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Prologue

​


There’s a woman in chain mail standing across
the room from me; her sword is leveled at my chest. I can smell the
enchantment on the blade, it’s a strong one; maybe even strong
enough to cause me harm. Still, I’m not too concerned; it’s at
least a ten-foot lunge and I know I move faster than she does.
Indeed, she’s the one who is looking worried. My display of
strength and the death of her comrade have shaken her resolve.

She’s got a pretty face, flushed with
excitement but strong and in control. It is her neck that really
draws me, though, so soft and inviting, filled with the warm blood
I desire. The curve of her flesh glistens, waiting for a
well-placed gentle kiss.

She’s breathing rapidly now, her breath
coming in shallow gasps. Her trek up through the castle has sapped
much of her strength. And the fear she feels is naked in her eyes.
Now, she’s getting ready to pounce, just a little too much tension
in her stance, her eyes just a little too focused. She couldn’t
give me more warning if she were to ask my permission first.

She moves in with remarkable speed, her blade
striking out like a serpent’s tongue. Even winded, she still
manages to cut my cape, then prances away with her back toward the
wall, ready for anything. Anything, except me.

I close the distance and with a clean sweep
of my hand knock her sword clattering across the room. Stepping
forward, I place myself between her and her weapon. What will she
do now, I wonder? Oh, the dagger. That’s good. There’s no
enchantment on that one. Not much good that, even if she could grip
it well in her bloodied hand.

I laugh a little, loud enough so she can hear
me, exulting in the terror I see contorting her features. She’s
backing toward the door, looking for escape.

I move toward her with the speed of my kind.
My hand closes over her wrist and with a quick snap, the bones are
shattered and the useless dagger is sent to the floor. Vainly she
flails at me with her other hand. Despite the pain in her wrist she
is trying to pull free. In desperation, she brings her knee upward
in a fierce jab. If I were a man, I’m sure I’d be on the ground
right now. Unfortunately for her, I am no longer a man.

Her struggles are growing weaker. Perhaps the
pain or the fear is wearing her down. She collapses on the ground.
Her helm falls to the floor with a loud metallic clang and her
long, golden tresses drape down to shroud her face. Reaching down
with a lover’s touch, I cup her chin and raise her eyes to mine.
Tears stream down her cheeks, sparkling in the moonlight. She’s
really quite beautiful with a face befitting an angel; it is a
great irony that she should fall to a devil such as I.

For the first time this evening, I speak.
“Well, intruder, did you not know there is a penalty for
trespassing in my lair?”

“Please, please, let me go,” she begs. “I’ll
never come back, I’ll do anything you want.”

“Then tell me why you are here. Who sent
you?”

“We came for the sceptre.” She glances
askance at the crumpled ruin that was once her companion.

I nod in the dead man’s direction. “Yes,
perhaps you can reach him. Perhaps you can take the wooden stake
from his chest and drive it through my heart, thus ridding this
pestilent world of my accursed presence ... and perhaps I will rip
your arm off if you try. Now answer the question, my dear. Who sent
you?”

The naked terror in her face highlights her
beauty. For a fleeting moment, I am loathe to wreck such a delicate
flower. Indeed, it is the irony of her reply that seals my
decision.

“It was Arcalian ... the mage. Please ... I
don’t want to die.”

A warm, almost human smile crawls across my
lips. “Don’t worry, my dear, you won’t.”

A brief flash of relief evaporates from her
face changing into the gruesome horror of realization as I lunge
for her throat. My teeth pierce her neck, freeing a flow of warm,
sweet blood. As I feed her body goes limp in my arms and her
struggles cease.

Time passes.

She is very nearly drained and quite ready. A
quick movement of my hand and my left breast is exposed. Another
slash and a gentle trickle of rapidly cooling blood is flowing down
my chest. I gaze at my victim. Her breath is coming in ragged
gasps; a moment more and she will expire. Ever so slowly I pull her
to her knees before me. With my hand behind her head I pull her up
and force her lips to my breast. She murmurs a weak protest, but
her will, as her blood, is all but gone.

I whisper softly in the woman’s ear, “Drink,
my love, and the pain and the weariness shall pass from you
forever. I know you are thirsty, my love, I know you hunger. I can
ease your suffering, your unendurable torments. Drink, and you
shall cast off this paltry existence, this mortal shell of such
feeble constitution and you shall become as I: strong, immortal,
invincible.”

A moment passes before she begins to suck on
the wound. I feel the blood flowing from my chest. As time slips
away her strength begins to return. The flow from my chest grows
stronger and I am forced to restrain her. At long last, she is
finished and I lift her in my arms. Several long strides take me to
the old bedchamber. She can rest here for the remainder of the
evening. It may be several nights before she can hunt on her own,
and I have other business to attend to.

 


Arcalian the mage. I had so hoped our
dealings would have been more profitable, but it seems the allure
of the sceptre proved too strong for him. I should have known
better than to grant a wizard mercy. I should have killed him
outright when he first turned up snooping around my lair. But no, I
listened to that whining old man beg for his life in exchange for
what? The promise of young fresh victims? An apprentice here and
there plucked from the guild at the appointed times. No one misses
the occasional apprentice. Wizards’ apprentices run away or die all
the time. Very few survive to become a true mage. It was a
brilliant plan: diabolical in every detail, sadistic in every
nuance. It impressed even me with the depths of its perversity.
Perhaps, after I dispense with Arcalian I can induce another member
of his sorcerous guild to go along with a similar plan. After all,
my newfound love may need a little practice before she starts
hunting on her own. I’ll have to be more careful, though. No one
can be allowed even a hint of where my lair is; that is one mistake
which will never be repeated. In the mean time, I believe it’s time
I paid Arcalian a visit.

A quick glance assures me my love still lies
upon the bed as if fast asleep. The room is dark, the windows
shuttered with the curtains drawn; the Sun shall not touch her when
He rises. Silent as death I move through the chambers and halls of
the long abandoned keep. Nothing stirs save the wind outside and
the rats dining on my newfound bride’s late companion. Irritated
with the mess, I throw his carcass to the courtyard below and look
out into the night.

Silgaren, the great moon, hangs in the sky,
full and bright. Its smaller companion, Neerie, is not yet visible,
although a golden glow limns the clouds far to the southeast.
Spread beneath the greater moon, the Forest of Shrouding Mists
fills the valley brim to brim. It is an old and ancient woodland
whose unnamed horrors have always been sufficient guard to keep my
castle safe—that is, until that treacherous wizard sent those
assassins into my keep. Arcalian must die, as must all others who
know of my existence. I’ll wring his foul neck for names.

I change shape and take to the air. It is a
clear, cold night, with no clouds to hinder my vision. Below me,
the dark canopy of the forest bears an even darker scar: the trail
of the old river and its sister road to town and Arcalian.

Despite my near limitless power, I am
cautious about openly wandering in a human city on a clear night. I
have had run-ins with them before and I have no wish to draw undue
notice. I soar in a long gliding circle to free my mind for
concentration.

It takes but a moment.

Then the storm begins to build, drawing in
clouds from the distant sea. They roil and churn in the darkening
night, reaching forth with long writhing tendrils as if to grasp
the town with a shadowy hand. A chilling gust of wind sweeps
through the forest trees and the mists boil forth from the valley
floor. All told, I spend an hour circling the town while the storm
gathers its strength. Then, as the first lightnings begin to flash
and the rains begin to fall, I descend on shadowy wings into the
heart of Drisdak, the city on the Sea of Sorrows.

The mages guild is easy to find; its rancid
stench of magic can be smelled from blocks away. It’s a tall
building, made of stone, looking more like a miniature keep than a
guild house. Five circular towers loom up from a central stone
edifice. I have no doubt that Arcalian can be found in the highest
tower in the room of the guild master, undoubtedly basking in the
luxuries my services provided.

At the gate of the guild house, two armored
men, spears at the ready, stand sheltered in an alcove as the rain
begins to pour. I take a moment to consider my options, then wrap
my dark cape about myself to hide my current attire. As I approach
the guards, their spears lower to bar my way. I could kill them, of
course, but that would not help me get inside.

“Oh please, sirs.” My voice takes on a
pitiful, pleading tone. “I know it’s past curfew, but I was
resolving some important business for my master on the far side of
town and I got held up ... and then the storm came ... Now I’m all
soaked-through without the coin to get a room.”

One guard snorts disgustedly. “So what? You
know the rules. Spend the night in the gutter for all I care.”

The other man is somewhat more inquisitive.
“Business? Who’s your master?”

“Why it’s the guild master Arcalian,
sir.”

They exchange glances, and the first guard
snorts again. “You, you’re always looking for favors, you make me
sick.”

The second guard smiles. “Of course, my
friend, we’ll be happy to let you in. Ignore my rude comrade here,
I’ll let you in the gate myself. Just remember ol’ Peredrin, and
I’ll be happy to help you anytime.” Not a noble invitation, but it
will appease the ancient stricture.

The guard pulls out a key and unlocks the
gate. Within moments I am inside a dry hall lit by an oil lamp
hanging on the wall. If the guards were truly observant, they might
notice that I cast no shadow. But guards being guards, they notice
not. As they start to swing the gate shut, I turn and face
them.

“Guards ...” I say.

The first guard, looking perturbed, does not
reply, but the second brightens immediately. “Yes, my friend ...”
he answers.

Their minds are weak, and the compulsion is
easy. “You will not remember me.”

A glazed look comes into their eyes as I
retreat down the hall. In moments, I have vanished from their sight
and the first guard shakes his head. “Peredrin! Are you daft, man?
Close that blasted gate.”

Peredrin’s reply is muffled by the clanging
sound of iron slamming into stone. From the shadows, I smile. “Have
a nice night, gentlemen.”

Turning, I proceed down the hall. After a few
moments in solitude I encounter a young apprentice doing some of
his own late night wanderings. He manages a quick glance in my
direction, then tries to hurry past. I grab his arm.

“Do you know the way to Arcalian’s
chamber?”

“Uh ... yes.”

“Good. You will take me to him at once. Take
the shortest route and waste no time. And when I take my leave of
you, you shall have no memory of ever having seen me. Is that
understood?”

His voice comes out soft, airy, almost
lifeless. “Yes.”

We make rapid progress through the quiet
halls until at last we reach a winding staircase. “Arcalian’s
chamber is on the highest floor,” the apprentice says, pointing.
Having no further need for him, I send him on his way and start
climbing the stairs. They end in a large oak door smelling faintly
of magic, guarded by a lone man in chain armor, long sword at his
side. He bars my way with hand on hilt.

“Master Arcalian is not to be disturbed.”

Annoyed, I kill him.

I move to sniff the door. Yes, there is a
ward, but it is far too weak to affect me. Arcalian is not the mage
the former guild master was. In a playful mood, I knock on the
time-worn wood. There is no reply. I knock again.

Finally, Arcalian’s voice answers. “Guard, I
told you I was not to be disturbed. Guard ...”

I hear a second voice, muffled by the door,
but still loud enough for my ears to discern. “Perhaps, the guard
is asleep or indisposed.”

“Then we shall find a new guard. Answer the
door and get rid of whoever it is, Aristoceles ... and then find
that guard.”

Footsteps approach the door from the far
side. “Sir, didn’t you put a ward on the door?”

“Yes, but it was just to ward off common
thieves and such—it would have no effect on any of the higher
mages—now open the door!”

“Perhaps a stronger ward may be warranted.
Talamarius always preferred the ward of concealment to hide his
private study.”

“I am not Talamarius, nor do I have any wish
to seclude myself to the extent that even the council cannot reach
me if the need arises. Now, for the last time Aristoceles, open the
door!”

“As you wish, sir.”

The door swings inward. A grey haired man in
pale yellow robes stands in the doorway, one hand on the handle,
the other on the doorframe. “The master wishes not to be
distur—”

Stepping forward with hands extended, I snap
the man’s neck with a violent twist, then turn toward Arcalian.
“Greetings, wizard.” The body drops to the floor.

With a startled yelp, Arcalian leaps back
from his desk. “Lucian, you’re ali—”

“My dear friend, I have not been alive for a
thousand years. You of all people should be aware of that.” I step
slowly and deliberately past the robed man’s body.

With obvious effort, Arcalian regains his
composure. He sinks slowly back into his chair and rests his elbows
on the oak desk, his hands folded beneath his chin. The tome
splayed out before him is thick and leather-bound. The oil lamp
flickers in a draft and the mage’s shadow dances across the wall.
“You have killed Aristoceles.”

My hand motions to the doorway. “And your
guard. Their deaths amused me.”

“The guard will be easy to replace, but
Aristoceles may prove more difficult.”

“Oh really, why is that? He didn’t smell
particularly strong.” I fold my arms across my chest; there is no
rush to kill this man. Indeed, it is enjoyable watching his
discomfort grow. “What use was he to you?”

The wizard makes an explanatory gesture with
his left hand. “Very little in the magical sense, he was always
more interested in philosophy than the true arts of sorcery. But he
was naive enough to be considerably loyal to me, and he had a knack
for many things others might find difficult.”

I glance down at the crumpled body.
“Philosophy? If I had known, I could have made him immortal. Many a
lonely night have I spent pondering the mysteries of the universe.
It might prove amusing to have someone who thinks he is learned in
such affairs to talk to. Could you imagine, though, an immortal
vampire wandering the world spending half his time drinking blood
and the other half trying to justify his existence as a murderer of
men? I’m sure the emotional turmoil would be agonizing, far more so
than any caused by any one of his ridiculous paradoxes, be it on
place, motion, or the meaning of time.”

“Lucian, my friend,” Arcalian says, leaning
back in his chair, “you always seem to amaze me with your knowledge
of things both common and obscure. Are you truly as well-read as
you seem?” He masks his fear well, but the smell of magic has a new
companion, the odor of human sweat. A lonely bead of perspiration
dripping from the wizard’s brow betrays the man’s true
feelings.

“A thousand years leaves one ample time to
read.”

“I suppose it does. I am curious, however.
Something you suggested intrigues me. If you were to change my
friend into a vampire—”

“It is too late. He is dead and I didn’t even
bite him.”

“Yes, but if he were to become a vampire
would he retain that much of his original identity? Would he still
be a philosopher in mind, yet a vampire in body?”

“I’m not really sure. It’s been so long since
I was mortal, I truly don’t remember.”

“It’s a shame that you killed him so quickly,
perhaps if you had been more patient.”

This discussion is growing tedious. It will
be best if I end it. “It doesn’t matter, I can always find another
philosopher if I become overly curious. Perhaps even a mage.”

Arcalian’s lips thin and his complexion
pales. Nevertheless, he still tries to continue the charade. “A
mage? What an interesting idea. Imagine, a vampire with the power
of magic at his beck and call ...”

“Don’t worry. It won’t be you. I intend to
kill you outright. I don’t like you enough to give you that much
power. The woman you sent to destroy me, though, she, I intend to
keep.”

Arcalian looks at me with a forcibly puzzled
expression on his face. There is a hint of panic in his eyes. “The
woman I sent… I’m afraid I don’t understand what you mean.”

“Come now, don't you remember? She had blond
hair, blue eyes, and a magical sword capable of severing my head.
And I mustn’t forget her companion—the small dark-haired fellow
with the wooden stakes—awfully handy to have around when you’re
hunting vampires. They almost succeeded too, but tragically,
they were running just a little late. Imagine my surprise this
evening when I awoke to the grating sound of my own coffin being
opened. Well, the rogue now wears his favorite stake, and the woman
... she is now my bride! Do you remember now?”

“You are mistaken. I ... have no knowledge of
these ... things.” He makes a furtive glance toward the wand lying
beside the book on his desk, within easy reach if I moved as slowly
as a mortal.

“Mistaken? I think not. ‘Lucian, you’re
alive!’ Your performance at my entrance has already convicted you
of your crime.” I place both my hands on his desk and lean toward
him, snarling. “And with no court at hand, I am forced to pass
judgment myself.” I straighten, locking my eyes with his.

With human slowness, he makes a lunge for his
wand. I too lunge, hurling his desk aside like a desiccated leaf in
the autumn wind. My left hand clasps his right and twists it back
almost to the point of breaking but not quite, not yet. He gasps in
pain and a bolt of energy unleashed from the wand goes awry to
reduce a far bookshelf to a smoking ruin.

“Before I send you to the grave, old friend,
I need to know one thing. Who else amongst your scholarly kindred
have you told of my existence? Answer me!” I apply a trace more
pressure to his wrist, grinding the bones together with
excruciating force.

His face contorts in pain, yet he still
manages to work defiance into his glare. “I’d rather swallow my own
tongue.”

“I had so hoped it wouldn’t end like this,” I
whisper gently in his ear. With a sudden twist I snap his forearm
and crush his wrist, eliciting a scream of pain echoed by a
lightning flash at the window. Ever so gently, I wrap the fingers
of my right hand around his throat.

His eyes glow with hatred. “Burn in Hell, you
undead bastard.” Shrieking, he thrusts his other hand toward my
face, a hand which bursts into flame as it touches my skin.

The pain ... The little mortal hurt
me. He hurt me. I shove him away and step back. My vision in
one eye is gone and my face is wracked with agony. I see him there,
leaning against the toppled wreckage of his desk, panting. His left
hand is wreathed with fire and a silver ring on his finger pulses
with a liquid light.

“Not as easy as you thought, am I, Lucian.”
He has an evil, almost confident look in his eye. A small gesture
from his left hand and the flames sprout into a sword of fire.

I finger my left eye and the side of my face;
it is quite numb now. I return my attention to the wizard and his
sword. “Your late master gave me worse.”

“Talamarius? He was a knave. I could have
taken him myself. I didn’t need you. I don’t need you.”

He lunges forward swinging his sword in a
wide arc. With my right hand I catch his wrist, with my left I
grasp his throat.

“You haven’t ... won ... yet,” he says,
gasping.

The five fingers of his left hand open wide.
The sword of fire melts into a wave of flames rolling across my
arm, coursing toward my shoulder. Agony erupts along my body and
with a howl I lunge, sinking my teeth deep into his neck. Still he
struggles on, scourging my arm with his unearthly fire. But though
the pain is great, my probing teeth have found an artery and I know
his time is short. In violent spurts his lifeblood gushes from him,
smearing my face and shirt and running in warm rivulets down my
throat. Within moments, the flame dies down. The pain, however,
remains; it is much slower in the ebbing.

For nearly half an hour I remain there,
feeding. When his white body finally sags to the floor, my vision
is beginning to return.

“Well, Arcalian.” I say, studying his corpse.
“It was almost a battle, but I will not honor you by calling you
adversary. No, I will treat you as you deserve; my ravens are
always hungry, and I’m sure you’ll make a fine repast.”

Minutes later, I am leaning out the window
clutching Arcalian’s body with one hand. My gaze lingers in the
center of the room where a conflagration is beginning amidst a pile
of broken furniture and broken bodies. The scent of old magics
mingles sickeningly with the scent of burning flesh. With one last
parting smile and a leap into the night, I scurry across the roof
of the guild house dragging the old wizard’s body in the rain. With
his corpse in tow, it may take several hours to reach my castle,
but Silgaren is only an hour past its zenith. I have time.


Chapter One

​


A gentle rapping echoed in the chamber.

Regecon stirred under the sheets of his
bed.

The rapping on the door continued.

With a weary sigh, Regecon sat up and rubbed
the sleep from his eyes. “I’ll be with you in a moment,” he called.
A glance toward the window told him it was still dark out—many long
hours until the dawn. “This had better be good.” Mumbling to
himself, the fire mage slid his feet over the side of the bed.

He stretched and yawned loudly. He stood,
wrapped his red-orange robe about his shoulders, then strode toward
the far door to open it. In the hallway outside, a young man in
servant’s garb stood trembling in excitement.

“The night watchman sent me for you, sir,” he
said. “There’s a fire in the High Tower. You must come at
once.”

“A fire? Is it a large one?” Regecon asked,
all thought of sleep vanishing. “What of Arcalian?”

“It has gutted the upper level, sir, and no
one has seen or heard from either Arcalian or Aristoceles since it
was discovered. Please, sir, you must come at once.”

“I’ll head there immediately. Go and wake
Toreg.” As a master of seacraft, Toreg possessed skills with
elemental water that could prove useful if the fire got beyond
Regecon’s control. “Quickly, now.”

With long hurried strides Regecon headed down
the hall, his thoughts troubled. A fire in the guild master’s
quarters was a serious matter. Arcalian possessed considerable
knowledge of flamecraft as well as seacraft; if a blaze was beyond
his control, something must be terribly wrong. What could have
possibly happened?

It was only a short distance to the High
Tower, yet by the time Regecon arrived a small crowd of servants
and white-robed apprentices had gathered before the steps of the
great staircase. After several moments of searching, Regecon at
last spied the night watchman in quiet debate with a young
apprentice. The conversation became audible as Regecon
approached.

“I don’t care if the mages can handle it.
We’re not about to sit by and watch. The fire could gut the whole
tower by the time they get here. Now take your friends and some of
those servants and start hauling up buckets of water from the
cellar well.”

“That won’t be necessary, Mathagarr,” Regecon
said, interrupting the watchman. The apprentice smiled in a quiet
I-told-you-so fashion, but a shrewd glance from the mage wiped the
look from his face. Abashed, the apprentice looked down at his
feet.

Mathagarr and Regecon had known each other
for nearly twenty years, ever since Regecon first came to the town
of Drisdak to study magic. And though Regecon was born of noble
blood and Mathagarr had been little more than an adventurous
commoner, they had become and remained fast friends.

Regecon turned to the night watchman, his
expression sober. “If you would just fill me in, I believe I can
handle things, although I have sent for Toreg just in case.”

“Certainly, Councilman,” Mathagarr said in a
formal tone; in the company of others, the guardsman took care with
his speech, primarily because of a certain episode he had had with
Toreg a few months back. Mathagarr had been addressing the Council
of High Mages on a simple matter concerning several late night
pilferings that had occurred. In the middle of his speech, the
watchman had made the mistake of referring to Regecon by name.
Toreg had become irate, calling Mathagarr to order and insisting
that all mages be given the respect they deserved when being
addressed by the “commoners.” To a certain extent Regecon had
agreed with Toreg, at least when the council was in session.
However, there was such a thing as taking propriety too far. Toreg
had pursued his case to the extreme, even insinuating that
Mathagarr was somehow involved with the thefts—an insinuation
Regecon found patently absurd. It was not until Morcallenon, the
head diviner, had cleared things up and the real thief placed in
custody that Toreg had even begun to speak directly to Mathagarr
again. Since then Mathagarr took great pains to address Regecon in
public as ‘sir’ or ‘Councilman.’

“If you would just follow me to the
staircase, sir,” Mathagarr continued, “I’ll give you the details. I
was doing my usual rounds when I heard a loud crash from above. I
went up the stairs to investigate and found Guild Master Arcalian’s
chamber doorframe collapsed and his room ablaze. The heat and smoke
were far too intense for me to brave alone and I could hear the
floor beginning to crack and give. I called loudly for Master
Arcalian and with no answer forthcoming, I returned downstairs to
get help. I sent one of the servants to fetch you and I gathered
several others and was about to send them off to get buckets of
water when you arrived.”

“Thank you, Mathagarr,” Regecon said, “You
have done we—” A horrendous explosion and crash reverberated down
the hall from above, shaking the staircase and sending an
apprentice stumbling to his knees. “What was that?”

“It must be the chamber floor, sir,”
Mathagarr answered. “It has probably collapsed, no doubt spreading
the fire to the storage room on the lower level.”

“Then I mustn’t waste my time further in
discussion. Mathagarr, disperse the crowd and send Toreg up after
me as soon as he arrives.”

“Yes, sir.”

With nothing else to delay him, Regecon
turned and took the first three steps in a single bound, then
proceeded in a similar fashion up the winding stairs. After two
complete spirals, he came to the level of the storage room. Already
smoke could be seen issuing from the crack beneath the heavy door.
He placed his palm flat on the surface of the wood, and then pulled
it away thoughtfully as he felt the gentle warmth.

He took time to cast a brief charm against
possible backdrafts, then turned the great door handle and gave a
firm shove. A moment’s worth of mild resistance gave way with a
groan and the great door swung inward. A blast of thick black smoke
sent Regecon staggering back onto the staircase, coughing to catch
his breath. Waving the smoke from his face and hacking loudly,
Regecon murmured a second incantation, took a deep breath of fresh
air, then strode into the chamber to gaze upon a hellish scene.

At one time the chamber had been simply
furnished with a variety of wooden shelves and crates lining its
walls, stock full of clean linens and the occasional odd old
clothes. Now the room resembled the abode of the most hellish fiend
of nightmare. The wooden floor of the mage’s study above had
collapsed, scattering debris everywhere. Two of the linen shelves
on opposite sides of the room lay on their sides under the crushing
weight of the largest intact slab of the fallen ceiling. In the
center of the room, as if in defiance, two smoldering crates stood
stacked one upon the other while the rest of the chamber drifted in
and out of view behind roaring flames.

Looking up, Regecon saw the remnants of the
upper level floor reaching out to form jagged smoldering overhangs.
Through the billowing smoke he sighted two such overhangs holding
precariously in place what looked to be another large section of
the floor—with a start Regecon realized this was the roof of the
tower, his probing eyes spying the gleam of a star through a clear
patch in the smoke. A groan from beneath his feet brought the
mage’s attention back to his own floor. With the wreckage of at
least one and a half upper stories weighing down upon it and the
fire growing in intensity with each passing moment, he knew his
time was short.

Regecon strode purposefully toward the center
of the room, the flames dancing around him as he walked. Shortly,
he stood before the two burning crates like a devout priest before
the sacred statue of his god. Placing his finger on the highest of
the two crates he uttered a single word. He retreated three steps,
then spread his arms wide and called out in a loud, powerful
voice.

With a surprising suddenness, order appeared
amidst the chaos. No longer did the flames flicker and blaze in the
random fashion accorded by their nature, but rather each began to
dance in harmony with the others to a strange and silent tune.
While Regecon began to chant, a pulsing light filled the room, like
the beating of a gargantuan heart. The fire, caught in his magic,
thrashed and convulsed like a living thing filled with rage, bent
on consuming everything in its path. Its fiery will locked with
Regecon’s forcing the mage to grunt from the strain. But he delved
deep. He channeled torrents of magical energy, using his own body
as a conduit to guide the fire and direct its movements. Slowly,
sluggishly the flames responded. No longer wild and rampant, they
became a guided force with purpose. Around and around they crawled,
spiraling in toward the two crates beckoning from the center of the
room. The flames embracing the crates grew brighter and stronger as
their myriad brethren tumbled in to join them. And as the flames
continued to pour in, those which were first to arrive were pushed
further and further inward, until at last they were smothered under
the continuing onslaught. The outer most edge of the fire
diminished, leaving a trail of charred and smoking debris.

Slowly, inexorably, the monster lost its will
and the fire began to die. Its heart continued to blaze, roaring up
in fury, but its writhing tentacles shriveled away, fading into
nothingness.

Finally, all that remained of the fire was
its pulsing heart, beating in the center of the room, consuming the
wooden crates in its hellish furnace. Uttering a single word,
Regecon strode forward to strike the flames with his open palm.
With a last desperate hiss, the fire went out and darkness closed
in.

Regecon heard voices outside on the stairs
and shortly, Mathagarr arrived carrying an oil lamp. Behind him
came Toreg, arms folded at his chest, eyebrow arched in quizzical
dissatisfaction.

Weary now, Regecon lacked even the energy to
move; he simply bowed his head and stood amidst the smoking
wreckage. All about him, scattered pieces of what was once
Arcalian’s floor lay tumbled in chaos. The gutted remains of wooden
crates lay strewn about, blackened shelves littered the floor, and
a lone half-eaten desk sat propped against a large slab of flooring
near the back wall. Amongst all that wreckage only the center of
the room seemed clear; where once two crates had stood, only fine
white ash remained.

Regecon groaned, and stooped in pain, bracing
himself with hands on thighs.

Kicking aside debris, Mathagarr rushed to the
mage’s side, grabbing his arm to steady him and keep him on his
feet.

“It’s all right. Just give me a minute,”
Regecon said, wearily.

Mathagarr placed one hand on his shoulder.
“Are you sure?” he asked.

“Really, I’ll be fine. It was just the
finishing touches on that one. The dousing at the end took a lot
out of me. Just let me catch my breath ...”

Toreg approached through the tumult. “All
things considered, Regecon, you could have waited.” The water mage
stopped halfway through the wreckage and stooped down to pick up
something. He studied it a moment, then continued forward carrying
what looked like a blackened piece of twisted leather in his hand.
“It wasn’t wise tackling that fire all by yourself. From the looks
of it, it was an exceptionally large one ... and exceptionally hot
as well.” He handed the twisted leather to Regecon. “Look at
this.”

Regecon took the piece of leather in his hand
and straightened his back, his weariness expunged by curiosity.
With deft movements, he worked on untwisting the leather into a
rough rectangle, nearly two feet long and half as wide. “Looks like
a book covering ... Damn, it’s one of Arcalian’s spellbooks. The
fire ate through the ward and everything ...”

“Yes, it did. And if that’s all that’s left
of that one, you can pretty much assume his other spellbooks are
ruined as well, not to mention all the other books he had which
weren’t magical but were nonetheless of immense academic value.
They weren’t even protected. It is truly an immeasurable loss.”

“Unless, he managed to escape and take some
of his books with him ...” Regecon regretted the words almost as
soon as they left his lips. Why were they discussing books when
there were men still missing?

“Escape? Councilman, your skill in flamecraft
does not exceed Arcalian’s by much, and I know he is much more
learned about the ways of seacraft than you. He could have handled
this fire long before we arrived; I have little doubt of that.”

Regecon considered the thought a moment, then
said, “You are probably right, Toreg, but—“

“Sirs,” Mathagarr interrupted with a touch of
uneasiness in his voice. “I think ... I see something.” He motioned
across the room. “It looks ... like a piece of metal of some
kind.”

Both mages watched as the guardsman waded
through the still-smoking debris. He was perhaps fifteen feet away
and up to his knees in wreckage when he finally stopped, set the
lamp down on a blackened crate, and kneeled down to sift through a
pile of rubble. “By the Sickle,” he said, studying something in his
hands. His back blocked the wizards’ view.

Toreg snorted in irritation. “Well, what is
it?”

Mathagarr turned, wiping soot from the
mysterious object as he did so. He took a single step forward
thrusting his hands before him to display their burden. Although
still blackened and dirty, a portion of the object had been wiped
clean. It was not difficult to identify. A small metal helm gleamed
in the dim lamp light.

Regecon straightened in alarm. “Bloody Hell!
Start digging!”

Toreg glanced briefly from the soot-covered
floor to his clean blue night robe. “I shall gather some more
help,” he said, then turned toward the door.

“Toreg!” Regecon said, as he whirled on the
older man. “There may be men buried in there. We have to get them
out! If there is even the remotest possibility that someone is
ali—”

Toreg returned Regecon’s angry glare with a
cool look of his own—an icy, passionless look, devoid of any trace
of human emotion. “Don’t be ridiculous. If you find someone, do you
have any doubt about the condition they will be in? This room needs
to be cleaned and the wreckage removed. Twenty-pair hands can do
the work much faster than three.”

Although irritated by his cold reasoning,
Regecon again had to admit Toreg was right. It was foolish to think
anyone they found could still be alive. He himself had seen the
full fury of the fire. “Go then, but be quick about it ... and make
sure you grab Morcallenon, I’ll want him to do a divining as soon
as possible.”

“As you wish, Councilman. I will return as
soon as I can.”

With that Toreg turned and left.

“Well, Mathagarr,” Regecon said, “it’s just
you and me for now.”

“With all due respect to Mage Toreg, I kind
of prefer it that way. I never much cared for his manners, if you
don’t mind my saying so.”

Regecon nodded. “I’ve always had an open ear
for you, old friend. I, more than anyone else, know Toreg is
somewhat lacking in tact, but he’s not a bad man, not really ...
just a little cold.”

“You are too lenient. He’s not like you, he
treats me more like a dog than a man ... and it’s not just me. The
servants, the other guards, even the apprentices have the same
complaint. Anyone not a full mage is little more than dirt to
him.”

“If I remember, I’ll try to talk to him.
There’s little I can do really, he’s been with the guild too long
and he’s on his way to becoming a council member himself soon ...
But come now, we must start digging.”

It looked to be tedious work, slow and
painstaking, but the two men threw themselves vigorously at the
task. Lifting and tossing aside countless remnants of the
destruction, they began sorting the wreckage into three distinct
piles. Each blackened board, each twisted spellbook, they tossed
aside searching for some sign of anything human.

“Look here, I think I see something.”
Mathagarr stooped down on to his knees, brushing aside a small pile
of debris. “By the Scythe-Bearer’s Sickle,” he said. From beneath a
fallen beam of oak, fingers spread wide as if waving a sad
farewell, a charred skeletal hand stretched out with its flesh all
but burnt away.

As the watchman continued to dig, Regecon
paused to stare at the hand, somehow sensing that this had been
more than a simple fire. They were on the threshold of something
far deeper and more mysterious. Mathagarr too, seemed to sense
something amiss.

“Something isn’t right here.”

Regecon nodded. “I know. Something went wrong
here ... very, very wrong.”

With a loud grunt the two men heaved up the
fallen beam and tossed it aside, then looked down at their find.
Crushed under the weight of the beam and almost completely consumed
by fire, the remains of a man in armor could be seen. His chain
armor was blackened and sooty, his sword at his side was broken at
the hilt, and his face was a charred and grinning skull.


Chapter Two

​


Coragan watched the gold coin spin in the
air. It turned over and over several times, glinting in the light
as it reached its apex, then began to descend. At last, his
blue-cloaked comrade, Galladrin, reached out, snatched the coin
from its course, and slammed it on the table.

“What do you know, it’s the dragon’s head,”
Galladrin said to their other companion, Borak, a muscle-bound
giant of a man. “Come on, let’s play.”

Galladrin moved toward the knife board at the
far wall, nimbly side stepping several of the inn’s other patrons.
Borak lumbered behind, less agile but far more intimidating; the
patrons moved quickly out of the behemoth’s path.

Coragan sighed. They played knives a lot
these days. There seemed little else to do in the quiet town of
Drisdak. They hadn’t had a job in over a week, and Coragan was
loathe to go back to his former employer. Needless to say, they
were running out of money. He figured three, maybe four, more days
and they’d be broke.

There was a thunk as Galladrin’s knife stuck
in the board just a few inches to the left of the bullseye. He
could have hit it if he’d wanted to; the rogue’s skill at throwing
knives was only exceeded by his skill with the rapier at his side.
A fair shot himself, Coragan was no match for Galladrin. He had
learned weeks ago not to play knives for real money when Galladrin
was around. Of course, he and Borak weren’t really playing for
keeps. They were just getting the game started, hoping to lure some
unsuspecting victim in to earn a little extra coin.

One of Borak’s throws went wide and sank deep
in the post to the right of the board, loosening a large splinter
of wood. Coragan winced. The innkeeper would not be happy about
that. It was hard work keeping any inn in a hospitable condition,
and The Maiden’s Blush was no exception. Of course,
Galladrin was not one to give up coin without need. With a quick
but casual step he maneuvered to block the blade from the
innkeeper’s view and deftly removed it from the wall. He then
turned and handed the knife back to Borak, frowning sourly. A quick
glance and his eyes met Coragan’s. The rogue krinkled his mouth
into an unsatisfied twist and slowly shook his head in annoyance.
Coragan returned the look with an irritated frown of his own, then
slid three more coins toward the money they were leaving for the
innkeeper’s tip.

That should cover it, he thought. It
was a pain cleaning up after Galladrin and Borak, but he’d rather
do that than live with that uncomfortable nagging twist in the pit
of his stomach that he’d encountered so often of late. Some doubts
were inevitable in his profession, but lately he was having a
difficult time with his chosen career. So much so, he had called it
quits on his former employer and taken up to find work elsewhere.
He was a bounty hunter by trade, and a good one. Lately, however,
he had begun to feel more and more like a hired assassin.

It had started when he was young on a simple
farm in a small town in northern Esperia. His parents had been hard
working, loving, and kind. One night, a wounded man staggered onto
their farm. His father, Mortugan, a deeply religious man, had known
his duty to the stranger. Without a word he opened up his house and
offered a bed and food to the wounded man. Sharine, Coragan’s
mother, cleaned and bandaged the man’s wounds, gently removing the
arrows from his thigh and shoulder. As it turned out, the stranger
was a bounty hunter, hired by a local baron to hunt down and bring
to justice several well-known thieves. A skilled hunter, the man
had captured one of the thieves and was closing in on the others
when they picked up his scent and laid a trap for him. He walked
right into an ambush and barely escaped with his life. The story
amazed the young Coragan. Through the rest of the week, while the
man recovered from his injuries, Coragan sought him out to hear
tales of his exploits. Every spare minute he had he spent listening
to those stories, savoring them. Of course, given the life of a
farmer’s son those minutes numbered few indeed, but that just made
them all the more precious. Ultimately, the stranger recovered from
his injuries and took his leave from the farm, but all through the
rest of that summer Coragan continually found himself daydreaming
as he tilled the fields and milked the cows. Who else was there to
bring down the fabled Draknar the Black, or Urthar One-Eye but
Coragan the Brave, Coragan the Mighty, the fiercest bounty hunter
of all? From that point on, he set his heart on becoming a bounty
hunter.

As the seasons passed, he made every effort
he could to make his dream a reality. In what little spare time he
had he joined the small town militia, hoping to learn the weapons
of the trade. It was hard work, trying to become a bounty hunter
while still managing to help on the farm. More than once he found
himself wishing he could be rid of the farm forever and be on his
way to fame and glory. However, he remained loyal to his parents,
working diligently to bring in each season’s harvest. In his
seventeenth year, though, things changed forever.

He returned home from the militia one day to
an empty field. He searched about the farm and through the house,
looking for his parents, yet they were nowhere to be found. He
called out for them, but they did not answer, and the rapidly
descending darkness was making the search more difficult by the
minute. Finally, just as Neerie, the miner’s moon, began to peak
over the horizon, he found them in the shed. His father had been
bound, beaten and gagged. His face was scratched and smeared with
blood, his eye blackened, and several teeth were knocked out. His
mother, however, did not fare so well. She was quite dead. The
raiders had raped and killed her while his bound father was forced
to watch, helpless.

In the few months that followed, Coragan gave
up on becoming a bounty hunter. His father needed all the help he
could get to run the farm and even that wasn’t enough. With the
death of his wife, something had died in his father as well. He
stopped eating, he barely slept, and he moved without focus,
mindlessly working the fields without conviction. He spoke to no
one save Coragan, and then only briefly. Coragan could do nothing
but watch over the following weeks as his father withered away. It
was three months to the day of his mother’s death when her husband
went to join her.

Coragan had wept bitterly that night. The
next day he swore vengeance over both his parents’ graves. Within a
week he sold the farm and began the life that was his childhood
dream. The three men who had destroyed his family were the first of
many to fall before Coragan of Esperia. They were the most
difficult too, although not in a physical sense. It had been nearly
all he could do not to kill the men himself. However, the
self-control was well rewarded; he took great pleasure in watching
the men hang.

That was nearly nine years ago, now, and
since that time he had remained true to his childhood aspiration.
Many a long night he had spent in run-down inns eavesdropping and
asking the occasional shrewd question, always in search of some
wanted criminal. Many a hardened killer had met his match in
Coragan—Coragan’s skill with both sword and crossbow made him
deadly in a confrontation.

In the beginning, he found the bounty
hunter’s life nothing short of glorious. His fame spread quickly
and the offered quests seemed noble, just, and ripe with
opportunities for heroism. He developed a formidable reputation as
a man of both honor and determination with a knack for capturing
even the cleverest of foes.

But the glory did not last.

Somewhere along the way—Coragan could not
remember where or how— something changed. More and more often he
found himself on the more dubious side of justice. Slowly, the
seedier side of nobility seemed to infiltrate his many contracts.
Again and again he found himself on the hunt of some poor soul
whose worst crime may have been an insult to some noble’s petty
honor. All the same he hunted the men down and brought them before
the courts of nobility naively thinking that justice would prevail
if the men were truly innocent. One by one he watched the men hang,
his stomach twisting with revulsion at what he had become. The last
man he had dragged in had been a humble porter accused of seducing
the Count of Torine’s wife and plotting the count’s murder. Since
the start Coragan had had serious doubts of the man’s guilt and
never encountered anything to convince him otherwise. Even if he
had, given the countess’ whispered reputation, he hardly thought
the porter alone deserved to bear the brunt of the punishment. That
man’s death had been the last in a series of disappointing
revelations about the nature of noble law; a law without mercy,
without compassion, and very often, without even a trace of
justice. He remembered watching the porter before he died, a
pitiful sight, standing alone on the scaffolding of the gallows,
his tattered clothes whipping in the early morning as the sun rose
at his back, his last look borne not by the eyes of a cold and
hardened killer, but by the desperate eyes of an unjustly punished
man whose gaze simply asked why. Coragan had seen those eyes
looking at him and felt his stomach flip over in his belly. The
next day he collected his coin from the Count of Torine and left
swearing never to be on the wrong side of justice ever again. That
was two months ago.

The question of evil—that was the problem.
Nothing he hunted seemed evil anymore, just another victim of the
maelstrom of life whose only fault lay in finding himself on the
opposite end of a tug-a-rope against a noble with all the power.
There was nothing evil in the men he hunted; nothing twisted beyond
the limits of human compassion. What he needed was someone as dark
as darkness itself, someone he could hunt and not feel guilty about
killing. Until then, he had no intention of being a bounty hunter
ever again. As poor as he was now he felt much better, still
burdened by guilt, but not the emissary of unrighteous doom. No
amount of money was worth that feeling. He’d rather starve in the
gutter.

He looked over at Galladrin and Borak
engrossed in their knife game, his recently acquired companions.
He’d met them about a month and a half ago, at a run-down inn in
Sestak. Galladrin was a little too roguish at times, but not
altogether bad. A ribald and a scoundrel, the man sometimes
surprised Coragan with a touch of softness in his heart. Borak, on
the other hand, was strange. Coragan had known the man a week and
thought him mute before he first used his tongue. Of his skill and
strength in combat, there was no question—Coragan had once seen him
cleave a man nearly in two with that great axe of his—but the man
just never spoke.

A blast of cold air drew Coragan’s attention
to the tavern door. A man dressed in chain armor with the bearing
of a guardsman struggled to close the door against the howling wind
outside. The man completed his task, then turned to scan the room.
He took several steps toward the bar and almost immediately a large
group of men deliberately scattered out of his way. Only then did
Coragan notice the yellow sash tied around his forearm: an
expensive sash, made of fine silk. Hanging down from his arm a lone
square bore an easily recognizable symbol traced in black lace—an
upright staff thrust into the earth, around which two serpents
coiled and above which two ravens circled—the mages guild. Coragan
snorted in disgust and turned his attention back to Galladrin’s
knife game.

They had found a few takers after all: a man
and a woman. The man had long blond hair tied back in a strange
knot at the base of his head. He wore a travel-stained cloak and
had a short sword at his side. The woman had short cropped hair and
a cloak of fine black fur. She had no visible weapons, but she
walked with a fluid grace that hinted of deadly strength. May
prove to be an interesting bout after all, Coragan thought.

Borak went first. Apparently warmed up, his
aim had improved; he succeeded in hitting the board with every
throw. Only one landed relatively close to the bullseye and Coragan
suspected that had been more a matter of luck. The golden-haired
man went next. His was an even spread: one complete miss, one shot
to the midboard, and one bullseye. Now, it was Galladrin’s turn.
Always the showman the rogue turned up one bullseye and two shots
to the midboard just edging past the blond man’s total. The woman
followed. With gentle ease she extricated the knives from the board
and stepped back, weighing each blade carefully in her hand. She
made a brief survey of the room and passed a warm smile to
Galladrin. Then she whipped off three shots to the bullseye in
rapid succession. Coragan started in both surprise and worry; they
could not afford a loss.

The next round passed in a similar manner
with Galladrin scoring three bullseyes, the woman scoring two with
one shot the midboard, and both Borak and the golden-haired man
performing much like they did before. The following round saw Borak
and the golden-haired man eliminated leaving Galladrin—set back
again by a single awkward throw—trailing the woman by two
points.

“Coragan of Esperia?”

Coragan turned at the sound of his name, his
eyes catching a flash of yellow. Looking up, he saw a man in the
garb of a soldier, his right arm adorned with staff, serpents and
ravens. Coragan’s face dropped into a deeper frown. “Yes. Do I know
you?”

“No, you do not—but I was wondering if I
could have a word with you. Do you mind?” The man motioned to the
vacant chair on Coragan’s left.

Coragan thought a moment, looking the man
over as he did so. The patch on his arm marked him as a mage’s
guard; that alone meant trouble. However, at least he didn’t bear
the mark of the Count of Torine; that man had set a price on
Coragan’s head. “You may sit there if you wish, but if you intend
to share my table, you will also share your name.”

The man sat down as he spoke. “Fair enough.
My name is Mathagarr and I work for the mages guild—”

“I can see that.” Coragan nodded toward the
yellow sash then turned his gaze back toward the knife game. Quite
a crowd had gathered to watch the struggle. Galladrin had cut the
woman’s lead, but still lagged. He stood, poised for the drama, two
blades in his left hand, the other ready to be thrown in his right.
The blades flew effortlessly from his hands. Three bullseyes. The
crowd gasped. If nothing else, Galladrin was enjoying himself. The
woman stepped up, blades at the ready. With as much poise and grace
as Galladrin, the woman sent the knives into the center of the
board.

 


Mathagarr stared at the bounty hunter, who in
turn seemed engrossed in a nearby knife game. The man was of
average height, but of a well-muscled build. His dark cloak and
grey clothing gave him a forbidding air, one that agreed well with
his reputation. Mathagarr cleared his throat and spoke, trying to
set a casual tone. “Looks like quite a game.”

“That it is.” The bounty hunter barely
glanced at him.

Mathagarr looked around in the uncomfortable
silence, not knowing what to say. In truth, he didn’t like this
part of his job and he really wished Regecon had chosen someone
else to find this man. The council had met and decided they would
hire outside help to investigate the fire and the two deaths.
Someone had mentioned the bounty hunter’s name, saying he was in
town at The Maiden’s Blush Inn and after a quick vote the
council had dispatched Mathagarr to find him. Now here he was,
trying to strike up a friendly conversation with the man only to
find each attempt answered with a sharply curt reply—not
necessarily rude, just abrupt enough to stem the flow of
conversation. The whole effect left Mathagarr feeling very
uncomfortable and somewhat unwelcome.

“If you intend to use your tongue for
anything other than drooling over barmaids, sir, I suggest you do
so soon.” The bounty hunter spoke without taking his eyes from the
knife game. “I do not intend to stay here long.”

“Well, since you brought it up ...” Mathagarr
began. The knife game seemed to be drawing to a close. Mathagarr
had not been paying attention enough to gather any more than that
the dark-haired man and woman were skilled competitors and had
drawn quite a crowd. However, the slight frown on Coragan’s face
suggested it was not going quite the way he would prefer. Realizing
he had trailed off, Mathagarr quickly turned his attention back to
the bounty hunter and began speaking. “As you have noticed, I work
for the mages guild and have done so for many years now. The guild
has stood in this town for quite some time and has earned a
respectable reputation. Well, to get right to the heart of the
matter, they have run into some rather peculiar difficulties of
late. They sent me here to find out if you would be capable of
offering them some discreet assistance.”

The bounty hunter turned toward the
guardsman, his eyes sharpening into suspicious points. “I stopped
working for nobles because they were arrogant, power-hungry
scoundrels who didn’t care a whit about the common people. Do you
now expect me to work for a mage? They are twice as bad as any
noble. I have yet to meet the wizard who wasn’t convinced I should
be licking his boots clean while we spoke.”

Mathagarr did his best to ignore the comment
and continued on in a patient tone. “I have only been asked to
bring you to them for an audience. The guild master Regecon—” for a
moment, the watchman forgot all about the bounty hunter’s
belligerent tone; he stumbled over his own words as he tried to
grapple with the notion that his friend of many years was now the
guild master in Arcalian’s absence. “The guild master Regecon has
authorized me to pay you twenty gold dragons if you would just come
and speak with him about the matter.”

Coragan arched his eyebrows in obvious
surprise. Mathagarr understood. Twenty gold dragons was a
considerable sum for a mere audience. Nevertheless, the bounty
hunter was in no mood to deal with a wizard, guild master or not.
“Come to meet him? Why? So he can ensorcel me and coerce me to go
along with his plans? I don’t think so.”

That went too far.

Mathagarr erupted in a rage, surprising both
himself and the bounty hunter. He leapt up from his chair, and
slammed both his fists on the table. “Regecon is a good man! How
dare you suggest that he would even be capable of such a
thing!”

“Easy, friend.” Coragan said as several
stares were drawn from across the room. The bounty hunter raised
his hands in a placating manner, his tone softening. “Perhaps I was
too quick to judge. I’ve had a couple bad experiences with wizards,
that’s all. Just relax a bit. Tell you what, even though I’m not
going to take you up on your offer, I’ll buy you a drink so there’s
no hard feelings. What do you say?”

Mathagarr relaxed, sinking slowly into his
chair. He let the anger subside and unclenched his fists. He hadn’t
been expecting the man’s words; commoner’s were often distrustful
of magic, but no one was ever so insulting. Not like that. Never.
He raised his head to look at the bounty hunter, his voice taking
on an inhospitable tone. “Then that’s it. You won’t even hear
Regecon out? You won’t even listen to what he has to say?”

“Like I said, the less I have to do with
wizards, the bet ...” Coragan trailed off as the pair of
knife-throwers approached the table. The man, lithe, nimble and
sporting a blue cloak, wore a face twisted in an unusual perplexed
frown. The short-haired woman followed closely on his heels, a
smile resting lightly on her features. The man nodded once toward
Mathagarr in greeting.

“Uh, Coragan. I don’t mean to interrupt, but
... uh, how much of that gold do you still have left?” The man
offered a weak grin, first to Coragan, then to the woman who moved
up on his left.

“You lost?”

“Yes, he did, but he put up quite a fight.”
The woman appeared amused. “He’s a fine knife-thrower.”

“Apparently not fine enough. How much do we
owe you?”

“Twelve dragons.”

“Twelve dragons!”

“Yes.”

Glaring at the man standing before him, the
bounty hunter reached into his money pouch and counted out the
remaining coins—nine gold dragons, seven silver griffons, and a
smattering of copper ravens.

Coragan turned. “Uh, Mathagarr?”

“Yes?”

“Did the guild master authorize you to give
us a small advance?”

Mathagarr smiled, contemplating the ironies
of fate. “You’ll meet him then?”

“Apparently.”

“How much do you need?”

“One gold and three silver will suffice.”

Mathagarr counted out the coinage into a
small pile and pushed it toward Coragan. Coragan in turn collected
it with the gold and silver from his own pouch and counted it out
to the woman a coin at a time. When he finished, the woman smiled
yet again. “Thank you, gentlemen,” she said. “It’s been a pleasure.
Now, good night.” She bowed, then turned and strode back into the
crowd.

Mathagarr stood, pushing his chair back from
the table. “If you would follow me, Coragan, I will take you to
Regecon. Although not required, your friends may follow if they so
desire.”

Coragan looked toward the blue-cloaked man.
The man shrugged his shoulders. “Count me in, unless you want me to
go play knives some more. Maybe I can lose our weapons.”

“Well, grab Borak.” Coragan turned once more
to face the guardsman. “Lead on, Mathagarr.”


Chapter Three

​


A cold wind whipped Coragan’s dark cloak
behind him as he stepped outside. He wrapped the cloak about
himself while beside him Galladrin and Borak did the same. Thus
prepared, they followed Mathagarr into the winding streets of
Drisdak.

The setting of the sun marked the end of the
market day for most people and it would be several hours after
sundown before the more sinister element of the city emerged. Until
then, the streets would be nearly empty of townsfolk, making the
journey from the inn to the guild short and nearly free from
incident. There was but one brief interruption.

Shortly after leaving the inn, a small
disheveled child ran up to them and tugged on Galladrin’s blue
cloak. Her grimy paw spread its fingers wide and her large bright
eyes stared up from a dirty face. She wore a sad frown, but her
eyes sparkled with a hint of hopefulness. The rogue stared at the
pathetic creature, then cast a sidelong glance toward Coragan.

Coragan handed the money pouch to Galladrin
and the rogue upended it, emptying their few remaining coppers into
the young girl’s hand. Glancing furtively around, the girl stuffed
the coins inside her ragged garment and scampered away into the
shadows. Galladrin followed her with his eyes, but said nothing.
The others too, seemed loathe to break the silence and the small
party traveled on, each man alone with his thoughts.

Not long thereafter, the guild house loomed
before them, a huge edifice, made of stone. Its massive walls cast
ominous shadows in the waning light and its five stony spires
stretched like fingers toward an ashen sky. High above the gate,
rippling in the wind, a yellow banner spread along the length
between two windows. It hung there in the gloom, a testament to the
wizards’ power, bearing the symbol of the guild in its center.

“We are here,” Mathagarr said, then motioned
the companions toward two men in armor standing by the gate.

The guards called out a formal challenge as
they approached: “Who wishes entrance into this Guild of Wizards?
Identify yourselves.”

“It is I, Mathagarr, Captain of the
Nightwatch. I bring with me Coragan of Esperia and his two worthy
friends, all of whom seek an audience with Guild Master
Regecon.”

The guard paused a moment as he studied the
men. At last his gaze fell upon Mathagarr and he nodded once in
recognition. “Proceed as you wish, sir,” he said, then swung the
gate wide.

In the hallway beyond, several oil lamps shed
a brilliant aura of light across the grey stones of the walls and
floor. Cut in perfect rectangles with precise edges and
glass-smooth surfaces, the well-worked chunks of granite provided a
remarkable testimony to the skill of the masons that had carved
them so long ago. As they proceeded down the hall, Coragan reached
out and gently dragged his fingers across the wall, feeling the
polished texture. Extraordinary, he thought. His eyes
scanned the ceiling and the walls as his thoughts turned cynical.
How many men ... how many men did it take to build these walls?
Generation upon generation of broken backs, laboring from dawn to
dusk, laboring for the glory of this man Regecon. What did any of
those men get for it? No doubt an unmarked grave and the glorious
title of ‘commoner.’ Coragan felt his stomach twist inside.
Such is the mark of both the mage and the nobleman, to spit on
the dirt that built his home.

Mathagarr led them straight down the
corridor, ignoring several side passages. After a time, they came
to two large double iron doors in which the hallway terminated. A
small wooden door stood to their right, its brass handle glinting
in the pale light. Mathagarr opened this smaller door and led them
into the corridor beyond. A short distance in, he turned down yet
another passage, then another, until, at last, he brought them to a
small room which held a stone staircase spiraling up into
darkness.

“This is the staircase of the East Tower,”
Mathagarr explained, his voice dropping low as if he wished not to
disturb anyone. “Guild Master Regecon’s room lies on the first
floor. I’ll announce you to him, then return to fetch you. Please,
wait here.” The guardsman grabbed an oil lamp from the wall, and
clambered up the stairs.

Galladrin glanced around. “What do you think,
Coragan?”

“I think you ought to work on your
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