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Dedication

 

To the unsung heroes of the creative world: comic creators. My hat is off to the page and cover artists who sweat blood for their craft and work a magic all their own. Not to snub anyone, comics wouldn't exist without the writers who provide the narrative and dialogue. Word-smithing has its challenges, but it is a chimera of an all-too-different color from truly skilled and inspired hero art. So, a sweeping bow to those artists who inspired me in my childhood, and made me struggle to bring involving and engaging written life to the "super" heroes (and villains) of the Ring Realms. 'Nuff said? 
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A Word (or two) About Mythology

 

Welcome to the Ring Realms universe, a cosmology populated by magic, technology, gods, goddesses, and multi-verses. Comic fans will feel right at home, but fandom is not necessary to be drawn into the world's magic and heroism. Those learned in mythology may see a name (or a score of them) that they recognize. Intentional. In fact, I've taken heat for not creating my own gods and goddesses. Key to the point is they ARE my gods and goddesses, and you the reader's as well. I wanted something familiar to the readership rather than add EVEN MORE bizarre names to the milieu--something that is one of the all-too-common pitfalls of fantasy writing. If see a name you recognize, rejoice in that knowledge because where possible I have tried to keep to the spirit of those myths whilst incorporating them into a much larger cosmology. Notice, I say 'spirit of'--please don't flagellate me (however much I might enjoy it) for not adhering more closely to the source myths. Liberal dramatic license has been taken in order to heighten and enrich the story...Enjoy. 

 


 

 

 

Our children can make us mighty warriors or reduce us to bawling infants. They give us strength in times of trial, and leave us kittens in times of frustration. My babies are no different...

--Euriel Idundaughter-Kergatha

 

Prologue

Separation

 

Atop the judgment dais, Euriel Idundaughter-Kergatha struggled to break free before Hecate's priests dragged away her seven-summer old daughter. Little blonde Liandra kicked and screamed as the baldheaded men in red tunics towed the child across the audience chamber floor. Each shriek stabbed into Euriel's heart as they echoed off the vaulted marble ceilings and rattled the stained glass mosaics. 

"Mother!" Liandra implored, hands thrust toward her, blue eyes wide with panic. 

Euriel twisted her arms against the stone that had encased them. She wouldn't let them take her children. Cosmodarus was a city of peace, neutral and outside the boundaries tread by the avatars. They had no right to be here; no right to take anyone away. 

Especially not her daughter. 

The click of hard boots climbing the dais steps echoed through the chamber. Euriel felt a prickly-cold sensation hum through her body as someone stepped close. The air filled with a stifling musky-sweet odor; the smell of dying flowers. 

Euriel tore her gaze away from daughter and glared at the avatar. Only a creature corrupted with the magic of a dark pantheon lord could make her flesh crawl like this. Recognizing the night hag Mishaka, she spat at the evil creature's feet. 

Hecate's avatar was a pale knife of a woman dressed in spike heeled riding boots and layers of white silk. Her perfect face with its moon-gray eyes and broad blood-red mouth would have been attractive were not the rest of her so black and twisted. 

Mishaka glanced at the spittle on the floor, brushed back her translucent hair and sneered. She clacked forward and gripped Euriel's face, long nails biting into her cheeks. She spoke in a breathy tenor that made the stones tremble. "Surrender Euriel, don't waste your time trying to break my bindings." 

Growling, Euriel jerked her face back from the woman's loathsome touch. She focused all her attention on the two pillars of rock pinning her arms. Mishaka had taken her by surprise. If she'd sensed her coming, this situation would be different indeed. 

Her heart pounded. She stole a glance toward Liandra. Her little girl was only visible as a darkened shape dwindling down the hall. She had to get to her. 

Get free. 

She concentrated all of her will on her right arm. She was Idun's daughter. The blood of the Aesir flowed through her veins. I must be free. 

A red haze filled Euriel's vision and heat surged through her. My children. My husband. My kingdom. She increased the pressure on the material gripping her arm. Euriel focused until she saw each granule of the irregular surface trembling under the force of her love and determination. 

Mishaka's icy voice threatened to break her concentration. "This display is foolish." 

Like a prayer answered, she felt Odin's gift sing through her. "I-- think-- not!" 

Her right arm came free in a rumble of shattering stone. Mishaka's eyes went wide and her mouth opened in a scream. She didn't get out a sound before Euriel's hand clamped around her throat. 

Fury driving her, Euriel yanked the despicable woman forward and shoved her hard into the pillar still gripping her other arm. Mishaka's head impacted the surface with a thud. 

She pulled back and slammed her again. "Feel--your--folly!" She punctuated each word with a hammer blow into the rock. 

Euriel pulled the dazed and bloody avatar close. Sparks crackled and snapped around her fingers as she clamped down with all her will, forcing her nails deep into the avatar's resilient flesh. "Tell me again how you plan to succorund my children! How you will tear out their minds and make them hosts for Hecate." Blue fire sizzled around her hand as she brought all her magical birthright to bear, smashing the frameworks of demi-urge that linked this vile puppet to her mistress. Teeth gritted, hand shuddering with the strain, she pressed harder as Mishaka, still conscious, clawed at her wrist. Black blood welled around Euriel's burning fingers. "Speak, avatar bitch, I hear not your boasting!" 

Mishaka only groaned and twitched. She would pay for the indignities and torture, for her gloating and overconfidence. The avatar's eyes rolled up, and blood bubbled from her lips. 

Justice served. A few moments longer and this evil spawn would be back in the abyss where she belonged. 

Pain exploded in the back of Euriel's skull. Lights spun in her vision. The shock broke her grip on Mishaka. The avatar toppled to the floor, flopping and jerking. Before Euriel could orient, another impact drove her to her knees. The world grew fuzzy. 

"Dear Mishaka," a male voice said from behind. "You really must learn not to underestimate these people. After all, they are the children of gods. You have to expect more from the mother of two Savants; much, much, more." 

Euriel tried to guard herself. She only caught a glimpse of black-black eyes and a broken yellow-toothed grimace before he brought the mace in his hand crashing down for the third time...

 


 

 

 

In the Guild, making a mistake can be like losing a finger or toe. One error too many and you can find yourself without a livelihood, or simply robbed of your life entire...

--Sireth

 

Chapter 1

Scorch Marks and Bad Memories

 

In Wren's fifteen summers as a Guilder, she never once got set on fire. She found the experience one she hoped never to repeat. As she topped a stone wall in an alley behind the wizard Cinnabar's tower, the magic struck her in the back. The impact felt as if someone hit her ribs with an axe. The blast shredded the leather hauberk she wore, sending pieces of it shooting off in trails of smoke and sparks. She screamed and fell to the cobbles clutching her breasts and stomach. 

"Wren!" she heard Grahm yell. 

She focused through the pain to keep from falling unconscious. The effort made every sensory detail stand out in bold relief. 

An icy sea breeze guttered down the night-darkened lane, blowing scraps of parchment through skeletons of broken crates and barrels. Wren clawed at the dirty stone, the slightest movement sending shrieks of pain through her body. 

She had to quit the Guild. Nothing was worth hurting like this. 

Wren, the Brethren Guild's premier two-story girl, had topped herself. Up a hundred paces of mirror-smooth tower wall, through a narrow window, and past all the wizard Cinnibar's magical wards and traps. From within a secured room, behind mithril-steel walls, past an array of tricks, runes, and locks she had come away with the fifty-thousand crown Malicent gem. In this heist, she and Grahm had succeeded in breaking the much vaunted sorcerer-ring defenses that had stymied thieves for more than two centuries. The feat established their team as was one of the best infiltrators ever. 

How ironic to foil all that security only to get caught by the wizard himself. From a tower window, two hundred paces away, he managed to clip her with a fire spell. 

She may have proved her skill, but the wizard had made her pay for the privilege. Wren the thief was now Wren the living blister. 

Grahm shook her, wild blond hair wreathing his boyish face. His wide dark eyes and quivering lip might have looked comical some other time. 

"Go away. I'm dying!" 

"You're not dying! Come. I hear guard whistles." 

Grahm dragged her up. Her skin burned as if she'd spent a day unprotected in the desert. 

"Where's the gem?" he asked. 

"In the pack. It must--" 

His lithe body sheathed in green leather reminded her of a leaf-jumper as he went over the wall at a run. 

"No!" 

His voice echoed behind the wall. "Found it! Coming--" His words were interrupted by a brilliant white light and a crack of thunder. He cried out in pain. 

"Grahm!" 

The pack flew over the wall and landed near her. Grahm came after it. Another bolt of lightning smashed the top of the wall behind him. He flipped and landed by her. 

"Let's go." 

"You scared me!" 

"I scared you?" 

He snatched up the pack and yanked her toward the street. She staggered and he supported her. When she put an arm around his waist, she felt charred material and blood. 

"You're hurt!" She experienced a pang as she caught a whiff of smoldering leather and flesh. 

"Just keep going!" He tried to conceal the pain, but his voice cracked. 

Guard whistles blew a few streets away. Turning east on Dragon Road they headed away from the waterfront into the warehouse district. A low mist writhed through the maze of alleys, lofts, and silos carrying the fetid odors of dead kelp, fish and excrement. Derelicts lurked in the sheltered spaces, shadowy silhouettes that leaned, crouched and sprawled. 

Wren's energy ran out by the next intersection. She tripped and fell. A gust chilled her burns like the lash of a whip. She looked seaward. Half full, Pernithius, moon of the harvest, loomed behind towers of clouds advancing on the city like an army. Triatus, the russet moon, peered like a demon's eye between gaps in the gray masses. 

"Get up. Those guards are close." 

She struggled to her feet with his help. "Grahm, that magic did me. It's only a matter of time." 

"Fish feathers, Cinnibar can't kill you with one spell. I have a stash of healing potions. That'll fix us both." He glanced back the way they'd come. Several figures moved toward them. "Go!" 

He towed her stumbling down market aisle, weaving around broken carts and stalls, scattering spoiled vegetables and fruits left from the day's bartering. Their pursuers broke into a jog. In a shaft of moonlight, Wren saw they weren't city guards. 

She clutched his shoulder. "Those are Dagger guildsmen!" The Cult of Dagger had been disbanded three seasons ago. She thought all their members had been run out of town or slain. 

"I know," he replied, turning them at a corner and heading down a narrow lane between two old tenements. The guilders reached the alley in time to see them turn. 

Grahm rushed south on Caravan Street where a dozen streets and alleys branched off into darkness. He pulled her behind the cover of some stairs and paused to let Wren catch her breath. 

Her mind whirled both with the pain and revelation. The presence of the Dagger guild meant trouble. If they were back in the city it could mean only one thing. "Have they come to make war on the Brethren?" she asked. 

"Maybe. I heard Vulcindra say they have a new leader--a priest of Set. Who knows what zealots like that will do?" 

She shivered. The burns only gave the illusion of warmth. Her voice dropped to a whisper. "The Dagger guild was bad before. Now they're reinforced by Cult fanatics. You know whatever they do it won't be anything good. Why didn't Vulcindra tell me about them?" 

He peeked up the street to see if their pursuers were near. "Vulcindra doesn't trust you. Sully speculates she's afraid you'll take her job. She said they wouldn't be in town in any strength for another tenday. Guess she was wrong." 

"Damned witch is wrong about far too many things." She gritted her teeth. "Grahm, we can't fight the Dagger guild without Desiray. No one has talked to her since the spring solstice." She glanced around the steps. The enemy guilders had paused up the street. "Vulcindra will be useless in a war. We'll get slaughtered!" 

"You must be feeling better." 

She grabbed his collar and pulled him to eye level. "The Cult of Set sacrifices their female captives to the jackal god. Being a handmaiden of Set is not how I want to spend my afterlife!" 

"Your wind is back. Here." He removed his cloak and draped it around her shoulders. Even the light pressure of the cloth brought a flash of pain. "Third alley on the right. We lose them and get my stash." 

Creeping along the wall they used the stairs to cover them. The Dagger guilders had spread out, making a sweep of possible escape routes. Grahm and she could slip them. They knew the city better than anyone in the Brethren guild. Tarmagal and Vulcindra, Desiray's seconds didn't even grow up in Corwin. Both knew little of real thieves' business save administration. At least Tarmagal could fight, put a sword in her hand and she fought like the devil. Even she would be better than Vulcindra and her lack of organization. She still didn't know why Desiray let that incompetent run things, she was little more than a pretty decoration. 

She and Grahm stayed in the shadows, using hidden crevices between buildings and stalking through abandoned shops. The Dagger guilders lost all chance of pursuit after the third turn. 

Grahm's stash was a hidden room in the wine cellar of the Savvy Centaur Inn. She walked through the smoky commons, the cloak hugging her nude body. The smells of kerf, tobacco, ale and mead made her dizzy. Three maids tended a ragtag host of Corwin's lower caste, most of whom were more intent on harassing the women than eating. 

His face concealed by curly masses of hair and beard, the barkeep more resembled a bear than a man. Grahm gave him a few silver coins, and he opened a door behind the bar. 

They descended wooden steps into the cramped cellar. It smelled of spoiled grain, cask oil, and old tallow. Several kegs of mead and ale stood in a corner near a chute entry into the back alley. 

Grahm went behind the steps and pushed on a section of the wall. The stone grated inward. He vanished in the darkness. She heard him fumbling with something metal. The chamber became as bright as daylight. Grahm appeared in the doorway holding a hooded lantern. No flame flickered inside the glass, only a single luminous point. 

"Priest light," she said. "Who do you know in the clergy?" 

"Jharon. I told him I was looking after you." 

She frowned. "You dog, playing on him like that." Jharon was a priest of Ishtar who courted her for a while, but circumstances never let it become as serious as both of them would have liked. She and Jharon remained good friends and he constantly urged Wren to break off her relationship with the Brethren. 

Grahm shrugged. "Come in, milady." 

She stepped into the small room. He'd furnished it with the basic amenities: a cot, table, closet and chamber pot alcove. Two of Grahm's paintings were the only decoration. One showed Mistress Desiray in her shining, white-haired majesty crouched near some orphaned children. The other depicted Ziedra, a dancer who used to room with Wren, whirling on a table top. Whenever Wren saw Grahm's beautiful portraitures, it made her wonder why he thieved for a living. 

The orphans in the picture brought back remembrances of a crumbling temple and a battle. She was an orphan too, at least as far as she knew. The only parents she recalled were a couple of aged prostitutes who felt maternal toward a lost street waif. Someday, she'd find out what happened to her real mother and father. She'd learn why she had no memory of them or anything else that came before the day she escaped from Hecate's temple fifteen summers ago. 

Grahm closed the door then went to the closet. In the lantern light, she noticed he looked pale. He worked at something in the wardrobe's bottom. A click and he opened a panel. He pulled out a sack and blew the dust off it. 

"Salvation for the wounded," he said. 

"Hail Ishtar," she groaned. 

Grahm took out a vial of shining blue liquid and handed it to her. Removing another and uncorking it, he set the sack on the table. 

"A toast to the feat not duplicated in two centuries!" 

She pulled out the stopper and clinked her vial against his. "To the partner who dragged me out of there." 

He nodded and they both drank the contents of their bottles. 

The healing potion tasted like cider. She tingled all over and her flesh flickered and glowed as if her bones were giving off a bright light. She watched the skin of a reddened hand flake away to be replaced by the pale but healthy white she'd lived with for twenty-three summers. A gnawing itch replaced the burning pain and she rubbed at her arms and legs. 

Grahm let out a sigh of relief, scratching at the wound in his side. "The itching is almost as bad as the pain." 

"I'll take an itch over a stitch any time." 

He smiled. "You know this is the first time I've seen you without clothes. You're quite well made even though you're not tall." 

"We can't all be Myrmigynes." 

Grahm took her face in his hands. "You could be my little Myrmigyne." 

She backed up. "Don't be foolish." 

His eyes flashed. "We've been partners for a while. Don't you trust me?" 

She pulled his cloak close to her body. Grahm knew that she'd rebuked others in the guild who were simply after a quick poke. She'd yet to share with a man. She still didn't know what she saved herself for. 

Grahm was lean and hard. She liked and trusted his face with its dark eyes and easy smile. 

"We're working partners, not-- I don't know-- I never thought of you like that." She didn't want to tell him how much the idea scared her. The Brethren Guild had cared for her since childhood. Only quick feet and a quicker dagger had kept the men at bay. She spent her youth learning to pick locks, find traps, to hide, forage, and spy. The prostitutes who were Wren's surrogate parents never taught her about men aside from what to avoid. She'd dabbled in nothing more serious than kissing and fondling. 

Grahm looked down at himself. "What's wrong with me?" 

"Nothing--" 

"Good." 

He drew her in for a kiss before she could stop him. She tried to push him away. He stifled Wren's resistance with a warm embrace that made her tingle all over. 

Grahm pulled away after a few quick pecks on her face. "You're trembling." 

Swallowing a lump she said, "I never--" 

He put a finger to Wren's lips. "Not now, I want you to be ready. Besides, we have to warn the guild and get them ready to fight the Dagger." 

She shook her head. "We really have to get out of this business." 


 

 

I have always had money. I rarely keep even a copper of what I steal. It is the danger, the risk, and the challenge that I crave. I know some day it will be the end of me, but at least I will have lived.

--Grahm Tuffala

 

Chapter 2

A Question of Flawed Strategy

 

It took over a bell cycle to make their way back to the guild. Packs of Dagger thieves roamed the streets harassing anyone who looked like a Brethren member. She feared they might already be too late to help their comrades. As they moved furtively from alley to alley, Wren's mind flitted back to what Grahm had proposed. A romantic liaison--me? Even as she focused on the guild's upcoming battle, she began to see it as a way out. He and she had been with the guild entirely too long. They could cut their attachments to mistress Desiray and strike out on their own. 

She'd always been proud to be a part of the Brethren. Mistress Desiray had aspired to make it different than other guilds, by design their prey were Corwin's predators. Cinnibar, the wizard whose jem she stole had a nasty reputation for kidnapping street people and doing magical experiments on them. He deserved to be stolen from. 

Justification--it used to be so easy to explain away her stealing. She needed to eat. Then the guild adopted her. The mistress explained their thefts as balancing things out, making the wealthy less so and the poor more rich. That appealed to a homeless girl with a magical talent for climbing and a knack for foiling wards; especially the idea of being part of a family. She guessed the mistress was an orphan like herself because she had a soft spot for parentless children. She'd covertly channeled guild funds into at least three way-houses for street children that Wren knew of. On top of that, she adopted people into her fold. 

Wren's mentor Sireth, Grahm and herself; they all lived in the streets at one time. Desiray gave them a home. That alone had kept her tied to the guild for many summers. Benefiting the poor made Wren's calling easier on her conscience. 

By many standards, she was wealthy now and the guild had lost touch with many of its altruistic ideals. With Desiray gone all the time, things had deteriorated to the point the Brethren resembled any other guild in any of a dozen big cities. She once thought she might spearhead a movement to get back to benefiting the unfortunate. However, the death of her mentor, Sireth, who led the guild in Desiray's absences, killed any thoughts she might have had about improving things. Desiray destroyed any hopes of a benevolent resurgence when she hired out-of-towners to carry on in Sireth's stead. 

It had been the Dagger guild who killed Sireth. Now, they were back to do what they failed to do the first time. 

Crush the Brethren. 

They stopped in an alley across from the Guild. Its pitted granite walls extended two stories above the surrounding buildings. They saw no one manning the crenellated roof or lookout platforms. The only guardians were the stone gargoyles mortared into the corners of the building. 

As they climbed the steps, she noticed other empty sentry posts as well. They stopped. The chirping of bugs and barking dogs sounded loud in the ominous silence. 

"Don't like this," Grahm whispered. 

She nodded and pulled his loose breeches higher on her waist. The only clothing available to her had come from his wardrobe. A wharf sack would have fit as well. She pulled at the tunic to stop the itch. The fabric was nothing she wanted against her breasts, especially after the recent burns. At least his spare weapons were serviceable. 

Dirk readied, he opened the door. 

Together, they stepped into the dark lobby. The air smelled of cinnamon incense and tallow. The marble floors looked recently swept. No one occupied the greeter's alcove or tribute stalls. It didn't look to Wren as if anything were secured against attack. 

Silence. 

Grahm frowned and crept toward the corridor. Reaching the archway, he gestured for her to follow. The lanterns felt cold to the touch. Beyond the point where the passage turned, candles cast flickering shadows on the stonework. 

Could they be leaving everything unguarded on purpose? 

A glance up revealed bare ceilings. Why didn't they put up the nets? That served as the first line of defense against a raid. She saw no way for the guild to be overrun without a fight, and yet found no evidence of battle. 

Grahm pointed to the ceiling and shook his head. Her partner was thinking the same thing. Though he and she were senior members of the Brethren, mistress Desiray's favorites ran things. Perhaps it was as Grahm said, Vulcindra was afraid that Wren might replace her. Vulcindra was only half the equation though, Desiray was not paying attention to her operation or she would know how inadequate her operative was. In the last few moons, the situation had been a growing irritation for Wren. 

She gave fifteen summers of hard work to the Brethren. Even after completing the toughest jobs the guild had ever staged, she still didn't rate with Desiray's street-green toe-kissers. 

Grahm turned a corner heading for the main meeting area. They still heard no sounds except the crackling of burning tallow. Testing revealed all the doors to be shut and bolted. In an attack, the minimal lighting would hurt more than it would help. The shadows gave Brethren defenders better hiding, but hampered recognition of friend and foe in a tight battle. 

A chilling sense of doom crept into Wren's bones. Could Vulcindra be this strategically incompetent? Why no barricades? Shouldn't the heavy crossbows be put on their tripods and placed so they could shoot into the main passages? 

A silhouette darted across the passage from the dry goods storeroom over to the armory. 

Grahm froze. 

Heart leaping, she drew her sword and slid close to Grahm. They still didn't know conclusively whether Vulcindra had allowed the guild to be taken without a struggle, or if this was some unorthodox defense tactic. 

Grahm hand signaled her to cover on the right side of the hall. She nodded and faded to the side opposite him. Ahead, she heard someone try to mute their breathing. A support joist jutting down into the corridor provided a prime hiding spot for an ambush. Her blood pulsed in her temples as she strained to sense the enemies hidden in the shadows above. 

One step forward; two, three. Grahm signaled for two enemies and indicated the top of the support. 

She switched the sword to her left hand and pulled a dagger. Pointing, she indicated her intention to cover the other opponent. 

Grahm took two steps, started the third but dove and rolled instead. 

Two figures dropped. Both missed him. Grahm sprang to his feet and spun a kick into left one's stomach. Wren clubbed the right man across the shoulders with the hilt of her dirk. 

Both men fell with groans. 

The one on the left tried to rise and Grahm pushed him down with the point of his sword. The other tried to rise from a prone position to hands and knees. She booted him in the buttocks, knocking him into a sprawl. 

"Roll over," she ordered. 

The man turned. He looked at her squint-eyed and brushed strands of hair out of his eyes. 

Recognizing one of their junior members, she shook her head and sighed. "Idiot. We're on your side!" 

Grahm jerked the other to his feet. "We almost killed you two!" 

"Vulcindra wants us to spread out and ambush the Dagger." 

Wren's stomach knotted at the confirmation of her worst fears. "Of all the hollow headed--" she stopped, seeing the men pale at her tone. Few of the Brethren would even raise their voices when talking about mistress Desiray or her subordinates. The fear seemed almost magical in its potency. Desiray had never done anything to inspire it. 

Even Grahm became tense when she complained about the mistress' biased favoritism. She knew her tone sounded icy. "Where is Vulcindra?" 

"The mistress' office." 

"You lead. We don't want to have to hurt somebody." 

As the two men led them to the stairs, Wren's anger continued to simmer. When Desiray first formed the guild twenty summers ago, she started with ten members. One of them was Sireth, the woman who taught Wren and served as her surrogate sister when she joined the guild. She learned much about stealth and quick thinking from Sireth. A few summers later, Sireth taught Grahm as well. Sireth respected Desiray and would not tolerate any criticism of the mistress. Regardless, Sireth admitted that Desiray sometimes worried more about how they looked, than how well they did their jobs. 

How did Desiray strike such fear into everyone? She possessed incredible charisma and inspired devotion. It made Wren wonder though that no-one could ever speak badly of her. She'd practiced with their white-haired leader and acknowledged her mastery. She clearly was one of the best thieves ever born. Still, she wasn't a god who could strike dead those who dared speak blasphemies against her. She put a roof over Wren's head, gold in her pocket, and provided the security of numbers. Wren expressed her gratitude in tithes willingly paid for membership in Desiray's organization. It went no further than that for her. Sometimes it seemed as though she was the only one who felt that way. 

As Desiray spread her power, opening guilds in other cities, she spent less and less time in Corwin. Sireth, who apprenticed under Desiray, led the Brethren well in her common absences. 

The Dagger guild attack that killed Sireth happened almost two summers ago. In retaliation, Desiray led a successful assault on the rogue guild. The few Dagger members who survived were banished from the city of Corwin. Rather than allowing Grahm or Wren to accede Sireth, Desiray brought Tarmagal and Vulcindra in from another city. 

Sireth had been good to Wren. She felt that Desiray betrayed Sireth by not choosing one of her pupils to carry on. 

Wren nodded at two old-timers who stood guard at the stairs to the upper story. One touched Wren's arm and she stopped. Smiling, he rubbed the patch over his eye and scratched at the stubble on his craggy face. He spoke with a rasp caused by drinking too much ale. "Hey, Wren, did you manage to grab the Malicent gem?" 

The other, a stringy man bobbed his bald head, his swarthy features intent like curious rodent. 

"What do you guys think? It was guarded by a sorcerer-ring. Nobody has busted that in two centuries." 

One-eye rubbed at the back of his head. "Hey, we know it ain't been done before. I told Jace I seen ya get past some scary stuff almost as hard just last moon." He leaned forward. "They heard whistles a bell or so ago. Doesn't mean ya came away with it though." 

She looked at Grahm and shook her head. "You should have set the odds on me as two-to-one for, not against." 

One-eye's grin vanished. "You did it?" 

"It's stashed at Grahm's hidey." She frowned. "Shouldn't you worry about the defense preparations rather than on the hit-or-miss heist pool?" 

"Hey, Vulcindra has it in hand." 

"Sure." Stomach churning, she pushed past and climbed the stairs. 

One of their escorts glanced back. Her angry tone had been obvious. He didn't say anything. 

Grahm put a hand on her shoulder. "All right, you've a good reason to be upset." 

"Desiray is who will be upset when this guild gets gutted. Maybe then she'll put competent people in charge." 

He kissed her on the ear. "You're beautiful, you know that?" He whispered. 

She scowled at him. Right now, romantic thoughts were far from her mind. "You should probably bed me now. It might be the last chance you get." 

That backed him off and made him sober. She regretted saying it, seeing the hurt look in his eyes. He wasn't taking this situation serious enough though. An inner sense screamed that people would be dying soon if she didn't do something. 

Topping the steps, they went down the long corridor that ended in Desiray's office. 

Sully stepped out of a side doorway, a towering scarecrow of a man who looked as if he had more bones than flesh. He knelt down to eye level, angular face set, blue eyes narrow. Taking Wren's hand he spoke in a low voice. "Wren, it's good you're back. Are you going to--" 

"Yes. Abandon this stupid scheme. Get the other experienced men and start building some barricades and hanging the nets. Vulcindra will order it done right, or I'll kill her." 

"Kali bless you, Wren. I'll get on it." 

Sully stood and jogged off. 

Grahm watched him go. "You're taking a big chance undercutting Vulcindra." 

She snorted. "What's she going to do? Kick me out? You and I earn as much as the rest of the guild combined." 

At the door to Desiray's office, she knocked and entered. Her guides turned away not even bothering to look inside. 

The mistress' office was a small but opulent room lined with rose-wood paneling and decorated with exquisite tapestries, paintings, and statuary. A few of Grahm's pictures graced the walls, alongside some of Desiray's own paintings. The mistress' art was every bit the equal to Grahm's though many had stood unfinished on the easel until Grahm's greater discipline filled in the missing highlights. 

Wren's gaze went to Desiray's painting of Sireth and a group of orphans gazing into a stormy sky. The mistress had captured every detail of the contemplative look on Sireth's angular face. It looked as if she were staring at something infinitely far away. Wren often wondered what her surrogate sister had been thinking about to get that distant expression on her face. Maybe she'd foreseen her own death. 

A huge desk dominated the middle of the room. Willowy Vulcindra paced behind it, hands clasped behind her back, long gold hair forming a halo around her face. 

She envied the woman's striking beauty. On her, even plain black leather looked like royal attire. She turned to look at them and her eyes widened as though she were startled. "Wren, Grahm," she paused, and her throat muscles worked. "You-- made it back. Apparently, the Dagger were ready to move sooner than we thought. I've started--" 

Wren held up a hand to interrupt her. She didn't like the surprise in the woman's face. She acted as if she thought they wouldn't be coming back. She didn't like the implication. Vulcindra was the one who told them Cinnibar would be out tonight. Something else she just happened to be wrong about. "Vul, forget that mess you started. Have them barricade the corridors, make tight openings and guard them with the heavy crossbows. Get the nets from the basement and hang them. That's what they're for." 

The blonde woman's eyes widened. "Have you told anyone else?" 

"Of course, I want to live through this! There's three hundred Dagger out there, they'll overrun us. Where's Tarmagal?" 

"I sent her to the temple of Isis for sovereign Dauntless." 

"Good! How many guards did you send with her?" 

"Three." 

She slapped a hand to her forehead in frustration. "Ishtar! On the way in--" Grahm took hold of Wren's shoulder and squeezed. She lowered her voice. "We saw groups of Dagger men numbering a score or more." 

The door slammed open interrupting Wren's words. Tarmagal staggered in followed by a host of concerned Brethren. The chunky red-haired woman let out a gasp. "Vul, they're coming. I couldn't get through." 

Cuts striped Tarmagal's leather armor and blood covered her arms. She collapsed into a chair. It would have taken a fierce battle indeed to turn her back. 

"We ran into more than fifty up on Beast Street. They're blocking all the main avenues into the temple district. My guards are all dead." 

Vulcindra swallowed. The expression on her face was difficult to read. A mixture of fear and confusion. She looked to Wren. "Come on, show me what you want to do." 

Wren worked fast, not knowing how much longer the Dagger would wait. She gave Vulcindra and Tarmagal tasks to oversee while she and Grahm tried to gather and organize stray members. People were scattered everywhere in confusion. Their defenses couldn't be any weaker if they had been intentionally scrambled. The air smelled of sweat, and she felt the hum of tension in the walls. 

After a half bell, they stopped in the back hall to check on Vulcindra's progress. The tall woman looked nervous and agitated. Sully ran up to them. "The barricades and nets in the main hall are in place and manned. We have them working on the side passages now. They--" 

Screams cut through the last of his words sounding far too close to have come from the main entrance. Vulcindra spun. The look on her face was pure terror. She bolted down the hall. 

"Vulcindra!" Wren cried. "Worthless witch. Damn, they must have found another way in!" 

The three of them drew their weapons and plunged into the chaos. In a space of heartbeats, the cultists were appearing everywhere. 

They fought a retreating battle from the start, clashing and withdrawing simply to keep from being overwhelmed. Heart hammering and lungs burning, she launched herself into the focus of steel-on-steel and blade-into-flesh. Clash, kick, drive, duck, stab. 

The battle became a confusion of arms, legs and faces. She and Grahm worked together against single opponents, picking off stragglers and using the cover of doorways to surprise the enemy. 

The air reeked of sweat, urine and bile. The howling of the injured and dying stabbed into her as painfully as any steel. Her friends were dying and all she could hope to do was survive, perhaps help a few escape. She wanted to run, but where could she go? The guild was her home. 

They punched through a skirmish line and ran straight into the teeth of the main Dagger assault. The main hall echoed with battle. Plate-armored men hacked away at a knot of Brethren thieves led by Tarmagal. Her swords licked out like adders, cutting anything that ventured near. 

Wren pulled a dirk and threw it into the eye slot of the nearest warrior. He pitched over and vanished into the tangle of bodies. She put another knife to similar use. 

A roar came from behind them. She dodged a huge sword that slammed into the floor. Grahm's sword and hers clanged and sparked against the heavy armor of their new opponent. 

Somehow the Dagger forces had flanked them. 

She stabbed one of the rogue guilders trying to get to her while the plate-armored mercenary closed in. She leaped over a low sword swipe and landed in a puddle of blood. Her foot shot out from under her and she felt a shock of pain as her shoulder cracked into the floor. 

"Wren!" 

She rolled. A sword clanged and struck sparks near her head. She shifted right. Another smash. The warrior's eyes glowed behind the slits in his demon mask. His laughter echoed in his helmet. He drew back and thrust. 

Grahm slammed into him, knocking the sword wide. The two fell into a tangle. Wren scrambled to her knees. 

"No!" 

She leaped to interpose herself between the struggling pair and two cultists. She blocked one but the other landed knees first on Grahm's back. Slicing through the throat of the one she'd intercepted, she hit the other man in the back of the head and kicked him away. Grahm stiffened. The cultist had stabbed him between the shoulder blades. The armored warrior beneath Grahm shoved him off. 

Everything in Wren's vision fogged over in a red haze. She struck the side of the mercenary's helm with all her strength, hammering at it until the man stopped moving. 

The defensive line of Brethren disintegrated under a wave of cultist thieves. 

"Grahm!" She turned him over. Her stomach tightened when she saw his glazed eyes. He blinked and grabbed Wren's arm. "Get out of here. Find Desiray." 

"You're coming with me." 

She dragged him up and they staggered down the hall. He clung to her and it took all of Wren's strength to stumble forward under his weight. A peal of thunder roared through the halls. More blasts that sounded like lightning strikes rumbled through the building. 

No time to get out-- need to hole up-- escape during a lull. 

She pulled Grahm into a storeroom and bolted the door. Propping him against the wall, she started to tend his wound. 

"Won't do any good," he croaked. "It's not deep." She strained to hear him over the battle. "Bastard used--" He grimaced. "--poison." He convulsed and she gripped his arm. 

An icy hand knotted in her chest. No. Not Grahm, he couldn't leave her like Sireth did. They were the best. A team. 

Grahm's skin tinged yellow and his limbs shook. 

"Oh Grahm," she felt the tears burning on her cheeks. "What can I do?" 

"Kiss me." He forced a smile. "Last chance I'll get." 

 

 


 

 

 

Blood is never sweeter than when it is sucked from the gashed throat of a mewing victim...

--Hethanon

 

Chapter 3

The Dagger Stabs Deep

 

"Move!" Wren stumbled forward as one of the rakes of the Dagger guild shoved her. 

The torch-lit corridor of Brethren Guild reeked of curdled blood, urine, and burned hair. Flaking lines of rusty-brown ran down the stone walls. So much blood spilled, she wondered how many Brethren had been allowed to live. Everywhere she saw signs of death. She'd lived here for more than a decade and now she barely recognized it. It no longer felt like the safe haven she'd come to know so well. 

It had been defiled. 

Her skin felt clammy from the oral caresses of the Dagger men, and her breasts felt raw from being fondled. Her scalp stung from constant pulling on her hair. 

An icy hand clutched her mind and body. Grahm now dead, Vulcindra and Tarmagal gone, and she'd failed to escape. As the three thugs pushed her toward the Dagger cult's axe-faced priest, she could only think that she'd been cursed to perish in flames. 

Axe-face grinned with broken yellow teeth as they brought her closer. His black eyes flashed. His presence made her skin prickle. His malignant aura was so strong it felt like standing face first against a wall of needles. 

The man's smile faded as they pushed her close. His voice rasped like crunching glass. "Kergatha?" He grabbed her by the back of the neck and pulled. His breath smelled like spoiled milk and it sent a shudder through her. He relaxed. "Ah no, but you look much like her." He laughed. "I met a woman who looked like you. Had your spirit. Killed several of my men like you have." He bunched his hand in her hair and she gritted her teeth against the pain. "Thought she could kill an Avatar. I taught her different. For her trouble, she was made to live as a supplicant. We took her children." He paused. "Unfortunately, you have nothing like that to give us. So we'll have to take what you do have." He let go and stepped back to size her up. 

"I heard that you put three or four knives through the eye slits of some of my mercenaries. Once is hard to believe, but three or four times?" 

Wren shrugged. "Give me a knife. I'll be glad to give you a demonstration." 

He snorted. "You're good at climbing too. Though it's hard to credit, my men said they found you crawling on a ceiling. I've never heard of anyone being able to do that without claws or ropes." 

Her voice cracked. "Fear makes a lot of things possible." 

"It's a shame to waste all that ability." 

Her chest grew tight. Please, Ishtar, give me an opening-- anything. I know I've been bad, but not as bad as this. Each of the two rakes holding her shoulders and wrists was twice her weight. The third stood behind. 

"All right, spider-girl, where is Desiray?" 

"My name is Wren. If I knew where she was, it would be our rakes holding you." 

The hawk-faced man on the right struck her across the face. 

Wren felt the burn and struggled, but their grip stayed solid. 

"Wren?" The priest nodded. "That explains it. My Brethren source warned me about you. You're skilled enough to have a master's warrant yourself. Surely, you don't have any loyalty to that bitch who's kept you submerged in the ranks. What does it matter now anyway? Tell us where she is. Save yourself some pain." 

Save me pain. What a colossal lie. She knew better than that. "I wish I knew, so she'd rip your Ishtar-damned face off!" 

The right man clubbed her in the side of the head again. The ringing in her ears continued as Axe-face frowned. 

"Girl, you should learn some respect." He shrugged his dark cloak off. "I let my men play with you, but the best was saved for last. You're such a pretty little flower. I can't waste a perfect opportunity." 

He moved closer. 

Have to try. 

The rakes held her solidly enough that she could kick the man behind. Both heels crashed low on his sternum. Wren kicked forward and caught the master underneath the chin. She lunged underneath the right man's swing and round-kicked him in back of the knee. Her right arm came loose as he fell. 

She felt a flash of pain as a fist clipped her jaw. Wren ducked another punch and brought a ridge-hand to the left man's throat. He staggered back gasping. Wren leaped and came down with both knees on the belly of the right hand man. He groaned, arms groping without focus. Wren cracked him between the eyes with her elbow, then again. 

Steel hissed through the air. She twisted. A slash of burning cut across her breast. Roll, sidestep, another hiss and a stripe of agony. The master stalked forward grinning, his yellow teeth bloody. 

He growled like animal. 

She feinted side-to-side as he slashed. A hand grabbed her ankle. Wren felt a flash of fear as the priest's dagger came in. Steel kissed bone and separated flesh. She cried out and slammed onto the floor, clutching her side. 

She gasped, flopping like a fish on a deck. Her limbs refused to function through the torment. 

"Does that hurt? Good." He turned the man who she'd kicked. "Are you all right?" 

The man wheezed and nodded. 

The master thrust his dagger into the rake's eye. The man shrieked and convulsed on the floor. 

"Worthless trash," he stepped forward and knotted his hand in her hair. The touch of his fingers burned like fire. "We didn't finish our discussion." 

Wren could only wail as he dragged her down the corridor. He stopped after ten paces and stood over her. 

"You shall make a good handmaiden to Set." He leered and spat a wad of bloody phlegm on her chest. "I'm sure he will find your soul as tasty as I will your body." 

Move, move! Her heart pounded. 

He sheathed his dagger and unfastened his breeches. 

No. Blood throbbed in her temples like the clap of a church bell. 

Her legs refused to move. She tried to peel her arm away from the gash in her side. The blinded Cultist continued to scream. 

I'm going to die. Explosions went off behind her eyes. 

The master crouched to pin her legs. 

A blast of energy surged through her. She yelled and kicked. Her toe smashed into his groin. The priest howled and dropped. 

She scrambled away on hands and knees. The priest lunged. Pain shrieked down her back as his nails raked gouges down her spine. The master coughed as Wren staggered upright and stumbled away. 

He screamed curses as she ran. She turned the corner as a roar of thunder blasted down the corridor. A bolt of lightning exploded into the wall behind. 

She kept running and didn't look back...

 


 

 

 

Though many may argue it, Ishtar is a goddess of virtue. We wage war to defend the innocent, and consummate our passions to celebrate life. It is our love that gives us the strength to fight, and our war on evil that keeps us free to spread our rapture...

--Jharon Ko

 

Chapter 4

Shelter From the Storm

 

Wren looked up into the wind-torn sky letting the freezing downpour run across her face. The clouds writhed, intertwining masses of black and gray briefly illuminated by flashes of lightning that boomed through the night like evil laughter. The cold wind clawed at her wounds like icy talons. The dilapidated buildings and peasant shanties around her looked like rat chewed doll houses. 

She clutched the gash in her side. The pressure of her arm opened the scabs on her lacerated breasts. Her hair streamed across her face as she staggered through the storm. 

She tried to orient and find a purposeful direction to go. If she continued randomly through the city's alleys, it wouldn't be long before the street people attacked to take advantage of her weakened condition. Soon the priest's best thieves would be on her trail. 

Grahm is gone. 

The pain in her side was tiny compared to the agony in that thought. Get out of here. Find Desiray. Grahm's last request. She remembered touching his lips. Kiss me. Last chance I'll get. 

Grahm, I could have loved you. I simply didn't know how. Now, I won't get a chance. Anger flashed through her like a thunderbolt. This is Desiray's fault. Putting those damn toe-kissers in charge. Grahm died for nothing. 

Find Desiray. All right, Grahm, I'll find the manipulating witch. We'll make the bastards pay for what they've done. 

She summoned Desiray's illusive image. Little about the mistress was ever the same. Even the lineaments of her face varied day to day and she never wore the same color, style, or cut. The only constant in Desiray's appearance was her hair. Long bone-white strands that shone like a star on a dark night. 

How do I find her? She usually appeared after dawn and left about noon. She simply appeared from nowhere, and later vanished. 

Wren strained to clear her mind and identify the surroundings and place herself within the chaotic jumble of the city's twists and turns. On a roof she could quickly sight landmarks and know her location. It would also keep all but the most determined Dagger thieves away. The torrential rain and wind made the rooftops dangerous though. Poor footing or an unexpected gust could send her plummeting off a narrow beam or cornice. She stumbled down the street knowing she couldn't pull herself up onto a roof now even if she wanted to. 

Her only hope lay in finding refuge. If any Brethren were to survive, they needed Desiray's power. The mistress had been instrumental in defeating the Dagger before. She could do so again. 

Wren stopped and leaned against a wall. She examined her bloody hand in a flash of lightning. Rain splattered in the thick coating of blood, washing away the clotted mess. Shaking, she tore part of her tunic and pressed it against the wound. 

A gong rang in the distance. She oriented in the direction of the sound and took another bearing. She knew the sound, the call to the street people to gather in Podar's warehouse away from the fury of the storm. That meant that this must be the crafter's quarter, south of the temple district. 

Wren cleared her mind and forced the pain down. Hobbled by the wound and deep in what was now the Cult's territory, she couldn't afford a mistake. 

Footsteps. 

The storm drowned out everything but the closest noises. 

Too open, no place to hide. She ran. She hadn't seen the angular statuary of Mosque Street meaning she'd probably gone east from the guild. This should be Trencher's Alley near the ancient ruins of the collapsed citadel. Nothing there but burned out warehouses and peasant nests though. 

The twisted remains of the ancient citadel hove into view. It gave her the last reference point she needed. This was Beast Street, a meandering concourse that wove its way around the mangled stone corpse of Corwin's first stronghold. 

She strained to find sight of her pursuers. 

The storm made it impossible to see beyond thirty paces. 

Steel whistled. She ducked. Backpedaling, she shook the hair out of her eyes to see the attacker. The wind-whipped rain kept blinding her. For an instant, the outline of a figure appeared in a flash of lightning. 

Hearing another swing, Wren sprang. She hit the street hard. The storm stirred muck splattered in her face. The harsh cobbles rasped across her side. She jerked in agony as wounds tore open. 

She rolled to her feet, more from fear than force of will. Her body had gone numb. Dancing sideways, she kept distance between them. His sword flicked out like the strike of a snake. She vaulted out of range. Without weapons or a place to hide, she couldn't fight back. She saw only his silhouette in the lightning flashes. 

It took all her concentration to stay upright. She reeled toward the standing stones nearby. The man kept after her. Wren's back nudged the crumbling stone. She hoped more enemies weren't concealed among the rocks. Wren dodged around the wall. A shower of sparks erupted over her head. 

Using the uneven terrain to advantage, she put every available obstacle between them. A piece of loose stone broke off in her hand. She gripped it and waited for him to lunge. She let fly when he came close. The sharp-edged fragment cracked him in the skull. Cursing, he dropped his weapon and gripped his head. 

Another flash illuminated the area. Around her, the citadel's monolithic remains jutted from the earth like misshapen teeth. Slogging through ankle deep mud, she fled into the maze of piled debris. 

She heard no pursuit as she headed toward the temple district where she might find healing. A cleric's magic could cure her wounds, provided she didn't bleed to death first. She'd lost her improvised compress in the scuffle. 

Tearing more of her tunic to make a new bandage, she pressed it to the wound and moaned. The drenching rain did little to help her condition. 

Her friend Jharon, would help her. The same man Grahm had gotten favors from in return for watching over her. She'd often persuaded Jharon to use his curing magic on her. Most clerics disapproved of thieves, but she'd made herself more acceptable by helping the temple when they were short of gold or a 'lost' item needed finding. 

She and Jharon were still close. They never became serious because of temple politics. She was one of the Brethren's 'Bad Girls' and he the patriarch of Corwin's temple to Ishtar. The temple prefects wouldn't allow one of their order to fraternize with a commoner such as herself. 

Wren floundered through the mire. The fear energy ebbed, leaving her drained. 

Pounding rain and clinging muck dragged at her like a leaden weight. She tried to focus on anything that would summon more strength; some anger, hate, even fear. Her mind had become as numb as her body. She felt nothing, least of all anger. The energy wasn't there. 

She stumbled on the slippery cobbles. Each step made the fire in her side burn brighter. Agony gnawed at her mobility. 

The temples hunched like sleeping behemoths beneath the angry sky. The ornate marble spires and golden domes looked dingy in the squall. She fell against a wall as a gust nearly blew her over. Leaning into the gale, slushy water stung her face and deadened her lips. 

At a lessening in the fierce blast, she made a pitiful charge down the alley toward the street intersection ahead. 

Skittering to a stop, she fell. The pyramid-like structure of the temple of Isis stretched before her. Mother Isis would not help her tonight, but if she survived the night, she might be of use in the morning. Ishtar's temple lay a block away. Clambering to her feet, Wren limped toward it. The journey seemed to take forever. 

At the steps, Wren glanced back as voices briefly broke over the sound of the storm. She clawed up the jam until she could stand, and pounded on the huge wooden valves. 

The pace of the people's approach increased. 

The door opened swiftly. An acolyte stood in the doorway. Dressed in a crisp blue surplice, his myopic eyes peered out from under a silly looking conical headpiece. 

"Master Jharon." Wren grasped his robes with bloody hands. "Quickly!" A glance showed the men closing in. 

The boy stared at her with wide eyes. He gulped when he saw the blood on her hands. His gaze moved to the gang stalking down the street. He shoved her back and slammed the door. 

"No!" She pounded on the door. Hysteria burned through her as she put her back to the wood. She tried to force the door open but he'd bolted it on the inside. She kept her eyes fixed on the approaching group. There were at least six. 

The first thief reached the bottom of the stairs. He shot her a feral grin as he locked eyes with her. His matted dark hair hung in his face. He looked like a rain bedraggled wolf approaching its prey. 

Scanning for any means of escape and seeing none, Wren hammered on the door again. 

She gasped and fell backward as it swung inward. A strong arm dragged her back and put her in the grasp of an unseen accomplice. 

"The rats will not feast tonight." She recognized Jharon's distinctive baritone. "Scurry back to your hole, craven." 

"Give us the woman," the wolf growled. "The Dagger rule Guildhall now. Her life is ours." 

"She is within the temple precincts, and under our protection." 

"Then we shall take her." Wolf glanced back to his comrades who looked uneasily at one another. 

Jharon advanced to the steps. His hand drifted to the haft of a flanged mace hanging from his side. "The goddess teaches us to love all her children," he boomed. "Still, you must never forget, Ishtar is also a goddess of war!" Jharon punctuated his statement by drawing his mace and clubbing the thief before he could dodge. Head split clean, the rogue lay still. 

"Now! Shall Ishtar smite thee, or shall you move on?" 

The thieves of the Cult took no time in debate, fleeing back into the night as fast as they had appeared. 

Jharon returned and closed the door. "My poor little Wren." He shrugged off his soaked tunic. "Ishtar must be angry with you indeed." His hand caressed her cheek gently. "Quickly, clean and dress her wounds, and fetch me more robes. Ishtar shall not claim her just yet." 

His words grew fuzzy. The light in the hall faded as she felt herself lifted. She recalled the first few jarring steps as they moved deeper into the bowels of Ishtar's domain, but from then sight and memory quickly dwindled. 

 

 


 

 

 

Try as we might, we can rarely escape our fate. Still, some judicious footwork can stave it off for a time...

--Jharon Ko

 

Chapter 5

Precepts and Premonitions

 

Wren opened her eyes and stared at the ceiling. The well-furnished bed chamber with its marble stonework, fluted ceilings, and flickering candelabras looked unfamiliar. Coverlets of satin and silk had been pulled up to cover her body. The agony of her wounds now felt like a dull ache on her breast and side. 

It told Wren one thing and it made her shudder. The flight from Brethren hall had not been a nightmare. Her chest tightened. Grahm, Vulcindra, Tarmagal and Ishtar only knew how many others-- 

Dead. 

She'd survived. At the moment, it seemed no blessing. Cultists now occupied the place she called home. The man she called friend and companion fallen to poison. She owned nothing now but the clothes on her back. Everything she owned of value still sat in a cubby at the Guild. 

Wren felt tears trickle down her cheeks in streaks of burning that made her vision go blurry. What did she have left? Revenge? That seemed so petty now. Nothing meant anything anymore. Even if she found Desiray and saved a few lives, their existences would likely be as crushed as hers. The Brethren were shattered. 

Wren sat up and pushed the covers back. The clerics had dressed her in a blue shift. The rod-and-hand sigil of Ishtar was prominent over the left breast, the garment probably belonged to one of the priestesses. Taking breaths, she tried to quell the tears. Jharon's magic could not alleviate the pain of the cruel blow dealt to her and the Brethren. She pulled up the hem of the nightgown and examined her side. Red discolorations marked where her wounds once were. She was well enough to travel with some rest. Well enough to try to do what Grahm asked of her. What then? 

It didn't matter. 

She looked around the room. The priestess to whom these chambers belonged obviously lived very well. The surroundings were anything but austere. 

The candles didn't look burned much so she probably hadn't been unconscious for long. Had the Dagger given up or would they keep after her? Jharon turned away a few, but those would return and tell the others where she'd gone. She'd angered that priest of Set mightily, no telling what lengths he might go to. 

She heard footsteps, and snatched up the only weapon in sight, a long hairpin that lay on the bed-table. 

Jharon entered the room and stopped, obviously surprised to see her armed. "Still jittery I see." He shook his head, dusky features tight. Jharon stood well over eighteen hands tall, equal parts warrior, diplomat, and academic. He needed to be big to fill all those roles at the same time; to have a fighting man's strength, the soothing tones of a persuader, and the penetrating insightful eyes of a scholar. He possessed more than one facet, that's what attracted her to him when they first met. That and he didn't condemn her for associating with the guild. 

He wore a black tunic and kilt rather than a temple surplice. His long hair lay in a braid over one shoulder. He'd come as a friend and not as a church official. 

She put the pin down. It made an inordinately loud clatter on the wood. "I--" Her voice quavered. "I've been through a lot." 

Jharon came and sat on the bed. He put his arm around her shoulders. "You've been crying." 

Wren nodded. Could she tell him? She'd only begun to force the memories down, to try to insulate herself from them. 

"Out on the steps, that rogue said something about the Dagger taking over Guildhall. Have the Brethren fallen?" 

She swallowed. "Found a secret way in. Desiray was gone, Vulcindra didn't know what she was doing. Damn, I tried to get them organized to make an orderly defense. It was a rout--I got captured..." Her voice cracked. "I--" She couldn't force herself to continue. 

"Wren, where's Grahm?" 

It hit her like a stab in the chest. She only shook her head. The words wouldn't come; not out loud. 

Jharon's face went stony. He hugged her tight. The gesture was like an affirmation of the truth. Grahm was gone. The pain and fear she'd been trying to hold back broke loose in a torrent of sobs. She'd lived a rogue's life, but she never stole from anyone who couldn't afford it, nor hurt anyone who wasn't set on killing her first. Was this retribution for her soiled existence? 

Grahm gave his life trying to save her, trying to protect the only way of life they knew. 

So unfair. 

Jharon embraced her, running his fingers through her hair and talking in a soothing voice. She wasn't aware of the words, only that he was there and holding her. 
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Wren gazed up into a night-time panorama of swirling colors. She stood at the brink of a cliff overlooking a dark ocean. Breakers of liquid ebony crashed on a shore that sparkled like crushed gems. As the waves crested she saw stars shining through from their undersides. The smell of flowers and scentwood drifted on a breeze that eddied like the currents of a mountain stream. 

I died, didn't I? 

"No, Silly, I did." 

She turned. As she did so, she felt the ripple of clinging fabric. She wore silken robes that winked and sparkled. 

"Nice dress." 

"Grahm?" 

She looked up to see him standing on a rock above, dressed in his usual green leathers and black boots. The breeze blew the strands of blond hair out of his eyes. He smiled. 

"Grahm?" Her heart fluttered and her chest grew tight. 

"Just striking a pose for old time's sake," he said. "Memories being more pristine than reality and all that." He stepped onto the rock next to her. 

Wren took the dress in her hand. It felt like woven butterfly wings. She put her arms around him. He felt warm and solid, his heart strong and steady in his chest. 

"How?" 

Grahm put his hands on her cheeks. "You're asking me? It's your dream." He glanced around. "Ever see any place like this outside of a dream?" 

She looked around. "No--" 

"I commend your imagination though." 

"Grahm, what's going on?!" 

He sighed. "Leave it to you to spoil a moment." Reaching out, he plucked a flower from the air. He smelled it for a moment before tossing it up. The bloom disintegrated into a sparkling dust that drifted away on the breeze. "We're in your head." 

"What?" 

Grahm frowned. "Give me a chance. I'm not used to being dead." 

"But you're alive!" 

He shook his head. "Figuratively." He paused. "Well, maybe more than that if I accomplish my mission." 

"Mission?" 

"My little Myrmigyne, a death in the family and she's reduced to babbling. Steady yourself. Take a breath." 

She closed her eyes. Took a breath. Then opened them. Grahm remained there, hands on her shoulders, dark eyes glinting. He grinned. 

"From the beginning. Some bastard cultist caught me in the back with some Karagal. I expired. You tried to escape. They caught and questioned you, then you escaped to Ishtar's precincts. Jharon beat the Hades out of the Dagger thief stupid enough to try him. He put your body back together, and here we are." 

"And?" 

Grahm shrugged. "Here I am." 

"To put my mind back together I suppose?" 

"You have to admit one doesn't work too well without the other." He took her hand and pulled her up the rocks. "Come on, I want to see what else you conjured up." 

They floated along the granite face before drifting over the edge and onto the hem of meadow bordering a forest of whitebark and needleleaf. A rocky brook gurgled nearby where a couple of longhorn warily lapped at the water. 

"I didn't know the inside of your head was so pastoral." 

Wren stared around. "Neither did I." 

"Look Wren, we have to do each other a favor." 

She squeezed his hand. If this was a dream, she could live it for a while longer. 

He put his other hand on hers. "I'm gone. Let me rest." 

"I don't understand." 

"It's difficult." His brow knit as he tried to focus. "You're different from other people. For someone else, I would only be a memory, a shadow, a spirit drifting up to Asgard. Your mind is stronger--" his voice trailed off. "You're still carrying me with you." 

"Huh?" 

He shook her. "Not literally. My essence, what made me Grahm and not some other street-green. That's why she made a deal with me." 

"Who?" 

"Do we need to take another breath?" 

Wren felt a cold tingle. Why would he be so evasive? 

"I know it sounds stupid, but get on with things. If you get back on track, I might be able to catch up with you later." 

"I don't--" 

"Wren, trust me," his hands squeezed until her arms hurt. "The best thing you can do for me is to focus ahead. Kill those bastard Dagger if it suits you. Don't look back. Look for me down the road." 

"This is silly. I can't--" 

He interrupted. "Wren," his eyes narrowed. "Yes, you can. I made a deal. Don't make me the fool. Give me a chance to live." 

"You wouldn't make a deal with--" she wouldn't say the word. 

"Hadespawn? I think not. Consider her a concerned citizen." 

"Of where?" 

"Must you know everything? Do you want me to live or not?" 

"Yes." Wren let out a breath. "What should I do though?" 

"Survive, be free--grow." 

She scowled. "Grow?" 

Grahm chuckled. "Figure of speech." 

"That's it?" 

"Nothing more." He looked up then back to her eyes. "Well, one other thing." 

"What's that?" 

"Kiss me. It'll have to last me a while." 

 


 

 

 

My whole life I've felt alone, isolated by my origins, my sex, and even my intellect. I fit in by forgetting where I came from, covering up my femininity, and playing dumb. Not the best solution, but it worked. I cherished the times I could be myself...whoever that is.

--Wren

 

Chapter 6

The Phoenix, Revival, and a Promise

 

The noontime bell was ringing. Wren roused with a start, throwing off the covers and snatching for the dagger that usually lay under her pillow. Something metallic banged between her breasts. The heat of it made her flinch. Her heart thudded as she searched for the intruder. 

She focused on a priestess who'd frozen in the doorway in response to her sudden movement. Wren let out a breath, the tightness in her chest loosening as clarity came and she grew more awake. 

"Sorry, I'm still tense from last night," she said rubbing the sleep from her eyes. Her free hand went the metallic object between her breasts. Blinking, she examined the small gold talisman. A symbol of a bird with its wings upraised. 

A phoenix. 

The image brought back the dream in a flash. At this moment, it felt more real than the massacre at the guild. Grahm, alive? The thought brought a smile to her face. Only, you'd be sneaky enough to sidestep death. She closed her eyes then opened them. 'Survive, be free, grow--' 

A realization made her skin prickle. The visit with Grahm must have worked a magic on her mind. The horror of the massacre had faded. The blood, the screaming, it all seemed dream-like now. Even the grim memory of Grahm's trembling body as he shuddered and went still. It was as if something had reached into her mind and culled out the hurt. 

Grahm had somehow survived. She could take solace in that. The best thing you can do for me is to focus ahead. Kill those bastard Dagger if it suits you. Don't look back. Look for me down the road. 

She gripped the phoenix tighter and felt a tingle spread up her arm and into her chest. Kill those bastard Dagger if it suits you. 

It suited her fine. They'd taken Grahm away. Destroyed her home. Killed her friends. The Dagger would be sorry they ever returned to Corwin or crossed the Brethren. She'd find Desiray and make her help, even if she needed to drag the mistress back to Corwin by the ear. 

Wren looked up and saw that the priestess still stood in the doorway eying her as though she were a crazy person. Wren glanced down at the phoenix emblem again. For all she knew, a crazy person might be exactly what the priestess was looking at. 

No point in trying to explain it. "Where's Jharon?" Wren asked. 

The woman jerked at the sudden break in the silence. She put a hand to her chest as if to keep her heart from flying away. "Master Jharon is leading mass, he will meet you later. He instructed me to bring these to you." She cautiously approached the bedside and laid a black bundle down and unwrapped it. As she worked at the leathern knots Wren took closer note of her. The two of them were similar, from their modest statures to the blonde hair crowning their heads. 

The priestess' eyes were a deep blue, and she frowned when she caught Wren staring. Unrolling the bundle revealed a pair of black doeskin breeches and tunic, a leather belt and climbing moccasins. A sheathed short-sword and a pair of daggers lay at the center. 

"Perfect!" Wren said. They were from one of her clothes stashes. Jharon knew more about her than she'd thought. 

The priestess gave her a disparaging look as she examined the clothing, and started to remove the gown. 

She stopped. "Is there something wrong?" 

"Of course. You're filthy. You should bathe first." 

"Pardon me. I didn't know a bath was available." 

"Look at what you've done to that gown." 

Feeling guilty, she inspected herself. "These must be yours then." 

The corner of the priestess' mouth twitched. "Yes." 

Wren grinned. It felt wrong to be able to smile so soon after the tragedy. She didn't know whether she should be concerned or not. "Lead me to a bath. I'll gladly clean up and besmirch your attire no longer." 

"Excuse," the woman replied, chagrined. "I did not mean to be so rude. Please, follow me." 

Wren followed the woman out of the room and down the long corridors of Ishtar's precincts. Eddies of incense-laden smoke curled through the air. Weapons adorned the polished-stone walls, badges of honor captured in campaigns when the kingdoms were still young. Long tapestries of battle scenes were interspersed with romantic renderings of varying levels of intensity. 

Wren stopped and stared at a particularly vivid scene involving several men and women sexually intertwined. When the priestess stopped and looked back, she felt the urge to chuckle. 

"Perhaps I've been mistaken about you people." She glanced from the picture to the dame and smiled suggestively. "If this is what mass is like, it can't be all that bad. Ishtar certainly has an interesting way of bringing her congregations closer together." 

The woman looked at the picture and flushed. 

"Some people interpret Ishtar's word differently," she replied in a tight voice. She turned abruptly and continued down the hall. 

"That's some interpretation," Wren murmured as she followed, her gaze lingering on the picture. 

The temple bath area was surrounded by a colonnade and looked more like a pond than the tiny wooden basins she was accustomed to. Floral arrangements, statuary, and tile frescos surrounded a pool of clear water several paces across. 

Wren simply stared. It looked more like a work of art than a place people bathed. She never realized how well the servants of Ishtar lived. The whole stigma of the clergy's implied poverty was an act. They acted poor outside, but here in the precincts they lived like kings and queens. It made her regret choosing not to accept the temple appeals. Instead, she spent her childhood scrabbling for coppers and eating what she could beg for. 

"Well?" the priestess asked, hands on hips. 

Wren met her gaze. "You expect me to wash--in there?" 

The dame sighed. "Yes. Use those steps over by the two statues. I will have towels and oils sent." 

She started forward. This would be the most extravagant bath she'd ever experienced. In the later stages of her career as an elder of the guild, she usually had enough gold to buy conveniences. Once she could afford it, she rarely went more than a few days without a trip to the bath house or to the perfumist. Even after the big heists, she never went in for the lavish expenses. She gave most of it away, saving enough to keep her in good clothes and food until the next mission. Now that the cult had gutted the guild, she was poor again; best to take advantage of this opportunity. It would have to last her. 

It took the better part of a bell to scrub the blood and dirt from her body. She stepped from the water to towel off, eager to be back in her leathers. 

She fingered the phoenix symbol. Though Grahm had touched her mind to free her of the weight of the Brethren's death, if she were to avenge them she would be facing it all again. What if the despair all came back? 

Wren shuddered. Still, she had to try to help those who might still be alive. They didn't deserve to die, not the way the Dagger would kill them. She strapped on the sword and knives, the sensation of being armed made her feel whole again. The Dagger men had managed to strip away her dignity, make her helpless. This time they did not have the advantage of surprise. If she returned with the help needed, the Dagger guild would pay for every Brethren life they'd taken. 

She made a promise to herself. If I get a chance, I'm going to kick that black-eyed bastard hard enough to put his manhood in the next kingdom. 

The priestess returned as Wren was finishing her hair and examining herself in a mirror built into one of the columns. She picked up the nightgown she'd left folded by the steps and gave it to the priestess. 

The woman took it somewhat stiffly, body growing taut as she met Wren's gaze. The dame's features hardened, deep blue eyes sparking. Her lips drew back in a snarl. 

"What's wrong?" Wren asked moving her hand to the hilt of a dagger. 

The priestess' face contorted as though she were in pain. The woman shuddered and tossed the gown to the floor. She shook her head as if casting off the effects of a spell. 

"Great evil," she looked at the garment lying on the floor as if it were a snake ready to bite. "It has tried to force itself on you. I feel its touch in this gown." Her scared eyes locked on Wren's and she put a shaking hand on her shoulder. "You will face this creature again." A whisper. "It is not a man, it is--" She cut herself off and fled down the corridor. 

"Wait!" Wren called. She glanced down at the gown and then at the priestess' retreating back. She started to chase after her but stopped. She looked again at the gown. The cloth had turned black, tendrils of smoke drifted up from smoldering fabric. The phoenix around her neck grew cold. 
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Wren wandered through the precincts without purpose until she could get someone to stop long enough to give her directions. Eventually, an acolyte showed her to Jharon's study where she could wait until he finished mass. 

Gold paneling and shelves of books lined the walls. Jharon had always been quite diversified in his interests. While many of the texts covered the precepts of war, she saw others on diplomacy, romance, map atlases, cooking primers, treatises on anatomy and other varied subjects. 

She wandered around examining little statues, and paintings of various sea and forest scenes; letting her mind idle, trying not to contemplate the meaning of the priestess' outburst. 

My friends are gone. What will I do after the Dagger are taken care of? 

Wren heard the second afternoon bell before Jharon entered, dressed in his blue surplice. She gave him a hug. 

"Thanks for staying with me last night." 

His angular features were solemn. "That's what friends are for. You've had a remarkable recovery considering what those heathens put you through. I expected you to be down for scoredays." 

Wren decided not to tell him about Grahm. Her hand crept to the phoenix symbol. "Ishtar spoke to me in my dreams. She told me to let the dead rest, and that the living must go on." 

He nodded. "Words more true could not be uttered." 

She swallowed. "There was one problem though." 

Jharon raised an eyebrow. "Explain." 

Wren recounted the incident with the priestess. 

He frowned. "I felt great evil in your wounds, I did not realize its magnitude. Dame Kirikos is very sensitive. You've been touched by potent evil and its aura still clings to you." He took a breath and ran a hand through her hair. His dark eyes appeared troubled. "This priest who tried to rape you could be an avatar." 

"I don't care what he is. There are Brethren who will be sacrificed if I don't get Desiray to help." 

"How will you find her? I hear she's been missing for a while now." 

"I'll go to Ivaneth. I've heard her speak of the wizard there. He should be able to help me locate her." 

"Ivaneth is a thousand leagues to the East." 

"Sovereign Dauntless of Isis owes the guild favors. He can send me with magic." 

"What if Desiray's dead, Wren? They might have killed her first. Did that ever occur to you?" His hand tightened on her shoulder. 

She shook her head. "They were grilling me about her whereabouts. If they killed her first, they wouldn't be torturing me to find that out now would they?" Taking his hand off her shoulder, Wren patted it and smiled. "I can take care of myself. I have to try. They're my friends." 

Jharon sighed and closed his eyes with a frown. "You will be the death of me." 

"I'm fond of you too." She laughed. "We will speak again, I promise." 

Jharon nodded, acquiescing hesitantly. "My prayers go with you little bird. I hope they are enough." 

"They will be." 

 

 


 

 

 

When I was around nine, I climbed the Corwin perimeter wall. I don't remember why, probably just being a kid, and just the fact that I could. Standing on one of the merlons around thirty paces above the ocean I was leaning into the wind. I scared one of the guards so bad he almost wet himself...

--Wren

 

Chapter 7

The Unexpected Companion

 

Wren closed the temple doors behind her with a click. She stood on the marble steps and looked up at the afternoon sun shining bright in a sky dappled with dark clouds. A swirling ocean breeze brought the odors of salt, dried kelp, and cook smoke. The smells coupled with Jharon's warning made her stomach churn. The clerics were usually right. What if the priest leading the Dagger guild was an avatar; a mortal hosting the energies of a god? The touch of the priest had burned like fire and being near him caused pain. Is that what a god's power felt like? The thought made her chest tighten. How did mortals fight an Avatar? 

She turned her mind to the task at hand. Find Desiray. It was the mistress' guild and her responsibility to get rid of him, even if he was an avatar. Wren had accepted the lesser task of tracking her down and getting the white-haired lady back to Corwin city. 

Sanctum Street was a hive of bustling people slogging through the mud created last night. Carts creaked by, splashing through ankle deep puddles. Street priests sermonized on corners to small gatherings of poor people who could not afford the donations required in the precincts. 

Wren searched for Dagger thieves, knowing some would be waiting. With a moment's search, she found two. They stood behind a stationary cart peering across the street at her. One was tall, the other short. 

She hopped off the steps and jogged along the statue-studded front of the temple to Ishtar. Columns carved into the aspects of the goddess of love and war thrust weapons and held out embracing arms overhead. The two men tripped over themselves in their haste to get after her. 

A voice called to her from behind. "Wren! Wait!" 

She glanced to the two thieves who were looking for an opening in the constant stream of carts and people moving down both sides of the busy lane. Jharon, stood on the temple steps in his city clothes, hair tied back and waving a walking staff. 

"Come on!" Wren called to him. "Hurry!" She checked the thieves. They knew she'd seen them. One man was tall and reedy, his hooked features and knock-kneed gait made him look like scarecrow. The smaller man was paunchy, his flat head and massive shoulders all bunched together. His hairy arms and blocky hands looked like they belonged on a man two sizes larger. 

He has no neck. He probably uproots trees for a living in the off season. Hurry, Jharon, get here. 

She couldn't afford a fight during the day. No telling how many Dagger thieves might be within hearing. The best Dagger guilders were likely recuperating from a night spent in the storm. These were probably neophytes. Dark guild policy often ruled that greens were expendable. If she fought now, there'd be corpses everywhere. She bloodied her hands enough on the night of the raid. She took more lives in the first moments of that battle than she had in her entire life. The memory of it sickened her. 

The taller of the two thieves darted between some carts causing the horses to rear and paw the air. Winnies, angry shouts, and curses shot down the lane. 

"I'm coming with you," Jharon said sliding to a stop. 

"We can't talk here," she told him pointing at the ruckus in the street. "This way. Run." 

She grabbed Jharon's arm and plunged down the street. This district consisted mostly of the huge temple complexes with shops and homes jammed into the between places. Walls were stone and rarely less than two stories high. These were the best conditions for her, but not when she had a beefy tag-along like Jharon. 

A glance back showed the chunky Dagger thief had forced his way through the tangle of bodies and was sprinting after them. The short-legged thug was made for power and not speed, and the gap between them widened as Jharon leaned into the run with her. 

"Through here," she ordered, turning into an alley. 

Jharon followed her into garbage-strewn space between two shops. The crumbling brick walls were bowed with age, and laundry hung from lines strung from second story windows across the gap overhead. Their footsteps echoed as they dodged around drunken derelicts and scavenging cats. 

"Wren!" Jharon cried, catching her arm. "This is a dead end! There's no way--" 

She skittered to a stop. Rotting crates and barrels were shattered at the base of a support wall blocking the end of the lane. 

Did she have time or would they have to stand and fight? 

"Get ready," she said. 

"What--?" 

Wren plunged for the wall. An upended barrel leaned against the brick on the right. She leaped, hit the top of the cracked wood and kicked off again, reaching for as much height as she could get. She slammed into the wall with a stinging thud. The force all but knocked the wind from her. The instant she hit she spread her fingers and dug in her toes. At first she fell, then a familiar buzz started in the back of her skull and shot through her limbs. 

Her fingers and toes took hold. Heart thundering, she clawed her way up, hands and feet humming with each new purchase. A short breath later she reached the narrow top. 

She heard running feet. "Quick! Toss up the staff." 

Jharon looked like a black-horn caught in the glare of a hunter's lantern. 

"Move!" she ordered. 

He threw the pole. She caught it, took a grip on the wall and swung it down. Jharon snatched for the end and missed; a half pace short. 

"Jump! I'll hold it." 

He looked back and saw the two men. "I'm too heavy." 

"Do it!" 

A ripple went through Jharon's burly frame. Wren braced herself. All that beautiful muscle would be heavy indeed. 

He struck the end of the staff like a galloping horse hitting the end of its tether. The force wrenched her down, smashing her against the brick in a rasp of pain. Jharon's weight dragged her over the edge. The staff started to slip as he began a fast hand-over-hand climb. 

The tingle in the back her head became an angry buzz. The staff locked in her palm and her counterbalancing hand clamped into the far side of the wall. Her shoulder ached with each vibration of the pole on Jharon's upward ascent. 

"Hurry!" she gritted out. 

She let go of the pole as Jharon grabbed her forearm. The wood clattered at the feet of the two thieves who slammed to a stop at the alley end. Jharon grabbed the wall edge and swung up as the scarecrow drew his knife. 

Wren broke loose a pea-sized piece of crumbling brick and let fly as the thief drew back to throw. The fragment scored in his right eye. 

The man yelped, dropping the knife to clutch his face. Jharon dropped off the far side of the wall. She swung over, hung, then dropped. 

They stood in the shadows on the far side breathing heavily and listening to the invectives growled by the injured man. 

Jharon put his arm around her. "Are you all right?" 

She rubbed her shoulder, feeling the burn of strained muscles. "Think so. Should have said you wanted to come when we were in your office." 

"Didn't know it," he huffed. He glanced up at the wall. "That's six paces up. How did you--?" 

She put a hand over his mouth. The thief had stopped cursing. "They're probably going around. They'll have help if they find us again." 

Wren led him down a darkened lane that was a twin of the one they entered. This exited onto a lesser traveled street. 

They were six blocks from the temple of Isis. If they took the direct route, the Dagger thieves would sight them. She wished she could use the rooftops. They'd never get close to her there. 

"This way," she told him. "Hunch down, don't keep your back so straight. You walk like a bloody nobleman." 

"I'm a priest of Ishtar!" he said with an indignant tone. 

"If you want to walk with me; you're a peasant. Shuffle your feet. Act trod on." 

Jharon growled, but complied. Keeping an eye out for Dagger spies she followed a circuitous route, keeping in the cover of crowds and trying not to appear too watchful. 

When they had turned onto a little traveled back street Jharon took a breath and ran a hand through his dark hair, "You going to tell me how you climbed that wall?" 

She shrugged. "Just did. That's all." 

Jharon's brow furrowed and he narrowed his dark eyes. "Only a mage could have done that; straight up with no hand holds." 

"Always been able to do it. I start up a wall, I feel this buzz in my head, and up I go." She frowned, not sure she was comfortable sharing this with him. "When I feel that tingle, I can hold onto something like it's a part of me. Weird talent, isn't it?" 

"Quite useful in your line of work I imagine." 

She nodded. "When I was little I used to climb up under gables to get out of the rain. I'd hang there in my sleep." 

"Like a bat?" he asked, obviously incredulous. 

"No!" Wren smacked his arm. "Hugging the wood. Never understood how, just sensed I could." 

He stopped and studied her. A dog barked from a nearby alley. A gull cried. "You never mentioned it before." 

She met his gaze. "It's not something that comes up in conversations, 'oh, by the way, I stick to walls.'" 

Jharon smiled. "You have a point." He rubbed his chin and started down the street again. "I knew you were good at throwing. That pebble you planted in that thug's eye was like one of your trick dart shots. Nobody in town will run a gamble on darts with you anymore." 

"Price of fame I guess." She sighed and felt a tremor go through her. Now that the excitement had died down, her mind had returned to the thoughts that troubled her on the temple steps. "Damn it, what if you're right and that bastard priest who raided the guild is an avatar?" 

Jharon blinked, apparently surprised by the change in subject. "Then the problem is bigger than your guild. Other people will have to assist." 

"Just like that?" 

He put a hand on her shoulder and squeezed. "The precincts of Ishtar could hardly ignore an avatar of Set being on their doorstep." He smiled. "We'd simply have to do something." 

How she loved that smile, damn temple politics. She laced her fingers in his. "Thanks." 

"It's the duty of a good friend." 

They walked for a while in silence. She stayed wary for any Dagger members who might be hunting for them. This next loop around the block would bring them to the temple of Isis. The buildings grew steadily better built and kept, and the numbers of people more frequent. A street priest could be heard above the background hum, his voice rising sharply to extol dogmatic verse. 

"Since the temple forced us apart we haven't talked much." She heard the way he kept his voice level. He had been extremely displeased with the decision of the temple elders. "Have you no other friends outside the guild that might help? Whatever became of that dancer friend who roomed with you? I heard she had royal connections. Maybe you could get the palace guard to oust the Dagger." 

"Ziedra?" Wren sighed. "She let her favor in court go to her head. She fled town a few summers ago with the Princess' headsmen chasing her. Silly girl got involved with the Baron, and as I predicted, the moment there was any contention he forgot he even knew her." 

"That's unfortunate." 

"Very." Wren sighed. "She was one of the best friends I ever had." She looked at their clasped hands. "So are you actually. So, how is it that a temple patriarch can fly out the door on a whim?" 

Jharon's features tightened. "He can't." 

"What is this?" She squeezed his hand. "You stretching my arm for nothing?" 

"Didn't plan it that way. Thought I'd help at the temple of Isis. I know some of the priests there." 

Wren smiled. "All help is appreciated." 

A tinker's wagon drawn by a pair of fat marsh-horns rattled by, pots and pans clanging. A half-dozen laughing children chased after it. 

"I have a question for you now." He reached out and pulled the phoenix loose from its confines in the neck of her jerkin. His face had turned serious. "Where did that come from? You didn't have it when you came to the temple. It's not the Dame's." 

She wrapped her hand around the emblem. The metal grew warm. "I told you Ishtar spoke to me. This is a sign." 

"It's not one of her ward signs, Wren. It came to you in your sleep?" 

Wren opened her hand and let the gold bird emblem glint in the light. Two tiny ruby eyes seemed to wink at her. "Yes." 

"There was no vision accompanying it?" He took the metal and examined it close. 

"Well, yes, but--" Her chest felt tight. "It's private." 

"It was Grahm, wasn't it?" 

His words made a chill race through her. "How--?" 

Jharon drew a breath. "Spirits. It feels heavy with life. It only makes sense that your--friend--would linger near you." He turned the gold metal over in his hands. His brow furrowed. "There's other omens on this metal as well." 

He let go of the necklace, turned and started walking. 

Surprised by his abruptness, she let him get several steps away before running to catch up. "What's the matter? What omens?" 

Jharon didn't look at her. "That you will be involved in the matters of gods." 

 

 


 

 

Temples always made me uneasy, even though a patriarch was my friend. In my everyday life, I rarely thought about gods. Imagine my surprise when I learned they were thinking about me. I sure wish they wouldn't...

--Wren

 

Chapter 8

Back Alley Revelations

 

Wren walked down the cobbled street conscious of everything around her, but especially mindful of the silence that surrounded Jharon. He seemed in pain. The priest walked stiff-legged, his shoulders slumped and his gaze on the paves. 

His last words echoed in her head. You will be involved in the matters of gods. Jharon said it as though he quoted dogma from Ishtar's scriptures. He acted as if he'd signed an edict for her execution. Gods. The word repeated in her mind like the tolling of a doom bell. Gods. It made her cold inside. 

She clutched the gold emblem around her neck. What had Grahm and this phoenix gotten her into? She knew what Jharon must be thinking. 'The matters of gods'. To him, it probably meant an avatar waited back at the Brethren guild. It didn't matter. She had to get to Desiray and save as many of the guild members as she could. No-one deserved the fate they would receive at the hands of Set's followers. Sacrifice was the least of the torments they would face. 

Wren stayed alert for Dagger thieves, but it appeared her choice of streets had been wise. She walked along acutely aware of the distance between her and Jharon. She sniffed the damp salty breeze. The clamor of pedestrians, merchants, and street priests was a buzz in the background. 

The out-of-plumb back alley buildings appeared to lean over them. Poorly squared windows covered in black crepe looked like empty eye sockets. To the East, the spires, minarets, and towers of the greater temples glinted in the noon sun. Farther on, the land rose toward citadel hill, the streets, canals, and quarter walls forming concentric circles around the sprawling green structures of Corwin's seat of power. 

It occurred to her how hostile and alien the city seemed to her now that the Dagger were in possession of her home. She stepped back and took Jharon's hand. "Ishtar will protect me, won't she? You'll see to it, right?" 

He looked at her fingers around his. The frown on his face slowly turned to a smile. "Personally," he said, and kissed her on the forehead. 

They arrived in front of Isis' temple, unmolested. She stared at the huge, pyramid-shaped structure. Constructed of gold stone, it glittered in the light. Pillars lined the periphery of the huge structure. The gilt-work gates stood open, and a handful of clerics on the steps preached to a gathering of seekers who shuffled uneasily in the mud. 

Wren climbed the stairs and spoke to a raven-haired priestess dressed in Isis' flowing white. "Is Sovereign Dauntless in the temple today?" she asked. 

The priestess looked to Jharon and nodded. "The greeter can take you to him." She indicated inside the temple doors. 

The entry hall stood empty except for the many statues depicting the goddess in her roles as mother and maiden, mage and law giver. 

A bald dusky-skinned man entered from a side chamber. There didn't seem to be half enough man to fill his voluminous robes. The man's aquiline features lit up in an insincere smile. "How may I help you seekers?" 

"Sovereign Dauntless," Jharon said. 

The greeter's eyes widened as if recognizing Jharon. "Does the Sovereign expect you?" 

Jharon folded his arms. His voice took on a commanding tone. "Tell him Patriarch Jharon of Ishtar is here." 

The man straightened. "I will inform him directly." He hurried from the hall. Apparently, Jharon had influence even here in a rival temple. 

While they waited, she studied the lavish displays. Gold and silver sparkled everywhere. Rich tapestries, paintings, and other art decorated the walls. The resources of the temple amazed her. She'd never looked at the cults as targets because Desiray harshly punished any of the Brethren who dared to rob a temple. She rubbed Jharon's arm. He looked down at her and smiled. She suspected that Desiray's reasons for protecting the cults might be similar to her own. 

The greeter returned. "The Sovereign will see you." 

He led them into a sizable chamber lined with books. Behind a large desk, a hawk-faced man sat studying an ancient tome. He appeared to be in his late twenties, his skin dusky like the greeter's, his black hair down to his shoulders. A white tunic and kilt revealed muscled arms and shoulders likely developed from martial training. Deep gray eyes shone from an angular face. Wren felt transparent to that gaze as if he could see all her secrets. 

His rich voice sent a shiver down her spine. "Greetings." The voice of a trained mage always mesmerized her. Wizards spent seasons learning to inflect and enunciate with exacting precision. "Master Jharon." He looked to her. "The lady, I do not believe I've met." 

"We haven't." She flashed him a smile. "I'm Wren, from the Brethren guild, here on behalf of Mistress Desiray." 

Jharon leaned on the desk. "Sovereign, I believe Set may have an avatar here in the city, a priest who is leading the Dagger guild. The elders of the Brethren may all be dead except for Wren here. Mistress Desiray is missing somewhere abroad. Wren would like your help." 

"An avatar, Patriarch. Are you sure?" 

Jharon glanced at the phoenix emblem hanging from Wren's neck. "Fairly certain, yes." 

The Sovereign's face turned stormy. "This is grave news. How can I help Ishtar and the Brethren?" 

"The Wizard of Ivaneth deals with Desiray," Wren said. "I would like you to magically transport me there to find out if he can locate her. With Desiray's help, we might be able to defeat the Dagger." 

The Sovereign rubbed his chin. "You think you can get in to see the wizard?" 

"I'll find a way." 

The Sovereign stared at her, then looked at Jharon. The two men obviously respected each other. There was an uncomfortable pause. 

"Done. I owe the Brethren as Wren knows. I shall change robes, prepare my materials and be ready forthwith." He looked to Jharon. "You are not going?" 

"No, responsibilities to my flock," he said with a resigned tone. He looked at her with longing in his eyes. Not only to be with her, she realized, but for the adventure it represented. 

"Ah." The Sovereign nodded, apparently understanding. 

He stepped around the desk and took her by the elbow. "Have you teleported before?" 

Wren shook her head, she'd only heard it described. 

"Calm your mind and body. The experience while brief, is unsettling." 

Feeling uneasy, Wren nodded. She and Jharon waited in the hall while the Sovereign changed. The man returned shortly. He'd fastened his hair with a silver circlet and pulled it into a long tail. He now wore velvety gray ones. 

He guided them to another room, empty save for a large silver pentagram inlaid in the floor. Smaller versions of the big symbol marked the walls and ceiling. 

"I will put you as close to the Wizard's tower as I can." He positioned her in the pentagram's center facing the cardinal point. 

Wren looked at Jharon. "I hate good-byes." 

"So do I." 

Jharon gave her a firm hug. Face hot, she gripped him hard and stood on tiptoe to kiss him. 

"You'll see me again." 

"I know." Jharon stepped back and stood behind the Sovereign. 

Elation ran through her like a summer wind; a rush of excitement and trepidation. She'd cross half a continent in the blink of an eye. Shivers went up her spine. 

The Sovereign began the rhythmic cadence of his spell. The chant sounded like a song that gradually grew in power. Light surrounded his body, concentrating in his swaying hands that now shimmered like suns. The pentagram glowed and the room hummed. 

She saw the light reflected in Jharon's intent gaze. She waved to him. He answered with a clenched fist; the warrior's victory sign. 

With a flick of his wrist, the Sovereign loosed the energy. It exploded around the pentagram, driving inward toward her chest in a blaze of light. For an instant, a crushing pressure hit her, but the sensation abruptly became one of falling. The room, the Sovereign and Jharon toppled away as if disappearing down a tunnel. 

She felt acceleration. A blackness yawned around her pierced through by a multitude of colored lights. Her stomach knotted as her destination rushed at her. The threat of impact tightened every tendon and muscle, and she tried to scream. 

Wren stopped in mid-yell, realizing a host of people were staring at her. Chest aching, she looked around. She stood in what appeared to be a lightly populated section of a crafts district. She hoped it was Ivaneth. Neat wood and brick buildings lined the street around her. Flower boxes and decorated paper windows threw pastel colors into the otherwise brown and white background. 

The remnants of the magic dissipated around her like mist. She staggered as the after-affects of the teleportation hit her. Fighting for balance, she stumbled to a wall for support. Her lungs refused to work. Shooting pain lanced through her brain. She slid down the wall with a groan. The torture faded after several long breaths. 

Leave it to a mage to understate something--'unsettling' indeed. 

When she could breathe again, Wren sniffed the fresh air, a salty tang that made her nostrils burn. She looked up and saw sea birds wheeling overhead. 

Ivaneth is a port city too. I must have made it. 

"You all right?" asked a deep voice. 

Wren glanced up into what was now the radiance of late afternoon. The hulk who'd inquired looked big enough to blot out the sun. Corded muscle stood out on his battle-scarred bare torso. A pair of vacant blue eyes looked out of a round face with high cheekbones and a blocky jaw. 

Wren squinted in the brilliant light. "I'm fine." 

He smiled. "Hello, Fine. I'm Kalibosh--Kalibosh Pitchbender. You need help up?" He extended a thick hand. "Dori says I should always try to help people." 

She accepted, scanning the street. "Who's Dori?" 

"My wife. She's smart. Always knows what to do." 

"I bet she does." 

"Pardon?" 

"Nothing." Wren frowned. "You know how to get to the wizard's tower from here?" 

He grinned like a little boy. "Go down this street here." He pointed. "Until it crosses, uh--" He scratched his head. "Oh yes, Cathedral Street. Follow Cathedral to the tower gates." He looked down and toed the ground. 

"Ummm, do you know what a paper of Tirith-expairsis is? Dori'll get mad if I tell her I forgot. No one here knows." 

"Oh, that's a writ to get someone--put in--jail." Wren stopped. She'd responded without thinking. Being a guilder, she knew that set of papers all too well. "What does your wife do?" 

His voice took on a note of pride. "She's the King's master litigator." 

"Oh." Litigators made her nervous, even relations of ones. "Well, Kalibosh, good day and thanks for the directions." 

She headed away. 

"Thanks to you!" he called after. 

A likable man, if a bit dense. That happened to fighters who'd been hit in the head too often. 

Ivaneth was smaller than Corwin, and the streets better kept. She saw few street folk, and merchants were everywhere. Dozens of stalls across the street teemed with humanity. As she walked, Wren realized she'd been looking at the wizard's tower without recognizing it. The structure dominated the view to the South. An immense spire of stone well over a hundred paces high. The street paralleled the curtain wall that girded the manse at the tower's base. 

On Cathedral, Wren headed south toward the gates. So far everything was going well. 

Focused on the tower, Wren only peripherally noticed the shops and stalls along the street. She heard a yell. Then a tavern door on her right exploded. She dodged, averting her face to protect her eyes. It felt as though a log had hit her. She sprawled underneath the weight, side and back stinging. White dots spun before her eyes. Gasping, she pushed at the object covering her. 

The thing moved. Wren realized that the projectile had been a person. Face contorted in pain and smeared with blood, the fellow rolled to his knees. He focused on her for an instant, dark eyes filled with fear. A sound in the doorway made him jerk. Three struggling bodies had neared the threshold. 

Shaking himself, he tried to rise and run. 

"Beia, no!" said a deep female voice. "You'll get us in trouble sure!" 

"Sister, desist!" said another. 

The exchange came from two huge women, one with white hair, the other red. They ducked to keep from hitting the top of the door frame. The orders appeared directed at the smaller blonde woman that they struggled to restrain. 

The one named Beia glared at the man on the ground near Wren. A star-shaped scar on her left cheek and a black lightning bolt tattoo on the other stood out the woman's reddened face. "Let go!" She growled. Long hair cascaded across her features as she tossed her head. 

The groggy man managed to rise. He swayed like a tree in the wind, fear apparently paralyzing him. Wren recognized the shadowbolt tattoo; a sign of the blade-masters who judged in the grand tournaments. If that woman broke loose, he'd die before taking a step. Thank Ishtar it was the man Beia was mad at. Not her city, definitely not her fight. She couldn't help the man if she wanted to. 

Beia broke loose from the red-haired woman. Her freed fist snapped through a piece of the door as she shook it. 

Wren backed up, insides icy. Beia was strong. 

"Damrosil!" She kicked the wall. Wood and stone exploded. 

Wren retreated farther, still unable to rise. She dared not turn and run. Something else might hit her. 

"Calm!" Damrosil snarled at Beia. 

The man fled, holding his face together with his hands. 

"He's getting away!" Beia cried. 

"You'll let him," Damrosil said. 

The smaller woman jerked loose with a final heave and punched the wall, scattering bits of stone across the walkway. Wren's heart did a dance in her chest. Beia's hand should have been pulp. 

"Damn! You saw what he did!" 

"Grabbed a handful and put his lips on you. You're even." 

For Myrmigynes, they spoke the common language well. 

"Calm, my sister," the red-haired one soothed. 

The white-haired woman turned to Wren. "All right?" 

Wren shook her head, not having the breath for words. 

"He probably hit her going through the door." 

Beia walked toward her. Wren's stomach tightened and she looked for a means of escape. Her body wouldn't move. 

Anger still reddened the blonde woman's face. Her voice sounded tight. "Sister?" She put a hand on Wren's shoulder. 

Her touch made Wren's skin prickle. Beia pulled her up. Wren coughed when she tried to take deeper breaths. 

A thought rang in her mind. 

Could this woman be another avatar? 

 


 

 

 

Myrmigynes--I never saw one until I met Beia. Trained to fight, trained to survive...the junglelands sisterhoods are home to some formidable women. Their manners could use some work though...

--Wren

 

Chapter 9

Myrmigynes, Melees, and a Dagger Contest

 

Wren stared up at blonde Beia who stood flanked by her two huge 'sisters'. The door of the tavern lay in splinters behind them. Kicks and punches had turned chunks of the brick jam to gravel. A cold wind blew against Wren's neck. Her skin prickled and her heart sped. The sun felt pale and weak. She saw that blood now covered her tunic; splatter from the man Beia knocked through the door. 

A whispering audience gathered at a discrete distance. Curious faces with eyes that never seemed to blink. 

Wren's chest ached. Breaths came hard. She swallowed. Her gaze climbed Beia's muscled physique and locked with intense jade-colored eyes. A thought repeated in her head. 

Could this be an avatar? 

The woman's aura pressed against her like a warm blanket. A tangible presence like that of the black-eyed priest, only this didn't hurt. If Beia was an avatar, what of these other two? Her red-haired sister was a hand taller, and white-haired Damrosil yet bigger. 

Remember the mission. Get to the wizard. Find Desiray. Get help to defeat the cult. The words pounded in her head. She felt so weak. Beia had grabbed her before she could react. What did she want? Wren's hand went to the phoenix symbol beneath her tunic. 

Beia's stormy face broke into a smile, making her go from ferocious to friendly. "Sorry for that. Drink for your trouble?" 

Offending this woman would be stupid. She needed to rest now anyway. Wren nodded, letting Beia pull her into the tavern. 

The onlookers in the doorway parted. Wren almost choked on the smoke-filled air. Battered, soot-darkened lanterns dangled from a network of ship's nets spiked to the ceiling. Farm implements, wagon wheels, and other oddments hung on the walls and wooden supports. A banner strung between two columns proclaimed the place 'The Green Dragon'. 

A few dozen men and women reseated themselves, buzzing about the fight. Gazes in the room stayed on the jungle-women. 

A rotund red-faced barkeep came around the counter ringing his hands. "My doorway, look what you've done." His eyes met Beia's and he cringed. "Milady," he added. 

Beia reached into a pouch, pulled out a half dozen platinum Degars, and put them in his hand. "Shut up." 

Eyes bulging, he stared at the coins. Bowing to Beia, he retreated into the smoke. Damrosil grinned and clapped Beia on the shoulder. They went to an unoccupied table. 

Using a rag from her pouch, Wren made a clean spot for her elbows on the greasy, knife-scarred table top. The myrmigynes followed suit. 

Three men who were playing darts, stopped and stared. 

The red-haired woman glared at them. "Play!" she growled. "You observed what befell the last lout." 

They hastily returned to their game. 

Her speech puzzled Wren. The language sounded affected and over-formal with a northlands accent. She must have learned the common language in a Malanian academy where they taught sages, bards, and scholars. 

Once seated, Beia eyed Wren. "Bet you're one who likes sweet mead." 

She nodded. She'd agree to whatever this woman said. 

"Keep!" Beia yelled. "Mug of Blackstar for this one." 

The barman acknowledged her. The noise level in the room grew as the excitement died. The cloying smell of kerf and lowlands pipe-weed made Wren dizzy. 

She studied the women. Beia and Damrosil looked her age, though they showed signs of long healed battle scars. Ess looked older, but not over thirty. She saw two campaign tattoos on Damrosil's neck; one a crown over three crossed swords, and a shield and pike. Ess had them too, a talon-bird and a griffin. Beia wore only the shadowbolt, but that surpassed campaign marks. Except for Ess, they didn't look old enough to wear such marks of prestige. 

Their sleeveless tunics looked enough alike to be uniforms, velvety material that reached a little below the midpoint of the thigh. The finest stitched boots Wren had seen, hugged their long legs. They carried weapons enough for a small army. That man had been insane. Nobody tangled with warriors armed like that, even without the tattoos. 

Damrosil held two fingers toward Wren. "I'm Damrosil," she gestured. "These are Beia and her sister Ess." 

Wren nodded, not knowing what to do with the fingers. She hooked them with her own and felt a tingle on her skin. That seemed to satisfy the giantess. 

"I'm Wren, recently from Corwin." 

Beia raised an eyebrow. "By ship?" 

"By magic. A Sovereign of Isis teleported me here." 

Damrosil leaned back, tottering on the two back legs of her chair. "What's so important in Ivaneth?" 

"The wizard." 

They laughed. Damrosil almost fell from her chair. Ess shook her head. Beia pinched the bridge of her nose. A cold chill went through Wren. What was wrong? 

Beia waved. "Excuse. Others have said the same." 

"Lots, I take it." 

"The wizard is oft inquired of," Ess said. "Seekers of magic, lore, and advice keep him well occupied." 

"I see." It sounded like a situation that required a bribe. Hades. She had only a few silvers in her pocket. If only she'd been able to go back to Grahm's cubby and get the gem. 

A dart thunking into naked wood rather than a target made her look over. The men were still playing, and not well. Not enough money there. Her gaze settled on the women's fine boots and weapons. Perhaps she could gamble some of their wealth out of them. 

Wren pointed at the board. "Any of you play darts?" 

"Dah," said Damrosil. "We prefer knives though." 

Knives? Better yet. She'd never lost with knives. "Ten paces, best of nine throws?" 

Damrosil settled her chair and leaned forward. "Your wager?" Her breath smelled of spice herbs. 

Damn, what to wager for? On impulse, her hand went to the phoenix. Drawing a breath, she pulled it from around her neck. "This against 100 gold crowns." 

Beia hooked the chain with a finger and pulled it close. She examined the emblem. "It's worth more." 

Red-haired Ess traded looks with Beia. "Agreed, it appears to be an heirloom." 

She couldn't back down. "I have to put up something." 

A graying ruddy-faced tavern maid, set a mug down in front of Wren. She sipped it; a stout dwarven mead that bit so hard her eyes watered. Beia watched her, studying her reaction. Wren kept her face smooth, forcing herself to swallow the bittersweet brew. It burned all the way down. She grinned at Beia. 

The woman lost interest. 

"Bets on," Damrosil boomed. "Hundred gold crowns." She stood. "Clear the board, boys." She pulled a dirk from her boot and threw. It parted one man's hair and nicked another's ear before sticking in the center of the board. 

The men made angry noises until they saw the accuracy of her shot. The three of them slunk away. 

Wren stared at the still vibrating weapon and choked down a gulp of mead. Maybe she'd spoken too soon. She thought Beia was the master. 

Her gaze went to the phoenix. Should she risk it? She wanted to impress these women, they might be valuable allies in the future. She swallowed some more mead. It had grown easier to handle. Her chest no longer ached. Now, her head hurt. She rose. "You first." 

Damrosil smiled and shook out her white hair. She slipped a dagger from the other boot and one from her belt. The metal winked mirror bright and lethal sharp. Yanking her first knife from the board, she paced off ten strides from the target and put a chair on the spot. She turned and threw in rapid succession. "Twenty spot, nineteen, eighteen." The weapons thunked center of each number. 

A room went quiet as Wren stepped over to the chair. She held a breath, fingering the hilts of her own worn daggers. Old and rusted, not ones she would choose to compete with. She flipped the blade, feeling a tingle that ran from her neck down her arm as she focused on the target. "Top of the one, bottom, middle." She loosed in a steady rhythm, planting the points in the chalked on symbol. 

Hoots and cheers burst around the room. Damrosil raised an eyebrow. She grinned fiercely, dark eyes gleaming. "You're good." She went to the target and removed the daggers. She frowned at Wren's knives. She returned and handed them over with a nod. 

"Fifty crowns says Wren wins," Beia said. 

Damrosil scowled. "You clean my weapons if she loses!" 

"Done!" 

"On the twenty vein," Damrosil said, thunking the knives in a perfect line down the chalk. 

Even mistress Desiray couldn't throw like that. "Same shot," Wren said. Her voice shook. The phoenix represented all that remained of Grahm. She hurled the blades, lodging them equidistant on the white line. Each one hit. 

She sighed. Six trues a piece. 

The room rumbled as people started wagering. Ess fetched their knives. She appeared fascinated by Wren's black iron stilettos. What did she find so interesting? The lady kept weapons fifty times as good in her belt. 

Beia rose with Wren's drink in her hand and handed it to her. "Long time since Damrosil worked for a win." 

Wren took a long swig. Her hand shook. "Been a while since I worried about losing." She glanced at the phoenix on the table. "It's important to me." 

Ess handed them their weapons. "Impressive technique," she said to Wren. 

"Thanks." She nudged Damrosil. "Three paces back?" The giantess narrowed her eyes. Wren peered up at her. One big woman, almost half again her height. 

"You're on." 

They moved the chair and threw another set. Both hit their marks. Nine to nine. The whole room had focused on the competition. 

They backed to the full length of the bar; sixteen paces. From here, Wren needed to muscle the dagger to target instead of using finesse. The betting turned furious, men slapping down coins. 

Damrosil called numbers. Six more trues. Wren did the same. It looked as if it would be a tie. 

She needed that bet. Wren squinted at the target. The line that outlined the red center dot looked like a blur. Could she hit a line narrower than her finger at this range? 

"Center circle," she said. "On the line." 

Damrosil ran a tongue over her full lips. She folded her arms. "This, I must see." 

Wren braced. She inhaled and focused on the target. The tingle in her arm and head became a throbbing. 

The dagger thumped home. 

"Near miss!" Beia reported from by the target. 

A cold hand clenched in her guts. 

Damrosil smiled. "Two more chances." 

Wren rolled the weapon in her fingers. She felt the moisture on her fingertips. She wiped it on her sleeve. She focused and threw, letting the tingle guide her arm. 

The blade whizzed. The audience drew a breath. 

"Hit!" Beia reported. 

Wren felt a surge of confidence. "Double my money if I get two?" she asked. 

The white-haired woman eyed the target. "What if you don't?" 

"Me." She swallowed, knowing she could be getting into trouble. "You get me. One service. I can do other things besides throw." 

Damrosil sized her up. "I bet you can. Go." 

What a chance she was taking. Her competitive urge was out of control. None of her previous opponents even approached Damrosil's skill. She kissed the pommel of her last dagger. "Be true." She flipped the blade. 

The flutter of the weapon cut the noise in the room. People halted in mid whisper. Not a mug or utensil clinked. It hit with a hollow thonk. The blade sagged. 

"Hit!" Beia exclaimed. The room let out a roar of surprise. The vibration proved too much for the shallowly planted dagger. It clattered to the floor. 

"No, miss!" Beia called. "Miss. Miss!" 

Wren's brief elation soured in her stomach. Gamblers saw the knife had fallen and gave out disappointed yells. 

The corner of Damrosil's mouth quirked. "Good try." She pointed at Beia. "Pull them out." She weighed her own knife. "What do you say? Three trues, same shot?" 

Wren's throat constricted. She shook her head. 

Damrosil prepared and let go. 

"Hit!" 

She glanced over. "Still not?" 

Wren clenched her hands. If Damrosil missed the next two she'd still get the original bet and owe Damrosil a service. She wished the woman's hands would shake. That she'd stop looking so confident. Of course, if she was as tall as mountain, she'd be confident too. 

"Not!" Wren declared. 

Damrosil chuckled. She took her next throw. 

"Miss!" 

"Oh well." She tossed the dagger into the air and caught it. "The deciding throw." 

Wren tightened her fists until they hurt. "Do it already." 

"In time." Damrosil stared at the target. "For the money and the young lady's service." She threw. 

Heart in her throat, Wren watched the spinning piece of steel, willing the weapon to miss. It seemed to flick through the air as though traveling in molasses. Each revolution took bells. 

The dagger slammed into the target to the hilt. 

Beia leaned over to check. The whole room appeared to lean with her. 

Please, no. 

"Hit!" 

A rock dropped in the pit of Wren's stomach. 

"Fine sport!" Grinning, Damrosil punched her in the shoulder. Wren nearly lost her feet. 

She felt empty. Giving away the phoenix was like losing a part of herself. So foolish. She'd never lost. She trudged to the table and took the phoenix and held it out to Damrosil. "You won." 

The woman made a dismissing gesture. "Rest it. You did. I finished one throw ahead using balanced knives. You hitting at all with those iron chunks is a miracle." 

Beia nodded. "The best throwing I've seen by a mortal." She put a hand on Wren's shoulder. "Not a bit of magic in it at all." 

Mortal? What did Beia mean by that? "Thanks." Clutching the phoenix, she looked at Damrosil. "You sure?" 

"I don't need your trinket." She pulled at Wren's sleeve. "I can tell you can use the money. That show was worth it." Damrosil handed a pouch to Wren then poked her in the stomach with a long finger. "I'm holding you to that service though. You didn't get the second shot." 

Wren bowed. "I'll honor it. It will have to be after my mission here in Ivaneth. How can I contact you?" 

"Don't worry girl," Damrosil said. "We'll find you." She glanced at Beia. "Thinking of that, we've got a mission of our own. Be well, Wren. We will meet again." 

The three nodded to her and disappeared out the tavern door before she could say a word of parting. 

 

 


 

 

 

My competitiveness has always been something of a handicap. It's a trait that I've noticed that separates me from many women. I suppose it's related to the same flaw in me that likes to take risks and rise to challenges. I must have gotten that from my father...or did I...?

--Wren

 

Chapter 10

Off To See the Wizard...or Not

 

Wren stood in the tavern doorway looking for the junglelands myrmigynes. Nothing. It was as if they stepped out the door and vanished. Breaths still came a little hard, and the smoke from the bar had left an itchy feeling in her chest. Her stomach burned from the strong ale. 

Clutching the phoenix emblem, she stepped out avoiding bits of rubble caused by Beia's frustrated attacks on the bricks. The air smelled of dust, lye, and wood cleaner. All down the street shop keepers swept, lowered awnings, and rolled away carts in preparation for closing. Customers hurried about to get deals on the day's leftovers. 

Wren focused past the bustle on the busy lane toward the forbidding blue-gray spire that belonged to the wizard of Ivaneth. Cinnibar's tower had been a third smaller and had nothing like the extensive grounds surrounding this one. 

Studying her goal, she rubbed the talisman, clicking her thumbnail in the indentations on the back. How thoughtless she'd been to risk this last remnant of Grahm. She felt the impressions again. Strange, she never remembered feeling those before. 

She pulled her gaze away from the tower and examined the phoenix. Her grip tightened. The indentations were letters inscribed in the metal. Liandra. Who or what was that? A suspicion dug at the back of her mind. Did the Damrosil or Beia put it there? 

More questions. No time for them now. Brethren members suffered at the hands of the Dagger right now. A cold rush of guilt went through her. She played games while they languished. She must get to the wizard. Her friends needed help. 

A voice from close behind startled her. "Hey, lady." 

Heart thudding, she spun and pulled her sword. She yanked back on her stroke when she saw it was a young boy. 

A lanky youngster wearing a tattered wool jacket and canvas breaches covered his head with his arms. "Don't hit! Wanted to talk is all!" 

She let out a breath. "Fool." She slammed the sword back in the sheath. "Get killed that way." 

Bronze-colored eyes glassy, the boy stared at her from between stick-like arms. After a few moments, he straightened and grinned at her. Red-haired and freckle infested, he looked gawky with big ears, a pug nose, and a smile that appeared to be more gaps than teeth. 

Wren put fists on hips. She let this kid sneak up on her. "Well?" she growled. 

He flinched. "Uhhh, you're new around here, right?" 

Wren sighed. "Not to be unkind, but you have anything beyond the obvious to say? I'm in a hurry." 

"I--" He swallowed. "I saw you play daggers. Bet you're the best dagger player in the world!" 

This must lead someplace. "Thanks. So, if I am?" 

He tentatively met her eyes. "That is a guild tattoo right?" He pointed at her neck. 

Wren frowned and rubbed under her left ear. It'd been summers since she received her membership mark and she rarely thought about it. How did he know it was a guild sign? She sized him up, noting the wrapped on foot bindings and worn patched fabric. 

"You don't want a sponsor do you, Kid? You're too young." 

His face reddened. "Am not!" 

Hit that one. No time to argue. Besides, she'd been a part of the Brethren for a season by the time she was his age. "Don't make the mistake I did. A guild is a waste. You--" She stopped herself. "Find someone else." 

She turned and headed for the tower. She had no desire to relive her blunders; to remember what she no longer had. Regardless of how many Brethren she saved, the guild she knew as her family died with Grahm. 

"Wait!" 

She ignored him. Getting to the wizard would be tough enough without some half-grown guilder wanna-be tag-along. She weighed the pouch of coins Damrosil gave her. Far more than a hundred if her practiced hand were any judge; more than enough for a good bribe. Even from this distance, she saw that the guards at the tower gates looked well dressed. 

"Come on, at least tell me what it's like!" the boy whined behind her. 

Wren rounded on him. "It's chains, Kid. It's flirting with the law to survive, and making enemies. Most of all, it's living a lie. Convincing yourself there's no better way to live. You're wrong, but you don't see it. Can't--damn--see anything at all." 

He stared at her with wide bronze eyes, tousled red hair hanging in his face. "Oh," he said. 

Her words were lost on him. He didn't understand--couldn't. She hadn't understood when the lifer tried to discourage her from joining. Only now, it made sense. 

"Look, Kid, just stay out of my way, okay?" He nodded vigorously. "What's your name." 

"Garr." 

Wren looked at him one-eyed. "Sounds made up to me." 

Garr gave her an indignant look. "Better than some weak name like Alphonse." 

She shrugged. "Well, Garr, I'm off to see the wizard." 

His eyes grew round. "Really? Nobody sees him." 

"Watch me. But," she pointed across the street. "Do it from there." 

His shoulders slumped. Garr mumbled something and kicked a pebble as he trudged to the designated spot. 

Shaking her head, she went toward the entrance of the wizard's estate. Two brawny sentries kept a wary eye on her. Both wore Ivaneth livery; a gray tabard with a symbol of a yellow sea horse and trident emblazoned over the left breast. Beneath the supple leather she saw chainmail armor. These weren't common foot soldiers, but hired mercenaries. 

One guard was a hirsute northlandsman with red hair and a thick beard, the other a dusky-skinned easterner with jet hair and slanted eyes. She looked at the bigger man. 

"Your business?" he asked. 

She smiled. "I'd like to see the wizard." 

He smiled back. "You have an appointment?" 

The Myrmigynes warned her of this. "No," she admitted. 

"Then you don't get in." His smirk told her he liked denying people entrance. 

"How do I get an appointment?" 

"Through the King's minister of affairs." 

"Takes scoredays I bet." 

"If ever," the other guard put in. "Few get in." 

Wren sized the two men up. "Is there a chance you two might be persuaded to say...be distracted for a moment or two." She jingled the coin pouch. 

The bearded man leaned forward as if to whisper. Next to her ear in a quiet voice he said, "not a hope in Hades." 

She scowled. "I'll keep my money then, nest face." 

The men laughed. She ignored them and stalked off down the wall. From the corner of her eye, she saw Garr shadowing her. This boy would be persistent. 

The wall looked about eight paces high and possessed no visible joints, seams or rough spots of any kind. Someone made it with thieves in mind. 

She walked until the wall's curve hid her from the sentries. No barrier made, ever kept her out. 

Wren opened and closed her hands limbering her fingers up. She jumped, hit and clung. The tingle in the back of her skull became a fierce snarl. Pain shot through her fingers and toes. She slid back to the ground. 

She stared at the smooth stone. That never happened. She touched the surface, it didn't feel that slick. 

Wren took a running start and leaped. Again the snarl in her mind, the tenacious cling, but she couldn't get traction. She slid down to the ground. Her fingers came away from the wall with an audible snap. The skin looked red and chaffed. An ache throbbed in the back of her head. 

One more try. She hit and stuck. Focusing her will on holding, she took a higher grip and pulled. She rose a handwidth. Pain shot through her skull. Sparks flickered around her hands. Her fingers burned. She pushed off with a foot and rose a bit more. The agony grew. With a gasp, she surrendered and let herself slide down. 

She flailed her hands and danced around in a circle to shake off the pain. 

Amazed, she stared at the barrier. Magic must be preventing her climbing ability. Interesting--that implied that someone understood that special talent. 

Sucking on fingers alternately, Wren looked to the huge tower. The Sovereign said that Ivaneth's wizard was among the most imminent mages on Titaan. For a mage, power meant knowledge, understanding things that she couldn't even imagine. This wall must be product of one of those things. 

"Wow, can you teach me that?" 

She jumped, staggered back a step, then glared at Garr. "Don't do that!" 

He looked hurt. "What?" 

Wren growled. "Never mind." Arms folded, she glowered at the wall. "Ever hear of anyone getting over this thing?" 

Garr frowned. "No. Everybody's afraid of getting turned into a toad." 

Wren snorted. "Faerie story, wizards can't do that." I hope, she added to herself. 

What about a ladder or pole? The voice of experience told her that if she thought of it, that someone had tried it. What could stop it? Of course, what prevented her from climbing? The answer to both--magic. 

"What do we do now?" Garr asked. 

"We?" Wren pointed a finger. "No 'we' here. I'm going up on that roof up there." She pointed to the top of three story hostel. "You stay." 

He scowled, but didn't try to follow as she crossed the street and clambered onto the roof. From her vantage, she saw all the tower grounds. 

A cobbled path led from the gate through lavish gardens filled with flowers, little streams and lakes with floating islands and stylized bridges. Topiary figures carved into the shapes of dragons, griffins, and sphinxes lay throughout the extensive estate. Jeweled gold, silver, and platinum statues of unfamiliar heroes set in strategic spots. 

It was a thief's dream. Even from here, she saw that the gems from one statue alone more than equaled the value of the jewel she'd risked her life to steal from Cinnibar. 

This vantage let her see that the wall possessed no projections or anything to hook a grapple on, the buttress and walkway were rounded to prevent hook purchase. 

The treasure might be the stuff of dreams, but that wall was a nightmare. Nowhere along its length did a building lay closer than ten or fifteen paces. Unless they could fly, no-one would jump from a rooftop. 

With all that thought put into it, she simply had to accept a ladder wouldn't work. What other way was there? 

She sat on the roof and thought. A look south across the maze of buildings to Ivaneth bay gave a view of a moving forest of sails and pennons flaring on the water's sparkling surface. West over the city walls, waves curled into the purple rocks of a rugged coast. The sun's edge tickled the water, casting orange glimmers on the breakers. 

About to give up, her gaze fell on salvation. To the East, several men were carting a long ridge pole toward a building under construction. The pole looked too heavy for a vault, but situated right it could get her over that wall. 

Climbing down, she followed the carpenters. Garr fell in step behind her. How could she shake this kid? Be mean to him? She didn't have the heart for it. Not that many summers ago she was in the same situation. 

Use him? She needed to keep the carpenters from hoisting it on the roof. 

The carpenters were working on a large manse with a steep arched roof. Including the four workers carting the beam, twelve broad shouldered men worked steadily, planing rough planks, pinning, nailing and gluing wood into place 

They set the ridge pole down. Wren measured it as she walked by. She counted twenty-six steps. The distance to the wall looked to be twenty paces. 

If she planted one end of the pole a few paces from the manse, the high end could swing close enough to the top of the wall for her jump to the buttress. With the timber nearly perpendicular it should only take a good kick to get her going. Falling force would do the rest. 

She turned to Garr. "You want to help?" 

He nodded, his face very solemn. 

"Your first test, Kid. Pass it, we'll see about the rest, okay? Here's some silver, see if you can get some friends together. See that big beam? Moment those carpenters get one end of it up against the building I want to make sure not a wit more work gets done. Understand?" 

"Uh huh." 

"Go. You get to keep what's left over." 

Garr sprinted off. 

From the moment the carpenters lifted one end of the beam to the support joists, their task became one calamity after the next. Wren stole tools when the men weren't looking. Garr and his friends rampaged through the site, grabbing materials and implements, scattering things as they ran. A bell later, the men gave up in defeat. 

By the time the men cleaned up and left, the shadows had grown long. No sign of Garr. He'd probably gone off to enjoy the leftovers from his first guild job. 

Wren used a stud to lever the beam into position. It took some work, being mindful of the precarious positioning of it leaning against the roof. She took a mallet and spikes she'd borrowed from the carpenters earlier, and hammered them to keep the beam from sliding. 

A few times she ducked out of sight to avoid being seen by sentries patrolling the wall buttress. An extra length of rope lashed around the wood made sure it wouldn't slip. 

She scaled the structure to the ceiling joists as the last light vanished in the West. She took a breath, nerving herself and waiting for the guards to be the farthest away. People would hear that plank hit the street for blocks. Wren hoped the guards would think it a coincidence; simply a badly moored piece of building material. 

She climbed the rafters. The wood wobbled. Wren gripped the tip of the beam. With her legs wrapped around a rafter she prepared to commit herself to the air. 

She looked down. Sixteen paces up, her target lay twenty away at an angle, part of that distance a leap toward a narrow walkway eight up the side of a wall. One mistake and this would be very messy. 

"Details, details," she mumbled. 

Committing herself, Wren pushed off sharply. It felt like flying as she hurtled out over the street. She shifted her balance as the beam reached the top of the arc. The plank groaned, seeming to hesitate at the top of its swing. Visions of getting flung back into the construction flashed through her mind. Taking a deep breath, Wren leaned toward the wall. The rafter creaked. Wind whistled through her hair as she timed her leap. 

She sprang clear, somersaulting to land upright. The walkway rushed up with stinging force. Wren rolled to save her legs, hoping for enough space. Flailing, she tumbled over the edge. A painful twist. She grabbed the edge and hung there panting, a long drop below. The echo of the board's fall died out. 

Pulling herself up, she dashed to a nearby ladder and slid to the ground. She raced into the garden where the hedges and statuary provided cover. Men ran on the wall. No one appeared to have seen her. 
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