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Nothing is more damning than a deal with death.

In lawless Haven, a fearsome reputation means safety. Wielding necromantic powers not only keeps Hashi Severn alive, but provides a comfortable life, a seat on the Haven Council of Lords, and the opportunity to indulge her passion for history. No one willingly crosses the woman who wields the dreadful obsidian dagger, Soul Drinker.

That is, until Jhavika Keshmir attempts a coup, destroying Hashi’s painstakingly structured existence.

Now Hashi must embrace what she’s avoided for years—alliance. Only together can the surviving council members prevail in a war against an army of enscorcelled slaves. But trusting in others is risky, because Hashi harbors a terrible secret, one that threatens not only her life, but her very soul.

For dealing in death comes at a terrible cost...

Find more books by Chris A. Jackson at jaxbooks.com
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A Party to Remember
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From the journal of Hashi Severn –

I’ve never been one to socialize. In fact, I may have crafted the practice of being alone into an art form. The dead are the only company I need.




––––––––
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May all the demons in the Nine Hells torment Teris Balshi for eternity, I cursed silently as my carriage pulled to a stop before the palace that pompous ass called home. We were one in a line of many, all but mine escorted by outriders. Peering out the window, I watched as the elaborate conveyances disgorged lords, ladies, and entourages in floods of fluff and finery. Why would he throw a formal ball for Jhavika Keshmir? No one else got one when they joined the Council of Lords.

*Because he never tires of showing everyone how much money he has.*

The comment didn’t come from the grim wraith sitting beside me, my pale escort. He didn’t speak unless I wanted him to, and certainly couldn’t hear my thoughts. The voice was in my head. Only ever in my head.

My carriage rumbled forward. Several footmen waited to help guests disembark. Their eyes widened as they recognized my ebon carriage and four matching black horses. After a momentary hesitation, one summoned the courage to stride forward. His face a mask of propriety and calm, the servant opened the door and extended a white-gloved hand to help me down.

“Lady Severn.”

I placed a hand in his, the contrast of my ebony skin against his ivory glove reminding me of the black and white of a chess board. Chill of fear...just a touch, I thought, and watched the blood drain from the man’s face. Swallowing hard, his eyes twitched toward the bodice of my gown. I knew he wasn’t eying my cleavage, but the enchanted dagger that rested there, cool obsidian and human bone against my skin—Soul Drinker, my constant companion, my comfort and my curse.

I stepped down and released the poor footman’s hand, confident that he’d have a story to tell about me. Word of my mystique would spread.

He staggered back and gestured toward the foyer. “W...welcome.”

*I think you made him piss himself, Hashi.*

A lady’s got to maintain her reputation, I replied silently.

I tugged on the silver chain that led to the collar girding my escort’s neck. The wraith stepped dutifully from the carriage, and the footman took another step back. Though I’d visited Balshi Keep many times, I’d never brought a wraith as my escort, and they’re rather frightful to behold. He looked human, but bone-white and hairless, with obsidian-black teeth and black-on-black eyes. He’d been human once, but had tried to kill me, and there was only one consequence for that kind of behavior.

The hissing roar of the nearby waterfall filled my ears, and the very flagstones quaked beneath my feet. Shivering as the chill mist clung to my skin, I wondered how anyone could live with that relentless noise and damp. I strode up the stairs toward the foyer of Balshi’s palace, head high, my wraith at my heels. From the corner of my eye, I spied an incongruous figure standing to one side of the lofty entrance.

*That’s Jhavika’s pirate, Longbright.*

Even though I pretended to ignore him, an image formed in my mind’s eye—sharp, detailed, and outside of my line of sight—of the man watching me pass with an appraising eye. He struck me as both dangerous and interesting, every inch the pirate despite the finery he wore, from his scarred face to his flinty eyes, lean and hard, but attractive in an ‘I’d just as soon gut you as look at you’ sort of way.

We could have posed as ‘don’t fuck with me’ bookends.

I wondered at his presence here. Captain Kevril Longbright was supposed to be out on the sea recruiting pirates into Haven’s incipient privateer navy, a long-overdue step to secure the city’s one vulnerability. If Jhavika had kept him in port merely to act as her escort tonight, she was being selfish. We needed him at sea, not attending balls.

Inside, I followed the directions of more footmen. My slinky gown swished against my legs as I climbed the sweeping stairway; I don’t wear long dresses often and found the cool caress both pleasurable and distracting. Liveried guards stood at attention along a long hallway. Lord Balshi’s showing off his soldiery.

*Lambs for the slaughter,* said the voice with cold humor.

Shut up, I growled mentally. We’re not slaughtering anyone tonight.

*You always ruin my fun. It is a party, after all.*

I don’t have much luck with parties.

*Relax. This one couldn’t possibly go as poorly as the last one.*

Says the dead necromancer who’s been to exactly one party in his entire existence.

*I’ve been to hundreds of parties.*

Ones that didn’t involve human sacrifice?

*That’s just cruel, Hashi.*

What can I say? I’m just a heartless bitch sometimes.

*Sometimes?* A chuckle rattled through my head like hail on a roof.

Shut up, old man, I thought without rancor as I brushed my fingers along the obsidian dagger at my breast. Ironically, and contrary to common belief, I wasn’t a necromancer. All my power derived from Soul Drinker, or, rather, Saraknyal, the true necromancer whose soul resided within. I suppressed a smile. Saraknyal might be dead, but he still had a sense of humor...sort of.

Though Balshi’s soldiery didn’t impress me, the ballroom certainly did, and I had to keep myself from gaping. Big enough to serve as a dragon’s lair, the soaring chamber gleamed in the light of innumerable glow crystals suspended by silver chandeliers. The radiance glinted off of soaring stained-glass windows and shimmering marble floors. The crowd of partygoers flitted about like tropical birds clad in rainbow plumage, chattering loudly, accepting offers of food and drink from an army of maids and footmen.

“Wine, Lady Severn?” A footman proffered a tray of crystal glasses.

“Please.” I took one.

The footman evidently knew better than to offer one to my wraith escort, but merely bowed and said, “The guest of honor will be arriving soon. Lord Balshi would appreciate a round of polite applause.”

“Of course he would.” I showed him my teeth and sipped—the wine was quite good—before strolling further into the cavernous room. The crowd subtly shifted, trying to avoid the necromancer in the room without seeming to. That was fine with me; I wasn’t much for small talk. Gazing around, my eyes sought out my fellow council members.

Nearby, Ursula Roque beamed, clutching the arm of a dashing young man who looked vaguely familiar. She spoke with Lord Malchi, and I saw the resemblance; Ursula’s escort was his youngest son. Forging alliances? I wondered, then rejected the thought. The elder Malchi looked less than pleased at his son’s choice of company, and Ursula was rubbing his nose in it. There was no love lost between the members of the Haven Council of Lords.

*Roque’s wearing that damned magical rapier,* Saraknyal warned.

Really? I lowered my gaze to the sword at Ursula’s hip. She regularly wore the weapon to council meetings, but I hadn’t expected her to wear it here. The green scabbard and gleaming emerald on the pommel matched her outfit so perfectly that I’d barely noticed she was armed.

Beyond them, Lady Hatsu stood among her entourage, wearing a splendid kimono of red and gold. With her face painted like a kabuki doll, and the komei bodyguards’ grim masks concealing their features, they displayed a dramatic tableau of Toki royalty.

*I hate komei,* Saraknyal groused.

You hate everything, old man. Enchanted weapons made Saraknyal nervous, and komei blades were legendary. Even necromancers weren’t invincible.

*Speaking of things I hate, Tori Blackbriar’s wearing that gods-damned elf blade he favors.* An image flashed into my mind of Tori on the other side of the room, kissing the hand of a fetching young woman on another man’s arm. As usual, his libido superseded his good sense. He had a reputation with women.

I smiled wryly, despairing for the more gullible members of my sex. Another broken heart in the making. Emptying my wineglass, I signaled a footman for another. Balshi might be a pretentious ass, but he had good taste in wine. I sipped and relaxed a bit, surprising myself. Maybe this wouldn’t be as bad as I’d anticipated. I looked around, scrutinizing the architecture. History and the unknown were passions of mine, and this palace was both. No one knew who had built it or why, for the city of Haven had originally been founded and built by gnomes, and this building wasn’t gnomish in the slightest.

My roving gaze fell on Nahli Twince. The uncanny fae gave me a cordial nod, and I returned it.

*And don’t even get me started on her. Fae magic is totally—*

Saraknyal, stop! I let annoyance tinge my thoughts. This isn’t a battlefield! Your paranoia—

*My paranoia keeps you alive!*

I understand that, but if I have to be here, I’m at least going to try to enjoy myself. Unless there’s an unsheathed enchanted blade or wizard casting a spell, just please keep quiet. 

The sudden silence in my head seethed with resentment, but my attention was drawn as the hall hushed. At the entry stood Jhavika and her pirate captain. Everyone moved away from the center aisle as if by some unspoken command, and the room erupted in polite applause. I handed my wineglass over to my silent escort and joined in. I had to admit they looked good together, sharp-eyed hawks, birds of a feather.

I recovered my wine as the applause subsided and finished it while our host regaled us with gratuitous platitudes and toasts to our newest council member. I caught a footman as the speech ended and took another glass of wine. I wasn’t trying to impress anyone tonight, and Saraknyal could purge any toxin or intoxicant at a whim. Who knew necromancers didn’t get hangovers?

The crowd milled about once again as servers circulated with trays of tidbits. I snagged a canapé, nibbled on it, and decided that Balshi’s chef could use a few lessons. I decided to stick with the wine. As the crowd around Jhavika thinned, I deposited my empty glass on a wandering footman’s tray and strolled forward. Paying my respects to the guest of honor wasn’t optional, and I might as well get it over with.

“Congratulations again, Jhavika.” I held out a hand to her, noting her slight reticence to take it. I’d shaken her hand once before, and she remembered. Good. “Your gown is quite fetching; gold is your color.”

“And yours, Hashi, is quite...revealing. It suits you perfectly.” She smiled sweetly.

I acknowledged her double entendre with a nod. “Thank you.” I’d taken great pains in creating a gown that would enhance my mystique. The mildly enchanted silk—black as midnight, of course—not only hugged me like a second skin, but displayed my skeletal structure from all angles. I’d probably never get a chance to wear it again, given my avoidance of social functions, but damn, I looked good. I spotted Lord Balshi approaching, wished Jhavika well, and disengaged. I had no desire to talk to him.

*Oh, and Jhavika’s wearing her magical scourge.*

No surprise there. As Jhavika turned to greet our host, I noted the scourge cunningly coiled at the bustle of her gown. She seemed to rarely go out without it, much like Tori with his elf blade, Roque with her rapier, and me with Soul Drinker. What a paranoid bunch we were.

Music from a string quartet filled the air, and the crowd shifted to the edges of the room as couples advanced onto the dance floor. I watched them for a while. The dance was nothing like those I remembered from my homeland of Mati—slow, serpentine undulations, graceful performance art. Rather, these dancers clung to one another and followed strict patterns and synchronized steps. Still, it was a pretty sight as they whirled and twirled in a continuum of color and motion. Charmed by the display, and more than a little mellowed by the wine, I found myself swaying slightly.

“They’re beautiful, are they not?”

I started to find Nahli Twince and her two fox-masked escorts nearby. The fae always unnerved me a little, with her fathomless golden eyes and uncanny scrutiny.

“My mother was a dancer,” I replied without thinking, immediately cursing myself for the slip. I may have been a historian, but my personal history was not one I willingly shared.

Nahli eyed me speculatively and nodded. “I imagine you take after her. You have a dancer’s grace. Do you—”

“I don’t dance.” My retort was sharper than I’d intended. I don’t talk about my mother or dancing; the pain of those memories is still too great, even after all these years.

Nahli ignored my impolite tone and turned to wave over a footman. Her gown, completely covered in white feathers, rustled with her movement. Her two escorts eyed me from behind their masks. They struck me as rather creepy, though I supposed the same could be said of my wraith. To each her own. We helped ourselves to fresh glasses of wine.

To dispel the awkward silence, I nodded toward the dance floor. “There’s an odd couple.”

“Lord Temuso and Captain Longbright.” Nahli’s head tilted slightly as she followed my gaze, watching as Temuso laughed and clutched the captain tight. “They seem very friendly.”

“They do, and Jhavika seems not to like it.” The guest of honor stood on the sidelines, red-faced and glaring daggers at her escort.

“Humans are strange.” Nahli sounded puzzled rather than derisive.

“Are we?” I regarded her. I knew little about fae other than that they were inherently magical creatures and that their souls were of no use to necromancers. The Jungles of Nin were the fae homeland, or, at least, had been until the God-Emperor of Toki invaded in an attempt to harvest fae magic for his own. Nahli had fled to Haven to avoid capture. Thousands of others hadn’t escaped. I’d often wondered if the god-emperor fed on magic as necromancers fed on human souls. “Do fae not play games of jealousy and possessiveness?”

“No, we don’t. For people are not possessions.” She looked at me, then shifted her gaze to my pale companion. “And souls are not playthings.”

*No, they’re food!* Saraknyal snapped.

I’d wondered how long he would be able to hold his tongue. I understood his wrath with the fae’s provocative insinuation, but I wasn’t about to get into a discussion with Nahli about the morality of necromancy. Not here, and probably not ever. You’d think that a fae would have suffered enough prejudice not to pass it on. I’d done what I’d done to protect myself. If that damned me to the Nine Hells, I’d have a lot of company.

I smiled thinly and sipped my wine. As good as the drink was, I needed something stronger. I wondered if they had brandy, and looked around for a footman.

*Hashi!* Saraknyal bellowed, even as the crowd around me shifted.

Before I could react, a scene flashed into my mind: Jhavika, doubled over and staggering back from Longbright, a ruby-hilted dagger in his fist.

“What the hell?” I whirled to watch. Couples gasped and backed away from the pair, blocking some of my view. 

*He attacked her!* Saraknyal said. *Tried to knife her in the gut. Her corset must be armored.*

The dagger’s gem glistened like blood as Longbright advanced and slashed. Jhavika spun under his stroke and lashed out with the whip she wore at her back. Longbright blocked the stroke, the barbed lashes leaving lines of blood on his hand.

“Stop, Kevril!” Jhavika gasped.

To my shock, he did. For a moment, Longbright stood like a statue, his eyes wide with terror.

*Hashi! There’s magic afoot! Some kind of spell!*

Beside me, Nahli gasped and backed away. The stunned dancers formed a circle around the dueling pair. Taller than most, I could see clearly, and Saraknyal’s uncanny hearing rendered every word audible in my mind, despite the babble of the crowd.

Jhavika grinned in triumph. “Kevril Longbright, cut your own throat. Cut it to the bone!”

To my shock, Longbright raised the dagger toward his own throat. Then he flipped the blade and threw it at Jhavika’s face. She dodged, but the weapon left a line of blood on her cheek.

“I’m immune!” the pirate growled. “And you’re dead!”

Immune? I wondered, but my curiosity took a back seat to wonder as Longbright lunged to the attack. No one attempted to interfere. If Jhavika had somehow pissed off her escort, that was her problem.

“Vakna!” Jhavika cried out.

*She’s dead,* Saraknyal predicted. *Her bodyguard’s on the other side of the room.*

I agreed. I’m no warrior, but I’ve seen enough violence to recognize when someone’s outmatched.

“Help me! He’s gone mad. Friends, to my aid! Save me!”

Like that’s going to happen. Jhavika apparently misunderstood the Council; the members were crime lords and exiles, after all, not friends. 

Then Longbright grappled Jhavika’s cat-o’-nine-tails, jerked her forward, and slashed right through her wrist, her severed hand still clinging to the haft of the scourge. Jhavika fell backward, and Longbright lunged in for the death stroke.

That’s that. I thought it was over.

I was wrong.

My mouth fell open as Ursilla Roque and Getashi Temuso’s crossed swords deflected Longbright’s killing thrust. They all froze for an instant, and the looks of astonishment on the council members’ faces struck me dumb.

*Something’s not right here,* Saraknyal said, and I had to agree.

“Kill him!” Jhavika screamed, and her protectors lunged to the attack.

“Kevril! Run!” Temuso yelled, his features contorted in anguish even as he slashed at the captain.

*He attacks Longbright, then tells him to run? What the hell?*

Parrying masterfully, Longbright disengaged and dashed for the end of the hall. Guests dodged out of his way even as Balshi’s guards closed in. I thought he was doomed, but he moved like a jaguar darting through a forest of steel. I could see how he’d survived so long as a pirate through the chaos of ship-borne battle. When he vaulted from Balshi’s dais to smash through the stained-glass wall behind it, then leapt out into the night from the balcony rail, I had to bite back a bark of laughter.

Damn, he’s good.

*A hundred feet to the lake,* Saraknyal observed. *I wonder if he’ll survive the fall.*

Jhavika’s screamed command silenced the cacophony of exclamations.

“All my allies, protect me! Brilla, your time is now! Take your place! The Queen of Haven commands her vassals to carry out their final orders! Strike down your lords and come to me!”

Queen of Haven? What the ever-loving fuck?

All Nine Hells broke loose.

*Hashi!* Images slammed into my mind’s eye, fast and furious: blades, blood, death...

Beside me, Nahli clapped her hands and burst into the air as a huge white eagle, winging for the door. Her twin escorts, now revealed as actual fox-faced changelings, dashed and slashed behind her. The crowd of guests all fought their way toward the exit and escape. Some made it, many didn’t.

And...I was alone. Well, not quite alone. My wraith stood impassively beside me, his black eyes scanning the area for threats, ready to defend me.

*Now, this is my kind of party!* Saraknyal quipped.

I gazed around at the blood-drenched marble floor strewn with bodies, felt the cool, misty breeze blowing in through the shattered stained-glass window. What the hell just happened?

Then my gaze fell on Jhavika. She stood clutching her severed wrist, surrounded by a cordon of steel. Though her features were contorted in pain, her eyes were fixed on me...on Soul Drinker.

Don’t do it, I thought, don’t you dare, but she evidently couldn’t hear my thoughts.

“Vakna, kill Lady Severn and bring me Soul Drinker.”

*Shit just got serious,* Saraknyal said.

I stared at Jhavika’s mountainous bodyguard as he strode forth, and quirked a little smile of disbelief. Really? Jhavika Keshmir obviously didn’t know who she was fucking with. With a flick of my hand, I released the chain restraining my wraith.

He stalked toward Vakna without the slightest hesitation, clawed fingers twitching in anticipation. Deflecting Vakna’s first blow, the wraith lashed out to rip a handful of flesh from his opponent’s face. Captain Vakna, however, proved much quicker than his size suggested, and spun to sweep my wraith’s legs off at the knees. Black blood flooded across the white floor, but mere mortal wounds couldn’t deter the immortal, and the wraith fought on, swiping and biting at the captain. Vakna’s sword slashed away the attacks, reducing my undead warrior to twitching body parts.

That was my best wraith! I slipped Soul Drinker from its sheath, hoarfrost riming the bared blade as its power chilled my blood. If he ruins this dress, I’m going to mount Jhavika’s head on a plaque.

*Don’t you think you should take this more seriously?* Saraknyal warned.

Not unless there’s something you’re not telling me. I watched Vakna approach, my eyes fixed on his huge broadsword. Should I be worried?

*About him? Not really. His sword is mere steel, but Roque and that komei pose serious threats.*

Then I guess I better make a good impression.

Vakna raised the sword for a cross-body slash, doubtless intending to slice me from shoulder to hip.

I lifted my empty hand as if to catch the razor-edged length of steel. Dust to dust. Necromantic energy flared as metal met flesh, aging the fine steel ten thousand years in an instant. Instead of blood, a cloud of rust puffed and settled to the floor.

Shock flashed across Jhavika’s features.

Surprise, bitch!

Vakna stumbled, unbalanced by the sudden loss of his weapon, and I flicked out with Soul Drinker. The obsidian edge sliced through the shoulder of his dress tunic and the chainmail beneath as if the armor was paper. His flesh parted barely the depth of my fingernail, but it was enough.

Feed.

White mist trailed out of the wound and curled about Soul Drinker, dragged into the obsidian like indrawn smoke. Vakna wailed in terror and collapsed to his knees, his mouth gaping, his eyes fixed in horror as Saraknyal devoured his soul. Power surged through me as soul essence transformed into necromantic energy, a sensation both intoxicating and disturbing.

The trail of mist petered out. Though still upright, Vakna wasn’t just dead; his soul had been consumed, gone, utterly and forever. No afterlife, no heaven, no hell...nothing.

Nothing but power.

Winter.

Vakna’s skin color paled from gray to blue as the chill of all the dead souls in the deepest vault of Necrol froze him into a pillar of petrified flesh. I kicked it to the ground, shattering Vakna into a million pieces.

First impressions are so important...

*Slaughter them all, Hashi,* Saraknyal hissed in my mind. *Take their souls! Take this palace for your own! Take all of Haven!*

The suggestion was tempting—retribution for all those murdered tonight—but Saraknyal wasn’t suggesting revenge; the necromancer was an addict, pure and simple, and his drug was souls. I understood, the power was intoxicating, but oh the price. I fed him only enough to keep me safe. It was the only way I could live with myself.

We do this my way, old man. Arching an eyebrow, I pointed Soul Drinker straight at the deranged woman who sought to be Queen of Haven and said, “Do not vex me, Jhavika.”

Behind me, from the dais, Brilla Balshi cried out shrill and hysterical. “Say the word, my love, and I’ll have the witch riddled with arrows!”

*”My love?” Well that’s interesting.*

Jhavika glanced in Brilla’s direction, and I could almost see the gears in her mind turning, calculating, analyzing. If she didn’t take my warning to heart, things would get ugly very quickly. Do the math, Jhavika. You can’t win.

Looking back at me with an indifferent expression, Jhavika said, “No. Let her go. I have no need of her.”

No need of me? I smiled coldly at Jhavika and was rewarded with a quick spasm of fear in her eyes. 

Fear...such a valuable weapon.

Turning my back on her, I passed by my dismembered wraith. I couldn’t just leave him in pieces like that. I allowed Saraknyal to feed upon its mangled soul, a pitiful meal after Vakna’s robust essence. The twitching corpse stilled, the pale flesh darkening.

I strode from the ballroom as if I hadn’t a care in the world, as if I hadn’t just destroyed a man’s soul. As if my entire life hadn’t just turned upside down...again.
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Chapter Two
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Ashes to Ashes
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The secret to life is a good pair of boots.

I glanced back over my shoulder at the mountain pass I’d just traversed, stamping my feet to shed the snow that lingered on the well-worn leather. Three days through ice and across scree, yet my feet remained warm, dry, and unblistered. I’d paid a pretty penny for the boots back in Mati, the city-state of my birth, but I considered that a good investment.

Turning back, I gazed south across the vast grasslands of the former Empire of Tinaros. It had once been a rich and powerful nation, its modest villages, thriving cities, and vast plantations home to millions of citizens. Now I was likely the only human being within its borders. The current residents of this land loathed humans and didn’t usually allow them access. But I’d been here before, and we had an understanding.

At least I hoped we did.

Don’t start second guessing yourself, Hashi! I adjusted my pack straps and trekked on downhill at an easy pace until I reached the tree line. The uneven footing forced me to focus, drowning out my nagging conscience.

Upon reaching the scraggly pines, I shrugged off my pack. The sun still shone high, but it would be too dangerous to continue without permission. I cleared a patch of ground, arranged a circle of stones, and collected dead wood for a fire, picking out some pieces still wet enough to send up smoke. I lit it the tinder and blew gently on it until small flames caught, then fed it until it burned hot enough to add the wet wood. Smoke rose into the sky above the scrubby trees. The locals preferred the lowlands to the wooded foothills, but my fire wouldn’t go unnoticed. They watched the passes constantly, and never failed to meet intruders.

Snapping open my blanket and settling it on the ground, I laid out my gear: bow and quiver—more for defense than hunting, though I’d only seen mountain goats and deer over the pass, not any of the stealthy mountain cats—two hunting knives, tools, compass, rope, waxed map case, thin cord for setting snares, and climbing gear. These items, though essential to my survival, I knew wouldn’t interest my hosts. Even so, I didn’t want to give them any reason to deny my entry. Foremost I meticulously positioned my trade goods, payment for the privilege of being allowed to plunder this country.

Well, plunder wasn’t really the word for it. Acquiring historical artifacts was how I preferred to think of my trade. The wealthy patriarchs of Mati loved to bedeck their homes in shiny antiquities and fancy themselves scholarly. I put food in my mouth and a roof over my head by providing said antiquities. Sometimes I cringed at selling a piece when the buyer didn’t appreciate the history behind it, but in the end, this was my job. Ancient civilizations and their artifacts fascinated me, and I’d spent a good deal of the last ten years reading history—my one true indulgence. Hence the draw of Tinaros, an empire of ruins virtually untouched by human hands for the last half millennia. The vanquishers of this land didn’t care for the trinkets hidden beneath the stones of fallen cities. In fact, they were happy to have me take them away. The fewer remnants of humans left in their land, the better, as far as they were concerned.

Consequently, when my mentor Gunyan found reference to a likely trove in the far reaches of Tinaros, I was eager to be off, despite the hardships of such a long and arduous journey. I’d probably spend a month on this single excursion, but the potential payoff could be worth a fortune.

The thought sent chills of anticipation up my spine that had nothing to do with the biting breeze blowing off the mountain peaks. I sat and fed my fire, staring into the flames, focusing on my pending inspection to keep my mind from wandering down dangerous paths.

I heard my expected visitors long before I saw them. They weren’t trying to be quiet, and weren’t particularly stealthy in the first place. The troop shuffled around the scrubby trees, bobbing up and down as they scrutinized me. I kept my hands out and open and my mouth shut.

The roo are startling to behold at first, even humorous with their bounding gaits and curious countenances, but thinking of them as slightly comical aboriginal herbivores is a deadly mistake. Just because someone’s a vegetarian doesn’t mean they’re a pacifist. The roo are intelligent, fast, deadly warriors—faster than horses in open country, and far more agile—and wield potent magic.

After about half an hour scrutinizing me, they suddenly erupted in a ululating cry and charged from all sides, bounding fifteen feet at a single hop. They stopped barely ten feet away, lance tips pointed at me, boomerangs and bolas poised, their small eyes wide, watching me for any move.

I sat perfectly still.

Finally, one of them jostled to the fore. I could tell he was male by the lack of an abdominal pouch, and that he was their leader by his ornamentation and paint. Though his hands were empty, weapons hung from the two woven-grass baldrics that crossed over his chest. He looked me over, then at the array of items lying on the blanket. Finally, he bobbed his head and sat back on his tail, a relaxed posture that settled the entire troop.

“Ash Walker, you come again to take away things from the land.”

It wasn’t a question, but I knew the proper response and enough of their language to give it. My research into the roo and respect for their culture were undoubtedly why they allowed me passage upon their lands. Ash Walker was the name they had bestowed upon me during my first visit, when they found me sifting through the ashes of a ruin. It seemed appropriate in more ways than one.

“With the permission of the roo, yes, and to leave the land as I found it.”

The roo believe that the land is sacred, a living thing greater than the creatures that live upon it. I’m not convinced they’re wrong. The former human denizens of Tinaros certainly learned not to tell them so. 

“And what do you offer for this privilege?”

“Anything I have here.” I swept a hand over the blanket, emphasizing those items I knew they coveted. “The black stone of the islands, glass for ornaments, colors for your paints, and seeds of the fire plants.”

As one, the roo leaned closer to admire the offerings. The obsidian they knapped into weapons and tools. The glass would make beads or amulets, and the dyes would paint their fur. Most highly prized, though, were the seeds. The roo don’t practice agriculture exactly, but they sow the seeds of preferred plants about the landscape. They love hot peppers, and I’d brought a number of varieties.

The leader grunted and poked a few of the items. “No fire water?”

“No.” I’d learned my lesson about bringing them alcohol. They get aggressive when intoxicated, and a drunken roo is a threat to life and limb.

He grunted again, then bobbed his head. “How long will you walk the land, and where will you go?”

“I’ll walk for one face of the moon. Let me show you where.” I delved my case and withdrew a small-scale map of Tinaros. I traced a river with a finger. “I’ll travel to the great water path, then cross here where it’s shallow, and climb into the high mountains to ruins here.” I tapped a symbol labeled ‘Tawkh Keep’ in my own language. Gunyan’s research suggested that it had been the home of a powerful ruler, and rich people had all the best stuff.

The roo blinked at the map. “Bad place.”

“Yes.” All remaining ruins of men were deemed bad places by the roo. “If I find things there, I’ll take them away, back to the lands of men so they will no longer poison this land.”

He grunted and motioned two others forward, both females with large abdominal pouches. One pouch contained a joey, which poked its head out to look at me, big ears flapping. The two females gathered up the proffered trade goods and stuffed them into their pouches. Immediately, the joey ducked down to rummage through the trinkets.

“You will only take away the works of humans,” the leader commanded. “You will take plants and animals only for your own food. You will leave nothing behind. You will build no walls, dig no holes, burn no living wood or grass. We will watch you. We will inspect all that you take with you when you go.”

“Yes,” I agreed, bobbing my head.

“If you speak false, you will die, Ash Walker.”

“Yes, if I speak false, I will die.”

The leader grunted, bobbed his head, and ululated that piercing cry once again. In a cloud of dust, the troop bounded off downhill, their musky scent lingering on the breeze. I smothered my fire and packed up my things. The meeting couldn’t have gone better, and I was eager to be on my way. I’d filled my waterskins in the pass, and wouldn’t find more until I reached the river.

As I reached easier ground and warmer temperatures, I paused to doff my warmer clothes and donned a light linen shirt and short pants. Turing to the southeast, I focused on the distant peaks of the Iron Wall Mountains and started walking.

One. Two. Three. I counted my steps more to keep my mind occupied than to calculate my progress. My idle mind would quickly spiral into dark places.

Step by step, with a tight leash on my thoughts and my sight focused straight ahead, I strode toward my destination and whatever treasures awaited me.
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With long legs and muscles as hard as oak, I set a steady pace, eating salty jerky and trail bread without stopping. 1700 steps per mile, 120 steps per minute, 7200 steps per hour, just over four miles per hour. I’d walked a lot over the last few years, over some of the roughest terrain surrounding Mati. The hot, dry air fairly sucked the moisture from my flesh, but I drank sparingly from my waterskin. My body would reach an equilibrium, sweating only as much as I needed to keep from baking alive.

I walked on as the sky darkened from blue to cobalt slashed with crimson. Not too far ahead I spotted ruins, and quickened my pace. I dare not walk in the dark. I might step into a prairie dog burrow, and the jackals that hunted the grasslands in packs might try for larger prey if injured. I doubted anything would bother me during the night, but I’d sleep with my back to a wall if I could, and a knife in my hand nonetheless. As if in communion with my thoughts, a jackal yowled in the twilight.

I reached the ruined plantation house before night fully enclosed the landscape. There wasn’t a lot left of the place, just a foundation of cut stone and a few timbers charred to ashes and rotted away. I camped in the corner of two collapsed walls, starting a fire from dead grass and scraps of wood. While I waited for a small pot of water to heat for tea, I delved my pack for the one item I’d hidden from the roo, a glow crystal. It’s a simple device that can barely be categorized as magical, but invaluable to my investigations of historic ruins, smaller and much easier to carry than torches. I tapped it twice with a fingernail, and said, “Moonlight.” It flared to a low pearly glow, and I set out exploring.

I looked for the well and found it, but it was filled in, undoubtedly by the roo. They viewed such thing as injuries to the land. I sighed in disappointment. The roo had not only exterminated every human in the empire of Tinaros, but had largely dismantled every structure that marred the land.

Proceeding with care to avoid hidden cellars or pits, I poked around with the toe of my boot, not expecting to find anything worthwhile. I dredged up a few pot shards and rusted metal tools, nothing of value. Amidst a pile of loose refuse, however, my light glinted upon a white porcelain bowl that seemed largely intact. Crouching down to examine it, I turned the bowl over. It was, in fact, a human skull. A small skull. A child’s skull. I put it back exactly as I’d found it, rubbing my hand on my pant leg.

Bounded on three sides by mountains and on the fourth by the sea, the nation of Tinaros had been insular from the start. Early settlers had quickly built towns and cities, spread intensive agriculture, irrigated the grasslands, mined the mountains, and dammed the river. Unfortunately for the Tinarans, what they considered the expansion of civilization, the roo considered a profane injury to the earth. The Tinarans’ greatest mistake, however, was in underestimating the roo.

The roo are mild-mannered herbivores, social and gregarious among themselves. They’re loving parents, artists, stewards of the land, and story tellers. They have no writing, their long, intricate history passed from generation to generation by word of mouth. A few non-roo have attempted to unwind the tapestry of roo stories to determine fact from fiction, but none have thus far succeeded. I once read a frustrated account by one historian; “Roo history,” he’d complained, “depends on which roo you talk to.”

So, since history is written by the winners and the roo don’t write, much remains unknown about the genocidal war they waged against the Tinarans. The few Tinaran survivors told stories of massacres, plantation-consuming fires, and weapons empowered by earth magic that toppled buildings. Those who sought refuge in the open were slaughtered. Afterwards, entire cities had been torn apart, stone by stone, and returned to the earth.

I settled down by my fire for a meager dinner, sipping tea and eating hard cheese and trail bread, staring up at the stars and listening to the night sounds. I took off my boots and rubbed my feet. Although physically tired, I wasn’t yet sleepy. I hadn’t brought anything to read, for I couldn’t afford the added weight. I peered out into the night. Not one light shone, not one voice spoke in this land devoid of human life.

I contemplated the child’s skull I’d found, someone’s son or daughter. Had they been happy here? Had their parents loved them, held them, promised that everything would be all right as the roo set fire to their home? Had their mother told them that she loved them even as they burned?

Mothers are supposed to love their children, aren’t they?

For a moment I pictured my own mother: tall and graceful, beautiful...disgruntled, resentful, and hateful. I closed my eyes and began trembling, my limbs shuddering uncontrollably, my teeth chattering, but not from the cold. Evenings were always the worst for me, with nothing to do but think, remember, despair...

Curling into a ball, my mind cast about frantically for something—anything—to latch onto and banish the wrenching memories. I clenched my eyes tight against the hot tears that stung my eyes. I couldn’t afford them. I had two more days to the river, and I’d run out of water if I wasn’t careful. If that happened, another archeologist would probably find my bones lying in a ruin somewhere.

I didn’t even know who the tears were for: the child who had died here five hundred years ago, or the one whose mother wished she’d never been born.
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My premonition nearly came true; I’d run out of water by the time I found the river. My throat sore, my skin dry, and my tongue scratchy from lack of moisture, I was sucking on a pebble when I mounted a low rise and spied the line of lush green. Laughing aloud—and nearly swallowing my pebble—I rushed forth. I dropped my pack at the shore, kicking off my boots and stripping out of my sweaty clothes before plunging into the cool, clear water. I languished for a while, drinking my fill and letting the water flow over my skin. When my fingers began to wrinkle and I started to shiver, I waded out and flopped down onto a soft bed of vegetation to bask in the sun, my dark skin soaking up the heat.

On impulse, I decided to take the rest of the day here to relax and recuperate.

I washed my clothes, fished, and scavenged the brushy shrubs that grew along the river bank for berries. My early dinner consisted of fresh fish, trail bread slathered with crushed berries, and cup after cup of wonderful, cool water. I whiled away the afternoon catching fish and drying them over a small fire to bolster my provisions.

The next day I forded the river and hiked southwest, paralleling the shore far enough to avoid anything that might come down from the mountains to drink. I saw antelope aplenty, and many small predators. I heard the roar of a mountain cat, but never saw any, though I spotted prints. They undoubtedly knew I was there.

For four days I followed the watercourse, regularly consulting my maps and drawings, hoping that the old texts were accurate. On the fifth day, I held up one of my sketches and grinned triumph; the contours of the mountainous horizon to the northwest matched the inked lines on the parchment.

I filled my waterskins until they were near bursting, drank as much water as I could, and set out in a precise northwesterly direction, excited to finally be in the final stretch. I had enough water and dried fish for six days, maybe seven. If I was lucky, I’d find a tributary or snow to replenish my water, and snare small game.

“Give me ten days,” I pleaded to no particular god. If I could find the ruins of Tawkh Keep in three days, and make it back to the river in the same time, I’d have four glorious days to delve its secrets.

If the roo haven’t reduced the keep to rubble. That dread taunted me, but I exiled it from my mind. Gunyan’s research seemed solid, an account several decades old by an explorer who risked crossing the mountains from Fornice. We’d wracked our brains wondering why someone would build a keep way up in the mountains, far from the centers of population, trade, and government. 

I honestly didn’t care. Call me a grave robber if you like, but the dead have no need of money, and I did. One really good find was all I needed. The plutocracy of Mati had taught me that there are only two types of people: those who have money, and those who don’t. Those who have it make the rules, and those who don’t follow the rules. Money meant safety, security, and comfort. They also say that money can’t buy you love, but I’d like to test that theory.

“One good find.”

It became my mantra as I strode on, the words keeping time with my footsteps. One good find would change my life.
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Chapter Three
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Complications
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From the journal of Hashi Severn –

Why are people never satisfied with what they have? Give someone a comfortable living, and they’ll want a fortune. Give them a house, and they’ll want a castle. Give them a city, and they’ll want a kingdom. All I want is to be left alone.




––––––––
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The courtyard of Balshi’s palace seethed in chaos. Carriages sped away into the night, retainers scrabbling to mount skittish horses, fights breaking out with Balshi guards. I managed to reach my own carriage without being run down.

Boarding quickly, I commanded the driver, “Bromish! Ash Keep, at once!”

“Yes, mistress!” With a crack of the whip, the coach lurched into motion.

Flinging myself onto the seat, I muttered what I’d been wondering since I left the ballroom. “What the hell just happened?”

*Jhavika Keshmir lost her hand and her enchanted scourge, showed everyone how many very dedicated friends she has, tried to stage a coup, and attempted to kill you,* Saraknyal said in my head. *Weren’t you paying attention?*

Sarcasm doesn’t become you. I glanced out the window to ensure that we weren’t being followed by an army. A gods-damned coup! The delicate balance of power in Haven had just been thrown into a meat grinder, and I had to make some sense of it. How did things get so fucking complicated?

*Well, first you developed an unhealthy fascination with history...*

“Oh, shut the hell up, old man. I don’t need your bullshit tonight. You’ve been fed, now be quiet for a few minutes, please.”

*Temper, temper,* he chided before falling silent.

I realized my fist was still clutching the blade, the tingling power of soul essence igniting my nerve endings. I sheathed the weapon and forced a deep, calming breath.

It didn’t help.

“How many?” The question had been whirling around my mind for the last half mile, and finally escaped.

*How many what?*

“How many council members were killed?” The quick images in the midst of all the chaos hadn’t really registered.

*Four. And if you can believe it, they were all murdered by their own retainers. Balshi’s throat was slit by his sister. One of Lady Hatsu’s komei decapitated his comrade, then cut her down. Fa-Chen and Blinth Tinworthy were spitted by their own guards.*

“How did she do it?” I whispered. Jhavika was a low-level player in Haven, admitted to the Council only because of her nautical background and plan for establishing a navy to protect the city. “How could she control so many allies?”

*Control? I don’t know if that’s the right term, exactly.*

“It is the right term. You saw Roque and Temuso’s faces when they saved her life. Like their minds had no idea what their bodies were doing.”

*Ahhh...*

Ahhh what? What are you thinking?

*Remember when she lashed Captain Longbright with that cat-o’-nine-tails?*

Yes, of course.

*I told you there was magic afoot.*

Well, yes, it’s a magical weapon.

*No, like an enchantment being cast! A powerful one!*

A spell? She lashes people, and the scourge casts a spell?

*Just like you wield me and I cast spells. Yes.*

Are you telling me that thing’s a soul blade?

*No, my dear. Or at least, I don’t think so. Many magical weapons cast spells when they strike. Usually pain, paralysis, or injury. But this one...I don’t know.”

Control! I suddenly realized. Jhavika commanded Longbright to cut his throat!

*But he didn’t.*

No, but she expected him to. He said he was immune. Immune to what? It has to be that scourge of hers. Nothing else makes sense!

*But he took it from her,* Saraknyal reminded me. *How could she still control anyone if he took the means by which she controlled them?*

I don’t know, but when she told her allies to murder their lords, they did, and she didn’t have the scourge then. A gods-damned komei, Saraknyal. They’re oath-bound to defend their charges.

*They are. That’s telling indeed. Their oaths are inviolate.*

Until Jhavika violated them, I thought. Roque, Temuso, Matesh, and Brilla Balshi all came to her aid. They must all be under her enchantment. I stiffened when I considered the ramifications. This is bad...

Saraknyal’s thoughts obviously ran along the same lines. *If she controls the council members, then she likely controls their houses, so that makes five for her, including her own.*

And Balshi’s is the most powerful by far. Four dead council members, four enslaved by Jhavika, leaving five intact houses...if we’re lucky. And potentially facing a magical weapon that could enslave us all. My breath hissed out between clenched teeth. We are so fucked.

*We?* Saraknyal’s laughter chilled my blood. *I’m dead, my dear, and therefore unfuckable.*

Until Jhavika has her komei murder me and takes you. Or worse, gets that scourge back and lashes me with it. The thought of that kind of slavery made my blood run even colder.

*There is that.*

Maybe I should have killed her. That might have broken the spell.

*You would have had to kill a komei and several lords to get to her, at least a couple of them with enchanted blades. You’re lucky she didn’t call your bluff. But that’s in the past, my dear. We need to decide what to do now.*

I don’t think she’ll bide her time too long. She’ll consolidate her forces and try to kill the other council members.

*She’ll be after Captain Longbright first. She may have many under her control, but I think we can safely assume that, without her scourge, she can’t enslave any more. If he manages to sail out of Haven before she can kill him, she’ll have to rely on a finite force that could potentially be whittled down.*

“She’ll go after him!” I agreed. “Though she doesn’t have any ships.”

*She won’t need ships if she can catch Longbright before he sets sail.*

He had a point. If the scourge was indeed the source of Jhavika’s power, she’d want it back at all costs. “She’ll send soldiers to the quay. Keep him from reaching his ship, and she’s won.”

*Unless someone else finds him first.*

I nodded. “The enemy of my enemy...” Thumping hard on the roof of the carriage, I yelled, “Bromish! To the quay, as quick as you can manage!”

“Mistress! That’s right through the center of the city, and we have no escort! We’ll be mobbed!”

“Just do it!” I drew Soul Drinker and carefully slit the seam of my dress to my hip, then opened the coach door and clambered up to the driver’s seat.

*Hashi! What the hell are you doing?*

Being proactive! I’d hated to ruin my dress, but though I might be invulnerable to weapons, falling off a moving carriage onto a cobblestone street could break my fool neck, and I had to be able to move.

Bromish started and stared at me like I’d grown horns and a tail. “Mistress!”

“Drive for the waterfront. I promise you, nobody will bother us.”

He looked at the naked blade in my hand, then my naked leg, swallowed hard, and said, “Yes, mistress!” He hauled on the reins, and we careened around a corner, downhill into the morass of Haven.

Driving into that fetid mire of human suffering brought back a lot of memories, most bad. I hadn’t always been rich and powerful. I’d lived down here once, and thanked all the gods that I’d gotten out.

The dregs of Haven saw a coach with no outriders and responded predictably. We were past the first mob before they could react. Others heard their shouts and catcalls and ventured out of their holes onto the street ahead of us. They hefted makeshift weapons: boards and bricks, a few knives, even a battered sword. One man started to swing a weighted net woven from rope over his head, aiming for my galloping horses. 

Now, Saraknyal. Chill their blood for me.

*Don’t be so melodramatic, my dear.*

Shut up and do it!

Magic swelled in me, and mirth bubbled from my chest. My throat stung as an icy torrent of terror rushed up, and a voice not my own burst forth in a peal of unearthly laughter, high-pitched and horrible. The sound of it saturated the night, drowning out every other sound, drenching the very air with its essence. Fear... The coach lamps fluttered and died, torches and lights in the buildings winked out, and the converging rabble quailed, dodging out of our way, shrinking back into the holes from whence they came, their confidence shattered. 

The carriage lurched forward, and I had to clutch the seat to keep from falling off. Beside me, Bromish cowered in terror, his hands quaking on the reins while the horses tossed their heads and bolted across the cobbles, panicked.

In my zeal, I’d forgotten the horses and my driver. The fear spell couldn’t be targeted. If the team blundered into a building, my brilliant plan would likely get us all killed. I rested a hand on Bromish’s shoulder. “Steady on! Don’t run us into a wall!”

“Yes, mistress!” Spittle flew from his lips, but I felt his trembling ease.

Bromish settled quickly. He knew I wasn’t a monster, unlike those we left behind us curled fetal in the gutters, mired in their own shit and piss, terrified out of their minds. More shapes moved in ahead of us, and I let out another peal of icy mirth. They shrank back, and we thundered past untouched.

*You have such a lovely voice, my dear. Music to my ears.*

You don’t have ears, old man.

*You wound me, Hashi.*

You’re dead and quite beyond wounding. I gripped the blade and scanned the darkness ahead. Thankfully, the street remained relatively straight and clear, and our team seemed to have regained their wits. They were used to my presence, and less affected by the induced terror of my laugh than most horses would have been. Still, two of them had emptied their bowels.

The street widened and became slightly cleaner. We were nearing the waterfront.

“Easy now.” I patted Bromish’s shoulder. “Don’t run us into the bay.”

“Yes, mistress.”

The wide quay opened up before us, and Bromish turned the coach, hauling back on the reins and calling to the horses. The team tossed their heads, but eased to a stop, lathered and heaving. I stood and scanned the long, stone waterfront.

No coaches, no boats, no people...no Captain Longbright. Maybe we beat him here, but I dismissed the thought. He’d obviously planned his attempt on Jhavika, and so would have planned an escape, likely have a boat waiting. Where the hell...

Cries from out on the water drew my attention to the bay. Lamps were lit on every moored ship, but one sported more lights than the others, illuminating sailors rushing along the deck and throughout the rigging. The clatter of a capstan and roaring calls of, “Topcrew aloft! Secure that boat! Tops’ls and tris’ls, you swabs!” gave me all the information I needed.

“That’s got to be Scourge,” I said.

*And they wouldn’t be setting sail without their captain,* Saraknyal surmised. *He must have gotten here just before we did. He’s a resourceful one.*

And tough as a keg of nails if he swam Mirror Lake, then ran through the city without getting cut to ribbons. I thought of the man I’d seen dancing with Temuso and wondered once again at his motives for trying to murder Jhavika. But why in the Nine Hells did he do it? By all accounts, they’d been business partners for years.

*I believe that’s what they call a falling out.* Saraknyal chuckled and added, *Only he didn’t fall, he jumped.*

I cringed at the abysmal joke. That’s what she gets for trusting anyone, I suppose.

*Or that’s what he gets for trusting her,* Saraknyal amended.

Valid point, I acceded. Who knew what had precipitated this evening’s events.

“Pardon me, mistress, but what in all Nine Hells happened at that party?” Poor Bromish looked up at me in wide-eyed puzzlement. “Feller flew from a window, then everyone came runnin’ out. Big bloody bird flew out the front door!”

“Jhavika Keshmir staged a coup.” I pointed to the ship as sails unfurled. “That pirate started the whole damned thing.”

*And if he hadn’t, Jhavika’s machinations would have continued in secret.* 

“You’re right about that,” I mused.

“Mistress?” Bromish blinked up at me.

“Never mind, Bromish. Back to the keep. Sorry for the detour.”

“Yes, mistress.” He lashed the reins and urged our team around a corner into a dark street. “Might need that magic of yours again to get us safe home, though.”

“Of course.” I sat back down, mentally asking Saraknyal to lend me his magic once more.

*Of course, my dear, but you know, if you’d just allowed me to take a few more souls at that party, I’d have power enough for real defense, not the mere frightening of children.*

Shut up, I snapped mentally. You fed tonight, be content with that.

I shuddered at the lingering sensation of Vakna’s soul surging through me. Saraknyal’s disregard for the souls he consumed disgusted me, but I had to own up to the truth; I was his accomplice. I fed him to keep myself safe, destroyed souls to save my own. Gripping Soul Drinker hard as if to strangle the necromancer, I both cursed and blessed the day I found him.
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Chapter Four
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Delving Death
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Who the hell builds a keep halfway up a gods-damned mountain?

I stopped and bent over, hands on knees, gasping for breath in the thin air, my legs numb from days of climbing. The first day after leaving the river had been an easy trek across the grasslands. The second day, the foothills steepened, and I made camp in high scrub forest. Since dawn I’d been trudging and scrabbling up the steep slope toward my goal, praying that the traveler’s account of this misplaced keep was accurate.

Once again, I wore layers of clothes to ward off the biting wind that blew unceasingly across the rocky ground. I’d left the tree line far below. It seemed an impossible place to construct a keep. Dwarves built strongholds in such places, but from the inside out, generally from the remnants of mines. But dwarves also ate fungus, so I counted them as verifiably insane anyway.

As my heaving breaths eased, I straightened and shrugged my shoulders to loosen the muscles beneath my pack, squinting up at the sheer cliffs and the tangle of stone that was Tawkh Keep. I’d never seen anything like it. The structure resembled a haphazard jumble of gray stone jammed into the cleft of the mountainside with no apparent architectural or aesthetic sensibilities. I’d expected minarets or battlements, crenellations or bastions, but it sported none of those. There were a few high windows, but no arrow slits or defensive elements at all. The outer wall was uneven, as if great blocks of stone were simply stacked randomly at odd angles. Whoever had designed it must not have cared a whit for visual appeal, and hired a thousand gnomes addicted to black lotus to build it without supervision.

This didn’t bode well. If the keep’s lord hadn’t had an aesthetic bone in their body, they probably wouldn’t have left behind rooms full of treasure for me to loot. If I came all this way and wasted a month of my life for nothing, I’ll tear this place down myself.

Crouching at an ice-crusted drift to scoop snow into my waterskins, I noted one other curious detail; despite its haphazard construction, the keep appeared undamaged. There were no signs of siege, assault, or the typical cracked stonework that bespoke of earth magic wielded by the roo.

“Bad place,” the roo troop leader had said. Maybe they hadn’t come here at all. Too far up the mountains, or some other reason? I wondered.

But I’d come all this way; there was no point in leaving without investigating.

A single main gate pierced the outer wall, partially obstructed by a portcullis that five hundred years had reduced to a rusted ruin. No crest identified who live here, who ruled this barren mountainside. Curious indeed. I’d seen a lot of ruins, and the one thing common to them all was some form of identification, a reflection of the ego that had created them.

Who the hell were you? I wondered.

Pulling out my glow crystal and tapping it on—“Lamplight.”—I edged between the rusted ends of the old portcullis and into the dark.

The tunnel was tall enough for me to walk without stooping, so it wasn’t gnomish, and no self-respecting dwarf would have constructed stonework like this. The passage looked like something a child might have made from blocks, the walls uneven, the way randomly twisted. Only the floor was smooth.

There were no defensive arrow slits or channels for burning oil, but that didn’t discount the chance for traps or decayed stonework to give way, so I proceeded slowly. This wasn’t my first delve into an abandoned mountain stronghold, but it was certainly the strangest.

The passage continued for perhaps sixty feet before opening into a vaulted chamber with many exits. Actually, ‘vaulted’ was too grand a term for the tiers of stone blocks stacked at all angles, each overhanging the one below until they finally met overhead. I didn’t understand even how something like this could be built, let alone why.

The chamber was about a hundred feet across with seven exiting tunnels, each as oddly crooked as the one I’d just traversed. Some led upward, some down, and some continued flat into the darkness. They were spaced randomly, and no two looked alike or possessed any lintel or archway. The chamber itself sported no columns, no engravings, no bas-relief depictions of lords or ladies. Not even any brackets for torches, tapestries, or glow crystals. Nothing but a blank confusion of gray stone.

“Well, this is creepy.” My words died without an echo.

Marking the exit with a piece of chalk—Gunyan had trained me to be methodical in my searches, and I certainly didn’t want to get lost in this rabbit warren—I took the first passage to the left. It sloped downward, the floor cut with random gouges to provide better footing. The worked stone walls devolved to living rock gouged at incongruous angles.

This place is carved right into the mountain.

The way twisted and branched; I marked my path and bore continuously left. Down, down, down, the air became slightly warmer, the décor unchanging. Finally, the tunnel simply ended.

For a moment, I thought the way was blocked with a wall of black stone, but my light didn’t glint off anything. Then I realized that there was no stone, nothing, just a completely open space ahead, right and left, up and down.

“What the hell?” This time, my words echoed faintly. I inched forward, raising my light high. Stopping when I stood a foot from the edge—I couldn’t make myself go any farther—I squinted into the darkness to no avail. I couldn’t see the far wall, and had no way to tell if the cavern was natural, the result of some cataclysm, or hewn out of the mountain. I tapped my glow crystal twice and said, “Daylight.”

The light intensified, and I shaded my eyes. The far wall stood some hundred yards away, a blank barrier that looked to have been clawed out of the stone. There were no signs that a bridge had once traversed this void, nor any exit on the other side. I leaned forward, holding my stone out over the empty space, and peered up. The ceiling looming high overhead also looked randomly cut from the living rock, save for a few spots where pieces might have fallen away. Perhaps this had been the quarry that provided the stone for the keep’s construction.

Not trusting the edge, I lay flat, inched forward, and peered over into the blackness below.

There, in the depths, I saw...and understood.

Bones.

Perhaps fifty yards below, my light illuminated a mountain of bones, surely the remains of thousands of corpses. Squinting, I tried to discern details. The round skulls I assumed to be humans or dwarves, and the larger sloped skulls with jutting jaws could have been ogres. Numerous elongated roo skulls grinned up at me as well.

“Shit!” Lowering my head, I ran my free hand over my close-cropped hair in sudden realization. This scale of death could only mean one thing. “A gods-damned necromancer.”

Necromancy was banned in virtually every civilized nation of the world. Wars had been fought to eradicate the practice for the simple reason that necromancers didn’t just kill people, they consumed them. Not their flesh, but their very souls. Dabbling in such vile magic warranted summary execution.

Not so in Tinaros. Tinaran governing philosophy had disallowed no discipline of scholarship, magic, or engineering. Necromancy flourished. In fact, some historians argued that the roo had committed genocide in Tinaros not solely because they didn’t like agriculture or mining or buildings of cut stone, but because the rulers allowed necromancers to defile the land with their profane magic.

Now the roo’s ‘bad place’ comment made more sense. Too bad Gunyan’s research hadn’t discovered this little detail; it would have saved me a long and probably unprofitable trip. If the keep’s appearance and this pit of bones were any indications, this necromancer had been more interested in their craft than wealth, comfort, or aesthetics. 

“Well, damn.”

I edged back from the drop and dimmed my glow crystal to moonlight. Lying there waiting for my eyes to adjust, I thought furiously about what to do. Should I even explore the rest of the keep? Aesthetically pleasing or not, necromancers wielded potent magic, which could mean valuable artifacts. However, if I bumbled into a trap, I could end up dead, or worse, undead. But as the cold stone chilled my back, my frustration mellowed to reluctant acceptance of my circumstance. Yes, necromancers were soul-devouring fiends, but they were human, and humans liked stuff. And not all magic was abhorrent. A few benign enchanted trinkets might at least make this trip profitable.

“Well, it’s not like you’ve got anything better to do for the next few days, Hashi.” I rose to my feet and worked my way back to the last branching passage. Scrawling an X on the wall, I turned down the next tunnel to continue my methodical exploration.

[image: image]

By the end of my second day of exploration, I’d found two more disposal pits, vast barred cells littered with bones, forges, and coal-fired rending pots large enough for me to lay down inside. I didn’t, of course, for I had a good idea what had been rendered in those cauldrons. I did, however, fill a bag with coal to keep me warm at night. While I searched, I also wondered why the keep had been abandoned. If the stories were to be believed, necromancers didn’t die of old age, a benefit of their consumption of souls. Had this necromancer seen the genocide coming and fled? If so, it had been premature, since the roo apparently hadn’t even come near this place.

But speculation could only sustain my interest for so long, and by now I’d tired of the cold stone, austere rooms with blank walls, workshops where unimaginable horrors must have occurred, and the ever-present musk of ancient death. So, when I found an iron door inlaid with bronze scrollwork, I had to blink to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating.

“Hello. What are you?”

I examined the door carefully without touching it. The tarnished green metalwork looked like simple adornment—the swirls and spikes didn’t blur in my vision like magical script, anyway—but it was the first I’d seen. I reminded myself that I was in a mage’s keep, and I pulled on a pair of gloves. Probably not the best deterrent to being blasted by magic, but it was all I had. I tried the latch, but it wouldn’t move; locked or welded in place by corrosion, I had no way to know. It did have an actual keyhole. Too bad I hadn’t found any keys.

“You’re not keeping me out that easily.” Rummaging through my pack, I recovered a hammer and cold chisel.

First, I gave the latch a few love taps. That didn’t help. Okay, we’ll do this the hard way.

Applying the chisel, I knocked rust and corroded bronze from the keyhole, then the bolt of the latch. When I had reduced the lock to scrap, and the door still didn’t open, I swore and attacked the hinges. Removing the pins accomplished nothing, so I swore some more, gritted my teeth, and worked my chisel all the way around the portal’s edge, driving it deep into the rock to break the door free. I felt the slightest shift and attacked with renewed vigor.

Suddenly, the door fell outward and nearly squashed me flat.

“Fuuuck...” I hissed through gritted teeth, staring down at the two-inch-thick slab of iron lying a finger-width from the toes of my boots. I’d broken my own first rule: be careful. I wouldn’t make it far with two crushed feet, and I didn’t want my bones to join those of the thousands of others who had perished here.

“Don’t screw around, Hashi.”

Putting my tools away, I peered beyond the fallen door and realized that the light suffusing the room wasn’t from my glow crystal. There were actual windows here. Edging into the room, I leaned against the stone sill and breathed deep of the cool, fresh air—intoxicating after the dry, stifling atmosphere that pervaded the rest of the keep—and squinted out at the twilit landscape. From this high vantage the view out over the foothills to the grasslands was nothing less than spectacular. Perhaps this necromancer had harbored a splinter of appreciation for beauty in their soul after all.

“Back to work.” I surveyed the room, felt a grin stretch my face.

Tables, desks, tools, shelves of moldering books, pots, pens, alchemical equipment, and a rusted coal brazier filled the space. Someone had worked here. Someone alive. Long gone, by the thick layer of dust, but everything was laid out as if ready for someone’s return.
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