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PROLOGUE




In the great domed chamber at the top of the Tower of Skulls, the wizard Dja lay in bed propped up on a high pile of overstuffed pillows. He poked curiously at the six-horned bull’s head slowly emerging from the glowing rend in his chest. “Funny the little twists and turns life takes, isn’t it, Gunter?”  

The homunculus had returned to the bed chamber with a tray of cloths, salves, and unctions in his gnarled gray hands. “There ees a demon pushing himself out of your body, master. Thees I would not call funny.”

“Granted, this isn’t entirely what I was expecting when I agreed to help Acursterix enter our realm.” Dja lightly touched an index finger against the needle-sharp tip of one of the bull’s silver horns, instantly drawing a pinprick of pale blood. He sucked the blood from his fingertip and smiled at the homunculus. “But I remain cautiously optimistic that this is going to work out for the best in the end. You’ll see.”

“I do not see how.” Gunter put the tray down on the nightstand and climbed onto the stool next to the bed. “Was it not the plan for the demon to share your body? So that his presence would grant you powers no other mortal could hope to match, making you the greatest warlock in the world?”

“And in so doing prove to the presidential selection committee of the Amalgamated Wizards and Sorcery Guild that they passed on the wrong guy—yes, that had been the plan …”  

Gunter turned and pulled the blanket off his master’s waist and legs. The homunculus winced at the sight. Even before the ritual, Dja’s youth had been forfeited, his body ravaged by the premature, unnatural aging caused by the dark magicks he called on daily—his skin left dry and cracked, the color sapped from his hair and eyes, his teeth yellowed and loose. But now, this was something more. The ritual had left his skin crisscrossed with gashes, his flesh sliced open to the bone by the invisible forces the warlock had conjured during the summoning. “But instead, the demon ees tearing your body apart.” 

“Only because he needs to use it to create his own body. But he is bringing my soul along with him.”

And then there was the demon’s head, thrusting itself obscenely out of the master’s chest. In the day and night since the ritual, the demon had managed to push half his head up through the wizard’s shredded flesh. The demon’s black bull eyes glared at Gunter, unblinking. “Oh … so you will be sharing his body, then?”

“I wouldn’t exactly call it sharing. I mean, he has to keep my soul around so he can stay anchored to this dimension, but that doesn’t mean he has to let me speak, or see, or hear … or influence our body’s actions in any way.”

“So you will be …”

“Trapped and helpless, alone and impotent in an endless void.” 

Gunter turned back to the nightstand and took a cloth from the top of the stack. He dropped it into a bowl of cleaning unction heavily laced with a pain-numbing astringent. “That does not sound like something you will enjoy.”

“Oh, no, it’ll be a hellish existence, no doubt about that. But at least I’ll be alive, in a sense, which is more than I’ll be able to say for everyone else in a few days.”

“What ees going to happen in a few days?” Gunter wrung the excess unction out of the bandage.

Dja beamed proudly. “The process will be complete, and Acursterix will emerge into our realm fully formed to shut off the sun.”

“Uh-huh.” Gunter dabbed the dripping cloth lightly against the flayed skin surrounding the demon’s head. The demon’s eyes followed the homunculus’s hand. “Shut off the sun, you say?” 

“Blot it out.” Dja snapped his fingers. “Just like that. That is pretty much his sole function in the grand scheme of things. Which, in hindsight, does explain the many references to him being the ‘Darkener of Suns’ I found when I was researching the summoning ritual. I thought it was just some sort of meaningless title. Demons love to give themselves titles. Well, you live, you learn …”

“For how long will the sun be blotted?” 

“Until everybody’s dead and the world is a lifeless, ice-covered husk.”

“Why would the demon want to do that?”

“Our relationship is less the ‘equal partners sharing motives’ kind and more the ‘shut up human and just do what the demon tells you’ kind. But he’s giving off a boatload of palpable spite, though. So, probably spite.”

“He would destroy all life out of spite?”

Dja’s mouth screwed up in pain as Gunter applied the unction to the particularly deep gash across his stomach, the astringent stinging his exposed—and partially eviscerated—intestines before the numbing agent kicked in. “Demons … go figure. So, that was a war horn I heard earlier, right?”

“Yes, master.”

“It’s Banassa, isn’t it?”

“The mistress did say she was going to try to stop you if you went through with the ritual.”

“A woman of her word, my darling wife. She went and brought that army she threatened to raise, then, too, I take it?”

Gunter dropped the used cloth, dripping with blackened blood and dark yellow puss, into a bucket next to the bed and picked a fresh one off the top of the stack. He soaked the cloth in unction and wrung it out. “I believe I did see some soldiers and siege weapons milling about the moat.”

“How many?”

“Very hard to say, master.” Gunter helped his master lean forward and then began cleaning and numbing the gashes on his back. “Ees very foggy out there today, and as I say, they are milling. I lost count after the first ten thousand.”

“Ten thousand?” Dja asked, his arms crossed atop the demon’s head. “She raised an army of ten thousand?”

“More than ten thousand. But she was very angry when she left.”

“I don’t know if I’d say angry … annoyed, maybe.”

“You announced your plan to voluntarily become home to a demon at your tenth anniversary party. That ees not the kind of gift anybody expects.”

“I only did it after she announced the Amalgamated Wizards and Sorcery Guild is making her president—in front of everyone. They all knew I’d been up for the job. I mean, come on, my parents were there … Mom was looking at me with that stupid, sour, wrinkled, old ferret face of hers, and dad couldn’t even bring himself to look me in the eyes. I had to do something.” 

“I would have given her tin.” Gunter dropped the cloth into the bucket and scooped a handful of green salve out of a jar. He spread it out over his master’s back, massaging it into the gashes. “It ees traditional.”

“Thank you, Mr. Hindsight.” Dja sighed. “Oh, well, it doesn’t matter. What’s done is done. Now, my dear, ever-faithful homunculus, I need your help.”

“There ees a way to stop the demon?” Gunter helped his master sit back. “Anything, my master, if it will purge you of thees abomination—”

“Stop the demon? No, no, I need your help to ensure Acursterix succeeds.”

“Master? I do not understand.”

“Turns out it’s not just my body and soul Acursterix is taking from me. He’s taking my will as well,” Dja said, petting the demon’s brow. “And he wants to darken the sun—so that’s what we’re going to make sure he can do.”

“We are?”

“We are. Acursterix needs time to emerge—he can’t do his sun-darkening thing before he’s fully out. At this pace, that’s going to take a few days.” To prove his point, Dja grabbed a pair of the demon’s horns and gave them a solid tug, but the head stayed where it was, not coming out any faster. “Banassa isn’t going to wait that long before she comes storming in here with her fancy army and guild presidency. So I’m going to surrender.”

Gunter’s catlike green eyes went wide with shock. “Surrender?”

“It’s the only way.” Dja placed a reassuring hand on the homunculus’s shoulder. “The transformation’s left me in no shape to fight—not a whole army. But it doesn’t matter. Her and her stupid army are already too late. Acursterix is a demon, he can’t be killed, and she’ll never be able to bring herself to kill me. Banassa will be forced to imprison us—and imprison us here, in the tower, since there won’t be time to take us anywhere else. She’ll barely have time to conjure a transdimensional prison strong enough to hold us as it is.”

“You want to be imprisoned?”

“Of course … because it won’t stop Acursterix from emerging—slow him, yes, but not stop. Time still flows in a transdimensional prison—slower, but it still flows. It will take years, decades, but the time will come, and when it does, he will call to you in your dreams, and you must be ready.”

“Ready for what?”

“To free Acursterix.” 

“But how?”

“He will tell you. And you will obey as if he were me. He is your new master now. Do you understand?”

The demon’s eyes glaring at him, Gunter suppressed the instinct to swallow and simply nodded. “Yes.”

Dja smiled warmly. “Good. Now, sneak out of the tower, hide yourself from Banassa, and while you wait for his call, gather as much gold and treasure as you can.” 

Gunter hopped off the stool. “Gold and treasure? Why?”

“Banassa will know you’re out there and will suspect what you are tasked to do. She will protect this tower with magicks to prevent you from ever re-entering. So you will need help.”

“Who would help me free a demon who ees going to destroy the world?”

“The greedy—use the gold and treasure as bait.” Dja took a scroll off the nightstand and handed it to the homunculus. “And this will be your hook.”

“What ees it?”

“Instructions on forging and enchanting a special kind of ring—one that will let you control the mind of whoever wears it.”

“That does sound helpful.”

“Yeah, so feel free to make a bunch of them—you know, in case the first guy you send fails. Expect a bunch of fails, actually. They’ll be going up against Banassa, after all.” Dja gave the homunculus a gentle push towards the door. “But keep trying. Eventually you’ll get lucky.”








  
  

Chapter 1

DAMSEL IN DISTRESS





“What was that noise?” 

It was three in the morning, and the Retchnian Royal Palace was supposed to be quiet.

“What noise?” the Princess Elvia asked, leaning back in her giant bed on one elbow as she raised the oil lamp higher over her belly. “A little to the left, there, you’ve almost got it …”

Scratch.

Between the princess’s knees, Owen’s head popped up and snapped around to stare at the door of the bedchamber. “I swear, someone’s outside the door.”

“It’s probably just my brother, Stewy. The perv’s always trying to catch a peek. Don’t worry about him. Just get back to work. It’ll be dawn soon.”

“Sorry …” Owen turned his attention back to the inch-thick iron-plate panties securing Elvia’s chastity against the very likes of him. He plucked a thin rod from behind his ear and eased it into the belt’s lock, twisting it randomly by small increments. “This thing’s a little tricky.”

“Made by the best blacksmith in the realm, to hear my father drone on and on about it. ‘No way this one’s gonna accidentally fall off, my dear daughter. Have no more worries for you honor on that score.’ Right, accidentally. How much longer?”

“Almost got it—” Snap. “Damn.”

“What?”

“Broke the pick.”

“Again? That’s like three already.”

“It’s okay. I’ve still got two left.”

“I thought you said you knew how to pick locks.”

Owen sat up and stretched kinks out of his shoulders. “No, I said I could borrow Klyde’s lock picks. He’s the one who knows how to pick locks.”

“Oh, yeah, that’s right. But you were the prettier one.”

Owen’s chest puffed out. “I work out.”

“Don’t get cocky. You don’t get that lock picked soon, I’m fine with sending for Klyde. He can wear a sack over his head, for all I care.”

Owen’s chest deflated. “You’d do that? I thought we had something special …”

“Something special? I went down to the stables looking for some ass, saw you forking manure out of a stall, and thought you had a nice one. Don’t make this out to be more than it is.”

“It’s just some fun.”

“Right, it’s just some fun.” Elvia suppressed an eye roll at his hangdog expression and brushed his stubble-dusted cheek with her fingertips. “Hey, now, I’d much prefer it was fun with you. But don’t get me wrong—it can be fun with you, fun with Klyde, fun with an oiled cucumber … doesn’t matter to me.” She patted the iron plates over her crotch. “Whoever can get this damned lock open, they get to ride.” 

Owen pulled another pick from behind his ear. “I’m on it.”

“That’s the spirit.” 

Scratch. Scratch.

Owen’s whole body twisted around to face the door. “Seriously, you don’t hear that?” 

Elvia shook her head. “All I heard is a stable boy freaking out at imaginary noises when he should be helping me with this damned belt.”

“What if it’s your father?”

“Then you’re as dead as the seven stable boys, six assistant chefs, three guards, and one wayward monk that came before you, so you might as well enjoy your last minutes of life.” 

“That’s it.” Owen swung his legs out over the edge of the bed. “I’m out of here.”

She grabbed his shirttail. “Oh, no, you’re not going anywhere. It’s not my father. Trust me, he’s still sleeping off the feast from two days ago.”

Owen grabbed a fistful of shirttail and tugged it out of her hand. “Then it’s your mother—”

“Mom’s visiting her sister. In Pupostu—a month’s journey by boat up the coast, if she doesn’t stop for every portside curio shop along the way. And you just know she’s not going to skip those. She hates her sister. The trip’s just an excuse to shop.” Elvia rolled over, putting the lamp down on the nightstand and grabbing a shiny dark green cucumber from a bowl. “Look, forget the lock.” She shoved the cucumber into Owen’s hands and rolled over. “Here, see if you can get this in through the toilette flap—”

Scratch. Scratch. Scratch!

It was a scraping at the door, metal against metal.

“See, I told you!” Owen said, hopping to his feet and pointing a shaking cucumber at the door. “I’m not imagining it.”

“Okay, okay, you didn’t imagine it.” She cricked her head to one side. “What the hell is that? It almost sounds like someone’s trying to pick the door lock …”

“It’s the guards, isn’t it?” Owen asked, shrugging into his pants.

“Don’t be an idiot. The guards wouldn’t need to pick the lock. They’ve got keys. Hmm, now there’s a thought … I wonder if any of them have the keys to this damn thing.”

Scratch. Scratch. Scratch. Click!

Owen let out a whimper and scrambled to knot his rope belt. “They’ve unlocked it!”

“Well at least somebody’s unlocking something around here.” Elvia slid out of the bed, grabbing the mace she kept handy under her pillows, and padded towards the door. “Stewy, that had better not be you,” she said, slapping the head of the mace against her palm.

The door swung open just as she reached it.

“You’re not my brother …”

A brutish-looking blue-skinned Thurk with a fluted helm and a loaded and cocked crossbow stood in the doorway. The hallway behind him was crowded with more of the four-foot tall, wolf-toothed pig-men, at least a dozen of them, fitted out in the mismatched armor of a mercenary company and armed with curved short swords and boiled-leather half shields—freshly splattered with the blood of the guards they had slaughtered while sneaking into the castle. 

“Who the hell are you?”

In her surprise, Elvia had forgotten to raise the mace. The helmed Thurk standing directly before her took it from her, plucking it easily out of her hands. 

She swallowed and glanced behind her at her bed. “Well, don’t just stand there, stableboy …”

“Ummm … right …” Owen slowly came out of his crouch. He flexed his muscles and laced his fingers together, cracking them. “Okay, guys, I don’t want any troub—”

Pftuft!

A crossbow bolt appeared in Owen’s Adam’s apple. 

For a brief moment he stared down at it in disbelief—his eyebrows crunching together as if he was wondering how it had gotten there and, more importantly, where all that spurting blood was coming from—before he slumped forward onto the bed.

Elvia gasped. “Seriously? I just got those sheets.” Elvia turned back to scowl at the Thurks. “Did you have to do that? You know how hard it is to get blood out of six-hundred-thread-count silk?”

“Not my problem.” The helmed Thurk reloaded his crossbow. “You Princess Elvia?”

“What’s it to you, bub?”

“I am Scavange. These are Scavange’s troop. We’re mercenaries. We’ve got a contract to find a virgin of royal blood.” The helmed Thurk snapped his clawed fingers and moved aside to let a pair of Thurks shuffle forward, a princess-sized canvas sack held open between them. Scavange gestured at the sack, and his compatriots raised it to throw over Elvia. “If you please, get in the sack.”

“And if I refuse?”

“Scavange will shoot you in the knee.”

“Getting in the sack …” Elvia ducked to let the short Thurks lower the sack over her head. “Wait … did you say a virgin of royal blood?”

“Aye,” Scavange said. “The mighty necromantess Banassa requires a virgin of royal blood for her dark rituals.”

“Joke’s on her, then, bub.”

Scavange’s snout twisted into a worried frown. He gestured at the Thurks cinching the sack closed around Elvia’s ankles to stop before setting the lock in place. “What do you mean?”

Under the sack, Elvia crossed her arms and set her hips at an unimpressed angle. “I haven’t been a virgin since I was thirteen—eleven if doing it with your second cousin counts.”

“Are you trying to trick Scavange?”

Elvia jogged her head back at Owen’s body, still going through its death rattles sprawled out on her bed. “Ask yourself what a man was doing in my bedchamber at this time of night.”

Scavange’s slight shoulders sagged. “You are not a virgin.”

“Nope. You need a royal virgin, you want the next door down—my brother’s room. Nineteen years old, and he hasn't even had the courage to stick it in a sheep. Doesn’t stop him from peeking, though.”

“Next door, you say?” Scavange snapped his claws, and the sack was whipped off of Elvia. “Sorry for the inconvenience. Please enjoy the rest of your evening. Troop … you heard the lady! March!”

“Hey, what’s the rush?” Elvia called after them as they marched away down the hallway. “Door locks aren’t the only locks you guys know how to open, are they?”








  
  

Chapter 2

THE ROAD TO RETCHNIA





“You know, Mal,  there would be plenty of room for both of us on that thing if you just scootched up.”

“One, I don’t scootch. It’s undignified.” Gliding gently along through the forest on a cushion of magickal air three feet above the cobblestone roadway, Mallon didn’t take his eyes off the weathered, handwritten My First Book of Spells that lay open on his lap. The wizard’s faded-to-pale-blue robe was patched at both elbows, the cuffs and hem frayed, his wide-brimmed pointed hat doubled over flaccidly. A half staff, topped with a griffin’s head carved from a single lump of cheap purple crystallite, hung in a quick-release holster on his back. “And two, it’s a rental.”

Barrel chested and black furred, Lannigan loped alongside his brother, hairy knuckles scraping the cobblestones. The single button on his sleeveless leather vest strained to remain unpopped. A set of rusty lock picks hung from a tattered belt. “What’s that got to do with anything?” 

Mallon licked his thumb and turned a page. “You know how hard it is to get gorilla ass stink out of a flying carpet? That’d blow our deposit right there, Lanny.”

“But my feet are killing me. You said back at the port when we got off the boat we both could ride—take turns or something.”

“Implied, maybe. But nothing was put in writing.”

“Come on, let me up,” Lannigan pleaded, adjusting the bright red velvet fez on his head so it tilted at just the right angle above his pronounced brow. The tassel bounced jauntily as he loped along. “It’s the least you could do for me, considering.”

Mallon turned another page. “I’m trying to memorize some spells, here. Do we have to do this again, right now?”

“I wouldn’t have gorilla ass stink if it wasn’t for you. I wouldn’t be a gorilla, period.”

The griffin’s head on Mallon’s staff let out a derisive snort. “What I wouldn’t give to be turned into a gorilla …”

“Shut up, Barney. No one’s talking to you.” Mallon laid a ribbon down into the crease and closed the spell book. He slipped it away into his shoulder-slung satchel and arched a wary eyebrow down at his brother. “For what must be the thousandth time, you’re the one who volunteered to play guinea pig for the Advanced Adroitness spell. I warned you it was my first try. I can’t be blamed that the components got all mixed up and the spell inevitably went wrong—horribly, hilariously wrong.”

Lannigan grunted out a disbelieving laugh. “You can’t be blamed for mistaking cat’s eye for newt eggs?”

“They were ground up.”

“Yes, but they don’t smell anything alike.”

“One, my allergies were all over the place that day—couldn’t smell worth a damn. Two, there was very little light in that basement room we were squatting in. And three, the bottle labels were practically illegible.”

“You were the one who labeled the bottles.”

“And I have terrible handwriting.”

“I only volunteered because we were trying to get hired on to that adventuring group, and you said the spell would make me a better lockpick.”

“And it did make you a better lockpick, didn’t it? Those are some mighty nimble fingers you’ve got yourself now.”

“Oh, they’re nimble, all right—perfect for picking the fleas out of my fur.” Lannigan plucked a flea from behind his ear and flicked it at Mallon. “And we didn’t even get the job.”

“Can I help it if the group leader refused to work with us because he had an irrational phobia about gorillas?”

“Irrational? His parents were ruthlessly murdered by gorillas in front of his eyes when he was three.”

“Yes, but highland gorillas. You’re clearly a lowland gorilla. Your brow is much more pronounced. And you rarely fling your own poo.”

Lannigan sped up and hopped in front of the carpet. It bumped softly against his chest before coming to a stop. “When have I ever thrown my own poo?” he demanded.

“Give it time.” Mallon fished a long-stemmed ivory pipe out of an inner pocket of his robe and lit the half-filled bowl with a snap of his fingers. “Look,” he said, puffing away, “I know this hasn’t been easy on you, but undoing a spell misfire is tricky. If I knew how to change you back, I would do it. And very probably for free, at that. Do you think I like having a brother who looks—and snores—like a gorilla?”

“Yeah, sometimes I think you do.”

“Okay, I won’t lie to you,” Mallon said around the bit of the pipe, leaning back on his elbows and crossing his ankles. “Your predicament is amusing as all get-out, but if I really didn’t want you changed back to normal, would I have agreed to come all this way to find a cure?”

“No, I guess not.”

“Right. So buck up, brother beasty.” Mallon pointed the pipe stem at the road before them winding gently through the dense forest. “Not much farther now and we’ll be in Retchgarden, and we’ll get this all sorted out.”

“If Monty’s even there.”

“He’ll be there. Not many other places left on Kaigoon where he isn’t a wanted man. And mentally unstable as he is, if anyone will have a counterspell that can change you back, Monty will.”

“If he’s even talking to us anymore.”

“Well, I’m sure he’s forgotten all about that by now. And if not … he’s just a working stiff, same as the rest of us. He won’t refuse a hearty bag of gold.”

“And where exactly are we going to get a bag of gold, hearty or otherwise? We were barely able to scrape together enough for the boat trip here. We’re broke.”

“Yes, well, only because nobody wants to hire a gorilla. But don’t worry about that. Gold is not a problem.” Mallon waved a hand in front of his face, fingers writhing emphatically. His fingertips began to glow an eerie green. “I’ll just conjure some up.”

“No. No more ghost gold,” Lannigan said. “Monty will be able to tell. Plus, it always attracts liches.”

“Point.” Mallon snapped his fingers closed into a fist, dismissing the spell before it was complete. “I’ll figure something else out, then.”

“And if you don’t?”

Mallon put away his pipe. “Honestly, I think you’ve forgotten just how butt-ugly your natural human form is … all things considered, you’re probably better off as a gorilla.”

“And you’re probably better off,” Lannigan said, grabbing the front edge of the flying carpet with both his hands and pulling it toward him, “without a carpet.”

The flying carpet torn out from under him, Mallon plummeted to the cobblestones. He landed flat on his back, the wind knocked out of him.

Lannigan stood over him, laughing, his sharp teeth flashing.

Mallon recovered his breath and reached over his shoulder to wrest Barney out of his holster. “You are so getting fireballed for that,” Mallon said.

“You’d seriously fireball your own brother?”

“I know, I know. I’ll have the smell of singed fur in my nose for days, but I can live with it.” Mallon pointed the griffin’s head at his brother’s chest. “Light him up, Barney!”

Lannigan batted at the staff, sending it flying to the side of the road. “That’s not what I meant—ummphh!”

Something hard and fast and draped in a princess-sized canvas sack hit Lannigan squarely in the back. Knocked off balance, Lannigan fell forward onto Mallon. Stunned by the impact, the sack—a pair of bare feet sticking out the bottom—fell back onto the cobblestones.

“Did I hit a tree?” the sack asked, rolling back and forth on the roadway in an effort to right itself. “That felt like I hit a tree. Or a goat.”

“Neither,” Mallon said, untangling himself from Lannigan.

“At least you’re not Thurks,” the bag said. “You don’t sound like Thurks. Are you Thurks?”

“No,” Lannigan said. “We’re not Thurks.”

“Good.” The sack sat up. “Then know that I am the Crown Prince Stewart, heir to the Retchnian throne, and I command you to rescue me!”








  
  

Chapter 3

COMMAND PERFORMANCE





“Rescue you?” Lannigan asked the sack. “Rescue  you from what?”

“Hold on there, Lanny.” Mallon got to his feet. He patted the dust off the back of his robe and went to fetch Barney from the bushes at the side of the road. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves.”

“Oh, right, how rude of me …” Lannigan took the holdout dirk from his boot and knelt down beside the sack. “Let’s get this off you first. Hold still. I don’t want to cut you.” He shoved the dirk through the canvas and started sawing away.

Mallon stood, polishing Barney’s griffin head with his robe sleeve. “No, I meant let’s talk our fee first.”

A head in a floppy nightcap over a shock of bright red hair worked its way out of the hole Lannigan had cut. “Your fee?” The teen’s pockmarked face looked up at Mallon, confused and infuriated. “But I’m your prince.”

“If I had a doubloon for every kid we run into who claims to be a prince just so we’ll work for free, I’d be a rich man.”

“I’m pretty sure this is the first time a prince has run into me, Mal,” Lannigan said.

“My point is … prince or not, we’re not from around here, kid.” Mallon snapped Barney back into his shoulder holster. “And even if we were, we don’t work for free.”

“That’s right. We’re professionals,” Lannigan said, thumping his chest proudly.

The teen took Lannigan’s offered hand and pulled himself to his feet and out of the sack. “Professionals?” 

“I’m Mallon, mage for hire, and the furry one there … he’s Lannigan, thief for slightly cheaper hire.”

Lannigan waved hello with a toothy grin. “Howdy.”

“You’re a gorilla,” the teen said.

“Hence the discount,” Mallon said. “We are freelance adventurers, belonging to a minor yet fully accredited Northern Cities guild. As such, we’re no different from your average guilded butcher or blacksmith. You wouldn’t ask a butcher to give you steaks for free, or a blacksmith to shoe your horse for free, would you?”

“Blacksmith?” Lannigan asked. “Don’t farriers shoe horses?”

“Do I look like a dictionary?” Mallon asked back. He reached into his satchel and withdrew a scroll. “My point is, we’ll be more than happy to rescue you, prince or not … provided we can come to a mutually satisfactory compensation agreement.”

“You have got to be kidding me,” the teen said.

“I never kid about contracts.” Mallon unfurled the scroll and held it so the teen could read it. “This is our standard rate chart. We’ve found that most of our clients tend to be working from a budget and that having our rates spelled out lets them easily pick and choose exactly what services they’re willing to pay for ahead of time.” Mallon pressed the scroll into the teen’s hands. “Which really takes the stress out of adventure planning.”

The teen huffed at the scroll. “What am I supposed to do with this?”

“Just mark the boxes next to the services you want, and I’ll write you up an estimate based on that,” Mallon said. “Now, you mentioned Thurks … Is that primarily who we’ll be rescuing you from today? You’re in luck, there. We’re offering a special kill-three-for-the-price-of-two rate this month for all Thurks, Half Thurks, and Juugaluks.” 

The teen crumpled the rate chart into a ball and let it drop to the cobblestones. “We don’t have time for this. I only managed to sneak away from them a few minutes ago, and they won’t be running in a sack. They have to be close behind me.”

“Well, that’s no reason to go wrinkling a perfectly good rate chart.” Mallon bent down and picked up the scroll. He smoothed the wrinkles out of it over his thigh before rolling it back up and slipping it away into his satchel. “You know how much these things cost to get printed up?” 

“I don’t care.” The teen cocked his ear back up the road. “I think I hear them coming!”

Lannigan sniffed the air. “Oh, yeah, they’re definitely coming. Eleven Thurks. Eight males, three females. At least one of the females is having her lady times. They’re less than a minute up the road, maybe two—Thurks have short legs.”  

“Eleven?” Mallon asked. He turned to the teen. “Tell you what, kid, it sounds like the general services agreement will be cheaper for you, instead of the à la carte. It’s two hundred gold doubloons a day, plus expenses, but that covers everything. À la carte, we’d be talking at least twenty a Thurk, so right there you’d be saving yourself twenty doubloons, and that’s before we add in the extra charge for fighting females on their period.”

“Two hundred a day plus expenses?” the teen asked. “That’s highway robbery.”

“It’s a minimum fee. I assure you, if the Klisterian Freelance Adventurer and Sanitation Worker Guild would let us work for less, we would.”

“Yes, fine, whatever … I don’t have much of a choice, do I?”

“Well, it’s settled, then. All we need is the first week’s pay in advance, and we’ll take care of those nasty Thurks for you, no problem.”

The teen pointed at his dressing gown. “Does it look like I have pockets? I don’t have any gold on me. But my father—the king—will pay you, I assure you.”

“Okay, okay, little prince,” Mallon said. “Tell you what … given the pressing nature of your situation, I’m willing to overlook the requirement of a week’s pay in advance.”

“I appreciate that.”

“There will however be an extra thirty-percent convenience fee for doing so—merely to cover the paperwork processing costs, you understand.”

“Fine, fine. It’s not like I have much of a choice, do I?” 

“A word, brother.” Lannigan pulled Mallon aside. “You don’t think this kid’s really a prince, do you?”

“Of course not,” Mallon said. “What kind of prince goes running around a forest in a sack? But that doesn’t matter. Once he signs the contract, he’ll be on the hook for the fee.”

“He could always claim he signed under duress.”

“That’s for the courts to decide. And our guild has some pretty decent lawyers.” Mallon took another scroll out of his satchel and gestured for Lannigan to turn around so he could unfurl it against his broad back. He pointed at the bottom. “If you’ll just sign here, then, your highness …”

“With what?” the teen asked. “I don’t have a quill.”

Mallon sunk his hand into his satchel and felt around until he found a sliver of charcoal. “Here you go,” he said, handing it to the boy.

“Highway robbery,” said the teen, scratching his initials at the bottom of the scroll. “There, it’s signed. Now, can you please protect me from Banassa’s thugs?”

Mallon rolled the scroll up and stuffed it away into a robe sleeve. “Of course, and let me just take this opportunity to say how much we appreciate your business—wait, did you say Banassa?”

“Yes,” the teen said.

“The necromantess Banassa?”

“I think that’s what the Thurks called her, yes. So?”

“The necromantess Banassa, head of the Amalgamated Wizards and Sorcery Guild?”

Lannigan picked a flea out of his left armpit and tossed it into his mouth. “Hey, isn’t that the guild that rejected you?” 

“Yeah, they know their shit,” Mallon said. 

“They’re here!” the teen exclaimed as the company of Thurk mercenaries rounded the bend in the road at a steady running march, their half swords and crossbows raised, their snouts curled into angry snarls. “Protect me!”

Mallon grabbed the prince firmly by the shoulders and yelled out to the approaching Thurks. “Hey, you guys didn’t happen to lose a prince, did you?”

The teen squirmed in Mallon’s grip. “What treachery is this?”

“Sorry, kid.” Mallon waved glowing fingertips through the air, and the teen’s ankles and wrists were suddenly entwined by immobilizing bands of swirling spirit-smoke, strong as iron. “Banassa’s out of our league. No way are we risking pissing her off. Not for only two hundred gold a day plus expenses, anyway. Even with the extra thirty percent—especially if this thing ends up in collections court.”

“You bastard!” the teen screamed, struggling against his conjured bindings. “We have a contract!”

“Oh, yeah, right. Thanks for reminding me.” Mallon pulled the scroll out of his sleeve, crumpled it, and quickly shoved it in Lannigan’s mouth. “Contract canceled,” Mallon said as his brother chewed.

The Thurks slowed in front of them. “Hold, there!” the one with the fluted helm and crossbow called and then motioned for his compatriots to keep their weapons low but at the ready. “We do not want any trouble with you or your pet, wizard.”

“Who you calling a pet?” Lannigan and Barney asked almost simultaneously.

Mallon shushed them both. “And no trouble shall you have, my good sir.” Mallon gave the teen a firm shove towards the Thurks. “Looks like he managed to get himself out of that sack somehow, but we stopped him getting any farther.”

The helmed Thurk grabbed the teen by the collar of his nightshirt. “You try to escape again from Scavange again, you spotty-faced little brat, and it’s an arrow to the knee.” Scavange shoved the teen into the arms of one of his compatriots and then turned towards Mallon. “You have Scavange’s thanks, wizard.”

“It’s Mallon. And you’ll be sure to mention how helpful I’ve been to the necromantess Banassa, won’t you?”
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