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Homecoming
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RAD DE LA’REL UNHOOKED THE darkened-glass eye shield and gauze veil from around his face and stood patiently at the mouth of the cave. He squinted against the bright glare and took a deep breath. Nowhere else in all the worlds he’d visited did the sunshine look so friendly or the air smell so fresh as it did in Quentaris. It was a moment he liked to savour, a reminder of how lucky he was to be Quentaran, especially on days he’d survived yet another perilous trip through the rift caves.


From all around came the sounds of home. A yellow-spotted lyrica’s shrill warbling overhead; the Great Wall’s yanlen-bound gates clanging shut on another rift-cave party; wagon wheels rattling over cobbled streets; toll bells pealing; the rumble of a busy populace; spruikers from the markets selling their wares; the clink and clank of blacksmiths and builders going about their business; criers stridently announcing the day’s fortunes, good or bad. Singly, each sound meant little. Together, it was a symphony that was uniquely Quentaran.


Rad watched the beautiful Lady Attranta and her retinue wind their royal way down the trail to the Last and First Station. There they would pay a levy—a large sum in this case—to the city’s coffers. The trip had been successful in more ways than one, the unique antidote that alone could cure the Lady Attranta’s poisoned younger brother had been located in time to save him, and trunks full to the brim with rare gems were a plus.


Sadly, the party had lost five members to a Zolkan ambush which might have turned out worse had Rad not rescued his client from the mandibles of a Zolka. A pure fluke that Rad had managed to slay the creature, but Lady Attranta had rewarded him handsomely. He idly touched his bulging money purse. Why, he could retire for a year on such a reward.


But permanent retirement was far from possible. Rad shot a lingering look at the golden-hued spires of the stupendous city. It looked magical as the sun went down. Some claimed, on first glance, that Quentaris was like something from a fairytale. However, the lengthening shadows prodding like sword thrusts at the city’s fortifications reminded him just how vulnerable Quentaris was right now.


He waited till the doors to the cave were closed and barred. The Larounda Valley was a banned world, its sun too fierce, too deadly, and its closeness to Quentaris a more subtle kind of threat. The rift curtain between the worlds, just inside the cave mouth, would spill its sun’s deadly rays into Quentaris for many months if left open. Other worlds had been barred for similar reasons, though on this occasion the Archon had ordered the cave opened for the sake of his ailing friend.


Rad mounted the steed kept for him. He was impatient to get back to his quarters and rid himself of the protective sun salve that covered his entire body. It had been the very devil of a job to get Lady Attranta to protect herself similarly from Larounda’s sun. She was the most strong-willed and arrogant woman he had ever had the misfortune to serve as guide.


Leaving a trail of red-hued dust behind him, Rad spurred his mount across the stony terrain to beat Lady Attranta’s party to the city’s great arched gates. He had rather disturbing news for the Archon and it did not help that he had no hard evidence for his unease. The strange creatures he had seen, hanging from the cathedral-high ceilings in some of the caves, had perturbed him deeply. They had shown no sign of aggression and had made no threatening move. Yet the moment he had laid eyes on them, Rad had felt the most violent terror seize him. His legs had shook uncontrollably and his bowels had felt like jelly. And for what? Bizarre batlike beasts that liked to roost upside-down? Rad swallowed, feeling a cold prickling of fear even now. Even here. He wondered how he should describe the beasts. Too little detail and the Archon would dismiss his worries; too much and the Archon might eye Rad with a curled lip, silently naming him a coward. Or else the unpredictable monarch might order all rift travel suspended till he had the resources to cleanse the rift caves. And that could take months, and Rad did not want the rifts closed for such a long period. Guiding was his livelihood and, bulging purse or not, he could ill afford to see the caves closed indefinitely.


‘How goes the war?’ he called to the guards at the gates.


‘Poorly,’ said a grizzled veteran called Emon Ragur. He leaned on a crutch and spat in disgust. Although Rad couldn’t see below the guard’s waist, he knew the former warrior was missing a leg. His companion, a surly-looking youth, was none other than Vindon Nibhelline.


‘Talking of wars, how come you weren’t conscripted?’ Vindon sneered.


Rad gritted his teeth. The youth had the uncanny ability to hit a nerve with irritating frequency, even though some said he could barely lace up his boots. Rad had asked to be sent to the front, but the Archon had ordered Rad to guide Lady Attranta’s party to Larounda Valley in search of an antidote for her brother. He had also been ordered to shore up the city’s defences. In short, he was Commander Storm’s replacement while she was on secondment to the army.


‘Yellow-tail,’ Vindon goaded.


‘Enough of that,’ Emon told his charge.


‘I might well ask you the same question,’ Rad called out, as the gates opened.


‘I’d rather be fighting Tolrushians than wasting my time with wall duty,’ Vindon said. ‘But the Archon said he needed me here to defend the city against attack.’


Rad snorted. More likely Drass Nibhelline had bribed someone to save his nephew from the horrors of war. Poor Emon. Rumour had it that he had pleaded with his superiors to join in the battle, but instead he had been given the Rift Wall to supervise. At any other time this would have been an honour, but not now. Not during a war with Tolrush.


‘Off to your City Watch duties now, are we?’ Vindon laughed in his hee-hawing manner. ‘We don’t need a garrison today—the city’s almost empty.’


‘All the more reason we need to protect it, moron,’ Rad mumbled beneath his breath.


He headed straight for the City Watch barracks. The moment he dismounted he knew something was wrong. Where were the guards? The place looked deserted. Surely the Archon hadn’t been so desperate that he’d thrown even the City Watch dregs into the war.


‘Ah, Rad!’ a voice said in a slow drawl.


Rad swung around. ‘Porkis?’


The obese man hastily swallowed a mouthful of venison and threw a badly mauled haunch to waiting dogs. They fought over the meat while he climbed lazily to his feet, wiping his greasy hands on his trews.


‘Wasn’t expecting you back so soon, Rad,’ Porkis said, extending his podgy hand to shake. His face glistened with sweat. ‘Successful expedition, then? Lord Eustachio’s going to live?’


Rad kept his hand at his side. ‘Where is everyone, Porkis? I didn’t see any City Watch troops in the streets on my way here. There’s no one on duty at the door, either.’ He looked around the darkened barracks. Judging by the grunts and the snoring, they weren’t alone. Rad frowned. ‘Are they still asleep from this morning or did they retire early?’


Porkis chuckled. ‘You take yourself too seriously, Rad. No one really expects this rabble to defend Quentaris against the likes of the Thieves’ and Murderers’ Guilds.’ He rubbed his stomach that hung over his loosely cinched leather belt. ‘Why, they’d get swallowed up whole if they tried. And spat out, I’d wager.’


‘To think I left you in charge,’ Rad growled. He swung around and with his loudest voice yelled, ‘Rouse, you lazy good-for-nothings!’


Beds creaked and voices mumbled. The room sounded like the rumblings of a waking creature.


‘Now hold on,’ Porkis began.


Rad poked him in the chest. ‘Porkis, I’m demoting you to corporal. One more word, just one, and you’ll be on the Dung Brigade shovelling horse manure for the duration of the war. Do I make myself clear?’


Porkis went to speak, caught himself just in time, and glared silently.


‘Good.’ Rad stalked over to where the rest of the men and women were collecting their wits. ‘As for the rest of you, you’re a disgrace. I won’t even bother with a roll call, since there are more troopers missing than there are present.’ He swept his hand toward the open door. ‘You. And you,’ he said, nodding at two troopers, ‘collect your swords and stand guard. The rest of you lazy swine get out there on the streets and defend the citizenry.’


‘We don’t have no power to arrest no one,’ grumbled one of the men. ‘They laugh at us. Some spit.’


‘Aye,’ another added. ‘They tossed me on me head in a wine barrel when I caught a thief in the markets. Stank rotten I did. Everyone laughed.’


‘Then arrest them and they might think differently,’ growled Rad. He threw up his hands in despair. ‘You’re right. Why would anyone respect you lot? Look at you! Shabbily dressed, unarmed, yawning. Most of you haven’t shaved in days.’ He stabbed a finger in the man’s chest. ‘Get out of my sight. On your rounds, collect everyone who’s missing. I don’t care how sick they claim to be. I want them on the streets. Visible. A force to be reckoned with.’


Rad shook his head. Beneath his breath he muttered, ‘It’s just as well you don’t know how much trouble we’re in …’ In a louder voice he said, ‘You two—Rusard and Murack. Come with me. Let’s see if we can’t clean up at least a few of the street vermin …’
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The War Table
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WHILE RAD RAILED AGAINST THE City Watch, Lord Chalm Eftangeny, Archon of Quentaris, slowly paced the floor of his war room. Head down, hands clasped firmly behind his back, he shook his head as though the world’s problems were strapped about his neck like an anvil.


In a sense they were. The army was off fighting the neighbouring city of Tolrush. They had been gone a month now, laying siege to that city, at great cost to Quentaris in supplies, money and manpower. What was left in Quentaris were the old, the ill, the feeble, the young children and their mothers, the fakers, the disreputable (thieves and cutthroats) and a bunch of citizens rich enough to buy off their military service. Few travellers were on the roads these days and fewer still came to Quentaris, which meant the rift caves were all but deserted. Worse, the economy had slowed to a standstill.


The Archon swung on his advisers who were sitting like plucked ducks at the war table. ‘And we can’t just withdraw?’ he asked hopefully. ‘Send an emissary to Baron Kull Vladis or whatever his wretched name is and tell him we’ll let them off this time.’ He flapped his hand, indicating a better excuse could be conjured by those more expert in political lies and intrigue.


General Manasseh, newly returned from the front and showing signs of battle duress, half rose in his chair. ‘I’m afraid, m’lord, that retreat would be ill-advised.’


‘Retreat?’ scoffed Lord Chalm. ‘Who said anything about retreat? I merely meant we pull our army back and tell the baron that next time we won’t be so lenient. Retreat? I’d never entertain such a notion!’


Manasseh knew better than to argue. He coughed politely as though clearing his throat. Others seated at the long table shared his discomfiture.


The Archon stopped pacing once more. This time he addressed Commander Storm of the City Watch. ‘Crime is spiralling out of control. Only yesterday my staff were waylaid and lost a wagonload of vegetables and supplies from the markets. What do you have to say for yourself?’


Commander Storm rose from her seat. ‘I, along with every able-bodied man and woman from the Watch, have been seconded to the army, m’lord. Most of the resident Watch should be in the infirmary or at best on desk duty—’


‘Sit down,’ the Archon mumbled. ‘I don’t want excuses. I want results.’ This time he turned his accusing eyes on Sergeant Igorik from the Last and First Station. ‘Where’s Captain Cyra?’


Sergeant Igorik half-rose as he had seen the others do. This was his first, and hopefully his last, appearance at the war table. ‘M’lord, she’s at the front with the army, as is the Wall Guard.’


‘Then why are you still here? You look fit enough to take on five Tolrushians while brushing your teeth.’


Sergeant Igorik took comfort from the sympathetic faces around him. ‘I was ordered to attend this meeting by Captain Cyra, m’lord.’


‘Then who’s in charge of the Wall Guard, man? Come on, speak up!’


Sergeant Igorik again took solace in the sympathy he saw in those around him. ‘Emon Ragur, m’lord.’


‘Well, he’s not doing much of a job, I can tell you,’ growled the Archon. ‘Zolka and all manner of creatures have been infiltrating the city. If it weren’t for the fact that most of the deaths caused by the attackers were villains we’d have widespread panic. Oh, do sit down, Igorik.’


The sergeant quickly did so.


Like a viper Lord Chalm wheeled on another victim. ‘And I suppose, Manasseh, you have every available magician within your ranks at the siege of Tolrush?’


‘M’lord,’ agreed Manasseh, knowing where this was headed.


‘Then how is it that your campaign has dragged on for a month? I was told from the outset this whole affair would last no longer than it takes a sparrow to fart.’


Manasseh shifted uneasily in his seat. It squeaked loudly in the tomb-like silence. ‘Tolrush obviously had spies in our midst, m’lord. They were better prepared than they might otherwise have been.’
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