infest her.” Barnaby patted his thigh pouch, assuring himself of the key and dagger nestled therein. He swung ‘round to survey the crowd. 

Dothos tapped him on the shoulder and pointed to a tall, rotund man sporting a fur vest and the garish pants of a freebooter. “What about Nial? He’s as tall as Shugg and twice as smart. 

A good man in a fight but capable of subtlety in his own fashion.” 

“Too smart.” Too many uncomfortable questions. “I don’t plan a fight. His battered knee looks ugly. Couldn’t lift him over the baron’s wall.” 

Dothos said, “Use a rope. The dip you took into the governor’s moat last month should’ve convinced you to add such to your livery. My money’d be on Nial to gain ingress and all-important egress.” Dothos made the thieving ward sign with his right hand. 

Barnaby flinched at the gesture then shook his head. “No. Shugg’s the ideal man for this work.” 

Dothos said, “You’ve something up your sleeve, Barnaby, and keeping it to yourself.” He stepped aside, then turned. “By the way, a tough asked after you earlier tonight.” 


“Dangerous looking?” 


“Um, let’s see. Missing half a left ear, head taller than you. His hand had been mangled, couldn’t hold a mug proper with it. No, wouldn’t stand out in this lot.” 

Barnaby whirled to check the crowd again. He didn’t need the rest of the description. He recognized the man as Wulfa the Spider, former associate from his last excursion to the Chobai. Every day Corenthal became smaller for Barnaby. After tonight’s venture, he would seek new environs. 

He smelled Wulfa before the claw clutched his shoulder. Dothos had erred in regard to the utility of Wulfa’s withered hand. Barnaby winced under the pressure. 

“Wulfa, Dothos told me of your return to Corenthal. Wish I’d known earlier, you’ve caught me as I prepare to retire for the night.” 

“You’ve a mighty debt to me, Barnaby the Quick. Besides my share of the pendant profits, the six months I spent indentured as a caravan hostler is a bonus. I think all you have left will be an acceptable down payment.” 

Barnaby shrunk his shoulder down, trying to relieve the pain. “I’ll gladly share, nay, I’ll give you all the proceeds from our venture, good Wulfa.” He reached in his pocket and put his closed fist on the bar. 


In a heartbeat, Wulfa’s hand left Barnaby’s shoulder. “Open it,” Wulfa hissed. 


Barnaby winced, this time from the man’s breath. “You should really do something about your rotten teeth.” 


“Open it, weasel.” 

“As you wish.” Barnaby uncurled the empty hand. 


“Don’t joke. I’ve a mind to sell you to the camel traders, except you’re not worth a quarter of a camel.” He squeezed again. “Where is it?” 

Barnaby tried to remain calm. “Our wealthy patron and your greed betrayed us both. I saved you from the rack. Remember that.” 


“Wealthy patron. No wonder. I’ll gut him when I’m done with you.” 


Barnaby’s free hand began to inch toward his dagger. “This is one revenge which won’t take, Wulfa. Our obese employer and his equally bloated wealth are in his keep, protected by the governor and a squad of mercenaries. He never got the prize we were to steal. The only riches you or I will ever receive are the gift of caution before trusting the upper classes.” 

Wulfa’s hand withdrew. “The jackals he’s allowed within will slit his throat ere long.” He leaned over Barnaby. “I guess my revenge begins and ends with you.” 

“Now Wulfa, I told you, I’m not to blame. I’m as much a victim of political power as yourself.” 

“Every time a camel spit or puked on me, I pictured another foot of your skin, flayed.” A knife appeared in Wulfa’s good hand. 

Barnaby readied with his own dirk. Suddenly, Wulfa moved away from Barnaby in a piece. Shugg had arrived. 


“Is he bothering you, Master Barnaby?” 


Barnaby slipped his dagger back into its sheath. He nodded. “This ruffian delays our enterprise, Shugg. I suggest you immobilize him so we can proceed.” 

Shugg looked confused. His mop of unruly hair—shorn by his own hand, Barnaby guessed—drooped over his eyes. Remarkably unscarred forearms lifted Wulfa from the floor, legs kicking in mid-air. Noises gargled from his throat but might as well have been in a foreign tongue for all Barnaby could discern. 

“Don’t kill him,” Barnaby clarified. “Just ensure he leaves us alone. I will meet you in the refuse lane in five minutes. Is that sufficient?” Barnaby suppressed a laugh at Wulfa’s futile struggles. 


“I’ll be there, Master Barnaby.” 

Barnaby devoted scant thought to the pair as he finished his final drink. 


Dothos said, “Pay before you leave, Barnaby. Your credit’s naught ahead of this fool’s labor. De Richie has friends and allies in your trade. He’ll learn your identity sooner or later.” 


“I contemplate my leave from Corenthal after tonight. Warmer climes perhaps.” 

“Keep up with the news. There’s civil war not far inland.”


“My news says Hanappan’s settled her internal dispute. New king and all. Trade’ll resume with a flourish. Your full tavern’s witness. A week from now, you’ll be half empty. Early bird gets the gold.” Barnaby snapped his fingers to drive the point. “I will be early. Not the first, but the most opportunistic.” 


Barnaby dropped his few remaining coppers on the bar top. 

“And Shugg’s tab as well.” 


Barnaby shook his head. “I think not. He earns his drink on what little you pay him. I leave to rejoin my oaf associate, we’ve a fair night’s thieving ahead. Fare you well, my good 

Dothos.” Barnaby swirled his cape around him with a flourish. 


“And you, Barnaby. I’ll start looking for a new bouncer come morning.” 
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IN THE SOBERING STENCH of the alley outside the Pearl, Barnaby soon shed the anticipatory euphoria. It was time to work. 


Shugg appeared, without his human burden. 


Barnaby said, “Walk, lad. Let’s cover this once more. What are you to do?” Barnaby pulled him to one side. “Don’t step in the eve’s fresh excrement, the baron’s guards’ll smell you a league away.” 

His large companion grinned, the numerous gaps in his teeth accentuating the dull look in his half-shut eyes. “I know I shouldn’t ‘a told master Dothos, but I had to tell someone I’m helping the great Barnaby.” 


Barnaby loosened his cape in the warm night air. “What’s done is done, my good man. 


Now what’s your task?” 


Shugg stayed silent, but Barnaby could see lips move in the low light. At last he said, 


“I’m to wait for you in the baron’s garden. If anyone shows up, I signal with a yell.” 

They passed the entrance to Trader Alley and stopped. Beyond sight in the fog lay old Piltson’s shop. Barnaby’s one-time employer and dealer in the esoteric, the oft illicit but always in demand goods, Piltson’s training had been the impetus for Barnaby’s own contraband pursuits. Barnaby hurried them along the cobbled lane, avoiding the evening’s offal. They paralleled High Street where celebrations for the common folk were in full force. 


“Should we mingle, Master Barnaby?” 

“No, one party at a time.” A familiar noise prompted a warning. “Quick, in here.” 


He nudged Shugg into a curtained doorway as two mounted city watchmen rounded a corner. The squeak of leather caught between man and beast marked their passing. Barnaby’s face held even with Shugg’s ale-stained shirt at chest level. 

He whispered, “I don’t need to bribe those coves. All my funds went into obtaining a duplicate of the baroness’s jewel box key.” Again, he patted the iron trinket in his pocket. A dupe and a dupe, he thought. 

On cue, Shugg said, “It is an honor to share the light of your greatness, sir. I aspire to be a great thief like yourself one day.” 

Shugg began to please him, nice having a confederate who appreciated how fine a fellow 

Barnaby was. 

“How long did you practice that? Don’t answer. They’ve turned the corner. Make haste.” 

Barnaby moved as he spoke. The Baron de Richie’s estate lay atop the center hill of Corenthal. Barnaby suspected the view allowed the baron to spy on the ships ferrying cargo to and from the port, as well as the merchants who grew rich with the trade. None as wealthy as de Richie, though he dared not display too much ere his peers turn zealous eyes in the baron’s direction. 

Barnaby’s confidante, the lusty daughter of a silver trader, divulged more than a small measure of the baron’s assets lay in his lady’s jewelry. This rang in tune with the unsubstantiated rumors surrounding the baron and baroness’s private debauchery sessions where they and their selected guests partied wearing nothing but strings of gems and precious metals. 


The two rogues stopped, having come to the end of the lane marked with a wall double 


Barnaby’s height. 

Barnaby panted, “Remember, yell if you encounter anyone. Now lean against the wall, back to it, and boost me up.” 

Shugg interlocked his hands for Barnaby’s boot. Just as the smaller man pushed up, the hands parted, dropping Barnaby to his knees. 


“Neba’s hells, Shugg, keep your fingers locked. It’s only chance nothing’s broken. Look, 


I’ve torn my trousers.” Barnaby massaged the damaged knees. 


“Sorry, Master Barnaby, but I’m wonderin’. What should I yell?” 

Barnaby took his hands away from the brute’s shoulders. “What?” 

“If I see someone, I’m to yell. What should I yell?” 

“Anything but my name, idiot.” 

The big man’s shoulders dropped. 


Barnaby put a hand to the bridge of his nose and rubbed the corners of his eyes with thumb and forefinger. “Look, I’m sorry, you’re not an idiot. It’s a good question, and I should have suggested something earlier.” He thought aloud. “Let’s see, murder? No, that might get you a chest full of arrows or sharp steel.” 


“Rape?” Shugg offered. 


“Th-that’s good. Your voice is rather deep, though. Would get attention, right enough, but not too credible in the long run. How about . . . help?” 

“I like help.” Shugg put his hands together, then separated them just as Barnaby went to push up. This time he held on to Shugg’s shirt. 


“Now what?” 

“Who needs help?” 


“You, if you don’t get me to the top of the wall.” Noise echoed from the other side of the rampart. Nearby revelers’ voices came close then faded. “Ssh.” 

Shugg whispered, “I feel foolish yelling for help if I don’t know what to say when it arrives.” 


Barnaby nodded. “Dothos was right, I’m a fool. What’s your father’s name?” 


“My old dad? He hasn’t crossed my mind in years. I called him father of course, never used his name. I left the manor farm when I was six or seven. Ma died the next year—” 

“Never mind.” Barnaby paced back and forth. “City watch will be back any minute if my timing’s correct. Yell fire and be done with it. Now boost me up or I leave you behind.” 


“Fire. Got it, Master Barnaby.” 


Barnaby almost went fully over the wall with Shugg’s enthusiastic lift. He gripped the top with an arm and both legs as Shugg took a short run and leaped up the barrier. Barnaby used the brief vantage point to scout the estate and set his target. 

They dropped in silence to the other side together, the ground level inside being higher than without. Barnaby could reach the top unaided from here. He pushed Shugg ahead, staying in the bushes until they got close to the main villa. The smell of burning incense strengthened as they approached the center of the festivities. The odors contrasted to the miasma he cursed at the docks in his paranoia; these aromas were unclean but not malignant. Barnaby wrinkled his nose and tried to guess what other more degraded odors were masked by the sickly cinnamon overprint. 


“I hear a gong,” said Shugg. 


“A signal for the formal dining to begin, I suspect. Or fresh debauchery. In the central court by my reckoning. We can slip in here.” 

Barnaby’s memorized diagram of the grounds, again courtesy of his female acquaintance, led master thief and apprentice over connecting roofs to the inner ring of rooms surrounding the courtyard. 

The pair dropped beside a darkened room. Barnaby slipped inside to ensure it was vacant. 

He pulled Shugg in, who cowered while Barnaby risked a glance through the curtained window. 

The ribald tales he’d heard seemed to be validated. Of jewelry and flesh, there were plenty of both on display. Of fine clothing, little save the odd strayling feather—and those adorned the hair, not the bodies—of ladies Barnaby barely recognized from the coiffed and ornately-clothed public appearances of the influential families of Corenthal Strayling plumage was beautiful to the eye but poison to bare skin. A few of the more depraved cults used them in thaumaturgical preparations. Barnaby shivered. 


Shugg shook, crouched. “I shouldn’t have come. I’m not a good thief. I’ll let you down, 


Master Barnaby.” 

“Shut up and listen. You’ll do fine.” Barnaby pulled him to a sitting position. “Give me twenty minutes, if I’m not back by then, start screaming. Okay?” 


Shugg blubbered and nodded. “Okay.” 

“You can watch.” Barnaby tilted his head to the sill with a grin. “Might be entertaining.” 

“The soothsayer told me I would feel the pull of the upper class tonight and here I am.” 

Barnaby lowered his head below the window and hissed, “Soothsayer?” 


“Why I was late returning to the Pearl. I always consult a soothsayer before doing anything new.” 


“You told Dothos and some charlatan?” 

“Think her name’s Miri, not Charlotte.” 

“Bel preserve my bones in mud. Stay here and keep watch.” 


Shugg peered over the sill. He gasped. “It’s better than the Eyeful Inn, the one near the docks where the ladies—” 

“I’m familiar with the establishment, thank you.” Barnaby’s frequently empty purse gave testament to uncounted evenings spent admiring the exotic performers, and more. He moved to the curtained door. He flashed the fingers of both hands twice. Twenty minutes, he mouthed. 

Alone, Barnaby scurried along the perimeter of the partiers. Music hummed rhythms out of synch with gyrations contorting the barely dressed elite. Drugs, Barnaby thought. They danced to strains inside heads addled by imported elixirs. Disgusting, but helpful to his quest. 

He hoped some treasures remained in the baroness’s jewel box. He found the door to her suite and entered. Hushed voices and low moans from the room adjacent indicated an entwining of male and female jewels taking place. He peered into the courtyard, alive with pale skins and screeching laughter. He trusted Shugg’s call would be heard above the din, then he relaxed. After all, Shugg’s loud voice was one of the reasons he had recruited the lout. A voice certain to be heard, guaranteeing a diversion and a scapegoat for Barnaby to affect a safe exit and not give cause to raise alarm all over town. The other reason, of course, lay in Shugg’s singular stupidity at not questioning why he was to yell, thus drawing attention to his hitherto unrevealed presence. 

Barnaby bent down to examine the large chest at the foot of the lady’s bed. Working the inlaid designs in order, he soon freed the secret drawer in its base. Held down in grooves set into the slate floor, it was impossible to remove or lift. He withdrew the key, knelt, and began manipulating the tool, noting the rising groans from next door as mere background noise to the task. He too would enjoy the passions of high-bred women with a purse full of her ladyship’s finest, but not at this moment. 

The key slid vertically into the lock with a gentle click. He cocked an ear for the lovers. Still in the throes of passion. What pleasure enhancers and prolongers were in those drugs? He twisted the key, but the base refused to turn. Barnaby wiped his hand on his tunic and tried again. 

Clockwise, then counter. Nothing. “Hounds of hell,” he muttered. “Beltrum, lord of thieves, your loyal servant prevails upon you to aid him in this most noble foray.” The key turned. 

“Beltrum’s balls.” Barnaby looked at the key’s broken handle in his hand. “Pietro, my so-called blacksmith, you will eat your craftsmanship. This is why I despise partners.” 

Gritting his teeth, Barnaby dug around the broken and useless key stub. Barnaby’s shoulder ached from Wulfa’s claw, the price of betrayal. He cursed. He twisted the knife, searching for the pin missed by the key. Sweat from his brow stung Barnaby’s eyes. His blade strained, and he feared it would break. Then he heard the satisfying thunk and felt freedom in the lock. He sheathed the blade and lifted the top from the chest. An iridescent glow from serrated plumage of the strayling lit the velvet-lined compartment; the flightless avian carnivore’s deadly defense mechanism. 


“Feathers?” he cursed. 

The cries in the next room stopped. 


Barnaby slipped on a glove and grabbed a handful of the deadly feathers. Underneath resided a fine gem with a glow all its own. The real treasure. When he moved his bare hand close, the blue luminosity increased. The feathers bent slightly towards the jewel. “Neba and Bel.” The gem that was supposed to be his big ticket was cursed. 

He closed the lid over the gem and pushed the strongbox back into the base of the chest. Bloody strayling feathers. That idiot of a girl, he thought, apparently didn’t know a harmless gem from a cursed one. Even de Richie recognized it, probably too late, which was why it lay hidden and not on display with everything else. Too many precious gems were entranced these days. An honest thief like Barnaby plied his trade too often for worthless bounty. 


Then he heard the other idiot’s voice. 

“Help! Let go. Loose yourself, girl.” 

Then a female voice said, “Take me now, you brute.” “Save me, master . . .” Shugg’s voice became muffled. 

Fire, you dolt. Not help, not my name. Fire. 


The couple adjacent were on their feet judging by the sound changing from passion to footsteps. “Who refuses a willing partner at an orgy?” A male voice hooted. 

Barnaby saw the naked couple race to see the commotion. He sped through their vacated space, pocketing a pitiful necklace. Amid the rising tumult Barnaby exited to the roof and ran around the open yard. Flushed from his hiding place, Shugg was surrounded by half-naked men and women, the men brandishing weapons. Barnaby stifled a laugh at the conflicting actions of bravura while protecting their anatomical jewels. 

A naked woman clung to Shugg; her pale legs encircled his waist. “He’s mine. I found him!” she shrieked. She planted her lips once again on his, stifling any verbal resistance. 

Barnaby prepared to clear the house and run for the wall to make good his escape. The sight of Shugg standing there, still unaware of Barnaby’s duplicity, was the most hapless and absurd farcical drama Barnaby had witnessed in months. “You unlucky bastard,” he addressed himself, “maybe this poor sod is the key to changing your fortunes. Beltrum, mark me a fool.” 

Barnaby dropped back inside the inner grounds, hidden behind a lemon tree. He crept along the walls to an oil-burning sconce and lifted it free.  The feathers burst incandescent. Barnaby touched it against the baroness’s curtains. The hangings caught, and the smell of burning silk filled the air. Flames struggled to escape out the window, colors changing, seeking new fuel. 


“Fire!” Barnaby yelled as he ran into the shadows. 


The cry was taken up by the merrymakers with enthusiasm more than panic. Barnaby threw all his running momentum into the back of the lone swordsman remaining close to Shugg and the girl. The four of them spilled to the ground. Barnaby grabbed the man’s weapon and hurled it away. The would-be fighter tried to stand but collapsed in a fit of giggles. The girl moaned in pleasure, rubbing herself against Shugg. 

Barnaby tugged his cohort. “Come on, Shugg. We’re bound for the mines if we tarry longer. Release the lady. If you don’t mind, miss.” Barnaby tried to keep his face hidden. The girl fell back onto the grass, looking content. 


Shugg looked at Barnaby for a moment, then shouted, “Fire!” 

“They know. Let’s away.” 


Barnaby didn’t stop to look behind him until he was over the wall and running down High Street, his cape flapping under speed. Shugg led briefly, lumbering as though hell’s guardians closed on his heels. Barnaby yelled, “Split up. Take Onion Lane.” He shoved his accomplice down a side alley. “Meet at the Pearl.” 

The alarm bells stopped ringing before they reached the harbor. Like Shugg’s surprise admirer, the fire satiated itself quickly. 
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BARNABY SCOUTED FOR Wulfa before entering the main room of the Pearl. No sign of the vagabond. He approached the bar. “Dothos, my most honored host, brandy.” 


“You’re back early. Where’s my dullard? Have you lost him?” 


Barnaby paused to catch his breath. “Though it would serve him right and my conscience be clear, I have not lost him. I believe the ruffian has arrived.” 

Shugg lowered his head beneath the tavern door. He bent over, hands upon knees, inhaling the smoke-filled tavern atmosphere as though it was ambrosia. 

Dothos said, “Have you pawned your loot already, Barnaby? Your credit’s no good. I told you that.” 


Barnaby brought his knife out and placed it hilt first on the bar. 

“Oh, Neba, we’re that broke are we?” Dothos poured the brandy and slipped the knife in 


his belt. 

Barnaby took a swig. “I doubt you are. Tavern’s the last business to suffer in turmoil, unless the more fanatical wizards get their head. But I am without resource.” The small trifle he managed to pocket from the excursion would bring higher coin anywhere but here. 


“I told you he’s a fool. How’d he queer it?’ 

Barnaby snorted. “Wasn’t Shugg who queered it. My informant misled me.” 

Shugg had recovered wind enough to join them. 

Dothos said, “I suppose you’ll be wanting your position re-instated?” 


“No. I’d like my job back.” He looked confused at Dothos’s burst of laughter. “Hell’s saints, Master Barnaby. I’m near convinced thievin’ ain’t for me. Definitely not running.” 


“You’ve convinced me, Shugg. Why didn’t you yell fire?” 

Shugg had tears in his eyes as he explained, “I was just gettin’ ready to. Honest, Master 


Barnaby. Fire. I breathed deep and everything. Dothos would have heard me, I swear.” 


Barnaby finished the brandy and signaled another. “But you didn’t.” 


“No, sir. The young lady came from the bushes, saw me, and started grabbing me. She said, ‘You’re a big fella, let’s see what you’ve got.’ She commenced pullin’ at my clothes and wearing nothing but a necklace around her hips. Well sir, fire flew from my mind. Even though she began to. . . Well, I knew I couldn’t let you down, sir, and when she had her legs wrapped around me good, I yelled.” 

Barnaby rubbed his eyes. “So you cried help. A stripling of a girl tries to assault a man thrice her size and strength, and you cry for help. Well points for creativity.” 


“I’m sorry, sir. You didn’t get the baroness’s treasure, did you, master?” 


Barnaby thought of the feathers and the bedeviled gem underneath them. “How did you know? There was nothing of value left inside, sad to say.” He resisted fingering the necklace he had recovered from the vacated lovers’ bed. “A month’s work wasted, I’m afraid. 

“Dothos, I’ll be in your stable, working out my next endeavor. Corenthal has a growing cadre of those opposed to my exercising my free will. I think a trading expedition could be diverting and profitable. I’ll thank you both not to disturb my thinking too early in the morning.” Barnaby finished his drink, took a sorrowful look at the hilt of his prized knife resting in another man’s belt, and turned to leave. 


Shugg said, “Beg pardon, Master Barnaby.” 

“What now? Haven’t you said enough?” 


Shugg nodded. “I reckon I have at that, sir, but your bein’ a great thief and all. Well, I trust you to handle the business side of our partnership.” 


“Partnership?” Barnaby’s words lost anger when he saw Shugg’s massive fist unfurl. 

“The amorous young lady lost these when she locked her hips to me, as it were.” 


Barnaby let the string of rubies, emeralds, and sapphires cascade over his hand. He hid them in an instant. There were too many eyes in the tavern, but Shugg had blocked most views with his bulk. Barnaby added them to the value of Shugg’s paltry contribution. 


Dothos laughed. “Shugg the Thug, king of thieves.” 


Barnaby steeled him with an icy stare. “You heard him, we’re partners. If you tell anyone about our spoils, my partner will cut out your tongue.” He retrieved his knife from the publican. “Then your better bits.” He scanned the room. “What became of the entrancing blonde in the emerald-green livery I spotted earlier?” 


“Gweneth? Left for more lucrative pastures, I believe.” 


“How unfortunate. My choice now becomes either the Eels where my credit will go further or the Eyeful where it will evaporate. Good night to you, Dothos. I’m off to secure finer lodging than you can offer this night.” 


Shugg’s voice invaded Barnaby’s thoughts of silk sheets and silken female tresses. 


“Would I be goin’ with you, Master Barnaby?” 

Barnaby studied the hapless fellow and saw him once again in the baron’s courtyard, surrounded and near succumbed to the upper class of Corenthal. Barnaby began to laugh. “Most certainly, master Shugg. Most certainly. You are an entertaining fellow.” He clenched the jewels to his chest. “And a profitably lucky one. Eels or Eyeful?” 


Shugg scratched his stubbled head. “A softer mat would be my choice, Master Barnaby. 


I’m quite drained.” 


“No doubt. Eyeful offers the most comfort for the weary body and soul. And no mages.” 
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Interlude the First 

Daryan the Bold 
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THE HORSEMEN DRIFTED along the road from Hanappan the way smoke from the burning vineyards had drifted across the plain toward the Chobai desert all spring. Eihomad, sword maker and sword-master, watched with a dispassionate eye. The work hut sweltered. He’d ventured outside to rest and see if the cooling breezes had overwhelmed the smoky air. The riders turned, and he took more interest. Perhaps Tomas rode with them. 

Eihomad stood and peered into the brown haze. If his son was among the riders, he arrived too soon for the new sword. He glanced back inside his hut at the steaming steel blade. It would have balance to suit a boy grown into a warrior. The previous sword he’d given Tomas had been crafted with skill and love but was a youth’s weapon. This would be a man’s, a leader’s. 

The riders had disappeared behind the low hills, and Eihomad went back into the hut. He brought the cooling blade outside and set it across the stand. This new blade stood nearly as tall as his son had been the last time he saw Tomas. He carefully examined the family symbol near where the hilt would be. 

The riders reappeared, closer. Eihomad could hear the hoof beats and the sounds of leather creaking against man and horse. They numbered seven or eight. Eihomad could not tell the exact number through the dust. Perhaps they were the usual warriors, looking for new swords or knives to replace the ones lost in the internal strife ripping Hanappan for the last three years. He would tell them what he told all those who passed through, he had a blade to finish for a real warrior. The civil war mattered little in comparison to outfitting his progeny with a suitable weapon. 

They were close enough to count now—nine, not even a complete squad. The troop reined in, and the leader dismounted. His bearing looked familiar, but Eihomad could not place him. 

The man spoke, “It has been many years since I last visited your fire, sword-maker.” He removed his helmet to reveal a square jaw, deep-set eyes, and an unsmiling mouth. 

Eihomad put the walk together with the face and voice. “I should have recognized the yellow banner. Daryan of the Chobai. Daryan the Bold. You still wish a sword of mine? You have become a renowned warrior without one. It would appear I misjudged when I refused to forge a blade for you.” 

“Your reasons were sound enough, Eihomad. My skills have improved, but my vanity is reduced. I no longer desire the finest steel solely for show. The battlefield soon separates the vain from the valorous.” 

Daryan sat on a bench outside Eihomad’s hut. He jingled some coins. “My men and horses would rest and drink for a spell before we continue our journey.” 

Eihomad turned his head to the side. “You remember where the well is. You came to see me . . . three times?” 

Daryan signaled his group to dismount and lead their animals around to the other side of the hut. “Two.” 


Eihomad watched the soldiers file past. “They get younger.” He pointed to the smallest. 

“My nephew, Willem. You had an apprentice half his age the first time I visited you. 


Your son.” 

Eihomad chuckled. “You feared he would knife you in the back while I gave you a lesson in swordsmanship.” It had been years before. “You weren’t ready to bear a sword of Eihomad.” Daryan said, “My lack of skill lay exposed that day. I was a better fighter the second time 

I petitioned you.” 


“Before Tomas left for Prince Udolf’s service in the war of unification.” 


Daryan shrugged off his cloak. “A cursed goal. A warrior’s life is oft short, but this war destroyed more than lives. Souls burn in hell under the depraved weapons unleashed by Aloysius’s necromancers. King Udolf the Unifier is no more. The civil war is over. Aloysius is king. The victors sing of Udolf the Decapitator, adding ignominy to his death. Do the Black 

Prince’s men petition you, Eihomad?” 


“Aloysius’s warriors leave me be. Their weaponry is not of my craft.” 


Daryan let out a heavy sigh. “The magic closes in on us, my friend.” He looked around. “You and I had our second skirmish on this spot, when times were better. Everyone’s hopes rested on a rejuvenated Hanappan Kingdom.” 

“You sparred with my son that day. It was good practice for him to test a stranger’s form rather than mine all the time.” 


“Then you and I matched skill.” 


Eihomad said, “You could well have bested me then, but your attitude failed. You concentrated on the engagement but neglected your weapon. You wielded your steel as a tool not a partner.” 

“I still carry the whetstone you gave me. To remember to respect my tools, be they steel or men.” 

Daryan’s nephew Willem joined them and sat at his commander’s feet. He held a bundle of sacking across his lap. 

Eihomad said, “An intelligent-looking youth. He has respect in his eyes. As you had the last time you left here.” 

Daryan nodded. “Five years ago. This one was an infant then. His older brothers have gone into battle all.” Daryan sighed and stared at the moon rising over the roof of Eihomad’s hut. 

The sword-maker said, “I pray Tomas fights as I taught him. I thought it might be his troop when I saw your dust.” 


“He fights well.” 

Eihomad leaned forward. “You know him? You have seen him in battle?” 


“Yes.” Daryan’s voice sounded flat and tired. After a moment, he held out his hand to the boy. “Willem, it is time.” 

The boy passed the bundle to Daryan. He began to unwrap the rough cloth. “I saw a warrior fighting with honor and skill in the battlefield. When I got close enough to see a great sword, I recognized the craftsmanship of Eihomad.” He removed the last piece of wrapping. “I saw this sword. I grieve for us, Eihomad. For I have lost a peer, and you have lost a son.” He handed Eihomad the sword. “Even the finest steel and craftsmanship cannot overcome the evilest sorcery. Valiant warriors such as Tomas are leaves in the wind compared to the magic brought down on their heads. Tomas fought outside our own ensorcellment as a true leader. Valor wasn’t enough to protect him.” 

The sword-maker touched the blade lovingly. This was meant to be an interim blade until Eihomad could finish the one steps away. Only this remained of Tomas? He spoke without looking at the commander. “Why do you come? What does Daryan the Bold need from me? I refused to make you a sword. Will you take one now? I will do it for this.” He clutched the sword. 


Daryan shook his head. “No, I ask for Willem.” 

Eihomad studied the boy. “A blade for him?” 


“No, not a weapon. His mother died in the plague two springs ago. I desire him to be your apprentice.” 

Eihomad sighed. “I am old and stiff. I do not teach fighting skills any longer. Tomas was my last pupil. You should have brought your lad while my son was still here.” 

“I wish Willem to be a sword-maker, not a master. Never a warrior. I have lost too many youths under my command. He has a chance for a different future if you will allow. The war against Aloysius and his wizards went badly. Traditional swords and tactics have their place against magic, but the battle for Hanappan shattered my confidence, artisan. I have three duties to discharge in my defeat. Willem’s is the first. My men know only soldiering as a trade. My second task is finding mercenary work for them, even if under the new regime.” Daryan fell 

silent. 


“The third?” 


Daryan tousled Willem’s hair. “The third to be determined. I will know when I see it. I’ve earned my punishment by inaction. I now act. Perhaps my soul will be redeemed, for my body cannot.” 

The warrior lowered his head. “My traditions are at an ebb. But there will come a time when fine steel will be needed again. I would bequest Willem be renowned as you are rather than 

as I.” 


“I must think.” Eihomad carried his son’s sword inside. 


He spent the night staring into the embers of his forge, the forge which brought men hundreds of miles to bargain for his steel, the forge which had once bonded father and son then sent them apart. 

The following morn, Daryan’s troop rode away with one less than they’d arrived with. Eihomad watched the red sunrise through the dust of the horses and the fire smoke. 

He would never again search the horizon for his son. Eihomad’s legacy could die with Tomas or live on through this work. He stoked the fire then said, “Watch me, apprentice. You will do this tomorrow and every day. Now bring me water; my throat burns, and it will be a long day over the forge.” 
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BARNABY STUDIED THE level of wine in his mug with distinct sadness. He fingered the few coins in his purse and calculated the nights remaining before he must return to larceny. The Pearl Tavern’s hearth smoke and candlelight dimmed the view of his two companions. The first, the oft-confused—though not from drink—Shugg did not return Barnaby’s stare, absorbed in conjuring more ale for himself. Or perhaps, Barnaby surmised, lost in a thought. One single thought, for the black-haired, squarish head did not cripple itself by the distractions of more than one task at a time. 

Barnaby occasionally wished he could escape into such mental bliss. But his mind wouldn’t cooperate. He was cursed to be a thinker. Think, review, act, and learn from his successes. And mistakes. Not mistakes, he thought, setbacks. 

Barnaby then appraised a much more pleasant view. The high, delicate cheekbones belied the fire within the lovely Gweneth. The lusty Gweneth. The thirsty Gweneth. The Gweneth who’d found and attached herself to him the same night he’d fenced the proceeds from de 

Richie’s party before he’d completed his inquiries after her. Moths to a kindred flame. 

The inn ebbed and flowed with boisterous visitors, some new to port and others in quiet reflection like himself. The dark stone and timber walls swallowed torchlight and gave no hint of the conspiracies and intimacies bandied by the patrons. All the privacy in Mentus could be had here amongst the lowest level of Corenthal’s citizenry. Barnaby loved it. 

Gweneth smiled at him and showed her own empty mug. Barnaby nodded and drew out his last silver piece. The rest were coppers, though he didn’t wish her to see what remained. He still enjoyed her company. He pressed the silver to her palm. “And for me, dear. Shugg, more ale?” 


“No, thank you, Master Barnaby. I shall head to bed.” 


“The straw awaits you then, good Shugg. We will meet in the morn. I believe it is time to return to our craft. The mind atrophies without challenge, eh?” 

“Whatever you say, master.” Shugg stood, crumbs from his meal dropped from the folds of a knee-length shirt. He headed to the stable loft where the threesome currently boarded. 


Gweneth returned with fresh wine. “You owe Dothos four more coppers, Barn.” 

“What new swindle is this?” 

“He says import duties went up 40 percent at midnight.” 


“And the city-watch brands me a thief. Cut purses, every one; a royal title can’t hide the greed in a man.” Barnaby filled his cup, more with remorse than grape. Well, he reflected, a clear mind for a clear scheme. “Tell him to charge it to our account. We may well have to lower our custom. Next stop the Three Eels. Assani’s wine is vile but cheap. After the third or fourth bottle, who notices?” 


“I do, Barn. I’ve no intention of lowering my standards.” She spoke with a threat. 


“Further.” 

Two could parry at this game. He said, “Or you could go to work here, sweet lady. It is time for us to throw off these shackles of ease and return to the purpose the great maker intended for us.” 

“Slinging grog to the likes of these?” Gweneth gestured to the raucous crowd. “The inflated price of wine leaves little in men’s purses for tips.” 


“No matter how comely the server?” Barnaby winked at her. 


“He also said two of the baron’s guard inquired after you and Shugg. Your fellow thief made quite an impression on the baron’s niece during their recent fire.” 

An embarrassing memory of him calling Shugg by name. “Be healthy for Shugg and me to take our leave of Corenthal. Taxes, duties, surcharges. Different words for the same thing, extortion. Even on the basics of life. Wine, Gweneth. Why do they tax the one thing we need to forget the high cost of survival?” 

“Are you becoming a philosopher, Barn? Spending your days pondering the mysteries of life and your nights invoking demons?” 

Barnaby slammed the drink hard onto the table. “Never. No mage’s life for me.” Faces turned, saw the source of the outbreak, and returned to their own intrigues. He took a drink and calmed himself. “I merely ask why.” 

“Because no one will stop drinking, no matter how much it costs to transport wine from the Hanappan plateau.” 

“And do the growers and fermenters reap the bounty of their labor? No
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