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The Ruby City, Seat of Power in the Realm of Ranthador, 97th Green Dawn of Queen Amigla’s Reign

The mirrors in the chamber were shimmering with a panoply of rainbow colors when the Chief Inquisitor strode into the room. Those surfaces shone with mystically contained light and life, not a bit of which related to the chamber itself. They covered every conceivable inch of the wall and ceiling space, though the floor was crimson veined obsidian, polished with steadfast regularity by the acolytes and automatons of Corinthius the Visionary.

That conjurer was already present now, and he stood at his dais amidst the looking glasses. He was a bony looking thing, stripped to the waist to show off his emaciated form and battle the heat of his work. He had graying whiskers on his chin and cheeks, matching one rough thatch of hair atop his head, set amidst the sweat gleaming expanse of shorn scalp like an island in the middle of a lake, and a second decorating his sternum. The occupant did not look up as the doors thudded shut behind his guest. He needed no mirrors to know who had entered his sacred space. Instead, he took one final sip of ochre fluid from a silver dish before setting it atop a tray held in place by one of his shaved and white painted acolytes. He daubed his lips with the long sleeves of his robes and said, “I believe I have good news, Your Eminence.”

The High Inquisitor approached the dais but stopped before putting one of his boots on the first step. He was a middle-aged man with deep frown lines etched into his face and violet eyes that gleamed within his sunken sockets. His black cloak of office was held at his left shoulder by the land’s highest award, the silver falcons of courage. His uniform of tan shirt and indigo breeches were freshly laundered and pressed. His hair, black as a raven’s wing, fell in neat waves just short of his shoulders.

“Is that so?” the High Inquisitor asked. “It would be welcome. The lowlands are a breeding ground for dissidents. I will be receiving a dozen new information sources this afternoon, in need of the right amount of squeezing.”

“Few squeeze as you do, Your—”

“Enough with the formalities, Corinthius. Speak, so I may deny your request for more resources.”

Corinthius the Visionary turned to face his guest now. “I have traced the energy siphon.”

“Then we can restore the Queen’s—”

“Yes, yes, but you must act quickly. For the drain is increasing.”

“Which realm is responsible?”

“None of the Nine,” Corinthius said. “It is an obscure outlier, a region few have access to venture to now, after its portal gates were ruined during the climactic years of The Age of the Usurper.”

The High Inquisitor bared his sharpened canines in a smile that indulged no joy and invited nothing but shudders. “Is that why it took you five Frosts to locate it?”

Corinthius frowned, but he did not rise to the bait. Instead, he held up a small brown stone with colorful veins of orange, gold, and red. “You will be looking for one of these.” He tossed it and took no small delight in the High Inquisitor’s failed attempt to catch it. The Inquisitor might not venture into the field often, these days, thanks to advancing years, but his reflexes were strong. However, even they were not quite up to this task, particularly since one of his hands was tucked beneath his stylish cape. He bent at the knees to retrieve the fallen stone.

“A Debtor’s Rock?” the High Inquisitor said.

“Indeed,” Corinthius replied with a hum of amusement. 

He eyed it with a scowl. “The treasury must make an accounting. If someone managed to steal one of these then heads will roll.”

“If it was stolen,” the Visionary said.

“I don’t understand.”

“I’d wager it was given by the Queen herself, but I have no records of such. She has granted a handful of secret boons, withheld from all records.”

“The so-called Heroes’ Boons?” The High Inquisitor’s lips raised in a disbelieving smirk.

Corinthius tilted his chin up, gazing down his nose at the man standing at the base of his dais. “Your lack of faith has no bearing on the Queen’s decision making.”

The High Inquisitor wanted to shout that the supposition of the Queen granting Debtor’s Rocks was impossible. She had remained confined in her castle since the Usurper’s efforts, ruling the lands from the safety and sanctity of her throne room, fed intelligence by a closely guarded network of informants and trusted nobles. The High Inquisitor himself fell into the latter category, while the Visionary fit into the former.

“Interesting that after years of failure, it took only mere days to find success following the Regent’s Execution Order—”

Corinthius stood up straight at the indirect accusation. “Nothing more than coincidence, I assure you. I lucked upon the solution.”

“And what is the rest?” the High Inquisitor asked.

The Visionary smirked. “Would you like to know how to venture to a place where no portals stand?” 

“You know I do. So get on with it.”

Corinthius turned away, plucked up his silver cup and sipped from the fluid again. He paused to savor the sensation of the stuff. It was raw mana, addictive as hell, and it fed the conjurer’s battery of power like nothing else. Not even blood sacrifices could hope to compete with this beverage . . .  or so the legends said. When he was done asserting his dominance, just three seconds before the High Inquisitor lost the last granules of his patience, he daubed his lips and said, “You will need a man who is cunning, Inquisitor. Someone able to work alone. Only one can pass by the way I know of for the door swings shut behind him and it will not open until he is ready to return. And may I ask why you are smiling?”

“I allow questions,” the High Inquisitor replied. “The smile is because I already know who to send.”

“Do I know him?”

“Do you know any of my agents?”

Corinthus’s insulting smirk failed in the face of this question. Of course he did not know the agents of the Inquisition. They were a cloaked and cowled lot, masters of covert action, ambush, assassination, prisoner extraction, and disguise, seldom mixing with the circles the Visionary might collude with. The conjurer might have seen them an occasional agent in action with his clairvoyant relics and party tricks, but did he know any of their identities? Of course not. 

“I suppose you don’t, Corinthius. But be assured, the agent in question will not stop until the answers are got.” In fact, the conjurer’s assumption was wrong. This High Inquisitor would send no man, for the best in his employ was not a man at all. Why give away such information? Best to leave the conjurer to his assumptions. “Where is this portal to the hidden realm? And how do we access it?”

“It is held within the Deathtrap.”

“Enough jests, conjurer.”

“I make no jokes.” 

The High Inquisitor drew in a steady breath and released it again. It was a child’s way of holding onto anger, but it still worked. “No one can survive the traps and fiends that inhabit its twisted passages.”

The conjurer nodded, his smirk returned. “The Deathtrap is the deadliest cave system known to man. The Magus designed it to be a labyrinth where horrors breed and perils thrive . . .”

“You expect me to believe this is the location of the one remaining doorway to—”

“If no one could plumb the depths, then no one could close the portal for good.”

The High Inquisitor’s eyes did their best to burn holes through Corinthius with disbelief and hatred. “With all these gadgets of yours, all these toys and tools you have at your disposal to far see, to interact and influence over great distances, that you could not simply materialize your will in the heart of the Deathtrap and—”

The conjurer’s smirk returned. “The Deathtrap was lair to Acheron.”

“Who was mad as—”

“Who might’ve been mad, but was nevertheless calculating and clever when it came to mystic wards. His were nigh-impregnable. With his passing into Shadow, the beasts guarding his lair have grown even more impressive and bloodthirsty.”

The High Inquisitor hated being interrupted, even by trusted colleagues or sycophantic aides. Still, he withheld the snarl—though not the suspicion—from his words when he asked, “If no one can penetrate the Deathtrap and return to tell what they’ve found, then what evidence do you possess of a portal in there at all?”

“My acolyte Johanna, the gibbering jelly? She served The Mad Magus and saw him use the portal.”

The High Inquisitor’s jaw dropped for half a second before returning to a shut position with a clack of enamel. “And she is your acolyte, now? Such a risk should have been brought to my attention long ago—”

“Enough with your posturing, Emeric. The Queen gave me full authority to take whomever and whatever I wished as my learned aides and acolytes. Just as she did you, and with the same decree. You have no say in my decision making.”

The High Inquisitor put his teeth together once more. A second interruption in as many minutes and a chest-thumping insult to his authority and wishes? Oh, he would make the conjurer pay one of these nights. Should the Queen die, then Corinthius’s status would change dramatically. Few liked the court’s magician or understood his value. Should she pass across death’s threshold, then Corinthius would find himself on the receiving end of the High Inquisitor’s tools and toys, items that were typically pleasurable solely for the one using them.

The conjurer cupped his hands together at stomach level, squeezing enough to make the knuckles pale from pressure. “You asked for how to access the portal, Your Eminence. Without my aid, it will be no simple task. You will need—”

“Now, who is posturing?”

“You’ll excuse me if I don’t enjoy making you squirm a little, Emeric.”

The High Inquisitor disliked hearing his name come from this man’s mouth. He had a way of making it sound both far too familiar as well as far too much like shared, secret knowledge between the two of them. “Fine. Get it out, then. When you are ready to do your duty in the Queen’s name, then I will be waiting.”

Now, it was Corinthius’ turn to look irritated. The High Inquisitor scored a point for himself. The Visionary then reached into his robes and produced a bone scroll case wrapped with a golden chain. “Your man will need these. The case holds an alignment spell. Can he read and speak Draconist?”

“Yes. Are there any portals active in this supposedly cut off realm?”

“Doesn’t matter if there are or not. The alignment spell will guarantee your agent arrives at the proper spot. It is not connected to portal but to the place where the Debtor’s Rock trail begins. With as much elemental and arcane power as must’ve been used to initiate this spell, there will be thread traces. Can your agent follow such trails?”

“We have Sensing Rods.”

“Good. And there’s also no need to locate or erect a portal to return. Just coming back to the spot where the spell was originally cast should do. There ought to be enough residual energy to open the portal and bring him back again.”

The High Inquisitor gestured toward the chain. “And that?”

“The chain should be worn on the skin. It contains a translation spell, and it works both for hearing and for speaking.”

Ah, useful. “Excellent. Then, I am ready to—”

However, Corinthius waved him off, saying, “You’d better leave the chambers, now, Emeric. And be about your business. Send your agent with all due haste. And hope he can survive the tests before him.”

Again, the bastard interrupted him, cutting off the High Inquisitor’s patriotic moment when he would proclaim himself ready to do his duty to Queen and country. It would have been a beautiful line to walk out on.

Interruptions, insults, and now a dismissal? “We shall speak again, conjurer.”

“Not if I can help it,” Corinthius said, returning to his silver cup, his energizing beverage, and his multi-colored mirrors.

Smoldering with hatred, the High Inquisitor stormed out of the chambers, laying schemes for the near and far future.

***
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FINNIE DREAR HAD COME to the High Inquisitor’s attention while still a stripling of but thirteen years. Even then, she had been a profligate thief and rapscallion, a refugee taken into the city who soon turned to theft to feed herself and her family. She was good at her craft despite being an amateur, and he saw in her the makings of a terrific agent. So, he removed the impediments with a few doses of poison that resembled the wasting sleep sickness that ran amok in those escapees of Dark Loren who had taken her kingdom and ousted the unwanted. Alone in the world, when he found her. The High Inquisitor played a sympathetic role, taking her under his wing, breaking her willfulness with demonstrations of mercy and strength, and ultimately making a zealot from her. 

When he called her to the Chamber of Knowledge, that repository of the scrolls and fascicles detailing the lives, strengths, and weaknesses of anyone under The High Inquisitor’s suspicions, she was dressed in her ceremonial Inquisition uniform. A sexless black cassock, hood drawn over her brow and casting all but her mouth in shadow. She was a smallish woman, standing but one and a half inches over five feet and wiry, but no less dangerous for her diminutive size. Many an opponent lost their battle with her before it had even begun by underestimating her guile, ruthlessness, and knack for murder.

He explained the mission, and she did not bat an eye at mention of the infamous Deathtrap. When he was done, she had a single question, “After recovering the stone, what fate do you wish for they who hold it and have been using it?”

“Use your best judgment,” the High Inquisitor replied, “to make certain they never pose a threat to the Queen, again.”

He did not see his agent’s smile, but he heard the way it colored her response. “Yes, Lord High Inquisitor.”

Here was someone who knew how to speak to her superiors. If she returned from this assignment, perhaps he would put her upon Corinthius the Visionary. Might she teach him lessons on the importance of speaking and treating his betters? Might she do so without leaving marks upon his face, cuts upon his inner eye, and trails leading back to the Inquisition’s Seat?

First, however, she would need to return with that stone . . .

“Do not fail me,” he said, and she bowed her allegiance before taking her leave. 

It was a pleasure to see her move, sinuous and sly. No courtesan or slut in the world had Finnie Drear’s grace or appeal. 

If the High Inquisitor allowed his lovers to live after their use, he might consider inviting his finest agent into his bed. Alas, it was not meant to be. He would resign himself to future blood offerings and leave her where most useful: among the quick.

Instead of pining and pondering her prowess between bedsheets, the High Inquisitor would await his chief agent’s inevitable return and victory. And when he had the stone in his hand, what might he do? Save the kingdom? Or end one reign and take it for his own? More than Ranthador waited in the balance. All nine of the realms it lorded over waited for the right hand to rule them.
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